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Abstract 

This concluding chapter subjects the Christian family tree reconstructed across the preceding historical study to a consistent Sola 

Scriptura audit. The historical genealogy is not re-litigated here. Instead, the chapter asks whether institutional antiquity, episcopal 

succession, conciliar reception, sacramental systems, confessional traditions, restoration claims, charismatic experiences, 

prophetic offices, or additional scriptures can establish apostolic fidelity apart from conformity to the prophetic-apostolic Word. It 

first defines Sola Scriptura as the unique infallibility and final normativity of Scripture, not as rejection of history, creeds, 

teachers, councils, or accountable church authority. It then evaluates the principal fault lines that have repeatedly generated 

Christian division: authority and succession; the Trinity and rival Godhead claims; the person and work of Christ; justification, 

grace, works, merit, regeneration, and assurance; church government and ministry; baptism and the Lord's Supper; Marian, saint, 

relic, and icon devotion; continuing revelation, modern prophecy, healing, and signs; and competing eschatologies. Catholic, 

Orthodox, Protestant, restorationist, Adventist, Pentecostal, charismatic, and Christian-derived movements are represented from 

their strongest official formulations before biblical evaluation. The chapter argues that ancient pedigree neither guarantees fidelity 

nor proves error, while recent origin neither proves restoration nor disproves truth. The decisive tests are the identity and 

sufficiency of Jesus Christ, the apostolic gospel, and the canonical Scriptures. It concludes by distinguishing gospel-defining 

doctrines from serious but secondary disagreements and by identifying recurring mechanisms through which reform, reaction, 

institutional power, charismatic authority, and interpretive absolutism produce new fragmentation. Christian unity is therefore 

pursued neither through institutional uniformity nor doctrinal indifference, but through truth, holiness, love, and submission to 

Christ speaking in Scripture. 
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1. Introduction: The Family Tree Under the Apostolic Word 

A historical genealogy can tell us where a church, communion, denomination, movement, or religious body came from. It cannot, by 

ancestry alone, tell us whether that body is faithful to the apostles. The preceding chapters traced the Christian story from the first-

century churches through post-apostolic institutionalization, imperial councils, ancient schisms, the East-West rupture, medieval 

Western developments, the Reformation, post-Reformation multiplication, revival, restorationism, Adventism, Pentecostalism, 

charismatic renewal, independent networks, African Christian agency, and the modern global religious landscape. Chapter 14 then 

reconstructed the major living families as a single genealogy (Sangwa, 2026a, 2026b). The final task is theological rather than 

genealogical: to test the tree by the norm that all Christian claims ultimately invoke, namely the revelation of God centered in Jesus 

Christ and preserved in the prophetic and apostolic Scriptures. 

This distinction between genealogy and theology is indispensable. The Church of the East, Oriental Orthodox churches, Eastern 

Orthodox churches, and Roman Catholic Church possess demonstrable antiquity. Lutheran, Reformed, Anglican, Anabaptist, Baptist, 

Methodist, and other Protestant bodies emerged much later. Pentecostal and charismatic movements are later still. Latter-day Saint, 

Jehovah's Witness, Christian Science, Adventist, Oneness Pentecostal, Branhamist, and other restorationist or Christian-derived 

movements arose within still more recent settings. If age were the decisive test of truth, the earliest surviving institution would win 

before exegesis began. Yet ancient communions disagree with one another on significant points, and the New Testament itself shows 

apostolic churches drifting into doctrinal and moral error within a single generation, as the letters to Corinth, Galatia, and the seven 

churches of Revelation make unmistakably clear. Conversely, a doctrine does not become true merely because it is presented as a 

recent restoration. Chronology establishes sequence; Scripture tests fidelity. 

The controlling biblical principle is therefore not novelty versus antiquity, but apostolic truth versus departure from apostolic truth. 

Paul could require believers to hold fast to what he had personally taught them, both orally and in writing, because he was an apostle 

commissioned by Christ; yet he also made the gospel itself the test so stringent that even an angelic messenger was to be rejected if 

the message contradicted the gospel already received (Galatians 1:6-9). The Bereans were commended for examining the Scriptures 

to test apostolic preaching (Acts 17:10-12). John required spirits and teachers to be tested rather than trusted merely because they 

claimed inspiration (1 John 4:1-6). Jesus warned that miracles could accompany false claims (Matthew 7:21-23; Matthew 24:23-25). 

The apostolic church was therefore neither anti-authority nor credulous. It possessed real authority and real offices, but every 

minister, message, sign, and claimed revelation remained accountable to God. 

This chapter also refuses an opposite simplification. Sola Scriptura does not mean that every individual reader is an infallible 

interpreter or that two thousand years of Christian reflection can be discarded. Scripture commands teaching, appoints elders, values 

inherited instruction, recognizes gifts of wisdom and knowledge, and expects churches to deliberate together (Ephesians 4:11-16; 1 

Timothy 3:1-7; 2 Timothy 2:2; Acts 15:1-29). Creeds can summarize Scripture accurately. Councils can expose error. Historical 

theology can reveal interpretations that modern readers have forgotten. Confessions can discipline churches. Pastors can teach with 

genuine authority. The issue is not whether subordinate authorities exist. The issue is whether any subordinate authority can become 

an infallible co-rule that binds conscience apart from, beyond, or against what Scripture teaches. 

The final chapter therefore proceeds in four movements. It first defines the theological method and restates the apostolic benchmark. 

It then examines the major doctrinal fault lines that recur across Christian families. It next distinguishes gospel boundaries from 

secondary disagreements and identifies recurrent mechanisms of fragmentation. Finally, it returns to the first-century benchmark, 

asking what kind of unity can be pursued without sacrificing truth and what kind of separation becomes necessary when the identity 

of God, the person of Christ, the apostolic gospel, or the authority of divine revelation is materially altered. 

2. Method: What Sola Scriptura Does and Does Not Mean 

Sola Scriptura is often invoked more quickly than it is defined. In this study it means that the canonical Scriptures of the Old and 

New Testaments are the only God-breathed, infallible written rule that finally norms doctrine for the Church. Scripture is therefore 

the norma normans, the norm that norms, while creeds, councils, confessions, theological traditions, episcopal judgments, prophetic 

impressions, and scholarly conclusions are norma normata, norms that are themselves normed. This formulation does not claim that 

Scripture is the only source from which Christians learn anything. Christians learn from teachers, archaeology, history, languages, 

tradition, natural knowledge, and one another. It claims rather that no post-apostolic source possesses the same intrinsic, God-

breathed authority as Scripture or can require belief contrary to Scripture. 

The classic biblical texts supporting this posture should not be isolated from their contexts. Paul tells Timothy that the sacred 

Scriptures are able to make him wise for salvation through faith in Christ and that all Scripture is inspired by God and profitable so 

that the servant of God may be complete and equipped for every good work (2 Timothy 3:14-17). The immediate Scriptures known 

from Timothy's childhood are the Scriptures of Israel, but the apostolic period simultaneously produced writings received as enduring 

apostolic instruction. Paul's letters were to be read publicly and circulated (1 Thessalonians 5:27; Colossians 4:16), while 2 Peter 

3:15-16 places Paul's letters alongside "the rest of the Scriptures," even though the dating and authorship of 2 Peter remain debated in 

scholarship. The theological point is not that a twenty-seven-book New Testament dropped from heaven fully bound, but that divine 

authority attaches to the prophetic and apostolic Word before later ecclesial recognition completes the list (Gallagher & Meade, 

2017; Hill, 2010). 
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Sola Scriptura must also account honestly for texts used by traditions that reject it. Paul praises the Corinthians for maintaining the 

traditions he delivered (1 Corinthians 11:2) and commands the Thessalonians to stand firm in traditions taught "whether by what we 

said or what we wrote" (2 Thessalonians 2:15). These passages establish the authority of apostolic oral instruction during the lifetime 

and ministry of commissioned apostles. They do not, by themselves, identify which post-apostolic unwritten teachings are 

guaranteed to preserve that authority or establish an infallible institutional mechanism for recognizing them. The question is therefore 

not whether oral apostolic teaching existed. It plainly did. The question is how the Church after the apostles can verify claims to that 

teaching. The written apostolic corpus provides the durable public standard by which such claims can be tested. 

2.1 Canonical sufficiency is not individualistic biblicism 

A healthy Sola Scriptura method distinguishes itself from what is sometimes called solo Scriptura, an individualism in which the 

isolated reader treats personal interpretation as self-authenticating. Peter warns that some apostolic texts are difficult and can be 

distorted by unstable readers (2 Peter 3:16). Paul expects teaching offices and mature discernment within the body (Ephesians 4:11-

16). The Jerusalem deliberation in Acts 15 shows apostles and elders gathering, hearing testimony, reasoning from Scripture, and 

communicating a corporate judgment. The same New Testament that subjects teachers to Scripture also commands believers to 

respect faithful leaders (Hebrews 13:7,17). 

Accordingly, ecclesial interpretation is necessary but not infallible simply because it is ecclesial. The Church serves the Word by 

reading, preaching, translating, defending, and applying it. The canon came to later Christians through precisely such historical 

service: copying manuscripts, reading texts in worship, comparing apostolic provenance, rejecting pseudonymous or doctrinally 

incompatible writings, and gradually converging on the canonical collection. Recognition is indispensable, but recognition is not 

creation. A thermometer can reliably recognize temperature without creating heat. In the same way, the historical Church can 

recognize inspired Scripture without becoming the source of its inspiration. 

2.2 Historical development must be distinguished from divine warrant 

Doctrinal development is unavoidable in one sense. Later controversies force Christians to use terms not found verbatim in Scripture. 

The word Trinity is not a biblical noun, homoousios is not a biblical adjective, and the Chalcedonian expression "one person in two 

natures" is a post-biblical formula. Yet extra-biblical wording can be scripturally faithful when it summarizes what Scripture requires 

and excludes interpretations Scripture cannot sustain. Nicaea's distinction between the Son as begotten rather than made, for 

example, arose from the need to safeguard texts that place the Son on the Creator side of the Creator-creature distinction (Ayres, 

2004; Bauckham, 2008). (McGrath, 2017; Pelikan, 1971-1989). 

The relevant test is therefore not "Is this exact term in the Bible?" but "Does this formulation faithfully account for the whole biblical 

witness without adding a new object of faith?" This distinction allows doctrinal clarification while refusing doctrinal invention. A 

later formula may be necessary to protect biblical truth without becoming a new revelation. Conversely, a practice may be ancient 

and widespread yet still lack adequate biblical warrant if it depends on theological assumptions the apostles neither taught nor 

required. 

2.3 The burden of proof rises with the weight of the claim 

Not every doctrinal assertion carries the same burden. A church may establish a local service time with prudential freedom. A 

denomination may adopt a presbyterian, episcopal, or congregational structure if it believes that structure best embodies biblical 

principles. A communion that claims, however, that one office possesses universal jurisdiction by divine right, that one sacramental 

act is ordinarily necessary to regeneration, that a post-apostolic revelation is binding on the whole Church, or that a doctrine is 

necessary for salvation must offer correspondingly strong biblical grounds. The greater the claim over conscience, salvation, or the 

identity of God, the more explicit and comprehensive the scriptural warrant should be. 

This burden-of-proof principle also disciplines critique. A critic may not reject a doctrine merely because it is unfamiliar, late, or 

associated with a disliked institution. Nor may a tradition prove a doctrine merely by showing that it existed early. Historical 

evidence answers the question "When and where did Christians teach this?" Scripture answers the final question "Should the Church 

believe this as divine truth?" The two questions interact, but they are not identical. 

2.4 The canon question: which Scriptures function as the final norm? 

A rigorous Sola Scriptura method must answer a prior question that is sometimes hidden in the slogan: which books constitute 

Scripture? The twenty-seven-book New Testament eventually became common across the major Christian traditions, but the Old 

Testament boundary developed with more visible variation. The Protestant Old Testament contains the same basic corpus as the 

Jewish Tanakh, arranged and counted differently, whereas the Roman Catholic canon includes the deuterocanonical books and 

Orthodox churches have historically received somewhat broader collections. Early Christian evidence is not uniform: writers and 

regional lists sometimes distinguished books used for doctrine from other ecclesiastical books read for edification, while other lists 

included books later called deuterocanonical. The Council of Trent in 1546 dogmatically reaffirmed the Roman Catholic list in the 

Reformation context rather than inventing those books at that moment (Gallagher & Meade, 2017; Tanner, 1990). 

This history prevents two opposite simplifications. Protestants should not speak as though every early Christian used a sixty-six-book 

codex from the apostolic age, while Catholic or Orthodox appeals to long liturgical use do not by themselves prove that every 

disputed book carries the same prophetic authority as the Law, Prophets, apostolic Gospels, and apostolic letters. Anglican Article VI 
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itself illustrates an older Protestant distinction by permitting certain ecclesiastical books to be read for instruction while denying that 

they establish doctrine (Church of England, 1571). Canon recognition therefore belongs to the Church's historical ministry of 

reception, comparison, and preservation, but the authority recognized is grounded in prophetic-apostolic origin rather than created by 

a later decree. 

For the doctrinal audit that follows, the prudent rule is that teachings binding the whole Church, especially claims concerning 

salvation, divine identity, mediation, and postmortem destiny, should rest on the clearest prophetic-apostolic witness and not depend 

decisively on books whose canonical status was seriously disputed across major streams of Christianity. This principle does not 

declare the deuterocanonical literature historically or spiritually worthless. It recognizes that the burden of proof rises when a 

doctrine is made universal and salvific, and it avoids allowing a disputed canonical premise to settle a disputed doctrine before 

exegesis begins. 

3. The Apostolic Benchmark: The Non-Negotiable Center 

The apostolic baseline established at the beginning of this book can be summarized without reducing the New Testament to a 

checklist. God is one, Creator and Lord of all (Deuteronomy 6:4; 1 Corinthians 8:4-6). Jesus Christ is the eternal Son and Word who 

became truly human, died for sins, was bodily raised, exalted, and will return (John 1:1-18; 1 Corinthians 15:1-8; Philippians 2:5-11). 

The Holy Spirit is God's personal, divine presence who indwells, sanctifies, gifts, and empowers the Church (Acts 5:3-4; 1 

Corinthians 12:4-13). The gospel summons sinners to repentance and faith, announces forgiveness and justification by God's grace 

through Christ, creates new life by the Spirit, and bears fruit in holiness and love (Romans 3:21-28; Ephesians 2:1-10; Titus 3:3-7). 

Christ, not any earthly officeholder, is the head of the Church (Colossians 1:18; Ephesians 1:20-23). Apostles exercise foundational 

authority as commissioned witnesses of the risen Christ, while local churches are ordered through qualified overseers or elders, 

deacons, teachers, and other gifts (Acts 1:21-26; 1 Corinthians 9:1; Ephesians 2:19-22; Philippians 1:1; 1 Timothy 3:1-13). Baptism 

and the Lord's Supper are commanded by Christ and are central to Christian identity, but the New Testament does not yet display the 

later seven-sacrament system or a universal sacerdotal hierarchy. Worship includes Scripture, teaching, prayer, singing, generosity, 

fellowship, discipline, and spiritual gifts ordered toward edification (Acts 2:42-47; 1 Corinthians 11-14; Colossians 3:16). 

The apostolic benchmark also contains a doctrine of doctrinal boundaries. False gospels are condemned (Galatians 1:6-9). Denial of 

the bodily resurrection is treated as destructive of Christian hope (1 Corinthians 15:12-19). Teachers who deny the incarnation are 

rejected (1 John 4:1-3; 2 John 7-11). Moral lawlessness is incompatible with Christian confession (1 Corinthians 6:9-11; Jude 4). At 

the same time, believers are forbidden to make every disputable matter a boundary of fellowship. Romans 14 addresses 

disagreements over food and days; 1 Corinthians 8 addresses conscience and idol-food; Colossians warns against submitting to man-

made regulations as though they were spiritual necessities (Romans 14:1-23; 1 Corinthians 8:1-13; Colossians 2:16-23). Apostolic 

Christianity therefore holds together doctrinal seriousness and differentiated judgment. 

 
Figure 1. The apostolic benchmark used throughout the doctrinal audit. 

Note. The center is not a modern denomination. The categories summarize the first-century norm established from the New Testament. 
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4. The Doctrine of Authority: Scripture, Tradition, Magisterium, Confessions, 

and New Revelation 

Every major Christian division eventually becomes an authority question. Sometimes the authority dispute is explicit, as at the 

Reformation. Sometimes it is embedded in a Christological council, a papal claim, a restorationist revelation, a prophetic utterance, 

or a charismatic network. The central issue is not simply who has authority, because every church has teachers and structures. It is 

what kind of authority each source possesses, how sources relate to one another, and what happens when they appear to conflict. 

4.1 Roman Catholicism: one deposit mediated through Scripture, Tradition, and Magisterium 

Roman Catholic teaching should be stated in its strongest official form rather than reduced to the slogan "Bible plus tradition." The 

Second Vatican Council's Dei Verbum teaches that Sacred Scripture and Sacred Tradition flow from the same divine source, form 

one sacred deposit of the Word of God, and are to be accepted with the same devotion and reverence. It simultaneously states that the 

teaching office, or Magisterium, is not above the Word of God but serves it, listening, guarding, and explaining what has been 

handed on (Second Vatican Council, 1965a, paras. 7-10). Catholic theology therefore presents Scripture, Tradition, and Magisterium 

as an integrated economy rather than three unrelated revelations. Vatican I further defined universal papal primacy and, under 

specified conditions, papal infallibility when the Roman pontiff definitively teaches a doctrine of faith or morals for the whole 

Church (Tanner, 1990, Vol. 2, pp. 811-816). 

