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Chapter 2 

Dogmatics in the Early Church, Natural Theology,  
Holy Scripture 

 
 
The early church dogmas are the foundation of our faith. In this section 
we will explore the history of the emergence of these dogmas and what 
they mean for us in detail.  
 

 
 

2.1 How the Dogmas of the Early Church Came Into Being 

1. The Term ‘Dogma’ 

The term ‘dogma’ comes from the Greek language, where it has several meanings. Within the field 
of law, it means “determination or prescription of the authorities”. Beyond that, ‘dogmas’ were 
understood to denote the “fundamental tenets” of a particular philosophical school, of which there 
were several in ancient Greece.   

The word ‘dogma’ is also found in the New Testament, specifically in the context of the Apostles’ 
council referenced in Acts 16:4. There the term ‘dogmata’ is understood to mean “legal 
prescriptions”, which were to define the conduct of the Gentile Christians within the congregation. 

 

2. The Christian Understanding of ‘Dogma’ 

The understanding of the term ‘dogma’ already began to change at the end of the first century AD. 
For the Apostolic Fathers, the term no longer signified a legal prescription, but rather—as in various 
other directions within classical Greek philosophy—came to mean a “binding statement of faith”.  

2.1 The Apostolic Fathers 

The Apostolic Fathers are the most important ecclesiastical authors around the turn of the first to 
the second century AD. They include Barnabas (Epistle of Barnabas), Clement I of Rome (First and 
Second Epistles of Clement), Ignatius of Antioch (7 Epistles of Ignatius), Polycarp of Smyrna 
(Polycarp’s Letter to the Philippians and “Martyrdom of Polycarp”), and Papias of Hierapolis 
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(“Interpretations of the sayings of the Lord”). These were considered the disciples of the Apostles 
and protectors of the apostolic doctrine. Many scholars also include the Didache and the text known 
as “The Shepherd of Hermas” in this category.  

 

Information on Ignatius of Antioch: 
 Born around 35 AD and likely died around 115 AD  
 Considered the disciple of Apostle John. Ignatius speaks of the doctrine of Jesus and the Apostles 

as dogmata: “Be diligent in consolidating yourselves in the dogmas of the Lord and the Apostles, 
so that the good path is led in all that you do … in league with your most venerable bishop”. In 
other words, ‘dogmas’ no longer signified prescriptions for him either. Rather, he thought of 
them as tenets which are basically compulsory.  

 
 

The Epistle to Diognetus provides a significant contribution to the Christian understanding of dogma. 
The text likely came into being somewhere between the end of the second century AD and the start 
of the third century AD. The letter, which is actually a treatise by an unknown author, is addressed to 
a Gentile by the name of Diognetus and endeavours to arrive at a clear distinction between the 
dogmas of the philosophical schools and the Christian dogmas. This became all the more necessary 
when the Christians increasingly began absorbing Greek philosophy and because some might 
conclude that Christianity was a philosophical school within Greek spirituality.  
 
The author emphasises, to the contrary, that the Christian dogmas—in contrast to the tenets of the 
Greek schools of philosophy—do not owe their existence to the insights of any human being. The 
Christian dogmas do not bring to expression the positions of any philosophical school. Their 
authority is of a much higher degree, for they are based upon the proclamation of the Apostles, who 
are led by the Holy Spirit, and are thus of divine origin.  

The understanding of dogma, as expressed in the Epistle to Diognetus, is the starting point for the 
ideas of the Gallic theologian Vincent of Lérins (died 434/450). Vincent concluded that the dogma 
was a heavenly doctrine (caeleste dogma), which was revealed once and for all and did not require 
any improvement. The dogma thus came to be assigned the character of divine revelation. Beyond 
that, Vincent calls the dogma ‘divinum” [divine], universale [universal], and catholicum [general]. The 
dogma thus has a divine source, and beyond that, it is valid always and everywhere.  

 

3. Conditions Leading to the Emergence of the Christian Dogmas 

3.1 Gnosticism 

Gnosticism (from Greek gnosis = knowledge): the teaching that redemption is not attained through 
the sacrifice of Jesus Christ but rather only through knowledge. Self-knowledge and the knowledge 
of God were thus identical. For the Gnostics, there was a fundamental contrast between the world 
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of matter and the world of the spirit (dualism). The material world is not the creation of the true 
God, but rather of a demiurge, who seeks to keep human beings ignorant. The spirit or the soul must 
liberate itself from this captivity to matter (known as hyle). This is often achieved through radical 
asceticism, for example, through prolonged abstinence from food or sex.   

3.2 Marcionism 

Marcionism: this group which came into being in Asia Minor—present-day Turkey—has its roots in 
the ship’s merchant Marcion (died around 160 AD). He developed the doctrine of the good and evil 
God. The representative of the good God is Jesus Christ, while the evil god is the god of the Old 
Testament. Marcion rejected the Old Testament and, in its place, created the first New Testament 
canon, which consisted of a revised gospel of Luke and ten revised epistles of Paul. Marcion 
demanded a radical Christian rejection of the Old Testament. 

Marcion thus also initiated a complete break with tradition by failing to heed the historical 
association between Christianity and Judaism. The fact that Jesus and the Apostles were Jews, and 
thus bound to the Jewish faith, was not taken into account. The Judaic self-conception of Paul, as 
expressed in Romans 9-11, for example, or the recollection of Old Testament tradition in Hebrews 
11, were ignored by Marcion.  

3.3 Arianism 

The direct catalyst of the disputes surrounding the dogma of the Trinity was a conflict with the 
Christological positions of the theologian Arius (260-336). He lived in Egyptian Alexandria, and his 
ideas found great acceptance within the Eastern Church.  

Arius taught that 

 the Logos (the Word, the Son) was created by the Father before all time. 
 the Father and the Logos were not of the same substance, but rather only similar in substance.  
 The Son is a kind of “sub-God” (Demiurge)  

In order to end this conflict, Emperor Constantine convened the Council of Nicaea.  

 

4. The Seven Ecumenical Councils 

There are seven ecumenical—that is to say, generally acknowledged—councils. The first four 
councils (Nicaea I to Chalcedon) are the most important for the development of the Christian 
dogmas, while the last three councils had more of a supplementary and interpretive character.  

 The Councils of Nicaea and Constantinople (325 / 381) formulated the doctrine of the Trinity. Its 
statements thus have to do with God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit.  

 The councils of Christological dogmas (431, 451, and 553) deal with the relationship between the 
divine nature and the human nature of Jesus.  
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4.1 The Council of Nicaea I (325 under Emperor Constantine the Great): the start of the “Arian 
controversy” (318-381) 

The Council of Nicaea taught that the Father and the Son were of the same/equal substance 
(Homoousian). At the same time, it enshrined the statement that the Son was not created by the 
Father, but rather begotten. Thereby the two fundamental statements of Arianism—namely that the 
Son had been created and that He was only similar in substance with the Father—were definitively 
rejected. The resolutions of Nicaea constitute an important milestone on the way to the dogma of 
the trinity of God. They do not yet, however, represent an actual doctrine of the Trinity, since they 
are limited to the definition of the relationship between the Father and the Son.  

4.2 The Council of Constantinople I (381 under Emperor Theodosius the Great), conclusion of the 
“Arian controversy”  

The actual dogma of the trinity of God was formulated at the Council of Constantinople. The 
statements that had been made about the Son of God in Nicaea were now applied to the Holy Spirit: 
the Holy Spirit is ‘uncreated’ and He is of the same substance as the Father and the Son. These 
definitions marked an absolute rejection of the statements of the Arians. This officially settled the 
matter of Arianism, however, Arian positions were still advocated for centuries (for example, in 
Spain). 
 
