
Concerning a Christian Reading of the Scriptures, Part 1 of 6:

(Everyone is Reading the Bible(
One of the misleading parts of the Evangelical Free Church(s name is the word, (Free.( Despite the best efforts pastors and elders might make toward informing members, old and new alike, that (Free( refers to our freedom from governmental control. Many still confuse free with freedom to believe whatever one(s wish. Perhaps forgetting about our Statement of Faith, many perceive that interpretation of the Scriptures is a private, personal matter. They could not be further from the truth.

I wish to show in this series of essays that the Evangelical Free Church, while historically a separatist group from an institutional church, is nevertheless in the line of orthodox Christianity with respect to its commitment to a set of beliefs which extend through the Protestant Reformation and through the medieval Church to the early centuries of Christianity where important doctrinal controversies were confronted and settled. Consequently, this requires the Evangelical Free Church to acknowledge its debt to the early Church Fathers for their dedication to Scriptural integrity and theological accuracy, its debt to the Medieval Church in preserving and protecting these essential matters of faith, and its debt to the Reformation for what it contributed to our understanding of justification.

Furthermore, acknowledgment of our debt to Christian history is not enough. We need to take from that a critically important lesson, one which is not heard in our churches today but could form the basis for a renewal of interest in maintaining Scriptural integrity. I am referring to a Christian reading of Scripture. That may at first sound strange because (what other kind of reading could there possibly be?( There are, in fact, many ways to read Scripture, but the Evangelical Free Church must be in the business of reading it as a Christian. Let me explain.

When a Mormon or Jehovah(s Witness comes to your door and finds out you are a Christian, they go quickly to the Bible and begin to talk about several key texts which they propose are clear presentations of their particular religious beliefs. The same is true with Christian Scientists, Oneness Pentecostals, Unitarians, and many of the apocalyptic cults in the world. When engaged in conversation about matters of faith, everyone would be willing to dialogue with you from the text of Scripture. This was also the case in the third and fourth centuries of the early Church. Arian, Eutychian, Anomoean, and Nestorian churches were all reading the Bible and used it in conciliar debates. The Reformation, too, was a debate over how to read the Bible. Protestants and Catholics were reading the same Bible, believed in the same Triune God, and acknowledged the full deity and humanity of Christ. Yet their disagreement over justification in faith was, from both sides, grounded in a different way of reading the Scriptures.

The point is simply this: the Christian Church has been able to accuse its heretics of many errors and problems, but the one thing of which they have never been able to accuse them is not reading the Bible. Everyone is reading the Bible. Every splinter group, every group that has inappropriately placed itself in the Christian camp has done so on account of their own acceptance of the Bible. Mormons read the Bible. Jehovah(s Witnesses read the Bible. Arians read the Bible. Christian Scientists read the Bible. Everyone is reading the Bible. This is the reason they pose the very legitimate threat to Christian beliefs that we acknowledge ( they are reading the Bible. And if members of our churches (or other Christian churches) are not mindful of this problem, they can very easily be swept away by the deceptive teachings of these other groups. The reason these other groups have been and are very good at deceiving Christians is that they talk and act very much like what true believers perceive the Scriptures to say.

So let us acknowledge from the outset here that every dispute we have with heretical Christian groups is a legitimate debate not over whether they read the Bible, but whether they read it (Christianly,( if I may coin such a term. That is, there is a proper, Christian way of reading Scripture, and there are other ways of reading Scripture. The Christian way of reading Scripture is a reading with Christian lenses. To be more specific, Christians read the Bible with certain preconceptions. Christians do not believe they will read the Scriptures and find the Trinity is denied. Christians do not believe they will read the Scriptures and find that Christ was not really God. Christians read the Bible with a lens that tells them to see the texts as communicating truth about God(s redemptive plan for the world. Christians read the Bible believing this is God(s revelation of Himself to humanity. These are some of the components that form the Christian lens for reading Scripture.

Mormons, Jehovah(s Witnesses, Christian Scientists, Arians, etc. are all reading the Bible with their respective lenses. When they read the Gospels, for instance, they do not see the same story we do. When they read Romans, they do not see the same theology we do. Fine. We acknowledge they read the Bible. They do not, however, read it as a Christian.