This model has genuine strengths. It recognizes that Scripture comes to believers through a historical community, that interpretation 

is ecclesial rather than merely private, and that doctrinal memory matters. It also places formal constraints around infallibility rather 

than attributing it to every papal remark. The difficult Sola Scriptura question, however, concerns the warrant for an indefectible 

post-apostolic teaching mechanism that can define doctrines not demonstrable from Scripture alone. Texts such as Matthew 16:18-

19, Luke 22:31-32, and John 21:15-17 establish Peter's significant role, but the New Testament does not explicitly state that Peter's 

unique or representative commission passes to the bishops of Rome with universal ordinary jurisdiction over every church. Nor does 

it provide a clear list of infallibly preserved unwritten apostolic doctrines that future councils or popes may define. 

The Catholic appeal to 2 Thessalonians 2:15 proves that oral apostolic teaching was authoritative; it does not settle how later claims 

to that oral teaching are verified. The decisive concern is circularity: if the Magisterium identifies authentic Tradition and authentic 

Tradition validates the Magisterium, the system requires an independent apostolic warrant for the claimed charism of indefectible 

interpretation. Sola Scriptura can acknowledge the Church as a real teaching authority without locating in it an authority coordinate 

with Scripture. 

4.2 Eastern and Oriental Orthodox approaches: Scripture within Holy Tradition 

Eastern Orthodox theology characteristically refuses to isolate Scripture from Holy Tradition. The Orthodox Church in America 

explains that the Bible holds first place among the elements of Holy Tradition, which also include liturgy, conciliar decisions, 

fathers, saints, canon law, and iconography; these elements are understood as organically integrated in the Church's Spirit-led life 

(Orthodox Church in America, n.d.-f). Orthodox theology also distinguishes genuine Holy Tradition from merely human or even 

sinful customs. Its self-understanding is therefore not "anything old is true," but "the apostolic life of the Spirit is transmitted in the 

worship, doctrine, and sanctity of the Church." 

This model rightly resists individualistic interpretation and preserves important patristic memory. It also helps explain why 

Orthodoxy often asks not only "Where is this verse?" but "How has the Church prayed, confessed, and received this text?" Yet the 

same theological question remains: by what non-circular criterion can a later practice be identified as Holy Tradition rather than a 

long-standing human tradition? Jesus himself distinguished the command of God from religious tradition capable of nullifying it 

(Mark 7:6-13). The apostolic writings likewise test teachers and churches, including leaders with venerable history. Under Sola 

Scriptura, liturgy and patristic consensus are weighty witnesses but not self-authenticating revelation. 

Oriental Orthodox churches share a similarly strong ecclesial and liturgical account of tradition, though their conciliar reception 

differs after Ephesus and Chalcedon. Their very existence reinforces a crucial point: "the tradition of the ancient Church" cannot 

simply be invoked as though all ancient communions received every later council, formula, or jurisdiction identically. Historical 

antiquity yields multiple ancient trajectories, each requiring biblical evaluation. 

4.3 Protestant confessions: Scripture alone does not mean confession alone 

Classical Protestant churches generally confess Scripture as the final norm while simultaneously adopting subordinate confessional 

standards. The Anglican Articles state that Holy Scripture contains all things necessary to salvation and that nothing not read therein 

or proved thereby should be required as an article of faith (Church of England, 1571, art. VI). The Westminster Confession states that 

the whole counsel of God concerning things necessary for his glory, salvation, faith, and life is either expressly set down in Scripture 

or may be deduced by good and necessary consequence, and that councils may err (Westminster Assembly, 1647, ch. 1). Lutheran 

confessions similarly subject doctrine to the prophetic and apostolic Scriptures while using the Augsburg Confession and related 

texts as public doctrinal standards. 

The Protestant strength is the ability, at least in principle, to reform church teaching by appeal to Scripture. The Protestant weakness 

is that formal Sola Scriptura can coexist with functional substitutes for a magisterium. A confessional document, denominational 

tradition, favored systematic theologian, revival culture, political ideology, or charismatic personality can become practically 
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uncorrectable even while everyone verbally affirms biblical supremacy. Independent churches can intensify the problem if "the Bible 

alone" becomes "my interpretation alone" without historical learning or accountable eldership. Sola Scriptura therefore requires not 

less humility but more: every confession, including Protestant confessions, must remain open to correction by Scripture. 

4.4 Additional scripture, restored revelation, and modern prophetic authority 

The clearest departures from the Protestant canonical model occur where additional revelatory sources are explicitly recognized. The 

Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints officially identifies four "standard works": the Bible, Book of Mormon, Doctrine and 

Covenants, and Pearl of Great Price. The Doctrine and Covenants is explicitly described by the Church as containing latter-day 

divine revelations given through Joseph Smith and some successors (The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, n.d.-a, n.d.-b). 

Christian Science formally uses the Bible together with Mary Baker Eddy's Science and Health with Key to the Scriptures as its 

primary theological texts (Church of Christ, Scientist, n.d.-a). These systems therefore do not merely interpret the apostolic canon 

differently; they add authoritative textual corpora that materially reshape Christian doctrine. 

Jehovah's Witnesses present a different model. They recognize the sixty-six-book Bible rather than an additional canon, but their 

official literature teaches that the Governing Body functions as the contemporary "faithful and discreet slave" through which spiritual 

food and worldwide direction are provided (Jehovah's Witnesses, n.d.). The authority issue is therefore not an expanded canon but a 

highly centralized interpretive channel. Seventh-day Adventism differs again. Its current Fundamental Beliefs call Scripture the 

"supreme, authoritative, and infallible revelation" and the definitive test of doctrine, while also identifying Ellen G. White's ministry 

as a manifestation of the prophetic gift that brings guidance, instruction, and correction (General Conference of Seventh-day 

Adventists, n.d.). Fair evaluation must preserve this distinction: Adventism officially subordinates White to Scripture, whereas 

Latter-day Saint doctrine expands the canonical standard works. 

Pentecostal and charismatic movements introduce a further category. Most classical Pentecostal confessions affirm biblical 

inspiration and do not add canonical books, yet they affirm prophecy, tongues, words of knowledge, visions, and other gifts. 

Independent apostolic-prophetic networks may go farther by assigning unusually strong authority to contemporary apostles or 

prophets. Here the theological issue is not whether God can guide, warn, heal, or providentially impress believers. The issue is 

whether a contemporary utterance is permitted to bind the Church with an authority that functionally rivals the apostolic Word. 

4.5 Biblical assessment: ministerial authority under a completed apostolic foundation 

The New Testament offers a coherent pattern. Christ possesses supreme authority (Matthew 28:18). The apostles and prophets form a 

foundational layer in the Church's historical construction (Ephesians 2:19-22). Their teaching is to be transmitted faithfully to 

subsequent teachers (2 Timothy 2:2). Churches are commanded to test everything and hold fast to what is good (1 Thessalonians 

5:19-22). Even prophetic speech within the congregation is to be weighed (1 Corinthians 14:29). No post-apostolic teacher is exempt 

from this testing. 

The strongest Sola Scriptura conclusion is therefore not that the Church has no authority but that its authority is ministerial rather 

than magisterial in the absolute sense: it ministers a revelation it did not create and cannot revise. Creeds, councils, bishops, pastors, 

theologians, and confessions are most useful when they make the apostolic Word clearer and least safe when they become reasons 

not to re-examine the Word. A contemporary prophecy may exhort or apply biblical truth if one believes such gifts continue, but it 

cannot add doctrine necessary for salvation. An additional scripture that revises the identity of God, Christ, or the gospel must be 

rejected because the apostolic foundation has already normed the faith entrusted to the saints (Jude 3). 

Table 1. Authority models across major Christian families 

Authority model Formal self-understanding What it protects 
Principal Sola Scriptura 

question 

Roman Catholic Scripture and Tradition form one deposit, 
authentically interpreted by the Magisterium. 

Historical continuity, corporate 
interpretation, doctrinal stability. 

Where does Scripture establish an 

indefectible post-apostolic 
magisterium able to bind conscience 

beyond demonstrable apostolic 

teaching? 

Eastern / Oriental 

Orthodox 

Scripture holds first place within Holy 

Tradition, together with liturgy, councils, 

fathers, saints, and canonical life. 

Patristic continuity, liturgical memory, 

communal reading. 

How is genuine Holy Tradition 

distinguished from ancient but 

human development without 

Scripture functioning as final judge? 

Classical Protestant Scripture is the final infallible norm; creeds 

and confessions are subordinate standards. 
Reformability, public doctrine, canonical 

sufficiency. 

Can confessions, denominational 

cultures, or private interpretations 

become de facto magisteria despite 

formal Sola Scriptura? 

Seventh-day Adventist Scripture is supreme and infallible; Ellen G. 

White is affirmed as a prophetic gift. 
Biblical primacy plus continuing 

guidance. 

Does any distinctive depend 

functionally on prophetic authority 

that cannot be established by 

Scripture itself? 

Pentecostal / charismatic Scripture is final while noncanonical gifts 

such as prophecy, tongues, and words of 
Expectation of the Spirit's present activity. Are revelations tested, noncanonical, 

and unable to create doctrine, or do 
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Authority model Formal self-understanding What it protects 
Principal Sola Scriptura 

question 

knowledge may continue. prophetic claims become 

unreviewable? 

Latter-day Saint 
Bible plus Book of Mormon, Doctrine and 

Covenants, Pearl of Great Price, with 

continuing prophetic revelation. 

Restoration identity and continuing 

revelation. 

Can later scriptures revise apostolic 

monotheism, Christology, or the 

gospel without failing Galatians 1:8-

9? 

Jehovah's Witness Sixty-six-book Bible interpreted within a 

centralized Governing Body model. 
Global doctrinal coordination and unified 

teaching. 

Does an interpretive channel become 

functionally final where its 

conclusions are not open to ordinary 

scriptural correction? 

Christian Science 
Bible described as sufficient guide, read 

together with Science and Health as a primary 

theological text. 

A unified metaphysical and healing 

framework. 

Does the controlling interpretive text 

redefine creation, incarnation, 

atonement, and resurrection beyond 

apostolic meanings? 

Note. The table summarizes official or representative positions for comparison. It does not imply that every adherent understands or practices the tradition identically. 

5. Apostolic Succession and Apostolic Doctrine: What Exactly Must 

Continue? 

Few questions reveal the difference between institutional and doctrinal continuity more sharply than apostolic succession. In its most 

basic sense, succession is biblical. Jesus commissioned apostles; apostles appointed or recognized local leaders; Paul instructed 

Timothy to entrust received teaching to faithful people who would teach others; Titus was to appoint elders in every town; and elders 

were charged to guard the flock from false teachers (Acts 14:23; Acts 20:28-31; 2 Timothy 2:2; Titus 1:5-9). Christianity is not 

reinvented in every generation. The faith is received and transmitted. 

By the second century, public succession lists became useful anti-heretical arguments. Irenaeus could point to known churches and 

known teachers to challenge Gnostic claims that Jesus or the apostles had transmitted secret doctrines unknown to the public 

churches. Historically, the argument was powerful because it joined public succession to a public rule of faith and apostolic 

Scripture. The later theological danger arises when the list of ordinations is treated as a guarantee independent of the doctrine 

transmitted. Scripture never grants such immunity. New Testament churches founded by apostles could already tolerate serious error, 

and elders themselves could become wolves (Acts 20:29-31; Revelation 2:1-3:22). 

5.1 The Petrine texts and Roman primacy 

The strongest Roman Catholic biblical case for Petrine primacy begins with Jesus' declaration to Peter: "You are Peter, and on this 

rock I will build my church," followed by the promise of the keys and authority to bind and loose (Matthew 16:13-20). Roman 

Catholic interpretation connects this text with Jesus' prayer that Peter's faith not fail and his commission to strengthen his brothers 

(Luke 22:31-32), and with the risen Christ's threefold charge to feed his sheep (John 21:15-17). Peter is unquestionably prominent in 

Acts: he leads early proclamation, participates in disciplinary judgments, opens the gospel publicly to Gentiles in Cornelius's house, 

and speaks decisively in the Jerusalem debate. 

A Sola Scriptura evaluation should acknowledge that prominence without reading later papal definitions back into the texts. Matthew 

18:18 extends binding and loosing language to the disciple community. In Acts 15 Peter gives crucial testimony, yet James 

articulates the concluding judgment for the Jerusalem assembly. Paul can publicly rebuke Peter when Peter's conduct compromises 

the truth of the gospel (Galatians 2:11-14). Peter himself presents Christ as the chief Shepherd and exhorts elders as a fellow elder 

rather than describing himself as universal monarch (1 Peter 5:1-4). Nothing in the New Testament explicitly identifies the bishop of 

Rome as Peter's perpetual successor possessing immediate universal jurisdiction over every local church. 

This does not make Roman primacy historically imaginary. Rome acquired exceptional prestige through its location, association with 

Peter and Paul, resources, orthodoxy in major controversies, and widening interchurch role. The question here is narrower: whether 

the developed doctrine of universal papal jurisdiction and infallibility is demonstrably an apostolic requirement. The scriptural 

evidence supports Peter's foundational and representative importance more clearly than it supports the full later Roman juridical 

construction. 

5.2 Episcopacy, presbyterianism, and congregationalism 

The New Testament uses presbyteros, "elder," and episkopos, "overseer," in substantially overlapping ways in several passages. Paul 

summons the elders of Ephesus and tells them that the Holy Spirit made them overseers to shepherd the church (Acts 20:17,28). 

Titus 1 moves from "elders" to an "overseer" within the same qualification discussion (Titus 1:5-9). Philippians greets "overseers and 

deacons" without a third local office (Philippians 1:1). By the early second century, Ignatius clearly distinguishes one bishop from 

presbyters and deacons in several cities, showing early development of monoepiscopal order but not proving that the pattern was 

universally fixed by the apostles. 
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Episcopal polity can embody legitimate biblical principles of oversight, continuity, and regional cooperation. Presbyterian polity can 

embody the New Testament's plurality of elders and representative assemblies. Congregational polity can embody the accountability 

and participation of the gathered church in discipline, membership, and recognition of leaders (Matthew 18:15-20; 1 Corinthians 5:1-

13; 2 Corinthians 2:6). None of these later constitutional forms can simply equate itself with the entire New Testament pattern. The 

biblical requirement is clearer at the level of functions and qualifications than at the level of one universal post-apostolic constitution: 

leaders must be qualified, accountable, doctrinally sound, servant-hearted, and subject to Christ. 

5.3 Succession as faithfulness rather than immunity 

Apostolic succession is most biblically meaningful when it means succession in apostolic gospel, doctrine, character, mission, and 

pastoral responsibility. An unbroken line of ordinations is historically significant, but it cannot sanctify false teaching. Conversely, a 

church with a recent organizational date may faithfully teach ancient apostolic truth. The decisive continuity is therefore neither 

purely institutional nor purely invisible. Christ ordinarily preserves his people through embodied congregations, teachers, sacraments 

or ordinances, discipline, and mission, but every institutional form remains accountable to the apostolic deposit. 

This conclusion protects against two opposite errors. Restorationist movements are wrong when they imply that the existence of 

corruption means the Church disappeared from history until a modern founder restored it. Christ promised to build his Church, and 

Christian witness demonstrably continued through imperfect institutions. Ancient communions are equally unwarranted if they imply 

that institutional continuity makes doctrinal self-correction unnecessary. The apostolic model is transmission under judgment: "hold 

on to the pattern of sound teaching" and guard the good deposit by the Holy Spirit (2 Timothy 1:13-14). 

6. The Doctrine of God: Trinity, Nicene Orthodoxy, Modalism, and Rival 

Godhead Claims 

The doctrine of God is not a secondary denominational preference. Christianity confesses salvation as the work of the Father through 

the Son in the Holy Spirit. Altering the identity of God therefore alters the object of worship and the meaning of the gospel. The 

fourth-century Nicene controversy remains relevant because modern Oneness Pentecostalism, Jehovah's Witness theology, Latter-

day Saint Godhead doctrine, Christadelphian non-Trinitarianism, and other restorationist claims revisit questions ancient Christians 

were forced to answer. 

6.1 The biblical grammar of Trinitarian faith 

Scripture begins with uncompromising monotheism: "The LORD our God, the LORD is one" (Deuteronomy 6:4). Isaiah repeatedly 

denies that another God exists alongside the LORD (Isaiah 43:10-11; Isaiah 44:6-8). The New Testament does not abandon that 

confession. Paul can write that "there is no God but one" while speaking of one God, the Father, and one Lord, Jesus Christ, through 

whom all things exist (1 Corinthians 8:4-6). Yet this same New Testament identifies the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit personally and 

divinely. (Bauckham, 2008; Hurtado, 2003). 

The Son is the Word who was with God and was God, through whom all things were made, and who became flesh (John 1:1-3,14). 

Thomas addresses the risen Jesus as "My Lord and my God" (John 20:28). Hebrews places the Son above angels, applies Creator 

language to him, and presents him as the radiance of God's glory (Hebrews 1:1-12). Paul describes all things as created through and 

for Christ and says that he exists before all things (Colossians 1:15-17). The Spirit can be lied to as God (Acts 5:3-4), searches the 

depths of God (1 Corinthians 2:10-12), distributes gifts according to his will (1 Corinthians 12:11), and is named with Father and Son 

in baptismal and benedictory formulas (Matthew 28:19; 2 Corinthians 13:13). 

