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THE INTEGRATIVE MOTIF OF SYSTEMATIC THEOLOGY: 
WHAT IS THE FIRST AND FINAL THOUGHT OF GOD?

Why did God create the cosmos?  Did God have a specific purpose to make man into His own image?  What was God thinking when He sent Christ in the flesh to man?  Could there have been another option rather than Jesus having to suffer through such a bloody death on the cross?  Is it important that Jesus bodily and physically rose from the dead?  Does God have an ultimate purpose for the end of the world as we know it and the beginning of His new creation?  What is this Bible that Christians read really trying say?

These are questions that beg to be answered because there have been far too many philosophies, theories, and theologies that have fallen short to bring meaning to systematic theology.  Questions such as these, as well as many others, are found in the differing doctrines of theology.  Found in its very term, theology is simply “the study of God.”  Within the God-breathed words of Scripture are the truths of God revealed by Himself unto man.  It falls under man’s responsibility by the guidance of the Holy Spirit (1 John 2:27) to systematically integrate the differing doctrines into an understandable whole in order to understand the Person and the purposes of God.  The result of this process is called “systematic theology”.  

“Systematic theology is any study that answers the question, ‘What does the whole Bible teach us today?’ about any given topic.”
  Grudem is asking what does the Bible teach us about all of the various topics found in Scripture, but his question can be read another way.  What does the Bible ultimately teach?  What is the main theme that God stamps into Scripture?  What is the first (preeminent) thought of God?  What is the final (all encompassing) thought of God?  God having one purpose and one theme in Scripture to which all doctrines ultimately connect is called an “integrative motif”.  
“In short, the integrative motif is the central idea that provides the thematic perspective in light of which all other theological concepts are understood and given their relative meaning or value.”
  
When asking a series of questions in order to understand the underlying purpose concerning any doctrine found in Scripture, one will come to his own integrative motif.  

There is a grave danger with formulating or adopting an integrative motif.  If an incorrect or insufficient motif is positionally held, it will lessen, taint, or even corrupt every doctrine that follows suite.  One must study with great trembling in order to adopt such a primary and concise concept.  There is also a great benefit to studying in order to formulate or adopt an integrative motif.  The benefit is that every theologian naturally holds to his own motif whether consciously or unconsciously.  Therefore the question arises, to which integrative motif should one hold?  Many motifs have been argued throughout the history of the church.  

Martin Luther concluded that God’s purpose in all of Scripture is for sinners to be justified by faith.  Is his integrative motif true?  Yes, God does justify sinners by faith, but Luther’s motif does not say enough.  The Scriptures reveal much more than justification.  John Calvin seemed to integrate all of Scripture into “the glory of God.”  This is more of a true motif than Luther’s.  In fact, one will hear this common phrase as an answer to many difficult theological questions.  Such as, “Why did God create the cosmos? He did so to glorify Himself.”  As Calvin’s motif is true in itself, it is still not concise enough.  God is glorified through a specific means to which theology’s focus must be centered!


Millard Erickson, distinguished professor of theology at Baylor University’s Truett Seminary and at Western Seminary in Portland, teaches in his text “Christian Theology” that the integrative motif of Scripture is the magnificence of God. 
“By this is meant the greatness of God in terms of his power, knowledge, and other traditional ‘natural attributes,’ as well as the excellence and splendor of his moral nature.  Theology as well as life needs to be centered on the great living God, rather than on the human creature.”
 

What Erickson is teaching is true, but he still is not saying enough.  He has rounded second and slid into third base safely, but his motif has not yet reached home plate.  Erickson is right.  Integrative motifs whether known or unknown to the common theologian can tend to focus on man rather than God.  Many understand that God created the universe for man’s enjoyment.  They would also see Christ’s substitutionary death on the cross as purely a statement of God’s love to man.  
This idea would be demonstrated by the praise and worship song stating “Crucified, laid behind the stone, you lived to die, rejected and alone, like a rose trampled on the ground, you took the fall, and thought of me, above all.”
  Did Christ think of man?  Jesus Christ absolutely had the personal thoughts of every past, present, and future human to live on this earth, but Jesus’ foremost thought was not man.  Man must have a centered theology ultimately on God and not man.  Further, God has revealed in Scripture how man is to glorify Him, even in His magnificence.  
Stanley Grenz and John Franke view the integrative motif differently from Erickson. 
The Trinitarian content of theology leads to a theology that finds its integration through the concept of community, which brings together the various strands of theological reflection into a single web or mosaic."
  
