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What is Reformed Theology? 

Understanding the Basics 

R.C. Sproul 

 

Theological Structure: 
 

Historical Theology 

Systematic Theology 

Biblical Theology 

Hermeneutics 

 

A Theology, Not a Religion: 
 

pp. 10-11 – Historically the study of religion has been subsumed under the 

headings of anthropology, sociology, and even psychology. The academic 

investigation of religion has sought to be grounded in a scientific empirical 

method. The reason for this is quite simple. Human activity is part of the 

phenomenal world. It is activity that is visible, subject to empirical analysis. 

Psychology may not be as concrete as biology, but human behavior in response to 

beliefs, urges, opinions, and so forth can be studied in accordance with the 

scientific method. 

 

To state it more simply, the study of religion is chiefly the study of a certain kind 

of human behavior, be it under the rubric of anthropology, sociology, or 

psychology. The study of theology, on the other hand, is the study of God. 

Religion is anthropocentric; theology is theocentric.  

 

The subject matter of theology proper is God; the subject matter of religion is man. 

 

The Study of Scripture: 
 

p. 11 – Historically the Bible was received by the church as a normative depository 

of divine revelation. Its ultimate Author was thought to be God Himself. This is 

why the Bible was called the verbum Dei [Word of God] or the vox Dei [Voice of 

God]. It was considered to be a product of divine self-disclosure. The information 

contained within it comes, not as a result of human empirical investigation or 

human speculation, but by supernatural revelation. 
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Historically Christianity claimed to be and was received as revealed truth, not truth 

discovered via human insight or ingenuity. 

 

[9] but just as it is written, “THINGS WHICH EYE HAS NOT SEEN AND 

EAR HAS NOT HEARD, AND WHICH HAVE NOT ENTERED THE 

HEART OF MAN, ALL THAT GOD HAS PREPARED FOR THOSE WHO 

LOVE HIM.” 
 

This verse has often been misinterpreted as referring to heaven – “EYE HAS NOT 

SEEN AND EAR HAS NOT HEARD, AND WHICH HAVE NOT ENTERED 

THE HEART OF MAN, ALL THAT GOD HAS PREPARED FOR THOSE WHO 

LOVE HIM”. But the rule of interpretation is context, context, context. Up to this 

point, the subject of heaven has not been topic of discussion, but God’s hidden 

wisdom in the person and work of Jesus Christ. Therefore, the point that Paul is 

making in this verse quoted out of Isaiah 64:4, is to solidify that God’s wisdom 

impenetrable by human reason and intellect alone – “EYE HAS NOT SEEN” 

[eiden – to see; aorist indicative active; 3rd person sing.]; 

  

Man’s mental perception cannot see this wisdom of God apart from divine 

illumination; “AND EAR HAS NOT HEARD” [akouo – to hear; aorist indicative 

active; 3rd person sing.]; Man is not receptive to this wisdom unless God opens 

their ears; “AND WHICH HAVE NOT ENTERED THE HEART OF MAN” – 

“entered” [anabaino – aorist indicative active; 3rd person sing.] The wisdom of 

God cannot entered into the heart of man until God first takes away the heart of 

stone and give him a heart of flesh. The first three lines coincide with verses 6b 

and verse 8: Scrip. Ref: verse 6 – “a wisdom, however, not of this age, nor of the 

rulers of this age” – “EYE HAS NOT SEEN AND EAR HAS NOT HEARD”; 

verse 8 – “for if they understood it, they would not have crucified the Lord of 

glory” – “AND WHICH HAVE NOT ENTERED THE HEART OF MAN.” The 

world is the way it is because God’s has chosen to keep His wisdom hidden from 

them because of their rebellion against Him. “EYE HAS NOT SEEN AND EAR 

HAS NOT HEARD, AND WHICH HAVE NOT ENTERED THE HEART OF 

MAN, ALL THAT GOD HAS PREPARED FOR THOSE WHO LOVE HIM” – 

“prepared” [hetoimazo – aorist indicative active; 3rd person sing.]; “those who 

love him” [agapao – to love; present participle active; dat. masc. plural]; Listen, 

the reason why we are viewed by the world as fools and the gospel as foolishness 

is because God has kept hidden from the world all the blessings God has prepared 

for us in the gospel. This secret to life is only granted to “those who love Him”. 

