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  Preface




  A Note to the Reader




  “You can’t know the players without a scorecard!” claim the program vendors as they make their way through ballpark stands. In a similar manner we might say, “You can’t understand theology without definitions.”




  This Pocket Dictionary attempts to provide a basic understanding of the three hundred or so significant words and concepts you are most likely to encounter in the theological books and articles you are reading. The entries consist primarily of English terms, but we also have included key foreign phrases—especially Latin and German—as well as a select group of theologians who have played central roles in the history of theology.




  In using the Pocket Dictionary keep several things in mind. First, the format of the book is quite simple. The terms, phrases and names are arranged together in alphabetical order. Second, we have focused our attention on basic, generally held definitions. Rather than being exhaustive treatments, therefore, our descriptions seek to provide you with a foundational, working knowledge of the concepts. This working knowledge in turn ought to place you in a position to glean a fuller understanding from the theology texts you are reading, the lectures you are hearing or even the information you find in more exhaustive theological dictionaries. Third, while much of the material we present is generally accepted among the various Christian traditions, the fact that we write from a broadly evangelical, Protestant perspective is clearly evident from time to time.




  The Pocket Dictionary is a reference book. Thus we do not intend that you read it from cover to cover. Rather we anticipate that you will have it next to you or on your desk as you read theological literature. You can then consult the Pocket Dictionary when you come across a term that is unfamiliar to you. If you are a student, you might also use it as a “crib sheet” to help you prepare for whatever definition-oriented exams you might encounter.




  Being a reference book, the Pocket Dictionary is cross-referenced. An underlined term or phrase indicates that it appears elsewhere in the book as a separate entry. See and see also references indicate entries that might provide additional information. Typical abbreviations found in reference works like the Pocket Dictionary include c. (circa) meaning “approximately,” b. standing for “born” and d. meaning “died.”




  As members of Christ’s church and disciples of Jesus we find reading theology highly rewarding. We hope you will too. And we hope that this Pocket Dictionary will assist you in the process.




  The Authors




  A




  a posteriori, a priori. Terms used to refer to whether an assertion is dependent on experience (a posteriori) or independent of experience (a priori). For example, if one observes creation and sees in it an organized pattern, it might be concluded a posteriori (i.e., on the basis of observing creation) that God exists as its cause. However, if God’s existence can be proved on some basis prior to sense experience, then the existence of God is argued a priori.




  accommodation. Speaks of God making himself known to humans in words and ways suitable for the finite human mind to comprehend. The most significant example in which God accommodates to humankind is found in the coming of Jesus Christ—deity taking human form. See also incarnation.




  adiaphora. Items of belief not essential to salvation. In Lutheran thought the adiaphora were defined as practices of the church that were neither commanded nor forbidden in Scripture. In contemporary terms, adiaphora are those things not clearly addressed by Scripture that Christians may freely practice or believe with a clear conscience before God and that do not affect salvation.




  adoption. God’s act of making otherwise estranged human beings part of God’s spiritual family by including them as inheritors of the riches of divine glory. This adoption takes place through our receiving in faith the work of Jesus Christ the Son (Jn 3:16), being born of the Spirit (Jn 3:5-6) and receiving the Spirit of adoption (Rom 8:15-16). See also reconciliation.




  adoptionism. The theory that asserts that God adopted Jesus of Nazareth as his Son. In other words, Jesus was born human but became God’s Son at a particular point in his life. This theory fails to reflect scriptural texts that point to Jesus’ eternal relationship with the Father (e.g., Jn 17:5).




  advent. Literally meaning “coming” or “arrival,” this term refers to the coming of Jesus Christ to earth to provide salvation by his life, death, resurrection and ascension. Christians now anticipate a second advent when Christ will return to earth in bodily form to receive the church and to judge the nations. The term Advent also refers to a season of the church year during which the church prepares to commemorate Christ’s first coming to earth (Christmas). The Advent season encompasses the four Sundays prior to Christmas Day. See also parousia.




  aesthetics (esthetics). The area of philosophy formally concerned with defining the nature of beauty and discovering criteria or standards by which something can be evaluated as beautiful. In Christian theology beauty is usually defined as what reflects in some way God’s own character and nature. See also ethics.




  agnosticism. Literally, “no knowledge” and taken from two Greek terms, a (no) and gnosis (knowledge). In a more formal sense agnosticism refers to a system of belief in which personal opinion about religious statements (e.g., “God exists”) is suspended because it is assumed that they can be neither proven nor disproven or because such statements are seen as irrelevant. See also atheism.




