
The Historical Reliability of
the  Gospels  –  An  Important
Apologetic for Christianity
Dr.  Pat  Zukeran  provides  a  succinct  argument  for  the
reliability of our current copies of the four gospels. This
data is an important part of any apologetic argument, i.e.
defense of the veracity of the Christian faith.

 This article is also available in Spanish.

Differences Between the Four Gospels
Skeptics have criticized the Gospels, the first four books of
the New Testament, as being legendary in nature rather than
historical.  They  point  to  alleged  contradictions  between
Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. They also maintain the Gospels
were  written  centuries  after  the  lifetimes  of  the
eyewitnesses. The late date of the writings allowed legends
and exaggerations to proliferate, they say.

Are the Gospels historical or mythological?

The first challenge to address is how to account for the
differences among the four Gospels. They are each different in
nature, content, and the facts they include or exclude. The
reason for the variations is that each author wrote to a
different  audience  and  from  his  own  unique  perspective.
Matthew wrote to a Jewish audience to prove to them that Jesus
is indeed their Messiah. That’s why Matthew includes many of
the teachings of Christ and makes numerous references to Old
Testament  prophecies.  Mark  wrote  to  a  Greek  or  Gentile
audience to prove that Jesus is the Son of God. Therefore, he
makes his case by focusing on the events of Christ’s life. His
gospel  moves  very  quickly  from  one  event  to  another,
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demonstrating Christ’s lordship over all creation. Luke wrote
to give an accurate historical account of Jesus’ life. John
wrote after reflecting on his encounter with Christ for many
years. With that insight, near the end of his life John sat
down and wrote the most theological of all the Gospels.

We should expect some differences between four independent
accounts. If they were identical, we would suspect the writers
of  collaboration  with  one  another.  Because  of  their
differences, the four Gospels actually give us a fuller and
richer picture of Jesus.

Let me give you an example. Imagine if four people wrote a
biography on your life: your son, your father, a co-worker,
and a good friend. They would each focus on different aspects
of your life and write from a unique perspective. One would be
writing about you as a parent, another as a child growing up,
one as a professional, and one as a peer. Each may include
different  stories  or  see  the  same  event  from  a  different
angle, but their differences would not mean they are in error.
When we put all four accounts together, we would get a richer
picture of your life and character. That is what is taking
place in the Gospels.

So we acknowledge that differences do not necessarily mean
errors.  Skeptics  have  made  allegations  of  errors  for
centuries,  yet  the  vast  majority  of  charges  have  been
answered. New Testament scholar, Dr. Craig Blomberg, writes,
“Despite two centuries of skeptical onslaught, it is fair to
say that all the alleged inconsistencies among the Gospels
have  received  at  least  plausible  resolutions.”{1}  Another
scholar, Murray Harris, emphasizes, “Even then the presence of
discrepancies in circumstantial detail is no proof that the
central fact is unhistorical.”{2} The four Gospels give us a
complementary, not a contradictory, account.



The Date of the New Testament Writings:
Internal Evidence
Critics claim that the Gospels were written centuries after
the lifetimes of the eyewitnesses. This would allow for myths
about Jesus’ life to proliferate. Were the Gospels written by
eyewitnesses as they claim, or were they written centuries
later? The historical facts appear to make a strong case for a
first century date.

Jesus’  ministry  was  from  A.D.  27-30.  Noted  New  Testament
scholar,  F.F.  Bruce,  gives  strong  evidence  that  the  New
Testament was completed by A.D. 100.{3} Most writings of the
New  Testament  works  were  completed  twenty  to  forty  years
before this. The Gospels are dated traditionally as follows:
Mark is believed to be the first gospel written around A.D.
60.  Matthew  and  Luke  follow  and  are  written  between  A.D.
60-70; John is the final gospel, written between A.D. 90-100.

The internal evidence supports these early dates for several
reasons. The first three Gospels prophesied the fall of the
Jerusalem  Temple  which  occurred  in  A.D.  70.  However,  the
fulfillment is not mentioned. It is strange that these three
Gospels  predict  this  major  event  but  do  not  record  it
happening. Why do they not mention such an important prophetic
milestone? The most plausible explanation is that it had not
yet occurred at the time Matthew, Mark, and Luke were written.

In the book of Acts, the Temple plays a central role in the
nation of Israel. Luke writes as if the Temple is an important
part of Jewish life. He also ends Acts on a strange note: Paul
living under house arrest. It is strange that Luke does not
record the death of his two chief characters, Peter and Paul.
The  most  plausible  reason  for  this  is  that  Luke  finished
writing Acts before Peter and Paul’s martyrdom in A.D. 64. A
significant point to highlight is that the Gospel of Luke
precedes Acts, further supporting the traditional dating of



A.D. 60. Furthermore, most scholars agree Mark precedes Luke,
making Mark’s Gospel even earlier.

Finally, the majority of New Testament scholars believe that
Paul’s epistles are written from A.D. 48-60. Paul’s outline of
the life of Jesus matches that of the Gospels. 1 Corinthians
is one of the least disputed books regarding its dating and
Pauline authorship. In chapter 15, Paul summarizes the gospel
and  reinforces  the  premise  that  this  is  the  same  gospel
preached by the apostles. Even more compelling is that Paul
quotes from Luke’s Gospel in 1 Timothy 5:18, showing us that
Luke’s Gospel was indeed completed in Paul’s lifetime. This
would move up the time of the completion of Luke’s Gospel
along with Mark and Matthew.

The internal evidence presents a strong case for the early
dating of the Gospels.

The  Date  of  the  Gospels:  External
Evidence
Were the Gospels written by eyewitnesses of the events, or
were they not recorded until centuries later? As with the
internal evidence, the external evidence also supports a first
century date.

Fortunately, New Testament scholars have an enormous amount of
ancient manuscript evidence. The documentary evidence for the
New Testament far surpasses any other work of its time. We
have over 5000 manuscripts, and many are dated within a few
years of their authors’ lives.

Here are some key documents. An important manuscript is the
Chester Beatty Papyri. It contains most of the N.T. writings,
and is dated around A.D. 250.

The Bodmer Papyri contains most of John, and dates to A.D.
200. Another is the Rylands Papyri that was found in Egypt



that contains a fragment of John, and dates to A.D. 130. From
this fragment we can conclude that John was completed well
before A.D. 130 because, not only did the gospel have to be
written, it had to be hand copied and make its way down from
Greece to Egypt. Since the vast majority of scholars agree
that John is the last gospel written, we can affirm its first
century  date  along  with  the  other  three  with  greater
assurance.

A final piece of evidence comes from the Dead Sea Scrolls Cave
7. Jose Callahan discovered a fragment of the Gospel of Mark
and  dated  it  to  have  been  written  in  A.D.  50.  He  also
discovered fragments of Acts and other epistles and dated them
to have been written slightly after A.D. 50.{4}

Another  line  of  evidence  is  the  writings  of  the  church
fathers.  Clement  of  Rome  sent  a  letter  to  the  Corinthian
church in A.D. 95. in which he quoted from the Gospels and
other portions of the N.T. Ignatius, Bishop of Antioch, wrote
a letter before his martyrdom in Rome in A.D. 115, quoting all
the Gospels and other N.T. letters. Polycarp wrote to the
Philippians in A.D. 120 and quoted from the Gospels and N.T.
letters.  Justin  Martyr  (A.D.  150)  quotes  John  3.  Church
fathers of the early second century were familiar with the
apostle’s writings and quoted them as inspired Scripture.

Early  dating  is  important  for  two  reasons.  The  closer  a
historical record is to the date of the event, the more likely
the record is accurate. Early dating allows for eyewitnesses
to still be alive when the Gospels were circulating to attest
to their accuracy. The apostles often appeal to the witness of
the hostile crowd, pointing to their knowledge of the facts as
well (Acts 2:22, 26:26). Also, the time is too short for
legends  to  develop.  Historians  agree  it  takes  about  two
generations,  or  eighty  years,  for  legendary  accounts  to
establish themselves.

From the evidence, we can conclude the Gospels were indeed



written by the authors they are attributed to.

How Reliable was the Oral Tradition?
Previously,  I  defended  the  early  dating  of  the  Gospels.
Despite this early dating, there is a time gap of several
years between the ascension of Jesus and the writing of the
Gospels. There is a period during which the gospel accounts
were committed to memory by the disciples and transmitted
orally. The question we must answer is, Was the oral tradition
memorized  and  passed  on  accurately?  Skeptics  assert  that
memory and oral tradition cannot accurately preserve accounts
from person to person for many years.

The evidence shows that in oral cultures where memory has been
trained for generations, oral memory can accurately preserve
and pass on large amounts of information. Deuteronomy 6:4-9
reveals to us how important oral instruction and memory of
divine teaching was stressed in Jewish culture. It is a well-
known fact that the rabbis had the O.T. and much of the oral
law committed to memory. The Jews placed a high value on
memorizing whatever wri ting reflected inspired Scripture and
the wisdom of God. I studied under a Greek professor who had
the Gospels memorized word perfect. In a culture where this
was practiced, memorization skills were far advanced compared
to ours today. New Testament scholar Darrell Bock states that
the Jewish culture was “a culture of memory.”{5}

Rainer Reisner presents six key reasons why oral tradition
accurately preserved Jesus’ teachings.{6} First, Jesus used
the Old Testament prophets’ practice of proclaiming the word
of  God  which  demanded  accurate  preservation  of  inspired
teaching. Second, Jesus’ presentations of Himself as Messiah
would reinforce among His followers the need to preserve His
words accurately. Third, ninety percent of Jesus’ teachings
and sayings use mnemonic methods similar to those used in
Hebrew poetry. Fourth, Jesus trained His disciples to teach
His lessons even while He was on earth. Fifth, Jewish boys



were educated until they were twelve, so the disciples likely
knew how to read and write. Finally, just as Jewish and Greek
teachers gathered disciples, Jesus gathered and trained His to
carry on after His death.

When one studies the teachings of Jesus, one realizes that His
teachings  and  illustrations  are  easy  to  memorize.  People
throughout the world recognize immediately the story of the
Good Samaritan, the Prodigal Son, and the Lord’s Prayer.

