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This book is dedicated with gratitude to the memory of those past generations of Christian scholars whose development of Christian doctrine still benefits us today. We see further because we stand on the shoulders of giants.


Introduction

The Theseus Paradox and Prayers of Love and Faith



In Greek legend, Theseus, the King of Athens, rescued the children of Athens from King Minos of Crete after slaying the Minotaur. He then escaped from Crete on a ship heading to Delos. This ship was subsequently preserved at Athens and taken on an annual pilgrimage to Delos to honour Apollos.

As time went on, more and more bits of the original ship were replaced as they decayed, and this raised a question among ancient philosophers which has come to be known as the ‘Theseus paradox.’ If a stage was reached when all the pieces of the original ship were thus replaced was the current ship still the Ship of Theseus? If not, at what point did the original ship cease to exist?


The discussion about this issue was first noted by the Greek historian and philosopher Plutarch in his Life of Theseus. Plutarch writes:



The ship on which Theseus sailed with the youths and returned in safety, the thirty-oared galley, was preserved by the Athenians down to the time of Demetrius Phalereus. They took away the old timbers from time to time, and put new and sound ones in their places, so that the vessel became a standing illustration for the philosophers in the mooted question of growth, some declaring that it remained the same, others that it was not the same vessel.[1]



A modern version of the Theseus Paradox is raised by Admiral Nelson’s flagship HMS Victory which is preserved in dry dock in Portsmouth. As the conservation log for HMS Victory compiled by the National Museum of the Royal Navy makes clear, although there are some original parts of the ship left, a very large proportion of the ship has been replaced since it was launched in 1765 and took part in the Battle of Trafalgar in 1805.[2] This raises the question, is the HMS Victory we see today sufficiently original that we can still say that it is Nelson’s flagship, and, if this is the case, if pieces continue to be replaced in the future will it at some point cease to be Nelson’s flagship?



The issue raised by the Ship of Theseus and by HMS Victory is that of continuity in the face of change. How much can something change and still retain its identity? Philosophers differ on this point, but the answer seems to be that identity can be said to persist in the face of change if there is some essential form of continuity. Thus, in the case of the two ships we have mentioned, the fact of their having a continuous history even while a growing number of parts are replaced means that they can be said to be the same ships. In a similar way a human being remains the same person although billions of cells in their bodies are replaced every day.[3]


However, if some form of essential continuity does not persist, then identity cannot be said to be maintained. For example, if the decision was taken to scrap HMS Victory entirely and to replace her at Portsmouth with the World War II battleship HMS Belfast, currently moored in the Thames in the Pool of London, it would generally be agreed that the ship in Portsmouth was not now the same ship as HMS Victory, even if HMS Belfast was renamed HMS Victory by the Royal Navy. In the same way, if someone takes someone else’s name, whether by agreement or in some form of identity theft, this would not make them that person. In both cases the necessary element of continuity would be generally agreed to be missing.


The issue of continuity and change raised by the examples we have just considered is also raised by the Prayers of Love and Faith process that is currently taking place in the Church of England.


The legal basis of this process is a motion that was passed by the Church of England’s General Synod on 9 February 2023. This motion runs as follows:

‘That this Synod, recognising the commitment to learning and deep listening to God and to each other of the Living in Love and Faith process, and desiring with God’s help to journey together while acknowledging the different deeply held convictions within the Church:

a) lament and repent of the failure of the Church to be welcoming to LGBTQI+ people and the harm that LGBTQI+ people have experienced and continue to experience in the life of the Church;

b) recommit to our shared witness to God’s love for and acceptance of every person by continuing to embed the Pastoral Principles in our life together locally and nationally;

c) commend the continued learning together enabled by the Living in Love and Faith process and resources in relation to identity, sexuality, relationships and marriage;

d) welcome the decision of the House of Bishops to replace Issues in Human Sexuality with new pastoral guidance;

e) welcome the response from the College of Bishops and look forward to the House of Bishops further refining, commending and issuing the Prayers of Love and Faith described in GS 2289 and its Annexes;

f) invite the House of Bishops to monitor the Church’s use of and response to the Prayers of Love and Faith, once they have been commended and published, and to report back to Synod in five years’ time;


g) endorse the decision of the College and House of Bishops not to propose any change to the doctrine of marriage, and their intention that the final version of the Prayers of Love and Faith should not be contrary to or indicative of a departure from the doctrine of the Church of England.’[4]



The key clause in the motion is clause (g). This is because it constrains the House on Bishops from changing the Church of England’s existing doctrine of marriage and from including anything in the forms of prayer contained in the Prayers of Love and Faith material that involved any departure from the Church of England’s doctrine concerning sexual ethics. It also means in relation to clause (d) of the motion that any new pastoral guidance to replace Issues in Human Sexuality will need to conform to the Church’s existing doctrine both in respect of the Church’s teaching with regard to marriage and sexual ethics, and the requirement that members of the clergy live lives that are in accordance with this teaching.