  Alexandrian school. So called because of its origin in the city of Alexandria (Egypt), this Christian center of scholarship was led first by Clement of Alexandria in A.D. 190 and then by Origen in A.D. 202. The Alexandrian school was influenced by the philosophy of Plato and understood the task of biblical interpretation as seeking out its literal, moral and allegorical senses. In other words, the Alexandrian theologians taught that although the Bible was literally true, its correct interpretation lay in the moral or allegorical senses more than in the literal sense. See also Antiochene school.




  allegory, allegorical method. An allegory is a story in which the details correspond to or reveal a “hidden,” “higher” or “deeper” meaning. The allegorical method of biblical interpretation assumes that biblical stories should be interpreted by seeking the “spiritual” meaning to which the literal sense points. See also typology.




  amillennialism. The belief that the thousand years mentioned in Revelation 20 do not represent a specific period of time between Christ’s first and second comings. Many amillennialists believe instead that the millennium refers to the heavenly reign of Christ and the departed saints during the Church Age. Amillennialists usually understand Revelation 20 to mean that the return of Christ will occur at the end of history and that the church presently lives in the final era of history. See also premillennialism; postmillennialism.




  Anabaptist. A general term referring to several varied movements coming out of the Protestant Reformation in the 16th century, often referred to as the Radical Reformation. Anabaptists rejected infant baptism as practiced in the Lutheran and Reformed churches. Furthermore, Anabaptists believed that these churches either had been corrupted or had not separated themselves fully from what the Anabaptists considered to be errors of the Roman Catholic Church. Anabaptists therefore urged their followers to be baptized as conscious disciples of Christ. Significant Anabaptists include Menno Simons and Jacob Hutter. See also Mennonites.




  analogy of being (analogia entis). The argument that there is sufficient similarity between God and creation so that observation of the universe will yield a limited understanding of God’s nature. The analogy of being is usually said to extend more to humans than to the universe itself, in that humans are created in the image of God (see imago Dei). Contemporary theologians have debated the extent to which sinful humans can perceive creation as pointing to God. Some theologians (e.g., Karl Barth) reject completely the use of the analogy of being as a valid theological principle.




  analogy of faith (analogia fidei). A principle of interpretation that suggests that clearer passages of Scripture should be used to interpret more obscure or difficult passages. For Augustine the analogy of faith requires that Scripture never be interpreted in such a way that it violates the church’s summary of Christian faith (i.e., the Apostles’ Creed). For Luther, Christ is the analogy of faith, so that Scripture needs always to be interpreted as testifying to Christ. For Calvin the analogy of faith assumes that because the Spirit oversaw its writing, Scripture and the Spirit together interpret other parts of Scripture.




  analytical philosophy. An early twentieth-century philosophical movement that sought to understand how a sentence “means” something. Early analytical philosophers (e.g., A. J. Ayer) asserted that sentences are meaningful only if they can be verified or falsified in some way, at least theoretically. This suggests that religious, ethical and poetic sentences are meaningless, in that they can neither be verified nor falsified. See also logical positivism.




