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THE RELATIONSHIP OF SYSTEMATIC THEOLOGY TO LITURGICAL THEOLOGY 

The Issue 

 I have always been interested in why there are so many types of theology: systematic, 

biblical, historical, liturgical, etc. As a pastor who plans and leads worship in the local church, I 

have spent much time pursuing an understanding of liturgical theology. For good reason, many 

pastors with whom I have served have been more familiar with systematic theology. Do these 

disciplines connect? If so, how do they connect? Or, are these two areas of theological reflection 

separate from each other? To address my questions, the purpose of this paper is to discover and 

discuss the similarities and differences between systematic theology and liturgical theology. 

Through examining the pertinent texts and lectures material, I will formulate an initial 

understanding of the identity and purpose of systematic theology. Next, I will explore several 

opinions as to the definition and purpose of liturgical theology. I will consult ideas from several 

liturgical theologians representing different church traditions so that a wider consensus may be 

attained. Then, I will compare the identifying characteristics gleaned from these opinions to the 

identity and purpose of systematic theology. Finally, while providing points of support and 

disagreement, I will offer my own understanding on the matter. 

Positions 

 Many theologians have attempted to define systematic theology. Some of their definitions 

include 1) application of God’s Word by persons to every area of life, 2) ordering our whole 

lives toward God and all things in relation to him, 3) what the whole Bible teaches us today on 

any given topic, and 4) theology that directs our attention to the realities that the Gospel declares,  
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attempting to make those realities known and central to our lives.1 Perhaps the clearest and 

simplest definition is posited by Dr. Oren Martin, “Systematic theology is applying the story of 

scripture to the story of our lives.”2 Dr. Martin elucidates his definition by providing qualities of 

systematic theology that include 1) being biblical; grounded in the story line of scripture, 2) 

presenting a worldview that critiques every other rival worldview, and 3) being dialogical, 

missional, and apologetic.3  

 Systematic Theology expresses itself through a systematized examination of key 

doctrines of the faith. These doctrines normally include topics such as God, Scripture, 

Knowledge of God, Angels and Demons, Man, Christ, the Holy Spirit, the Church, Last Things, 

and the Christian Life.4 Though each doctrine has its own traditional set of subsets, theologians 

may sometimes divert from the standard approach. An example of this diversion is found in 

Timothy Ward’s treatment of the doctrine of Scripture, Words of Life: Scripture as the Living 

and Active Word of God. As Ward writes, many discussions of the doctrine of Scripture are 

under headings such as sufficiency, clarity, and authority.5 However, Ward goes on to say that a 

shortcoming of this approach is that it can leave the appearance that “Scripture is unrelated to the 

                                                 

 
1 Oren Martin, “Systematic Theology 1“(class lecture Southern Baptist Seminary, 

Louisville, May 30, 2017). 

 
2 Ibid. 

 
3 Ibid. 

 

 4 John M. Frame, Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Christian Belief (Phillipsburg, 

NJ: P&R Publishing, 2013), vii – ix. 

 
5 Timothy Ward. Words of Life: Scripture as the Living and Active Word of God. 

(Downers Grove: Intervarsity Press, 2009), 15.  
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great central doctrines of the Christian faith.”6 To remedy this, Ward decides to “articulate, 

explain, and defend what we are really saying when we proclaim, as we must, that the Bible is 

God’s Word. In particular, this is how I want to go about this: I am attempting to describe the 

nature of the relationship between God and Scripture.”7 Using Ward’s logic, we could say that  

one of the goals of systematic theology is to describe doctrines of the Christian church in relation 

to God and his people. Ward’s process shows that within systematic theology there exists a 

variety of methods for accomplishing the task of describing or defining Christian doctrines in 

relation to God and his people. As demonstrated through the way that liturgy flexibly uses a 

variety of methods (scripture, prayer, music, preaching, and ritual) to aid worshipers in their 

dialogical interaction with God, liturgical theology shows itself to also express this same quality.  

 In Gilles Emery’s systematic theology book, The Trinity: An Introduction to Catholic 

Doctrine on the Triune God, the translator’s forward compliments Emery’s text as “at every 

stage (biblical, patristic, and systematic) he pays particular attention to doxology and prayer….”8 

Emery also defends his articulation of the doctrine of the Trinity in relation to liturgy because, “it 

(liturgy) occupies such a central place.”9  Between pages 2 and 12 he devotes an entire section to 

the significance and necessity of liturgy to the expression of the doctrine of the Trinity, 

“Concretely, it is through the liturgy that Christians enter into the mystery of God the Trinity and 

                                                 

  

 6 Timothy Ward. Words of Life: Scripture as the Living and Active Word of God. 

(Downers Grove: Intervarsity Press, 2009), 15. 