4.3 Council of Ephesus I (431 under Emperor Theodosius II, or Cyril of Alexandria), first decision in 
the Christological controversy of the fifth century 

The Council of Ephesus, which preceded that of Chalcedon, also had a Christological focus. It was 
there that the union of God and Man in Jesus Christ was emphasised. Disputes had arisen with 
regard to the relationship of the divinity and the humanity of Jesus Christ, and these disputes were 
to be resolved at the council. 

In the background were the different Christologies of the catechetical schools of Antioch and of 
Alexandria. The school of Antioch developed a Logos-Anthropos [Word-Man] Christology, according 
to which the will of God dwelled within the Man Jesus and thus constituted the union of the natures. 
According to this view, Mary is only the “Christ-bearer” (also known as the “Mother of Christ”). 
However, this does not sufficiently explain the union of the divine and the human. The Alexandrian 
school advocated the Logos-Sarx [Word-Flesh] Christology, according to which the Logos assumes 
the place of the human spirit in Christ. According to this understanding, Mary would be the “God-
bearer” (also known as the “Mother of God”). However this approach failed to acknowledge the 
humanity of Jesus. 

The Patriarch Nestorius of Constantinople, an influential advocate of the Antioch school, railed 
against any designation of Mary as the “God-bearer”. Owing to the efforts of Cyril, the Patriarch of 
Alexandria, however, Nestor’s view was ultimately rejected. The Council of Ephesus emphasised the 
union of the divine and the human natures in Christ (without declaring it complete and unequivocal), 
and thus designated Mary as the “God-bearer” (theotokos).  
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4.4 The Council of Chalcedon (451 under Empress Pulcheria and Emperor Marcian), second 
Christological decision of the fifth century  

The council of Chalcedon is closely related with the Council of Ephesus. Again, the conversation 
revolved around the relationship between God and Man in Jesus Christ. The notion that Jesus had 
only a divine nature (Monophysitism = the doctrine of one nature) was rejected. The Council of 
Chalcedon enshrined the binding statement that Jesus Christ had two natures, namely a divine 
nature and a human nature. The binding doctrine now stated: Jesus Christ is true God and true Man. 
The two natures exist in and of themselves, and are nevertheless forever united in Jesus Christ 
(duality of natures and unity of person). 

The doctrine of the dual nature of Christ (Hypostatic Union) was accepted as binding by the 
Orthodox churches, Catholicism, and the churches of the Reformation. Many of the early Eastern 
churches (Coptic Church, Ethiopian Church, etc.) did not adopt the doctrine of Hypostatic Union and 
to this day advocate Monophysitism.  

4.5 The Council of Constantinople II (553 under Emperor Justinian I) 

The second Council of Constantinople emphasised the binding character of the doctrine of 
Hypostatic Union as it was formulated at the Council of Chalcedon, and once again stressed the 
significance of the divine nature of Jesus Christ.  

4.6 The Council of Constantinople III (680/81 under Emperor Constantine IV)  

The third Council of Constantinople expanded on the doctrine of Hypostatic Union as formulated in 
Chalcedon. As true God and true Man, Jesus Christ also has a divine will and a human will 
(Dyotheletism = “doctrine of two wills”). The doctrine of the two wills in the one person of Jesus 
Christ was then also supplemented by the doctrine of the two energies active within Jesus Christ. 
The notion that Jesus Christ only has a divine will (Monotheletism) and that only the divine energy 
was active within Him, was definitively rejected at the Council. 

4.7 The Council of Nicaea II (787 under Empress Irene), conclusion of the Iconoclastic Controversy 
(Byzantine Iconoclasm) 

In the course of the eighth century, controversy arose with regard to the veneration of images, or 
‘icons’. Many saw the presentation and veneration of images depicting the Father, the Son, or the 
Holy Spirit as a violation of the prohibition against worshipping images expressed in the Ten 
Commandments. In many areas of the Eastern Church, all such depictions of the divine persons or of 
the saints were removed from the churches. The Second Council of Nicaea addressed this problem 
and came to the resolution that depictions of divine persons was indeed permissible and that their 
veneration was not addressed to the images themselves, but rather to the triune God. The images 
themselves, emphasised the council, were only to be paid “reverent tribute” (proskynesis). 
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5. The authority of the councils and their dogmatic statements 

 Gregory the Great (died in 604) compared the authority of the first four Ecumenical Councils to 
that of the four gospels. 

 The seven Ecumenical Councils enjoy uninhibited authority in the Catholic Church and the 
Orthodox churches.  

 The early Eastern churches (“Monophysitist Churches”, for example, the Armenian Church, the 
Coptic Church, and the Ethiopian Church) only recognise the first three councils as authoritative. 

 The churches of the Reformation and the Anglican denomination only recognise the first six 
Ecumenical Councils. The designation of Mary as the “mother of God” is considered problematic.  

 

6. The Significance of the Ecumenical Councils 

Over the course of the centuries, the Ecumenical Councils succeeded in developing a high degree of 
authority and great binding character, because it was believed that they had been inspired by the 
Holy Spirit. 

The significance of the Ecumenical Councils, as well as the dogmatic positions established by them, is 
predicated on the fact that they are acknowledged as an expression for the belief of the church as a 
whole, and not just of one of its parts. Thus they reflect a fundamental Christian consensus. Beyond 
that, they also provide a measure for the Christian character of any one of the many denominations. 
Here it is the first three councils—which are recognised by all churches—that are of especially 
outstanding significance. The central dogma here is that of the trinity of God, which has validity 
across confessional boundaries.  

 

7. The New Apostolic Church and the Early Church Dogmas 

The New Apostolic Church recognises the fundamental 
statements of the first six councils as binding. 

Its position on the doctrine of Mary as the “mother of God” is similar to that of the Reformed and 
Anglican Churches. 

The early church dogmas and creeds (Apostolicum, the Creed of Nicaea-Constantinople) have 
corresponding validity in the New Apostolic Church and are understood as an appropriate expression 
of the faith attested in the New Testament.  
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Test questions on 2.1 – “The Dogmas of the Early Church” 

 

1. The Greek word ‘dogma’ originally meant… 
a) a NATO Double-Track Decision. 
b) a statement of faith. 
c) a philosophical school of thought. 
d) a directive from the authorities. 

 
2. In the Christian context, the term ‘dogma’ refers to… 

a) a philosophical proposition. 
b) an edict from the pope. 
c) a non-binding statement of faith. 
d) a binding statement of faith. 

 
3. Ignatius of Antioch understood the term ‘dogmata’ to mean… 

a) the teachings of the pope. 
b) the teachings of the Buddha. 
c) the teachings of Moses. 
d) the teachings of Jesus and His Apostles. 

 
4. Arius of Alexandra advocated the view that… 

a) God, the Father and the Emperor are of the same substance. 
b) God, the Father and the pope are of the same substance.  
c) God, the Father and the Logos Christ are only similar in substance. 
d) God, the Father and the Logos Christ are of identical substance.  

 
5. The Council of Nicaea of 325 established that… 

a) God, the Father and God, the Son are of similar substance. 
b) God, the Father and God the Son are identical in substance. 
c) God, the Father and the Holy Spirit are identical in substance. 
d) God, the Father and Mary are identical in substance. 

 
6. The Council of Constantinople of 381 established that… 

a) Mary is of the same substance as God, the Father and God, the Son. 
b) the Holy Spirit is similar in substance to God, the Father.  
c) the Holy Spirit is mentioned in the Bible. 
d) the Holy Spirit is identical in substance to God, the Father and God, the Son. 
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7. The Council of Ephesus of 431 designated Mary as… 
a) the “Man-bearer”. 
b) the “Angel-bearer”. 
c) the “Christ-bearer”.  
d) the “God-bearer”.  

 
8. The seven Ecumenical Councils are recognised…  

a) in Judaism. 
b) in the Catholic Church. 
c) in the Monophysitist Churches. 
d) in the early Eastern churches. 

