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				Introduction	1

				Last year, I was asked to preach on Trinity Sunday. None of the other likely candidates was enthusiastic about preaching that week and they all seemed to like the idea of handing the task over to someone whose day job involves talking about doctrine. And that made some sense: I have read books about the doctrine of the Trinity; I have taught classes of ordinands and undergradu-ates about it; I have even written about it myself. It is, you might say, familiar territory for me and talking about it again for twelve or thirteen minutes on a Sunday morning should not have been much of a challenge.

				As I sat down to write the sermon, however, I was sure of four things:

				•	I was sure that I would know a good deal more about the doctrine than any of the people who would be sitting listening to me.

				•	I was sure that this did not mean that I knew God better than any of them. In fact, I think that many of them know God with a depth, a richness and a level of true insight that puts me to shame. 

				•	I was sure that the doctrinal theology that I know could nevertheless help people in that congregation to know God better.

				•	I was sure that the real challenge lay in showing people how it might help them, without requiring them all to become doctrinal theologians like me.1

				This book is intended to explore how the second and third of these claims go together. What does it mean to say that doctrinal theology can help us to know God better, but that knowing lots of doctrinal theology does not mean that you know God well?

				To approach this question I will start, in chapter two, by looking at where doc-trinal theology comes from. I will describe some of the ways in which thinking and arguing about doctrine emerged in the early church and ask why such thinking and arguing ended up being so important to Christians.

				In chapter three, I will ask how doctrinal theology relates to the reading of Scripture—and why doctrinal theology and biblical studies are not simply the 
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				same thing. (This chapter might also help explain why a Grove Doctrine series is needed alongside the existing Biblical series.)

				In chapter four, I will ask what it means to know God and what contribution doctrinal theology can make to that knowledge. This is where I will try to tackle the paradox that doctrine helps us to know God, but that the knowledge of God does not consist in doctrinal knowledge.2

				Definitions

				Before beginning that journey, however, I need to offer some preliminary definitions.

				Doctrine simply means ‘teaching.’ Christian teaching, in all its rich diversity and complexity, has tended to swirl around a number of key topics. In all kinds of contexts, Christians talk about sin, about salvation, about the Holy Spirit and so on. That is, we keep coming back to a few central doctrinal ideas.

				When we talk about ‘the doctrine of x’ (‘the doctrine of sin’ or ‘the doctrine of salvation’ for instance), we are often referring to the whole tangled knot of teaching and debate that has surrounded that topic in Christian history. We are also, however, often referring to the succinct expressions of such ideas that have found their way into our creeds and confessions—doctrinal statements that many of our churches hold to be authoritative. (In the Church of England, for instance, we point to the Apostles’, Nicene and Athanasian Creeds.3)

				Doctrinal theology is one name for the practice of discussing, arguing about and elaborating upon, these doctrinal ideas. It focuses on exploring the con-nections between, and the implications of, all of them—and engaging with the long line of people who have argued about these things throughout Christian history. Other people prefer the terms ‘systematic theology’ or ‘dogmatic theology,’ but ‘doctrinal theol-ogy’ has a bit less baggage.

				All kinds of people engage in doctrinal theology, in all kinds of contexts. Any time someone thinks about the various ideas that are important to the Christian faith, and how they cohere, or what they imply, they are engaging in doctrinal theology. A doctrinal theologian is simply someone who devotes a significant amount of time and energy to these activities. Doctrinal theologians are not doing something fundamentally different from ordinary believers who ponder doctrinal ideas; they are simply pursuing that task with an eccentric level of explicitness and intensity.

				With those definitions in place, we are ready to start our journey, and to ask, ‘Where did doctrinal theology come from?’
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				The Emergence of Doctrine	2

				In the history of the church, there have been endless debates about doctrine. Many Christians have cared deeply about getting doctrine right—insisting that it matters a great deal to make the right claims about God and God’s ways with the world. Christians have devoted huge (and sometimes violent) energies to pursuing and preserving right belief—that is, to ‘orthodoxy.’

				This Christian fascination with doctrine is, however, unusual. It is not an in-evitable fact about religions in general, and the discussion of doctrinal ideas plays a far less central role in many other religious contexts than it does in most forms of Christianity. To understand why doctrine matters for Christians, we need to ask why this passion for doctrine emerged as Christianity devel-oped and spread. To answer this question, we will need to look at Christian proclamation, confession, teaching and controversy.4

				Proclamation

				There are several different ways of identifying the birthday of the Christian church—but you could say that the church began with the women at the tomb on Easter morning, hearing the news of the resurrection and being commis-sioned to pass it on. It continued with the wider community of disciples gathered in Jerusalem, hearing these women’s voices, witnessing the risen Christ and being sent out by the Spirit to tell those around them about God’s mighty acts.

				These first apostles were convinced, it seems, that passing on Jesus’ message, and conveying the difference that he makes to people’s lives, was inseparable from passing on his story. To understand what is involved in following Jesus, you need to know about his life, death and resurrection, and to know how these form the climax of the story of God’s action on your behalf. The early Christians therefore found themselves drawn into storytell-ing. They found themselves weaving together the story of Jesus, the story of God’s dealings with Israel, the story of God’s making and remaking of the world, the story of their own community and the stories of their own lives.

