
Becoming a Real Theologian 
     … but now my eye sees you….  Job 42.6 

 
“Every Christian is a theologian”:   Rev Bob Atwell, Grace OPC, Westfield NJ in the 

1970s. 

In reality, everyone is a theologian of some sort. 

The question is, what kind of a theologian?  I am sure that there are a variety of types of 

theologians, but for this morning, I have come up with four. 

The “anti-theologian” denies that there is a deity to whom he must answer; as Os 

Guiness reflected, “the atheist doesn’t believe in nothing, he’ll believe in anything.”  His 

world view is only as broad as his self-imposed blinders allow, and thus he misses much 

that is not explainable by his material perspective that chooses to not know God. 

The “nominal theologian” knows something about God generally, but is rather non-

committal.  Depth of understanding is not his strong suite.  He is a generalist, listing 

various descriptors as he finds them, much like a disinterested high school student 

might list the parts of a dissected frog.  God, for him, is safe because he is at a safe 

distance, and quite controllable as an abstract figure. 

Many people that I meet fit into this group, regardless of religious affiliation.  Their 

philosophy is that if God leaves them alone, they won’t bother him either.   

A third type of theologian is the “speculative theologian.”  He knows a lot about the 

God of the Bible—at arm’s length.  He is a scientist, describing God in terms that he can 

understand and categorize.  When something is observed that is outside of his scientific 

description, he is as likely to ignore the observation as change his description, 

depending on how manageable the change can be made.  It is as though this theologian 

considers himself to be the determiner of truth.  As long as he can understand 

something, it must be true.  It he doesn’t understand it, then it can’t be true. 

Sadly, if the discovery about God doesn’t fit their categories, they assume that God can’t 

be like “that”, whatever “that” may be, and they will quickly turn away from that reality, 

staying safely in their own construct, keeping God in their well-ordered box.  

My fourth type of theologian is the “experiential theologian.”  He knows the God of 

the Bible personally, not simply because there has been a formal introduction, but 

because there has been a radical encounter that has led to a long-term relationship.  

This theologian has discovered that the box that he has needs to be made increasingly 

larger, until he realizes that it is impossible to have such a box at all. 

Where do you fit in? 

Job’s 3 friends were “speculative theologians”—they knew some of the basics about God, 

but kept him in a box of their own creating.  Granted, a large box, and of course, a safe 

box—they were able to label everything within it to their satisfaction.  And thus when 

Job had his troubles, they were able, so they thought, to justify God and condemn Job 

based on the limited labels of God in their box. 
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Their box allowed for their limited comprehension of how God runs the world, but not 

for any variations or changes.  Theirs was a speculative knowledge, but not an 

experiential knowledge. 

What is the difference?   

Speculative knowledge is making guesses based upon known information.  It’s as risky 

as speculation in the stock market.  Experiential knowledge is knowledge based on 

experience with the facts. 

Let me put it another way.  In the area of science, we can speculate what might work in a 

given situation—like mixing two particular chemicals under particular conditions that 

might give us a particular reaction.  We can write lengthy papers on what we speculate 

the outcome would be.  But we really don’t yet know.  We know “about” what might 

happen.  But if we run an experiment to validate our hypothesis, if we try what we think 

might work, and it really does work, then we have experiential knowledge.  No more 

guessing. 

And, quite frankly, Job seems to have been a “speculative” theologian in his speeches 

with his friends, except that his box was larger and better constructed.  As we find him 

prior to Elihu’s and God’s speeches, he knew that God was in charge, that there was 

more to just the retributive principle guiding God’s actions in Job’s life.  Job understood 

that God was not limited to a simply mechanistic interaction with him. 

Yet, for Job, God was still in a box, and the problem for Job was that the categories, the 

descriptions just didn’t fit the reality.  So was his knowledge just speculative? 

Not really, for what is said about Job in the first chapter, and what Job demonstrates in 

the second chapter, tells us that Job does indeed have experiential knowledge of God—

he does worship rightly.   