And “those who love Him” are only those whom God loved first: Scrip. Ref: 1 

John 4:19 – We love, because He first loved us.  
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This last line corresponds to the statement made in verse 7 – “the hidden wisdom, 

which God predestined before the ages to our glory” – “ALL THAT GOD HAS 

PREPARED FOR THOSE WHO LOVE HIM”} 

 

The Study of History: 
 

pp. 12-13 – A second way we study theology is historically… We examine 

historical councils, creeds, and writings of theologians such as Augustine, Thomas 

Aquinas, Martin Luther, John Calvin, Karl Barth, and others. We study various 

theological traditions to learn how each one understood the content of biblical 

theology. 

 

The Study of Nature: 
 

pp. 13-14 – A third way of studying theology is by studying nature for clues it 

gives about God’s character. This we call natural theology. Natural theology refers 

to information about God that is gleaned from nature. 

 

Psalm 19:1-2 – The heavens are declaring the glory of God; And their expanse 

is declaring the work of His hands. [2] Day to day pours forth speech, And 

night to night reveals knowledge. 

 

[From creation we can discern that God is powerful and wise: Scrip. Ref: Rom. 

1:20 – For since the creation of the world His invisible attributes, His eternal 

power and divine nature, have been clearly seen, being understand through what 

has been made, so that they are without excuse; We can discern that God cares for 

all living creatures: Scrip. Ref: Matt. 6:26 – Look at the birds of the air, that they 

do not sow, neither do they reap, nor gather into barns, and yet your heavenly 

Father feeds them. Are you not worth much more than they? We can discern that 

God shows common grace to both evil and good people: Scrip. Ref: Matt. 5:45 – 

for He causes His sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the 

righteous and the unrighteous.] 

 

Classical theology made an acute distinction between special revelation and 

general revelation… Special revelation is special because it provides specific 

information about God that cannot be found in nature. Nature does not teach us 

God’s plan for salvation; Scripture does. 
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General revelation is general because it reveals general truths about God and 

because its audience is universal. Every person is exposed to some degree to God’s 

revelation in creation. (Scrip. Ref: Rom. 1:18-21) 

 

p. 16 – Our theology should be informed by both the Bible and nature. The two 

come from the same revelatory source, God Himself.  

 

Queen of the Sciences: 
 

The study of theology includes a study of mankind, but this is from a theological 

perspective. 

 

Theology and Religion at Sinai: 

 

Exodus 32 

 
p. 19 – There is much wrong here. In the first place, the bull was the sacred image 

of the heathen gods of Egypt. By making their own bull-idol, Israel conformed 

their religion to the world around them. Their new religion was now relevant. They 

had a god that they could control. They made it and they could discard or destroy 

it. The cow gave no law and demanded no obedience. It had no wrath or justice or 

holiness to be feared. It was deaf, dumb, and impotent. 

 

[My thoughts – Idolatry reveals two things about us as humans: 1] We were made 

to worship; 2] In our fallenness we tend to worship what will give us a license to 

sin.] 

 

Foundations of Reformed Theology: 

 
1. Centered on God 

 

p. 23 – The science of systematic theology is so called because it attempts to 

understand doctrine in a coherent and unified manner… its goal is to discern the 

interrelatedness of the teachings of Scripture itself. Historically the systematic 

theologian assumed that the Bible is the Word of God, and as such is not filled 

with internal conflict and confusion. 

 

Therefore the Reformed quest for a systematic theology is an effort to discover and 

define the system of doctrine taught internally by the Scriptures themselves… 
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Because theology is systematic, every doctrine of the faith touches in some way 

every other doctrine. 

 

Reformed theology is first and foremost theocentric rather than 

anthropocentric…Because we have such a lofty view of God, we care so much 

about the one created in His image… Reformed theology maintains a high view of 

the worth and dignity of human beings. 

 

Reformed theology applies the doctrine of God relentlessly to all other doctrines, 

making it the chief control factor in all theology. 