Concerning a Christian Reading of the Scriptures, Part 2 of 6:

(The Bible is Not a Clear Interpreter of Itself(
This series of essays is exploring an important question of why we need to read the Bible as Christians. In the first essay, I explained that most groups with which Christians must seriously wrestle over matters of faith are fellow readers of the Bible. The question for us as Christians, then is not simply, (are we reading the Bible, but are we reading it as Christians?( Learning to read the Bible as a Christian, however, begins with the recognition that Scripture is not a clear interpreter of itself. It may sound strange to hear such a thing, but the very fact that it is possible for many people to read the Bible and come away with vastly different beliefs is evidence that the Bible is not a clear interpreter of itself. A high distrust of church models that are more hierarchical in nature has led many evangelical Protestants to proclaim themselves the final arbiter of truth regarding what they believe the Scriptures teach. Yet when Protestants who believe the locus of authority are found in the text of Scripture itself, are inevitably frustrated at their inability to show other people the (natural/rational( meaning of particular passages. They cannot understand why others just do not see things as they do. 

Protestants who believe these things evidence their naivete at best, or ignorance at worst. The history of Scripture's development is nothing if not a story of the Church's own development. In the course of the first four centuries of the Church, nearly two dozen Gospels were presented to Christians as Scripture. Other theological treatises were at one time or another considered for inclusion in a New Testament canon. But in the course of those first four centuries, as doctrinal differences were confronted and settled, the Church weeded out those texts which did not fit what was believed to be true about God or Christ. Some books which had been called (Scripture( in the second century were denounced in the third and fourth. Simply put, as the Church grew in her understanding of herself, her mission, and her beliefs, there was a continual winnowing of the books which she considered appropriate for inclusion in a New Testament canon. The process of winnowing took four hundred years to complete. Thus, the Scriptures are a product of the Church, her doctrinal history, and is a result of significant filters having been applied to it. 

The Bible, therefore, is not the locus of authority for the Church. It never has been. It never can be. The Scriptures have authority in the life of a believer only in the context of a Christian community where interpretation of the Scriptures is guarded by the Church's understanding of her beliefs and doctrines. Understand what I am saying carefully: the Scriptures are not in themselves the locus of authority, but they can be when rightly interpreted in the Christian community. 

At a very practical level, every time you read the Scriptures and think you have understood something to be true about them, you have an obligation to bring that understanding back to your community for testing. Your pastor-teacher, the elders, and other mature believers exist to help you compare your understanding with the larger context of Scripture in light of the core doctrines of our faith. That is to say, your understanding of a particular passage will not be accepted if it contradicts what the Church has said must be believed regarding the nature of God, the nature of Christ, or the nature of the atonement, etc. The pastor-teacher, elders, and other mature believers should show you how your passage is to be understood more correctly in light of the Scripture's other teachings and the Church's proper understanding of what it means to be a Christian. 

In conclusion, for Protestants the locus of authority is found in the Christian community's proper interpretation of Scripture. Uniquely Christian interpretations of Scripture enable us to exclude Mormons, Jehovah(s Witnesses, Christian Scientists, and others from the "Christian Community." Despite the fact members of these groups read the same Bible we do, they are not Christian. Their problem is a faulty way of reading the Bible; Protestants have a Christian way of reading the Bible and it is one that is informed by long-held beliefs of the Christian community. Protestants should therefore realize they are not and cannot be individual interpreters of Scripture. They should further realize they are not and cannot be contributors to the community's interpretive mission if they are not a part of a local church where the Church's doctrine and authoritative interpretation are protected and preserved for posterity. This is why Paul calls us not to forsake gathering together. We help one another in the context of community. We encourage one another. We guide one another. We proclaim to the rest of the world together that Christ has come and that the Scriptures are the final, complete, and authoritative revelation of Him.

Concerning a Christian Reading of the Scriptures, Part 3 of 6:

(Our Historical Debt: The Early Church(
Spanning the first six centuries since the time of Christ, the period of the early Church is dynamic, filled with rich theological and philosophical debates, and a story of the Church(s ultimate conquering of the government whose tyrannical regimes at times displayed immense hostility toward Christians. With respect to the Scriptures, this period is marked by fluidity and change. It is to the early Church we owe our greatest debt for helping believers understand what should and should not be considered Scripture. It is to the early Church we owe our greatest thanks for clarifying the distinctions between good books for Christians to read, and those books which were divinely inspired.

As mentioned in the previous essay, the story of Scripture development is nothing if not a story of the Church(s own development. Our acknowledgment of the sixty-six books presently bound under the title, (Bible,( is not at all representative of Christian experience in the early Church. We, for example, easily acknowledge four Gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John). But the early Church had to wrestle with the promulgation of nearly two dozen books that purported to be Gospels. Gospels that claim to have been written by Peter, Mary, Thomas, among others were debated as to their authenticity and reliability as an appropriate account of Christ(s life and teaching. There were other letters that claimed to have Paul as their author which we do not find in our present Scripture canon. And there were books that did not claim apostolic authorship at all but contained such significant theological teaching that they were called (Scripture( by many pastors and elders in the second century, though many of you have likely never even heard of them.