Grenz and Franke view the integrative motif of theology as the eschatological community of man.  They would contend that since God Himself is a communal relationship between three divine Persons, so is man to reflect God in His image by being an eternal community.  
Grenz and Franke are correct in arguing that man needs to be focused on being communal because Christianity too often tends to be individualistic and private.  The Scriptures are very clear in discussing fellowship between believers (1 John 1), even to the point of confessing sin to one another (Jas 5:16).  Christianity is also an eschatological community.  God has purposed for eternity that all persevering believers will rule and reign together in His kingdom under the Lordship of Jesus Christ.  Christians will commune for all eternity, but this motif does not communicate enough.  This motif expresses itself as man centered.

What is wrong with a man centered motif?  Nothing is wrong with a man centered motif if it is focused on the right Man!  In a very simple yet clear way, Graeme Goldsworthy notes, “Jesus Christ is the link between every part of the Bible and ourselves.”
  The Scriptures teach a motif that is centered on the God-man, Jesus Christ. To specify even more, the Scriptures teach that all doctrines are ultimately found in the “Kingdom of God in Christ.”

“He made known to us the mystery of His will, according to His kind intention which He purposed in Him with a view to an administration suitable to the fullness of the times, that is, the summing up of all things in Christ, things in the heavens and things on the earth” (Eph 1:9-10).
“The entire sweep of redemptive history therefore finds its goal in the glory of God in Christ.  Jesus therefore points to the glory of the Father, but affirms that ‘the Son of Man [is] glorified, and God is glorified in Him (John 13:31).’”
  
That is the integrative motif of systematic theology that faithful believers must adopt and embrace.  

It is absolutely crucial that the genuine, converted disciples of Jesus Christ understand the Kingdom language of Scripture.  The term “kingdom” itself suggests a king, a castle, kingdom dwellers, and even enemies.  Scripture presents a spiritual worldview that involves battles and wars.  Tremper Longman and Daniel Reid express, 
“One important and pervasive metaphor of relationship is the picture of God as a warrior, commonly referred to in secondary literature as the divine-warrior theme.  It is our purpose to study the divine-warrior theme through the history of redemption, showing how the concept developed as revelation unfolded.”
  
George Eldon Ladd further explains, 
“The Kingdom of God is His kingship, His rule, His authority.  We must ‘seek first his kingdom and his righteousness’ (Matt 6:33).  What is the object of our quest?  The Church?  Heaven?  No; we are to seek God’s righteousness – His sway, His rule, His reign in our lives.”
  
Isaiah 27 speaks boldly of this battle being between the victorious LORD and the defeated serpent.  God was foretelling how He would establish His Kingdom eternally – by the sword.  Later in the book of Revelation, John also tells his readers how God will ultimately and completely triumph over evil – by the sword (Rev 19).  Who is the warrior that holds this sword in order to slay his enemies?  John reveals that “His name is called the Word of God” (Rev 19:15).  Earlier, John reveals that the “Word of God” is Jesus Christ (John 1:14).  
It is a clear theme throughout the entire canon of Scripture that since the creation of the cosmos there has been a spiritual battle raging throughout history.  “Salvation was seen as the outcome of a cosmic war to reclaim the good creation for the glory of Christ.”
  It is unmistakable in the Old Testament when God is commanding the Israelites to destroy other nations such as the Amalekites (1 Sam 15:3).  Why would God command the nation of Israel to fulfill such a bloody task?  God knew that if the Amalekites were not destroyed, then they would indeed destroy Israel.  If Israel would have been destroyed, then there would be no Jewish nation from which the Messiah was to come.  If there was no birth and death of the Messiah, then every person would be bound for hell.  God is a perfect warrior who will fight to establish His kingdom to come in His Son.
The Baptist Faith and Message confesses, 
“The Kingdom of God includes both His general sovereignty over the universe and His particular kingship over men who willfully acknowledge Him as King.  The full consummation of the Kingdom awaits the return of Jesus Christ and the end of this age.”
  
The Kingdom is yet to come fully, but in a sense the Kingdom of God is already here.  The Kingdom of God has not been consummated, but it has been established on earth in order to be fulfilled in the future.  
Jesus spoke of Himself in Mark’s Gospel saying announcing, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel.”  The kingdom of God is not just about Jesus Christ, the kingdom of God is Jesus Christ.  
“The headline of [Christ’s] entire ministry is the call to repent because the kingdom of God is at hand or has drawn near (Mark 1:15; Matt 4:23; Luke 4:43). It is bound up with Jesus’ ministry of exorcism and the vanquishing of Satan (Luke 9:1; 10:18-19), demonstrating that the kingdom has come upon those in Jesus’ audience (Matt 12:28 par.).”
  