 
7 Ibid, 13. 

 

 8 Gillies Emery, O.P. The Trinity: An Introduction to the Catholic Doctrine on the Triune 

God. (Washington, D.C: The Catholic University of America Press, 2011), vii. 

 

 9 Ibid, xiv. 
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find the light to live out their lives with God. In the liturgy, the Church proclaims the Word that 

reveals the mystery of God; she celebrates God and is united to him.”10 Emery’s writing strongly 

demonstrates how systematic theology partners with liturgical theology to describe and define 

the doctrines of the faith so they can be naturally expressed (worship/liturgy). 

 Some theologians might see liturgical theology as different from other theological 

disciplines because of its inherent connection to worship practices while not seeing its role in the 

development of doctrine. Theologian Geoffrey Wainwright deals with this misunderstanding 

when he asks the question, “What is the role of worship in the relation to the development of 

doctrine?”11 The answer to this question lies most significantly in the concept of lex orandi – lex 

credendi, or the way one worships shapes their faith. As protestants, we have inherited the legacy 

of great reformers who shaped their liturgies according to their faith. We also must understand 

that the reason for their liturgical reformation was to shape and express the church’s doctrine 

through that liturgy. As liturgy is intentionally shaped, creating doctrine among the people, 

liturgical theology seeks the same end as systematic theology – proclaiming the storyline of 

Scripture in a way that sets the Christian worldview against all other worldviews. Theologian 

Robert Webber wrote, “Worship (by extension, liturgical theology) proclaims, enacts, and sings 

God’s story. Worship is not a program. Nor is worship about me. Worship is a narrative – God’s 

narrative of the world from its beginning to its end.”12 Theologian Simon Chan continues to 

                                                 

 

 10 Gillies Emery, O.P. The Trinity: An Introduction to the Catholic Doctrine on the 

Triune God. (Washington, D.C: The Catholic University of America Press, 2011), 3. 

  

 11  Geoffrey Wainwright, Doxology: The Praise of God in Worship, Doctrine, and Life. 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 1980), 249. 
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dispel the perception that liturgical theology does not contribute to the creation of doctrine, 

“While we speak of worship as our response (to God’s story), it is strictly speaking not our 

action but the action of Christ in the church…The church responds to the God who revealed 

himself in history and most supremely in the Word made flesh.”13 If worship is our response to 

God, then, as Chan puts it, “we are participating in the God who is truth.”14 Chan calls this 

“primary theology” because it is an active expression rather than an intellectual or even spiritual 

assent. In no way was Chan the first theologian to apply the term “primary theology” to liturgy. 

Several years before Chan expressed his ideas, theologian Aiden Kavanaugh wrote, “I hold that 

it (liturgy/worship) is theology being born, theology in the first instance. It is what tradition has 

called theologia prima.”15 A theologian who influenced Kavanaugh’s ideas, Alexander 

Schmemann explains, “It is to be sure, faith gives birth to, and shapes liturgy, but it is liturgy, 

that by fulfilling and expressing faith, ‘bears testimony’ to faith and becomes thus its true and 

adequate expression and norm: lex orandi est lex credendi.”16 

 

                                                 

  

 12  Robert E. Webber, Ancient-Future Worship: Proclaiming and Enacting God’s 

Narrative. (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2008), 39-40. 

  

 13 Simon Chan, Liturgical Theology: The Church as Worshiping Community. (Downers 

Grove, IL: IVP Academic Press, 2006), 47. 

 

 14 Ibid. 

 

 15  Aiden Kavanaugh. On Liturgical Theology. (New York: Pueblo Publishing Company, 

1984), 74. 

 

 16 Alexander Schmemann, ed. Thomas Fisch. Liturgy and Tradition: Theological 

Reflections of Alexander Schmemann. (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1990), 

39. 
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Support 

The relationship between systematic theology and liturgical theology is strong and can be 

observed through their common features. One such feature can be found in the similar ways both 

systematic theology and liturgical theology define themselves. Using the definitions provided at 

the beginning of this paper, we can find these commonalities. A defining feature of systematic 

theology is that it applies God’s Word to every area of a person’s life, seeks to order the person’s 

whole life toward God, and help person view all things in relation to God.17 Alexander 

Schmemann writes that liturgical theology may begin with finding and defining “the concepts 

and categories which are capable of expressing as fully as possible the essential nature of the 

liturgical experience of the Church,” but it also “connects these ideas with that system of 

concepts which theology uses to expound the faith and doctrine of the Church; and presents the 

separate data of liturgical experience as a connected whole, as, in the ‘rule of prayer’ dwelling 

within the Church and determining her ‘rule of faith.’”18 In other words, through the intentional 

shaping of liturgy, liturgical theology seeks to experientially apply God’s Word to every area of 

a persons’ life. 