Point being that the early Church was a very fluid period in our history. It was a time for the Christian Church to sift the wheat from the chaff. The Christian leaders of the period recognized they had an enormous opportunity and responsibility to preserve the truths about Christ and at the same time keep inappropriate teachings and beliefs out. Following Paul(s advice in Ephesians, (build up the body of Christ so they may not be swayed by every wind of doctrine,( these early leaders sought to clarify Christian beliefs so that the many competing books could be properly evaluated.

This process of evaluation was a lengthy one. Much like our use of a colander in cooking to separate liquid from a solid, so the early church carefully developed a series of theological beliefs which formed a filter through which all the competing (Scripture( books were passed. Only those which could successfully pass through the theological filter were accepted as the books of Scripture we today call the Bible. And as the Church matured, the filter was expanded, refined, and clarified. The two major issues which formed the early Church(s filter were Trinitarianism and Christology. It took five centuries for the Church to come to terms with language that suitably explained what it did and did not believe to be the teaching of Scripture on these two matters while at the same time reflecting these beliefs back on the Scripture texts themselves.

The significance of this process cannot be over stressed. God did not hand the Church a collection of sixty-six books and say, (Here you go!( He instead allowed a lengthy process of debate, councils, and creedal and liturgical formation to take place in order that the Church might grow in its understanding of itself, and in so doing, discerns truth from error in the books competing for inclusion in the New Testament canon. While many new theological debates would arise in later centuries, those which challenged the nature and interpretation of Scripture were substantially settled during this period of the early Church.

What does all this mean for the modern Christian? If the books you now read and call Scriptures were determined to be such as a result of the formation of a theological filter, it behooves you to learn more about the contents of that filter, understand the significance of that filter in helping the Church decide on its Bible, and begin to reincorporate that filter into your own reading of the text. If the early Church which gave you the Bible said these books were chosen for its support of a Trinitarian God and Christ who is both human and divine, then you are to read the same books with the same theological beliefs. This is called a Christian reading of the Scriptures. Admittedly, there are many ways to read the Bible. Every significant religious movement is reading the Bible; the question is not, (Are you reading the Bible?( but, (Are you reading it as a Christian?(
Concerning a Christian Reading of the Scriptures, Part 4 of 6:

(Our Historical Debt: The Medieval Church(
In the first three installments of this essay series we have explored the importance of cultivating a Christian reading of the Scriptures. The problem with which we are faced as believers engaged in interfaith, evangelistic dialogue is that everyone is reading the Bible. Being a reader of the Bible is insufficient; we must read the Bible as a Christian and help others do the same. The previous essay introduced us to the role of Scripture in the early Church and explored the substantial debt we owe the men and women who at that time waded into the thick of several theological disputes in order to prescribe an appropriate collection of Scripture books, and describe an interpretive grid through which those books should be read. In this fourth essay I wish to cultivate further our depth of appreciation for the Church(s history as we examine the Medieval Church(s role in protecting a Christian reading of the Scriptures.

Most Protestants would rather criticize the Medieval Church for its perceived failings, but this ignores the historical context in which many of the theological decisions were made, and it too quickly washes over the beneficial explications of our faith that were worked out during this period. For our purposes in exploring the manner in which the Medieval Church contributed to a Christian reading of the Scriptures, I wish to highlight three key ideas that define this period. First, the Medieval Church faithfully preserved the Early Church(s insistence on the centrality of a Trinitarian view of God and the full deity and humanity of Christ in its theological filter which governed its Christian reading of the Scriptures. After the Council of Chalcedon(s (451) definition of these two theological beliefs, the Medieval Church committed itself to defending them. The Church fought against various splinter groups who were perceived to have deviated from it during the next three hundred years. In addition, the scholastic treatises of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries employed arguments from reason as a supplement to the Scriptural evidence in establishing the truth of these claims. The Eucharistic theology of the Medieval Church and the mystical writings of the monastics and English Mystics are inextricably linked to a full Christology and Trinitarianism, respectively. Finally, the Council of Trent(s declarations on these two matters is clear in its decision to reaffirm the Creed of Chalcedon as its standard of faith (Third Session).