 
9. In the New Apostolic Church, the Reformed churches, and the Anglican Church, there are 

reservations about… 
a) the designation of Mary as a Jew.  
b) the designation of Mary as a mother. 
c) the designation of Mary as the mother of Jesus.  
d) the designation of Mary as the mother of God. 

 
10. In the New Apostolic Church, the councils of the early church have… 

a) a high degree of value, owing to the doctrine of Mary. 
b) no value. 
c) only limited value. 
d) a high degree of value, owing to the doctrine of the Trinity and Christology. 

 

 

  



New Apostolic Church International 
Theological Training  
  
 

13 Dogmatics | Chapter 2: Dogmatics in the Early Church, Natural Theology, Holy Scripture 

 

2.2 The Early Church Creeds 

 

 

 
In this section we will occupy ourselves with the most important 
of the early church creeds, their background, and their 
emergence.  
 

 

 

1. What is a Creed? 

A creed summarises the most important contents of a doctrine. Those who publicly profess this 
creed and recognise it as binding upon themselves, thereby fulfil one of the prerequisites for 
belonging to that particular denomination: they believe that which everyone else in this fellowship 
has professed. A denomination is thus defined by its profession and thereby also distinguishes its 
doctrine from other views at the same time.  

 

2. Biblical Creeds 

2.1 Creedal Statements in the Old Testament 

The old covenant already had its own creeds, which are often called “creedal statements”. The 
profession of Yahweh as the God of Israel is associated with God’s historical act of salvation upon His 
people, namely their deliverance from captivity in Egypt (cf. Deuteronomy 26:5-9):  

“And you shall answer and say before the Lord your God: ‘My father was a Syrian, about to perish, 
and he went down to Egypt and dwelt there, few in number; and there he became a nation, great, 
mighty, and populous. But the Egyptians mistreated us, afflicted us, and laid hard bondage on us. 
Then we cried out to the Lord God of our fathers, and the Lord heard our voice and looked on our 
affliction and our labour and our oppression. So the Lord brought us out of Egypt with a mighty hand 
and with an outstretched arm, with great terror and with signs and wonders. He has brought us to 
this place and has given us this land, “a land flowing with milk and honey.”’” 

The profession of the one God necessitates the renunciation of all other gods (cf. Joshua 24: 23):  

“Now therefore, […] put away the foreign gods which are among you, and incline your heart to the 
Lord God of Israel.” 
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2.2 The Shema Yisrael  

To this day, the central element of synagogue divine service is the most important Jewish profession 
of faith, the Shema Yisrael (“Hear, O Israel), which states the following, among other things: “Hear, O 
Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one! […] And these words which I command you today shall be 
in your heart. You shall teach them diligently to your children, and shall talk of them when you sit in 
your house…” (cf. Deuteronomy 6:4-7).  

 

Key term: ‘Small Historical Credo’ 
 
Old Testament scholars also refer to the profession: “Hear, O Israel” from 
Deuteronomy 6 as the ‘Small Historical Credo’. The Latin word ‘credo’ literally 
translates to mean: “I believe” and is the scholarly designation for a profession of 
faith. In particular, the Heidelberg Old Testament scholar Gerhard von Rad 
attempted to describe this profession using form criticism comparisons as a 
foundation for the emergence of the books of Moses (the Torah). 
 

 

 

2.3 Creedal Statements in the New Testament 

The professions we find in the New Testament bring to expression God’s act of salvation in Jesus 
Christ. Already early in the New Testament there were certain formulas which Christians used in 
order to express their faith at baptism, in divine service, or even in their missionary endeavours.  

2.3.1 Jesus is Lord – Jesus is risen – Our Lord is coming 

 Jesus is Lord (cf. Romans 10: 9) 
“That if you confess with your mouth the Lord Jesus and believe in your heart that God has 
raised Him from the dead, you will be saved.”  

 Jesus is risen 
An important statement expressed in early Christian professions is the resurrection of Jesus. 
Apostle Paul records a profession of Jesus’ resurrection in which the witnesses of the 
resurrection are named. The time in which it was written was very close to the events 
themselves, and the text possibly derives from the early congregation in Jerusalem (cf. 1 
Corinthians 15: 3-5). 

 Our Lord is coming 
The words, “O Lord, come!” (1 Corinthians 16: 22)—which appear in the original Aramaic as 
“Marana tha” (cf. Our Family, 05/2010, p. 37)—can also be understood as a profession of faith. 
At first it was only in use in the Aramaic-speaking early Christian congregations. It was only in 
these congregations that this cry of prayer could be understood. Greek-speaking congregations 
had other professions of faith. 
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2.3.2 Other Professions of Faith 

Other professions of belief in Jesus Christ, His nature, and His work can be found in the early 
Christian hymns, which were songs of praise common in the early Christian congregations handed 
down to us in the Corpus Paulinum (the writings of Apostle Paul in the Bible):  

Philippians 2: 6-11 or 1 Timothy 3: 16:  

 “God was manifested in the flesh, justified in the Spirit, seen by angels, preached among the 
 Gentiles, believed on in the world, received up in glory.”  
 

3. The Emergence of the Early Church Creeds 

As Christianity continued to spread throughout the Roman Empire, many of those who became 
Christian still remained partially mired in their previous religious or philosophical views. The 
association of these views with the Christian doctrine soon led to false doctrines (heresies) which 
made the believers unsure. Serious disputes arose particularly with regard to the doctrine of the 
trinity of God and the doctrine of the nature of Jesus Christ. In order to counter these, an effort was 
made to formulate creeds that were to be of binding authority for the faith of the congregations, 
and also binding upon the individual. The standard to measure whether a particular statement about 
the nature and activity of God would become such a profession of faith was its consistency with the 
doctrine of Christ and His Apostles. So it was that the Apostles’ Creed (the Apostolicum) came into 
being, which was soon followed by the Creed of Nicaea-Constantinople and the Athanasian Creed.  

3.1 The Apostles’ Creed 

The Apostles’ Creed (Apostolicum) began to emerge in the early post-apostolic period. Important 
statements of the Apostolicum make reference, for example, to the sermon which Apostle Peter 
delivered in the house of Cornelius (cf. Acts 10: 37-43). The Apostles’ Creed likely dates back to an 
early Roman baptismal profession from the second century. A legend from the fourth century claims 
that every statement of the Apostles’ Creed was formulated by one of the Apostles. The text 
received its present form in the course of the years between the fifth and tenth centuries. 

The creed claims to bring to proper expression the message handed down by the Apostles. In 
western Christianity (Catholicism and Protestantism) the Apostles’ Creed is universally 
acknowledged. 

 I believe in God, the Father almighty, Creator of heaven and earth. I believe in Jesus Christ, 
His only Son, our Lord. He was conceived by the power of the Holy Spirit and born of the 
virgin Mary. He suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, died, and was buried. He 
descended to the dead. On the third day He rose again. He ascended into heaven and is 
seated at the right hand of the Father. He will come again to judge the living and the dead. 
I believe in the Holy Spirit, the holy universal [catholic] church, the communion of the saints, 
the forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of the body, and the life everlasting. Amen. 
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3.2 The Creed of Nicaea-Constantinople 

In the year 325, Emperor Constantine, who up until that point in time was likely not a Christian yet, 
convened the Council of Nicaea. Approximately 250 to 300 Bishops accepted the invitation of the 
emperor. The latter saw the widely spread Christian religion as a power capable of supporting the 
state, but the unity of Christendom was in great jeopardy as a result of the dispute over the nature 
of Christ (Arian Controversy). Constantine’s aim was to have the Bishops formulate a unanimous 
doctrinal statement.  

