Can we trust the Bible?
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How can we trust what the Bible says when there are hundreds of church denominations

that believe different things?
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That is a good question, a question you may have heard someone ask. Or it might be a
question you ask. After all, if the Bible is true and Christians believe in the truth, why can’t they
agree about what it says? There are hundreds of Christian denominations in the United States
alone. Presbyterian, Baptist, Pentecostal, Methodist, Christian Church, Church of God,
Nazarene, Evangelical Free, Foursquare, Quaker, Brethren, Lutheran, Mennonite, Wesleyan,
Christian Reformed, just to name a few. And once you get into one of these groups there are
many varieties of Methodists, Baptists, Presbyterians or Lutherans.
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Some matters of Christian doctrine and practice are really clear in the Bible, such as not
murdering or lying. Others are less clear, or at least not viewed as clear in the same way by all
Christians. Some churches stress God’s control while others emphasize human choices.
Women serving in certain leadership positions is acceptable in some churches while not in
others. Some churches teach that water baptism is essential to the new birth in Christ, while
others do not see water baptism as required to be a Christian.
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Trying to determine if some points of doctrine or practice are more critical than others to the
Christian faith can be confusing. | grew up in a solid Bible teaching church with no question
regarding the authority of Scripture. But it was really hard as a teenager because there were so
many points of doctrine and rules of conduct, and they were all held equally in terms of their
centrality to the Christian faith. So my world was rocked when, in high school, our pastor came
to our youth group to inform us that he had, for the first time in his life, went to a movie theater
to watch a movie. Our church had one template for how a Christian lived and what he/she
believed. This did not fit the template. He had taught us before that such activity was mixing with
the world and compromising the message of the gospel. Now in his careful explanation a new
category was allowed.
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How can we trust the Bible with so many different interpretations and how should we

sort through which doctrinal positions are essential and which are not?
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The Bible itself speaks to this reality, giving us a framework for processing matters where there
is different interpretation or understanding of Scriptural principles. In Romans 14 Paul describes
two examples for the First Century Christians in Rome. There was a group of Jewish Christians
in Rome who had become vegetarians. The Old Testament did not command complete
abstinence from meant, but restricted the kinds of meat which could be eaten (Lev 11). But they
felt that theirs was the safest route because it was so difficult to be sure meat was kosher in
Rome. While others taught that eating meat was OK, they were convinced it was clearly
immoral. There was also the issue of the Sabbath. The Jewish Christians felt very strong about
observing the Sabbath and did not agree with the notion floating around that every day was
equally devoted to serving God. They formed the anti-meat-eating-law-observing segment of the
church in Rome.
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Here is how Paul addressed these issues:
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Romans 14:3-9 (NIV)

sThe one who eats everything must not treat with contempt the one who does not, and the one
who does not eat everything must not judge the one who does, for God has accepted them. ¢
Who are you to judge someone else’s servant? To their own master, servants stand or fall. And

they will stand, for the Lord is able to make them stand.
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sOne person considers one day more sacred than another; another considers every day alike.
Each of them should be fully convinced in their own mind.sWhoever regards one day as special
does so to the Lord. Whoever eats meat does so to the Lord, for they give thanks to God; and
whoever abstains does so to the Lord and gives thanks to God. "For none of us lives for
ourselves alone, and none of us dies for ourselves alone. :If we live, we live for the Lord; and if
we die, we die for the Lord. So, whether we live or die, we belong to the Lord.:For this very
reason, Christ died and returned to life so that he might be the Lord of both the dead and the
living.
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Paul here gives crucial guidance for all Christians when we are wading through various
interpretations, convictions and positions. The warning is real: we can allow our theological
positions or biblical interpretations to overshadow the centrality of Jesus Christ and his
redemptive work on the cross. After all, when asked what was the greatest commandment,
Jesus did not say, “Have the correct doctrinal position on important matters of the day.” He said
we should love God with all our heart and love other people.
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Throughout the history of the church there has been extraordinary agreement on the major
doctrines of the church. These are reflected in, among other places, the Apostles Creed, a
statement that we first discover in the 4» Century. It is actually not written by the Apostles, but is
a statement by the early church summarizing the basic teaching of the gospels and NT epistles.
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Apostles' Creed
| believe in God, the Father almighty,
creator of heaven and earth.

| believe in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord,

who was conceived by the Holy Spirit

and born of the virgin Mary.

He suffered under Pontius Pilate,

was crucified, died, and was buried;

he descended to hell.

The third day he rose again from the dead.