Another evidence of the strong relationship between liturgical and systematic theologies 

is observed as both seek to present what the whole Bible teaches us today on any given topic.19 

For an example of how liturgical theology would embody this goal, Geoffrey Wainwright writes 

                                                 
 
17 Oren Martin, “Systematic Theology 1” (lecture Southern Baptist Seminary, Louisville, 

May 30, 2017). 
 
18 Alexander Schmemann. Introduction to Liturgical Theology. (Crestwood, New York: 

St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1986), 17. 

 
19 Oren Martin, “Systematic Theology 1“(lecture Southern Baptist Seminary, Louisville, 

May 30, 2017). 
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concerning the public reading of scripture in worship that, “the liturgical distinction between 

Gospel and Epistle, together with the fact that readings are taken at the Eucharist from both 

categories in all the traditional rites, indicates that Christianity needs both ‘the story of Jesus’ and 

a paradigm for the proclamation and application of the message in particular circumstances.”20 

Through the intentional way that public scripture readings (Old Testament, Psalm, Epistle, and 

Gospel) are selected, whether from a lectionary or in tandem with a pastor’s selected sermon 

text, liturgical theology is ultimately concerned with presenting what the whole Bible says today 

on any given topic. Not only is liturgical theology concerned with what the Bible says on any 

given topic, it is also concerned with how the congregation encounters Scripture. This facet 

reveals another commonality between liturgical and systematic theologies. Timothy Ward asks, 

“What, according to the Bible, is in fact going on when God speaks?’ and then answers the 

question, “To say of God that he spoke, and to say of God that he did something, is often one and 

the same thing.”21 For Ward, God’s word is equivalent to God acting. Liturgical theology, as it 

involves the modes through which the congregation encounters God’s word through various acts 

of worship, expresses the same value.  

Systematic theology attempts to direct our attention to the realities that the Gospel 

declares while attempting to make those realities known and central to our lives.22 Timothy Ward 

addresses the way systematic theology supports this goal when he writes that “it has been 

                                                 

 
20 Geoffrey Wainwright. Doxology: The Praise of God in Worship, Doctrine, and Life. 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 1980), 170-171; italics in original. 

 
21 Timothy Ward. Words of Life: Scripture as the Living and Active Word of God. 

(Downers Grove: Intervarsity Press, 2009), 20. 
 
22 Oren Martin, “Systematic Theology 1“(lecture Southern Baptist Seminary, Louisville, 

May 30, 2017). 
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common in evangelical writing on Scripture to say that, first of all, Scripture is necessary.”23 

Ward illuminates this point by quoting John Calvin’s Institutes, “Just as old or bleary-eyed men 

and those with weak vision, if you thrust before them a most beautiful volume, even if they 

recognize it to be some sort of writing, yet can scarcely construe two words, but with the aid of 

spectacles will begin to read distinctly; so Scripture, gathering up the otherwise confused 

knowledge of God in our minds, having dispersed our dullness, clearly shows us the true God.”24 

Just as Ward sees systematic theology as seeking to make scripture central in the lives of 

believers, Geoffrey Wainwright sees liturgical theology as providing a “hermeneutical 

continuum”25 that makes scripture centrally applicable to people’s lives. Wainwright makes 

several points to back his claim. First, he writes, “the liturgy has contributed in the most concrete 

way to the preservation and transmission of the biblical text.” Second, the use of liturgical 

theology sets the “proper atmosphere for the exegete and interpreter” because “the fundamental 

motivation of Christian exegesis and hermeneutics should be doxological.” Third, he states that 

liturgical theology “supplies thematic guidelines for the exegete and the interpreter” as it 

“composes the multiple motifs of the scriptures into a coherent vision.” And finally, “liturgy is 

the pre-eminent place in which the Church ponders and applies the scriptures.” Wainwright 

                                                 

 
23 Timothy Ward. Words of Life: Scripture as the Living and Active Word of God. 

(Downers Grove: Intervarsity Press, 2009), 98. 
 
24 Timothy Ward. Words of Life: Scripture as the Living and Active Word of God. 

(Downers Grove: Intervarsity Press, 2009), 98. 
 
25 Geoffrey Wainwright. Doxology: The Praise of God in Worship, Doctrine, and Life. 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 1980), 175. 