				There was no one form in which they told this story. Rather, when we look at the proclamation of the early church (in the various sermons depicted in 
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				Acts, for instance), we see many different tellings of the story, always differ-ent, always being adapted to new audiences and new settings. In the midst of this changeable and creative practice we do, however, hear a stock of common elements beginning to emerge. There is a recognizable sequence of key moves audible in many of these accounts of God’s work, even if the precise set of moments spoken about, the way they are expressed and the emphases they are given differ from sermon to sermon.

				As the initial explosion of proclamation settled into an ongoing practice, it was inevitable that some of the practitioners would begin to notice this sequence of common elements, and to point it out. Passages like 1 Thess 4.14, 1 Tim 3.16 or 1 Pet 3.18–22, whether they were composed directly for these epis-tles or reflect pre-existing formulae, show us that the faith of the early church could be summarized, with a number of key ideas identified and set out in a coherent shape.

				It is worth remembering, however, that a summary is never the whole story. It works by leaving material out, by cutting flesh away to reveal bones. And summarizing, as an activity, does not come first; it follows the storytelling to which it attends. These summaries are not the whole story; they are a handy prop for the practice of proclamation itself—an aide mémoire for the creative process of proclaiming the faith afresh in new situations.

				Confession

				Alongside proclamation, we also find the practice of confession developing in the early church. I am not here referring to the practice of acknowledging and repenting of one’s sins, but rather that of declaring one’s faith. The classic example is Peter’s confession of faith at Caesarea Philippi. Jesus asked his disciples, ‘Who do you say that I am?’ ‘Simon Peter answered, “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God”’ (Matt 16.16). Peter voices his recognition of what is taking place in Jesus, and so his recognition of the movement of God in which he, Peter, is being caught up. His confession is both an act of worship and a declaration of allegiance.5

				Both as worship and as declaration, confessions tend towards terseness and repeatability. As declarations of allegiance, they involve naming what is central in one’s faith in a form that will be recognizable to others—holding up a banner around which others can rally. As acts of worship, they share that tug present in much worship towards the liturgical—towards the repeatable, towards a distinction from ordinary speech, towards patterns of familiar words that get bound in place by the emotional power that gathers around them. Confession of faith is therefore one of the places where, from very early on, 
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				we see the development of summary articulations of the faith that begin to look like credal formulae.

				The simplest such formula, and the most basic confession of Christian faith, is the declaration that Jesus is Lord. ‘[I]f you confess with your lips that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved’ (Rom 10.9); ‘every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father’ (Phil 2.11).6 All other Christian confessions can be thought of as an elaboration of this basic statement.

				It is worth noting, however, that confessions of faith come, in Christian history, to serve a dual purpose. They are acts of worship and allegiance offered to God, but they are also often declarations of loyalty to a particular community, and to its leaders. By the time we reach the fourth century, when statements of faith like the Nicene Creed emerged from councils backed by imperial power, the confession of faith was also a declaration of political obedience. That is a point that I will return to later.

				Teaching

				Alongside proclamation and confession, the church was from the beginning shaped by teaching. Some of this teaching took the form of a teacher setting out the backdrop against which Christian action and prayer should take place, in any given situation. Teachers made truth claims about God and God’s ways with the world, and called for forms of worship, wit-ness and discipleship that would respond to and fit with those claims. Think, for instance, of the form of many of the New Testament epistles, in which a rehearsal of the acts of God is followed by a body of ethical instruction—the two parts joined together by some kind of ‘therefore.’ ‘I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters,’ Paul says in Rom12.1, after completing his sweeping narration of God’s ways with Israel and the gentiles—and then he sets out the pattern of life to which they are called.7

				The development of this form of teaching was bound up with one of the characteristic forms of early Christian life: the ministry of itinerant apostles. If your teachers are no longer present, you cannot learn the ways of the faith by sitting day by day at their feet. Instead, your teacher must find some other means of enabling your continued growth. The characteristic means that we find emerging in the New Testament epistles is for the teacher to insist that members of the community already know all that they need to know to respond to the controversies they are facing. They already know the storyline of the faith that they were taught, and that should be enough to tell them how to go 
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				on in the present. Consider, for example, 1 Corinthians 15, which begins with a reminder of Paul’s proclamation (vv 1–11), and continues with arguments based on that proclamation: ‘If Christ is proclaimed as raised from the dead, how can some of you say there is no resurrection of the dead?’ (v 12).

				We therefore see again the emergence of summaries of the Christian story—in this case, serving as reminders to a letter’s recipients of the story that they already believe. These summaries are not now simply aide-mémoires for proclamation, or quasi-liturgical formulae for confession. They are presented as material that the community can think with—the basis on which they can reason towards answers to their questions. The storyline of Christian faith gets articulated in something like propositional form, as a series of doctrinal claims that can provide the building blocks for arguments. Doctrinal theology begins to emerge.

