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Greetings from the Writing Center! We’re here to assist you 
in the arduous and yet rewarding process of writing! We hope 
that this short guide will help you in becoming acquainted with 
the high level of writing that is required in seminary. After all 
seminary is at the graduate level and thus seminary students 
should be producing graduate level work in their papers and 
research. Before we get into the some helpful tips to writing it 
is important to recognize what this guide is and isn’t. 

What this guide is: This guide is a helpful way for anyone currently enrolled in a 
seminary to write in a manner that is guided more towards academia. This guide 
has some useful tips in how to approach an assignment that requires a significant 
amount of writing at a graduate level. 

What this guide isn’t: This guide is not a replacement 
for any of the standard manuals out there on research 
papers, theses, and dissertations. You will still need to 
refer to a proper manual in order to understand the 
technical nature of writing a paper. Important things 
like how to use citations, manner of voice, and 
constructing a proper bibliography are found in those 
manuals. The recommended manual for Alliance 
Theological Seminary is the one on Chicago Style 
Writing by Kate L. Turabian. This wonderful manual 
can be found on Amazon.com or at the library in their 
reference section. The call number for this guide is:  
Ref LB 2369.T8 2013 
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This is always the first step in any writing process because this will help to guide 
you throughout the assignment. You must know and understand the goals that you 
are working towards. If the goals of the assignment are not there to guide you then 
you run the risk of potentially wasting a lot of precious time. Thus recognizing the 
purpose and nature of the assignment can prevent this. There are always two 
elements that go hand-in-hand together to consider when developing the thesis to 
a paper. 

Recognizing the Purpose and Nature of an 
Assignment/Paper (Identify the Thesis) 

Topic: The topic is what a paper will be about. The topic of a paper tells us what 
general field the writing will be in. The challenge is in the distillation process of 
figuring out a succinct, clear, and specific thesis. The process of figuring out a 
thesis from a topic can look like a cone. Ideas and thoughts go in and after 
narrowing it down a thesis is found. A thesis must go through a paring down 
process until it is specific enough to fit the scope of the assignment.  

Thesis 

Ideas Thoughts 

C
oncepts 

Broad 

Specific 

Narrowing down 

Scope: The scope of a paper will 
likely be determined by the 
professor. It should be in the 
syllabus and it is always a good idea 
to ask questions to clarify with the 
professor the scope of the 
assignment. Some questions you 
might want to ask are:  
• How many pages should the 

paper be?  
• Is there a minimum amount of 

sources required?  
• Is there anything pertaining 

to length or depth that the 
professor is looking for? 
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Examples 

Attributes of God 
 
 

Goodness of God 
 
 

Goodness of God in light of human 
suffering 

 
 

Goodness of God in light of human 
suffering according to Job 1:12 and 

Romans 5:3-5. 

Worship in church 
 
 

Worship styles during church service 
 
 

The use of instruments during worship service 
 
 

Recent history of instrument use in contemporary 
western Christianity 

 
 

What prolific Davidic Psalms can tell us about the 
rise of the use of instruments in contemporary 

western Christian worship services 

Baptism 
 
 

Infant baptism vs. believer baptism 
 
 

Survey of infant baptism vs. believer baptism in church history 
 
 

Survey of infant baptism vs. believer baptism during the reformation 
 
 

The Anabaptist stance towards infant vs. believer baptism 
 
 

What can we learn from the Anabaptist’s use of scripture in their approach towards baptism 
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Helpful tips for writing  

Unnecessary vs. Necessary Knowledge (Knowing your audience): The 
audience must be considered anytime a paper is written. When considering your 
audience you need to keep in mind the general common knowledge that you can 
assume the audience already has. Let’s look at this example: 

“The Gospel of Matthew is in the New Testament of the Bible. Early textual 
evidence suggests that Matthew’s Gospel may be derived from Mark’s account of 
Jesus’ life. Although this view may be refuted by contrasting theories the purposes 
of this paper will assume said view.” 

Example 

How is it? If the intended audience for the paper is a graduate level 
seminary professor (or most if not all Christians) then it 
can be safe to assume that Matthew’s placement in the 
Bible is common knowledge. Therefore the first sentence 
in the example is simply unnecessary. 