  Anglican, Anglicanism. Anglicanism began in seventeenth-century England as part of the English Reformation and continues as the state church of England. Anglicanism was formed out of the theology of Protestantism, especially Calvinism, but maintained a strong affinity to the worship and structure of the Roman Catholic Church. Common to all of Anglicanism is its use of the Book of Common Prayer in worship. It declares the central Anglican principle: “The rule of prayer is the rule of belief.”




  anhypostasis. The belief that Christ in his incarnation did not take characteristics of a specific human being upon himself, but rather took on humanity in a “generic” sense. Thus Jesus of Nazareth was not so much a “new” human as much as he was “like” a human in every way. Traditionally, the church has rejected the anhypostasis theory as an inadequate explanation of Christ’s humanity.




  animism. A system of belief that asserts that spirit beings are the cause of all movement, growth or change (animation) in the world. Although many animists acknowledge one most powerful god, they are highly sensitive to the presence of the spiritual in the world. Animists, therefore, would explain various movements, such as the growth of a tree, the rustling of its leaves and the shedding of its leaves, as visible effects of invisible spirits.




  annihilationism. The belief that all the wicked will be judged by God and thrown into the lake of fire, where they will cease to exist. Some annihilationists suggest that this will occur instantaneously, while others believe that the unrighteous may experience a brief period of awareness. However, all annihilationists agree that no individual, however wicked, will suffer eternally a conscious existence in hell. See also conditional immortality.




  Anselm of Canterbury (1033-1109). A medieval monk, philosopher and theologian who eventually became the archbishop of Canterbury, England. Anselm is best known for his formulation of the ontological argument for the existence of God, as well as his satisfaction theory of the atonement. Anselm also sought to understand the reasons that God had to become human in Christ and give himself as a sacrifice for sin. Anselm understood the task of theology as fides quaerens intellectum (faith seeking understanding).




  anthropology. From the Greek words anthrōpos (human) and logos (word), that is, words about, or teaching concerning, humankind. Anthropology in general refers to any study of the status, habits, customs, relationships and culture of humankind. In a more specific and theological sense, anthropology sets forth the scriptural teachings about humans as God’s creatures. Christian anthropology recognizes that humans are created in God’s image (imago Dei) but that sin has in some way negatively affected that image. Anthropology is also interested in the question of the constitution of a human being, that is, the relationship between body, soul, spirit and so on.




  anthropomorphism. A figure of speech used by writers of Scripture in which human physical characteristics are attributed to God for the sake of illustrating an important point. For example, Scripture sometimes speaks of the “face” or “arm” of God, even though God is revealed to be Spirit and not limited in time and space by the constraints of a physical body. Anthropomorphisms essentially help to make an otherwise abstract truth about God more concrete.




  antichrist. Literally, “against Christ,” the term refers to individual, social or ideological opposition to the words and deeds of Christ. Some theologians understand the antichrist to be a future individual who will oppose Christ and whose rule in the world will serve as a sign of the nearness of Christ’s second coming. The term appears only in the letters of John, yet biblical writers in both the OT and the NT used similar concepts, such as “sons of Belial” (as found in the Pentateuch and historical books); “the little horn” (Daniel); “the abomination of desolation” (Matthew and Mark, see Daniel); and the “man of lawlessness” (Paul).




  antinomianism. An ethical system that denies the binding nature of any supposedly absolute or external laws on individual behavior. Some antinomianists argue that Christians need not preach or practice the laws of the OT because Christ’s merits have freed Christians from the law. Others, like the early Gnostics, teach that spiritual perfection comes about through the attainment of a special knowledge rather than by obedience to law. Generally, Christian theology has rejected antinomianism on the basis that although Christians are not saved through keeping the law, we still have a responsibility to live uprightly, that is, in obedience to God’s law of love in service to one another (Gal 5:13-14) as we walk by the Spirit (Gal 5:16) who continually works to transform us into the image of Christ the Creator (Col 3:1, 7-10).




  antinomy. The bringing together of two principles, statements or laws that, even though appearing to be contradictory to or in tension with one another, are both believed to be true. A theological example of an antinomy is the belief in both the absolute sovereignty of God and human free will. Although both are held to be true, there is a tension between God’s will and our human will that cannot be easily or fully understood. See also paradox.