We also know that the church preserved the teachings of Christ
in the form of hymns which were likewise easy to memorize.
Paul’s summary of the gospel in 1 Corinthians 15 is a good
example of this.

We can have confidence then that the oral tradition accurately
preserved the teachings and the events of Jesus’ life till
they were written down just a few years later.

The Transmission of the Gospel Texts
When I am speaking with Muslims or Mormons, we often come to a
point  in  the  discussion  where  it  is  clear  the  Bible
contradicts their position. It is then they claim, as many
skeptics,  do  that  the  Bible  has  not  been  accurately
transmitted and has been corrupted by the church. In regards
to the Gospels, do we have an accurate copy of the original
texts or have they been corrupted?

Previously, we showed that the Gospels were written in the
first century, within the lifetime of the eyewitnesses. These
eyewitnesses,  both  friendly  and  hostile,  scrutinized  the
accounts for accuracy.

So the original writings were accurate. However, we do not
have the original manuscripts. What we have are copies of
copies  of  copies.  Are  these  accurate,  or  have  they  been
tampered  with?  As  shown  earlier,  we  have  5000  Greek
manuscripts of the New Testament. When you include the quotes



from  the  church  fathers,  manuscripts  from  other  early
translations like the Latin Vulgate, the Ethiopic text, and
others, the total comes out to over 24,000 ancient texts. With
so many ancient texts, significant alterations should be easy
to spot. However, those who accuse the New Testament of being
corrupted have not produced such evidence. This is significant
because it should be easy to do with so many manuscripts
available.  The  truth  is,  the  large  number  of  manuscripts
confirm the accurate preservation and transmission of the New
Testament writings.

Although we can be confident in an accurate copy, we do have
textual discrepancies. There are some passages with variant
readings that we are not sure of. However, the differences are
minor and do not affect any major theological doctrine. Most
have to do with sentence structure, vocabulary, and grammar.
These in no way affect any major doctrine.

Here is one example. In our Bibles, Mark 16:9-20 is debated as
to whether it was part of the original writings. Although I
personally  do  not  believe  this  passage  was  part  of  the
original  text,  its  inclusion  does  not  affect  any  major
teaching  of  Christianity.  It  states  that  Christ  was
resurrected, appeared to the disciples, and commissioned them
to preach the gospel. This is taught elsewhere.

The other discrepancies are similar in nature. Greek scholars
agree we have a copy very accurate to the original. Westcott
and Hort state that we have a copy 98.33% accurate to the
original.{7} A.T. Robertson gave a figure of 99% accuracy to
the original.{8} As historian Sir Fredric Kenyon assures us,
“…the last foundation for any doubt that the Scriptures have
come down to us substantially as they were written has now
been removed. Both the authenticity and general integrity of
the books of the New Testament may be regarded as finally
established.”{9}



Do Miracles Discredit the Gospels?
Skeptics question the accuracy of the Gospels because of the
miracles. However, this is an issue of worldviews. Those who
hold to a naturalistic worldview do not believe an omnipotent
creator  exists.  All  that  exists  is  energy  and  matter.
Therefore, miracles are impossible. Their conclusion, then, is
that the miracle accounts in the Gospels are exaggerations or
myths.

Those who hold to a theistic worldview can accept miracles in
light  of  our  understanding  of  God  and  Christ.  God  can
intervene in time and space and alter the natural regularities
of nature much like finite humans can in smaller limited ways.
If Jesus is the Son of God, we can expect Him to perform
miracles to affirm His claims to be divine. But worldviews are
not where this ends. We also need to take a good look at the
historical facts.

As shown previously, the Gospels were written by eyewitnesses
to  the  events  of  the  life  of  Christ.  Early  dating  shows
eyewitnesses  were  alive  when  Gospels  were  circulating  and
could attest to their accuracy. Apostles often appeal to the
witness of the hostile crowd, pointing out their knowledge of
the facts as well (Acts 2:22, Acts 26:26). Therefore, if there
were any exaggerations or stories being told about Christ that
were not true, the eyewitnesses could have easily discredited
the  apostles  accounts.  Remember,  they  began  preaching  in
Israel in the very cities and during the lifetimes of the
eyewitnesses.  The  Jews  were  careful  to  record  accurate
historical accounts. Many enemies of the early church were
looking for ways to discredit the apostles’ teaching. If what
the apostles were saying was not true, the enemies would have
cried  foul,  and  the  Gospels  would  not  have  earned  much
credibility.

There  are  also  non-Christian  sources  that  attest  to  the
miracles of Christ. Josephus writes, “Now there was about that



time Jesus, a wise man, if it be lawful to call him a man, for
he was a doer of wonderful works, a teacher of such men as
receive the truth with pleasure. He drew to him both many of
the Jews and many of the gentiles.” The Jewish Talmud, written
in  the  fifth  century  A.D.,  attributes  Jesus’  miracles  to
sorcery. Opponents of the Gospels do not deny He did miracles,
they just present alternative explanations for them.

Finally, Christ’s power over creation is supremely revealed in
the resurrection. The resurrection is one of the best attested
to  events  in  history.  For  a  full  treatment,  look  up  the
article Resurrection: Fact or Fiction here at Probe.org.
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“I Have Questions about the
Christian Canon”
I just read Don Closson’s article about the history of the
Christian Canon and found it to be interesting and helpful. I
have recently been looking deeper into my religion and other
Christian  religions  to  get  a  better  understanding  of  the
various beliefs. However, I have some questions.

Don mentions that the Church Fathers respected and quoted from
works  that  have  generally  passed  out  of  the  Christian
tradition. Why are these books no longer considered important?
It’s almost as though there were some kind of stock market
drop in the value of these writings. If certain writings were
so important as to guide the early Christians in what was
probably the most difficult time for the Church why do they
not hold the same value today? Also, were any of the early
teachings taken from the Apocrypha?

My other question is more of an observation. When you explain
the process of determining the Canon of the NT after the
Reformation you write, “As usual, the Catholic position rested
upon the authority of the Church hierarchy itself.” Then you
go on to say, “Instead of the authority of the Church, Luther
and the reformers focused on the internal witness of the Holy
Spirit.” To me this seems to be a very biased statement in an
otherwise  objective  article.  From  what  I  understand,  the
Catholic Church also believes in the internal witness of the
Holy Spirit working through its leaders. And since the NT of
both Protestants and Catholics is the same (a surprising fact
I just learned and which your article was a little misleading)
would you not say it probably did inspire both groups?

Thanks for the thoughtful questions and observations. Let me
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try to respond to each issue you raise.

Why don’t we read the writings of the Church Fathers today?

It appears that there has been an ebb and flow regarding the
popularity  of  these  writings  among  average  believers.
Protestants may have carried the notion of Sola Scriptura too
far, fearing that spending too much time in the writings of
the early church might lead to an unhealthy elevation of these
works. However, there appears to be growth in both interest
in, and appreciation for, the works of the early church among
all Christians that might move us towards a better balance. I
recently finished Reading Scripture With The Church Fathers,
by Christopher Hall (an InterVarsity publication) and found
that his admonition to delve into the writings of the early
church an enticing one. Part of the problem is that many
Christians do not read theological works of any type, much
less serious works that are planted in a very different set of
cultural challenges. Theological writing is done in response
to the demands of pressing cultural questions and issues. The
foreignness  of  the  cultural  milieu  surrounding  the  early
church can make reading the Church Fathers a considerable
effort. I do see a trend, especially among the post-baby-
boomer generations, towards desiring a deeper spiritual life,
one  that  is  often  exhibited  by  the  leaders  of  the  early
church. People are looking to that era for models of devotion
and authentic community that are often lacking in our modern,
and postmodern, society.

My bias against the Roman Catholic Church.

You  are  right,  my  statement  is  overly  biased.  I  need  to
revisit that section of the essay and restate my views. I do
not  mean  to  say  that  the  Catholic  Church  does  not  claim
guidance from the Holy Spirit, but that they have depended
more  on  the  decisions  of  a  centralized  leadership
(magisterium) in deciding on the canon rather than on actual
use and acceptance by the universal church and individual



believers. Thanks for pointing this out. If you don’t mind I
am going to paste into this response a portion of an essay
that I wrote on the Apocrypha that might help explain my view.

In a recent meeting of Catholics, Protestants, and Eastern
Orthodox  theologians  called  the  Rose  Hill  conference,
evangelical theologian Harold O. J. Brown asks that we hold
a dynamic view of this relationship between the church and
the Bible. He notes that Catholics have argued “that the
church—the Catholic Church—gave us the Bible and that church
authority authenticates it.” Protestants have responded with
the view that “Scripture creates the church, which is built
on the foundation of the prophets and apostles.” However, he
admits that there is no way to make the New Testament older
than the church. Does this leave us then bowing to church
authority only? Brown doesn’t think so. He writes, “[I]t is
the work of the Spirit that makes the Scripture divinely
authoritative and preserves them from error. In addition the
Holy  Spirit  was  active  in  the  early  congregations  and
councils, enabling them to recognize the right Scriptures as
God’s Word.” He adds that even though the completed canon is
younger than the church, it is not in captivity to the
church. Instead, “it is the ‘norm that norms’ the church’s
teaching and life.”

Many Catholics argue that the additional books found in the
Apocrypha (Septuagint plus) which they call the deutero-
canon, were universally held by the early church to be
canonical. This is a considerable overstatement. However,
Protestants have acted as if these books never existed or
played any role whatsoever in the early church. This too is
an  extreme  position.  Although  many  of  the  early  church
fathers  recognized  a  distinction  between  the  Apocryphal
books and inspired Scripture, they universally held them in
high regard. Protestants who are serious students of their
faith cannot ignore this material if they hope to understand
the  early  church  or  the  thinking  of  its  earliest
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theologians.