				Controversy

				Alongside proclamation, confession and teaching, there was also controversy. As Christianity spread, communities sprang up living it differently in different locations. Christianity was supposed to be held together by allegiance to the same claims about God and God’s ways with the world. But the different forms that lives of discipleship took in different places, and the different ways in which Christians expressed what they knew, made it impossible to avoid asking whether they really did share the same faith.

				The same summaries that emerged from and shaped proclamation and con-fession, and that were used as means of teaching, therefore soon became fodder for controversy. The question of the unity between scattered Christian communities became, in part, a question of the mutual recognizability of their teachings, and scrutiny of these teachings became one of the means by which Christians held one another to account—or called one another’s faith into question.

				When controversy erupts, the language at its heart tends to become more technical. It tends to become a language with a standardized vocabulary, and some clear conventions about how that vocabulary is to be used. That is simply what happens when you devote time and energy to arguing about whether different statements convey the same truth; you end up clarifying your language, specifying what shades of meaning you had in mind, identify-ing which implications you accept. Controversy pushes against informality.

				The word ‘begotten’ is a classic example. John describes Jesus as God’s ‘only-begotten’ Son (John 1.4, 18; 3.16, 18 and 1 John 4.9). In the pressures of later controversy, theologians ended up distinguishing between the idea that the Son comes from the Father and the idea that the Father brought 
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				the Son into being at a particular time. The word ‘begotten’ slowly became a technical word for the former, ‘made’ for the latter. Hence the clause in the Nicene Creed, declaring that the Son of God is ‘begotten not made.’ That clause makes sense only because the ordinary words used in it have gained technical meanings.

				It is worth noting that, once this kind of thing has happened, it becomes increasingly easy to play the game of manipulating this technical language without any more than an occasional backward glance at the much messier and livelier language of ordinary belief. Even worse, as the game of manipulat-ing such language becomes more elaborate, it becomes easier to think that real knowledge of God consists in mastery of this technical language, rather than in the apparently far less sophisticated language of ordinary discipleship. That, however, is a mistake—as chapter four will explain.

				The Emergence of Doctrine

				To summarize, in the early church we see the emergence of:

				•	articulated summaries of the Christian story, serving as the frame-work for proclamation and the substance of confession;

				•	practices of reasoning in which the claims made in those articulated summaries become the basic building blocks for arguments about what Christians should think, say and do; and

				•	processes of controversy in the course of which the language used in confession and teaching gets more and more precisely defined.

				It is from the convergence of these processes that doctrinal theology emerges: the practice of discussing, arguing about and elaborating upon doctrinal ideas that are important for articulating the Christian story.

				If, however, this practice is supposed to help Christians understand what they should think, say and do, how does it differ from the practice of exegesis—the practice of reading and interpreting the primary guide for faith and life that God has given to the church? How does doctrine relate to Scripture?
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				3	Doctrine and Scripture

				Doctrinal theology is closely related to the Bible, but it is not the same as biblical exegesis. In this chapter, I will begin with the simple idea that doctrinal theology summarizes what is found in Scripture. I will move on to the idea that doctrinal theology works with the ideas present in these summaries, employing patterns of reasoning that we already see emerging within Scripture itself, but which push beyond exegesis. Finally, I will move on to the idea that doctrinal theology helps to hold in place patterns of reading. Doctrinal theology does not simply follow in the wake of exegesis; it also prepares the way for it—and that is one of the reasons why we cannot do without it.

				Summarizing Exegesis

				The first and simplest thing to say about the relationship between doctrinal theology and Scripture is that doctrinal theology summarizes what reading discovers.

				As the New Testament canon was formed, theologians in the early church began to summarize the content of Scripture—and referred to their summaries as ‘rules of faith.’ Irenaeus of Lyons, writing towards the end of the second century, summarizes ‘the faith received from the apostles and their disciples’ in just this way. It is

				…faith in one God the Father Almighty, who has made the heaven, the earth, the seas, and all things in them, and in one Christ Jesus the Son of God, who was made flesh for our salvation; and in the Holy Spirit, who has proclaimed through the prophets the plans of God and the comings of Christ, both the birth from the virgin, the passion, the rising from the dead, and the bodily ascension into heaven…and his coming from heaven in the glory of the father for the summing up of all things and the raising of all humanity…8

				This is not a précis of one biblical passage, still less a running summary of the whole Bible. It is Irenaeus’ attempt to set out the central message taught by the Bible, its central plot. Doctrinal theology is, in part, simply the contin-ued pursuit of this task: the attempt to grasp and express the plot that holds together all the diverse materials of Scripture.
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				Working with the Summary

				Doctrinal theologians like Irenaeus do not simply create summaries like this, however; they use them to think with. That is, they explore the connections and implications of the central ideas that they have found in Scripture. As they pursue that task, they often find themselves exploring implications, or making connections, or insisting on distinctions that are not themselves directly dis-cussed in Scripture—yet, in doing this, they are pursuing forms of reasoning that are themselves set going in Scripture. I noted in the previous chapter that, especially in the epistles, we find biblical authors summarizing the faith and then using those summaries as the building blocks for arguments. They invite their audiences to discover the answers to their questions by means of such reasoning—drawing on, and building with, the core ideas of their faith. Doctrinal theology is the continuation of that task.