At the same time, Father, Son, and Spirit are not merely three names for one person. The Father loves the Son before the foundation 

of the world (John 17:24). The Son prays to the Father and asks that the glory shared before the world existed be manifested again 

(John 17:1-5). At Jesus' baptism the Son is in the water, the Spirit descends, and the Father's voice speaks from heaven (Matthew 

3:16-17). Jesus promises that he will ask the Father to give "another Counselor" and speaks of the Spirit's coming, teaching, and 

glorifying work (John 14:16-17,26; John 16:7-15). Biblical Trinitarianism therefore arises not from speculative arithmetic but from 

the need to confess simultaneously one God, the deity of three, and their personal distinction. 

6.2 Nicaea as subordinate but faithful grammar 

Nicaea's homoousios and the later Niceno-Constantinopolitan formulation use non-biblical vocabulary. That fact does not make them 

unbiblical. Their function is grammatical and protective: the Son is begotten, not made, and shares fully in divine being rather than 

belonging to the created order. The creed does not create Christ's deity; it summarizes texts that already require it. In this sense, 

Nicene orthodoxy is a successful example of legitimate doctrinal development under Scripture (Ayres, 2004; Bauckham, 2008). 

The same logic applies to Chalcedon's Christological language discussed below. A council has no authority to make a false doctrine 

true. Its value lies in whether its formula accurately protects the biblical witness. Sola Scriptura can therefore affirm the Nicene 

substance without treating every conciliar canon, political mechanism, or later theological inference as equally inspired. 

The East-West Filioque controversy illustrates the difference between a primary truth and a serious secondary formulation. Eastern 

Christians stress Christ's statement that the Spirit "proceeds from the Father" (John 15:26), while Western theology appeals also to 

the Spirit as the Spirit of the Son and to the Son's sending of the Spirit (Romans 8:9; Galatians 4:6; John 16:7). The full deity and 
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personal distinction of the Spirit are foundational. The precise account of eternal procession, and especially the unilateral alteration 

of a conciliar creed in the West, is significant but should not be made equivalent to denying the Spirit's deity. 

6.3 Oneness Pentecostalism and modalistic pressure 

Modern Oneness Pentecostalism is historically Pentecostal but doctrinally rejects classical Trinitarianism. The United Pentecostal 

Church International confesses one God who has revealed himself as Father, through his Son, and as the Holy Spirit, while 

emphasizing that Jesus Christ is God manifested in flesh and requiring baptism in Jesus' name (United Pentecostal Church 

International, n.d.). Oneness believers therefore rightly defend monotheism and the full deity of Christ against any tritheistic 

misunderstanding of the Trinity. 

The biblical difficulty is personal distinction. If Father and Son are merely modes, titles, or manifestations of one divine person, 

Jesus' preexistent relation of love to the Father, his prayers, the Father's sending of the Son, and the Son's sending of the Spirit 

become difficult to read without turning sustained interpersonal language into divine role-play. The prologue of John distinguishes 

the Word as both "with God" and "God" (John 1:1). John 17 portrays communion, not merely alternating manifestations. The 

strongest Sola Scriptura conclusion is therefore that Oneness theology preserves divine unity at the cost of sufficient personal 

distinction. 

6.4 Jehovah's Witnesses and created-Son Christology 

Jehovah's Witnesses explicitly reject the Trinity, deny that Jesus is Almighty God, and identify the prehuman Christ with Michael the 

archangel (Jehovah's Witnesses, 2010, 2025). This position seeks to safeguard the supremacy of the Father and takes seriously 

biblical texts in which the Son is sent, obeys, prays, and says the Father is greater than he is in his incarnate mission. Those texts 

require distinction and the genuine humanity and obedience of Christ. 

They do not, however, justify placing the Son within creation. John says that all things that came into being came into being through 

the Word (John 1:3). Paul says all things in heaven and earth, visible and invisible, including thrones and powers, were created 

through and for the Son (Colossians 1:16-17). Hebrews distinguishes the Son categorically from angels and commands angelic 

worship of him (Hebrews 1:5-14). "Firstborn of all creation" in Colossians 1:15 is explained by the following clauses as supremacy 

and heirship over creation, not inclusion among the things created through him. The created-Son model therefore cannot account 

adequately for the total biblical witness. 

6.5 Latter-day Saint Godhead doctrine and plurality of divine beings 

The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints teaches that the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost are three separate beings perfectly 

united in purpose, and that the Father and Son possess tangible glorified bodies (The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 

n.d.-c). The movement's broader canonical system includes latter-day revelations and a restoration narrative in which classical 

creedal Christianity is understood to have lost important truths. 

The biblical difficulty is not merely terminological. Isaiah's repeated denial that another God exists before or after the LORD resists a 

theology of multiple divine beings participating in a larger divine order (Isaiah 43:10; Isaiah 44:6; Isaiah 45:5-6). Jesus says "God is 

spirit" in a context about the nature of true worship (John 4:24). The New Testament presents the Son as sharing divine identity 

within monotheism, not as one deity among multiple embodied gods. Latter-day Saint Godhead doctrine therefore represents a 

substantive departure from both the biblical monotheistic framework and the Nicene synthesis that protects it. 

6.6 Christadelphian restorationism and non-Trinitarian monotheism 

Christadelphians present a distinct restorationist challenge because their classical Birmingham Amended Statement of Faith affirms 

the Bible as the only available source of knowledge concerning God while explicitly defining the one true God as the Father. Its 

associated Doctrines to be Rejected denies that God is three persons, denies that the Son is co-eternal with the Father, and denies that 

the Holy Spirit is a person distinct from the Father (Christadelphia.org, n.d.-a, n.d.-b). This model therefore differs from Oneness 

Pentecostalism, which strongly identifies Jesus as God manifested in flesh, and from Jehovah's Witnesses, which operates through a 

centralized Governing Body. Christadelphianism instead combines a Bible-only restoration claim with an explicitly non-Nicene 

doctrine of God. 

Its appeal to biblical monotheism rightly resists any tritheistic conception of God, and its insistence on Jesus' real humanity takes 

seriously texts in which he is born, obeys, suffers, dies, and is exalted. The difficulty is that the New Testament does more than call 

Jesus God's human Messiah. It places the Son on the Creator side of the Creator-creature distinction: all things that came into being 

came through the Word, all created realities were made through and for the Son, and Hebrews distinguishes the Son categorically 

from angels while applying Creator language to him (John 1:1-3; Colossians 1:15-17; Hebrews 1:1-14). The Spirit likewise teaches, 

wills, can be grieved, and is identified with God in contexts that exceed a merely impersonal power (Acts 5:3-4; 1 Corinthians 12:11; 

Ephesians 4:30). The Christadelphian solution therefore protects monotheism by denying distinctions and divine identities that the 

apostolic texts themselves require, placing it outside classical Nicene Christianity on a God-defining issue. 

6.7 Christian Science and the biblical reality of creation and incarnation 

Christian Science uses biblical language of God, Christ, atonement, resurrection, and healing but interprets these through a 

metaphysical framework in which Spirit is ultimate and matter is treated as unreal or as a mistaken mode of mortal thought. Its 
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official tenets identify the Bible as inspired and Science and Health as a primary interpretive text, while speaking of the "nothingness 

of matter" in relation to the crucifixion and resurrection (Church of Christ, Scientist, n.d.-a, n.d.-b). 

The apostolic gospel depends, however, on the goodness and reality of creation, the Word's genuine becoming flesh, the real death of 

Jesus, and bodily resurrection (Genesis 1:31; John 1:14; Luke 24:36-43; 1 Corinthians 15:3-8,42-49). A system that dissolves matter 

into unreality necessarily changes the meaning of incarnation and resurrection. This is not a secondary philosophical preference; it 

touches the historical substance of the gospel. 

Table 2. Competing doctrines of God tested against the biblical grammar 

Model Core claim Biblical strength recognized Biblical pressure point 

Nicene Trinitarian One God in three personally distinct, fully 

divine persons. 
Holds monotheism together with the deity 

and distinction of Father, Son, and Spirit. 

Extra-biblical terminology must 

remain a servant of Scripture rather 

than an independent source. 

Oneness Pentecostal One God revealed as Father, Son, and Holy 

Spirit; Jesus is fully God. Strong monotheism and high Christology. 

Interpersonal Father-Son-Spirit 

language in John 14-17 and Matthew 

3 resists reducing distinction to roles 
or manifestations. 

Jehovah's Witness The Father alone is Almighty God; the Son is 
created and identified with Michael. 

Takes texts of Son's obedience and 
distinction seriously. 

John 1:3, Colossians 1:16-17, 

Hebrews 1, and divine worship place 
the Son beyond the creature class. 

Latter-day Saint 
Father, Son, and Holy Ghost are separate 

divine beings united in purpose; Father and 
Son have tangible bodies. 

Preserves personal distinction. 
Isaiah's monotheism and John 4:24 

conflict with plurality of embodied 
deities. 

Christadelphian 
The Father alone is the one true God; the Son 

is not co-eternal and the Holy Spirit is not a 

distinct divine person. 

Strong biblical monotheism and a serious 

affirmation of Jesus' real humanity. 

John 1:1-3, Colossians 1:16-17, 
Hebrews 1, Acts 5:3-4, and 1 

Corinthians 12:11 require fuller 

divine identity and personal 

distinction. 

Christian Science God as infinite Spirit; matter ultimately 

unreal. 
Stresses God's spiritual ultimacy and 

healing. 

Biblical creation, real incarnation, 

death, and bodily resurrection require 

more than the unreality of matter. 

Note. The table summarizes official or representative positions for comparison. It does not imply that every adherent understands or practices the tradition identically. 

7. The Person and Work of Christ: Incarnation, Two Natures, Cross, 

Resurrection, and Mediation 

Christian division has repeatedly concentrated on the question Jesus posed to his disciples: "Who do you say that I am?" (Matthew 

16:15). The apostolic witness holds together truths that human systems tend to separate. Jesus is truly divine and truly human; one 

Lord, not two subjects; genuinely tempted and suffering, yet without sin; crucified in weakness, raised bodily in power; priest and 

sacrifice; king and servant; the only mediator between God and humanity. 

7.1 One person, true deity, true humanity 

John's Gospel states both that the Word was God and that the Word became flesh (John 1:1,14). Paul says Christ existed in the form 

of God yet took the form of a servant and was found in human likeness (Philippians 2:6-8). Hebrews describes the Son as sharing 

flesh and blood, being made like his brothers and sisters, suffering temptation, and yet remaining the divine Son through whom God 

created the world (Hebrews 1:1-3; Hebrews 2:14-18; Hebrews 4:14-15). The New Testament therefore excludes both a merely 

human Messiah and a divine appearance that only seems human. 

The classical Christological formulas of Ephesus and Chalcedon emerged to protect this biblical tension. The title Theotokos, "God-

bearer" or "Mother of God," was defended not primarily to magnify Mary but to safeguard the identity of the one she bore: the 

person born from her is the eternal Son incarnate, not a separate human person merely associated with the Word. Chalcedon's 

language of one and the same Christ in two natures, without confusion, change, division, or separation, similarly guards both full 

deity and full humanity (Tanner, 1990, Vol. 1). 

Modern dialogue has shown that some ancient divisions involved terminological and political factors as well as doctrinal suspicion. 

Oriental Orthodox miaphysite formulations can intend the full, unconfused reality of divinity and humanity in the one incarnate 

Word, while the Church of the East has repeatedly rejected crude forms of a "two-person" Christology. A Sola Scriptura evaluation 

should therefore assess what living communions actually confess, not simply repeat old polemical labels. The decisive biblical 

boundary is whether Jesus Christ is confessed as one personal Lord, fully divine and fully human, with neither nature denied or 

absorbed. 
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7.2 The atonement: one saving work, multiple biblical images 

The New Testament describes Christ's death through several complementary images. He gives his life as a ransom for many (Mark 

10:45). He bears sins in his body (1 Peter 2:24) and fulfills Isaiah's suffering-servant pattern (Isaiah 52:13-53:12). God presents 

Christ as the atoning sacrifice through faith in his blood, demonstrating divine righteousness while justifying the one who has faith in 

Jesus (Romans 3:21-26). Christ reconciles enemies to God (Romans 5:6-11; 2 Corinthians 5:18-21), disarms hostile powers 

(Colossians 2:13-15), defeats death through resurrection (1 Corinthians 15:20-28,54-57), and inaugurates the new covenant through 

his blood (Luke 22:20; Hebrews 9:11-28). 

Christian traditions have emphasized these motifs differently. Western Protestant theology has often stressed penal substitution and 

forensic justification; Eastern theology has frequently emphasized victory over death, healing, participation, and deification; Catholic 

theology integrates sacrifice, satisfaction, sacrament, and transformation. The biblical error occurs when one motif excludes another 

that Scripture clearly teaches. Penal dimensions should not erase victory, union, and renewal; participatory accounts should not 

obscure guilt, judgment, and substitution. The cross is both objective saving event and transformative center of discipleship. 

7.3 Once-for-all sacrifice and the sufficiency of Christ 

Hebrews is especially decisive for later sacrificial systems. Christ's priesthood surpasses the Levitical order because he offers himself 

once, enters the heavenly sanctuary by his own blood, and by one offering perfects those who are being sanctified (Hebrews 7:23-28; 

Hebrews 9:11-14,24-28; Hebrews 10:10-18). Roman Catholic theology does not officially teach that each Mass re-crucifies Christ; it 

describes the Eucharistic sacrifice as the sacramental making-present of the one sacrifice of Calvary. Eastern liturgies likewise speak 

sacrificially while confessing Christ's once-for-all offering. 

That clarification matters. Yet Sola Scriptura requires all Eucharistic sacrificial language to remain strictly subordinate to Hebrews' 

finality. No priestly act can complete an insufficient Calvary. No sacrament can add merit to Christ's finished offering. Eucharistic 

worship can proclaim, receive, and participate in the benefits of Christ's death; it cannot make the cross salvifically incomplete 

without later ritual mediation. 

7.4 The resurrection is historical, bodily, and indispensable 

Paul's gospel includes that Christ died, was buried, was raised, and appeared to witnesses (1 Corinthians 15:1-8). He insists that if 

Christ has not been raised, Christian faith is futile and believers remain in sins (1 Corinthians 15:14-19). Luke emphasizes physical 

continuity by portraying the risen Jesus inviting his disciples to touch him and eating in their presence (Luke 24:36-43). Resurrection 

therefore cannot be reduced to the survival of an idea, the disciples' inward experience, or the unreality of matter. Christianity stands 

or falls with God's act of raising Jesus bodily from the dead. 

7.5 One mediator and direct access to God 

The New Testament names "one mediator between God and humanity, the man Christ Jesus" who gave himself as a ransom for all (1 

Timothy 2:5-6). Hebrews presents believers approaching God's throne with confidence because of Christ's high priesthood (Hebrews 

4:14-16) and Christ living to intercede for those who come to God through him (Hebrews 7:25). This exclusive mediation does not 

forbid Christians from praying for one another; Paul repeatedly asks living believers for intercession. It does mean that no creature is 

necessary as an additional mediator of access, grace, or salvation alongside Christ. This principle becomes decisive when evaluating 

Marian and saintly invocation below. 

8. The Gospel and Justification: Grace, Faith, Works, Sacraments, Merit, 

Assurance, and Holiness 

The doctrine of salvation generated the Reformation because it concerns more than vocabulary. It asks how sinners are put right with 

God, what Christ has accomplished, how grace is received, how faith relates to works, what baptism and Eucharist do, whether merit 

can be predicated of believers, and what assurance is possible. Fair comparison requires refusing both Protestant caricatures of 

Catholicism as simple works-righteousness and Catholic caricatures of Protestantism as a gospel in which transformed obedience 

does not matter. 

8.1 The Pauline center: grace excludes boasting and creates obedience 

Paul's argument in Romans begins from universal sin and culminates in God's righteousness disclosed through faith in Jesus Christ. 

All have sinned and are justified freely by God's grace through the redemption in Christ, apart from works of the law as a ground of 

boasting (Romans 3:19-28). Abraham is counted righteous by faith before circumcision and becomes father of all who believe 

(Romans 4:1-12). Galatians is still sharper: a person is not justified by works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ, and 

requiring circumcision as a covenant condition compromises the gospel (Galatians 2:15-21; Galatians 5:1-6). Ephesians summarizes 

salvation as by grace through faith, "not from works," precisely so boasting is excluded, and then immediately says believers are 

created in Christ for good works (Ephesians 2:8-10). 

Biblical faith is therefore neither meritorious achievement nor bare mental assent. Faith receives Christ and produces a changed life 

through the Spirit. Paul can speak of "faith working through love" (Galatians 5:6) and of the "obedience of faith" framing Romans 

(Romans 1:5; Romans 16:26). James attacks a dead claim to faith that produces no works of mercy and obedience (James 2:14-26). 
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James does not teach that sinners earn initial acceptance by moral achievement; he argues that living faith is demonstrated and 

brought to maturity in action. Paul and James address different errors: self-righteous works on one side and empty profession on the 

other. 