Since the Synod motion was passed, the House of Bishops has commended a set of prayers that can be used in the case of same-sex couples, including those who have entered same-sex marriages[5]. It is also currently proposing the introduction of standalone services for those who have entered same-sex civil marriages or civil partnerships, as well as working on proposals for new ‘pastoral guidance’ to replace Issues in Human Sexuality which would permit the ordination of those in civil same-sex marriages.[6]


Currently there are no proposals for formally changing the Church of England’s doctrine of marriage, or for permitting the solemnisation of same-sex marriages to take place in Church of England churches. However, if the Church of England decides that such marriages can be marked by standalone services in church and are compatible with the holiness of life required of ordained ministers, it is difficult to see how the Church of England would still be able to maintain that it does not view such marriages as marriages and therefore capable of being solemnised in church. A formal change in the Church’s doctrine of marriage would thus seem almost inevitable in the medium to long term once that point is reached.


If we ask on what basis the House of Bishops proposes to move forward with standalone services and the replacement of Issues in Human Sexuality along the lines just described, the answer lies in the concept of the development of doctrine. What the bishops are arguing is that what they are proposing is a development of, rather than a departure from, the doctrine of the Church of England and thus not in conflict with clause (g) of the 2023 Synod motion.



In paragraph 44 of GS 2358, LLF: Moving Forward as One Church, the bishops explain that theological work will be undertaken to ‘to provide clarity around how doctrine can develop or change within the Church of England’[7] and in GS Misc 1407, A part report of the Episcopal Reference Group of the Faith and Order Commission: Living in Love and Faith and the Doctrine of Marriage the bishops review the history of the doctrine of marriage in the Church of England since the Reformation and then declare:


The story of the doctrine of marriage in the Church of England over the last five hundred years, therefore, is one of a high degree of consistency and stability, and yet with some significant developments in understanding and emphasis within the envelope of continuity reflected in Canon B30 and the Prayer Book tradition.


The ERG, in consultation with FAOC and the Liturgical Commission, intend next to consider whether and how that doctrinal ‘envelope’ has been altered or enlarged with the commendation of the PLF; whether it is now already a big enough envelope to accommodate some of the other changes that are sought by many within the Church (such as the use of the PLF in bespoke services and a change in discipline regarding clergy and same-sex marriage) or whether the Church would need an explicitly bigger doctrinal envelope for them; and to begin to consider what kind of size and shape ‘envelope’ could be created if the Church discerned and resolved that it wanted same-sex marriage to be included therein also. It ought to be acknowledged at this juncture that the great majority of those within the Church of England who would like the doctrine and discipline of the Church to expand in such a way that it can accommodate same-sex marriage do not deny nor wish to dilute or overturn the doctrine of marriage thus expressed in the nine theses above, but to adjust certain aspects of it to be inclusive of same-sex unions. It would not be fair or accurate, therefore, to cast the Church’s current disagreement as simply a binary contest between those who wish to defend the Church’s doctrine of marriage and those who disbelieve it. Rather, the dispute concerns whether the Church’s doctrine of marriage is already, or may legitimately become, spacious enough to include same-sex couples in its ambit. Some believe the necessary adjustment to be modest and to be following and flowing organically from an established trajectory in the Church’s moral, pastoral, and theological treatment of marriage over the last century or so; others believe such an ‘adjustment’ would in fact be to tear the ‘envelope’ of a God-given institution.[8]


The bishops do not state in these paragraphs that they believe that ‘the Church’s doctrine of marriage is already, or may legitimately become, spacious enough to include same-sex couples in its ambit.’ However, they are setting out this issue as the ground on which they think the issue of standalone, or ‘bespoke,’ PLF services and the ordination of those in same-sex marriages must be determined.

In the remainder of this book, I shall argue that the bishops are entirely right to identify the issue of the development of doctrine as the key issue that needs to be decided in relation to what the House of Bishops are proposing. However, I shall also argue that a proper theological understanding of the development of doctrine rules out the kind of changes that the bishops are suggesting might take place. Continuity of doctrine would not be maintained. To return to the examples given at the beginning of this introduction, it would be like replacing HMS Victory with HMS Belfast or one person taking the identity of another.

I shall argue this case in four parts.

