Polemics: What is the lay of the land?

In the beginning…

When the message of the gospel was first being spread through the apostles, what we call Polemics – the discernment of truth from falsehood – consisted of making clear distinctions between the Christian gospel and Judaism, and between the Christian gospel and pagan religions and philosophies.  The messages to the seven churches of Asia in Revelation chapters 2 and 3 were substantially about polemic issues.  By the second century, however, even though Christianity was an illegal religion within the Roman Empire, polemic questions became substantial.  Rather than simply focusing upon issues of doctrine and practice within the churches, groups began to arise that held to substantial deviations from biblical Christianity, but were still considered in some sense “Christian”.  For those on the outside of Christian faith, the distinctions between what was biblical and what was not biblical were at best difficult to discern, not that they typically cared to discern such differences anyway.  Given the perspective that began to take on a bit more definition in about the second century, we can represent the polemic distinctions between Christendom and biblical Christianity in this way:
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definition in about the second century, we can represent the polemic distinctions between
Christendom and biblical Christianity in this way:

Christendom, as in what appears or claims to be
. “Christian” from those on the outside of biblical

faith. This includes both saving & non-saving

gospels, as well as teachings of every sort

Christian as to holding to a biblical & therefore
B saving gospel message, but differing from biblical
faith in other matters, & in varying degrees

Biblical Christian faith as defined by the 66 books
of the Old & New Testament, in teaching &
practice, both as to salvation & as to all other
matters

Christendom’s “Three Circles”
Oh, no! We’re going in circles!

. Those outside of the circle of Christendom would include all non-Christian relicions and
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Oh, no! We’re going in circles!

Those outside of the circle of Christendom would include all non-Christian religions and non-Christian philosophies, such as Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, Atheism, Humanism, Scientism, etc.  Though certainly there must be discernment regarding those views that are outside of Christendom, these are more classically considered under the category of Apologetics.  There are some who would place themselves within Christendom who in fact incorporate elements of the teachings of non-Christian philosophy and religion, and these fall within one of the two outer circles of Christendom in the above diagram.

Among the movements and groups that fall inside of Christendom but do not present a saving gospel (the outer ring above) we would include Mormonism, Jehovah’s Witness, Christian Science, and Roman Catholicism, among many others.  These groups will teach a number of other doctrines, aside from the gospel, which do not stand up to the light of Scripture.

While we would have to consider this a generalization, those groups that often teach a saving gospel but deviate from biblical teaching in other respects would include a number of the Lutheran, Reformed, Methodist, Presbyterian, Baptist, Pentecostal and Charismatic churches, among others.  Some in each of these categories do not or no longer teach a saving gospel.  Those within this category, though they preach a saving gospel, will typically teach some element of ritual, legalism and/or experience as God-ordained or otherwise required for those who have come to salvation by faith.  Many just fail to teach the people in their churches altogether.  

The group that both holds to a biblically-based saving gospel and teaches fully biblical doctrine is quite small.  This is the inner small circle in the diagram on the prior page.  Further, it is not possible to name any specific denominational category within this group, and often such churches are independent – even though a church’s being independent doesn’t guarantee inclusion within this relatively small group.

Finally, we must recognize that there are individuals within each of these groups who may be saved, though the leadership of their group may not teach a saving gospel, as well as some who are not saved, even though their church does teach a saving gospel.

Let’s get down to it: what is a saving gospel?

Scripture is quite clear on this point: Salvation is entirely by faith in Jesus Christ (Ephesians 2:8,9), as Paul put it to the believers in the church at Corinth (taken from 1 Corinthians 15:1-11):

Now I make known to you, brethren, the gospel which I preached to you… by which also you are saved… For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, and that He was buried, and that He was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures…and so you believed.

What is a rather simple gospel can be explained and clarified in greater detail, of course, but to distinguish the biblical and saving gospel from one that is not biblical and saving, we must exclude any supposed gospel message that comes across as:

· Salvation by works, law, rules, or performance as either all or a part of salvation

· Anything else which must be added to faith, such as an experience, a feeling or feelings, water baptism, or any other ritual, procedure, behavior or accomplishment

· Asking for commitment to Christ as the sole basis for salvation or the Lordship of Christ in addition to faith alone in Christ alone

· Anyone who claims that a specific person, group, church or earthly organization is the sole channel through which salvation may be obtained

Christians will not be the ones deciding who is saved and who is lost (see Revelation 20:11-15), but we do have sufficient basis in Scripture for determining the basis on which we must be saved, the content of the gospel that is to be presented to others, and for guidance in how we interact with people from day to day.

Why do some groups have biblical doctrine while others do not?

In our prior study, we looked at what factors bring about the differing groups within Christendom.  So there are a number of factors that are involved in bringing about these “Christian” groups, and there may be a confluence of two or more of those factors in any specific case.   When a “Christian” group holds to views that differ from a direct understanding of Scripture, typical bases of supplemental or overriding authority include:

· Tradition, including acceptance of some views of the group from which the more recently developed group has broken away

· Additional books (or similar) as a basis for authority

· Groups or individuals recognized as either authoritative in their interpretation of Scripture or as providing valid supplemental and ongoing revelation for the group

· Personal experiences or revelations that are recognized as validations of personal viewpoints, perspectives or decisions

· Acceptance and/or institutionalization of approaches to Scripture which provide for some degree of allegorical interpretation, so as to provide a meaning that is not conveyed in the text itself

A group that has some element of unbiblical doctrine will incorporate one or more of the above means to supplement and/or override the meaning of Scripture intended by the Holy Spirit (2 Timothy 3:16, 17; 2 Peter 1:19-21).  

Now for the approach

As we proceed in the weeks ahead, in view of the concepts shown in the diagram on page 1, we will examine these groups and movements generally from the outside first, then work towards the center.  In each case, it will be a matter of comparing each one to Scripture, as to its conveyance of the gospel, and regarding its teachings.  In a number of cases we will be generalizing, using the authoritative documents or quotes from valid representatives of the group.  It should be kept in mind that individuals or subgroups may be an exception to any generalization that is presented for the group, and that there may even be a majority of people within any group who disagree with a doctrine or practice of the leadership of the group
.
� A 1993 Gallup poll found that 33% of Catholic respondents "strongly agreed" and 30% "moderately agreed" that it would be "a good thing if women were allowed to be ordained as priests" (The Gallup Poll: Public Opinion 1993 144). A 1994 New York Times/CBS News poll found that 59% of American Catholics favored the ordination of women to the priesthood (The New York Times [1 June 1994] B8).


� HYPERLINK "http://www.womenpriests.org/traditio/dynamic.asp" ��http://www.womenpriests.org/traditio/dynamic.asp�
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