On the issue of canonicity, of the Old Testament or the New,
Norman  Geisler  lists  the  principles  that  outline  the
Protestant perspective. Put in the form of a series of
questions he asks, “Was the book written by a spokesperson
for God, who was confirmed by an act of God, who told the
truth in the power of God, and was accepted by the people of
God?”  If  these  can  be  answered  in  the  affirmative,
especially  the  first  question,  the  book  was  usually
immediately  recognized  as  inspired  and  included  in  the
canon.  The  Old  Testament  Apocrypha  lacks  many  of  these
characteristics. None of the books claim to be written by a
prophet, and Maccabees specifically denies being prophetic.
Others contain extensive factual errors. Most importantly,
many in the early church including Melito of Sardis, Origen,
Athanasius, Gregory of Nazianzus, and Jerome rejected the
canonicity of the Apocrypha, although retaining high regards
for its devotional and inspirational value.

A final irony in this matter is the fact that even Cardinal
Cajetan, who opposed Luther at Augsburg in 1518, published a
Commentary on All the Authentic Historical Books of the Old
Testament (1532) in which he did not include the Apocrypha.

Sincerely,

Don Closson
Probe Ministries

Posted 2001

Please check out the related posts below for more information.



“Did the Early Church Fathers
Accept the Apocrypha?”
I have been searching for some time to find quotes from the
earliest church fathers (first through fourth centuries) that
will demonstrate that they did not accept the books of the Old
Testament Apocrypha (presently accepted by the Roman Catholic
Church) as scripture. Do such evidences exist? Where might I
find them? What was accepted as authoritative Old Testament
scripture in the time of Jesus? Did certain copies of the
Septuigint  include  the  Apocrypha?  Thank  you  for  your
assistance.

Let me try to answer your questions in order:

Do such evidences exist? Where might I find them?

F.  F.  Bruce  uses  extensive  quotes  from  the  early  church
fathers in both chapters five and six of his book The Canon of
Scripture (InterVarsity Press, 1988). Chapter five includes
church fathers in the east (Justin Martyr, Melito of Sardis,
Origen and Athanasius, etc), while chapter six looks at the
Latin west (Tertullian, Jerome and Augustine). The record is
mixed; some accepted the apocryphal books with qualifications,
others were more critical. Few accept them outright.

What was accepted as authoritative Old Testament scripture
in the time of Jesus?

Both the Hebrew and Greek versions of the Old Testament were
authoritative in Jesus’ time. Bruce argues that Jesus read
from and used the Hebrew version while Stephen, a Hellenist,
would have used the Septuagint.

Did certain copies of the Septuagint include the Apocrypha?

The earliest extant copies we have of the Septuagint come from
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the  Christian  era  (5th  and  6th  centuries).  Although  they
include the apocryphal books, Bruce argues that there is no
evidence of a wider canon for the Alexandrian of Greek Jews
than was accepted by the Palestinian Jews. In fact, Philo (20
B.C  –  50  A.D.)  a  Hellenistic  Jew,  does  not  mention  the
apocryphal additions.

Don Closson
Probe Ministries

Scripture  and  Tradition  in
the Early Church
Rick Wade examines the nature of the gospel message as oral
tradition  in  the  early  church,  and  the  relation  of  that
tradition with the New Testament.

This article is also available in Spanish. 

Introduction: Evangelicals and Tradition
Evangelical Protestants have historically considered the Bible
to  be  the  final  source  for  faith  and  practice.  Church
tradition plays little or no role in our lives beyond the
celebration of certain holidays. In this article, I want to
look at one context in which tradition was very important in
the  church.  I’m  referring  to  the  relationship  between
tradition in the early church and Scripture. In this study,
I’ll refer often to the book Retrieving the Tradition and
Renewing  Evangelicalism{1}  by  Daniel  Williams,  an  ordained
Baptist minister teaching patristics at Loyola University.

Most of us don’t realize that tradition played an important
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role in the establishment of our faith. We tend to see the New
Testament and its development as separate from the life of the
early church. In fact, if there’s a dirty word in church
history  to  evangelicals,  it  is  “tradition.”  We  think  of
tradition as something man comes up with on his own. Since
what man produces is tainted, we want to keep it separate from
Scripture. We don’t think of the Scriptures—specifically the
New Testament—as being a written form of tradition.

We need to note, however, that all tradition isn’t bad. What
the apostles learned from Jesus, they handed on to others
orally, and what they handed on they called “tradition.” Thus,
the Gospel proclamation began as oral tradition. Recall Paul’s
words to the Thessalonians, “Now we command you, brethren, in
the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that you keep away from
every brother who leads an unruly life and not according to
the tradition which you received from us.” (2 Th. 3:6; see
also  2:15.  The  NIV  translates  the  word  “tradition”  as
“teachings.”) The apostles taught people who taught others who
taught others, and this tradition was authoritative for the
church. As the tradition was being conveyed orally, it was
also being written down by the apostles and sent throughout
the  church.  As  the  various  local  churches  received  these
writings  they  weighed  them  against  what  had  been  taught
orally. Many writings were circulating at the time, some of
which falsely carried the names of apostles. The major test
for  the  authenticity  of  these  writings  was  whether  they
accurately reflected the apostolic tradition as taught in the
churches.

Losing the Past
If evangelicals attempt to study the past, it’s typically out
of historical interest alone, not with a view to being taught
by  our  forebears.  While  we’re  doing  better  at  crossing
boundaries with our contemporaries in the church, we forget
that the church extends back in time as well. We tend to



isolate the church in the here and now.

How is it that we’ve become separated from our past?

Individualism

First, we’re an individualistic church. A fairly prevalent
attitude in the church is that “me, my Bible, and the Holy
Spirit” are all that we need to understand Christianity. In
most debates today, what is the final word? “Well, it seems to
me that . . .” It is considered impolite or even arrogant to
tell someone he or she is wrong, especially in the area of
religion and morality. This attitude has penetrated the church
as well. It is considered rude and pretentious to say that
someone’s understanding of something in Scripture is wrong, no
matter how gently and lovingly it is said. We think, “Why
should we need anyone else to tell us what the Bible means?”
We have let modernistic individualism take root in our psyches
to the extent that we believe we are individually the final
arbiters of truth.

Some consequences of this attitude, however, are disunity in
the church, and the possibility of the intrusion of false
teaching as individuals attempt to understand the faith by
themselves. While we certainly are responsible individually to
be in the Word and seeking to understand it, we learn from a
study of church history that it is the lone interpreter of
Scripture who can easily go astray. Theologian Harold O. J.
Brown notes that “Solitary study, cut off from the fellowship
of  believers  seeking  the  guidance  of  the  Holy  Spirit  and
lacking any awareness of the faith of the church through the
ages, is often a source of serious error.”{2} “Evangelicals
should come to grips with the fact that the Bible belongs to
the church,” says Robert Webber. “It is the living church that
receives,  guards,  passes  on,  and  interprets  Scripture.
Consequently  the  modern  individualistic  approach  to
interpretation of Scripture should give way to the authority
of what the church has always believed, taught, and passed



down in history.”{3} As Daniel Williams notes, “Protestants
must  reconsider  the  work  of  the  Holy  Spirit  in  the  life
history  of  the  church  no  less  than  in  the  life  of  the
individual believer. For it is with the church that God’s new
covenant was formed.”{4} The Spirit is working to build the
body of Christ, not just individuals. Each of us needs the
church.

Anti-traditionalism

A second problem is our anti-traditional attitude. There have
been several influences on our thinking about tradition. The
Enlightenment  era  was  very  significant  in  this  regard.
Enlightenment philosophers taught us to see the world as a
collection of scientific facts, to look forward instead of
back to the wisdom of the past, and to see the individual as
the  final  authority  for  what  is  true.  The  ideal  is  the
individual who examines the raw data of experience with no
prior value commitments, with a view to discovering something
new. Unfortunately, knowledge was pursued at the expense of
wisdom. The past had little relevance. What could those who
lived in the past tell us that would be relevant for today?{5}
Besides,  the  church  dominated  people  in  the  past.  Such
superstition was no longer to be allowed to rule our lives.

This new attitude had an effect on the handling of Scripture.
Bible scholar Christopher Hall writes, “Evangelical scholars
assented to the Enlightenment’s deep suspicion of tradition
and  proceeded  to  produce  a  traditionless  hermeneutic.  The
‘Bible  alone’  survived  the  Enlightenment  assault  against
tradition, but only by becoming a timeless text filled with
facts  to  be  scientifically  identified,  analyzed  and
categorized.”{6}  Now  we  were  to  interpret  Scripture
individually through a simple examination of the facts. “As
[historian]  Nathan  Hatch  observes,  the  Bible  ‘very  easily
became . . . ‘a book dropped from the skies for all sorts of
men to use in their own way.'”{7} There was no need to look to
the past for help.



Thus, evangelicals came to believe that simply by using their
reason under the guidance of the Spirit they could understand
the Bible as it was intended. Tradition and the history of
exegesis  no  longer  mattered.  For  some,  it  was  a  mark  of
triumph to be able to say one wasn’t affected by what anyone
else  said  about  the  meaning  of  the  text.  Some  actually
believed that a lack of formal training was beneficial for
understanding Scripture!{8} Mark Noll sees this as “bordering
on hubris, manifested by an extreme anti-traditionalism that
casually discounted the possibility of wisdom from earlier
generations.”{9}

The Enlightenment’s anti-traditional stance was fostered to
some extent by Pietism, the 19th century movement encouraging
a return to Scripture and ministry by lay people. Pietism
served as a corrective in a church which had given the work of
the kingdom over to the professional ministers. For all the
good that it wrought, however, its emphasis on the individual
and his or her religious experience encouraged a focus only on
the here and now. The larger church, especially the church in
time past, wasn’t so important.

The Free Church Tradition

Following the Reformation, the Protestant Church split into
multiple denominations or traditions. Out of the Anabaptist
branch grew what is called the Free Church tradition. This
includes  such  offshoots  as  the  Baptist,  Evangelical  Free,
Methodist, Holiness, Pentecostal and Bible churches. A core
belief is that “the church is not an institution on account of
its structure or external rites, but exists only when it is
voluntarily  composed  of  the  faithful.”  Williams  further
explains: “There is little or no sacramental attribution to
any place, thing or ritual, because only the believing members
of the congregation are holy by reason of the indwelling of
the Holy Spirit. . . . The believer is free, therefore, to
follow the faith in accord with his or her conscience . . .
having no other ultimate authorities than the Bible and the



Holy Spirit.”{10} Thus, there is a rejection of authoritative
tradition of the church.