9 

 

explains that this is because liturgy can serve as a “control on the untoward development of 

doctrine.”26 

Proof of liturgical theology’s kinship to systematic theology is also found through its 

building conceptual accounts of God from reasoning. Much of liturgical theology is concerned 

with the paradigm, lex orandi, lex credendi, or the way you worship shapes your faith. To that 

end, there is a great deal of reason applied to building an ordo (worship order) because it builds 

the congregation’s conceptual understanding of God. Simon Chan makes plain that, “Study of 

the relationship between the lex orandi and the lex credendi has important ramifications for 

evangelicals today. In whatever way we understand the relationship, belief and worship are so 

inextricably linked that separation can only undermine the integrity of both doctrine and 

worship.”27  

Finally, liturgical theology demonstrates its closeness to systematic theology as it 

accompanies systematic theology in reconceiving and enlarging the believer’s understanding of 

God by transposing it to a conceptual idiom so that its unity and interconnections become more 

visible to meet the needs of today.28 Aiden Kavanagh formulates, “Liturgy is not ordinary, 

utilitarian, or for something. Christians do not engage in liturgical worship to get race or 

inspiration, to indulge in creativity, to become educated in matters ecclesiastical…the business 

                                                 
 
26 Geoffrey Wainwright. Doxology: The Praise of God in Worship, Doctrine, and Life. 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 1980), 175-176. 

  

 27 Simon Chan, Liturgical Theology: The Church as Worshiping Community. (Downers 

Grove, IL: IVP Academic Press, 2006), 52. 

 
28Oren Martin, “Systematic Theology 1“(lecture Southern Baptist Seminary, Louisville, 

May 30, 2017). 
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Christians transact in liturgy is festal business because, simply, Christ has conquered death by his 

death.”29 Kavanaugh describes liturgical theology’s process of enlarging the believer’s 

understanding of God in a way that becomes more visible and meets their needs by 

demonstrating liturgy is the ritual of Word made flesh for the life of the world. He also 

establishes liturgical theology as a promoter of the ministry of reconciliation between God and 

his creation.30 Liturgical theology visibly meets the needs of the world today through its 

communal nature. No act of corporate worship is undertaken singularly. “For where two or three 

are gathered in my name, there am I among them.” (Matthew 18:20, ESV) As liturgical theology 

deals with what happens in the gathered assembly, “the communal nature of the Christian faith is 

thereby underlined” and the current dynamics of those in the congregation have their needs 

met.31 

Objections 

One of the strongest objections against positive comparisons between liturgical theology 

and systematic theology comes from a misunderstanding of what liturgical theology is. Many 

evangelicals have little or no exposure to liturgical theology. This may be due to the lack of 

inclusion for formal courses in liturgical theology courses offered at evangelical colleges and 

seminaries. For example, there are currently no courses on liturgical theology required for any 

Master of Divinity programs at any of the six Southern Baptist theological seminaries: Gateway 

                                                 
  

 29 Aiden Kavanaugh. On Liturgical Theology. (New York: Pueblo Publishing Company, 

1984), 151-152. 

 
30 Aiden Kavanaugh. On Liturgical Theology. (New York: Pueblo Publishing Company, 

1984), 153 

 
31 Geoffrey Wainwright. Doxology: The Praise of God in Worship, Doctrine, and Life. 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 1980), 142. 
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Seminary32, Midwestern Baptist Theological Seminary,33 New Orleans Baptist Theological 

Seminary,34 Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary,35 The Southern Baptist Theological 

Seminary36 or Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary.37 While there may be many reasons 

why this is the case, the reality is that many evangelicals see liturgical theology as nothing more 

than worship planning. Nothing could be further from the truth. As Simon Chan writes, “There is 

a dialectical relationship between the rule of praying and the rule of belief, between worship and 

doctrine…liturgy shapes doctrine and doctrine shapes liturgy…the development of the doctrine 

of the Trinity is an example of this dialectical relationship.”38 

Another challenge some people would have in finding strong similarities between 

systematic theology and liturgical theology is in the practice of most protestants to view worship 

                                                 

 
32 “2015-2016 Academic Catalog.” Gateway Seminary. Accessed July 7, 2017. 

https://07fbcb0072181791bed1-

63fc6f11b2ad7905e74d76d8e23a9e05.ssl.cf2.rackcdn.com/uploaded/2/0e6229456_1498606262_

2017-2018-academic-catalog.pdf. 

 
33 “2016-2017 Academic Catalog.” Midwestern Baptist Theological Seminary. Accessed 

July 7, 2017. http://www.mbts.edu/downloads/_current_students/seminary_catalog_16-17.pdf. 