 

Reformed Theology is Catholic: 

 

p. 27-28 – In the 17th century a dispute arose in the Reformed community in 

Holland. A group of theologians became known as the Remonstrants because they 

remonstrated [protested] against 5 articles of Reformed Theology. These five 

points later became known as the “Five Points of Calvinism,” which have been 

summarized by the popular acrostic TULIP, which stands for Total depravity, 

Unconditional election, Limited atonement, Irresistible grace, and the 

Perseverance of the saints. 

 

There is much more to Reformed theology than the five points. 

 

Reformed theology is not only systematic but also catholic, sharing much in 

common with other communions that are part of historic Christianity… so the 

Reformers called the church back to its apostolic and biblical roots. 

 

[My thoughts – Much of Reformed theology, particularly as it relates to its God-

centeredness and doctrine of salvation is biblical theology.] 

 

So the church is to pass on a tradition to each successive generation… The term 

“tradition” refers to that which is “given over”… The church is called to be semper 

reformanda, “always reforming”. 

 

Reformed Theology is Evangelical: 

 

The term evangelical came into prominence during the Reformation, when it was 

virtually a synonym for protestant. Historians have often suggested that the two 

chief causes of the Reformation were the issues of authority and justification. 

Frequently the issue of authority is called the Reformation’s formal cause, while 
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the issue of justification is called its material cause… The twin slogans of sola 

Scriptura and sola fide became the battle cries of the Reformation. 

 

When we declare that Reformed theology is evangelical, we mean that Reformed 

theology shares with other Protestant groups a commitment to the historic 

doctrines of sola Scriptura and sola fide. 

 

Since the biblical word for gospel is evangel, they used the term evangelical to 

assert their conviction that sola fide is the gospel. 

 

God is Incomprehensible: 

 

p. 32 – the doctrine of “theology proper,” that is, the doctrine of the nature and 

character of God Himself. 

 

The doctrine of God’s incomprehensibility calls attention to the distance between 

the transcendent Creator and His mortal creatures… “The finite cannot grasp (or 

contain) the infinite”… We enjoy an apprehensive knowledge of God, but not a 

comprehensive knowledge. 

 

Scrip. Ref: Isa. 55:8-9 – “For My thoughts are not your thoughts, Neither are your 

ways My ways,” declares the Lord. [9] “For as the heavens are higher than the 

earth, So are My ways higher than your ways, And My thoughts than your 

thoughts.  

 

Quote: Martin Luther – “a distinction must be observed when the knowledge or, 

more precisely speaking, the subject of the Divine Being is under discussion. The 

dispute must be about either the hidden (abscondito) God or the revealed (revelato) 

God. No faith in, no knowledge and no understanding of, God, insofar as He is not 

revealed, are possible… What is above us is none of our business. For thoughts of 

this kind, which want to search out something more sublime, above, and outside 

that which has been revealed about God, are thoroughly diabolical… Let God 

rather keep His decrees and mysteries in hiding. 

 

Scrip. Ref: Deut. 29:29 – “The secret things belong to the Lord our God, but the 

things revealed belong to us and to our sons forever, that we may observe all the 

words of this law.” 

 

The knowledge of man and the knowledge of God are interrelated. 
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Quote: John Calvin – “it is evident that man never attains to a true self-knowledge 

until he has previously contemplated the face of God, and come down after such 

contemplation to look into himself… So long as we do not look beyond the earth, 

we are quite pleased with our own righteousness, wisdom, and virtue; we address 

ourselves in the most flattering terms, and seem only less than demigods. But 

should we once begin to raise our thoughts to God, and reflect what kind of Being 

He is, and how absolute the perfection of that righteousness, and wisdom, and 

virtue, to which, as a standard, we are bound to be conformed, what formerly 

delighted us by its false show of righteousness, will become polluted with the 

greatest iniquity; what strangely imposed upon us under the name of wisdom, will 

disgust by its extreme folly; and what presented the appearance of virtuous energy, 

will be condemned as the most miserable impotence. So far as those qualities in us, 

which seem most perfect, from corresponding to the divine purity. 