				Consider, for example, one important doctrinal idea: the idea of a non-competitive relation between God and creatures. Here is the explanation of this idea provided by a contemporary doctrinal theologian, Kathryn Tanner:

				Non-competitiveness among creatures…always brings with it the po-tential for competition: Since I perform part of what needs to be done and you perform the rest, to the extent I act, you need not; and the more I act, the less you need to. Even when we co-operate, therefore, our actions involve a kind of competitive either/or of scope and extent. Unlike this co-operation among creatures, relations with God are ut-terly non-competitive because God, from beyond this plane of created reality, brings about the whole plane of creaturely being and activity in its goodness. The creature’s receiving from God does not then require its passivity in the world: God’s activity…need not come at the expense of our own activity. Instead the creature receives from God its very activity as a good.9

				This idea (which has a very long history in Christian theological reflection) emerges from reflection on biblical accounts of God’s providence working in and through the activity of God’s creatures; on the absence in the New Tes-tament of any sense of competition between humanity and divinity in Christ; on scriptural accounts of the connection between the activity of God’s grace and our work—and so on. It is an attempt to grasp a pattern that seems to lie behind all those instances and to express it clearly. It proved, once it had emerged, to help theologians to make sense of a good deal of biblical material, and to be a very powerful idea for them to work with (to deploy in arguments). It eventually became widely recognized as a deep principle of Christian theol-ogy (though people do, of course, still argue about it).
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				This idea, for instance, can be put to use in making sense of the experience of prayer—in ways that draw on, but go beyond, Paul’s insistence that ‘We do not know how to pray as we ought, but that very Spirit intercedes with sighs too deep for words’ (Rom 8.26). We do not need, this idea suggests, to think of there being a competition between our activity and God’s activity when we pray, as if for God to be more active in us we must be less active. When we pray as we should, God acts in and through our activity. When we pray as we should, God prays in us.

				Doctrinal theologians work with many ideas like this—the idea of creation out of nothing, of God being one substance in three persons, of Christ having two natures in one person, and many more—that are not straightforwardly the yield of exegesis, but that emerge in conversation with exegesis. Doctrinal theologians ask about the connections and implications of these ideas and about how best to clarify them, and though their thinking should remain rooted in Scripture, it leads them to claims, clarifications and connections that go beyond what Scripture itself says. They do this because they believe that the materials that God has given them in Scripture enable this kind of exploration, and that Scripture itself calls for it. They do it because they believe it necessary if we are to ‘take every thought captive to obey Christ’ (2 Cor 10.5).

				Holding in Place a Way of Reading

				The ideas that doctrinal theologians deploy are not untouchable. They can and must be questioned—and that includes being questioned about how true to Scripture they really are. Doctrinal theologians do not necessarily focus on the question, ‘Can this idea itself be found in Scripture?,’ but they do ask, ‘Is this an idea that helps us to make sense of what we do find in Scripture?’ and ‘Does it teach us anything that runs counter to Scripture?’

				Doctrinal ideas are, in other words, rightly tested against Scripture. In order to test them against Scripture, however, Scripture needs to be read—and Scripture is always read in some particular way. Our reading is always shaped by (amongst other things) our assumptions about how we should read, about what we expect to find, and about what we should do with the results of our reading. And this is where the circularity comes in, because our doctrinal theologies shape those assump-tions. I can illustrate this in three ways.

				First, a certain kind of literal reading (especially of the gospels) came to be central to Christian approaches to the Bible. That process was not, however, automatic, and there is a complex story to be told of how it came to pass. One part of the story is clear, however. When doctrinal theologians like Irenaeus 
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				developed their rules of faith, they were both summarizing what they found in the Bible and advocating the ways of reading that would produce that yield.10 And they advocated literal reading in part because of their understanding of God’s primary mode of action in the world. God did not, Irenaeus argued, primarily act esoterically, in ways hidden in believers’ souls, but publicly in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus. Irenaeus’ reading supported his doctrinal theology, and his doctrinal theology supported his reading—and it is thanks to that kind of development that literal reading came to play the role it does in Christian theology.

				Secondly, by summarizing the plot of God’s action found in Scripture, doctrinal theology inevitably shapes our expectations when we read. As Brooke Foss Westcott said,

				Such a summary as the Apostle’s Creed serves as a clue in reading the Bible. It presents to us the salient features in the revelation which earlier experience has proved to be turning-points of spiritual knowledge. It offers centres, so to speak, round which we may group our thoughts, and to which we may refer the lessons laid open to us. It keeps us from wandering in by-paths aimlessly or at our will, not by fixing arbitrary limits to inquiry but by marking the great lines along which believers have moved from the first.11

				By shaping our imaginations in this way, our doctrinal theologies—in more ways than we are likely to notice—shape the questions that we are disposed to ask, the features of Scripture most likely to catch our eye, the passages we are likely to find difficult and the passages we are likely to find luminous—and so on. We read as people whose imaginations have been shaped by the ways in which we have heard the Christian story told, and that makes a difference to what we find as we read. Again, our reading shapes our doctrinal theology, and our doctrinal theology shapes our reading.