An important result of this council was the Nicene Creed. This was further amended in other such 
councils that extended up until the eighth century, and has been known as the Creed of Nicaea-
Constantinople (or the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed) ever since the Council of Constantinople 
(381 AD). In particular, it enshrines—above and beyond the Apostolicum—the profession of the 
trinity of God and the apostolicity of the church. The Creed of Nicaea-Constantinople is the only truly 
authoritative determination of Christian content of faith created by the church as a whole. It is 
sometimes referred to as the “Great Creed” on account of its length and its significance in 
Christianity. 

There is a difference in the versions used by the Western and Eastern churches with regard to the 
statement about the Holy Spirit. The creed is accorded special prestige in Orthodoxy and in the early 
Eastern churches. In the Catholic and Protestant churches it is also considered binding and is—often 
on the high holy days—spoken aloud in divine services. It also had its place in the divine service of 
the Catholic Apostolic Church.  

 We believe in one God, the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth, and of all things 
visible and invisible. And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son of God, begotten of 
the Father before all worlds (aeons), Light of Light, very God of very God, begotten, not 
made, being of one substance with the Father; by whom all things were made; who for us 
men, and for our salvation, came down from heaven, and was incarnate by the Holy Ghost 
of the virgin Mary, and was made man; He was crucified for us under Pontius Pilate, and 
suffered, and was buried, and the third day He rose again, according to the Scriptures, and 
ascended into heaven, and sitteth on the right hand of the Father, from thence He shall 
come again, with glory, to judge the quick and the dead; whose kingdom shall have no end. 
And in the Holy Ghost, the Lord and Giver of life, who proceedeth from the Father and the 
Son who with the Father and the Son together is worshipped and glorified, who spake by 
the prophets. In one holy universal [catholic] and apostolic church; we acknowledge one 
baptism for the remission of sins; we look for the resurrection of the dead, and the life of 
the world to come. Amen. 

 

3.3 The Athanasian Creed 

A creed that closely corresponds to the Creed of Nicaea-Constantinople in its statements is the 
significantly more detailed Athanasian Creed. The name of the creed refers to Athanasius of 
Alexandria (ca. 295-373), who was an opponent of Arius and an advocate of the (Orthodox) doctrine 
of the Trinity. The creed contains statements that refer to the doctrine of the Trinity and of 



New Apostolic Church International 
Theological Training  
  
 

17 Dogmatics | Chapter 2: Dogmatics in the Early Church, Natural Theology, Holy Scripture 

 

Hypostatic Union, among other things. It also contains statements that are reminiscent of the 
Apostolicum and the Creed of Nicaea-Constantinople.  

The text likely came into being around the year 500 in either Spain or Southern France. The oldest 
manuscript dates back to the seventh or eighth century. In the eighth and ninth centuries it acquired 
ecumenical status, and the Scholastics of the thirteenth century assigned it the same level of 
importance as the Apostolicum and the Creed of Nicaea-Constantinople. It enjoys a correspondingly 
high degree of recognition in the Catholic Church and in the Protestant churches. The Orthodox 
churches have recognised it since the seventeenth century.  

In the Catholic and Anglican Churches it is used in divine service, as it was in the Catholic Apostolic 
Church. The significance of the Athanasian Creed is rather less in the present. It is no longer 
considered to be as authoritative as the two other Creeds.  

 Whosoever will be saved, before all things it is necessary that he hold the catholic faith;  
which faith except every one do keep whole and undefiled, without doubt he shall perish 
everlastingly.  
And the catholic faith is this: that we worship one God in Trinity, and Trinity in Unity;  
neither confounding the persons nor dividing the substance.  
For there is one person of the Father, another of the Son, and another of the Holy Spirit.  
But the Godhead of the Father, of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit is all one, the glory equal, 
the majesty coeternal. Such as the Father is, such is the Son, and such is the Holy Spirit.  
The Father uncreated, the Son uncreated, and the Holy Spirit uncreated.  
The Father incomprehensible, the Son incomprehensible, and the Holy Spirit 
incomprehensible.  
The Father eternal, the Son eternal, and the Holy Spirit eternal.  
And yet they are not three eternals but one eternal.  
As also there are not three uncreated nor three incomprehensible, but one uncreated and 
one incomprehensible.  
So likewise the Father is almighty, the Son almighty, and the Holy Spirit almighty.  
And yet they are not three almighties, but one almighty.  
So the Father is God, the Son is God, and the Holy Spirit is God;  
and yet they are not three Gods, but one God.  
So likewise the Father is Lord, the Son Lord, and the Holy Spirit Lord;  
and yet they are not three Lords but one Lord.  
For like as we are compelled by the Christian verity to acknowledge every Person by himself 
to be God and Lord;  
so are we forbidden by the catholic religion to say; There are three Gods or three Lords.  
The Father is made of none, neither created nor begotten.  
The Son is of the Father alone; not made nor created, but begotten.  
The Holy Spirit is of the Father and of the Son; neither made, nor created, nor begotten, but 
proceeding.  
So there is one Father, not three Fathers; one Son, not three Sons; one Holy Spirit, not three 
Holy Spirits.  
And in this Trinity none is afore or after another; none is greater or less than another.  
But the whole three persons are coeternal, and coequal.  
So that in all things, as aforesaid, the Unity in Trinity and the Trinity in Unity is to be 
worshipped.  
He therefore that will be saved must thus think of the Trinity.  
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Furthermore it is necessary to everlasting salvation that he also believe rightly the 
incarnation of our Lord Jesus Christ.  
For the right faith is that we believe and confess that our Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, is 
God and man.  
God of the substance of the Father, begotten before the worlds; and man of substance of His 
mother, born in the world.  
Perfect God and perfect man, of a reasonable soul and human flesh subsisting.  
Equal to the Father as touching His Godhead, and inferior to the Father as touching His 
manhood.  
Who, although He is God and man, yet He is not two, but one Christ.  
One, not by conversion of the Godhead into flesh, but by taking of that manhood into God.  
One altogether, not by confusion of substance, but by unity of person.  
For as the reasonable soul and flesh is one man, so God and man is one Christ;  
who suffered for our salvation, descended into hell, rose again the third day from the dead;  
He ascended into heaven, He sits on the right hand of the Father, God, Almighty;  
from thence He shall come to judge the quick and the dead.  
At whose coming all men shall rise again with their bodies;  
and shall give account of their own works.  
And they that have done good shall go into life everlasting and they that have done evil into 
everlasting fire.  
This is the catholic faith, which except a man believe faithfully he cannot be saved.  
 

These three creeds are highly regarded in the majority of the Christian churches. The three creeds 
clearly express the commonalities between the Christian churches above and beyond their 
confessional boundaries. In many churches, it is most often the Apostolicum or the Creed of Nicaea-
Constantinople that is spoken aloud by the congregation or the officiant in divine service.  

 

4. Aspects of Content in the Early Church Creeds 

The most important content of the Christian faith comes to expression in the creeds of the early 
church, namely:  

 belief in God, the Father, as the Creator. 
 belief in Jesus Christ as the Son of God, who died and resurrected from the dead, and who will 

come again. 
 belief in the judgement. 
 belief in the Holy Spirit. 
 belief in the church. 
 belief in the resurrection of the dead. 
 belief in everlasting life. 

 

5. The early church creeds and their significance for the New Apostolic Church 

The first three articles of the New Apostolic Creed largely correspond to the Apostolicum. In the 
Creed of Nicaea-Constantinople, the New Apostolic Church professes belief in the triune God, in the 
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virgin birth, in Jesus Christ as true Man and true God, in the sending of the Holy Spirit, in the 
sacraments, and in the expectation of the return of Jesus Christ.  

The Creed of Nicaea-Constantinople was spoken aloud by the congregation in every divine service of 
New Apostolic Church in the early decades of its existence. As a result of liturgical reforms, this 
practice was discontinued. The essential statements of the early church creeds are among the 
foundations of the New Apostolic doctrine.  