A second key idea during this period is that the Medieval Church clarified existing elements of the Early Church(s theological filter. Most notably in this regard is the Doctrine of the Holy Spirit. Prior to this time, the Church believed the Holy Spirit was a coequal member of the Trinity, but there was still some confusion as to how to understand his distinction from the Father and the Son. The Early Church had already clarified that distinctions between the persons were based on relation: the Father begets; the Son is begotten; and the Spirit proceeds. But certain Scripture texts seemed to suggest the Son also proceeds from the Father, so the question arose, (How is the Son(s procession different from the Spirit(s?( It is to the Medieval Church that we are indebted for its careful reworking of Trinitarian relations in explaining, based on John 16, the Spirits proceeds from both the Father and the Son, whereas the Son proceeds solely from the Father. Augustine had intimated this in his De Trinitate, but it was not until a ninth-century dispute with the East did the Medieval Church finally articulate its theological arguments for the Spirit(s double procession. As Protestants, we confess the Spirit(s double procession and it forms an integral part of our understanding of the Trinity when we read Scripture. It is to the Medieval Church that we look for a defense of this belief.

Third and finally, the Medieval Church added elements to the theological filter which forms our Christian reading of the Scriptures. The Medieval Church is the first to articulate there exists an ordo salutis (i.e., the steps involved from conversion to glorification) in the Scriptures. Articulated most notably by Peter Lombard and Thomas Aquinas, the ordo salutis helped establish a grid through which Christians understood various stages in their religious life. That this was so central to the Medieval Church(s theological filter is evident by the Protestant reformation(s desire to rework the ordo to accommodate the priority of effectual calling and justification. Despite the Protestant changes, it is to the Medieval Church that we are in debt for its insight that an ordo salutis did exist and for its significant role in Scripture interpretation.

In summation, the Medieval Church was yet another link in the long chain of God(s working in history through His community of faith to establish a Christian way of reading the Scripture texts He inspired.

Concerning a Christian Reading of the Scriptures, Part 5 of 6:

(Our Historical Debt: The Reformation Church and Today(
This series of essays is exploring the relationship of the faith community to Scripture. A dynamic interplay between the two has been going on for centuries, but most Evangelical Protestants believe they have an individual encounter with the Scriptures. This could not be further from the truth. These essays demonstrate that our reading of Scripture is due, in substantial measure, to the theological refinements of the Early and Medieval Church. Their commitment to safeguarding the deposit of faith left by the apostles has guided their work in defining what we mean by Scripture, in the first place, and what we read as Scripture, in the last.

The Protestant reformation of the early sixteenth century coincided with a slow-burning reformation already going on within the Church at that time. It is perhaps to the invention of the printing press that we owe our greatest thanks for what became the Protestant reformation, for without this device, the reformers would not have garnered the audience or attention they did. The previous reformation attempts within the Church did not have the benefit of this tool for disseminating their beliefs and disagreements. And yet even with the benefit of a printing press, the Scriptures were left intact by the Protestant reformers. Sure, there was Luther challenging the authenticity of James, but by and large the Protestants accepted the canon of Scripture handed down to them by the Church. That is because their disagreement with the Catholic Church was not over which books constituted Scripture, but with how one should read the established canon of Scripture.

The way of reading Scripture changed in a substantial way during the Protestant reformation. They found that the Church(s petty political, financial, and ecclesiastical disputes were having a detrimental effect on the reading of Scripture. They reshaped the doctrinal map; they reordered the traditional ordo salutis, and they challenged basic notions of what it meant to be a Christian in a world largely perceiving the Church as irrelevant. In a sum, the Protestants modified the existing filter (i.e., the Christian way of reading the Bible) to suit their new purposes. An examination of some of the elements of that filter will be helpful, because of our own connection as the Evangelical Free Church with the Protestant reformation.

The Reformation(s filter left intact many of the central theological elements of the Early and Medieval Church and modified a few elements it believed were out of sync with the Scriptures. With respect to the former, the Protestants retained belief in God as Trinity and in the full deity and humanity of Christ. They also kept the medieval Church(s fuller development of the doctrine of the Holy Spirit, confessing that He indeed proceeds both from the Father and the Son, and is the agent through which the Father calls and regenerates believers. With respect to the latter, the Protestants modified the medieval Church(s filter with respect to its notion of priesthood and ecclesiastical authority by more clearly delineating a plurality of elders for guiding the Church. This had the effect of expanding the work of the ministry to a broader group of individuals instead of leaving it solely to the priests. Also, the Protestants modified the existing ordo salutis of the Church. Whereas the medieval Church saw Justification as a consequence of a life of sanctification, the Protestants read Scripture as presenting that Justification preceded sanctification. The polemics of the sixteenth century on this important modification to the filter have been mollified during the past twenty years as several Protestant churches have worked with the Catholic church over the meaning of such terms; genuine differences do still remain, but there is a healthy desire to move past the sixteenth century context and examine afresh these critical matters of faith. 