 

Scrip. Ref: Job 38-42; Isa. 6:1-8; Lk. 5:1-8; 2 Cor. 3:18 

 

God is Self-Sufficient: 

 

Reformed theology places great emphasis on God’s self-sufficiency. This 

characteristic is related to God’s aseity, the idea that God and God alone is the 

ground of His own being. He derives His being from nothing outside of Himself. 

He is self-existent. In popular language we frequently refer to God as the Supreme 

Being and to ourselves as human beings. 

 

Illustration: 

 

p. 37 – God’s self-existence is a conversation between two children. The first child 

asks, “Where do trees come from?” The second child replies, “God made the 

trees.” “Where did we come from?” The second child says, “God made us.” “Well 

then,” the first child asks, “where did God come from?” Immediately the second 

child answers, “God made Himself.” 

 

The second child’s first two answers were fine. It was his third answer that got him 

in theological hot water. God did not make Himself. The very point of aseity is that 

God is not made… He has the very power of being within Himself. 

 

Scrip. Ref: Psalm 90:2 – Even from everlasting to everlasting, Thou art God.  
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God is Holy: 

 

pp. 39-40 – God’s holiness refers to two distinct but related ideas. First the term 

“holy” calls attention to God’s “otherness,” the sense in which He is different from 

and higher than we are. It calls attention to His greatness and His transcendent 

glory. The second meaning of holiness has to do with God’s purity. The perfection 

of His righteousness is displayed in His holiness. 

 

Quote: John Calvin – “Hence that dread and amazement with which, as Scripture 

uniformly relates, holy men were struck and overwhelmed whenever they beheld 

the presence of God. When we see those who previously stood firm and secure so 

quaking with terror, that the fear of death takes hold of them, nay, they are, in a 

manner, swallowed up and annihilated, the inference to be drawn is, that men are 

never duly touched and impressed with a conviction of their insignificance, until 

they have contrasted themselves with the majesty of God”. 

 

The very essence of idolatry involves the distortion of God’s character… As Paul 

declared to the Romans, idolatry consists in exchanging the glory of God for a lie, 

elevating the creature and denigrating the Creator [Rom. 1:22-25]. 

 

Quote: Calvin – “Like a water gushing forth from a large and copious spring, 

immense crowds of gods have issued from the human mind, every man giving 

himself full license, and devising some peculiar form of divinity, to meet his own 

views.” 

 

And distortion of the character of God poisons the rest of our theology. The 

ultimate form of idolatry is humanism, which regards man as the measure of all 

things. Man is the primary concern, the central focus, the dominant motif of all 

forms of humanism.  

 

2. Based on God’s Word Alone 

 

Quote: Martin Luther at the Diet of Worms – “Unless I am convinced by Sacred 

Scripture or by evident reason, I will not recant. My conscience is held captive by 

the Word of God and to act against conscience is neither right nor safe.” 

 

Historians have frequently explained the Protestant Reformation by describing its 

material cause and its formal cause. Its material cause was the dispute over the 

doctrine of justification by faith alone [sola fide]; its formal cause, the dispute over 

biblical authority [sola Scriptura]. 
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The term sola Scriptura simply means “by Scripture alone.” This slogan declared 

the idea that only the Bible has the authority to bind the consciences of believers. 

Protestants did recognize other forms of authority, such as church offices, civil 

magistrates, and church creeds and confessions. But they saw these authorities as 

being derived from and subordinate to the authority of God. Fallible authorities 

cannot bind the conscience absolutely; that right is reserved to God and His Word 

alone. 

 

The Inspiration of Scripture: 

 

p. 44 – The Bible is the Word of God, the verbum Dei, or the voice of God, the vox 

Dei. 

 

Scrip. Ref: 2 Tim. 3:16-17 – All Scripture is inspired by God, and is profitable for 

doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for training in righteousness, that the man of 

God may be adequate, equipped for every good work.  

 

The Greek word “theopneust,” means “God-breathed.” Though the word is usually 

translated “inspired,” which means “breathe in,” technically “theopneust” refers to 

a breathing out, which might more accurately be translated “expired”. Paul is 

saying that Scripture is “expired,” or “breathed-out” by God. 

 

The doctrine of inspiration declares that God enabled the human writers of 

Scripture to be agents of divine revelation, so that what they wrote was not only 

their writing but in a higher sense the very Word of God. 