For  whatever  good  this  brought  about,  it  also  meant  “The
councils, the creeds, the grand theologians, the apologists,
and the philosophers—all could now be abandoned.” Protestants
tend to look only as far back as the Reformation if they look
to the past at all. What we must understand, though, is that
the Reformers were trying to restore apostolic Christianity.
In  their  disputes  with  Roman  Catholics,  they  sometimes
referred to the church Fathers directly or indirectly to prove
they weren’t guilty of theological novelty.{11} For all their
efforts to restore the church to what it should be, what
followed  them  was  a  splintering  “into  a  multitude  of
conflicting versions of the faith.”{12} In time, that which
was  common  to  all,  the  tradition  of  the  apostles,  was
diminished  in  favor  of  an  emphasis  on  our  differences.

This way of looking only as far back as the Reformers has
produced “a huge gap in the historical consciousness of the
Free  church.”{13}  We  have  little  sense  of  historical
continuity with the church from the early days up to the
Reformation.  Williams  believes  we  are  in  real  danger  of
amnesia, of losing our roots, of forgetting who we are. “The
formation of a distinct Christian identity in years to come
will not be successful unless we deliberately reestablish the
link to those resources that provide us with the defining
‘center’ of Christian belief and practice.”{14}

Constantine

Occasionally one will find references to the idea of a “fall”
of  the  church  following  the  conversion  of  the  Emperor
Constantine  in  the  4th  century.  Some  believe  that  under
Constantine the church began its slide into a state religion,
having been corrupted by power and money. The interests of
church and state overlapped, resulting in the corruption of
the church. This cast a pall over the whole of church history



until the Reformation. Tradition is seen as an element of the
corrupted, institutionalized church.{15}

While it is true that the new freedom the church experienced
under  Constantine  did  have  its  negative  side,  it  doesn’t
follow that the church “fell” as some say. Throughout history
the church has made mistakes in its dealings with secular
society and in knowing how to properly handle the freedom and
power it has experienced. Some complain today that Christians
become too wedded to political parties, courting compromise in
the process. This was no different in Constantine’s day. That
there  was  a  new  coloring  to  the  church  when  it  became
established under Constantine, there is no debate. But the
idea that the church quickly became corrupt, and that the
councils convened during his reign were simply pawns of the
emperor is simplistic. The church continued to be faithful to
the task of clarifying and passing on the apostolic tradition.
“The faith professed and practiced in the early churches was
not determined by the political machinations of emperors and
episcopal  hierarchies,”  says  Williams.  “The  essential
formulation and construction of the Christian identity was
something that the fourth century received and continued to
expand upon through its biblical exegesis and liturgical life
as reflected in the credal Tradition.”{16}

Consider what came out of the period of Constantine’s reign.
Says Williams:

I am claiming the late patristic period functioned as a kind
of doctrinal canon by which all subsequent developments of
theology were measured up to the present day. The great
creeds of the period, the development of Trinitarian and
Christological theology, the finalization of the biblical
canon, doctrines pertaining to the human soul and being made
in  the  image  of  God,  to  the  fall  and  redemption,  to
justification by faith, and so on, find their first and (in
many cases) enduring foothold in this period. All theological
steps later taken, in confirmation or denial, will begin on



the trail marked by the early Fathers. . . . The theology
that developed after Constantine was not a movement radically
subversive to Scripture and to the apostolic faith. On the
contrary, the major creeds and doctrinal deliberations were a
conscious extension of the earlier Tradition and teaching of
the New Testament while attempting, in light new challenges,
to  articulate  a  Christian  understanding  of  God  and
salvation.{17}

The reason this is significant for our study is that some have
let the idea that the church fell in the late patristic era
cause them to discount the entire era. This is a mistake.
There was good and bad for the church under Constantine’s
reign. Nonetheless, the church continued to develop in its
understanding of the apostolic Tradition. We shouldn’t ignore
the early church because of occasional failings.

Tradition and Roman Catholicism
Because we so often associate tradition with the Catholic
Church, it is very likely that the reader is wondering how
this understanding of tradition differs from that taught by
the Roman Church. Before beginning our look at tradition,
then, let’s distinguish what we’re talking about from that
which is held by the Roman Church.

In the first few centuries after Christ, oral and written
tradition was thought of as being the same thing. The “canon”
was acknowledged in either form. By the 4th and 5th centuries
tradition and Scripture were distinguished more carefully, but
still were seen as being of one piece. In the 14th century,
however, tradition became a separate source of truth when it
was realized that some traditions couldn’t be proved from
Scripture.{18}  There  were  now,  then,  two  sources  of
revelation—Scripture  and  Church—tradition,  rather  than  one
source in two forms. What the Reformers wanted to do was not



to pit Scripture against tradition per se and throw out the
latter. They wanted to let go of man-made traditions and go
back to the true apostolic tradition. “The sixteenth-century
Reformers were cognizant of this distinction and highly valued
the  Tradition  located  in  the  Fathers  as  a  means  of
interpreting biblical truth. . . . The Reformation was not
about  Scripture  versus  tradition  but  about  reclaiming  the
ancient Tradition against distortions of that Tradition, or
what  eventually  became  a  conflict  of  Tradition  versus
traditions.”{19}  They  wanted  to  avoid  citing  the  church
fathers as authorities for doctrines or practices, which were
incongruent with Scripture. They rejected the idea that the
ancient Tradition had become secondary to the traditions of
medieval Catholicism. Tradition with a small “t” had begun to
interpret Tradition with a capital “T”; the Reformers thus
emphasized Scripture as delivering true apostolic Tradition to
argue against Rome’s claim to authority.

While some branches of the Reformation retained some of the
old traditions, others didn’t. The former wanted to be sure
Scripture didn’t oppose them; the latter wanted to know if a
tradition or belief was actually taught in Scripture. Man-
devised traditions were to be set aside. This is the more
dominant approach taken by the Free Church tradition.

Unfortunately,  the  emphasis  on  Scripture  along  with  a
suspicion of traditions in general worked together to produce
an anti-traditional attitude that was unnecessary, and which
has cut-off much of the church’s past from Christians today.

Apostolic Tradition
Tradition and Traditionalism

The Greek word that is translated tradition (paradosis) “means
a transmission from one party to another, an exchange of some
sort,  implying  living  subjects.”  It  involves  the  idea  of



receiving and passing on. Williams notes that tradition is
“not  something  dead  handed  down,  but  living  being  handed
over.”{20} It is as much a noun as a verb, meaning “that which
is handed over” as well as “the process of handing it over.”

Note, too, that tradition isn’t necessarily something old. As
one scholar writes, “The scriptural use of the term tradition
has nothing to do with oldness or with a practice or beliefs
being time-honored. A tradition, in the strict sense of the
word, becomes tradition the instant it is handed over.”{21}

This  kind  of  tradition  isn’t  to  be  confused  with
“traditionalism,” which refers to faith in tradition per se.
Historian  Jaroslav  Pelikan  contrasts  the  two  this  way:
“Tradition is the living faith of the dead. Traditionalism is
the dead faith of the living.”{22}

We  often  think  of  traditions  as  being  practices,  such  as
decorating a church a certain way during certain seasons, or
conducting worship services certain ways. But traditions can
be teachings—beliefs passed from one person to another. Paul
referred  to  his  teachings  as  traditions.  He  exhorts  the
Thessalonians: “Now we command you, brethren, in the name of
our Lord Jesus Christ, that you keep away from every brother
who leads an unruly life and not according to the tradition
which  you  received  from  us.”  (2  Th.  3:6,  NASB.  The  NIV
translates the word “tradition” as “teaching.”) Paul’s job was
to pass on what he had been taught so those who heard could
pass it on themselves. This idea is expressed clearly in his
letter to Timothy, where he said, “And the things you have
heard me say in the presence of many witnesses entrust to
reliable men who will also be qualified to teach others.” (2
Tim 2:2)

Someone might object, pointing out that Jesus speaks only
negatively about tradition. “You have let go of the commands
of God and are holding on to the traditions of men,” He says.
(Mark 7:8) But notice: Jesus is chastising the Pharisees, not



for  holding  to  traditions  per  se,  but  for  letting  the
traditions  of  men  trump  the  things  of  God.

Apostolic Tradition

The traditions that Paul passed on included three parts: the
kerygmatic part, which was the core teaching of Christ (e.g.,
I Cor. 15); the ecclesiastical part, which dealt with matters
of practice in the church (e.g., I Cor. 11); and the ethical
part, which taught people how to live upright lives (e.g., II
Thess.  3:6).  Together,  all  this  was  simply  called  the
Tradition  (Williams  and  others  capitalize  the  word  to
distinguish it from the individual traditions of churches that
often  distinguish  them.{23}).  “The  Tradition  indicates  the
core teaching and preaching of the early church which has
bequeathed to us the fundamentals of what it is to think and
believe Christianly.”{24}

The Tradition, then, was the substance of the Gospel message
passed on from one person to the next. “Tradition was an
expression of the original apostolic preaching,” says Daniel
Williams. It was not “an extracanonical source of revelation .
. . but a summary of the essential content of faith to which
the Scripture, Old and New Testaments, testifies.”{25}

Apostolic  Tradition  was  transmitted  through  “baptismal
professions, credal-like formulas, and hymns. Such vehicles
were  the  primary  means  by  which  Christian  teaching  and
spirituality was conveyed to believers.”{26} The Tradition was
also conveyed to the church in the writings that make up our
New Testament. These, of course, were not an afterthought;
they provided a fixed source of truth for God’s people and
eventually became the church’s ultimate authority.