				Thirdly, doctrinal theology can also shape what we think the reading of Scrip-ture is for. In Matthew, Jesus says that ‘all the law and the prophets’ hang on the two love commandments: loving God and loving neighbour (Matt 22.37–40). Building on these sayings, Augustine of Hippo, writing at the end of the fourth century, argued that ‘Anyone who thinks that he has understood the divine Scriptures or any part of them, but cannot by his understanding build up this double love of God and neighbour, has not yet succeeded in understanding them.’12 Scripture, as Augustine understands it, is given to us to enable the ascent of the mind to God, the redirection of all our love by and toward the love of God. That is its purpose, and understanding that purpose shapes the whole task of interpretation and application. Augustine’s doctrinal theology 
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				derives from his reading of Scripture, but it also shapes what he understands Scripture to be—and what he understands it to be for—and so it shapes how he goes on reading.

				The reading of Scripture is (or should be) central to doctrinal theology, but that does not mean that doctrinal theology is simply the exploration and ap-plication of the assured results of exegesis. The relationship between doctrine and reading is more complex and more circular than that.

				Doctrine and the Bible

				Doctrinal theology depends upon the exegesis of Scripture, but it is not re-ducible to exegesis. It is a distinct discipline that works with the ideas that exegesis discovers and that sees where they lead—and it works with many other ideas that emerge in the course of those explorations, even when those are not ideas that the Bible directly addresses.

				Doctrinal theology does not simply follow after exegesis. We cannot sort out our reading of the Bible first, and then hand the results over to doctrinal the-ology as a secondary move. If we think we can, it will be because we have not noticed the ways in which our reading is always already shaped by an implicit doctrinal theology. Doctrinal theology and biblical exegesis have a more complex, more circular relationship than that, and so need to be in constant, critical conversation with one another, holding one another to account.

				I said above that doctrinal theology is undertaken for the sake of taking every thought captive to obey Christ. It is time to ask in more detail what this discipline is for and what role it can play in our discipleship and our knowledge of God.
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				Doctrine and the Knowledge of God	4

				We are now in a position to ask why it makes sense to say that doctrinal the-ology helps us to know God, but that the knowledge of God does not consist in knowing doctrine.

				Knowing and Loving

				The Epistle to the Ephesians draws a contrast between those crafty speak-ers whose windy doctrines blow people off course and good teachers whose words build up Christ’s body (4.11–12, 14). That contrast makes sense within the epistle’s broader picture of God’s sanctifying work. God, says Paul, chose the members of the body ‘to be holy and blameless before him in love’ so that they might ‘live for the praise of his glory’ (1.4, 12). In Christ Jesus, they have been made anew, ‘created according to the likeness of God in true righteous-ness and holiness,’ created ‘to be imitators of God, as beloved children’ and to pursue ‘good works, which God prepared beforehand to be [their] way of life’ (4.24; 5.1; 2.10).

				This involves the ‘renewal in the Spirit’ of minds that would otherwise be fu-tile, darkened and insensitive (4.17–19, 23). That is, it involves a reordering of minds shaped by distorted desire, so ‘corrupt and deluded by [their] lusts’ that they can produce only the ‘unfruitful works of darkness’ (5.11). The Spirit works upon such minds so that they might instead be filled with desire for God and desire for the growth of the whole body into unity with Christ (4.22).

				This transformation takes the form of a journey into the unfathomable riches of the God who can ‘accomplish abundantly far more than all we can ask or imagine’ (3.20). The members of the body are being drawn into knowledge of ‘the riches of [the Father’s] glorious inheritance among the saints, and what is the immeasurable greatness of his power for us who believe,’ ‘far above all rule and authority and power and dominion’ (1.19, 21). They are being drawn into knowledge that will not be complete until all of them ‘come to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to maturity, to the measure of the full stature of Christ’ (4.13). They are being drawn ‘to comprehend, with all the saints, what is the breadth and length and height and depth, and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, so that [they] may be filled with all the fullness of God’ (3.18). They are, that is, being drawn into knowledge of a reality that surpasses knowledge, to grasp something that 
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				can never exhaustively be grasped. The measure of their knowledge is the immeasurable love of Christ.

				Paul’s audience are called to learn what it means to ‘lead a life worthy of the calling to which [they] have been called.’ They have already ‘heard the word of truth’ which told them the gospel of their salvation (1.13); they have already received the Spirit as a pledge of their growth into ‘the praise of his glory’ (1.14). But Paul prays that God will give these people ‘a spirit of wisdom and revelation as [they] come to know him’ (1.17); he prays that they might come to ‘know what is the hope to which he has called [them]’ (1.15, 18). Paul is, in other words, praying that the Ephesian Christians will come to know what they already know, growing into what they have already been given.13

				A Journey of Discovery

				That journey deeper into what has already been received is a journey that can involve real discovery.14 Paul is clear that his readers have ‘learned Christ’ (4.20). He is equally clear that they have more of Christ to learn, and that the more they have to learn is not simply a matter of clarification around the edges. At the heart of the epistle is Paul’s communication of the surprising mystery of God’s love in Christ—a facet previously hidden but now revealed to Paul and to the other apostles by the Spirit. They have been led to the discovery that ‘the Gentiles have become fellow-heirs, members of the same body’ with the Jewish followers of Jesus (3.6). The whole of Paul’s preaching of the gospel is shaped by this discovery, this new appreciation of the breadth and power of God’s love. God’s sanctifying work in Christ reaches unexpectedly across the boundary between Jew and Gentile (6.19; 2.11ff).