8.2 Roman Catholic justification: grace first, transformation included 

The Catholic Catechism explicitly teaches that justification comes from God's grace, that grace is free and undeserved, and that the 

vocation to eternal life depends entirely on God's gratuitous initiative (Catholic Church, 1997, paras. 1987-2029). Catholic theology 

does not officially teach Pelagian self-salvation. It understands justification more transformatively than classical Lutheran or 

Reformed theology, linking forgiveness, sanctification, baptismal incorporation, infused charity, and cooperation with grace. It also 

uses the language of merit while carefully insisting that no one can merit initial grace and that any subsequent Christian merit is itself 

grounded in God's grace and fatherly promise. (McGrath, 2012). 

This official formulation deserves to replace the crude claim that Catholicism teaches salvation "by works instead of grace." The 

deeper Sola Scriptura disagreement concerns the structure of justification. Paul can distinguish justification from the works that 

follow it and describe righteousness as counted to the ungodly who believe (Romans 4:4-8). The Reformers therefore stressed a 

forensic declaration grounded in Christ rather than an infused quality as the basis of acceptance. Catholic theology, by integrating 

justification and interior renewal more tightly and by attaching sacramental conditions to the ordinary economy of grace, risks 

obscuring the once-for-all sufficiency and immediate promise of the gospel if believers understand their standing before God as 

dependent on accumulating merit. 

The biblical synthesis should preserve what each side rightly protects. Justification is God's gracious verdict, not a wage earned by 

human achievement. Sanctification is inseparable as the Spirit's transforming work, not an optional extra. Good works are necessary 

as fruit, evidence, vocation, and the path of obedient discipleship, but they do not purchase God's initial acceptance. Final judgment 

according to works (Romans 2:6-11; Matthew 25:31-46) does not mean salvation is earned; it reveals the reality and fruit of 

allegiance to Christ. 

8.3 Eastern Orthodox salvation: participation, healing, and synergy 

Eastern Orthodox theology commonly frames salvation through union with Christ, healing from corruption, victory over death, 

ascetic transformation, sacramental participation, and theosis, or participation by grace in God's life. This vocabulary can illuminate 

biblical themes sometimes underdeveloped in Western controversy: believers become "partakers of the divine nature" (2 Peter 1:3-4), 

are conformed to Christ's image (Romans 8:29), and are transformed from glory to glory by the Spirit (2 Corinthians 3:18). Salvation 

is not only a changed legal status but reconciliation and renewed humanity. 

The Sola Scriptura caution is that participatory transformation must not become the ground on which God justifies the sinner. Nor 

should "synergy" be understood as autonomous human contribution that places God in debt. The New Testament can command 

believers to work out salvation while immediately grounding their willing and working in God's prior action (Philippians 2:12-13). 

Grace creates the response it commands without turning persons into passive objects. A biblical account therefore has room for 

genuine cooperation after grace without making cooperation the meritorious cause of reconciliation. 

8.4 Lutheran, Reformed, Anglican, Baptist, Wesleyan, and Pentecostal emphases 

Lutheran confession centers justification on forgiveness for Christ's sake received through faith rather than personal merit (Augsburg 

Confession, art. IV). Reformed theology similarly stresses justification by faith alone and Christ's righteousness, while developing 

covenantal accounts of sanctification, perseverance, and the means of grace. Anglican formularies historically adopt a Protestant 

account of justification while retaining episcopal and sacramental structures. Baptist traditions normally emphasize personal 

conversion, believer's baptism, and a clear distinction between saving faith and ordinances, though Baptist soteriology ranges from 

strongly Calvinistic to Arminian. 

Wesleyan and many Pentecostal traditions stress prevenient grace, personal conversion, the possibility and necessity of holy living, 

and the believer's real responsibility to continue in faith. Their warning against presumption corresponds to New Testament 

exhortations about perseverance (Hebrews 3:12-14; Colossians 1:21-23). Reformed traditions emphasize God's preserving grace and 

texts such as John 10:27-30, Romans 8:28-39, and Philippians 1:6. The debate over whether a truly regenerate person can finally 

apostatize is serious but not, by itself, another gospel so long as both sides locate salvation wholly in Christ and reject self-merit. 

8.5 Assurance, perseverance, and the pastoral center of the gospel 

The New Testament offers real assurance. Those who believe in the Son have eternal life (John 5:24; 1 John 5:11-13). There is no 

condemnation for those in Christ Jesus (Romans 8:1). The Spirit bears witness to adoption (Romans 8:14-17). Yet the same 

Scriptures use warnings as means of perseverance and reject complacent profession without holiness (Hebrews 3:6,12-14; Hebrews 

10:26-39; James 2:14-20). 

Christian assurance should therefore rest primarily on Christ's promise and finished work, confirmed by the Spirit's transforming 

fruit, not on institutional membership, sacramental receipt considered mechanically, a past decision isolated from present faith, or 

subjective spiritual experience alone. The gospel gives confidence without presumption and obedience without merit. That balance is 

one of the clearest apostolic correctives to later extremes. 
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8.6 Penance, confession, purgatory, and indulgences: forgiveness and postmortem purification 

The medieval and Reformation disputes over penance, indulgences, and purgatory belonged to the doctrine of salvation because they 

concerned the relation between forgiveness, temporal consequences of sin, ecclesial authority, and the sufficiency of Christ. 

Contemporary Roman Catholic teaching is more precise than many Protestant polemics acknowledge. The Catechism teaches that 

purgatory is a final purification of persons who die in God's grace and are already assured of salvation, not a second opportunity for 

the damned; it also defines an indulgence as remission of temporal punishment due to sins whose guilt has already been forgiven 

(Catholic Church, 1997, paras. 1030-1032, 1471-1479). Catholic arguments appeal to the communion of saints, prayer for the dead, 1 

Corinthians 3:12-15, Matthew 12:32, and, within the Catholic canon, 2 Maccabees 12:43-46. The canonical difference itself therefore 

becomes part of the authority question. 

The New Testament unquestionably commands confession, repentance, discipline, mutual prayer, and restoration. Believers confess 

sins to God and one another, elders pray for the sick, and churches exercise binding disciplinary judgments within Christ's authority 

(1 John 1:7-9; James 5:16; Matthew 18:15-20). Serious sin can carry temporal consequences even after forgiveness. None of these 

truths requires the conclusion that a justified believer must undergo a postmortem penal purification administered within an ecclesial 

treasury of merits. Hebrews emphasizes Christ's once-for-all offering and the finality of death followed by judgment (Hebrews 9:24-

28; Hebrews 10:10-18), while Paul can speak of departing to be with Christ and of being away from the body and at home with the 

Lord (Philippians 1:21-23; 2 Corinthians 5:6-8). First Corinthians 3 concerns the testing of ministerial work at the day of judgment 

and says the person is saved, but it does not plainly describe an intermediate state of purifying punishment. 

The Sola Scriptura conclusion is therefore differentiated. Confession, pastoral absolution understood as announcing Christ's promise, 

restitution, discipline, prayer, and serious sanctification are biblical. The claim that the Church can remit postmortem temporal 

punishment from a treasury of merits, or that purgatory is a revealed state binding all Christians, requires stronger apostolic warrant 

than the New Testament supplies. This judgment should not be turned into the caricature that Catholicism teaches salvation by 

purchasing forgiveness. The sixteenth-century abuse of indulgence preaching and the official Catholic doctrine are historically 

related but not identical. 

8.7 Law, Sabbath, and covenant identity 

Restorationist and Adventist movements have also reopened the relationship between the Mosaic law and Christian obedience. 

Seventh-day Adventism officially teaches that the seventh-day Sabbath is a perpetual sign of God's covenant and that the fourth 

commandment requires its observance as a day of rest, worship, and ministry (General Conference of Seventh-day Adventists, n.d.). 

That position rightly reminds Christians that creation, embodied rest, worship, mercy, and obedience are not disposable themes. Jesus 

did not treat the Sabbath frivolously; he identified himself as Lord of the Sabbath and restored its orientation toward human good 

(Mark 2:23-28; Matthew 12:1-13). 

The decisive covenant question, however, is whether the New Testament binds Gentile Christians to seventh-day Sabbath observance 

as a covenantal requirement. The Jerusalem Council does not impose Sabbath keeping on Gentile converts (Acts 15:1-29). Paul 

warns against allowing judgments over festival, new moon, or Sabbath observance to govern Christian standing and describes these 

as a shadow whose substance belongs to Christ (Colossians 2:16-17). He permits believers to differ over the esteem of particular 

days without condemning one another (Romans 14:5-6). Hebrews uses Sabbath-rest typology to point beyond a weekly calendar 

toward entering God's rest by faith while still calling the people of God to persevering obedience (Hebrews 4:1-11). 

The first day appears in apostolic practice as a day of Christian gathering and giving (Acts 20:7; 1 Corinthians 16:2), but the New 

Testament does not simply reproduce the Sinai Sabbath command with the weekday changed. The strongest Sola Scriptura position 

therefore distinguishes abiding moral principles of worship, rest, mercy, and devotion from making one calendar day a condition of 

justification or a universal test of Christian authenticity. Christians may conscientiously keep the seventh day or gather principally on 

Sunday, but neither practice should displace the gospel of Christ as the basis of acceptance with God. 

Table 3. Major salvation frameworks and their biblical questions 

Tradition / emphasis How salvation is commonly framed Biblical contribution Main question to test 

Roman Catholic 
Grace, justification, sacramental 

incorporation, interior renewal, charity, 

perseverance, merit within grace. 

Explicitly denies that initial grace is 

earned and takes sanctification seriously. 

Does justification remain a free 

verdict grounded wholly in Christ, or 

can sacramental and merit language 

obscure that foundation? 

Eastern Orthodox 
Union with Christ, healing, victory over 

death, sacramental life, ascetic 

transformation, theosis and synergy. 

Strong participation, resurrection, and 

transformation themes. 

Does cooperation remain the fruit of 

prior grace rather than an 

autonomous contribution to 

acceptance? 

Lutheran 
Forgiveness and justification for Christ's sake 

through faith, with sacraments as means of 

grace. 

Strong Pauline exclusion of boasting and 

merit. 

Are faith and sacramental promise 

held together without sacramental 

automaticity? 

Reformed 
Forensic justification by faith, union with 

Christ, covenantal sanctification, 

perseverance. 

Strong assurance in Christ's finished work 

and divine preservation. 
Do warnings and the necessity of 

holiness retain full pastoral force? 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1+Corinthians+3%3A12-15&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1+Corinthians+3%3A12-15&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+12%3A32&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1+John+1%3A7-9&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=James+5%3A16&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+18%3A15-20&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Hebrews+9%3A24-28&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Hebrews+9%3A24-28&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Hebrews+10%3A10-18&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Philippians+1%3A21-23&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=2+Corinthians+5%3A6-8&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+2%3A23-28&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+12%3A1-13&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Acts+15%3A1-29&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Colossians+2%3A16-17&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Romans+14%3A5-6&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Hebrews+4%3A1-11&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Acts+20%3A7&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1+Corinthians+16%3A2&version=CSB


THE GENEALOGY OF CHRISTIAN DIVISION  |  CHAPTER 15 

 

Open Christian Press Chapter DOI: 10.65655/ocp.m26.c96 Page 14 

Tradition / emphasis How salvation is commonly framed Biblical contribution Main question to test 

Baptist / free church Personal conversion, faith, believer's baptism, 

ordinances as obedient signs. 
Strong conversion and discipleship 

emphasis. 

Can ordinances become too thinly 

symbolic and detached from 

corporate means of grace? 

Wesleyan / Pentecostal Prevenient grace, conversion, holiness, 

continuing faith, Spirit-empowered life. 
Strong warnings against presumption and 

nominal Christianity. 

Can assurance be destabilized if 

perseverance becomes implicitly 

meritorious? 

Note. The table summarizes official or representative positions for comparison. It does not imply that every adherent understands or practices the tradition identically. 

9. Church and Ministry: Christ's Headship, Local Order, and Claims to 

Apostolic-Prophetic Office 

Ecclesiology becomes divisive when a legitimate biblical function is expanded into an exclusive claim that Scripture does not clearly 

make. The New Testament presents the Church as the body and bride of Christ, the household and temple of God, a holy people 

gathered locally and united universally in one Lord, one faith, one baptism, and one Spirit (1 Corinthians 12:12-27; Ephesians 2:19-

22; Ephesians 4:1-6). Christ alone is the Church's head in the absolute sense (Ephesians 1:22-23; Colossians 1:18). No bishop, synod, 

patriarch, pope, pastor, apostle, prophet, convention, or denomination may occupy that place. 

9.1 Offices, gifts, and the shape of local leadership 

The New Testament names apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors and teachers, elders or presbyters, overseers or bishops, and 

deacons. Some terms describe foundational or translocal ministries; others describe ordinary local offices; still others describe gifts 

rather than institutional ranks. The evidence is clearest that mature local congregations should have qualified oversight and service. 

Elders must be above reproach, able to teach, hospitable, self-controlled, and proven in household leadership; deacons likewise 

require tested character (1 Timothy 3:1-13; Titus 1:5-9). The moral and doctrinal qualifications receive more New Testament 

attention than ceremonial status. 

Leadership is explicitly anti-domineering. Jesus contrasts Gentile rulers who "lord it over" others with his disciples, among whom 

greatness is expressed through service (Mark 10:42-45). Peter tells elders not to lord it over those entrusted to them but to be 

examples to the flock (1 Peter 5:1-4). Paul can exercise strong apostolic discipline while describing his ministry as working with 

believers for their joy rather than dominating their faith (2 Corinthians 1:24). Any church polity that makes leaders practically 

unaccountable contradicts this pattern even if its titles are ancient. 

9.2 Papacy and universal jurisdiction 

As noted above, the New Testament gives Peter genuine prominence without explicitly establishing the later papal office. The 

theological problem is not whether a universal ministry of coordination might be useful; history repeatedly shows the practical value 

of translocal structures. The problem arises when universal jurisdiction is claimed as divinely instituted and necessary to the 

constitution of the Church. Such a claim requires clearer apostolic evidence than the New Testament supplies. Roman primacy can 

be respected as an important historical development without being treated as an article necessary to salvation or catholicity. 

9.3 Episcopacy, presbyterianism, congregationalism, and church catholicity 

The major Protestant polities should likewise avoid absolutizing themselves. Episcopacy can preserve visible continuity and wider 

accountability. Presbyterian systems can embody collegial eldership and graded councils. Congregational systems can preserve the 

responsibility of the gathered church and guard against remote hierarchy. Each can also fail: bishops can become authoritarian, 

presbyteries bureaucratic, and congregations factional or personality-driven. Scripture supplies governing principles more 

unmistakably than it supplies one later constitutional blueprint. 

The New Testament's catholicity is doctrinal and spiritual before it is bureaucratic. Churches in different cities recognize one another, 

exchange letters and workers, collect money for distant believers, and resolve translocal disputes. Local autonomy does not mean 

isolation. Conversely, translocal fellowship does not require one worldwide earthly executive. The apostolic pattern favors 

accountable interdependence under one Lord. 

9.4 Modern apostles and prophets 

The modern claim to restored apostles requires especially careful distinctions. The Greek apostolos can mean "sent one" or 

messenger in a broad sense, and the Church remains missionary. Yet the foundational apostles possess a unique relation to the risen 

Christ and the establishment of the Church. The replacement for Judas had to be a witness connected with Jesus' ministry and 

resurrection (Acts 1:21-26). Paul defended his apostleship by appeal to having seen the risen Lord and to Christ's direct commission 

(1 Corinthians 9:1; 1 Corinthians 15:7-10; Galatians 1:11-17). The Church is built on the foundation of apostles and prophets with 

Christ as cornerstone (Ephesians 2:20), language that naturally suggests a foundational rather than endlessly repeated revelatory 

office. 

Accordingly, churches may use "apostolic" in a missionary or church-planting sense if they define it carefully, but claims to 

foundational authority comparable to the Twelve or Paul are not supported. Contemporary leaders who claim power to issue 
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revelation binding the universal Church, who make loyalty to their person a test of loyalty to God, or who shield their teaching from 

scriptural correction exceed the New Testament pattern. The same applies to prophetic titles. Whatever position one takes on 

continuing prophecy, every prophecy remains subject to testing and cannot outrank the apostolic gospel. 

9.5 Women, spiritual gifts, and the elder-overseer question 

The ministry of women is another significant ecclesial dispute that should not be reduced either to modern culture or to one isolated 

proof text. The New Testament depicts women praying and prophesying, supporting mission, hosting churches, serving 

congregations, teaching in appropriate settings, and laboring alongside apostolic coworkers. Priscilla participates with Aquila in 

instructing Apollos; Phoebe is commended as a diakonos of the church at Cenchreae and a benefactor of many; women prophesy in 

Corinth; and Junia in Romans 16:7 has generated a substantial debate over both the name and the sense of the phrase translated as 

notable among the apostles (Acts 18:24-26; Romans 16:1-7; 1 Corinthians 11:5). These texts rule out any theology that treats women 

as spiritually passive or broadly disqualified from ministry (Westfall, 2016). 

The narrower dispute concerns the ordinary governing and authoritative teaching office of elder or overseer. Complementarian 

interpreters emphasize that the qualifications for overseers and elders are framed in male household terms and that 1 Timothy 2:11-

15 restricts a woman from teaching or exercising authority over a man while grounding the argument in creation rather than merely 

in an Ephesian local emergency. Egalitarian interpreters argue that the prohibition addresses a particular abuse or false-teaching 

situation, read authentein more negatively, and place the text alongside the wider Pauline evidence for gifted women (Köstenberger 

& Schreiner, 2016; Westfall, 2016). The lexical, syntactical, and contextual debate is real and should be represented as such. 