The Rule of Faith

The doctrinal core of the Tradition came to be known as the
Rule of Faith. This was the “summary of the main points of
Christian teaching.” It referred “to the apostolic preaching



that  served  as  the  norm  of  Christian  faith.”{27}  “Those
elements of what the church believed (fides quae creditur), a
kind of ‘mere Christianity,'” says Williams, “are discovered
in the regula fidei or Rule of faith.”{28} The Rule was widely
recognized by middle to late second century, and universally
recognized by the early third century.{29}

Although there was no set form for the Rule of Faith, which
makes it distinct from creeds, “the essential message,” says
Everett Ferguson, “was fixed by the facts of the gospel and
the structure of Christian belief in one God, reception of
salvation in Christ, and experience of the Holy Spirit; but
each teacher had his own way of stating or elaborating these
points.”{30}

Here is perhaps the fullest expression of the Rule, found in
the writings of Tertullian.

Now, with regard to this rule of faith—that we may from this
point acknowledge what it is which we defend—it is, you must
know, that which prescribes the belief that there is one only
God, and that He is none other than the Creator of the world,
who produced all things out of nothing through His own Word,
first of all sent forth; that this Word is called His Son,
and, under the name of God, was seen “in diverse manners” by
the patriarchs, heard at all times in the prophets, at last
brought down by the Spirit and Power of the Father into the
Virgin Mary, was made flesh in her womb, and, being born of
her, went forth as Jesus Christ; thenceforth He preached the
new law and the new promise of the kingdom of heaven, worked
miracles; having been crucified, He rose again the third day;
(then) having ascended into the heavens, He sat at the right
hand of the Father; sent instead of Himself the Power of the
Holy Ghost to lead such as believe; will come with glory to
take the saints to the enjoyment of everlasting life and of
the  heavenly  promises,  and  to  condemn  the  wicked  to
everlasting  fire,  after  the  resurrection  of  both  these
classes shall have happened, together with the restoration of



their flesh. This rule, as it will be proved, was taught by
Christ, and raises amongst ourselves no other questions than
those  which  heresies  introduce,  and  which  make  men
heretics.{31}

The  Rule  of  Faith  served  a  few  important  functions.  It
provided a summary of the faith for new converts preparing for
baptism.{32} It also was used to counter the heresies such as
those  of  the  Marcionites  and  the  gnostics.  Marcion’s
understanding of Paul’s doctrine of grace hindered him from
accepting the Old Testament God as the Father of Jesus. This
rejection was reflected in his treatment of the New Testament.
He only accepted Luke and Paul’s writings, and altered even
those to suit his beliefs. Marcion believed that only those
would be saved who accepted his teachings. Gnostic beliefs,
which had to be answered, were that Jesus hadn’t come in the
flesh, or that the Christ had simply borrowed the human body
of  Jesus  in  the  incarnation.  Salvation  was  obtained  by
obtaining certain secret knowledge. The Rule was used as a
response to such beliefs. It stood as a known oral tradition
against the gnostics’ secret traditions.

Since even these opponents of apostolic Christianity appealed
to the Bible for support, appeal was made to the Rule of Faith
for the proper interpretation of authentic Scripture. Says
William DiPuccio,

The Rule served as a canon within a canon, enabling the
Fathers to ascertain the correct interpretation of the Bible
in fundamental matters of faith, and as a yardstick for
measuring the canonicity of a particular writing. . . . The
Rule  was  regarded,  then,  as  the  lens  or  reference  grid
through which the Scriptures were interpreted. Clement of
Alexandria makes this distinction when he declares that the
first principle of his system is the Scriptures as they are
rightly interpreted through the church’s Rule of Faith.{33}
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As a canon of interpretation, it served as the “plumbline of
the truth.” Without such a plumbline, “scriptural exegesis is
left to the discretion of the individual interpreter or school
of interpretation.”{34}

Scripture, Tradition, and the Church
In  the  evangelical  church,  Scripture  and  tradition  are
typically set in opposition to one another. But in the early
church  the  two  worked  together  as  two  forms  of  the  same
message. As one writer notes, “It is not a question of whether
Scripture or tradition has the primacy; nor is it even a
question  of  Scripture  and  tradition;  rather,  it  is  more
properly a question of scriptural tradition.”{35}

At  first,  it  was  the  oral  Tradition  or  teachings  of  the
apostles which was authoritative in the churches, because that
was what people received. As the apostles’ writings became
available, they were accepted as authoritative because they
were recognized as mirroring the Rule of Faith.{36} In the
early church, Scripture and the Rule were never placed in
opposition to one another; they taught the same thing.{37}
These  three—Scripture,  Tradition,  and  the  church—were
considered one collective source for the truth of Christ. The
Bible was to be interpreted by the church in keeping with the
Tradition.{38} “Dividing Scripture from the Tradition or from
the church,” says Williams, “creates an artificial distinction
which  would  have  been  completely  alien  to  the  earliest
generations of Christians.”{39}

It’s important to note, too, that the Tradition was never held
above Scripture.{40} The two worked together. “The Rule, then,
is co-extensive with the Bible, but it is not above it,” says
William DiPuccio. “It provides the optics we need to bring the
Bible into focus.”{41}

One might ask, however, why the Rule itself was accepted as



authoritative in the early church. Wouldn’t oral tradition by
its nature be subject to contamination? What guaranteed it was
apostolic succession. “Setting aside later alterations and/or
distortions  of  this  idea,”  DiPuccio  says,  “the  original
concept of apostolic succession (which included deacons or
presbyters as well as bishops) was not so much a succession of
ordination, as a succession of living faith and truth as these
are  embodied  in  the  Scriptures  and  the  ancient  Rule  of
Faith.”{42} Everett Ferguson gives us the thinking of Irenaeus
on the matter:

A person could go to the churches founded by the apostles . .
. and determine what was taught in those churches by the
succession of teachers since the days of the apostles. In
other words, the apostles taught those they ordained to lead
the churches, and then these passed on to others what they
had  been  taught.  The  constancy  of  this  teaching  was
guaranteed by its public nature; a change could have been
detected, since the teaching was open. The accuracy of the
teaching in each church was confirmed by its agreement with
what was taught in other churches. One and the same faith had
been  taught  in  all  the  churches  since  the  time  of  the
apostles.{43}

Significance of the Tradition for Today
Does  this  issue  carry  any  significance  beyond  historical
information? Should the Rule of Faith have any meaning for us
today? I think it does. First, it opens to us the teachings of
the  church  fathers,  providing  a  wonderful  resource  for
understanding our faith. Once we recognize that the church
didn’t  fall  so  precipitously  in  the  patristic  era  and
following, we can look to the church of earlier times for
understanding and inspiration.

Second, by looking at the core message taught in the early
church  we  can  be  reminded  of  the  central  truths  of



Christianity,  which  will  give  us  a  basis  for  evaluating
doctrinal  teachings  today.  Paul  warned  Timothy  of  the
destruction caused by false teachings, and encouraged him to
remember  his  teaching  and  to  “continue  in  what  you  have
learned and have become convinced of.” (II Tim. 3:14) What
Prof. Christopher Hall says makes sense: “The hermeneutical
and historical proximity of the fathers to the New Testament
church and its apostolic tradition demands that we listen
carefully  to  their  exegetical  insights,  advice  and
intuitions.”{44}

Third, by seeing what is most important we can work to correct
the  disunity  in  the  church.  Think  about  what  separates
Christians in America. Right now worship style is a major
issue. Ideas about end times and modes of baptism are two
other divisive issues. When we think about our differences,
however, do we stop to think about our similarities? Do we
even know what people of other Christian traditions believe?
We  shouldn’t  minimize  significant  differences  between
churches. But by keeping our lines so carefully drawn, are we
dishonoring our Lord who prayed for unity among His people?
(Jn. 17:20-23) Maybe a look back will remind us of what is
most important and around which we can unite. We can begin to
break  down  the  walls  constructed  by  our  differences  over
matters which aren’t so clear or which aren’t as important as
the  central  truths.  Without  taking  hold  of  the  Tradition
flowing from the apostles into and through the early church,
Williams  believes  we  will  see  an  increasing  sectarianism
“characterized by an ahistoricism and spiritual subjectivism,”
and  we  will  be  more  susceptible  to  accommodation  to  the
world.{45}

Fourth, we can be re-connected with the church of the past.
Simply knowing about the history of the church gives us a
sense of being part of something big; something that stretches
beyond the world we see. It lifts us out of our provincialism,
thus expanding our understanding of God and His ways with His



church.

Finally, we will see even more clearly how down to earth our
faith is. We can see how it moved with the ebb and flow of
real life as regular people (like you and me) did their best
amid  trying  circumstances  to  understand  and  live  out  the
faith.

Conclusion

By reopening the church’s past we will find a storehouse of
knowledge  and  wisdom  which  can  serve  us  well  today.  By
learning about the early church and church fathers one will be
both encouraged and challenged. Both are important for a vital
faith.

There are a number of resources available for those who are
interested in probing the minds of those who have gone before
us.  Daniel  Williams’  Retrieving  the  Tradition,  Christopher
Hall’s  Reading  the  Scripture  With  the  Church  Fathers,  or
Robert  Webber’s  Ancient-Future  Faith:  Rethinking
Evangelicalism for a Postmodern World{46} are excellent places
to start.
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Why We Should Believe in the
Trinity
Dr. Pat Zukeran directly confronts unorthodox teaching on the
Trinity, confirming the historic Christian formulation of one
God in three persons—and examining John 1:1 in detail.

How the Doctrine of the Trinity Developed
The  doctrine  of  the  Trinity  separates  orthodox  Christian
teaching from heresy. This essential teaching of Christianity
states that we believe in one God who exists in three separate
and distinct persons–God the Father, God the Son, and God the
Holy Spirit. Each member is equal in nature and substance.
(For  a  biblical  defense  of  the  Trinity,  see  Jehovah’s
Witnesses  and  the  Trinity.)

A common question raised by heretical groups is, When and how
did this doctrine develop? According to the Watchtower tract
Should You Believe in the Trinity? this doctrine was not held
by the church fathers. Rather, it was imposed on the church by
the pagan emperors who had “converted” to Christianity at the
Council  of  Nicea  in  A.D.  325   and  the  Council  of
Constantinople in A.D. 381. The bishops in attendance were
overawed by the emperor and signed the creed against their
inclination. Let’s take a careful look at what really happened
at these two key church councils.