“Thomas Aquinas built his entire Summa Theologica on his natural theology. In 
order to begin to understand his ideas a foundation must be built on his 
understanding of God’s general revelation to mankind. Therefore one must 
familiarize oneself with Psalm 8 before any analysis can begin.” 

The thesis of the above paragraph is about Thomas Aquinas 
and how his natural theology shaped his works. Therefore the 
audience must know about his natural theology because it 

shaped his works. In order to understand his natural theology an understanding 
must be built on how God reveals himself to us. Thus Psalm 8 must be understood 
because the passage serves as a major building block to God’s revelation to man. 
Each sentence begins to provide evidence to support the original thesis. Each 
sentence is necessary in order to understand the thesis. 

The skill of clipping out unnecessary fluff needs to be in balance with building the 
foundations for your thesis. This can be called the necessary knowledge of a paper. 

How is it? 
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Style & Structure (Build your Thesis): For any questions concerning style and 
voice it is best to consult the manual written by Turabian. When it comes to 
structuring your paper it is again best to be concise. 
 
It is crucial to plan out the structure of any paper so that there will be a cohesion 
with the finished product. It is important to build your thesis throughout the paper 
and to make sure that each portion of the paper is necessary. An important 
question to ask yourself repeatedly throughout the paper is “What does this have 
to do with my thesis?” Let’s look at an example. 
 
“Jonathan Edward’s interpretation of Genesis 3 has directly and heavily influenced 
his works on the doctrine of Original Sin” 
 
If that is the thesis then let’s look at a proposed paper outline. 

• Introduction 
• 18th Century exegetical 

methods 
• Jonathan Edward’s 

hermeneutics 
• Jonathan Edward’s view of 

grace 
• Analysis of Deuteronomy 
• Connecting points between 

scripture and theology of JE 
• Final thoughts 

Can you spot any 
sections that wouldn’t 
fit well within the 

paper? 

? ? 

? 

? 

? 

? 

? 

The two sections in the middle don’t seem to fit well within the paper. Edward’s 
view of grace is very important but has little to do with shedding any light on the 
thesis. Also there is no use of Edward’s analysis of Deuteronomy given that the 
thesis is looking at the book of Genesis. A good question to ask in this process is 
“What does this have to do with my thesis?” A better outline might look like this. 

? 
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• Introduction 
• 18th Century exegetical 

methods 
• Jonathan Edward’s 

hermeneutics 
• Jonathan Edward’s view of sin 
• Genesis 3 Analysis 
• Connecting points between 

scripture and theology of JE 
• Final thoughts 

What about now? 

? ? 

? 

? 

? 

? 

? 

? 
Here’s a quick breakdown of each section and why they fit into the paper. 
 
• 18th Century exegetical methods - If the thesis is looking at how Genesis 3 

influences Edwards then it’s necessary to know how scholars during 
Edward’s period studied the scriptures and what tools they used in 
interpreting it. 

• Jonathan Edward’s hermeneutics - The thesis includes Edward’s 
interpretation of Genesis 3 thus his hermeneutics will tell us how he reads 
and interprets the scriptures. 

• Jonathan Edward’s view of sin - The thesis is about Edward’s doctrine of 
Original Sin so his view of sin in general must be taken into account. 

• Genesis 3 Analysis - Again the thesis is about how Genesis 3 shapes 
Edwards’ doctrine of Original Sin. 

• Connecting points between scripture and theology of JE - Same as 
above. 

 
When structuring your paper it is always best to be concise. Cut out fluff and keep 
what is necessary! 



	  

	  8	  

Range of Bibliography: Any academic research paper will require multiple 
interactions with a number of various sources. It is important to know that there is 
a hierarchy of sources commonly known in academia. There are three tiers of 
sources commonly known as primary, secondary, and tertiary sources. Interaction 
with these tiers will depend on the thesis of the paper. Here are some brief 
descriptions of each tier of sources. 

Primary: Primary sources are the 
closest to original ideas, first-hand 
account of events, and empirical 
research. Some examples of 
primary sources are: 

Autobiographies, diaries, 
narratives, memoirs, speeches, 
novels, plays, poems, stories, 
research results. 