 

The crucial point of the biblical claim to authority is that God is the source who 

breathes out His word. It is clear from a study of the Bible itself that the authors’ 

individual styles remain intact. The inspiration of the Bible refers then to the divine 

superintendence of Scripture, preserving it from the intrusion of human error. It 

refers to God’s preserving His Word through the words of human authors. 

 

The Infallibility of Scripture: 

 

p. 45 – Infallibility refers to its indefectibility or the impossibility of its being in 

error. That which is infallible is incapable of failing. 
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When we say the Bible is infallible in its origin, we are merely ascribing its origin 

to a God who is infallible… It is precisely because humans are given to error that, 

for the Bible to be the Word of God, its human authors required assistance in their 

task. 

 

The Inerrancy of Scripture: 

 

p. 48 – Infallibility means that something cannot err, while inerrancy means that it 

does not err. Infallibility describes ability or potential. It describes something that 

cannot happen. Inerrancy describes actuality. 

 

Illustration: 

 

For example, I could score 100% on a spelling test. In this limited experience I was 

“inerrant”; I made no mistakes on the test. This would not warrant the conclusion 

that I am therefore infallible.  

 

p. 50 – Clearly inerrancy and infallibility do not extend to copies or translations of 

Scripture. Reformed theology restricts inerrancy to the original manuscripts of the 

Bible, or the autographa. [Ex: (KJV) 2 Chron. 22:2 – Forty and two years old was 

Ahaziah; this is a copyist error, when compared to 2 Kings 8:26 it is really 22 years 

old] 

 

The original revelation is the chief concern of the doctrine of inerrancy. Though 

we do not possess the autographs themselves, we can reconstruct them with 

remarkable accuracy. The science of textual criticism demonstrates that the 

existing text is remarkably pure and exceedingly reliable. 

 

Illustration: 

 

Suppose the normative yardstick housed at the National Bureau of Standards were 

to perish in a fire. Would we no longer be able to determine the distance of three 

fee with accuracy? With the multitude of existing copies, we could reconstruct 

with almost perfect accuracy the original yardstick. To restrict inerrancy to the 

original documents is to call attention to the source of biblical revelation: the 

agents who were inspired by God to receive His revelation and record it. 

 

Reformed theology carries no brief for the infallibility of translations. We who 

read, interpret, or translate the Bible are fallible.  
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The Authority of Scripture: 

 

p. 51 – A famous bumper-sticker reads as follows: “God says it. I believe it. That 

settles it.” 

 

What is wrong with this statement? It suggests that the matter of biblical authority 

is not settled until the person believes the Bible. The slogan should read: “God says 

it. That settles it.” Once God opens His holy mouth, the matter is settled. 

 

Scrip. Ref: Prov. 13:13; Lk. 16:27-31; John 5:39-47; Heb. 4:12-13 

 

The sixty-six books of the Bible together comprise the “canon” of Scripture. The 

term “canon” means “measuring rod” or “rule”. The Reformers did not recognize 

the books of the Apocrypha [written during the intertestamental period] as part of 

the canon. 

 

Calvin argues that there is a big difference between the church’s recognizing the 

Bible’s authority and the church’s creating the Bible’s authority. 

 

Quote: Martin Luther – “It is not the Word of God because the church says so; but 

that the Word of God might be spoken, therefore the church comes into being. The 

church does not make the Word, but it is made by the Word.” 

 

3. Committed to Faith Alone 

 

p. 59 – Though this doctrine is not unique to Reformed theology, there would be 

no Reformed theology without it. During the Reformation Martin Luther said this 

is “the article with and by which the church stands, without which it falls…. This 

doctrine is the head and the cornerstone. It alone begets, nourishes, builds, 

preserves, and defends the church of God; and without it the church of God cannot 

exist for one hour…” 

 

p. 60 – How can a sinner, an unjust person, ever withstand the judgment of a holy 

and just God? As the psalmist put it, “If You, LORD, should mark iniquities,… 

who could stand?” [Psa. 130:3] 

 