The Council of Nicea was the first church council ever called.
Until this time, the church was under severe persecution from
the Roman Empire. Early in the fourth century, the emperor
Constantine showed an interest in Christianity and was tutored
by Hosius of Cordova who held to the doctrine of the Trinity.
With peace in the empire, Christianity spread all across the
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world. However, in Alexandria a presbyter named Arius gathered
a significant following around his teaching that Jesus was a
created  being  and  not  God.  As  his  teachings  spread,  the
controversy grew and Constantine realized it needed to be
addressed.  He  thus  called  for  the  first  universal  church
council at Nicea to debate the matter.

Although the doctrine of the Trinity itself was not discussed,
the  doctrine  of  the  deity  of  Christ  was  confirmed.  In
attendance were approximately 300 bishops, many of whom were
divided over the issue. Arius with his supporters, Theonas,
Secundus, and Eusebius of Nicomedia, held the view that Jesus
was an inferior creature to God the Father. The orthodox camp
was led by Bishops Hosius, Alexander of Alexandria, Eusebius
of Caesarea, and Athanasius who argued that Jesus is God.

After hours of debate, the council concluded the following in
their creed:

“We believe . . . in one Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God,
begotten from the Father, only-begotten, that is from the
substance of the Father, God from God, light from light,
true God from true God, begotten, not made, of one substance
(homoousios) with the Father. . . .”

While the deity of Christ—a crucial aspect of the doctrine of
the  Trinity—was  affirmed,  Arius  nevertheless  continued  to
teach his doctrine of Christ’s inferiority, and Arianism came
back into favor for a short time. Fifty years later, in A.D.
381,  the  Council  of  Constantinople  was  called  by  Emperor
Theodosius. Here the Nicene Creed was reaffirmed and further
clarified. It is at this council that the Holy Spirit was
declared equal in divinity with the Father and the Son.

The councils of Nicea and Constantinople did not establish a
new creed. The councils clarified and formalized the belief in
the deity of Christ and the Holy Spirit, views already held by
the apostles and church fathers. However, Jehovah’s Witnesses



contest this point. Let’s see if the church fathers who lived
before the Council of Nicea, the ante-Nicene fathers, held to
the deity of Christ.

What Did the Church Fathers Say About the
Trinity?
According to the Jehovah’s Witnesses, the deity of Christ and
the doctrine of the Trinity were never a part of the theology
of the church fathers. In the article Should You Believe in
the Trinity? several church fathers are cited as denying the
orthodox view of Jesus. They include Justin Martyr who died in
A.D. 165, Irenaeus A.D. 200, Clement of Alexandria A.D. 215,
Tertullian A.D. 230, Hippolytus A.D. 235, and Origen who died
in A.D. 250. The Watchtower list quotes from each theologian,
claiming that they believed the inferiority of the Son to the
Father.  But  the  article  contains  no  footnotes  citing  the
source of these quotations.

Did these significant figures in church history really deny
the  divine  nature  of  Christ?  Let  us  take  a  careful  (and
referenced) look at what the ante-Nicene fathers stated in
their original writings.

Justin Martyr: “…the Father of the universe has a Son; who
being the logos and First-begotten is also God” (First Apology
63:15).

Irenaeus: (referencing Jesus) “…in order that to Christ Jesus,
our Lord, and God, and Savior, and King, according to the will
of the invisible Father, . . .” (Against Heresies I, x, 1).

Clement of Alexandria: “Both as God and as man, the Lord
renders us every kind of help and service. As God He forgives
sin, as man He educates us to avoid sin completely” (Christ
the Educator, chapter 3.1). In addition, “Our educator, O
children, resembles His Father, God, whose son He is. He is
without  sin,  without  blame,  without  passion  of  soul,  God



immaculate in form of man accomplishing His Father’s will”
(Christ the Educator Chapter 2:4).

Tertullian: “…the only God has also a Son, his Word who has
proceeded  from  himself,  by  whom  all  things  were  made  and
without whom nothing has been made: that this was sent by the
Father into the virgin and was born of her both man and God.
Son of Man, Son of God, …” (Against Praxeas, 2).

Hippolytus: “And the blessed John in the testimony of his
gospel, gives us an account of this economy and acknowledges
this word as God, when he says, ‘In the beginning was the
Word, and the Word was with God and the Word was God.’ If then
the Word was with God and was also God, what follows? Would
one say that he speaks of two Gods? I shall not indeed speak
of two Gods, but of one; of two persons however, and of a
third  economy,  the  grace  of  the  Holy  Ghost”  (Against  the
Heresy of One Noetus. 14).

Origen: (with regard to John 1:1) “…the arrangement of the
sentences  might  be  thought  to  indicate  an  order;  we  have
first, ‘in the beginning was the Word,’ then ‘And the Word was
with God,’ and thirdly, ‘and the Word was God,’ so that it
might be seen that the Word being with God makes Him God”
(Commentary on John, Book 2, Chapter 1).

Not  only  in  these  instances,  but  also  throughout  their
writings the ante-Nicene fathers strongly defend the deity of
Christ.

What Did the Apostle John Say?
To summarize our argument thus far, we discovered that the
doctrine of the Trinity was formally adopted as the official
teaching of Christianity after the Council of Nicea in A.D.
325. I argued against opponents who state that the doctrine
was imposed on the church by Constantine in a political move.
Rather, the Nicene Creed was a formal statement of a doctrine



already articulated by the church fathers even before Nicea.
Now, let us take a look and see what the apostle John teaches.

John opens his Gospel with, “In the beginning was the Word,
and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.” In the
beginning was the Word shows that the Word was eternally with
the Father and not a created being. The second phrase, and the
Word was with God, shows that the Word is a distinct person
from the Father. Thirdly, and the Word was God reveals that
although  separate  and  distinct,  the  Word  in  nature  and
substance is fully God.

Throughout his Gospel, John demonstrates that Jesus possesses
the attributes which qualify Him to be God. Jesus displays
power over nature, over disease, and even death. He has a
grasp of the Law of God which He, though not formally trained,
teaches with such authority as had never been seen before
(7:14-16). Testimony from John the Baptist (1:29; 3:26-36)
shows His authority to be God. Jesus also accepted the worship
of men (9:38).

Jesus also makes several statements revealing His divinity. In
John 5:22-23 Jesus says, “Moreover, the Father judges no one,
but has entrusted all judgment to the Son, that all may honor
the Son just as they honor the Father. He who does not honor
the Son does not honor the Father who sent Him.” Here, Jesus
commands followers to honor Him as they honor the Father. To
do this, one must acknowledge Jesus as being equal in nature
to God.

John 8:58 states, “‘I tell you the truth,’ Jesus answered,
‘before Abraham was born, I am.'” The term I am is the term
God used when He spoke to Moses in Exodus 3:14. Here is a
clear statement of Christ declaring His divinity.

In John 10:30 Jesus says, “I and the Father are one.” Jesus
did not mean “I am one in purpose with God.” He was claiming
to be God. The verses that follow His declaration make that



clear: “Again the Jews picked up stones to stone Him, but
Jesus said to them, ‘I have shown you many great miracles from
the Father. For which of these do you stone me?’ ‘We are not
stoning you for any of these,’ replied the Jews, ‘but for
blasphemy, because you, a mere man, claim to be God” (vv.
31-33). The Jews clearly understood His statement and Jesus
does not deny their accusation.

The culmination of John’s testimony of Jesus’ deity is in
20:28, which is the conclusion he desires all his readers to
come to. “Thomas said to him, ‘My Lord and my God!'” John
argues throughout his entire Gospel for the purpose that all
who read it might come to believe that Jesus is God incarnate.

John 1:1
In spite of the overwhelming testimony throughout the entire
Gospel of John, there are some who argue about the translation
of  John  1:1.  The  New  World  Translation  of  the  Jehovah’s
Witnesses reads, “In the beginning was the word and the word
was with God and the word was a god,” which makes Jesus to be
an inferior being to God. In refutation of this translation, I
will explain the Greek rules behind the proper translation and
argue that the Greek word God (theos) in John 1:1c must be
translated in the definite or qualitative sense–written God
with a capital G—rather than indefinitely—a god—as the NWT has
done. This discussion will get a little technical, but the
importance of the subject deserves careful attention.

Let  me  first  define  some  key  terms  of  Greek  grammar.  An
anarthrous noun is a noun without the definite article, the
English equivalent of the word the. A noun in the nominative
case in Greek often signifies that this is the subject of the
sentence. A predicate nominative noun is a noun in the same
case and is equivalent to the subject. The Greek construction
of  John1:1c  looks  like  this,  theos  ēn  ho  logos,  and  is
literally translated “God was the Word.”



The subject of this phrase is the Word (ho logos). We know
this  because  it  is  in  the  Greek  nominative  case  and  it
possesses  the  definite  article  ho.  God  (theos)  is  in  the
nominative case and does not have an article. It precedes the
equative  verb  “was”  (ēn),  and  therefore  is  the  predicate
nominative.

The Jehovah’s Witnesses argue that since God (theos) does not
have  the  article  before  it,  it  must  be  translated
indefinitely. So we get their translation, “a god.” However,
there are other possibilities available for translation.

According to a Greek grammar rule called Colwell’s rule, the
construction  in  John  1:1c—anarthrous  predicate  nominative
(theos)-equative verb (ēn)-articular noun (ho logos)—does not
automatically  mean  that  the  predicate  nominative  must  be
indefinite.  Colwell’s  rule,  in  summary,  states  that  an
anarthrous predicate nominative preceeding an equative verb
can be translated as either (1) definite, (2) qualitative, or
(3) indefinite. Thus, (1) as a definite noun the Word equals
God, (2) as a qualitative the Word has the attributes and
qualities of God, or (3) as an indefinite noun the Word is a
god. Context determines which one it will be.

In the vast majority of cases in the New Testament, especially
in the Gospel of John, this construction is translated as a
qualitative  or  definite  noun.  Greek  Scholar  Dan  Wallace
writes, “an anarthrous pre verbal PN [predicate nominative] is
normally  qualitative,  sometimes  definite  and  only  rarely
indefinite. . . . We believe there may be some in the NT, but
this is nevertheless the most poorly attested semantic force
for such a construction.”{1}

Furthermore, the translators of the New World Translation are
not  even  consistent  with  their  own  rule  of  translation.
Throughout John we find instances of an anarthrous God (theos)
translated not as “a god,” but as “God.” John 1:6 and 1:18 are
clear examples of this. Therefore, to argue that God (theos)



in John 1:1c must be translated as indefinite solely because
it has no article is clearly incorrect.