  Antiochene school. So called because it arose in the city of Antioch in the third to fifth centuries A.D., the Antiochene school practiced an approach to scriptural interpretation that emphasized the literal meaning of the text. This was in reaction to the Alexandrian school of interpretation, which sought “deeper” allegorical, moral or spiritual meanings not immediately evident in the text. Important figures in the Antiochene school include Chrysostom, Theodor, Theodoret and Theophilus. See also Alexandrian school.




  apocalypse. From the Greek word meaning “unveiling.” Its use as the title of the last book of the NT (the book of Revelation, or the Apocalypse) arises from John’s opening phrase: apokalypsis Iesou Christou (Revelation of Jesus Christ).




  apocalyptic literature, apocalypticism. Certain portions of the Bible (including Daniel 7—12 and the book of Revelation) are often categorized as apocalyptic literature, a genre or type of Jewish literature that became popular during the intertestamental period and extended into the NT era (c. 400 B.C. to A.D. 100). The writers of apocalyptic literature sought to disclose “heavenly secrets” concerning how the world would end and how the kingdom of God would suddenly appear to destroy the kingdom of evil. Apocalyptic writers made extensive use of visions, dreams and symbols as instruments of revealing what was hidden. Apocalypticism has been variously defined as a social movement or ideology arising out of an oppressed subgroup in a society, whether ancient or modern, which in defining its identity seeks release from oppression by seeing a future reality as more important than the present state of affairs.




  apokatastasis. A Greek word loosely translated as “restoration.” In the OT the Hebrew equivalent of the term referred to the return of Israel from exile (see Jer 16:15). In the NT apokatastasis speaks of a future time when God in Christ will restore all things in creation according to God’s original intention. Some theologians have taken this to mean that at the end of history all humankind (and perhaps even Satan and his demons) will be saved. Generally, Christian theology has rejected the idea of a universal salvation. See also universalism.




  Apollinarianism, Apollinarius. The teaching of the fourth-century bishop of Laodicea Apollinarius (c. 310-391), who declared that in his incarnation Christ took on a human body and soul but not a human mind or spirit (nous). Apollinarius argued that to have a human spirit is to have a free will. But where there is free will, there is also sin. Therefore, Apollinarius concluded, Christ operated solely on the basis of a divine mind or nous. The church officially rejected Apollinarianism at the Second Ecumenical Council at Constantinople in A.D. 381.




  apologetics. Occasionally called eristics, apologetics is the formal defense of the Christian faith. Historically, Christian theologians have differed as to whether apologetics is appropriate to the presentation of the gospel, and if so, how it should be accomplished. Depending on how they have answered these questions, apologists have appealed to rational argumentation, empirical evidence, fulfilled prophecy, authorities of the church or mystical experience in defending such beliefs as the existence of God, the authority of Scripture, the deity of Christ and the historicity of Jesus’ resurrection. See also polemics.




  apophatic theology. Generally, any kind of theology that assumes that positive description of God is impossible, for by definition God, as an uncreated being, does not fit into normal categories of human language and thought. As a result, apophatic theology is often called “negative theology” because it assumes that all that human language can do is assert what God is not—for example, that God is infinite (not finite), immutable (not changing), immortal (not mortal). As a result, apophatic theology suggests that God is known positively through spiritual experience rather than through rational expression. Apophatic theology is of key importance in the Eastern Orthodox tradition. See also Eastern Orthodoxy; via eminentia, via negativa, via causalitatus.




  apostasy. A biblical concept that generally refers to those who fall away from belief in God. Broadly speaking, apostasy has been defined in four ways: as referring to a person who falls away and fails to keep a religious covenant (Judaism), who falls away from the church (Roman Catholicism), who falls away from intellectual adherence to Christianity (Augustinianism/Calvinism), or who falls away from salvation once experienced (Semi-Pelagianism/Arminianism). Scripture repeatedly and clearly warns of the dangers and results of apostasy (e.g., Heb 6:4-8).




  apostle, apostolicity. Derived from the Greek term apostolos, an apostle is basically a “sent one.” From his many followers Christ chose twelve whom he designated as “apostles” (Mt 10:2-4; Mk 3:14; Lk 6:14-16). These twelve, along with the apostle Paul as one “abnormally born” (1 Cor 15:8), became foundational in the establishment of the church and functioned as authority figures in the early church. As a result, the idea of apostolicity has to do with the correspondence of the faith and practice of the church to the authoritative NT teaching attributed to the apostles.




  appropriation. A general term used in theology to speak of the integration or application of an aspect of the Christian belief system into Christian practice. Thus it is not enough to have an intellectual concept of faith and trust in Christ without actually exercising faith and trust in Christ. The believer’s exercising of faith, then, is called the appropriation of faith.




