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:CHAPTER 1

BEING BiBLICAL WITHOUT ORTHODOXY

very year I take a class of students to visit an Eastern Ortho-

dox worship service. We are mostly Baptists, so we sit, stand,
observe, and listen, but we don’t participate. That’s because we’re
not Orthodox; even the priest of the Greek Orthodox church we
visit lets us know in a most friendly way that, while we are wel-
come there, we are not there to partake of the Eucharist (Lord’s
Supper). We're not Orthodox or orthodox in their eyes. In fact,
to them our churches are not even really churches; they are “reli-
gious clubs” or parachurch organizations. The priest is quick to
explain that he doesn’t mean we’re not saved. That’s God’s busi-
ness, and he assumes people who have repented and believed in
Jesus Christ are saved, but the church of Jesus Christ is identical
with the fellowship of churches under Eastern Orthodox bish-
ops. Many Orthodox Christians would now include the churches
under the pope — the bishop of Rome (Catholics).

The Many Meanings of Orthodoxy

I used to explain to my students that we Baptists and other evan-
gelical Christians think we’re the truly orthodox Christians.
I enjoyed the irony that this other fellowship of churches from
Eastern Europe and the Middle East call themselves “Orthodox”
while we are really more orthodox than they are! This play on
words is confusing, so let me explain.
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HOW TO BE EVANGELICAL WITHOUT BEING CONSERVATIVE

In religious jargon “orthodox” may simply mean “theologi-
cally correct.” You’ve heard of “politically correct.” Well, ortho-
doxy with a small “0” is simply theological correctness. Every
branch of Christianity thinks it is more orthodox than others;
otherwise there would be little reason for existing as a separate
denomination. The Eastern Orthodox family of churches has
long embraced and used the “O” label because they highly value
being theologically correct; to them it is of greatest importance
after right worship, which is also part of being orthodox in their
eyes. They affirm the ancient creeds of Christendom, such as the
Nicene Creed, and repeat them often. And they seek to adhere
to the teachings of the church fathers of the first eight centuries.
As one Eastern Orthodox priest told us, “All important ques-
tions were answered in the first eight centuries” — by the church
fathers and the ecumenical (universal) councils of the church.

Traditionally, then, religious scholars use “Orthodox” with
a capital “O” to refer to that family of churches looking to the
ancient church fathers and councils of the first seven or eight cen-
turies and in submission to the great patriarchs of the ancient cap-
ital cities of Christendom (e.g., the Patriarch of Constantinople,
a city in Turkey now called Istanbul). We often use “orthodox”
with a small “0” to designate theological correctness. The first use
is descriptive whereas the second one is prescriptive. To adherents
of Eastern Orthodoxy, of course, the two are the same.

There’s another, less scholarly but more popular meaning of
“orthodoxy” I use in this chapter. In popular parlance orthodoxy
means being locked into tradition and closed to new ways of
thinking, living, believing, worshiping, and practicing the Chris-
tian faith. An orthodox Christian, in this sense, is any Christian
who stands firmly for tradition—however that is perceived. But
orthodoxy in this sense especially relates to doctrine; orthodoxy
is firm and unwavering adherence to a set of doctrines that are
usually expressed in some creed and/or confessional statement. In
other words, it is more than just “theological correctness” because
everyone who thinks about God would like to be theologically
correct. Theological correctness is an ideal identical with right
thinking. We all want to think we think rightly.
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Being Biblical without Orthodoxy

The sense of orthodoxy I'm talking about now is more that
just thinking rightly because it enshrines a particular set of doc-
trines carved out of Scripture, tradition, reason, and experience
(the so-called Wesleyan Quadrilateral) and carved into stone
at some time in the past by some group of people. The people
who defined this orthodox set of doctrines may be bishops (as
in Roman Catholic councils) or ministers or theologians (as in
many Protestant denominations). In this sense, orthodoxy is
affirming allegiance without mental reservation or qualification
to these traditional beliefs.

The word “orthodoxy,” then, has three distinct connotations:
(1) that family of churches in submission to a group of patriarchs
(super-bishops) of Eastern Europe and the Middle East called
Eastern Orthodoxy, (2) theological correctness as an ideal, and
(3) strict adherence to and affirmation of a formal set of doc-
trines expressed in written creeds and confessions of faith. For
members of Eastern Orthodoxy, of course, all three are identical.
The Roman Catholic Church also rolls them into one with the
exception that it considers only the churches under the bishop
of Rome (the pope) completely orthodox. Protestants have a
special problem with orthodoxy number three because Martin
Luther and other sixteenth-century Reformers rebelled against
that orthodoxy. When Luther was asked to recant his beliefs such
as that salvation is by God’s grace through faith alone and not
through faith and good works, he appealed to God’s Word (the
Bible) and reason against popes and church councils (i.e., against
a magisterium of orthodoxy) and said they contradicted each
other. In other words, he appealed to Scripture and reason against
orthodoxy itself.