In an effort to insure that our decision agrees with the
overall context of John’s Gospel, we must see if the Gospel of
John  argues  that  Christ  is  inferior  to  God.  As  I  showed
previously, this is certainly not the case.

We must conclude that grammar and context argue against an
indefinite translation that makes the Word an inferior being
to God. The noun God (theos) should be translated “God,” as a
definite or qualitative, thus upholding the fact that Jesus is
100 percent God and 100 percent man.

Alleged  Objections  from  the  Gospel  of
John
To  close  this  discussion,  I  will  address  several  problem
verses in the Gospel of John that are used in attempts to deny
the deity of Christ.

In  some  translations  like  the  King  James  Version  and  New
American Standard, John 1:14 reads that Jesus is “the only
begotten from the Father.” Some cults understand the Greek
word translated only begotten to mean “to procreate as the
Father.”{2} In other words, God created Jesus. However, this
definition would be inconsistent with John 1:1a, 17:5, and
17:24 which declare the eternal nature of the Word.

The term, translated in some versions as “only begotten,” may
sound  to  English  ears  like  a  metaphysical  relationship.
However,  in  Greek  it  means  no  more  than  unique  or  only.
Elsewhere in the New Testament it is used of the widow of
Nain’s “only” son and Jairus’ “only” daughter (Luke 7:12, 9:38
and 8:42). Its use in Hebrews 11:17 with reference to Isaac is
particularly insightful. Isaac, we know, was not Abraham’s
only son. According to Genesis 16 and 25:1, Abraham fathered
several other sons. Isaac is the “only begotten” in that he



was unique; he was the only son given to Abraham by God’s
promise. Therefore, when only begotten is used of Jesus, He is
the only begotten in the sense that He is unique. No other is
or can be the Son of God. The unique relationship the Son has
with His Father is one of the great themes in the Gospel of
John.

The next controversial verse is John 14:28. Jesus states, “. .
. I am going to the Father for the Father is greater than I.”
Here the Jehovah’s Witnesses understand the term greater to
mean “superior in nature.” Thus they assert that Jesus is
stating His inferiority to God. Once again, however, this
would argue against John’s consistent theme of the deity of
Christ. Greater here refers to position, not to nature. For
example, we would agree with the statement that the President
of the United States is greater than you or I. As the chief
executive of the country he is greater due to his position.
However, we would disagree with a statement that says the
President is by nature better than you or I. In other words,
is he a superior being to the rest of the citizens of the
United States? No, we are all human and equal in nature.
Greater refers to position, not to nature.

There is an established economy in the Trinity. The Father is
the head who sends the Son. The Son sends the Spirit. All
three are equal in nature, but different in position. This is
called “functional subordination.” We see the same principle
in 1 Corinthians 11:3, “. . . and the head of every woman is
man, and the head of Christ is God.” The husband is greater
than his wife, her head by position. However, he is not a
superior being to his wife. The same applies to Jesus. The
Father is greater by position, not by nature.

It is essential that we defend the doctrine of the Trinity,
the foundation of Christian theology. Many of the great church
fathers courageously defended this truth. Let us follow in
their footsteps.
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The Christian Canon
Don Closson provides a summary of the process through which
the books of the New Testament were selected by the early
church  fathers  and  brought  down  to  modern  times.  
Understanding  how  the  books  of  the  Bible  were  determined
according to important criteria of authorship, wide acceptance
and relevance, help give us an appreciation for the wonder of
God’s word to us.

The Early Church Fathers
Some Christians are unnerved by the fact that nowhere does God
itemize the sixty-six books that are to be included in the
Bible. Many believers have at best a vague notion of how the
church arrived at what we call the Canon of Scripture. Even
after becoming more aware, some believers are uncomfortable
with  the  process  by  which  the  New  Testament  Canon  was
determined. For many, it was what appears to be a haphazard
process that took far too long.

Furthermore,  whether  talking  with  a  Jehovah’s  Witness,  a
liberal theologian, or a New Ager, Christians are very likely
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to run into questions concerning the extent, adequacy, and
accuracy of the Bible as God’s revealed Word.

In this essay, therefore, we will consider the development of
the doctrine of the Scriptures in the Church Age. Just how did
the  church  decide  on  the  books  for  inclusion  in  the  New
Testament? This discussion will include both how the Canon was
established and the various ways theologians have viewed the
Bible since the Canon was established.

The period immediately following the passing of the Apostles
is known as the period of the Church Fathers. Many of these
men walked with the Apostles and were taught directly by them.
Polycarp and Papias, for instance, are considered to have been
disciples of the Apostle John. Doctrinal authority during this
period rested on two sources, the Old Testament (O.T.) and the
notion of Apostolic succession, being able to trace a direct
association  to  one  of  the  Apostles  and  thus  to  Christ.
Although the New Testament (N.T.) Canon was written, it was
not yet seen as a separate body of books equivalent to the
O.T. Six church leaders are commonly referred to: Barnabas,
Hermas,  Clement  of  Rome,  Polycarp,  Papias,  and  Ignatius
(Berkhof, The History of Christian Doctrines, 37). Although
these  men  lacked  the  technical  sophistication  of  today’s
theologians, their correspondence confirmed the teachings of
the Apostles and provides a doctrinal link to the N.T. Canon
itself. Christianity was as yet a fairly small movement. These
Church Fathers, often elders and bishops in the early Church,
were consumed by the practical aspects of Christian life among
the new converts. Therefore, when Jehovah’s Witnesses argue
that the early church did not have a technical theology of the
Trinity, they are basically right. There had been neither time
nor necessity to focus on the issue. On the other hand these
men  clearly  believed  that  Jesus  was  God  as  was  the  Holy
Spirit, but they had yet to clarify in writing the problems
that might occur when attempting to explain this truth.

The early Church Fathers had no doubt about the authority of



the O.T., often prefacing their quotes with “For thus saith
God” and other notations. As a result they tended to be rather
moralistic and even legalistic on some issues. Because the
N.T. Canon was not yet settled, they respected and quoted from
works  that  have  generally  passed  out  of  the  Christian
tradition. The books of Hermas, Barnabas, Didache, and 1 and 2
Clement were all regarded highly (Hannah, Lecture Notes for
the History of Doctrine, 2.2). As Berkhof writes concerning
these early Church leaders, “For them Christianity was not in
the first place a knowledge to be acquired, but the principle
of a new obedience to God” (Berkhof, History of the Christian
Church, 39).

Although  these  early  Church  Fathers  may  seem  rather  ill-
prepared  to  hand  down  all  the  subtle  implications  of  the
Christian  faith  to  the  coming  generations,  they  form  a
doctrinal link to the Apostles (and thus to our Lord Jesus
Christ), as well as a witness to the growing commitment to the
Canon of Scripture that would become the N.T. As Clement of
Rome  said  in  first  century,  “Look  carefully  into  the
Scriptures, which are the true utterances of the Holy Spirit”
(Geisler, Decide For Yourself, 11).

The Apologists
After the early Church Fathers comes the era of the Apologists
and  Theologians,  roughly  including  the  second,  third,  and
fourth centuries. It is during this period that the Church
takes the initial steps toward establishing a “rule of faith”
or Canon.

During this period both internal and external forces caused
the church to begin to systematize both its doctrines and its
view of revelation. Much of the systemization came about as a
defense against the heresies that challenged the faith of the
Apostles. Ebionitism humanized Jesus and rejected the writings
of Paul, resulting in a more Jewish than Christian faith.



Gnosticism attempted to blend oriental theosophy, Hellenistic
philosophy, and Christianity into a new religion that saw the
physical creation as evil and Christ as a celestial being with
secret knowledge to teach us. It often portrayed the God of
the O.T. as inferior to the God of the N.T. Marcion and his
movement also separated the God of the Old and New Testaments,
accepting  Paul  and  Luke  as  the  only  writers  who  really
understood the Gospel of Christ (Berkhof, History of Christian
Doctrine, 54). Montanus, responding to the gnostics, ended up
claiming that he and two others were new prophets offering the
highest and most accurate revelation from God. Although they
were  basically  orthodox,  they  exalted  martyrdom  and  a
legalistic  asceticism  that  led  to  their  rejection  by  the
Church.

Although the term canon was not used in reference to the N.T.
texts  until  the  fourth  century  by  Athanasius,  there  were
earlier attempts to list the acceptable books. The Muratorian
Canon listed all the books of the Bible except for 1 John, 1
and  2  Peter,  Hebrews,  and  James  around  A.D.  180  (Hannah,
Notes, 2.5). Irenaeus, as bishop of Lyon, mentions all of the
books except Jude, 2 Peter, James, Philemon, 2 and 3 John, and
Revelation. The Syriac Version of the Canon, from the third
century, leaves out Revelation.

It should be noted that although these early Church leaders
differed on which books should be included in the Canon, they
were quite sure that the books were inspired by God. Irenaeus,
in his work Against Heresies, argues that, “The Scriptures are
indeed perfect, since they were spoken by the Word of God
[Christ] and His Spirit” (Geisler, Decide For Yourself, 12).
By  the  fourth  century  many  books  previously  held  in  high
regard began to disappear from use and the apocryphal writings
were seen as less than inspired.

It was during the fourth century that concentrated attempts
were made both in the East and the West to establish the
authoritative collection of the Canon. In 365, Athanasius of



Alexandria listed the complete twenty-seven books of the New
Testament which he regarded as the “only source of salvation
and of the authentic teaching of the religion of the Gospel”
(Hannah,  Notes,  2.6).  While  Athanasius  stands  out  in  the
Eastern Church, Jerome is his counterpart in the West. Jerome
wrote a letter to Paulinus, bishop of Nola in 394 listing just
39 O.T. books and our current 27 N.T. ones. It was in 382 that
Bishop Damasus had Jerome work on a Latin text to standardize
the Scripture. The resulting Vulgate was used throughout the
Christian world. The Synods of Carthage in 397 and 418 both
confirmed our current twenty-seven books of the NT.