On balance, the explicit elder-overseer qualification texts and the creation-grounded reasoning of 1 Timothy 2 provide the stronger 

basis for reserving the ordinary elder-overseer office to qualified men, while the same canon requires churches to recognize, equip, 

and honor the extensive ministries Scripture actually assigns to women. This conclusion should never be used to diminish women's 

spiritual equality, gifts, theological learning, evangelistic labor, prophetic participation where one believes such gifts continue, works 

of mercy, mission, discipleship, or indispensable service to the body. The controlling model for both men and women remains gifted 

service under Christ rather than status competition (Galatians 3:28; 1 Corinthians 12:4-27; Mark 10:42-45). 

10. Baptism: Candidate, Mode, Meaning, Regeneration, and the Name of 

Jesus 

Baptism is one of the earliest and most universal Christian practices. Jesus commands disciple-making that includes baptism in the 

name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit (Matthew 28:18-20). Pentecost links repentance and baptism with forgiveness and the 

promised Spirit (Acts 2:38-41). Paul describes baptism as union with Christ in death and resurrection (Romans 6:3-4; Colossians 

2:12), and Peter can say "baptism now saves you" while immediately denying that he means mere removal of bodily dirt and locating 

its efficacy in an appeal to God through Christ's resurrection (1 Peter 3:21). Any theology that treats baptism as insignificant must 

account for this strong biblical language. 

10.1 Believer's baptism and the explicit missionary pattern 

The clearest narrative pattern in Acts is repentance, faith, reception of the word, and baptism. Those who receive Peter's message are 

baptized (Acts 2:41); Samaritans believe and are baptized (Acts 8:12); the Ethiopian official responds to the gospel and is baptized 

(Acts 8:35-39); Cornelius and his household receive the Spirit and are baptized (Acts 10:44-48); the Philippian jailer hears the word 

and is baptized with his household (Acts 16:25-34). This pattern strongly supports credobaptism as the ordinary mission context: 

baptism follows a confessed response to the gospel. (Beasley-Murray, 1962; Ferguson, 2009). 

Baptist and many restorationist traditions therefore have substantial exegetical grounds for insisting on personal faith. Their strongest 

argument is not the etymology of baptizo alone but the repeated narrative conjunction of gospel reception and baptism. The weakness 

appears when the ordinance is reduced to a merely human testimony, since the New Testament also speaks of God's action, 

covenantal incorporation, cleansing, union with Christ, and reception into the visible people of God. 

10.2 Infant baptism and the covenantal case 

Paedobaptist traditions appeal to a different cluster of evidence. Children were included in the Abrahamic covenant sign, and the new 

covenant does not explicitly announce that believers' children have lost covenantal visibility. Peter says the promise is "for you and 

for your children" as well as for those far away whom God calls (Acts 2:39). Several household baptisms are recorded, and Paul can 

describe children of a believing parent as "holy" in a relational sense (1 Corinthians 7:14). Reformed theology additionally links 

baptism to covenant signs and reads Colossians 2:11-12 as associating circumcision and baptism within union with Christ. Lutheran 

and Catholic arguments place still more weight on baptism as divine promise and means of grace. 

These are serious arguments, but none of the New Testament household texts explicitly identifies an infant as baptized. Acts 16 

describes the word being spoken to the jailer's household and rejoicing associated with belief. The explicit missionary pattern 

remains more directly tied to confessed faith than the paedobaptist case. A Sola Scriptura assessment can therefore judge believer's 

baptism the clearer apostolic pattern while recognizing infant baptism as a historically ancient and theologically reasoned inference 

rather than a practice invented without biblical rationale. 
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10.3 Mode: immersion, pouring, and the meaning of the sign 

The language and imagery of baptism naturally fit immersion: going down into and coming up from water, burial and rising with 

Christ, and the ordinary meaning of baptizo in many contexts (Mark 1:9-10; Romans 6:4). Immersion therefore possesses strong 

symbolic and linguistic fitness. Yet Scripture never explicitly declares that the validity of baptism depends on submersion of the 

entire body. Early Christian evidence such as the Didache permits pouring where sufficient water is unavailable, demonstrating that 

very early churches distinguished the theological act from one absolutely necessary quantity of water (Holmes, 2007; Ferguson, 

2009). Mode is therefore important to symbolism but should not be elevated into a gospel boundary. 

10.4 Baptismal regeneration and sacramental automaticity 

Catholic, Orthodox, Lutheran, and some Anglican traditions use strong language concerning baptismal grace and regeneration. The 

Augsburg Confession, for example, states that baptism offers God's grace and should be administered to children (Augsburg 

Confession, art. IX). Reformed theology calls baptism a sign and seal of covenant grace while denying that salvation is inseparably 

tied to the moment of administration (Westminster Assembly, 1647, ch. 28). Baptist statements generally define baptism as the 

immersion of a believer and a symbolic act that portrays death, burial, and resurrection with Christ (Southern Baptist Convention, 

2000). 

Scripture does not permit a dismissive "water does nothing" formulation, but neither does it teach an automatic mechanism operating 

apart from faith. Cornelius receives the Holy Spirit before water baptism (Acts 10:44-48). Paul distinguishes his primary commission 

to preach the gospel from baptizing without treating baptism as unimportant (1 Corinthians 1:14-17). Peter's statement in 1 Peter 3:21 

explicitly relocates saving significance away from physical washing. The most coherent synthesis is that baptism is Christ's 

appointed initiatory sign and covenantal act, ordinarily inseparable from conversion and church incorporation, but its saving reality is 

not mechanical. The water does not replace repentance, faith, Christ, or the regenerating Spirit. 

10.5 Trinitarian baptism and Jesus-name controversy 

Acts repeatedly speaks of baptism "in the name of Jesus Christ" or "into the name of the Lord Jesus" (Acts 2:38; Acts 8:16; Acts 

10:48; Acts 19:5). Oneness Pentecostals interpret these texts as the apostolic baptismal formula and often reject Trinitarian baptism. 

Trinitarian traditions appeal to Jesus' explicit commission to baptize "in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit" 

(Matthew 28:19). 

The Acts language can naturally indicate allegiance, authority, and identification with Jesus rather than preserve a verbatim liturgical 

transcript. There is no biblical contradiction between baptism into Christ and baptism in the triune name. Because Matthew 28:19 is 

an explicit command of the risen Christ, requiring a Jesus-only formula and invalidating Trinitarian baptism goes beyond the 

evidence. Equally, repeating a Trinitarian formula without faith in the triune God does not transform baptism into a magical 

incantation. 

11. The Lord's Supper: Presence, Sacrifice, Remembrance, Communion, 

and Priestly Mediation 

The Eucharistic controversies of Christian history show how one institution can carry multiple biblical meanings. Jesus commands, 

"Do this in remembrance of me" and identifies bread and cup with his body and covenant blood (Luke 22:14-20; 1 Corinthians 

11:23-26). Paul calls the cup and bread a "sharing" or communion in Christ's blood and body and uses the meal to reason about 

exclusive participation in the Lord (1 Corinthians 10:14-22). He also warns that unworthy reception makes one accountable 

concerning the body and blood of the Lord and has brought severe discipline on some in Corinth (1 Corinthians 11:27-32). A merely 

casual memorialism does not easily exhaust this language. 

11.1 Roman Catholic transubstantiation and sacrificial language 

Roman Catholic doctrine teaches that Christ is truly, really, and substantially present in the Eucharist and that the whole substance of 

bread and wine is changed into Christ's body and blood, a change called transubstantiation (Catholic Church, 1997, paras. 1373-

1381). It also understands the Eucharist as sacrificial because the one sacrifice of Christ is sacramentally made present, not because 

Christ is crucified again. This distinction is essential for fair representation. 

The biblical warrant for real communion with Christ is strong. The biblical warrant for the metaphysical mechanism of 

transubstantiation is less explicit. Neither the institution narratives nor 1 Corinthians explains the change through substance and 

accidents. John 6 contains powerful eating-and-drinking language, but its immediate discourse precedes the institution of the Supper 

and repeatedly connects eating with believing and coming to Christ (John 6:35,47-58). It may illuminate Eucharistic theology, but it 

should not bear the entire metaphysical argument by itself. 

The language of sacrifice must remain constrained by Hebrews. If "sacrifice" means thankful participation in and proclamation of the 

one finished sacrifice, it can coexist with the apostolic witness. If it implies that Christ's propitiatory work requires repeated 

sacerdotal completion, it conflicts with Hebrews 10:10-18. Catholic official teaching denies re-crucifixion, but popular and pastoral 

language should be continually measured against that once-for-all finality. 
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11.2 Orthodox mystery and real presence 

Eastern Orthodox theology strongly affirms the real presence of Christ's body and blood while typically resisting overly rationalized 

explanations of how the mystery occurs. Official Orthodox catechetical material describes the Eucharist as the center of Church life 

and the true body and blood of Christ mystically present in the offered bread and wine, consecrated by the Holy Spirit (Orthodox 

Church in America, n.d.-b). It can also call the liturgy a "bloodless sacrifice" while explicitly citing Hebrews' once-for-all sacrifice. 

The Orthodox instinct to preserve mystery where Scripture does not explain mechanism is commendable. The Sola Scriptura 

question concerns claims made necessary beyond what the apostolic texts establish, especially when full Eucharistic communion is 

tied exclusively to one institutional jurisdiction. The Supper belongs to the Church and requires discipline, but the New Testament 

defines church communion primarily by gospel, baptism, holiness, and love rather than by later jurisdictional boundaries alone. 

11.3 Lutheran real presence, Reformed spiritual presence, and Baptist memorialism 

The Augsburg Confession states that Christ's body and blood are truly present and distributed to communicants (Augsburg 

Confession, art. X). Classical Reformed theology rejects transubstantiation while affirming that believers truly feed on Christ 

spiritually by faith, not merely remember an absent Christ. The Westminster Confession calls the Supper remembrance, sealing, 

spiritual nourishment, and communion while denying a renewed propitiatory sacrifice (Westminster Assembly, 1647, ch. 29). Many 

Baptist and free-church traditions emphasize memorial proclamation and covenant community, sometimes with less developed 

language of real spiritual participation. 

The New Testament supports at least four inseparable truths: remembrance, proclamation of Christ's death, communion or 

participation, and ecclesial self-examination. The safest Sola Scriptura conclusion is therefore richer than bare symbolism but more 

restrained than claims to a philosophically specified transformation. Christ is genuinely present to his gathered people by the Spirit; 

believers truly participate in the benefits of his body and blood through faith; the bread and cup proclaim his death; and the rite 

remains grounded in the once-for-all cross. 

11.4 Fencing the table and the problem of priestly mediation 

Paul's warning in 1 Corinthians 11 justifies serious pastoral oversight of the table. Churches should not celebrate the Supper while 

tolerating open idolatry, grave unrepentant sin, or contempt for the body of Christ. Yet the New Testament does not clearly establish 

an ontologically distinct sacrificing priesthood whose consecration alone makes Christ available to the faithful. The ordinary 

Christian ministry is real and ordered, but the whole Church is called a holy and royal priesthood under Christ (1 Peter 2:4-10), and 

Christ remains the unique high priest. 

Table 4. Baptism and the Lord's Supper across representative traditions 

Family Baptism Lord's Supper Apostolic question 

Roman Catholic Infants and converts; ordinarily regenerative 

and incorporative. 

Transubstantiation; real substantial 

presence; Eucharistic sacrifice makes 

present the one Calvary sacrifice. 

Are later metaphysical and sacerdotal 

claims required by New Testament 

texts? 

Eastern Orthodox Infant and convert initiation with chrismation 

and Eucharist. 

Real mystical presence; central 

sacramental communion; bloodless 

sacrifice language. 

Does mystery remain under the 

finality of Hebrews and the 

sufficiency of Christ? 

Lutheran Infant and adult baptism as means of grace. True body and blood present and given 

with bread and wine. 

How are promise, faith, and 

sacramental objectivity held 

together? 

Reformed Infants of believers and converts; sign and 

seal of covenant grace. Real spiritual feeding on Christ by faith. Are covenant inferences sufficiently 

explicit to establish infant baptism? 

Baptist Believer's immersion as obedient confession 

and church-entry ordinance. 
Memorial proclamation and 

congregational communion. 

Does "symbol" adequately account 

for participation language in 1 

Corinthians 10-11? 

Oneness Pentecostal Believer's baptism specifically in Jesus' name, 

often linked to remission and new birth. 
Typically memorial / communion within 

Pentecostal worship. 

Does Acts prescribe one exclusive 

baptismal formula against Matthew 

28:19? 

Note. The table summarizes official or representative positions for comparison. It does not imply that every adherent understands or practices the tradition identically. 

11.5 Beyond baptism and the Supper: the later seven-sacrament system 

The later Western classification of seven sacraments also deserves a direct apostolic test. Roman Catholicism identifies baptism, 

confirmation, Eucharist, penance or reconciliation, anointing of the sick, holy orders, and matrimony as seven sacraments instituted 

by Christ. Eastern Orthodoxy also commonly speaks of seven principal mysteries while often resisting the implication that the 

Church's sacramental life can be exhausted by a numerical list (Catholic Church, 1997; Orthodox Church in America, n.d.-a). Each 

item corresponds to a genuine biblical reality: Christians are baptized, believers receive prayer and laying on of hands, the Church 

celebrates the Supper, sins are confessed and forgiven, elders anoint the sick, ministers are appointed, and marriage is honored. 
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What the New Testament does not provide is an explicit classification of exactly seven rites sharing one common sacramental 

ontology or a uniform mechanism of grace. Baptism and the Lord's Supper stand out because Christ directly commands them for the 

continuing disciple-making and gathered life of the Church (Matthew 28:19; Luke 22:19-20; 1 Corinthians 11:23-26). The remaining 

practices are important and in some cases divinely commanded, but their later grouping into one sevenfold system is a post-apostolic 

theological synthesis. Sola Scriptura can therefore receive the biblical practices themselves while testing separately the claims 

attached to sacramental number, priestly exclusivity, automatic efficacy, and necessity for salvation. 

12. Mary, Saints, Relics, Icons, and the Sufficiency of Christ's Mediation 

Few issues generate more mutual misunderstanding between ancient sacramental traditions and evangelical Protestants. Fair 

evaluation requires distinctions. Catholic and Orthodox Christians deny that saints or images are worshiped as God. Catholic doctrine 

distinguishes the worship due to God from the honor given to saints and teaches that Mary's maternal role depends entirely on 

Christ's unique mediation rather than competing with it (Second Vatican Council, 1965b, paras. 60-62). Orthodox teaching similarly 

distinguishes veneration from worship and explicitly connects icons to the incarnation (Orthodox Church in America, n.d.-c, n.d.-d). 

Critique must therefore address the actual doctrines, not the accusation that these traditions consciously worship Mary as a goddess. 

12.1 Mary: blessed among women, servant of the Lord 

Scripture gives Mary a unique and honored place. She receives the angelic announcement, conceives the Messiah by the Holy Spirit, 

responds in faith, and is called blessed among women (Luke 1:26-56). Elizabeth calls her "the mother of my Lord" (Luke 1:43). The 

title Theotokos can therefore serve an orthodox Christological function: the one born from Mary is truly God the Son incarnate. 

Protestants lose something biblical if reaction to later Marian doctrine makes them reluctant to call Mary blessed or to learn from her 

faith. 

Yet Scripture never makes Mary an object of Christian invocation. The New Testament does not teach her immaculate conception, 

bodily assumption, universal queenship, or a heavenly office distributing grace. These doctrines arose through later theological 

development and tradition. They may be internally coherent within Catholic and Orthodox frameworks, but they lack the kind of 

apostolic-scriptural warrant appropriate for dogmas binding the whole Church. The recent Catholic insistence that Christ alone is the 

unique mediator and that Marian language must not obscure that exclusivity underscores the same theological boundary. 

A significant contemporary clarification came in the Dicastery for the Doctrine of the Faith's 2025 doctrinal note Mater Populi 

Fidelis. The document judges the title Co-redemptrix inappropriate because it can obscure Christ's unique salvific mediation and 

cautions against uses of Mediatrix, especially "Mediatrix of All Graces," that could suggest an independent distribution of grace. At 

the same time, it retains a subordinate language of Marian cooperation and intercession (Dicastery for the Doctrine of the Faith, 

2025). This clarification does not erase the Sola Scriptura questions surrounding invocation or later Marian dogmas, but it is 

important evidence that current Catholic teaching itself insists that Christ's redemptive work is complete and that Marian language 

must be interpreted within, not alongside, his unique mediation. 

12.2 Prayer to saints and the distinction between intercession and invocation 

Christians are unquestionably commanded to pray for one another. Paul asks churches to intercede for him and urges prayers for all 

people (Romans 15:30; 1 Timothy 2:1-4). The disputed step is invocation of departed saints. Catholic and Orthodox reasoning 

emphasizes the communion of saints, the continuing life of believers in Christ, and apocalyptic scenes in which heavenly figures are 

associated with prayers (Revelation 5:8; Revelation 8:3-4). If saints are alive to God, the argument runs, asking their prayers is not 

fundamentally different from asking living Christians. 