The Protestant Principle

Beginning with Luther, all Protestants have always affirmed sola
scriptura (Scripture alone) as the test of true belief. This was radi-
cal stuff in Luther’s time. One hundred years earlier the Bohe-
mian reformer John Hus was burned at the stake for the same
rebellious attitude toward official orthodoxy. Of course, both
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HOW TO BE EVANGELICAL WITHOUT BEING CONSERVATIVE

Luther and Hus wanted to be orthodox in the sense of theologi-
cally correct. But neither one wanted to bow down and accept
without question traditional beliefs that could not be proved by
Scripture and that went against reason. They were against being
orthodox in that sense.

Later, however, successive generations of Protestants began
to forget the value of checking every Christian belief, however
ancient and widely accepted or enforced by an inquisition, by
Scripture. They began to develop statements of faith that took on
the aura of authority reminiscent of the Catholic Church’s creeds.
Luther’s followers first wrote the Augsburg Confession as a state-
ment of faith to show the Holy Roman Emperor that they were
theologically correct according to Scripture. Later that same con-
fession came to be treated as an inviolable and incorrigible creed
by some conservative Lutherans.

Now there’s irony. John Calvin, the Reformer of Switzerland
and especially Geneva, the great organizer of Protestant thought,
had “heretic” Michael Servetus burned at the stake for his refusal
to accept orthodox doctrines. Catholics and Protestants alike
hunted down and killed Anabaptists because they wouldn’t con-
form to belief in infant baptism and insisted on baptizing adults
only. They were killed for rejecting the orthodoxy of their day,
which was shared by both Protestants and Catholics. Many Ana-
baptists also rejected the detailed, formal systems of doctrine
developed by their fellow Protestants.

Protestants have always claimed to believe in Scripture above
tradition; every doctrine is to be tested by Scripture and whatever
cannot be proven by Scripture is not to be preached or taught as
true. Of course, people may be free to hold opinions, but official
teachings of the churches should be clearly biblical and not merely
traditional. That’s the meaning of sola scriptura—not Scripture
as the only book to read but Scripture as the ultimate source
and standard of truth especially for Christian faith and practice.
However, many Protestants have faltered at this and insisted that
people in their churches simply affirm doctrines without asking
whether they are biblical or challenging them by Scripture.
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Being Biblical without Orthodoxy

Conservative Presbyterians have the Westminster Confes-
sion of Faith; conservative Dutch Reformed have the Canons and
Decrees of the Synod of Dort (1618/1619). At that synod or coun-
cil of Reformed “divines” (ministers and theologians), a group
of Dutch dissenters known as the Remonstrants (which really
means the same as “Protestants”) were tried as heretics because
they were judged to have departed from the traditional doctrines
of the Reformed churches of Europe. Their leader had been Jacob
Arminius (d. 1609), who was widely acknowledged to be a bril-
liant biblical scholar and theologian of his day. He taught theol-
ogy at the University of Leyden in the Netherlands and rejected
the doctrines of absolute, unconditional predestination in favor
of belief in free will and human cooperation with God’s grace
in salvation. His followers, the Remonstrants, came to be called
Arminians. The Reformed delegates to the Synod of Dort judged
them harshly for rejecting what was considered traditional belief
in God’s absolute sovereignty, and they were stripped of their
positions and property and exiled from the Netherlands. One was
beheaded—all this in the name of orthodoxy.

Of course, later, the Remonstrants and Arminians developed
their own official versions of orthodoxy and in some cases expelled
people who disagreed even if they marshaled biblical arguments
for their views. This is the natural human tendency— “harden-
ing of the categories.” As radical denominations seeking freedom
from religious oppression at the hands of gatekeepers of ortho-
doxy become older and more established, they tend to create and
enforce their own orthodoxies and oppress free thinkers who
dare to challenge them.

Orthodoxy in this sense, then, is enforced adherence to a writ-
ten doctrinal system under threat of punishment for daring to
question it. Of course, not everyone who affirms this orthodoxy
is doing so under threat of punishment (such as excommunica-
tion). Many gladly affirm orthodoxy without reservation. Oth-
ers, however, find it imperative to question orthodoxies of this
kind (written, formal, enforced) in order to keep the churches
“reformed and always reforming.” That was also a major Protestant
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