The Evangelical Free Church is an inheritor of the Protestant Reformation(s way of reading the Bible, particularly the way that was articulated by Lutheran pietists in the seventeenth century. Much like the Westminster Assembly, various synods, and the catechisms which fill our Protestant history, the Evangelical Free Church(s Statement of Faith is yet another communication of how we read the Bible. Regardless of how we categorize the importance of each item on the list, the point of the matter is, it has never been enough for Christians to simply say they just read the Bible, even for Protestants. Everyone reads the Bible. The question has always been, and continues to be, how do you read the Bible. There is a Christian way to read the Bible. You read it with a filter, a lens which protects you from falling into error, from reading it as one who is outside the community of faith.

Concerning a Christian Reading of the Scriptures, Part 6 of 6:

(The Importance of Statements of Faith, Creeds, and Catechisms(
Thus far in these essays we have seen how important it is for believers to acknowledge that when they come to the Bible, they do not read it at face value. The Scriptures are a product of the Church(s tradition; they are the consequence of theological dialogue and doctrinal decisions made in the early centuries of the Church that functioned as a filter through which all potential Scripture books were passed. Those books which made it through the filter have been affirmed throughout our history as an accepted canon of divinely inspired works. They are the authority to which all Christians go for a final word on matters of faith, life, and doctrine. The problem, though, is that Christians in the Protestant tradition too often forget the role of Scripture in the life of the Church. They have forgotten that it is the product of a theological filter. They have forgotten that there are Christian and non-Christian ways of reading Scripture. No sooner than in dialogue with a Mormon, Jehovah(s Witness, or other such self-proclaimed Christian group,  does the Protestant Christian realize they can be embroiled in a controversy of how to read the Bible. That is because everyone is reading the Bible. Our evangelistic work is rarely about getting someone to read the Bible; it is more often a task of encouraging them to read it as a Christian (which is another matter entirely, the discussion of which will be reserved for another day).

We must therefore dispense with any belief that suggests we read the Scriptures in an unbiased manner. We bring certain theological grids to the table when we open Scripture. We need not apologize for doing so, for this is what everyone does. We should at least admit that we do so, and acknowledge our debt to the church(s history for having formulated this process on our behalf. 

That said, it is important to recognize the great difficulty in which we put ourselves when we attempt to read the Bible without an understanding of the Christian filter. It is impossible. One would have to have a mastery of every book within Scripture, and the theological, philosophical, cultural, and historical nuances that invade every verse. It is inconceivable for anyone individual to gain such  mastery, though we may try over the course of our lives to grasp hold of but a part. Interestingly, this problem is not new. In fact, from the Church(s earliest days, pastors and elders saw the difficulty of having people read parts of the Bible without an understanding of the whole. So they developed a tool that could overcome this difficulty.

The tool chosen was the adoption of a creed, a statement of faith that summarized the entirety of Scripture into manageable phrases. These creeds were not concerned with answering every theological question. The Church elders in the earliest days recognized some issues were simply more important than others. But the two issues they deemed most important, that of the Trinity and Christology became the subject of theological refinement and these form the core of Christian creeds. With the repetition of a creed during Sunday services, laity were for the first time able to get their minds around the great truths of Scripture. They could then pick  any book of Scripture and recognize that it had some bearing on our understanding of God and Christ.

Over the course of the Church(s history, the creeds were expanded into various series of questions and answers which are called catechisms. Catechisms were written both for children and for adults. They were designed to introduce new Christians to a Christian reading of Scripture. The Evangelical Free Church of America does not require the recitation of one particular creed in our churches (though there are some which do recite the creeds weekly), but have adopted instead a twelve-point statement of faith, some parts of which are deemed more central to a Christian reading of the Scriptures than others.

What ought we do as a church seeking to remain in line with the historical faith? We should start by acknowledging the great value Statements of Faith, creeds, and catechisms have in rapidly developing our understanding of the whole of Scripture. Allowing the truth claims of such documents to invade our way of reading the Scriptures will improve our study of the Scriptures immensely, enabling us to see the meaning of the whole even when studying but a small part. We might also want to consider the recitation of a creed in our services, or consider adopting the use of a catechism for introducing children and adult believers to the larger Christian faith. Creeds, catechisms, and Statements of Faith are not substitutes for Scripture. They are summaries of Scripture, and provide us a much-needed boost in our ability to interpret that precious text which God has graciously provided to us through the historical community of faith.
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