The difficulty is that Scripture never instructs believers to address departed saints. Biblical prayer is overwhelmingly directed to God, 

through Christ, in the Spirit. Revelation describes heavenly participation in prayer but does not portray Christians on earth invoking 

those heavenly figures. The prohibition of necromancy does not map exactly onto Catholic or Orthodox saint invocation, because 

those traditions are not attempting divination from the dead, but it reinforces the need for caution about practices not commanded in 

apostolic worship (Deuteronomy 18:9-14). Because Christ gives direct access to the Father and continually intercedes for believers, 

saintly invocation is not necessary and cannot be made a condition of fuller Christian devotion. 

12.3 Relics and material signs 

Scripture contains extraordinary material signs. A dead man revives on contact with Elisha's bones (2 Kings 13:20-21). People seek 

Peter's shadow, and cloths associated with Paul's ministry become instruments in remarkable healings (Acts 5:15-16; Acts 19:11-12). 

These texts prevent an anti-material spirituality that assumes God never works through physical means. 

They do not, however, command a continuing system of relic veneration or establish that bodily remains possess transferable 

sanctity. Acts attributes the miracles to God, not to a devotional economy surrounding objects. A biblically restrained church can 

honor the memory of faithful believers and preserve historical objects without attributing to relics powers or devotional obligations 

Scripture does not teach. 

12.4 Icons: incarnation, representation, and the danger of devotional necessity 

The strongest Orthodox defense of icons is Christological. Because the invisible God truly became visible in the incarnate Son, 

depicting Christ need not deny his humanity. The Orthodox Church in America states that icons are not merely decorative pictures 
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but witnesses to God's presence and argues from John 1:14 that the Word's incarnation makes representation of Christ legitimate 

(Orthodox Church in America, n.d.-c). The Second Council of Nicaea in 787 distinguished veneration offered to icons from worship 

due to God alone (Tanner, 1990, Vol. 1). 

Scripture itself distinguishes images from idolatry. God prohibits making images for worship (Exodus 20:4-6), yet also commands 

cherubim over the ark and artistic imagery in the tabernacle and temple (Exodus 25:18-22; 1 Kings 6:23-35). The bronze serpent is 

initially a divinely commanded object but later must be destroyed when it becomes an object of cultic abuse (Numbers 21:8-9; 2 

Kings 18:4). The biblical principle is therefore not that all religious art is forbidden, but that created representations must never 

receive the worship, trust, or necessity belonging to God. 

Sola Scriptura can affirm Christian art and historical iconography while questioning the elevation of icon veneration into a 

universally binding component of apostolic faith. The New Testament does not prescribe kissing, censing, bowing before, or 

invoking saints through images as necessary worship practices. A tradition may distinguish veneration conceptually from worship, 

but believers must still ask what devotional actions communicate in practice and whether they safeguard the jealousy of biblical 

worship. 

13. Prophecy, Visions, and Continuing Revelation: The Canonical Boundary 

and the Duty to Test 

Claims of revelation have repeatedly generated new Christian branches. Montanism in the second century, medieval visionary 

movements, Latter-day Saint revelation, Adventist prophetic claims, nineteenth- and twentieth-century restorationist prophets, 

Pentecostal prophecy, Branhamism, and contemporary apostolic-prophetic networks differ dramatically, but they force one recurring 

question: what may a Christian say when claiming, "The Lord told me"? 

13.1 The apostolic faith is delivered, not endlessly re-founded 

The New Testament presents Jesus Christ as the climactic revelation of God: in these last days God has spoken in the Son (Hebrews 

1:1-2). The Church is built on the foundation of apostles and prophets (Ephesians 2:20), and Jude speaks of "the faith delivered to the 

saints once for all" (Jude 3). These texts do not by themselves provide a table of contents for the completed New Testament, but 

together with the unique eyewitness commission of the apostles they establish a foundational revelatory era that is not simply 

repeatable. 

Accordingly, later revelations cannot correct the apostolic gospel, reveal a different God, add new universal saving ordinances, or 

require acceptance of a new prophet as a condition of belonging to the true Church. Paul deliberately makes the already-received 

gospel the standard even against an angel from heaven (Galatians 1:8). This principle directly challenges movements whose 

authoritative revelations materially alter biblical monotheism, Christology, or salvation. 

13.2 Does all prophecy cease with the canon? 

The cessationist-continuationist debate should not be resolved by pretending that one side has no texts. Continuationists point to 

Pentecost's "last days" fulfillment of Joel, to congregational prophecy in 1 Corinthians, to commands not to despise prophecies, and 

to gifts given for the Church's edification (Acts 2:16-21; 1 Corinthians 12:4-11; 1 Corinthians 14:1-5,29-33; 1 Thessalonians 5:19-

22). Cessationists emphasize the foundational function of apostles and prophets, the signs that authenticated apostolic ministry, and 

the danger of treating fallible impressions as divine speech (Ephesians 2:20; 2 Corinthians 12:12; Hebrews 2:3-4). 

No New Testament verse explicitly says, "all prophecy will cease when the twenty-seven-book canon is complete." First Corinthians 

13 says prophecy and tongues will cease when "the perfect" comes and believers see "face to face" (1 Corinthians 13:8-12), language 

many interpreters understand eschatologically, though cessationist readings differ. A careful Sola Scriptura conclusion therefore 

distinguishes canonical revelation from possible noncanonical gifts. The canon is sufficient and uncorrectable. Whether God may 

give a providentially specific, noncanonical prophetic impression for edification is a secondary question, but any such claim must be 

fallible in reception, tested, and denied authority to create doctrine. 

13.3 Biblical tests of prophetic claims 

Scripture gives stringent tests. A prophet who draws people toward another god is false even if a sign occurs (Deuteronomy 13:1-5). 

Presumptuous predictive claims that fail expose false speech (Deuteronomy 18:20-22). Jeremiah condemns prophets who speak 

visions from their own minds while claiming divine authority (Jeremiah 23:16-32). Jesus warns of false prophets known by fruit and 

of impressive signs associated with deception (Matthew 7:15-23; Matthew 24:24). John commands testing by Christological 

confession (1 John 4:1-3). Paul requires congregational prophecy to be weighed rather than accepted automatically (1 Corinthians 

14:29). 

These tests exclude two common evasions. First, sincerity does not validate prophecy. A sincere leader can be mistaken. Second, 

repeated failed predictions cannot be converted retrospectively into proof of prophetic insight by continually adjusting dates or 

meanings. Where a claim is clear enough to be called divine prediction, it is clear enough to be tested. 
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13.4 Ellen G. White, Joseph Smith, Branham, and other founder-revelation models 

Different movements require different judgments. Seventh-day Adventism officially states that Scripture is the supreme authority and 

standard by which teaching and experience are tested, while also affirming Ellen G. White's ministry as a manifestation of the 

prophetic gift. That position is not equivalent to adding White's writings to the biblical canon. The Sola Scriptura test is functional: 

where an interpretation attributed to White cannot be sustained from Scripture, Scripture must control. If prophetic authority 

becomes practically indispensable to establishing distinctives that ordinary biblical exegesis cannot support, the claimed 

subordination becomes unstable. 

The Latter-day Saint model is categorically different because the Church explicitly accepts additional standard works and continuing 

revelations. Joseph Smith's authority therefore does not merely illuminate Scripture; it supplies new scriptural texts and a restoration 

narrative that revises classical doctrines. By the apostolic standard, those new revelations must be tested against the prior gospel, not 

used to redefine the prior gospel. 

William Branham and similar modern prophetic founders raise another issue: posthumous sermon corpora may function as de facto 

canon even when followers verbally affirm the Bible. If a founder is treated as the uniquely promised interpreter of the age, if 

disputed biblical texts are controlled by the founder's sermons, or if correction of the founder is treated as rebellion against God, 

functional authority has shifted. The same danger can appear in less formal charismatic networks whenever prophetic leaders become 

unreviewable. 

Primary Message sources make the functional-authority question more concrete. In the 1965 sermon Trying to Do God a Service 

Without It Being God's Will, Branham described the final restoration of mysteries as coming through the promised Malachi 4 

messenger and located that work in an individual prophetic ministry (Branham, 1965). Posthumous Voice of God Recordings 

material goes further in devotional application, describing the recorded sermons as the "Voice of God" for the age and urging hearers 

to believe every word on the tapes as the fulfillment of Malachi 4:5 and Revelation 10:7 (Voice of God Recordings, 2021). These 

statements document why the issue cannot be evaluated merely by asking whether followers verbally affirm the Bible. The decisive 

test is functional: whether the sermon corpus remains corrigible by Scripture or becomes the controlling lens through which Scripture 

itself may no longer correct the founder. 

14. Spiritual Gifts, Healing, and Signs: Power Under the Word 

The apostolic church is undeniably charismatic in the broad New Testament sense. The Spirit gives gifts for the common good, 

including wisdom, knowledge, faith, healings, miracles, prophecy, discernment, tongues, and interpretation (1 Corinthians 12:4-11). 

Paul does not respond to Corinthian abuse by abolishing gifts but by subordinating them to love, intelligibility, order, and edification 

(1 Corinthians 13:1-13; 1 Corinthians 14:1-40). James instructs sick believers to call the elders for prayer and anointing (James 5:13-

16). Any theology that assumes God cannot heal or intervene supernaturally is difficult to reconcile with the biblical witness. (Fee, 

1994; Thiselton, 2000). 

14.1 Tongues and the Pentecostal doctrine of initial evidence 

Classical Pentecostalism often teaches that baptism in the Holy Spirit is distinct from conversion and that speaking in tongues is the 

initial physical evidence of that baptism. The Assemblies of God formalizes this teaching in its Statement of Fundamental Truths 

(Assemblies of God, n.d.). Acts gives the doctrine substantial narrative support: tongues accompany the Spirit at Pentecost, in 

Cornelius's household, and among disciples at Ephesus (Acts 2:1-4; Acts 10:44-46; Acts 19:1-6). The Samaritan episode in Acts 8 

describes a visible manifestation when the Spirit is received but does not identify tongues explicitly. 

The difficulty with making tongues universal evidence is Paul's rhetorical question, "Do all speak in tongues?" in a discussion 

emphasizing diverse gifts within one body (1 Corinthians 12:29-30). Pentecostals often distinguish the congregational gift from 

initial evidence, but the text still warns against making one manifestation the universal mark of Spirit possession. Romans 8 

identifies belonging to Christ with having the Spirit, and Paul tells all Corinthian believers that they were baptized by one Spirit into 

one body (Romans 8:9; 1 Corinthians 12:13). A careful conclusion can affirm repeated post-conversion empowerments and the 

continuing gift of tongues without making tongues a necessary test of whether a believer has truly received the Spirit. 

14.2 Divine healing and the limits of triumphalism 

The Assemblies of God describes divine healing as integral to the gospel and provided in the atonement. This conviction rightly 

reflects Jesus' healing ministry, apostolic miracles, and the kingdom's assault on disease and death. Matthew applies Isaiah's servant 

language to Jesus taking infirmities and bearing diseases (Matthew 8:16-17), and the final salvation promised by Christ 

unquestionably includes bodily resurrection and the abolition of sickness and death (1 Corinthians 15:42-57; Revelation 21:1-5). 

Yet the New Testament does not promise that every believer will receive immediate physical healing in the present age. Paul leaves 

Trophimus sick, recommends wine for Timothy's recurring ailments, and receives grace to endure his own "thorn" rather than 

removal of it (2 Timothy 4:20; 1 Timothy 5:23; 2 Corinthians 12:7-10). Epaphroditus nearly dies despite the apostolic circle's prayers 

and concern (Philippians 2:25-30). The atonement guarantees the final redemption of the body, but "already" kingdom healings do 

not erase the "not yet" of mortal weakness. 
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Prosperity and healing teaching becomes biblically dangerous when lack of healing is routinely blamed on defective faith, when 

suffering is treated as evidence of spiritual inferiority, or when financial giving is presented as a transactional mechanism for 

miracles. Jesus and the apostles reject the commodification of divine power (Acts 8:18-24), and Paul sharply condemns teachers who 

imagine godliness as a means of financial gain (1 Timothy 6:3-10). (Bowler, 2013). 

14.3 Signs authenticate but do not suspend discernment 

Miracles can attest God's message, as Hebrews says God bore witness to the apostolic proclamation with signs and gifts (Hebrews 

2:3-4). Yet Scripture also warns that signs can be falsely claimed, misinterpreted, or associated with deception. Pharaoh's magicians 

imitate signs in limited ways; Deuteronomy 13 warns that even an apparent sign cannot validate idolatry; Jesus predicts deceptive 

signs. Therefore "it worked" is never a sufficient doctrinal argument. 

Responsible churches should neither dismiss all healing testimony nor authenticate every testimony. Claims that are medically 

verifiable should be investigated honestly. Ambiguous improvement should not be inflated into proof. Failure should not be hidden. 

Pastoral care must never pressure the sick to abandon appropriate medical treatment merely to demonstrate faith. The biblical 

purpose of gifts is love, service, witness, and edification, not spiritual celebrity. (Keener, 2011). 

15. Eschatology: Shared Hope, Competing Systems, and the Boundary of 

Speculation 

Christian eschatology contains both a firm apostolic center and multiple interpretive systems. The center is clear: Jesus Christ will 

return personally and gloriously; the dead will be raised; believers will be gathered to him; evil will be judged; and God will bring 

the new creation in which righteousness dwells (Acts 1:9-11; 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18; 1 Corinthians 15:20-28,50-58; 2 Peter 3:10-

13; Revelation 21:1-5). Denial of resurrection is a gospel-level error. Disagreement about the sequence of the millennium is not. 

15.1 Amillennialism, postmillennialism, and premillennialism 

Revelation 20's thousand years has generated three principal Christian readings. Premillennialism expects Christ's return before a 

future millennial reign. Historic premillennialism usually places the Church through final tribulation before Christ's return, while 

dispensational premillennialism distinguishes Israel and the Church more sharply and often includes a pretribulation rapture. 

Amillennialism reads the millennium symbolically as the present reign of Christ and the saints between the two advents, with the 

final resurrection and judgment at Christ's return. Postmillennialism expects the gospel's historical triumph to produce an extended 

era of blessing before the final return. 

All three systems seek to synthesize genuine texts. Premillennialism gives straightforward weight to the sequence of Revelation 

19:11-20:10. Amillennialism emphasizes apocalyptic recapitulation and passages that appear to unite resurrection and judgment at 

one consummation. Postmillennialism emphasizes kingdom growth and the discipling of nations. These debates matter for biblical 

interpretation, but the systems should not become tests of saving faith. The Nicene creed itself confesses Christ's coming, judgment, 

resurrection, and the life of the age to come without settling a millennial chronology. 

15.2 Dispensational premillennialism and pretribulationism 

Dispensationalism, especially through John Nelson Darby, prophecy conferences, and the Scofield tradition, developed a structured 

distinction between Israel and the Church and popularized a pretribulation rapture. The principal texts include the catching up of 

believers in 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18, the transformation in 1 Corinthians 15:51-52, promises of deliverance from wrath, and 

apocalyptic judgments in Revelation. Pretribulationists argue that God's distinct purposes for Israel, the imminence of Christ's 

coming, and the Church's deliverance from wrath fit a removal before Daniel's seventieth-week tribulation. 

Critics note that no verse explicitly states that the catching up occurs seven years before the public return, that 1 Thessalonians 4 uses 

public royal-arrival imagery, and that Jesus and the apostles also prepare believers for tribulation. The Sola Scriptura conclusion 

should therefore distinguish confidence from dogmatism. Pretribulationism is a coherent theological construction but depends on 

synthesis and inference rather than one explicit chronological statement. It should not be made a boundary of Christian fellowship. 

What is non-negotiable is readiness for Christ, faithfulness under suffering, and rejection of date-setting. 

15.3 Adventist 1844 and the investigative judgment 

Seventh-day Adventism officially teaches that Christ entered a second and final phase of heavenly ministry in 1844, associated with 

Daniel 8:14 and an investigative judgment that reveals who abides in Christ before the Second Advent (General Conference of 

Seventh-day Adventists, n.d.). Contemporary Adventist teaching explicitly affirms that Christ's sacrificial atonement was completed 

at the cross while describing his heavenly priestly work as application and judgment rather than a new sacrifice. 

The biblical case for Christ's ongoing heavenly intercession is strong (Hebrews 7:25; Hebrews 9:24). The biblical case for a distinct 

phase beginning in 1844 is much weaker. Daniel 8 concerns a sanctuary desecration in a symbolic prophetic context and does not 

explicitly identify 1844. The year-day calculations that connect 2,300 evenings-mornings to a nineteenth-century date require several 

interpretive steps. Hebrews portrays Christ entering the heavenly holy place by his blood upon ascension, not waiting until the 

nineteenth century to begin access to the innermost divine presence (Hebrews 6:19-20; Hebrews 9:11-12,24; Hebrews 10:19-22). The 
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investigative-judgment doctrine therefore illustrates a wider principle: an elaborate chronology should not become identity-defining 

when its crucial date cannot be established by clear apostolic teaching. 

15.4 Date-setting and failed eschatological certainty 

Jesus states that no one knows the day or hour and tells the disciples that times and seasons fixed by the Father are not theirs to know 

(Matthew 24:36; Acts 1:6-8). Paul warns against claims that the day of the Lord has already arrived and calls believers instead to 

steadiness (2 Thessalonians 2:1-3). Christian history repeatedly demonstrates the pastoral damage of systems that convert biblical 

hope into precise calendars. 