Secondary: Secondary sources 
analyze, review, or restate primary 
sources or other secondary 
sources. Some examples of 
secondary sources are: 

Biographies, review articles, 
scholarly articles that don’t present 
any new data just analysis, 
historical studies. 

Tertiary: Tertiary sources provide 
overviews of topics by synthesizing 
information gathered from other 
sources. They are often formatted in a 
way to be easily referenced. Some 
examples of tertiary sources are: 

Encyclopedias, textbooks, 
references, almanacs. 
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Match That Source! 

Primary 

Secondary 

Tertiary 

Surprised by Joy: The Shape of 
my Early Life. C.S. Lewis. 

The Great Doctrine of Original Sin 
Defended. Jonathan Edwards. 

The Prodigal God. Timothy 
Keller. 

The Story of Christianity. 
Justo Gonzales. 

Conversion in C.S. Lewis’s That 
Hideous Strength. Gavin Ortlund. 

Calling on the name of the Lord: The Meaning and 
Significance of epikaleo in Romans 10:13. Joel D. Estes. 

Book Review: Perspectives on Israel and the 
Church: 4 Views. Yohanna Katanacho. 

An Introduction to the New Testament. 
D.A. Carson & Douglass Moo. 

The Text of the New Testament. 
Bruce Metzger & Bart Ehrman. 

Connect each source in 
blue to a type of source in 
purple. 
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Match That Source! Answers 

Primary 

Secondary 

Tertiary 

Surprised by Joy: The Shape of 
my Early Life. C.S. Lewis. 

The Great Doctrine of Original Sin 
Defended. Jonathan Edwards. 

The Prodigal God. Timothy 
Keller. 

The Story of Christianity. 
Justo Gonzales. 

Conversion in C.S. Lewis’s That 
Hideous Strength. Gavin Ortlund. 

Calling on the name of the Lord: The Meaning and 
Significance of epikaleo in Romans 10:13. Joel D. Estes. 

Book Review: Perspectives on Israel and the 
Church: 4 Views. Yohanna Katanacho. 

An Introduction to the New Testament. 
D.A. Carson & Douglass Moo. 

The Text of the New Testament. 
Bruce Metzger & Bart Ehrman. 

Review Article 
Original Work 

Original Work 

History Textbook 

Scholarly Article 

Au
to

bi
og

ra
ph

y 

Book Revie
w 

Textbook 

Textbook 
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Researching: Where do I begin? 

Thesis feedback: Feedback is always welcome when it comes to exploring new 
ideas. When you formulate your thesis make sure to gain some outside 
perspective from those who may be knowledgeable in the subject. There can 
always be potential problems that are difficult to detect when processing alone. 
Some potential issues may be: 

• Maybe the thesis is too broad for the scope of the paper. 
• Maybe the thesis is not within the class subject. 
• Maybe the thesis lacks direction. 

A great resource to turn to for feedback is your professor. An 
appointment with your professor during office hours can work 
wonders for your paper! Try to run your thesis by your 
professor to see if there are any holes or any ways of improving 
it. After all, these are the people that will be grading your 
work! 
 
In the process of figuring out your paper’s thesis you may find 
that it needs to be revised. Please don’t panic, this isn’t out of 
the ordinary. Thesis development is an organic process of data 
synthesis and research (gathering data) that go back and forth 
between the two. 

Another advantage to running your 
thesis by your professor is that you 
can ask for potential starting points of 
research. This is very important as it 
gives you a starting point to begin 
researching and collecting data. After 
you begin researching you can then 
branch out from that starting point to 
find other sources of data. 

Starting 
Source 

Source 

Source 

Source 

Source 
Source 
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Researching: Interacting with Sources 

Source Interaction: When researching it is important to know how to interact 
with certain sources. This will ensure that you have a much more accurate reading 
of the data that you are collecting. Every secondary and tertiary source will draw 
from other sources. This may come in the form of a direct quote or a paraphrase. 
When you run into any of these you will want to follow the citation to get to the 
original source of the idea in order to get the most accurate picture. This may be 
best explained through an example. 