				The epistle envisages, therefore, an ongoing and sometimes surprising deep-ening of knowledge, but it consistently envisages knowledge of a particular kind.

				First, believers are given knowledge of the love of God who has lavished grace upon them and blessed them in Christ ‘with every spiritual blessing’ (1.8, 3). In the words of Ben Witherington III, Paul expects his addressees to be ‘rooted in that love, experiencing it, indeed being grounded in it.’15 They know this love already, but they are called to imagine it ever more richly and fully.

				Secondly, they are drawn into knowledge of what this love of God makes pos-sible for them and demands of them. The letter as a whole turns from setting out the grand vision of the ‘love of Christ that surpasses all knowledge’ to a plea that the Ephesians might ‘lead a life worthy of the calling to which [they] have been called’ (3.19; 4.1). This will mean discovering in prosaic detail how 
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				this love might work itself out in the patterns of their life together. ‘Try to find out,’ Paul says, ‘what is pleasing to the Lord’ (4.1; 5.10). Clothing themselves with God’s love is going to involve, for instance, thieves learning to ‘work hon-estly with their own hands, so as to have something to share with the needy’ (4.24, 28). It will involve the believers learning about ‘bearing with one another in love’ so as to exhibit ‘the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace’ (4.2–3). This is knowledge in the form of wisdom—practical wisdom, on which they will draw as they take care over how they live (5.15).

				To grow in knowledge of God is inseparable from this growth in imagination and in practical wisdom—in knowing oneself to be loved and knowing how to love. It is in relation to this whole picture of growth in love that we can under-stand the role of good and bad teaching within the church. All within the body are called to speak the truth to one another in love, in ways that will promote growth into Christ and into love. All are called to the overcoming of division, in defiance of the powers of darkness (4.15).16 Some are given a specific calling as teachers, but that is only in order that they might support this wider communicative life (4.11). Their role is ‘to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ’ (4.12).17 The role of a teacher is to aid the people of God as they draw one another deeper into the love of God.

				It is in that context that we can make sense of Paul’s insistence that the Ephesians ‘must no longer be children, tossed to and fro and blown about by every wind of doctrine’ (4.14). False doctrine is any teaching that does not lead people deeper together into the abundant love of Christ, and into the practical wisdom that expresses that love. True teaching, by contrast, is teaching that enables people to ‘grow up in every way into him who is the head,’ into the one who ‘promotes the body’s growth in building itself up in love’ (4.15, 16). It is teaching that enables the church’s learning of love.

				Knowledge and love are, then, inseparable, and they are asymmetrically ordered: knowledge serves love. For Christians to grow in knowledge is for them to grow together in their imagination of the love of God for them—their grasp of its breadth and length and height and depth. And it is for them to grow in knowledge of the God-imaging love to which they are called, discovering the wisdom that will enable them to live that love out in the midst of all the relationships—local, political and cosmic—in which they find themselves. The truthfulness of this knowledge matters—Paul wants his readers to imagine truly the love that God has for them, and he wants their lives to communicate that love truly—but true knowledge of God consists in this deepening knowledge of love, and any supposed knowledge of God that does not take this form is fatuous.18
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				Knowing the Unknowable God

				There is a long history, in doctrinal theology, of trying to make sense of this unique form taken by the knowledge of God, and the way in which knowing God is not like knowing ordinary objects in the world. Thomas Aquinas, for instance, writing in the thirteenth century, insisted that we can know that our words apply to God but that we cannot know how they apply.19 If we say, for instance, that God is creation’s good source we are speaking truly about God, but we do not and cannot know what the word ‘source’ means in this case. In God, there can be none of the material or temporal processes that we as-sume when we use the word ‘source’ of creatures. The word cannot provide us with an intelligible description of what is going on in God’s life; it cannot give us a graspable account of how anything comes from God—at least, not in the way in which we can explain how a kettle produces heat, or how Dickens produced Great Expectations.

				Our words about God are, however, not empty. They can shape our lives as we respond to-gether to God. Being taught by God’s voice in Scripture to say that God is creation’s good source can teach us to live in delighted gratitude towards God. It can teach us to treat the good things of the world as gifts rather than as possessions. It can lead us to recognize one another as gifts. It can shape our imaginations; it can draw us into worship; it can fire our own generosity. As it does so, it brings our lives into correspond-ence with God: it makes our lives a form of speech that speaks truly about God. The correspondence in question is the kind asked for in the opening clauses of the Lord’s Prayer: that God’s name be hallowed, God’s will be done, God’s kingdom come, ‘on earth as it is in heaven.’