He ascended to heaven

and is seated at the right hand of God the Father almighty.

From there he will come to judge the living and the dead.
| believe in the Holy Spirit,

the holy catholic (universal or whole) church,

the communion of saints,



the forgiveness of sins,
the resurrection of the body,

and the life everlasting. Amen.
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This creed encapsulates the central message of redemptive truth, those points of believe that
make a person or group “Christian.” As with any statement of belief, there are minor nuances
that reflect the language of the day and might be slightly modified to adjust to modern
vernacular. On our church website under the tab, “Who We Are” you will find a tab labeled,
“‘What We Believe.” There you will find The Statement of Faith of the Evangelical Free Church
of America, the movement of churches we are a part of. This is our attempt at expressing the
core essentials of the Christian faith. It is not perfect, as no statement ever is, but it points us to
the biblical truth that matters most for a life of faith and obedience to the Lord.
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It is worth mentioning that our church is not like many very good churches in that we do not
have a long list of sub-points, positions on minor theological issues that must be adhered to in
order to be part of our fellowship. You can be a member of this church if you identify more with a
Presbyterian church emphasis on the way God oversees and controls events or if you identify
more with a Nazarene church emphasis on human beings having free will and responsibility for
their actions. There are a host of issues that we can differ on within our church, choosing to
embrace the central message of the Bible. | am convinced that this is one of the key strengths
of the Free Church and one of our greatest connection points. The world desperately needs to
hear about Jesus, not about our views on miracles in the church today.
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This approach to doctrine also allows for some variation within Evangelical Free Churches
across the country. While the Statement of Faith does not mandate any particular mode of

baptism, we, for example practice believers baptism. There are some EFCA churches who
practice a covenant baptism of infants.
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In 1993 Mike Andrus, when he was the pastor of this church, wrote an article for the EFCA
Ministerial Association titled, “Drawing Doctrinal Lines: Where? And How?” In this article he
describes how the wide toleration of viewpoints not directly addressed in the EFCA Statement of
Faith can be both a strength and a liability. It is a strength, as | mentioned, because we can
focus on the core essentials of the faith and not spend too much energy fighting for something
that is not, in the end, critical to salvation.
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This approach can be a liability because, while not essential for salvation, there are other very
important matters that require sound biblical interpretation. Some conclusions hold more weight

than others when viewed through the history of the church and accepted biblical understanding.
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Mike proposed four levels of theological thought using a pyramid diagram. These levels are
general descriptors and somewhat arbitrary. The purpose of this chart and the article is to help
Christians sort through various issues rather than to create exact lines of distinction. | have

slightly adapted his categories for our use today as he wrote the article for the EFCA Ministerial

Association rather than for congregational use.
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Adapted from Drawing Doctrinal Lines by Mike

Andrus

[highlighted words/phrases in this section will be added to diagram as they are mentioned.]
The lowest level he called speculation which warrants little more than curiosity. Theory is the
second level of the pyramid and represents issues that are open for debate among Christians,

but about which there can be very strong convictions. Doctrine is the third level of the pyramid



and would encompass those positions that we hold very closely. Essentials is the top level of
the pyramid and contains those issues that are of the highest certainty and value to the work of
Christ. Note that there is less room at the top section of the pyramid, meaning there are fewer
essentials than there are matters of doctrine or theory.
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But how do we know what matters are essentials, doctrine, theory, or speculation? Andrus
goes on, “There are four factors which, if kept in proper perspective can help us determine how
to categorize ideas properly. In his diagram these are the four corners of the pyramid:

Is it clear what the Bible teaches on this topic? This refers to how clearly the Bible
speaks to the issue being considered.

How central is this topic to salvation? This refers to the connection that the issue being
considered has to the central theme of God’s redemptive plan.

How much does the Bible talk about this topic? This is simply how much the Bible
speaks to an issue or concept.

What is the level of agreement in church history? This looks at the view on a particular
issue throughout the history of the church.
TATUHATAEA R BOE AN 7E R R0 . O BB BAENI A Z b 2 SCHOm 4k d: " AHE 241
ML 5 40 B H R, BRATAT 50 U DU 488 55 P (A A B0 7 DA 2 e PEIAR o 1 DA #6095
« EZARXUGEE R AIEM 20T ? U US4 1A T R Ul W BB R
o WO EH B RUB B AZ O 2@ 7§t B OB S R RO R AR S

« B2 ZORIEIG LR ? B ER A 2D — N BGEEE



« A AR BGE R —BUREE ? AN 2, B R UG .