But then the troubles start, and he grieves.  Very appropriate.  And then his friends 

begin to rebuke and accuse him, and he responds.  And it is at that point that we realize 

that speculative knowledge about God and experiential knowledge of God can coexist in 

a person. 

And then God comes along and challenges his speculative knowledge, his 

“knowledgeable theology” that tried to keep God in a box.  But God is too big for any 

box. 

And that speculation about God changed by chapter 42 to a deeper experiential 

knowledge of God.  It has gone from “hearing of you by the hearing of the ear” to “now 

my eye sees you.”  That doesn’t mean that he has physically seen God.  The expression is 

like that used by a lady we used to know several years ago.  When we would describe 

something to her, or explain it to her and she understood, she would say “Oh, I see.”  

Except that she was blind from birth. 

What Job is saying is that he now understands, he now gets what he needs to know 

about the majesty, the sovereignty, the immensity of God that he missed before.  Now he 

gets it.  He now has experiential knowledge, because God has just convinced him of this 
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reality, that before the best he could of done was said that he had speculative knowledge 

about God.  Now he knows from experience. 

And in a very true sense, he is making a return trip to where he was in chapter 1.  Note 

Job’s first step:  repentance (v. 6):  I despise myself and repent in dust and ashes. 

In a very true sense, Job’s repentance is not really any different from basic repentance of 

conversion.  You may remember the catechism question we had several months ago: 

Q. 87  What is repentance leading to life? 

Repentance leading to life is a saving grace, by which a sinner, having truly 
realized his sin and grasped the mercy of God in Christ, turns from his sin with 
grief and hatred and turns to God with full resolve and effort after new obedience. 

Job has turned from his old way of thinking, and begins the journey to a new way of 

thinking about God—not with knowledge about him, but true knowledge of him.  That 

gives us a picture of what repentance looks like for a believer.   

Why do we need repentance as believers?  Very simply because we continually fall short 

of God’s glory.  We miss the mark of what we are to be like as his image bearers.  That is 

called sin, and we are commanded to repent of sin; not merely with words, but with 

actions. 

Job’s response to God’s telling him about himself is both necessary, and appropriate.  As 

it is with us when we learn that what we once thought was true, isn’t, and now we know 

better—not by speculation, but by direct communication from him through his Word.  

And especially through his final Word, Jesus Christ. 

What God wants for mankind in general, and his people in particular, is to grow in their 

knowledge of him.  He is not looking for speculative theologians, but experiential 

theologians who realize that no matter how much they learn, there is an infinitely more 

for them to know. 

This is an ongoing process.  My pastor when I was in high school told me that what I 

needed to do was to read the Bible every day, and write down what I learned.  Good 

advice for anyone.  But it wasn’t until I was in college my freshman year when he wrote 

to me and said something that I had not heard before—his own testimony that described 

his own coming to know God.  And then he corrected himself:  “or rather, come to be 

known by God”, quoting Paul in Galatians 4.9. 

What makes the difference between the speculative theologian, and the experiential 

theologian, is the relationship.  Actually, they both know about God; but only one knows 

God.  And better than that, is known by God. 

This is the blessing of the New Covenant that Jeremiah describes in chapter 31:  all 

God’s people shall not simply know about him—hearing the stories, learning the lessons.  

They shall know him.  Personally, intimately. 

That is God’s plan for us.  And why every Christian really is a theologian.  And hopefully 

a growing theologian who realizes that what he knows from God today will still be true 
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tomorrow, but there is much more to know—hence repentance is always appropriate.  

Our knowledge is always growing, being refined, and yet never finished. 

What is especially necessary is that what really matters is not how much we know, nor 

even who we know.  But who knows us.  It’s not how much we love God, but to know 

that he has loved us first, with an everlasting love. 

It’s like the angel said to the shepherds on the hillside outside of Bethlehem:   

Behold, I bring you good news of a great joy that shall be for all the people.  For 

unto you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is Christ the LORD. 