				Such correspondence of our lives to God is the deepest and fullest way in which we can speak about God. The words of doctrine on their own certainly can be, in one sense, true speech about God—and to know lots of these words of doctrine does therefore mean that one knows lots of true speech about God. But on their own these words are like freeze-dried granules of the truth—waiting to have water added before we can drink them in and taste the truth that they tell. It is only in lives that take the shape pointed to by these words that real knowledge of God is found. I, as a doctrinal theologian, might know how to write pages and pages about the doctrine of creation, and all of it might be true and good—but the person who knows how to thank God for all that God has made, and to live as a gift among gifts, might know God as creator far more deeply than do I.
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				Warning and Resourcing

				What, then, is the point of doctrinal theology? It is best thought of as a service to the church’s knowledge of God—the knowledge of God that consists in the church’s acknowledgment and embodiment of God’s love. All the arguments and explanations of doctrinal theologians are meant, ultimately, to help us imagine the love of God more richly, and to see more fully what kind of life that love calls us to lead. They are meant to help us grasp the Christian story and see what it means to inhabit that story in every area of our lives.

				All theology does this, but doctrinal theology in particular does it by exploring the ideas that are needed to tell the story of God and God’s ways with the world. It asks how those ideas connect, what flows from them, what they rule in and what they rule out. It does this in conversation with others from the Christian tradition, past and present, who have engaged in the same exploration, and who have discovered something about the directions in which various kinds of argument about these materials lead.

				In particular, doctrinal theology can warn, helping Christians to avoid certain pitfalls, and it can resource, offering new or forgotten patterns of thought and imagination to the church, to help them grasp the way in which God loves them and the loving response to which they are called.

				A doctrinal theologian might, for instance, warn his or her fellow believers not to think of God as creating the world by working with some pre-existing material—even though Scripture clearly seems to allow that picture. Why? Because if we think in that way, we will be admitting to our pictures of the world something that does not have its origins in God, something that has properties of its own to which God must respond. We will be imagining a second principle, alongside God, that shapes everything in our lives, and to which our lives must do justice. We will, in other words, be undermining the sovereignty of God, and undermining the scope of our discipleship. And doctrinal theologians might resource their fel-low believers by reminding them instead that all of creation is a gift from God. Our existence is a gift, the world in which we live is a gift, everything we have is a gift. We can take up the words of David in 1 Chron 29.14—‘all things come from you, and of your own do we give you,’ words that are used in the Church of England’s Communion liturgies—and hear in them the seed of an all-encompassing account of our lives. We live as gifts in the midst of an economy of gift; our nature is to be recipients who become givers in our turn—and who become more fully and richly ourselves the more we give.20
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				Theologians who says these things may not be people who know deeply and wisely what it means to inhabit this economy of gift here and now—but they do know something, and it is something that matters. They know something of the shape that Christian life and speech should take on the journey into knowledge of God, and they can help keep the church’s journey into that knowledge on track.

				The work of doctrinal theologians is, in this way, supposed to be a support for wise discipleship. That does therefore mean that we cannot separate theologians’ words and lives too neatly. Theologians, like all Christians, fail, but sometimes a theologian’s life belies they words particularly starkly. In such cases it is important at least to ask whether their theology somehow enabled or encouraged their sin—whether it failed, somehow, to warn them or resource them for holy living.

				It does also mean that the work of doctrinal theologians can be enriched and challenged by wise discipleship. The lives of worship and witness into which the Spirit leads Jesus’ followers do not always line up neatly with the recipes that doctrinal theologians offer. Sometimes, paying attention to those lives—especially to the unruly, the unexpected and the overlooked—will help doctrinal theologians see that their imaginations have been too constricted. Sometimes it will help them see that they have taken as features of the gospel things that are really only features of their own partial or distorted response to that gospel. Catching a glimpse of the Spirit at work in the lives around them, they might be sent back to think again, to argue again, to read Scripture again—and to see, as a result, more of God’s love than they had seen before.

				The doctrinal theologian’s knowledge of God is oriented towards, and com-pleted in, wisdom. That wisdom is oriented towards, and completed in, a life that responds to God’s life. It is that lived response to God that deserves to be called knowledge of God—but that in turn allows us to say, in a secondary sense, that the pictures, the words, the concepts that shape that life do convey something of the knowledge of God. There is an anticipation of the knowledge of God in the theologian’s desiccated words, and those words can be taken up and come alive in the believing community’s lived response to God. Doctrinal theology can indeed help us to know God better, even though knowing lots of doctrinal theology does not by itself mean that we know God well.
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				Why Doctrine Matters	5

				Doctrine matters.

				We are called, as Christians, to take every thought captive in obedience to Christ. God has shown Godself to us in the history of Israel and the church, and supremely in Christ; God has given us in Scripture words that we can use to articulate and express what we have been shown. God invites us into the process of exploring and understanding this gift. God invites us to reason with the material of the faith that has been handed on to us, testing its connections and implications as we learn to inhabit it—always for the sake of inhabiting it more fully, acknowledging and embodying the love of God more richly.

				The work of doctrinal theology is, however, never finished. We are always in search of better understanding together, discovering more of the abundance of God’s gift to us and of the fullness of life that it enables.

				The work of doctrinal theology is never finished in part because of the abun-dance of God’s gift: there is always more to discover; it is always possible to travel further up and further in to the life that God has for us.