God’s ultimate purpose was not to create a human race because He was lonely or in need of companionship.  God is self-sufficient!  It was not because He was so loving and simply desired to pour His love onto people.  The first (preeminent) thought of God has always been the exaltation of His Son Jesus Christ.  The last (all encompassing) thought of God is establishing a kingdom for His Son to rule and reign by putting “all things under His feet” (Ps 8:6, Heb 2:8).  “’Under his feet’ shows that he has complete supremacy.”
  Therefore, the integrative motif of systematic theology must be the kingdom of God in Christ.  
The kingdom of God in Christ motif explains creation.  In Genesis 1:1, Moses wrote broadly, yet truthfully, that “God created the heavens and the earth.”  Over 1,000 years later, Paul wrote more particularly explaining, “For by Him all things were created, both in the heavens and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or authorities—all things have been created through Him and for Him” (Col 1:16).  “As God, Jesus created the material and spiritual universe for His pleasure and glory.”
  Creation solely exists for the exaltation of Jesus Christ.  
The kingdom of God motif for systematic theology explains the incarnation of Christ.  God created mankind to be rulers over the earth.  When God created man and woman, He commanded them, “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth, and subdue it; and rule over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the sky and over every living thing that moves on the earth” (Gen 1:28).  In his obedience to the serpent, Adam did not fulfill his command to rule over the creation yet he allowed the creation to rule over him.  Therefore, there had to be another man to fulfill the purposes of God by practicing complete dominion over creation.  
In this way, Paul described the incarnation of Christ as, “who, although He existed in the form of God, did not regard equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied Himself, taking the form of a bond-servant, and being made in the likeness of men”(Phil 2:6-7).  Jesus was made in the very likeness of man, yet even though Paul writes that Jesus “emptied” Himself, Jesus did not forfeit any of His divinity.  Polhill explains, 
“The language of ‘emptying’ has led to ‘kenotic’ theology, which maintains that in some sense Jesus ‘emptied’ himself of – his divine attributes, his glory?  Such a question misses the point.  ‘Emptying himself’ means that Christ ‘poured himself out,’ sacrificed himself for others, making himself ‘nothing.’ It isn’t that he forfeited any of his divinity but that he completely gave of himself.”
 
Jesus emptied Himself by pouring out His life in a servant-type way by dying on the cross.  

While on earth Jesus exercised His authoritative rule over creation.  He exorcised demons (Mark 5:8).  He practiced power over weather (Mark 4:39).  And He proved his rule over death itself (Luke 8:54).  Jesus is seen in Scripture as the second Adam (1 Cor 15:42-49).  When Adam fell short of obeying God by ruling over the creation, Christ willfully obeyed and accomplished it all.  Therefore, God did not send His Son to walk among humans because that was the only way that He could get our attention.  But God sent His Son to the earth to live a perfect human life so that we would not longer be found in the man Adam, but found in the God-man, Jesus Christ (Rom 5).  
“In Jesus of Nazareth, therefore, salvation is a Kingdom activity whereby the Second Adam, the Son of David, displays His anointing by God and His faithful obedience to His mandate as King by protecting the created order, crushing the head of the ultimate enemy of the Kingdom, the Serpent (Gen 3:15, Rom 16:20, Rev 12:9).”
  

The kingdom of God motif for systematic theology explains the cross of Christ.  Paul is very clear in his epistle to the Colossians that their eternity is at stake.  The question was not if they would be a part of a kingdom, but to which kingdom would they be a part.  Paul explained that God “rescued [the elect] from the domain of darkness, and transferred us to the kingdom of His beloved Son, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins” (Col 1:13-14).  The redemptive power of Christ’s penal-sacrifice on the cross made it possible for past kingdom darkness dwellers to now dwell in the kingdom of light.  The ruler of the latter kingdom is Jesus Christ!  

To the Philippians Paul made it clear that because Christ was obedient to His Father by dying on the cross “God highly exalted Him, and bestowed on Him the name which is above every name, and that every tongue will confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father” (Phil 2:9b-11).  The Kingdom of God in Jesus Christ is the central theme running throughout Scripture and therefore it must be the integrative motif in systematic theology.  
so that at the name of Jesus every knee will bow, of those who are in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 

The kingdom of God motif for systematic theology explains the church of Christ.  By accomplishing His mission, Jesus is now the head of the church.  Paul teaches the church at Ephesus, “And He put all things in subjection under His feet, and gave Him as head over all things to the church, which is His body, the fullness of Him who fills all in all” (Eph 1:22-23).  Only a true church is one who not only recognizes Jesus Christ as her head, but she must also worship Christ as the head!  When a church does not see Jesus Christ as the integrative motif of all that she does, she is in grave danger or pluralism and inclusivism. 