[Keep diagram on screen as | discuss topics related to the diagram]

So pick a topic. Let’s start with the question, “Should Christian women wear head coverings in
worship?” The instruction from Paul to the Corinthian church is pretty clear. (11:3-16) The topic
is not, however central to salvation, nor does the Bible give lots of attention to it. The church has
recognized a contextual element to the Corinthian situation that impacts the interpretation of this

matter. So | think this issue rests as a theory or for some it might touch the doctrine section.
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What about whether your dog or cat will be in heaven and if so will he/she recognize

you? Probably lands in the speculation section. There could be some guiding principles from

the Bible, but it is not clearly addressed.
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What about the physical resurrection of Jesus Christ. The Bible is very clear in its teaching on
this topic. It is of incredible theological importance. The New Testament is full of references to it

so the emphasis is strong. And historically the church has stood in support of this as central to

the faith. So it rests at the top of the pyramid as an essential, indisputable.
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Baptism is an interesting topic to run through this grid. The fact of baptism is a doctrine given



the high degree of each of the marks provide. The mode of baptism, however, does not have
the clarity, biblical emphasis or historical agreement, in my opinion to land in the doctrine
section. | agree with the author of the article that the mode of baptism is more a theory. Some
pour, some sprinkle, some dunk. Arguments are made in favor of each position. The mode of
baptism is not something we would fight about.
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The nature of Christian marriage being between one man and one woman is a current topic in
our culture and in many faith communities. Using this formula, | would place the nature of
marriage as a doctrine. In his article, Mike includes the church’s view of divorce as a doctrine
while allowing for the issue of remarriage to land in the doctrine or theory level.
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You can see how the tendency could be to push almost every issue into the very tip of the
pyramid. And of course it is the issue or position | am passionate about that needs to be at the
top. But the pyramid shape helps us to accept that there are lots of issues to speculate about,
much to theorize over, significant areas on which to take a doctrinal stance and a handful of
biblical truths that we will not move from. It also forces me to ask the very introspective question
of why do | hold so tightly to this issue or position?
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It is important to exercise humility when we are embracing doctrinal issues. | once had a pastor
who told me that we will all have our theology corrected when we get to heaven. It would be the
height of arrogance to claim to have the accurate view on every matter of faith and practice.
What we believe and how we approach the truth of the Bible is tainted by our own experience,
values, personality and deep inner motivations.
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There is a continuum of doctrinal purity or of right belief, to be sure. We all have some errors or
things we might cling to more than merited by the Bible. We trust the Holy Spirit to keep us
close to the center of God’s truth through his Word. Sometimes the errors or hobby horses we
have are minor and have little impact on life with God and fellowship with other believers. We
are warned in Scripture, however, to be careful not to drift from the truth and allow unbelief or
false doctrines to take root, those teaching systems that contradict the central message of
salvation in Jesus. When an error or deviation from accepted Christian teaching is incompatible
with the Gospel message we find in the Bible, that is when we use the word “heresy.”

Here are two scripture passages that we should consider related to this important topic:

2 Timothy 3:16-17 (NIV)
sAll Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in

righteousness, vso that the servant of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.



1 Timothy 4:16 (NIV)

s\Watch your life and doctrine closely. Persevere in them, because if you do, you will save both
yourself and your hearers.
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So what does all of this mean for us today?

If you are investigating the Christian faith, or if you consider yourself a skeptic because there
are so many denominations and interpretations of the Bible, please consider the central
doctrines that bind different Christian denominations together. Baptist, Methodist, Presbyterian,
Pentecostal, Mennonite, and Lutheran all affirm the life and sacrifice of Jesus Christ and the
salvation that comes through him. We can have confidence in the historical doctrines of the
Christian Church.
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If you are a follower of Jesus, you can humbly engage other believers in non-essential areas of

doctrine and practice with the goal of promoting Christlikeness.

We can call out to the lost and dying world that there is an answer and it is found in Jesus Christ.
The message of salvation is clear and accessible to all who will believe.
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If you are here today and you say, “Man, | just want to know what the truth is, what do | need to
believe and not budge on?” You can leave satisfied that the essentials of the Christian faith are
few and they are clear through the Bible and throughout the history of the Church. It is not

perfect, but the Statement of Faith of the EFCA is one attempt at expressing these core

doctrines.
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Max Lucado, a popular author, describes a magnifying glass as a way of understanding this

dynamic. In the center of the glass everything is clear, but as you move to the outside things

become blurred. But you can return to the center and again everything is clear.
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