Millerite expectation in 1844, Watch Tower chronologies associated with 1914 and later adjustments, and other restorationist or 

prophetic calculations show how disappointment can produce either repentance, reinterpretation, or new doctrinal structures that 

protect the original authority claim. The proper apostolic posture is watchful expectancy without chronological presumption. 

Eschatology is meant to produce holiness, courage, mission, and comfort, not speculative mastery of dates (1 Thessalonians 4:18; 2 

Peter 3:11-14; 1 John 3:2-3). 

15.5 Death, the intermediate state, resurrection, and final punishment 

Christian divisions also concern what happens between death and resurrection and how final punishment should be understood. 

Classical Catholic, Orthodox, and most Protestant traditions affirm conscious existence after death while awaiting bodily 

resurrection. Seventh-day Adventism, by contrast, officially teaches that death is an unconscious state until resurrection and that God 

alone possesses immortality intrinsically (General Conference of Seventh-day Adventists, n.d.). Jehovah's Witnesses likewise reject 

the naturally immortal soul, though their wider eschatological system differs from Adventism. Conditionalist Christians more 

broadly argue that immortality is God's gift to the redeemed rather than an indestructible possession inherent in every human soul. 

Several biblical texts give real weight to the resurrection-centered and conditionalist emphasis. God alone has immortality in himself, 

eternal life is God's gift, and the resurrection transforms mortal believers into immortality (Romans 6:23; 1 Corinthians 15:50-54; 1 

Timothy 6:15-16). Death is frequently described as sleep, especially from the perspective of the body awaiting resurrection (John 

11:11-14; 1 Thessalonians 4:13-16). Yet other texts are difficult to reconcile with total unconsciousness: Jesus promises the repentant 

criminal fellowship in paradise, Paul desires to depart and be with Christ, he contrasts bodily absence with being at home with the 

Lord, and Revelation depicts martyred souls consciously appealing to God before the final resurrection (Luke 23:42-43; Philippians 

1:21-23; 2 Corinthians 5:6-8; Revelation 6:9-11). The intermediate-state question is therefore serious but should remain subordinate 

to the universally apostolic hope of bodily resurrection. 

Final punishment raises a related dispute. The traditional doctrine of eternal conscious punishment appeals especially to the parallel 

between eternal life and eternal punishment, to the undying imagery of final judgment, and to Revelation's language of unending 

torment (Matthew 25:46; Mark 9:43-48; Revelation 14:9-11; Revelation 20:10-15). Conditionalists and annihilationists emphasize 

texts describing the wicked as perishing, being destroyed, burned up, or experiencing the second death (Matthew 10:28; 2 

Thessalonians 1:9; Malachi 4:1-3; Revelation 20:14). The clearest shared conclusion is that final judgment is real, righteous, 

irreversible, and dreadful and that eternal life is found only in Christ. The exact nature of the wicked's final conscious experience is a 

substantial exegetical question, but it should not be allowed to eclipse the New Testament's central proclamation of resurrection, 

judgment, and the new creation. 

Table 5. Major eschatological systems and doctrinal weight 

View Core claim Representative texts Doctrinal level 

Amillennialism 
The millennium symbolizes Christ's present 

reign; one consummating return brings 

resurrection and judgment. 

Revelation 20; John 5:28-29; 1 

Corinthians 15. 
Secondary chronology within shared 

apostolic hope. 

Postmillennialism Gospel expansion produces an extended era 

of kingdom blessing before Christ's return. Matthew 13; Matthew 28:18-20; Psalm 2. Secondary chronology; optimism 

must not erase suffering texts. 

Historic premillennialism Christ returns before a future millennial 

reign; Church may endure final tribulation. Revelation 19-20; 1 Thessalonians 4. Secondary chronology with ancient 

precedents. 

Dispensational 

premillennialism 
Distinct Israel-Church program; often a 

pretribulation rapture before final judgments. 
1 Thessalonians 4; Daniel 9; Revelation 

3:10; 6-19. 

Coherent synthesis but inferential; 

rapture timing should not become a 

fellowship test. 

Adventist 1844 schema A pre-Advent investigative judgment is 

linked to Daniel 8:14 and 1844. Daniel 8; Hebrews 7-10; Revelation 14. 

Identity-defining distinctive whose 

date requires multiple interpretive 

steps not explicit in apostolic 

teaching. 

Apostolic minimum Personal return, bodily resurrection, 

judgment, final victory, new creation. 
Acts 1:11; 1 Corinthians 15; 1 

Thessalonians 4; Revelation 21-22. Foundational Christian hope. 

Note. The table summarizes official or representative positions for comparison. It does not imply that every adherent understands or practices the tradition identically. 

After the competing texts are weighed together, the traditional doctrine of conscious and irreversible final punishment has the 

stronger direct exegetical case. Matthew places "eternal punishment" in parallel with "eternal life," Jesus speaks of an unquenchable 
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fire and undying worm, and Revelation uses language of ongoing conscious torment in its climactic judgment imagery (Matthew 

25:46; Mark 9:43-48; Revelation 14:9-11; Revelation 20:10). Conditionalist texts describing death, destruction, perishing, and the 

second death must be given their full force, but those terms do not necessarily require cessation of conscious existence when read 

beside the explicit duration and consciousness texts. This conclusion should be held without speculative descriptions that exceed 

Scripture, while preserving the apostolic urgency of final judgment and the exclusivity of eternal life in Christ. 

16. Primary and Secondary Doctrines: How to Disagree Without Flattening 

Truth 

The long history of Christian division exposes two equal and opposite dangers. One is doctrinal minimalism, in which only a few 

generic affirmations matter and everything else is dismissed as harmless diversity. The other is doctrinal flattening, in which every 

disagreement is treated as though it were another gospel. The New Testament permits neither approach. Paul can pronounce 

anathema on a gospel that overturns justification and Gentile inclusion (Galatians 1:6-9), yet he can also command believers with 

different convictions about food and days to welcome one another without contempt (Romans 14:1-23). A mature theology of 

division therefore requires a hierarchy of doctrinal seriousness. 

16.1 Gospel-defining and God-defining doctrines 

At the highest level are doctrines without which the apostolic gospel loses its identity. These include the existence and uniqueness of 

the one true God; the full deity and real humanity of Jesus Christ; his incarnation, atoning death, bodily resurrection, exaltation, and 

return; the reality of sin and judgment; salvation by God's grace in Christ rather than autonomous human merit; the necessity of 

repentance and faith; and the normative authority of the prophetic-apostolic revelation. First Corinthians 15 explicitly calls Christ's 

death and resurrection matters of "first importance" (1 Corinthians 15:1-8). First John makes confession of the incarnate Son a test of 

teachers. Galatians treats a distorted gospel as church-dividing. 

Denial of these truths is not equivalent to a disagreement about church calendars, worship style, or the millennium. Thus a non-

Nicene claim that turns the Son into a creature, a metaphysical system that denies the reality of incarnation and bodily resurrection, 

or an additional revelation that replaces the apostolic gospel raises questions at the level of Christian identity rather than 

denominational preference. 

16.2 Serious ecclesial doctrines that can divide without becoming another gospel 

A second level includes doctrines with substantial implications for obedience, church order, and spiritual formation but on which 

otherwise orthodox Christians have differed: infant versus believer's baptism, the mode and efficacy of baptism, the mode of Christ's 

Eucharistic presence, episcopal versus presbyterian versus congregational polity, complementarian and egalitarian readings of 

ministry, Calvinist and Arminian accounts of perseverance, continuationism and cessationism, and millennial systems. These 

questions matter. Churches must teach and practice something. Yet disagreement need not imply that the opposing side worships 

another God or proclaims another Christ. 

The category is not rigid. A secondary doctrine can be made functionally primary if it is imposed as a condition of salvation without 

biblical warrant. Baptism, for example, is commanded and serious; but a movement that makes one exact verbal formula the sole 

means by which God saves turns a question of sacramental administration into a gospel boundary. Eschatology is important; but a 

group that makes allegiance to one modern prophetic chronology a test of belonging has changed the authority structure of the faith. 

16.3 Prudential, cultural, and disciplinary questions 

A third level includes many decisions that Scripture regulates by principle rather than a universal form: meeting times, architecture, 

musical styles, denominational naming, educational structures, clerical dress, many liturgical customs, and innumerable 

administrative arrangements. These matters can still become morally serious when tied to idolatry, injustice, manipulation, or 

disobedience. But churches should resist the human tendency to sacralize their inherited culture. 

Paul's handling of circumcision shows why categories matter. Circumcision itself could be practiced as an ethnic or missionary 

accommodation, as when Timothy was circumcised for contextual reasons, but it became gospel-denying when teachers made it 

necessary for Gentile justification (Acts 16:1-3; Galatians 5:2-6). The same external practice can therefore occupy different 

theological levels depending on the claim attached to it. 

Table 6. A disciplined hierarchy of doctrinal seriousness 

Doctrinal level Examples New Testament control Implication for fellowship 

Gospel / God defining 

One God; Trinity; deity and 

humanity of Christ; cross and bodily 
resurrection; grace and faith; 

apostolic revelation. 

Galatians 1:6-9; 1 Corinthians 15:1-8; 1 
John 4:1-3. 

Denial materially alters Christian identity 
or the saving message. 

Serious ecclesial 

Baptism subjects/mode; Eucharistic 

presence; polity; gifts; perseverance; 

women in ministry; millennial 

sequence. 

Romans 14 principle; 1 Corinthians 8; 

whole-canon exegesis. 

May justify separate church practice 

without treating the other side as another 

religion. 
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Doctrinal level Examples New Testament control Implication for fellowship 

Prudential / cultural 
Service times; musical form; 

architecture; educational systems; 

many administrative customs. 
1 Corinthians 10:23-33; Colossians 2:16-23. Liberty under holiness, love, order, and 

mission; avoid sacralizing culture. 

Note. The table summarizes official or representative positions for comparison. It does not imply that every adherent understands or practices the tradition identically. 

17. Recurring Mechanisms of Religious Fragmentation 

Doctrinal differences do not become institutional divisions in a vacuum. Across two millennia, Christian fragmentation has followed 

recurrent mechanisms. None operates mechanically, and no one factor explains every schism. Yet the historical tree reveals patterns 

sufficiently consistent to inform contemporary discernment. 

17.1 Authority inflation 

The most persistent mechanism is the elevation of a legitimate authority into an uncorrectable one. Episcopal oversight becomes 

problematic when office guarantees truth. Tradition becomes problematic when age immunizes a practice from scriptural testing. 

Confessions become problematic when a denomination can no longer distinguish them from Scripture. Charismatic leadership 

becomes problematic when visions or "words" silence ordinary exegesis. Academic expertise becomes problematic when scholarly 

fashion becomes a practical canon. The common structure is the same: a ministerial authority becomes functionally final. 

17.2 Corrective reaction that overcorrects 

Many divisions begin with a real problem. The Reformers protested genuine late medieval abuses and serious questions about 

justification and authority. Radical reformers identified problems in coercive Christendom and inherited infant baptism. Pietists and 

revivalists challenged formalism. Holiness movements resisted nominal Christianity. Pentecostals recovered neglected expectation of 

the Spirit's gifts. African-initiated churches often challenged racial domination and missionary paternalism. Restorationists protested 

denominational complacency. 

The historical lesson is that correctly identifying an error does not guarantee a correct solution. Anti-clericalism can become 

leaderless individualism or create new charismatic elites. Rejection of sacramental automaticity can reduce baptism and the Supper to 

optional symbols. Reaction against cessationism can produce untested prophecy. Rejection of Trinitarian language perceived as 

unbiblical can yield modalism or subordinationism. Reform must therefore be judged at two stages: Was the criticism justified? Was 

the proposed correction faithful to the whole counsel of Scripture? 

17.3 Political patronage and coercive unity 

From Constantine onward, political power repeatedly altered the cost and scale of ecclesiastical division. Emperors convened 

councils and exiled bishops; medieval rulers enforced confessional boundaries; Reformation states protected some reformers and 

persecuted others; colonial governments interacted with missionary structures; modern states regulate churches in different ways. 

Political protection can secure religious freedom, buildings, education, and public order. It can also tempt churches to treat civil 

success as divine vindication. 

The New Testament grants civil rulers real authority for public justice (Romans 13:1-7) while distinguishing that authority from the 

Church's weapons and discipline (2 Corinthians 10:3-5; Matthew 18:15-20). A church that needs the sword to produce belief has 

confused coercion with conversion. Equally, political persecution does not prove that the persecuted theology is true. Suffering can 

authenticate faithfulness, but it can also be endured by people who are sincerely mistaken. 

17.4 Language, ethnicity, geography, and cultural identity 

The divisions after Ephesus and Chalcedon cannot be understood without Greek, Syriac, Coptic, Armenian, Persian, and imperial  

contexts. The East-West Schism involved Latin and Greek linguistic worlds, rival imperial memories, jurisdiction, liturgy, and 

theology. Reformation churches often became territorial or national. Missionary Christianity sometimes exported denominational 

divisions into Africa and Asia, where local Christians subsequently indigenized or resisted them. 

Cultural embodiment is unavoidable. The gospel is always spoken in languages, sung in musical forms, and practiced within social 

histories. The danger appears when ethnic or national identity is baptized as though it were the gospel itself. The New Testament's 

transethnic vision insists that in Christ inherited distinctions cannot become grounds of spiritual superiority (Galatians 3:28; 

Ephesians 2:11-22; Revelation 7:9-10). 

17.5 Charismatic founders and personal succession crises 

New movements frequently organize around compelling founders whose authority combines preaching, healing, institutional skill, 

prophetic claim, or personal charisma. When the founder dies, the movement must decide what continues: an office, a family line, a 

sermon corpus, a governing board, a revelation, or a set of institutions. Joseph Smith's death produced multiple Latter Day Saint 

succession lines. William Branham's death left no ordinary denominational succession, and his recorded sermons became central in 

posthumous Message communities. Independent network churches can face similar crises when authority is personalized rather than 

constitutional and accountable. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Romans+13%3A1-7&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=2+Corinthians+10%3A3-5&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+18%3A15-20&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Galatians+3%3A28&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Ephesians+2%3A11-22&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Revelation+7%3A9-10&version=CSB


THE GENEALOGY OF CHRISTIAN DIVISION  |  CHAPTER 15 

 

Open Christian Press Chapter DOI: 10.65655/ocp.m26.c96 Page 25 

The apostolic corrective is deliberate decentralization of ultimate loyalty. Paul refuses personality factions built around Paul, 

Apollos, or Cephas because Christ alone was crucified for the Church (1 Corinthians 1:10-17). Faithful leaders can be honored, 

imitated, and remembered, but Christian identity must not become possession of a founder. 

17.6 Hermeneutical isolation and interpretive certainty 

Fragmentation also occurs when one interpretive insight is isolated from the rest of Scripture and made comprehensive. A single 

prophetic timeline can reorder an entire theology. One baptismal phrase can be made to cancel another. One metaphor of atonement 

can erase other biblical images. One ecclesiological text can be asked to carry an entire universal constitution. The problem is not 

strong conviction but insufficient canonical integration. 

The Berean model combines receptivity and verification. Good interpretation asks how a text functions in its literary context, how it 

relates to the whole canon, whether genre is respected, whether historical claims are verified, and whether an interpretation produces 

contradictions elsewhere. Sola Scriptura is not proof-texting. It is submission to the whole Scripture. 

17.7 Institutional incentives and organizational self-preservation 

Once movements acquire property, educational systems, publishing structures, salaried offices, denominational brands, and global 

networks, theological disagreement becomes entangled with livelihoods and identity. This does not invalidate doctrine, but it 

complicates motives and makes reform costly. An institution may protect truth through stability; it may also protect itself from 

correction. 

The same dynamic affects independent ministries through media platforms, donor systems, celebrity conferences, and algorithmic 

audiences. Digital networks can reward novelty, outrage, and prophetic certainty because these attract attention. Modern 

fragmentation is therefore not less institutional than old denominationalism. It is institutionalized through different technologies. 

 
Figure 2. A recurring cycle of Christian fragmentation. 

Note. Historical recurrence does not mean every reform follows the same path. Scripture tests criticism, correction, authority, and institutionalization at each stage. 

18. Contemporary Significance: Discernment in a Networked Christian 

World 

The Christian landscape is no longer adequately described by denominational labels alone. A believer can belong to an Anglican 

parish, listen daily to Reformed podcasts, sing music from charismatic megachurches, attend a Pentecostal conference, read Catholic 

spiritual writers, and follow independent prophets online. Doctrinal influence now crosses institutional boundaries faster than formal 

membership changes. This makes the authority question of this chapter more urgent, not less. 

Digital access has democratized theological learning. Christians can consult biblical languages, patristic texts, council documents, 

historic confessions, and worldwide teachers with unprecedented ease. It has also democratized error. A persuasive speaker can reach 

millions without ordination, education, accountable eldership, or denominational review. AI-generated sermons, clipped videos, 
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anonymous prophecy channels, and algorithmically amplified controversy can detach claims from context and evidence. The 

apostolic commands to test teachers, examine Scripture, know leaders by fruit, and refuse another gospel are therefore directly 

relevant to digital Christianity. 

The answer is not nostalgic return to unquestioned denominational gatekeeping. Institutions have also concealed abuse, protected 

error, and resisted reform. Healthy discernment requires multiple forms of accountability under Scripture: qualified local elders, 

transparent doctrine, historical literacy, public reasoning, responsible scholarship, verifiable evidence, and willingness to correct 

leaders. A church that forbids questions is not thereby protecting faith. A believer who refuses all teachers is not thereby protecting 

Scripture. 