How is a person justified? Clearly justification involves a legal judgment by God, a 

declaration by Him that we are just… On what basis or grounds does God ever 
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declare anyone just? Must we first become just inherently before God will make 

such a declaration? Or does he declare us just before we are in ourselves actually 

just? John Calvin answered the question this way: “A man is said to be justified in 

the sight of God when in the judgment of God he is deemed righteous, and is 

accepted on account of his righteousness; for as iniquity is abominable to God, so 

neither can the sinner find grace in His sight, so far as he is and so long as he is 

regarded as a sinner. Hence, wherever sin is, there also are the wrath and 

vengeance of God… Thus we simply interpret justification, as the acceptance with 

which God receives us into His favor as if we were righteous; and we say that this 

justification consists in the forgiveness of sins and the imputation of the 

righteousness of Christ.” 

 

The Reformed doctrine of justification is often called forensic justification. The 

term forensic is frequently heard in criminal trials. We hear of forensic evidence 

and forensic medicine. The word forensic refers to legal declarations. Forensic 

justification means we are declared righteous by God in a legal sense. 

 

Luther captured the idea of forensic justification with his famous Latin phrase, 

simul justus et peccator, “At the same time [simultaneously], just and sinner.” The 

two assertions, just and sinner, refer to the same person at the same time, but not in 

the same relationship. The person considered in himself remains a sinner, yet at the 

same time, by virtue of the imputation of Christ’s righteousness, the person is 

considered just in the sight of God.  

 

Justification by Faith Alone: 

 

p. 67 – “Justification by faith alone” is merely shorthand for “justification by the 

righteousness of Christ alone… The “alien righteousness” of which Luther speaks 

is the righteousness of Christ.  

 

Scrip. Ref: Rom. 3:21-28; 4:1-25; 5:19 

 

p. 71 – Though we are justified and counted righteous before we are righteous in 

ourselves and while we are still sinners, we are nevertheless sinners who are in the 

process of becoming righteous. Our sanctification begins the moment we have 

faith and are justified… One who has real faith is regenerate and indwelled by the 

Holy Spirit… If no fruit follows, then no faith is present. If no faith is present, then 

there is no justification. 

 

Scrip. Ref: Jas. 2:14-26 
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pp. 71-72 – Christianity rejects the maxim, “It doesn’t matter what you believe if 

only you are sincere.” Without belief in the essentials of Christianity, saving faith 

is absent… Saving faith gives intellectual assent to the truth of Christ’s deity, 

atonement, resurrection, and so forth. We do not believe in what we believe to be a 

myth. If we reject the truth claims of the gospel, we cannot be justified. 

 

Fiducia [is] a personal trust and reliance on Christ, and on Him alone, for one’s 

justification. Fiducia also involves the affections. By the power of the Holy Spirit 

the believer sees, embraces, and acquiesces in the sweetness and loveliness of 

Christ. Saving faith loves the object of our faith, Jesus Himself. 

 

Synthetic Justification: 

 

p. 73 – When we say the Roman Catholic doctrine of justification is “analytical,” 

we mean that God declares the believer just because, under analysis, the person is 

just. 

 

In the Reformed view of justification,… There is a “synthesis” because of the 

addition of Christ’s righteousness by way of imputation. God does not declare the 

sinner just because the sinner, considered in himself, is just. God deems him just 

because of what is added to his account, the merit of the righteousness of Christ. 

 

Remission of Sins: 

 

p. 74 – Justification involves the forgiveness and remission of our sins. 

 

p. 75 – In justifying us God does impute something [the righteousness of Christ] 

and does not impute something [sin]. 

 

p. 76 – The remission of sins is tied to the atoning work of Christ. In the atonement 

both propitiation and expiation are involved. Propitiation refers to Christ’s 

satisfaction of God’s justice, making it “propitious” for God to forgive us. 

Propitiation may be seen as a vertical act of Christ directed to the Father. At the 

same time, Christ is an expiation for our sins, removing or carrying away from us 

our sins. 

 

Scrip. Ref: Lev. 16:7-10 
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One Gospel of Christ: 

 

p. 76 – The controversy over the doctrine of justification in the 16th century 

focused on the nature of the gospel itself.  

 

Scrip. Ref: Gal. 1:6-10 

  