(Cf. Commentary on the Ten Articles of the New Apostolic Creed).  
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Test questions on 2.2 – “The creeds of the early church” 

 

1. What important event of salvation is associated with Israel’s professions about God? 
a) The trials of Job. 
b) The deliverance of God’s people from Egypt. 
c) Joshua’s conquest of Jericho. 
d) The resurrection of Jesus. 

 
2. What is the name of the most important creed of Israel that is still in use today?  

a) “Get out of your father’s house.” 
b) “Behold, O Israel”.  
c) “Hear, O Israel”.  
d) “Hear, Moses”. 

 
3. What do Old Testament scholars call this creed?  

a) The small Lukan intervention. 
b) The Small Historical Credo. 
c) The Small Historical Deo. 
d) The Large Historical Tedeum.  

 
4. One statement of profession in the epistle to the Romans has the following content: 

a) Jesus is Lord. 
b) Jesus is the Servant of God. 
c) Jesus is the Son of Mary. 
d) Jesus is the Son of Joseph. 

 
5. Where does Apostle Paul record the oldest and most important profession of the resurrection of 

Jesus? 
a) In the letter to the Romans. 
b) In the letter to the Philippians. 
c) In the first letter to the Corinthians. 
d) In the epistle of Jude. 

 

6. What is the name of the oldest of the three main creeds of the early church? 
a) The Credendum. 
b) The Apostolicum. 
c) The Nicaeanum.  
d) The Tridentium.  
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7. The Apostolicum dates back to … 
a) the “Shema Yisrael”. 
b) an early Roman baptismal profession from the second century AD.  
c) investigations by Martin Luther. 
d) a medieval prayer.  

 
8. Because of its significance, the Creed of Nicaea-Constantinople is also known as … 

a) the Great Creed.  
b) the Longest Creed. 
c) the Old Creed. 
d) the Imperative Creed.  

 
9. What is the status of the Athanasian Creed in present-day ecumenism?  

a) It is rather low. 
b) It is rather high. 
c) The same as that of the Creed of Nicaea-Constantinople. 
d) the same as that of the Apostolicum.  

 
10. What is the significance of the three early church creeds for the New Apostolic Church?  

a) They hold great significance because the confirmands must know them by heart.  
b) They hold great significance because they are recited in the divine services.  
c) They have no significance for the New Apostolic Church. 
d) They have great significance because they are among the foundations of New Apostolic 

doctrine.  
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2.3 Natural Theology (theologia naturalis) 

 
 

 
In this section we will turn our attention to natural theology. This 
branch of theology endeavours to answer the question of whether 
only believing people are able to recognise God or whether 
unbelieving people are also able to do so. Is human reason even 
capable of recognising God? Is there also knowledge of God in 
other religions?  
 

 

 

1. Concerning the Term ‘Natural Theology’ 

Natural theology is the doctrine of God that draws from natural sources, that is to say, from human 
reason and contemplation of the creation, the world that can be perceived with the senses.  

 

2. Supernatural and Natural Revelation 

The Christian faith states that the path to salvation leads only through Jesus Christ. But in the Bible—
and also outside of the Bible—there are also other revelations of God:  

 The Bible relates of God’s revelations to Abraham and Moses, for example. 
 Outside of the Bible, the natural creation also attests to a revelation of God. 

This means that Jesus Christ is not the only revelation of God.  

2.1 Supernatural Revelation 

The revelations of God attested in the Bible are known as supernatural revelation. 

The teaching of God based on this supernatural revelation is known as supernatural theology. The 
basis and source of Christian theology is supernatural theology, as attested in Holy Scripture.  

2.2 Natural Revelation 

God’s revelations that are accessible through the creation—and outside of biblical testimony—are 
called natural revelation. 

The knowledge of God that results from natural revelation is known as natural theology. This comes 
to expression in the theological concepts of various religions and in philosophy. 

 



New Apostolic Church International 
Theological Training  
  
 

23 Dogmatics | Chapter 2: Dogmatics in the Early Church, Natural Theology, Holy Scripture 

 

2.3 Testimony of Natural Revelation in the Bible 

Even though the Bible contains the supernatural revelation of God in Jesus Christ, it also attests 
natural revelations. 

Examples:  

 Psalm 19: 1: 
“The heavens declare the glory of God; and the firmament shows His handiwork.” 
This psalm makes it clear that the creation (“the heavens and the firmament”) attest the works 
of God (“His handiwork”).  

 Romans 1: 18-20:  
“… because what may be known of God is manifest in them, for God has shown it to them. For 
since the creation of the world His invisible attributes are clearly seen, being understood by the 
things that are made, even His eternal power and Godhead, so that they are without excuse.” 
Apostle Paul points out that the revelations of God can be recognised in His creation. 

 

3. Natural Theology 

The knowledge of God resulting from the aforementioned natural revelation is known as natural 
theology. Natural theology comes to expression in various religions that speak of God. Beyond that, 
natural theology has always been thought of as philosophical theology in the field of philosophy 
itself. Already in their time, Plato and Aristotle reflected on God.  

3.1 Natural Theology in Christianity 

Natural theology is controversial in Christian theology:  

 some theologians advocate a natural theology. This is described as inclusive understanding 
of revelation. 

 others are strictly against this and recognise only Jesus Christ as divine revelation. This is 
known as an exclusive understanding of revelation. 

 

Key term: ‘inclusive / exclusive understanding of revelation’ 
 

 Inclusive: the revelation of God can be recognised by all human beings in the 
works of the creation. 

 Exclusive: the revelation of God occurs only in Jesus Christ and is only 
attested in the Bible.  
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4. Positions of theology and philosophy on natural theology 

Preliminary remark 
This exploration of philosophical history will remain limited to typical and characteristic positions. 
The theologians who have dealt with this subject have defined the relationship between natural and 
supernatural revelation in different ways. 

 

4.1 The Early Church 

The first theologians of the early church had to contend with Hellenistic philosophy. This consisted 
primarily of the schools of the Platonists and the Stoics, who were also interested in the divine. So it 
was that the theologians arrived at differing points of view with regard to natural theology:  

Tertullian (died around 220), a theologian who wrote in Latin, strictly rejected any kind of natural 
theology. 

On the other hand, Augustine, the most significant of the Church Fathers, was the one who coined 
the term ‘natural theology’ in the first place, and advocated natural knowledge of God. 

4.2 The Middle Ages (Scholasticism) 

Scholasticism—the scholarship of the medieval period—elevated reason to the centre of their 
reflections on the matter of a natural knowledge of God. 

Thomas Aquinas, for example, produced a synthesis of theology and philosophy. However, he 
demanded that natural theology be supplemented by divine revelation.  

4.3 The Reformation  

 Martin Luther (died 1546) advocated the position that there was no self-manifestation of God 
outside of Holy Scripture and His revelation in Christ. For Luther, natural theology was no more 
than a variant of idol worship because it allows for the involvement of human ideas rather than 
the word of God attested in the Bible. For Luther, Holy Scripture was the only source of the 
knowledge of God.  

 Philipp Melanchthon (died 1560) did not reject natural theology or the idea that there could be 
knowledge of God through reason and philosophy, but he did understand the self-revelation of 
God attested in Holy Scripture to be the standard. 

4.4 Early Protestant Theology (seventeenth century) 

In early Protestant theology, which felt particularly indebted to its Lutheran heritage, showed great 
regard for natural theology. Its proponents claimed that faith and reason, like supernatural and 
natural revelation, coincide and represent different paths of access to God.  

Abraham Calov (died 1686) serves as an example for this theological point of view. Calov was a 
successor to Luther in his professorship in Wittenberg.  
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4.5 German Philosophy of the Enlightenment (eighteenth 
century) 

The Enlightenment emphasised human reason as the sole 
standard of theological and philosophical thought. In his 
treatise “Theologia naturalis”, Christian Wolff, one of the most 
important German philosophers of the Enlightenment (died 
1754), nevertheless claimed that human knowledge of God and 
divine revelation were compatible. 