This is a page taken 
from a great article 
written in the 
journal Themelios. 
Let’s say that you 
wanted to write a 
paper on John 
Owen as a pastor. 
From here We see 
that there are a few 
good quotes from 
Owen himself. If 
you look at the 
bottom of the page 
to see where the 
quotes come from 
then you can go and 
find those sources. 
From there you’ll be 
able to get a better 
grasp of what Owen 
was saying. 
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Let’s take a closer look. 

When reading the quote from the article the question comes up, “What does it 
mean to feed the flock?” Well if we dig a little further and find the original source 
that Barrett was quoting we see that Owen means that preaching the Gospel is to 
feed the flock. 
 
The benefits of interacting with sources is that you’ll have a much clearer picture 
of the data as well as new possible ideas that will shape your thesis. In this example 
a thesis of John Owen as a pastor might incorporate his preaching aspects after 
this new data. 

O
riginal Source 
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Read more higher level material: One of the best ways of getting better at 
producing more higher level material is to expose yourself more to higher level 
material. As you read more at the graduate level the better acquainted you will 
become to it. The better acquainted you are with higher level reading the more 
naturally it will flow out of you as a writer. This is an excellent way to develop your 
voice as a writer and to get a better feel of the expectations that come with a 
graduate level paper. The best material to read to become acquainted would be 
scholarly articles. The reason for this is that these articles are what you want your 
writing to become like. 

How can I become a better writer? 

Write more higher level material: There’s a saying that experience is oftentimes 
the best teacher. This is true in the case of writing as well. The best way to get used 
to writing graduate level work is to actually start writing graduate level work. You 
can prepare as much as you’d like but at some point the actual writing just needs to 
take place. As you continue to write the more you’ll discover your voice as a writer 
and be able to adjust it appropriately for the audience and level of work required. 

Where can I find high level material 
to read? 
There are many places to find this type 
of material. The library is always a 
treasure trove of material to read, and 
it’s free! Most libraries will have an 
archive of published journals that are 
full of high level secondary sources 
such as articles, reviews, and studies. 
ATS Library has many of these journals 
in their archives. If you’re not sure 
where to find them, ask the librarian. 
Here are a few examples of journals that 
contain many great articles to read. 

• Evangelical Quarterly 
• Evangelical Review of Theology 
• Faith and Philosophy 
• Journal of the Evangelical 

Theological Society 
• Journal of Research on Christian 

Education 
• New Testament Studies 
• Quarterly Review 
• Scottish Journal of Theology 
• Themelios 



	  

	  15	  

 
	  

No one gets it on their first try: You have to learn to walk before you run. No one 
ever gets it perfect on their first try. Higher level writing is a learning process and 
even the best of the best can always improve. Don’t be discouraged if it becomes 
difficult to pick up, this is graduate level writing. You are a part of a tiny 
percentage of the world that is fortunate enough to have the opportunity to write 
at this level. It takes time and practice to become good at anything. Do not worry if 
you are having trouble adjusting to the scale, that’s normal. 

Come visit us: Remember no one gets it on 
their first try! Everyone has to start at some 
point. The Writing Center is here to help you 
in this process of writing and becoming a 
better writer. The Writing Center is one of the 
best free resources that you have at your disposal. During a consultation you’ll get 
helpful direction no matter where you are in the process. To schedule an 
appointment stop by one of our centers. Our hours are listed below: 

Rockland Campus  
Fall & Spring Hours 
Mon-Wed  11am-11pm 
Thurs   11am-8pm  
Fri   11am-5pm 
Sat  11am-5pm* 
 
*No walk-ins accepted; by 
appointment only. 
 
Located in the North Faculty Office 
Building, 2nd floor 
(above Bailey Library) 
 
845-358-1710 ext. 7153 
thewritingcenter@nyack.edu 

Manhattan Campus 
Fall & Spring Hours 
Mon-Thurs  10am-8pm 
Fri   10am-6pm 
 
Located in the Computer Lab-Room 
1908a, 19th floor 
(down the hall from Wilson Library) 
 
646-378-6139 
millicent.waterman@nyack.edu 
 
Online Writing Center 
Fall & Spring Hours 
Mon-Thurs 6pm-11pm 
 
845-358-1710 ext. 7153 
thewritingcenter@nyack.edu 