				The work of doctrinal theology is never finished in part because we are always finding ourselves in new situations, facing new challenges and pos-sibilities; there is always new material to think with, and each new question has the capacity to send us back to think again about the content of our faith. Each new situation, each new encounter, can help us to see something new of the gift that we have been given in Christ.

				The work of doctrinal theology is also never finished because all of our thinking is fallible and partial. The theologies of individual doctrinal theologians, and the theologies of all our churches, are always marred by sin, always partly mistaken, and always short-sighted. We can be called to account by hearing the voice of God speaking to us again through the Scriptures, showing us ways in which our ideas have not done justice to what we have been given. We can be challenged by voices from the Christian tradition, reminding us of things we have forgotten, or warning us of dangers we no longer register. We can be made to rethink by the critiques and questions of those in the church who think differently from us, and who have sometimes seen more truly. And 
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				we can, especially, be interrupted and unsettled by voices speaking from the margins—the voices of people who have been excluded or ignored or margin-alized in the current life of the church, but who have from their vantage point seen in Scripture things that we have missed, seen different ways in which the ideas of the faith might go together, and seen how much our theologies have been influenced by our backgrounds and our privilege. They might, in particular, have seen how entangled some of our doctrinal claims are with the maintenance of power structures in and around the church—a point that I noted right back in chapter two, when describing how doctrinal theology arose.

				Doctrinal theology matters not just because it is a process by which Christian individuals and communities can pursue deeper understanding of the faith that they have received. It matters because it can be a space for exploring that faith together—and pursuing the conversation between all these voices. It is a space within which we can explore and argue about the different ways of understanding the faith that we each inhabit. We can try to articulate the patterns of ideas that express our current grasp of the Christian faith (including our current grasp of how to read Scripture, and of what that reading is for). And it is a space in which we can test and explore the connections between those ideas in the light of all the challenges and questions that we face—asking whether there are better forms of articulation available and what is at stake in the choice between them.

				Doctrinal theology is, at its best, a service to the church’s ongoing corporate exploration and embodiment of the knowledge of God. It is only one ministry within the body of Christ, but it has an important role to play—and, by the grace of God, it is one of the means by which that body can be built up ‘until all of us come to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to maturity, to the measure of the full stature of Christ’ (Eph 4.13).
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				Notes

				1	The text of the sermon I eventually preached is online. For reasons that it ex-plains, it consists (almost) entirely of words of one syllable. You can find it at www.stbrandon.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/2018-05-Trinity-Sermon.pdf
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				3	Article 8 of the Thirty-Nine Articles of Religion says that ‘The Three Creeds, Nicene Creed, Athanasius’s Creed, and that which is commonly called the Apostles’ Creed, ought thoroughly to be received and believed: for they may be proved by most certain warrants of holy Scripture.’ (www.churchofengland.org/prayer-and-worship/worship-texts-and-resources/book-common-prayer/articles-religion#VIII).

				4	My telling of the story in this chapter has been influenced by such works as J N D Kelly, Early Christian Creeds (Harlow: Longmans, third ed, 1972), Frances M Young, The Making of the Creeds (London: SCM Press, 1991) and Jaroslav Pelikan, Credo: Historical and Theological Guide to Creeds and Confessions of Faith in the Christian Tradition (New Haven, CT: Yale, 2003). I have covered some of this material in my paper ‘Doctrine and Prayer’ in Ashley Cocksworth and John C McDowell (eds), The T and T Clark Companion to Christian Prayer (London: Bloomsbury, forthcoming).

				5	On Peter’s confession, see Christine Helmer, Theology and the End of Doctrine (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 2014) pp 133–135. For confession as both worship and declaration of allegiance, see Edmund Schlink, ‘The Structure of Dogmatic Statements as an Ecumenical Problem,’ in The Coming Christ and the Coming Church, I H Neilson et al (trans) (Edinburgh: Oliver and Boyd, 1967) pp 16–95, and John Webster, ‘Confession and Confessions’ in Christopher R Seitz (ed), Nicene Christianity: The Future for a New Ecumenism (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos, 2001) pp 119–131.

				6	See Pelikan, Credo, op cit, pp 59–60 and Larry Hurtado, Lord Jesus Christ: Devo-tion to Jesus in Earliest Christianity (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2003) pp 108–117, 179–182.

				7	For another example, see Ester Petrenko’s discussion of Ephesians in Created in Christ Jesus for Good Works: The Integration of Soteriology and Ethics in Ephe-sians (Milton Keynes: Paternoster, 2011).

				8	Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 1.10.1, translated in Everett Fergusson, Rule of Faith: A Guide (Eugene, OR: Cascade, 2015) p 4.

				9	Kathryn Tanner, Jesus, Humanity and the Trinity: A Brief Systematic Theology (Edinburgh: T and T Clark, 2000) pp 3–4.
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				What is doctrine and why does it matter? How might doctrinal theology nurture the knowledge of God, without taking its place? What is its relation to Scripture? And in what ways does it serve the church?

				Centring around a reflection on the role of teaching and understanding leading to Christian maturity in Ephesians 4, this outstanding study makes a compelling case for the importance of doctrine as something that serves the goal of growing in the love of God. 
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