4.6 Modern Theology (twentieth century) 

The Lutheran theologian Paul Althaus coined the term ‘primal 
revelation’. Althaus thus had a basically positive attitude 
toward natural revelation and natural theology.  

Althaus writes: “Sinful mankind everywhere misconceives and 
distorts the primal revelation. It is only in the light of the Bible’s 
testimony of God that it can be clearly recognised in its purity 
again.” 

For Althaus, natural and supernatural revelation belong together. The “primal revelation”, which 
mankind received in the beginning, was misunderstood and thus became the starting point for the 
most diverse of religions.  

4.7 The dispute over the theologia naturalis (1934) 

Emil Brunner (1889-1966), the Reformed theologian and advocate of what is known as “dialectic 
theology”, published a text entitled “Natur und Gnade” [Nature and grace] (Tübingen) in 1934. In it 
he develops a natural theology. Brunner makes reference to:  

 the Reformers’ theology of the word (especially Luther’s and Calvin’s) 
 the classical passages on natural theology in the letter to the Romans (Romans 1: 18-20; 2: 14-

15). 

His work was published in reaction to Karl Barth’s reproach that Brunner’s theological views were 
unbiblical, Thomistic-Catholic, un-Reformational, and Enlightened/Neo-Protestant (Nature and 
Grace, p. 9). 

In contradiction to Emil Brunner, the Reformed theologian Karl Barth (1886-1968) dismissed any 
form of natural theology. He asserts the following in his text: “Nein! Antwort an Emil Brunner” [No! A 
response to Emil Brunner] (Munich 1934):  

 the Bible is the only source of revelation 
 before and outside of Christ there is no revelation 
 the religions are not based upon divine revelation, but are rather an expression of human sin 
 natural theology is “intellectual justification by works” 

Christian Wolff 
(wikipedia) 
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4.8 Wolfhart Pannenberg’s mediation attempt: “Revelation as history” 

The Protestant theologian Wolfhart Pannenberg (1928-2014) advocated 
the position that there was only a single revelation. Pannenberg thus 
abstained from distinguishing between supernatural and natural 
revelation. According to Pannenberg, God does not reveal Himself directly, 
but indirectly, namely through His actions in history, that is, in the events 
of history. The revelations of God throughout history are not concealed 
but rather accessible to any rational individual. 

 

5. Revelation and the Religions 

The positions of Emil Brunner are largely shared by the theologians Paul Tillich, Karl Rahner, and 
Hans Küng. In contrast to Karl Barth, they assess the non-Christian religions positively and emphasise 
that they too are based on revelation and thus make God clear.  

5.1. Paul Tillich 

Paul Tillich (1886-1969), who was a very influential Protestant theologian 
and religious philosopher in the Anglophone world, maintained that the 
revelation of God in Jesus Christ is the ultimately valid and normative one. 
The Christian revelation is thus superior to the revelations of God in the 
non-Christian religions. The revelations of God in the various non-Christian 
religions serve to prepare them for Christianity. The revelations in the 
various religions are before, in addition to, and even in, Christ.  

5.2 Karl Rahner 

Karl Rahner (1904-1984), the most significant Catholic theologian of the 
twentieth century, saw the non-Christian religions as preliminary, but 
legitimate, paths to salvation. His view was that all religions had God’s 
revelation as a basis and would ultimately lead to salvation in Christ. It is in 
Christendom, however, that the ultimate and unsurpassable revelation of 
God comes to effect. 

In the non-Christian religions there are people who follow the gospel 
without knowing it (“anonymous Christianity”): “Christianity does not 
simply confront people of religions outside Christianity as mere and simple 
non-Christians, but as people who can, and must, certainly be considered 
anonymous Christians in one or the other respect.” 

 

  

Paul Tillich 
(wikipedia) 

Karl Rahner 
(wikipedia) 

Wolfhart 
Pannenberg 
(wikipedia) 
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5.3. Hans Küng 

Hans Küng (born 1928), the Roman Catholic theologian and religious 
philosopher, taught an inclusive type of Christian universalism. According 
to this, Christianity is not exclusive, but unique. Küng does not advocate 
rationalism, but rationality. In other words, he believed that it is possible 
to believe in God using our reason: “Not a blind faith, but a justifiable 
faith”, “Not a faith devoid of reality, but a faith based on reality”. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Hans Küng 
(wikipedia) 
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Test questions on 2.3 – “Natural Theology” 

 

1. What is the question that natural theology endeavours to answer?  
a) Outside of God’s revelation in Christ, are there any other revelations relevant to salvation in 

the Old Testament and the other religions?  (Is there knowledge of God from natural 
revelation?)  

b) Do the natural sciences have any relevance for theology? (Is there something like 
supernatural theology?) 

c) What traditions and records belong in the Christian Bible? 
d) What are Dogmatics?  

 
2. A subject area that natural theology seeks to address is… 

a) Does a way of life in accordance with nature improve rational thought and action?  
b) How can empirical social science be of assistance to practical theology?  
c) Is human reason (philosophy) capable of recognising God without biblical revelation?  
d) Can the natural sciences explain the creation?  

 
3. What biblical book gave special attention to the natural recognition of God? 

a) The Apocalypse of Enoch. 
b) The Gospel of Mark. 
c) The book of the Prophet Amos. 
d) Apostle Paul’s letter to the Romans. 

 
4. What biblical examples are there for divine self-manifestation to all human beings? 

a) The ode to love in 1 Corinthians 13. 
b) The promise to Noah, and thus to all mankind, after the flood. 
c) The Song of the Vineyard in Isaiah 5.  
d) The Great Commission in Matthew 28.  

 
5. What is the exclusive understanding of divine revelation in contrast to the inclusive 

understanding?  
a) The notion that there are no revelations of God in the natural creation outside of God’s self-

manifestation in the Bible.  
b) The notion that the revelation attributed to John is the only revelation in the Bible. 
c) The notion that there are many different revelations in the natural creation outside of 

God’s self-manifestation in the Bible.  
d) The notion that the Bible contains no revelations at all.  
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6. Which theologian strictly rejects any revelation outside of the Bible?  
a) Karl Barth. 
b) Philipp Melanchthon. 
c) Hans Küng. 
d) Paul Tillich. 

 
7. What original term was coined by the Lutheran theologian Paul Althaus from Erlangen in the 

discussion of natural revelation?  
a) ‘The Big Bang’. 
b) ‘Primal history’. 
c) ‘The proto-gospel’. 
d) ‘Primal revelation’. 

 
8. On which two sources did the Reformed theologian Emil Brunner base his ideas in “Natur und 

Gnade” [“Nature and grace”]? 
a) Protestant deists and the Psalms.  
b) The theologians of the early church and the history of creation. 
c) Catholic theologians and the Revelation of Jesus Christ. 
d) Reformed theologians and the letter to the Romans.  

 
9. What theological “label” does Karl Barth use to characterise (albeit incorrectly and polemically) 

the ideas of his former companion Emil Brunner? 
a) Feministic. 
b) Semi-Pelagianistic. 
c) Thomistic-Catholic. 
d) Reformed-Calvinistic. 

 
10. How did Karl Rahner describe people of other religions who follow the gospel without knowing 

it?  
a) Theological Christians. 
b) Pretend Christians. 
c) Catholic Christians. 
d) Anonymous Christians.  
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2.4 The Normative Significance of Holy Scripture 

 
 

 
This section deals with the Bible—the canon of the Old and New 
Testaments—and the degree to which it is normative, or 
authoritative, for dogmatic theology. We will examine the 
emergence of the canon and take a closer look at the 
significance of the Bible for our faith.  
 

