How to Write a Critical Review

of a Theological Book or Commentary

When tasked with reviewing a theological book or commentary, it is essential to approach the
task with a structured methodology that balances critical analysis, theological reflection, and
literary evaluation. This guide outlines the key elements and steps necessary to write an
insightful and comprehensive review.

1. Understand the Purpose of the Review

The primary objective of a theological review is to assess the work's content, claims,
argumentation, and contribution to the subject as well as it’s theological and ecclesiastic
implications. Remember the following goals:

e Summarize: Provide a concise summary of the book’s main themes and arguments.

¢ Evaluate: Critically analyze the strengths and weaknesses of the work.

o Contextualize: Situate the book within broader theological, historical, or literary
frameworks.

o Engage: Offer your perspective and engagement with the text based on its arguments
and your understanding.

2. Preparatory Steps
A. Familiarize Yourself with the Author and Context

Research the author’s background, theology, and other writings. This will help you understand
their perspective and the context in which the book was written. Questions to consider include:

¢ What hermeneutic or method of biblical study do they use?

o What theological claims have they made in previous works or media?
e What denominational tradition does the author come from?

e Are there historical or cultural factors influencing the book’s content?
e How does this work fit within the author’s broader body of work?



B. Read Actively and Critically

Active reading is essential for a thorough review. As you read, take detailed notes, and consider
the following:

e What are the central themes and arguments of the book?

e How does the author support their claims (e.g., scripture, historical evidence, or
philosophical reasoning)?

¢ Are there any recurring theological motifs or interpretative methods?

e What is the book’s structure, and how does it contribute to the clarity of the argument?

C. Engage Secondary Sources

To enrich your review, consult other works in the same field or critiques of the book, if
available. This will help you situate the text within ongoing theological conversations and
highlight its unique contributions or limitations.

3. Structuring the Review

A. Introduction
The introduction should provide a brief overview of the book and its significance. Include:

¢ The title, author, and publication details.

o A statement of the book’s purpose or thesis.

¢ The intended audience and relevance of the work.
e A preview of your evaluation.

Example: “In The Long History of Dispensationalism, Dr. John Doe explores the relationship
between the historic church, theological literature and the impact of dispensationalism on the
Christian worldview. This review evaluates the central arguments of the book and its
implications on the historiography of theology.”

B. Summary of the Content

Provide a concise summary of the book’s main points. Organize this section to reflect the
structure of the book (e.g., by chapters or thematic divisions). Avoid excessive detail, focusing
instead on the overarching arguments and key insights.

C. Critical Evaluation

This is the heart of your review, where you assess the book’s content, methodology, and
theological contribution. Consider these aspects:



o Strengths: Identify areas where the book excels, such as insightful exegesis, originality,
or clarity of argumentation.

e Weaknesses: Highlight limitations, such as theological biases, lack of engagement with
counterarguments, or insufficient evidence.

o Theological Reflection: Discuss the book’s alignment or tension with theological
traditions and doctrines. How does it challenge or reinforce your understanding of the
subject?

Example: “While Doe’s use of liberation theology is compelling, her limited engagement with
traditional Reformed perspectives leaves her argument somewhat unbalanced.”

D. Comparison and Context

Situate the book within broader theological and literary contexts. Compare it with similar
works, discuss its place in contemporary debates, and reflect on its implications for theology,
ministry, or scholarship.

Example: “This commentary stands out for its emphasis on narrative theology, contrasting
sharply with the more historical-critical approaches of scholars like Smith and Lee.”

E. Conclusion

Summarize your evaluation and restate the book’s significance. Offer recommendations for
potential readers (e.g., theologians, clergy, or laypersons).

Example: “Overall, The Long History of Dispensationalism is an enlightening contribution to
church history and dispensational theology, though it may appeal more fundamentalist
theologians than to those in other evangelical traditions.”

4. Tips for Writing and Revising

¢ Maintain Objectivity: Strive for a balanced perspective, even if you disagree with the
author.

¢ Use Quotations Sparingly: Support your points with quotes from the book but avoid
over-reliance.

¢ Be Clear and Concise: Ensure your writing is accessible, even to readers unfamiliar with
the book.

¢ Proofread Thoroughly: Check for clarity, coherence, and grammatical accuracy.



By following these guidelines, you can craft a thoughtful and well-structured review that
contributes meaningfully to theological discussions while providing valuable insights for your
readers.
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