First, in chapter 1 I shall set out what is meant by the term doctrine and why traditional Christian doctrine remains relevant today.

Secondly, in chapter 2 I shall explain why the historical evidence we possess shows that doctrine is not static but is something that develops over time.


Thirdly, in chapters 3-5 I shall consider three representative accounts of how to understand the development of doctrine and how to distinguish between legitimate and illegitimate forms of development. These accounts are the Patristic account given by Vincent of Lerins in the fifth century in his Commonitory, the account given by John Newman in the middle of the nineteenth century in his Essay on the Development of Doctrine to justify his conversion from Anglicanism to Roman Catholicism, and the Liberal Anglican account given in the second half of the twentieth century by Maurice Wiles in his two books The Making of Christian Doctrine and The Remaking of Christian Doctrine. In each case I shall explain what I think we can learn from the work(s) in question either about how we should rightly understand the development of doctrine, or about errors we should avoid when thinking about this issue.


Fourthly, in chapter 6 I shall then apply the lessons learned in the previous chapters to the specific case of the Church of England’s doctrine of marriage and the view of sexual ethics that goes with it. I shall argue that a move in the direction that the House of Bishops is proposing would involve not a development of, but a departure from, the traditional doctrine of the Church of England and of the Christian Church as whole, a departure that would amount to what the Church has traditionally called heresy. To use the bishops’ terminology, the doctrinal envelope is not big enough to accommodate the changes they propose.



Chapter 1

What is doctrine?



The nature of doctrine


A helpful place to start thinking about the nature of Christian doctrine is the statement by Alister McGrath in his book The Nature of Christian Doctrine that ‘…doctrine can be seen as a gateway to and articulation of the life-giving and life-changing realities that lie at the heart of the Christian community of faith.’ As such, doctrine has ‘…the capacity to illuminate reality, create meaning, elicit joy and wonder, and bring hope in a darkening world.’ [9]


The basic point that McGrath is making in these two quotations is that doctrine is something that has the power to change lives for the better.

At the heart of Christianity is the knowledge that Christians possess of the action of God in Jesus Christ, knowledge which makes it possible for them to begin new life with God and transforms the way that they live their lives in this world. What McGrath is saying is that doctrine is the way that the Christian community gives expression to this knowledge, thereby enabling those inside the community to grow in their appreciation of it, and those outside the community to share in it. When this happens reality is illuminated, meaning is created, joy and wonder are elicited, and hope is born.


The question that McGrath’s account of Christian doctrine raises is how Christians have access to the knowledge of the action of God in Jesus Christ and its life changing implications. We can begin to answer this question if we consider the alternative definition of Christian Doctrine offered by J I Packer in his book Taking God Seriously.


Packer writes that:

Doctrine is the revealed truth of God as defined and taught in the church, by the church, for the church, and for the world.


Our word doctrine is from the Latin doctrina, which means teaching. The corresponding word in the Greek New Testament is didache, which has the same meaning. The New Testament church appears as a community of learners, some of whom become teachers as well, but all of whom are called to the lifelong task of taking in, digesting, and living out, which includes giving out, the good news of Jesus Christ that the apostles expounded to them. Disciple translates a Greek word that means learner; the church is seen as a fellowship of disciples, and any congregation that did not consist of persons labouring to learn more about Christ than they know as yet would hardly count as a church by New Testament standards.[10]


Packer further explains that:


Doctrine is taught not only by sermons, catechisms, and instructional talks, by printed books and audio-visual devices, but also by worship patterns (liturgies, both written and unwritten; hymns and songs) and by creeds, confessions, and declarations of councils and synods. It is learned by attending to these and buttressing them with personal and group Bible study. By all these means Christians and congregations seek to assimilate, articulate, and apply what the apostles taught the first churches in Christ's name. Faithfulness to this heritage is the mark of sound doctrine - doctrine, that is, that promotes spiritual health. Deviations from the heritage constitute false doctrine, which will at least stunt growth and at worst ruin souls completely. Christian doctrine is thus serious business, as serious as anything with which the church ever deals. [11]


If we unpack Packer’s definition of doctrine, we find that what he is saying is that the subject matter of Christian doctrine is the revealed truth of God, and the source of doctrine is the teaching of the apostles which the Christian Church passes on to those inside and outside the Church in various different ways. It is by this means that Christians have knowledge of the action of God in Jesus Christ.

This understanding of doctrine then raises two further questions. First, what is the connection between the revealed truth of God and the teaching of the apostles? Secondly, how does the Christian Church have access to the teaching of the apostles, given that they are all now dead?