 

 

1. The Bible and Dogmatic theology 

The Bible is an account of experiences of faith and a testimony of God’s revelations. As a rule, it is 
not a systematic description of doctrine.  

Dogmatic theology is a systematic description of the Christian faith in reference to Holy Scripture 
and the creeds. 

The Bible Dogmatic Theology 
Experience of faith in God and Jesus 
Christ 

Description of the faith in the form of 
doctrinal tenets. 

 

1.1 Historical Background 

The Christian canon of holy writings, in other words, the Bible, consists of two sections of text, 
namely the Old Testament and the New Testament. The process of the origin, compilation, and 
canonisation of the Old Testament writings took place over a period of about 1,000 years. Between 
70 and 100 AD, Judaic scholars known as rabbis defined the authoritative canon for Judaism. It 
includes our Old Testament without the Apocrypha.  
 Literature references for further study: Our Family 02/2003, pp 34-36. Doctrine and knowledge 

V, pp 70-77; Doctrine and Knowledge VI; pp 19-26 

 

2. The Bible 

2.1 The Old Testament 

The Torah, also known as the five Books of Moses, was understood as the “instruction of God”. The 
prophetical books were (and still are) considered a primary commentary on the five Books of Moses. 
The other texts are considered commentaries on the Torah and the Prophets.  
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The Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible began in the third century BC in Alexandria, Egypt. It also 
contains the Apocryphal writings, which were no longer included in the later Judaic canon. The 
writings of the New Testament quote exclusively from the text of the Septuagint (the Greek 
translation of the Bible) or its variants.  
 

The Greek translation of the Old Testament (the Septuagint) was of decisive significance for the 
Christian faith. It was only during the Middle Ages that the Latin translation surpassed the Greek 
translation in terms of its relative importance.  

2.2 The New Testament 

The process in which the New Testament writings came into being, and how they were collected and 
canonised, unfolded from the middle of the first century to the end of the fourth century. The New 
Testament writings came into being between 50 and 110 AD. The oldest text is either the first epistle 
to the Thessalonians or Galatians, and the most recent text is likely the second epistle of Peter.  

It was in around 144 AD that the Gnostic Christian Marcion hastened the development of the New 
Testament canon in effect today. He rejected the Old Testament completely, interpreting it as a 
document that testified of an evil god, and created a canon of his own, which consisted of an 
abbreviated Gospel of Luke and ten letters of Apostle Paul.   

The Marcionists, the end-time movement of the Montanists, along with other—mostly Gnostic—
groups, treated the apostolic tradition and the gospel in more or less arbitrary fashion. The early 
church could not sit idly by and watch. In response, it endeavoured to compile a collection of 
writings authoritative for faith. The objectives of these efforts to create a New Testament canon 
were to defend the Christian faith against heretics, preserve the heritage of apostolic proclamation, 
and guarantee the purity of the gospel.  

2.3 The New Testament canon gradually begins to take shape 

By around 180 AD, Irenaeus of Lyon defined the four gospels, the letters of Paul, and the Acts of the 
Apostles as Holy Scripture. Beyond these, he also made reference to the first epistle of Peter, the 
second epistle of John, and Revelation.  

In around 200 AD, The early church theologian Tertullian mentions nearly all the books belonging to 
the New Testament today in his writings. However, he did not make any reference to the first and 
second epistles of John or the second epistle of Peter.  

By around 200 AD, the four gospels, the book of Acts, and the thirteen letters of Paul were 
undisputed Holy Scripture. The status to be accorded the remaining letters—the so-called ‘catholic 
letters’ or ‘general epistles’—was still unclear, however. The book of Revelation and the letter to the 
Hebrews were likewise still in dispute. A list known as the Canon Muratori, which likely came into 
being in Rome during the late second century, contains the New Testament writings deemed binding 
for Christianity.  
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Key term: ‘Old and New Testament’ 
 
The early Christians described only the writings of the Old Testament as “Scripture”, 
but later also came to apply this designation to the New Testament. The designation 
‘New Testament’ for the 27 canonical writings dates back to the promise of a “new 
covenant” in Jeremiah 31: 31-34. The Hebrew term for ‘covenant’ was translated 
with the Greek word ‘diatheke’, which can also mean ‘testament’, ‘ordinance’, or 
‘decree’. The Church Father Irenaeus of Lyon was likely the first to apply the 
designation ‘Old and New Testament’ to the two parts of the Christian Bible around 
180 AD. 

 
 

 

3. Differing Views on the Biblical Canon 

The views of the Roman Catholic Church, the Lutheran and Reformed churches, and the New 
Apostolic Church diverge when it comes to the question of which books should belong to the 
Christian Bible. This is primarily a matter of the significance of the so-called Old Testament 
Apocrypha.  

 The Old Testament Apocrypha are canonical for the Catholic Church, and are designated as 
deuterocanonical writings. They also do not comprise a section of their own within the canon, 
but are part of the Old Testament canon (for example, the Apocryphal books concerning Daniel 
are simply part of the book of Daniel itself).  

 In Lutheranism, the Apocrypha of the Old Testament have only limited value. They comprise a 
separate section of the Old Testament. 

 The Reformed churches completely reject the Apocrypha. Thus there is no Apocrypha section in 
their publications of the Old Testament either.  

 The New Apostolic Church considers the Apocrypha (or more correctly: the later writings of the 
Old Testament) to be a component of the Old Testament. They thus have canonical significance.  

 

 Literature references for further study: The writings of the Apocrypha I and II. Doctrine and 
knowledge VI. Ibid., pp 87-91 

 

4. Understanding of Holy Scripture 

In the early church and the church in the medieval period, the Bible was understood to have been 
divinely inspired, and was thus considered an authoritative standard for doctrine. 

The actual author of Holy Scripture was God Himself,  
who, through His inspiration, enabled human beings  
to record His revelations in writing.  
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On the basis of this authority of Holy Scripture, interpretation became the most important task of all 
theological endeavour.  

When it came to the interpretation of the Old Testament, theologians soon found that they had to 
go beyond the literal significance of the text. Only in this manner was it possible to preserve the 
unity between the Old and New Testaments. 

The means to work out the hidden meaning of the Old Testament and the New Testament was to 
distinguish between the literal and the spiritual sense of the texts.  

This led to the development of the “fourfold sense of Scripture” by the Monk John Cassian (ca. 360 – 
ca. 432):  

Verbatim (or literal) sense Spiritual sense 
 The letter teaches that which 

has happened, the literal sense. 
 The allegorical sense: that which 

one is to believe, allegory. 
 The moralistic sense: that which 

one is to do. 
 The anagogic sense: that by which 

one is to orient oneself, the 
eschatological sense (anagogy). 

 

The doctrine of the fourfold sense of Scripture has retained its great significance to this day—in the 
New Apostolic Church as well, for example.  

4.1 Interpretation of Holy Scripture in the Modern Age 

Since the age of the Enlightenment, the Bible has been interpreted using the historical-critical 
method. The biblical texts are considered contemporary documents and are interpreted in the 
context of their history.  

 

5. The Roman Catholic Teaching Concerning Holy Scripture 

The biblical writings have come into being through the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. 

 “God is the source [author] of Holy Scripture.” 
 “God has inspired the human composers [authors] of Holy Scripture.” 
 “Holy Scripture contains the word of God.” 

“In order to capture the intended message of the authors of Scriptures, one must take into account 
the circumstances of their time and culture, the literary genres commonly in use at that particular 
time, and the modes of thought, speech, and narration then current.” (Cf. Catechism of the Catholic 
Church [CCC], § 105) 

The Bible is not the word of God, but rather contains the word of God. (CCC, § 110). 