 
34 “Graduate Catalog 2017-2018.” New Orleans Baptist Theological Seminary. Accessed 

July 7, 2017. http://www.nobts.edu/_resources/pdf/academics/GraduateCatalog.pdf. 

 
35 “Academic Catalog 2017-2018 Course Descriptions.” Southeastern Baptist Theological 

Seminary. Accessed July 7, 2017. http://catalog.sebts.edu/content.php?catoid=11&navoid=926. 

 
36 “2016-2017 Academic Catalog.” Southern Baptist Theological Seminary. Accessed 

July 7, 2017. http://www.sbts.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2010/11/BG-720-2016-SBTS-

Academic-Catalog-2016-2017-spring-update-v3.pdf. 

 
37 “2017-2018 Academic Catalog.” Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary. 

Accessed July 7, 2017. http://catalog.swbts.edu/. 

 

 38 Simon Chan, Liturgical Theology: The Church as Worshiping Community. (Downers 

Grove, IL: IVP Academic Press, 2006), 48-49. 

 

https://07fbcb0072181791bed1-63fc6f11b2ad7905e74d76d8e23a9e05.ssl.cf2.rackcdn.com/uploaded/2/0e6229456_1498606262_2017-2018-academic-catalog.pdf
https://07fbcb0072181791bed1-63fc6f11b2ad7905e74d76d8e23a9e05.ssl.cf2.rackcdn.com/uploaded/2/0e6229456_1498606262_2017-2018-academic-catalog.pdf
https://07fbcb0072181791bed1-63fc6f11b2ad7905e74d76d8e23a9e05.ssl.cf2.rackcdn.com/uploaded/2/0e6229456_1498606262_2017-2018-academic-catalog.pdf
http://www.mbts.edu/downloads/_current_students/seminary_catalog_16-17.pdf
http://www.nobts.edu/_resources/pdf/academics/GraduateCatalog.pdf
http://catalog.sebts.edu/content.php?catoid=11&navoid=926
http://www.sbts.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2010/11/BG-720-2016-SBTS-Academic-Catalog-2016-2017-spring-update-v3.pdf
http://www.sbts.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2010/11/BG-720-2016-SBTS-Academic-Catalog-2016-2017-spring-update-v3.pdf
http://catalog.swbts.edu/
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specifically through the lens of biblical theology. Due to one of worship’s goals of retelling and 

rehearsing the story of God’s mighty acts of redemption, many theological practitioners would 

liken liturgical theology more to the process of exegetical reasoning found in biblical theology 

rather than the dogmatic reasoning of systematic theology. It is true that worship services, like 

biblical theology, frequently deal with individual passages or unfolding progressions of scripture, 

biblical themes, large-scope narratives of salvation and covenantal history, and can proceed 

inductively from the biblical text. As an academic discipline, liturgical theology is also 

concerned with forming and presenting dogmatic reasoning, just like systematic theology. 

Evidence of this can be found in liturgical theology’s desire to apply Scripture to the world. “It is 

the Christian community that transmits the vision which the theologian, as an individual human 

being, has seen and believed. As a believer, the theologian is committed to serving the Christian 

community in the transmission and spread of the vision among humanity…The specific task of 

the theologian lies in the realm of doctrine. He is aiming at a coherent intellectual expression of 

the Christian vision.”39  

Conclusion 

 Through examination of the course texts and lectures from Systematic Theology 27060, I 

have gained a basic understanding of the identity and purpose of systematic theology. Using 

texts from several theologians, I have explored opinions on the definition and purpose of 

liturgical theology. From these opinions and definitions, I have compared the identifying 

characteristics of liturgical theology to those of systematic theology. I have provided points of 

                                                 
 
39 Geoffrey Wainwright. Doxology: The Praise of God in Worship, Doctrine, and Life. 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 1980), 3. 
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support and disagreement for those positions. Though the disciplines of liturgical theology and 

systematic theology have their differences, I have effectively demonstrated that they share many 

of the same qualities and goals. Although liturgical theology is sometimes misunderstood by 

evangelicals, much of the misunderstanding is due to a lack of exposure. Because of its 

importance helping to accomplish many of the same goals as systematic theology and because it 

so effectively determines and teaches doctrine to the church, liturgical theology should be 

considered equal in importance to systematic, historical, biblical, practical, philosophical, and 

other forms of formal theological study in the evangelical academy setting. According to 

Alexander Schmemann, “All that has been said thus far points to the place liturgical theology 

must occupy in the system of theological disciplines…In the last analysis they all have the same 

goal: the setting forth and explanation of the doctrine of the Church.”40 

                                                 
 
40 Alexander Schmemann. Introduction to Liturgical Theology. (Crestwood, New York: 

St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1986), 18. 
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