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In this book, R. C. Sproul seeks to familiarize people with the “key concepts” of a sound 

theology. He states in the book’s Preface, “This is not a textbook of formal theology. It is a 

layperson’s introduction to the essential doctrines of Christianity.” He points out that the 

importance of having a sound theology is that one’s life is shaped by one’s ideas. Having corrupt 

ideas will lead to a corrupt life. The introduction of the book is devoted to explaining ten reasons 

for the great ignorance of this theology by the masses of Christianity. Christian “faith”, it is said, 

has had little impact on society because of this lack. 

Sproul goes about this stated purpose by separating the material into 102 separate 

chapters. Each of the “key concepts” is briefly set forth in, what he calls, “bite-sized” portions. 

No one chapter is more than 4 pages long, and this is presumably so that it can be read easily and 

be less daunting to the average reader. At the end of each chapter there is a list of Bible passages 

for further reference, and a summary of what was explained in the specific chapter. 

There are ten main sections in the book, and the 102 “key concepts” serve to further 

develop these ten areas. The first five sections (Ch. 1-43) explain the key beliefs concerning 

God, Jesus Christ, and the Holy Spirit. Sections six and seven (Ch. 44-74) explain the Fall and 

Salvation, section eight the Church, section nine Spirituality, and section ten the End Times. 

It seems as if the author’s target readership is people who have a minimal knowledge of 

the Christian faith, and need to be catechized on the more in-depth truths (No concept discussed 

in the book has not been taught to the young person in the PRC). For such an unschooled reader, 

he or she will be able to read and comprehend much of the information quite easily, but will 

come across some hard-to-understand doctrines that are mixed in throughout the body of the text. 

Since the book is normally uncomplicated and easy reading, a problem can arise. When a more 

difficult section comes up, the reader will be inclined to take R. C. Sproul’s word for it, that what 

he is saying must be true, without studying carefully. This “problem” is also what makes the 

book appealing in our society that desires a spoon-fed theology. The book is geared to this 

mentality which knows nothing of the God who “rewards them that diligently seek him”. 

To “take R. C. Sproul’s word for it” on certain essential truths, would be a huge mistake. 

The author’s assertions are not tied to the reformed confessions nor based on careful exegesis of 

scripture. This leads to the use of new terms that sometimes tend to confuse things, or to 

professing things without any proof. For example, when writing about total depravity in Chapter 

52, he uses terms such as “utter depravity” and “radical corruption.” In Chapter 89 he states, 

“Prayer is to be addressed to God alone, either to God as Triune or to the distinct persons of the 

Godhead.” There is no explanation or reference given to prove this remark, Sproul just continues 

as if it is unquestionable. The chapter on Marriage and Divorce (95) is also void of any scriptural 

exegesis, thus of any proof. 

If R. C. Sproul did base his writing on scripture and the confessions, he would be in big 

trouble in that he would be found to contradict them. In chapter 66 entitled “Justification by 



Faith”, Sproul asserts “…we are declared…to be righteous when God imputes the righteousness 

of Christ to our account. The necessary condition for this is faith.” The Canons of Dordt say that 

faith is a gift, not a condition: “The good pleasure of God is the sole cause of this gracious 

election; which doth not consist herein, that out of all possible qualities and actions of men God 

has chosen some as a condition of salvation” (First Head, Art.10a). Even though Sproul quotes 

periodically from the reformed confessions, he does so only to show what the Christian church 

has traditionally believed, not as a basis of belief. 

Although one should not read this book strictly to be “catechized,” this does not mean 

that is has no value for the young person. This is a valuable tool in which we are confronted with 

how shallow our knowledge of God really is. Have you ever read something that you knew was 

wrong but were unable to refute thoroughly or convincingly? This book leaves one, at times, 

uncertain whether something written is true or false, thus an incentive to develop in the truth. 

Some of the teachings in the book, the reformed young person will immediately perceive 

to be questionable. Man, for instance, is given way too much credit. Chapter 45 states that God’s 

image in man was merely marred at the Fall, and proof of this is said to be that man retained his 

humanity. Chapter 43 says that sanctification is a “cooperative venture.” In chapter 59, human 

beings are said to have the “ability” to resist the outward call of the gospel. Inclusive language is 

used many times in the book so that “humankind” is used often instead of “man” or “mankind,” 

and believers are said to have an “old person” and a “new person” (ch. 47). When this is done in 

today’s books, the impression is always left that the author imagines himself wiser than God. 

The chapter on the assurance of one’s salvation (71) is of no help at all to the believer 

who struggles with this. We are told to look at ourselves to see if we have any genuine love for, 

or true obedience to God. There is no instruction to look for Christ’s work in oneself, such as, 

sorrow for sin, a sincere delight in God, or hatred for the wicked. 

R. C. Sproul teaches the amillennial view of the return of Christ in chapter 98. He states, 

“His coming in this manner will be attended by the general resurrection, the final judgment, and 

the end of the world.” Since the writing of this book, Sproul seems to have changed his mind 

regarding this, in that he has endorsed a book which maintains the heresy of preterism, The 

Parousia, written by James Stuart Russell (See Christ’s Spiritual Kingdom by Prof. D. 

Engelsma, Ch. 21). In chapter 102, Hell is presented as a real place. By today’s standard, it is 

commendable to read of a popular teacher who still holds to this—unless he has changed his 

mind on this too. 

The best description of this book is “ambiguous”. Although there are certainly times 

when Sproul states something clearly, for the most part, much of what he says can be interpreted 

more than one way. The reason for this vagueness is not the short treatment given each “essential 

truth,” because we all know that the truth can be explained precisely in very few words. Sproul 

wants it this way, and is content to set forth more than one interpretation of a point of doctrine, 

and then leave it open for the reader to make the judgment. This he does, for example when 

writing on the truth of Predestination and Reprobation in Chapter 58. Sproul gives two possible 

explanations for the sense in which God “hated” Esau, one a lie, and the other the truth (though 

ambiguously stated), and then writes, “let the reader decide.” For a minister of the gospel to do 

this is inexcusable. Let the reader decide? This was supposed to be one of the “Essential Truths” 

of Christianity! A messenger of the King had better know his Lord’s message and distinguish it 

from the false. A shepherd of the sheep had better love his Lord and his Lord’s sheep enough to 

strengthen them against the wolves that threaten. A pastor and teacher had better know and love 

the truth so he is able and willing to set it forth distinctly and apply it to the saints’ lives in every 



area. To invite the parishioners to make their own decisions on essential truths of the Christian 

faith, thereby implying that it is unimportant, is treachery. 

             

Originally Published in: 

Vol 61 No 11 December 2002 