This statement is a reference to the historical dimension of the biblical writings.  
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The Second Vatican Council prescribed three criteria for the proper interpretation of Holy Scripture: 

 One must pay diligent attention “to the content and unity of the whole of Scripture”. 
 One must read Holy Scripture “within the living tradition of the church as a whole”.  
 One must pay heed to the interrelationships of the truths of faith and in the overall plan of 

revelation (“Analogy of faith”) (CCC, § 112- §114). 

5.1. The Catholic Understanding of Holy Scripture 

Catholic doctrine has three foundations:  

 the biblical canon (Holy Scripture) 
 the tradition consisting of pronouncements of Church Fathers and Councils 
 the teaching ministry (Pope and Bishops) 

 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 
Augustine (19th century engraving) 
(wikipedia) 

Holy Scripture, consisting of the Old and 
New Testaments, as well as the 
deuterocanonical writings (Apocrypha) 

 Tradition:  
 Church Fathers and teachers 
 Council resolutions 
 Papal resolutions 

 

The biblical canon is a work of the church, and only the church’s teaching ministry is qualified to 
interpret Holy Scripture authoritatively. 

An important position of Catholic theology is:  

Holy Scripture is not clear in and of itself, but must rather be read and interpreted by the church’s 
teaching ministry in relationship with tradition. 
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6. The Reformed Teaching Concerning Holy Scripture 

Luther understood Holy Scripture as having been inspired by the Holy Spirit.  
It is the sole standard for preaching and doctrine in the church. 

 In the view of Martin Luther, Holy Scripture is the only standard for the church’s preaching and 
doctrine. Everything necessary for salvation is contained in Holy Scripture.  

 Since Jesus Christ is the sole content of Holy Scripture, it is also clear in its primary focus. It can 
be understood by any Christian from its centre, namely Jesus Christ. Therefore, no special 
teaching ministry is needed for interpreting Holy Scripture, since every Christian is capable of 
doing so through baptism. 

 Jesus Christ is the canon within the canon. The biblical books can be assessed by the degree to 
which they bring Jesus Christ to expression in the proper manner. Luther views the gospel of 
John and the letter to the Romans as central biblical writings, but is rather critical of the epistle 
of James and the book of Revelation.  

Luther criticises the doctrine of the fourfold sense of Scripture, because the literal, or historical, 
sense should be the starting point for proper interpretation. 

Luther’s sola scriptura principle was radicalised by Lutheran theologians. The emphasis on the 
significance of the historical or literal sense of Scripture is the basis for the modern historical-critical 
interpretation of the Bible.  

6.1. The Understanding of Holy Scripture in Lutheranism 

In the seventeenth century, also known as the period of Lutheran High Orthodoxy, the following 
were expressly emphasised:  

 the authority (auctoritas) of the Bible: it is the word of God and an infallible standard of 
doctrine. All of its natural scientific and historical statements are unreservedly true.  

 the perfection (perfectio) of the Bible: it contains all knowledge necessary for faith and life. For 
this reason, it requires no kind of supplementation by tradition or other sources of revelation. 

 the clarity (perspicuitas) of the Bible, since it clearly formulates all things necessary for salvation 
and therefore requires no interpretation by a teaching ministry. 

 the efficacy (effecacia) which the Bible receives through the power of the Holy Spirit. For this 
reason it is capable of inspiring faith and renewing life.  

6.2 Modern Protestant Positions 

  The Bible testifies of God’s word. It is not the word of God itself. 

The “Protestant Catechism for Adults” (Gütersloh 2000, p. 96) states the following:  

“For the Bible itself, ‘God’s word’ is first of all the word of creation (Genesis 1; John 1), which was 
not only spoken ‘in the beginning’, but endures forever (Psalm 33: 9), cannot be expressed in any 
human language. This is the word of which the Bible testifies. It is not the word of God itself.”   

“The Bible speaks for itself. The church does not require ‘belief in the bible’. In John 14: 1, Jesus says: 
‘You believe in God, believe also in Me’. The baptismal creed responds: ‘I believe in God… and in 
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Jesus…’—But it happens that people are taken. For millennia, countless individuals have found 
biblical texts […] to be the way and the truth in living and dying. ‘The Bible [has become] God’s word 
for me’ is a statement of grateful experience. No one needs to repeat it before making the same 
experience for himself. But every person can delve into this book with expectation” (ibid.). 

 

7. The New Apostolic Teaching Concerning Holy Scripture 

 God is the author of Holy Scripture. 
 

 Holy Scripture is a testimony of God’s revelation. 
 

 Holy Scripture is the foundation of the doctrine of the New Apostolic Church.  
 

According to New Apostolic doctrine, God is the author of Holy Scripture. In terms of content, the 
biblical books have their source in the Holy Spirit, however, in terms of form and mode of 
expression they bear the mark of their respective writers and their perceptions of the world. 

Holy Scripture is a testimony of God’s revelation. It is not the “word of God” in the literal sense, but 
rather attest to the word of God as it was imparted to people in the past.  

Holy Scripture—which consists of the Old Testament, the later writings of the Old Testament, and 
the New Testament—is the foundation for the doctrine of the New Apostolic Church. All its 
doctrinal statements must be oriented to Holy Scripture, and it is in the Bible that they have their 
standard.  

The correct interpretation of Holy Scripture that is binding for faith occurs through the Holy Spirit, 
who authorises the Apostle ministry for this purpose.  
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Test questions on 2.4 – “The Normative Significance of Holy Scripture” 

 

 

1. What is the Bible as Holy Scripture primarily?  
a) An account of experiences of faith and a testimony of the revelations of God. 
b) A reference work to solve daily problems. 
c) Oriental literature from ancient times.  
d) A systematic development of doctrine. 

 
2. What is dogmatic theology primarily?  

a) A systematic development of doctrine. 
b) A development of Christian faith in the Latin language. 
c) A systematic development of Christian actions. 
d) An explanation of difficult Bible passages.  

 
3. When was the canon of the Hebrew Bible, which is authoritative for Judaism, established?  

a) Between 100 and 70 BC. 
b) Between 70 and 100 AD. 
c) After the flood. 
d) After the Reformation. 

 
4.  What is Cassian’s method of Bible interpretation—which was used up until the Middle Ages—

called? 
a) Threefold (Trinitarian) sense of Scripture. 
b) Sevenfold sense of Scripture. 
c) Fourfold sense of Scripture.  
d) The historical-critical method.  

 
5. What is Luther’s scriptural principle—according to which the Bible is the only standard for 

doctrine and preaching—called?  
a) The sola Maria principle. 
b) The sola scriptura principle. 
c) The sola gratia principle.  
d) The sola fide principle.  

  



New Apostolic Church International 
Theological Training  
  
 

38 Dogmatics | Chapter 2: Dogmatics in the Early Church, Natural Theology, Holy Scripture 

 

6. When the New Testament quotes from the Old Testament, from which source are these 
quotations exclusively taken? 
a) From the Septuagesima. 
b) From the Talmud. 
c) From the Septuagint. 
d) From the Hebraica, which is the Hebrew version of the Old Testament. 

 
7. According to the New Apostolic understanding, the Bible is… 

a) an oracular book for personal questions of life.  
b) a testimony of God’s revelation. 
c) a devout forgery. 
d) dictated word for word by the Holy Spirit.  

 
8. Of what parts does the Old Testament consist?  

a)  The Torah, the Prophets, and the Shepherd of Hermas. 
b) The Torah, the Acts of the Apostles, and Revelation. 
c)  The Torah, the gospels, and the Prophets. 
d) The Torah, the Prophets, and the Writings. 

 
9. What false canonical compilation hastened the emergence of the New Testament canon?  

a) That of Arius.  
b) That of Augustus. 
c) That of John Cassian. 
d) That of Marcion. 

 
10. Who was likely the first to use the terms ‘Old and New Testaments’? 

a) Rabbi Akiva. 
b) St. Augustine. 
c) Martin Luther. 
d)  Irenaeus of Lyon.   