The answer to the first question is given in the words of Jesus recorded in John 14:9 ‘He who has seen me has seen the Father.’ The point that Jesus is making in these words is that because he is God the Father’s eternal Son, who shares the Father’s nature and always perfectly does the Father’s will, what is perfectly revealed in his person, words and actions is the nature, will and action of God himself.

At this point a potential problem arises. Jesus Christ reveals the nature, will and action of God within a life lived on earth. This earthly life came to an end at his ascension when he was taken up into heaven, where he will remain until he comes in glory at the end of time (Acts 1:9-11). How then does God continue to be revealed through him? The solution to this problem is set out in Acts 1:8 in which Jesus says to the apostles: ‘But you shall receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you shall be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judaea and Samaria and to the end of the earth.’ God will continue to be revealed through Jesus, even after the ascension through the Spirit empowered witness of the apostles, a reality which the Book of Acts then goes on to describe.


This brings us on to the question of how the Church now has access to the witness of the apostles. The answer to this question is that the witness of the apostles was preserved in the books of the New Testament, which were written either by the apostles themselves or those like Mark, Luke or James, who were the companions, or the appointees, of the apostles, and faithfully reflected their witness. These books build on the witness to Jesus borne in advance by the writers of the Old Testament (Luke 24:26-27, 44-45) and the books of the Old and Testaments together constitute the Bible, one witness to Jesus in two parts. [12]


What this means is that we can expand Packer’s account of the nature of doctrine by saying that the basis of doctrine is the truth concerning the nature, will and action of God revealed by Jesus Christ and made known to us by the record of the Spirit inspired witness of the apostles contained in the books of the New Testament, a witness which supplements and completes the previous witness to Jesus borne by the writers of the Old Testament. It is this truth ‘as defined and taught in the church, by the church, for the church, and for the world,’ that constitutes Christian doctrine.

The reason the truth about God’s nature, will and action needs to be defined as well as taught is that if the Church is going to teach this truth on the basis of the apostolic witness it has to decide precisely how this truth needs to be understood and expressed. Defining doctrine means making this decision.

Five additional facts relating to doctrine

What we have said so far in the chapter gives us a basic definition of Christian doctrine. However, to understand the nature of doctrine more fully, there are five additional facts relating to doctrine that also need to be taken into account.

	The importance of words 




If we look at Packer’s list of ways that doctrine is communicated - sermons, catechisms, instructional talks, printed books and audio-visual devices, worship patterns (liturgies, both written and unwritten; hymns and songs) creeds, confessions, and declarations of councils and synods plus personal and group Bible study - we find that they all involve the use of words. This is not an accident, but reflects what the Bible teaches us about the importance of words.


To quote Carl Trueman in his book Crisis of Confidence:



…the Bible not only presents us with a picture of God's relationship to creation and to his people in which words are absolutely crucial means of his presence and his revelation, and are, by obvious implication, completely adequate for such purposes; it also shows us that words are a vital means of communicating the message of God from person to person. Moses preached; Elijah breached; the prophets, major and minor, preached; Christ preached; Paul and Paul preached. All used words to impress the nature and claims of God upon people. Words are clearly the main means of so doing. Thus, any theology that claims to take the Bible as its authority must take the teaching of the Bible about words, and indeed the verbal form of the Bible itself, without utmost seriousness and thus see words as a normative and normal part of Christianity.[13]


It is because of the importance of words for the reasons just described that Christian doctrine has been formulated and communicated down the centuries in verbal forms, both oral and written, and it is also why Christians have traditionally taken great pains to try to ensure that the words used are the right ones (the process of defining truth previously mentioned). If the truth of the Christian message is to be communicated in words, then these words have to be as adequate as possible in order to ensure that the truth is properly communicated.


For example, in the fourth century there was a major dispute between those who wanted to say that God the Son was ‘like’ (in Greek homoiousios) the Father and those who wanted to say that he was of ‘one substance’ with the Father (in Greek homoousios) What the latter group rightly understood was that if you say the Son is ‘like’ the Father you are necessarily implying that he is in some way different from him, whereas if you say that he is of ‘one substance’ with the Father you do justice to the biblical witness that the one divine nature is as fully possessed by the Son as it is by the Father (and thus protect biblical monotheism by avoiding any notion that Christians believe in two slightly different gods). [14]



The use of the word homoousios in the way just described points us to the further fact that one aspect of the Church’s concern for the importance of words in the communication of Christian truth has been the development of a specialised theological vocabulary in which specific words are used to convey specific aspects of Christian truth. Alongside homoousios other examples are words like trinity, person, incarnation, atonement, grace, total depravity, election, justification, sanctification and so forth. Understanding Christian doctrine involves understanding the meaning of such key theological terms.