The kingdom of God motif for systematic theology explains the consummation.  The final (all encompassing) thought of God is the complete fulfillment of the cosmos as His kingdom in Christ.  About the Son of Man, Daniel prophesies, “And to Him was given dominion, glory and a kingdom, that all the peoples, nations and men of every language might serve Him.  His dominion is an everlasting dominion which will not pass away; and His kingdom is one which will not be destroyed” (Dan 7:14).  The goal and purpose of God creating the cosmos, incarnating Christ, and sacrificing Christ was so that His eternal and indestructible kingdom would be established in Christ.  God is most glorified in the exaltation of His own Son (Phil 2:11).  


An objection to this motif may be one of philosophical argument.  Why would God create the world first in Adam as the head if His purpose all along was to consummate it in Christ?  Was the rebellion of man involved in the purpose of God in order to raise His Son as king?  Could God have not created the cosmos with Jesus as the God-man King from the beginning?  This objection would attempt to explain that since God began with Adam, Adam was His purpose all along.  Yet because God in His own wisdom created man with free will, Adam decided to rebel against God by submitting to his woman and the creation (serpent).  Therefore, God sent His Son because that was the alternative to man’s rebellion and the sin cursed cosmos.  

Russell D. Moore, Dean of the School of Theology of The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, explains the providence of God involving the creation of the world, the rebellion of man, and the sacrifice of Christ much differently and more coherently.  Moore would argue that God created the world, permitting the fall and all evil acts to follow because His ultimate purpose is the greater good.  God knows that Adam would fall and permits it to happen (along with all other evils) because the eternal state is better than life before the fall.  A world under the Kingship of Christ is a greater good than the world under a sinless Adam as king.  Without man’s rebellion, man would not be experientially aware of God’s great mercy, grace, forgiveness, and faithful love.  God’s greater good was for His kingdom to be established in Jesus Christ.  Moore calls this the “Greater Good Defense.”
 


Another objection to the “Kingdom of God in Christ” as the integrative motif in Scripture is that the Bible often speaks of man being the reason that God acts.  “For God so loved the world, that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish, but have eternal life” (John 3:16).  ”But God demonstrates His own love toward us, in that while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us” (Rom 5:8).  Scripture often uses this type of language concerning God’s love for man.  The objection would argue that God’s ultimate purpose was his love for mankind and that Christ was the means to display His love.  

This argument is a dangerous man-centered ideology.  When man holds to such a position, he is no longer awed at the power and supreme sovereignty of the Creator.  Rather, man is sovereign over God because he is making the decisions.  The argument views God at the mercy of man’s decision to believe in Him.  Did God create man with a willful choice to believe in Him?  God most certainly created man with a choice, but all mankind has rejected God due to the sin nature (John 3:19, Isa 53:6).  Therefore, God must call sinners to Himself as a part of His eternal kingdom which is ruled by His Son, Jesus Christ.

Why did God create the cosmos?  Did God have a specific purpose to make man into His own image?  What was God thinking when He sent Christ in the flesh to man?  Could there have been another option rather than Jesus having to suffer through such a bloody death on the cross?  Is it important than Jesus bodily and physically rose from the dead?  Does God have an ultimate purpose for the end of the world as we know it and the beginning of His new creation?  What is this Bible that Christians read really trying say?


The answer to each and every question that concerns Scripture and theology will ultimately point to the Kingdom of God in Christ.  In fact, every problem of sin that man faces is rooted in a wrong belief in Christ.  Paul responds to the hurting marriages in Corinth by explaining the mysterious union of Christ and the church.  Numerous other examples in Scripture reveal that Christ is the answer to every question, problem, and sin.  


Modern, local churches should be “purpose driven.”  The purpose of each and every church is to worship Jesus Christ as their Lord and King.  The preaching should be focused on Christ in such a way that believers are not leaving the church with merely warm feelings for the messenger, but they should leave with a sense of awe for the Messiah.  The music of the church should be orchestrated to praise the Head of the church, Jesus Christ.  

Modern believers ought to have their spiritual lives disciplined in such a way that they too are focused on Christ.  God made us in the image of Himself, but because of sin that image has been marred.  
“After man’s fall into sin, the image of God was not annihilated but perverted.  The image in its structural sense was still there – man’s gifts, endowments, and capacities were not destroyed by the Fall – but man now began to use these gifts in ways that were contrary to God’s will.”
  

It is the believer’s intent in life to become increasingly conformed into the image of the Son, Jesus Christ (Rom 8:29).  Believers are “being renewed to a true knowledge according to the image of the One who created him— £11a renewal in which there is no distinction between Greek and Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave and freeman, but Christ is all, and in all” (Col 3:10-11).  A Christian’s life should be wholly devoted to becoming more like his King by the means of spiritual growth because Christians are His royal subjects that seek to worship Him.  This is in the Kingdom now and for the full completion of the Kingdom yet to come.    The Kingdom of God in Christ is the integrative motif of all Scripture, all theology, and all life.  
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