The criteria used for determining the canonicity of the books
included the internal witness of the Holy Spirit in general,
and specifically Apostolic origin or sanction, usage by the
Church, intrinsic content, spiritual and moral effect, and the
attitude of the early church.

The Medieval and Reformation Church
In  the  fourth  century  Augustine  voiced  his  belief  in  the
verbal, plenary inspiration of the N.T. text, as did Justin
Martyr  in  the  second.  This  meant  that  every  part  of  the
Scriptures, down to the individual word, was chosen by God to
be written by the human writers. But still, the issue of what
should be included in the Canon was not entirely settled.
Augustine included the Book of Wisdom as part of the Canon and
held  that  the  Septuagint  or  Greek  text  of  the  O.T.  was
inspired, not the Hebrew original. The Church Fathers were
sure that the Scriptures were inspired, but they were still
not in agreement as to which texts should be included.

As late as the seventh and eighth centuries there were church
leaders who added to or subtracted from the list of texts.
Gregory the Great added Tobias and Wisdom and mentioned 15
Pauline  epistles,  not  14.  John  of  Damascus,  the  first
Christian  theologian  who  attempted  a  complete  systematic



theology, rejected the O.T. apocrypha, but added the Apostolic
Constitution and 1 and 2 Clement to the N.T. One historian
notes that “things were no further advanced at the end of the
fourteenth  century  than  they  had  been  at  the  end  of  the
fourth” (Hannah, Notes, 3.3). This same historian notes that
although we would be horrified at such a state today, the
Catholicism  of  the  day  rested  far  more  on  ecclesiastical
authority and tradition than on an authoritative Canon. Thus
Roman Catholicism did not find the issue to be a critical one.

The issue of canonical authority finally is addressed within
the bigger battle between Roman Catholicism and the Protestant
Reformation. In 1545 the Council of Trent was called as a
response to the Protestant heresy by the Catholic Church. As
usual, the Catholic position rested upon the authority of the
Church hierarchy itself. It proposed that all the books found
in Jerome’s Vulgate were of equal canonical value (even though
Jerome himself separated the Apocrypha from the rest) and that
the Vulgate would become the official text of the Church. The
council then established the Scriptures as equivalent to the
authority of tradition.

The  reformers  were  also  forced  to  face  the  Canon  issue.
Instead  of  the  authority  of  the  Church,  Luther  and  the
reformers focused on the internal witness of the Holy Spirit.
Luther was troubled by four books, Jude, James, Hebrews, and
Revelation, and though he placed them in a secondary position
relative to the rest, he did not exclude them. John Calvin
also argued for the witness of the Spirit (Hannah, Notes,
3.7). In other words, it is God Himself, via the Holy Spirit
who assures the transmission of the text down through the
ages, not the human efforts of the Catholic Church or any
other group. Calvin rests the authority of the Scripture on
the witness of the Spirit and the conscience of the godly. He
wrote in his Institutes,

Let  it  therefore  be  held  as  fixed,  that  those  who  are
inwardly taught by the Holy Spirit acquiesce implicitly in



Scripture; that Scripture, carrying its own evidence along
with it, deigns not to submit to proofs and arguments, but
owes the full conviction with which we ought to receive it to
the testimony of the Spirit. Enlightened by him, we no longer
believe, either on our own judgment or that of others, that
the Scriptures are from God; but, in a way superior to human
judgment, feel perfectly assured as much so as if we beheld
the divine image visibly impressed on it that it came to us,
by the instrumentality of men, from the very mouth of God.

He goes on the say, “We ask not for proofs or probabilities on
which to rest our judgment, but we subject our intellect and
judgment to it as too transcendent for us to estimate.”

Modern Views
Although the early church, up until the Reformation, was not
yet united as to which books belonged in the Canon, they were
certain that the books were inspired by God and contained the
Gospel message that He desired to communicate to a fallen
world. After the Reformation, the books of the Canon were
widely  agreed  upon,  but  now  the  question  was,  Were  they
inspired? Were they God breathed as Paul declared in 2 Timothy
3:16?

What led to this new controversy? A great change began to
occur in the way that learned men and women thought about the
nature of the universe, God, and man’s relationship to both.
Thinking in the post-Reformation world began to shift from a
Christian theistic worldview to a pantheistic or naturalistic
one. As men like Galileo and Francis Bacon began to lay the
foundation for modern science, their successes led others to
apply their empirical methodology to answering philosophical
and theological questions.

Rene Descartes (1596-1650), although a believer, began his
search for knowledge from a position of doubt, assuming only



that  he  exists  because  he  is  able  to  ask  the  question.
Although he ends up affirming God, he is able to do this only
by  assuming  God’s  existence,  not  via  rational  discovery
(Hannah, Notes, 4.2). Others that followed built upon his
system and came to different conclusions. Spinoza (1633-77)
arrived at pantheism, a belief that all is god, and Liebnitz
(1646-1716)  concluded  that  it  is  impossible  to  acquire
religious knowledge from a study of history.

Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) took another step away from the
notion of revealed truth. He attempted to build a philosophy
using only reason and sense perception; he rejected the idea
that God might have imprinted the human mind with knowledge of
Himself.  Another  big  step  was  taken  by  Immanuel  Kant
(1724-1804). Attempting to protect Christian thinking from the
attacks of science and reason, he separated knowledge of God
or spirit and knowledge of the phenomenal world. The first was
unknowable, the second was knowable. Christianity was reduced
to a set of morals, the source of which was unknowable by
humanity.

The 1800s brought with it the fruit of Kant’s separation of
truth  from  theology.  German  theologians  built  upon  Kant’s
foundation resulting in man becoming the source of meaning and
God  fading  into  obscurity.  Frederick  Schleiermacher
(1768-1834) replaced revelation with religious feeling, and
salvation by grace with self-analysis. The Scriptures have
authority over us only if we have a religious feeling about
them first. The faith that leads to this religious feeling may
come from a source completely independent of the Scriptures.

David Strauss (1808-74) completely breaks from the earlier
high view of Scripture. He affirms a naturalistic worldview by
denying the reality of a supernatural dimension. In his book,
Leben Jesu (“The Life of Jesus”), he completely denies any
supernatural events traditionally associated with Jesus and
His apostles, and calls the Resurrection of Christ “nothing
other than a myth” (Hannah, Notes, 4.5). Strauss goes on to



claim that if Jesus had really spoken of Himself as the N.T.
records, He must have been out of His mind. In the end,
Strauss  argues  that  the  story  we  have  of  Christ  is  a
fabrication constructed by the disciples who added to the life
of Christ what they needed to in order for Him to become the
Messiah. Strauss’s work would be the foundation for numerous
attacks on the accuracy and authenticity of the N.T. writers,
and of the ongoing attempt, even today, to demythologize the
text and find the so-called “real Jesus of history.”

What Now?
As  one  reviews  the  unfolding  story  of  how  the  Canon  of
Christian Scriptures has been formed and then interpreted, we
can get a fairly accurate picture of the changes that have
taken  place  in  the  thinking  of  Western  civilization.  Two
thousand years ago men walked with Christ and experienced His
deity first hand. God, through the Holy Spirit, led many of
these men to compose an inspired account of their experiences
which revealed to the following generations what God had done
to save a fallen world. This text along with the notion of
Apostolic  succession  was  accepted  as  authoritative  by  the
emerging Christian population, and would eventually come to
dominate much of Western thought. In the sixteenth century,
the Reformation rejected the role of tradition, mainly the
Roman Catholic Church, when it had begun to supersede the
authority of Scripture. Later, the Enlightenment began the
process of removing the possibility of revelation by elevating
man’s reason and limiting our knowledge to what science could
acquire. This was the birth of Modernism, attempting to answer
all the questions of life without God.

The wars and horrors of the twentieth century have crushed
many  thinkers’  trust  in  mankind’s  ability  to  implement  a
neutral, detached scientific mind to our problems and its
ability to determine truth. As a result, many have rejected
modernism  and  the  scientific  mind  and  have  embraced  a



postmodernist position which denies anyone’s ability to be a
neutral collector of truth, which might be true for everyone,
everywhere. This has left us with individual experience and
personal  truth.  Which  really  means  that  truth  no  longer
exists.  What  does  this  mean  for  the  theologian  who  has
accepted  the  conclusions  of  postmodern  thinking?  One
theologian  writes,  “At  the  present,  however,  there  is  no
general agreement even as to what theology is, much less how
to get on with the task of systematics. . . . We are, for the
most part, uncertain even as to what the options are” (Robert
H. King, Christian Theology: An Introduction to Its Traditions
and Tasks, 1-2).

This same theologian argues that Christian theology can no
longer  rest  upon  metaphysics  or  history.  In  other  words,
neither  man’s  attempt  to  explain  the  causes  or  nature  of
reality nor the historical record of any texts, including the
Bible can give us a sure foundation for doing theology. We
have the remarkable situation of modern theologians attempting
to do theology without any knowledge of God and His dealings
with  His  creation.  It  is  not  surprising  that  modern
theologians are seeing Hare Krishna and Zen Buddhism, along
with  other  Eastern  traditions,  as  possibilities  for
integration  with  Christian  thought  or  at  least  Christian
ethics. These traditions are not rooted in historical events
and often deny any basis in rational thinking, even to the
point of questioning the reality of the self (King, Christian
Theology, 27).

Once individuals refuse to accept the claim of inspiration
that the Bible makes for itself, they are left with a set of
ethics without a foundation. History has shown us that it
rarely takes more than a generation for this kind of religion
to lose its significance within a culture. How then do we know
that Christianity is true? William Lane Craig, in his book
Reasonable Faith, makes an important point. As believers, we
know that the Scriptures are inspired, and that the Gospel



message is true, by the internal witness of the Holy Spirit.
We show that it is true to unbelievers by demonstrating that
it is systematically consistent. We make belief possible by
using  both  historical  evidence  and  philosophical  tools.
However, it is ultimately the Holy Spirit that softens hearts
and calls men and women to believe in the God of the Bible.
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