Ecumenical engagement likewise requires disciplined clarity. Christians should recognize genuine shared confession across traditions 

without pretending that serious differences do not matter. Roman Catholics, Eastern Orthodox, Oriental Orthodox, Lutherans, 

Reformed Christians, Anglicans, Methodists, Baptists, and most classical Pentecostals share central affirmations concerning the 

triune God and the deity, incarnation, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ, even while differing over authority, justification, 

sacraments, Mary, saints, polity, and gifts. Those shared truths create real possibilities for conversation and common moral or 

humanitarian action. They do not erase unresolved doctrinal questions. 

At the same time, Christian-derived movements that revise the identity of God or Christ, add new canonical scriptures, or redefine 

the apostolic gospel should not be classified as ordinary denominations merely for the sake of politeness. Fairness requires accurate 

categories. Charity concerns persons; doctrinal boundaries concern claims. Christians can respect the dignity and sincerity of 

adherents while saying clearly that mutually contradictory doctrines cannot all be apostolic. 

Pastoral discernment also requires patience with ordinary believers. Members do not always understand or affirm every official 

doctrine of their institution. A Catholic may know little of papal infallibility; a Baptist may hold sacramental assumptions closer to 

Reformed theology; an Orthodox Christian may not practice saintly devotion with the intensity found in official liturgy; a Pentecostal 

may reject prosperity teaching; an Adventist may relate to Ellen White differently from another Adventist; a Latter-day Saint or 

Jehovah's Witness may use inherited language in ways not captured fully by institutional summaries. The task is therefore to evaluate 

teachings accurately without pretending to read individual hearts. 

Scholarship on digital religion has likewise shown that networked media blur online and offline religious practice while relocating 

questions of authenticity and authority into technological spaces (Campbell & Connelly, 2020). That observation helps explain why 

contemporary Christian influence often moves through platforms and personalities more quickly than through formal denominational 

channels. Ecumenical and interchurch bodies still organize traditions by identifiable church families, but lived theological influence 

now routinely crosses those boundaries (World Council of Churches, n.d.). The practical implication is that genealogical literacy 

must be joined to source literacy: believers need to know not only which tradition produced a claim, but also whether the clip, 

transcript, quotation, or AI-generated summary accurately represents its source. 

Table 7. Final doctrinal comparison matrix: representative families under the apostolic benchmark 

Family / movement Authority structure God, Christ, and gospel 
Principal question under the apostolic 

test 

Church of the East / 

Oriental Orthodox 
Scripture received within ancient liturgy, 

episcopacy, fathers, and received councils. 

Classical Trinitarian faith; historic 

Christological formulas differ in terminology 
and conciliar reception. 

Do current formulations preserve the full 

deity and humanity of the one Christ, and 
which later traditions are binding? 

Eastern Orthodox Scripture within Holy Tradition, liturgy, 
fathers, and ecumenical councils. 

Nicene-Trinitarian and Chalcedonian; 

salvation strongly participatory and 
sacramental. 

How are later venerations, sacramental 

claims, and conciliar authority tested when 
Scripture and tradition appear to diverge? 

Roman Catholic 
Scripture and Tradition as one deposit 
authentically interpreted by the 

Magisterium. 

Nicene-Trinitarian and Chalcedonian; grace, 
justification, sacraments, and ecclesial 

mediation integrated. 

Where is the apostolic warrant for universal 
papal jurisdiction, infallible post-apostolic 

definitions, purgatory, and later Marian 

dogmas? 

Classical Protestant Canonical Scripture as final infallible 

norm; creeds and confessions subordinate. 

Nicene-Trinitarian; justification centered on 

grace through faith, with confessional 

differences over sacraments and 

perseverance. 

Do confessions remain corrigible, and does 

private or denominational interpretation 

become a functional magisterium? 

Wesleyan / Holiness / 

Trinitarian Pentecostal 
Scripture final; revival and Pentecostal 

streams may affirm continuing gifts. 
Nicene-Trinitarian; conversion, holiness, and 

Spirit-empowered life emphasized. 

Are experience, tongues, healing, prophecy, 

and holiness teaching kept under the gospel 

and tested by Scripture? 

Seventh-day Adventist Bible officially supreme; Ellen G. White 

affirmed as prophetic gift. 

Trinitarian and Christ-centered; distinctive 

Sabbath, sanctuary, 1844, and conditionalist 

teachings. 

Can 1844 and related identity-defining 

distinctives be established from Scripture 

apart from prophetic interpretation? 

Oneness Pentecostal Bible final within a restorationist 

Pentecostal reading. 

Full deity of Jesus affirmed; classical 

personal distinctions within the Trinity 

rejected; Jesus-name baptism central. 

Does the Father-Son-Spirit language of the 

New Testament permit reducing personal 

distinction to manifestations or roles? 

Christadelphian Bible-only restorationist statement of faith. The Father alone identified as the one true 

God; co-eternal Son and distinct personal 

Can this model account for the Son as Creator 

and for the Spirit's personal divine agency 
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Family / movement Authority structure God, Christ, and gospel 
Principal question under the apostolic 

test 

Spirit rejected. across the New Testament? 

Jehovah's Witnesses Sixty-six-book Bible within a centralized 
Governing Body teaching structure. 

Trinity rejected; Son treated as created and 
identified with Michael before earthly life. 

Do John 1, Colossians 1, Hebrews 1, and 
divine worship place the Son outside the 

creature class? 

Latter-day Saint 
Bible plus Book of Mormon, Doctrine and 

Covenants, Pearl of Great Price, and 

continuing revelation. 

Father, Son, and Holy Ghost are distinct 

divine beings; restoration and exaltation 

reshape classical doctrine. 

Can later scriptures revise biblical 
monotheism, the identity of God, and the 

apostolic gospel without becoming another 

revelatory authority? 

Christian Science Bible and Science and Health function as 

the movement's primary texts. 

God as infinite Spirit; matter treated as 

ultimately unreal within its metaphysical 

system. 

Can real incarnation, atoning death, bodily 

resurrection, and created materiality retain 

their apostolic meaning? 

Branham / Message 

communities 

Bible formally affirmed, with Branham's 

recorded sermons functioning with very 

high interpretive and prophetic authority in 

many communities. 

Varies by community; characteristic 

distinctives include restorationist prophetic 

claims and founder-controlled interpretation. 

Are the tapes genuinely corrigible by 

Scripture, or do claims about Malachi 4 and 

Revelation 10:7 make the founder a de facto 

final interpreter? 

Note. The matrix synthesizes representative official or historically characteristic positions already examined in the chapter. It does not imply that every adherent understands the 

tradition identically, and it distinguishes ancient Christian communions from Christian-derived new religious movements rather than treating all rows as one ecclesial category. 

19. Genealogical Synthesis: What the Whole Tree Reveals 

This final chapter does not generate another Christian branch. Its genealogical function is diagnostic. The entire tree returns to the 

apostolic root and asks whether later developments preserve, clarify, obscure, or contradict the doctrinal pattern of the New 

Testament. The resulting synthesis is not a claim that one modern denomination reproduces every first-century detail. It is a set of 

historically informed theological tests. 

Table 8. Genealogical synthesis of the final doctrinal audit 

Field Synthesis 

Parent tradition 
The entire documented Christian genealogy, beginning with apostolic Christianity and including ancient communions, Catholic 

and Orthodox traditions, Protestant families, revival and holiness movements, restorationist bodies, Pentecostal and charismatic 

streams, independent churches, and Christian-derived religions. 

Approximate emergence No new movement emerges here. The chapter is a biblical-theological audit of developments from the first century to the 

present. 

Geographical origin Global synthesis. The norming apostolic witness arose in the first-century eastern Mediterranean and now addresses churches 

worldwide. 

Principal actors Jesus Christ; apostles and New Testament authors as foundational witnesses; later councils, bishops, reformers, confessions, 

founders, prophets, theologians, and churches as historically subordinate actors. 

Immediate trigger The completed historical family tree requires a final criterion for evaluating claims of continuity, reform, restoration, and 

authority. 

Deeper causes Recurring disputes over authority, interpretation, institutional continuity, sacramental efficacy, charismatic revelation, political 

patronage, culture, and the definition of the gospel. 

Authority structure Canonical Scripture as the final written norm under Christ, with teachers, councils, creeds, confessions, scholarship, and 

spiritual gifts serving in subordinate and testable roles. 

Principal doctrinal tests Triune identity of God; person and work of Christ; justification and grace; church authority; baptism and the Supper; 

mediation; revelation; spiritual gifts; eschatological hope. 

Immediate branches None. This chapter evaluates existing branches rather than creating one. 

Later descendants Not applicable. Its purpose is comparative theological synthesis. 

Present-day presence Every Christian communion, denomination, movement, network, and believer who claims fidelity to Jesus and the apostolic 

faith. 

Major biblical questions What did Christ and the apostles teach? Which later authorities are subordinate? What constitutes another gospel? Which 

differences are serious yet secondary? How should truth and unity be held together? 

Note. The table summarizes official or representative positions for comparison. It does not imply that every adherent understands or practices the tradition identically. 

Three conclusions emerge from this synthesis. First, institutional continuity and doctrinal continuity overlap but are never identical. 

Ancient churches preserve real historical memory and important apostolic truths, but antiquity cannot guarantee every later doctrine. 

Second, reform and restoration can recover neglected truths, but recent origin and anti-traditional rhetoric provide no guarantee of 

fidelity. Third, every branch faces its own characteristic temptation. Ancient communions may overidentify tradition with revelation; 

confessional Protestants may absolutize their systems; free churches may mistake autonomy for biblical purity; Pentecostal and 
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charismatic churches may overvalue experience; restorationist movements may overvalue founders or chronologies; independent 

networks may replace denominational bureaucracy with personality-centered authority. 

The apostolic benchmark cuts across those temptations. It does not belong to one later branch as private property. The Scriptures can 

commend, correct, or condemn any tradition. The Church is healthiest when it is willing to receive correction even where the 

correction exposes a treasured inheritance. 

20. Returning to the Apostolic Benchmark: A Final Theological Synthesis 

The history traced in this book began with a Church that possessed no medieval papacy, no Byzantine patriarchal system, no 

Protestant denominations, no Pentecostal fellowships, no restorationist prophets, and no modern network ministries. It did possess 

Christ, the apostolic gospel, baptism, the Lord's Supper, prayer, discipline, mission, Scripture, recognized leaders, spiritual gifts, 

suffering, holiness, and hope. That observation should not romanticize the first century. Corinth was divided, Galatia was threatened 

by another gospel, churches in Asia tolerated false teaching, apostles disputed, believers sinned, and leaders required correction. The 

apostolic benchmark is not a myth of institutional perfection. It is a normative revelation given within an imperfect Church. 

20.1 Christ before institution 

The most basic conclusion is Christological. Jesus, not the Church, is Savior and head. The Church does not give Christ his authority; 

Christ gives the Church its life and commission. Institutions are therefore judged by whether they direct people to the biblical Christ 

or place themselves between Christ and conscience in a way he did not authorize. Apostolic succession, sacraments, confessions, 

ministries, and traditions are valuable only as servants of Christ. 

20.2 Gospel before denominational identity 

Paul's strongest boundary language concerns the gospel. The gospel is not a denominational slogan but the announcement of God's 

saving action in the crucified and risen Christ, received by faith and producing a new life of obedience. A church can possess 

beautiful liturgy and lose gospel clarity. A church can preach justification by faith and tolerate moral corruption that denies its 

profession. A revival can recover conversion and distort grace through manipulation. The test is therefore both doctrinal and ethical: 

truth believed, Christ trusted, holiness pursued. 

20.3 Scripture above every subordinate authority 

The written Word must remain able to say "no" to every Christian institution. If Scripture can never correct a council, Scripture is not 

final. If Scripture can never correct a confession, the confession has become a magisterium. If Scripture can never correct a prophet, 

the prophet has become a new apostle. If Scripture can never correct a cherished tradition, tradition has become functionally inspired. 

Sola Scriptura is meaningful only if the Church is genuinely reformable under the Word. 

At the same time, Scripture should not be used as a weapon for perpetual novelty. The reader who discovers an interpretation 

unknown to the historic Church bears a heavy burden of proof. The Spirit did not begin teaching Christians in the present generation. 

Humility asks how earlier believers read the text, why major traditions reached their conclusions, and whether a new interpretation 

depends on linguistic, historical, or contextual evidence strong enough to overturn inherited consensus. 

20.4 Holiness and love as doctrinal tests, not substitutes for doctrine 

Jesus says false prophets are known by fruit (Matthew 7:15-20), and Paul makes love indispensable even to spectacular gifts (1 

Corinthians 13:1-3). Doctrine that produces pride, exploitation, sexual abuse, financial manipulation, racial superiority, cruelty, or 

cultic control contradicts the moral shape of apostolic Christianity. Yet moral warmth cannot make false doctrine true. A sincere, 

generous community can still teach error about God or Christ. Biblical discernment requires both truth and fruit. 

20.5 Unity in truth rather than uniformity or relativism 

Jesus prays that his followers may be one and also prays, "Sanctify them by the truth; your word is truth" (John 17:17-23). Paul 

condemns factionalism but also commands separation from persistent false teaching and another gospel. Christian unity is therefore 

not achieved by pretending contradictions do not matter, nor by requiring uniformity on every secondary issue. 

The apostolic model points toward differentiated unity. Where Christians confess the same triune God, the same divine-human Lord, 

the same saving death and bodily resurrection, and the same gospel of grace, serious fellowship is possible even amid disputes that 

may require separate church structures. Where a movement changes the identity of God, makes Christ a creature, denies his real 

incarnation or resurrection, adds revelation that revises the apostolic gospel, or places salvation on another foundation, the issue is 

more fundamental than denominational diversity. 

20.6 The responsibility of every believer and every church 

No reader can outsource discernment entirely. Pastors have responsibility to teach; scholars have responsibility to handle evidence; 

churches have responsibility to confess truth; parents have responsibility to teach children; and believers have responsibility to test 

what they hear. The Bereans are not praised for cynicism but for receiving the word eagerly while examining Scripture daily (Acts 

17:11). That combination of eagerness and verification is a fitting posture for the whole history of Christian division. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+7%3A15-20&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1+Corinthians+13%3A1-3&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1+Corinthians+13%3A1-3&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John+17%3A17-23&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Acts+17%3A11&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Acts+17%3A11&version=CSB
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The final counsel of this genealogy is therefore neither "trust no church" nor "find the oldest church" nor "follow the newest 

restoration." It is to belong faithfully to Christ's people while testing every teaching by the apostolic Word, receiving genuine truth 

wherever it is found, rejecting error without caricature, correcting with humility, and refusing to surrender conscience to any 

authority God has not made infallible. 

 
Figure 3. The whole Christian tree under the Word. 

Note. The diagram orders authorities by theological finality, not by social importance. Subordinate authorities are useful precisely because they remain answerable to 

Christ and Scripture. 

21. Conclusion: The Tree Under the Word 

The genealogy of Christian division is ultimately a history of both preservation and fragmentation. The gospel survived persecution, 

intellectual controversy, political transformation, schism, institutional corruption, reform, colonization, revival, modernization, and 

globalization. Across that history Christians preserved Scripture, confessed the deity and resurrection of Christ, translated the Bible, 

preached the gospel, founded communities of prayer and charity, cared for the sick and poor, resisted injustice, crossed cultures in 

mission, and repeatedly called the Church back to neglected truth. No responsible conclusion can reduce the whole story to decline. 

Neither can the story be written as uninterrupted institutional triumph. Churches accumulated doctrines and practices not equally 

grounded in Scripture. Rulers coerced conscience. Leaders protected status. Reformers sometimes overcorrected. Restorationists 

sometimes mistook novelty for recovery. Prophetic movements sometimes insulated failed claims from correction. Denominations 

multiplied around issues ranging from gospel essentials to ethnicity, personality, politics, and custom. The modern Christian 

landscape is therefore neither proof that Christ failed to preserve his Church nor proof that every body using Christian language 

stands in equal continuity with the apostles. 

The final standard remains the one established at the beginning. Jesus Christ is Lord. The apostolic gospel announces his saving 

death and bodily resurrection. The prophetic and apostolic Scriptures are the Church's final written norm. Faith receives grace and 

bears the fruit of holiness. Baptism and the Lord's Supper belong to obedient discipleship. Leaders are servants under Christ, not 

lords over conscience. Spiritual gifts serve love and edification rather than creating a new canon. Christian hope looks for Christ's 

return, resurrection, judgment, and the new creation without surrendering to speculative calendars. 

The Christian family tree is therefore most useful when it drives the reader back to the root rather than merely helping label branches. 

History can show how a tradition arose. It can identify what a reform corrected and what it retained. It can reveal how doctrines 

developed and institutions gained authority. But history cannot absolve the believer from the final question: "What does Scripture 

teach?" The noblest use of church history is not self-congratulation. It is repentance, gratitude, discernment, and deeper fidelity to 

Christ. 

The book thus closes where it began, not with a denomination but with the apostolic witness. "Test all things. Hold on to what is 

good" (1 Thessalonians 5:21). That command is not an invitation to suspicion for its own sake. It is a call to mature faith: a faith 

humble enough to learn from the centuries, courageous enough to correct inherited error, discerning enough to reject counterfeit 

authority, and centered enough on Jesus Christ to pursue unity without surrendering truth. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1+Thessalonians+5%3A21&version=CSB
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