  Aquinas, Thomas (1225-1274). Medieval Italian theologian and monk whose work was declared to be the official teaching of the Roman Catholic Church by Pope Leo XIII in 1879. Aquinas’s greatest influence is found in his Summa Theologica, a systematic presentation of Christian theology based on the philosophical system of Aristotle. One of his more famous contributions was a thorough discussion of the Five Ways (proofs) for the existence of God.




  Arianism, Arius. An early heretical teaching about the identity of Jesus Christ. Arianism was founded primarily on the teachings of Arius (d. 335/336). The central characteristic of Arian thought was that because God is one, Jesus could not have also been truly God. In order to deal with the scriptural testimony to the exalted status of Christ, Arius and his followers proposed that Jesus was the highest created being of God. So although Christ was fully human, he was not fully God. Arius’s teaching was condemned as heretical at the First Ecumenical Council (Nicaea) in A.D. 325.




  Arminianism, Arminius. A system of theology founded on the thought of James Arminius (1560-1609), a Dutch theologian and pastor. Arminianism as a theological system developed mainly as a response to Lutheran and especially Calvinist views on the doctrine of predestination. Unlike Calvinists (and Lutherans), who saw predestination as an unconditional action of God in electing individuals to salvation, Arminius taught that predestination was based on God’s foreknowledge in seeing whether an individual would freely accept or reject Christ. The resulting theology also asserted that insofar as salvation is freely chosen, it could also be freely lost—a concept foreign to Calvinist and Lutheran understandings. See also Calvinism, John Calvin.




  ascension. When Christ had finished his earthly ministry, he entered the presence of the Father (Mk 16:19; Lk 24:51; Acts 1:9). This event, known as the ascension, is significant for at least three reasons. First, the ascension ended the earthly, visible ministry of Christ and prepared the way for the promised coming of the Holy Spirit to minister invisibly through the church. Second, the ascension exalted Christ to the right hand of the Father, where he now reigns as Lord over the cosmos and serves as the great high priest, interceding on behalf of God’s people (Heb 7:24; 8:2). Third, the ascension functions as a reminder that Christ will once again appear visibly from the heavens at his second coming (Acts 1:11).




  asceticism. The teaching that spirituality is attained through renunciation of physical pleasures and personal desires while concentrating on “spiritual” matters. Jesus himself advocated certain practices such as fasting (Mt 9:15) or, for some perhaps, celibacy (Mt 19:12) for the sake of the kingdom; yet some Christians have overemphasized the role of ascetic practices. This prompted the apostle Paul to assert that ascetic practice alone is insufficient as a means of escaping from sin (see Col 2:20-23). Unfortunately, asceticism often proceeds on the assumption that the physical body is evil and is ultimately the cause of sin—a wholly unbiblical concept. See also Gnosticism.




  aseity. A term derived from the Latin a se, “from oneself.” Aseity, as a divine attribute, refers to God’s self-existence. In other words, God is not dependent upon anything else for existence but has eternally existed without any external or prior cause.




  assensus. A Latin term referring to the intellectual assent to or acceptance of a theological truth. While the biblical concept of faith includes the idea of assensus, it should not be equated with saving faith. One who exercises biblical faith assents to the truth that Jesus is both human and divine; however, assensus does not guarantee that biblical faith is present, for, as James notes, “even the demons believe” (Jas 2:19); that is, they give intellectual assent while not exercising saving faith in Christ. See also faith; fiducia; notitia.
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