
Editorial: The True and Complete Doctrine of Salvation 

 

For most readers, the title of this editorial probably rings a bell. If it sounds familiar to you, that’s because 
it is a prominent phrase in one of the documents that most Protestant Reformed churches read on a regular 

basis. That document is the form for public confession of faith, which lists three questions that confessing 

members answer in the affirmative (Yes!) when they stand before the church of Jesus Christ to declare their 

desire to belong to that body. The very first question in this list deals with the issue of doctrine and whether 

the “true and complete doctrine of salvation” is taught in the Protestant Reformed churches. 

 

Even though members of our denomination hear that word—doctrine—on a regular basis, I sometimes 

wonder whether we understand what the word means in all its biblical fullness. When it comes to the 

Christian life, we often tend to think of doctrine as one half of the equation, which is balanced on the other 

side by practice. Doctrine and practice. Two halves to the Christian life. 

 

The problem with this view of doctrine is that it misses the breadth of what the word really means. Simply 

put, doctrine is teaching. From a correct biblical perspective, doctrine encompasses everything that is taught 

in the holy Scriptures. It is not just the teaching about how terms like justification and sanctification fit into 

the broader system of theology, but also the teaching of how these truths motivate us to worship the God 

who has worked salvation for his people and how we can live out lives of thanksgiving for what he has 

done in Christ Jesus our Lord. Doctrine is everything taught in all sixty-six books of the Bible. Yes, 

everything!  

 

The important point here is that the Christian life is not made up of two different aspects that stand opposed 

to one another. Sometimes the complaint is raised that a minister preaches too much doctrine and not enough 

practice. Other times the opposite complaint is raised. Both complaints, however, miss the point when it 

comes to how we ought to evaluate preaching. The real question is whether a minister is faithfully bringing 

God’s word to his people according to what the Bible teaches. If a biblical passage is correctly explained 

in the entire light of Scripture and used to bring the people of God to worship their Lord and King, it is 

doctrine. Doctrine is the teaching of the Bible in all its fullness. 

 

As a young person, it might be helpful to know the basic elements of the true and complete doctrine of 

salvation. These elements will be helpful to you as you sit under the preaching each week, seeking to 

understand what your minister is teaching from God’s word. We can sum up the fullness of doctrine with 
three words, each of which begins with the letter “D”—dogmatics, doxology, and discipleship. Listen for 

each of these elements of doctrine as you process the sermons you hear each week.  

 

The first word that fits under the broader category of doctrine is dogmatics. This word is often what people 

mean when they talk about “doctrine” in a general sense. Dogmatics includes all the official teachings of 

the church, which we sometimes call our “systematic theology.” Terms like “justification” (how we are 

declared righteous) and “sanctification” (how we are made holy) fit into this category of dogmatics. 

Understanding how these elements of salvation fit together is a critical part of the Christian life. These are 

not dry, dusty terms from a long-forgotten catechism class, but the lively elements of what Christ has done 

for us by his perfect work on the cross. He has purchased us from the death sentence for sin that we deserve. 



He declares us righteous by his atonement for our sins. And he makes us holy through the work of his Spirit 

in us. Doctrine includes these teachings and many others under its biblical umbrella. 

 

But that is certainly not where doctrine stops. Scripture teaches us more, and this is where the gift of faith 

becomes vitally important. Someone who has received the gift of true faith will not be content to simply 

know in their head what is true. She will want to worship the God who has revealed that truth and made it 

her personal possession. Another word for worship is doxology. Think of how much of Scripture is 

dedicated to teaching this aspect of doctrine. By faith we see that every part of the creation sings God’s 
praises (Ps. 19:1–6) right alongside the revealed word of God given us in Scripture (vv. 7–11). Anyone who 

truly knows God as his Father in heaven will desire to worship that God. Scripture teaches us how to do 

that through prayer, song, and confession. Doxology is a key part of doctrine that flows out of a dogmatic 

understanding of what God has done for us in salvation. 

 

Yet there is more. The believer who knows and worships God in true faith will also seek to follow the will 

of God revealed to us in his word. She will not be content to simply know God in her head. He will not be 

content to praise God through prayer and public worship. Together they will seek to serve that God in every 

aspect of life as disciples of Jesus Christ. Indeed, discipleship is the third part of doctrine we are taught 

about in God’s word. Do you know and love God? Do you worship him each Lord’s day? Then seek to 

serve him every day of your life according to the instruction laid out for you in God’s word. Learn to 

practice what God teaches you directly in his word. Use that word, in all its fullness, to guide your thankful 

response of discipleship. 

 

These three elements—dogmatics, doxology, discipleship—encompass the true and complete doctrine of 

salvation in the broadest sense. They complement one another and provide a holistic view of all that 

Scripture teaches. To put it another way, the teachings of Scripture speak to every part of your life as a 

believer. They come to your head through hearing the declarations of gospel preaching (Rom. 10:17). They 

inspire your heart to worship the awesome God who brings salvation in Jesus Christ. And they instruct 

your hands on the way to follow God in your everyday life. Doctrine is the guide to life as a believer. Don’t 
despise it or look for something else. Embrace the truth of God’s word in all its wonderful teachings so that 

you too can affirm that you believe the true and complete doctrine of salvation when you stand before God 

and his church to confess your faith. 
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