For example, it means understanding that the term ‘trinity’ (short for tri-unity) expresses the truth that the one creator God exists eternally as Father, Son and Holy Spirit, and that the term ‘total depravity’ does not mean that all human beings are as bad as they possibly could be, but is used to point to the truth that our sinfulness affects every party of our existence. In the words of the contemporary Reformed theologian Michael Horton:


The stain of sin [has corrupted] us physically, emotionally, psychologically, mentally, morally, and spiritually. That doesn’t mean …we are all brute savages who always carry out every possible evil; it does mean that there is no island of purity from which we might mount a campaign to save ourselves.[15]


	The importance of tradition 





The fact that the Church began to produce doctrine from the time of the apostles and has continued to do so to the present day has meant that doctrine has been passed on from one generation of Christians to the next. The technical term that is used for the handing of doctrine in this way is ‘tradition’ (from the Latin verb tradere meaning to deliver, hand over, or hand down) a term that is used to refer both to the process of handing doctrine down from one generation to another and to the content of what is handed down in this way.


There are Protestant Christians, influenced by the criticism of the tradition of the Scribes and the Pharisees by Jesus as recorded in the Gospels (Matthew 15:1-20) and the criticism of the teaching and practice of the medieval Church by the Protestant reformers, who are wary of tradition, seeing it as at best superfluous or at worst misleading. However, as Trueman notes, the letters of Paul to the churches in Thessalonica and Corinth show that the importance of tradition was emphasised by the apostles and has its roots in the very nature of the Christian gospel. As Trueman explains:

...In 2 Thessalonians 2:15, Paul says, ‘So then, brothers, stand firm and hold the traditions that you were taught by us, either by our spoken word or by our letter.’ Again, the verbal emphasis is clear: these traditions were taught by words spoken or written; and they are to be the norm of life and teaching in church in Thessalonica. Similar statements can be found in 1 Corinthians 11:2 and 2 Thessalonians 2:6, where Paul makes conformity to the tradition of his teaching a condition for fellowship.

The content of the gospel is thus to be handed on from generation to generation. In today's the society that is in some senses a strange notion. Traditions, say, of computer programming are not passed on. If they were, I would not be typing on my notebook but would be sitting in a room full of machines with spinning spools of tape. There are continuities in technology, but they are often less substantial than the dramatic discontinuities that scientific and technological breakthroughs bring in their wake. Not so with Paul’s gospel. This is truly traditional: it has a stable content and is passed on from generation to generation. Indeed, for Paul, the fact that something was not taught in the past and not passed on as a tradition would presumably have dramatically increased the chances that it was false.


This notion of tradition, of the need to hand on the gospel, is deeply imbedded in the nature of the gospel itself. The historical particularity of the history of Israel and of Jesus Christ means that if the gospel, the meaning and significance of these things, is not passed on from generation to generation then it remains in a sense trapped in the past. God's saving actions require interpretation and proclamation in order for later generations to have access by faith to them. This tradition is to be regulated by Scripture as the sole authoritative source of knowledge of God's actions; but it is not formally identical with Scripture. It uses forms of sound words - sermons, hymns, and prayers, among other things - in order to pass the message on from one generation to another. [16]



As Trueman acknowledges, Scripture has a unique authority for Christian doctrine, for the reasons explained earlier in this chapter. However. this does not exclude the importance of extra-biblical traditions as a subordinate doctrinal norm. To use the conventional theological language on this point, Scripture is the ‘norma normans’ or ‘norming norm.’ that which is the norm for everything else, whereas tradition is ‘norma normata’ or ‘normed norm’ the form of doctrinal authority that is itself governed by the higher authority of Scripture.


This distinction between Scripture and extra-biblical tradition is helpfully explained by the nineteenth century English high churchman Edward Pusey. In his words, tradition:


…it is not a supplementary, not an independent source of truth, but a concurrent interpretive, definitive, and harmonising witness of one and the same truth. They are not separate truths, apart from Holy Scripture, but the same body of truth which is in it; not to supply anything wanting to Holy Scripture, but to explain what is in it; not to add to our knowledge, but to prevent our misunderstanding it, or failing to understand the depth of the words which God the Holy Ghost spake.[17]


As Trueman has noted, tradition takes a variety of different forms, of which the following are generally seen as among the most important.


	
The teaching of the Fathers, or Fathers of the Church, those people who have come to be recognised as the most significant teachers of the apostolic faith during the early centuries of the Church’s existence and whose theology helped to establish the basis for the Church’s subsequent doctrinal activity. There is no definitive list of the Fathers, but examples of those generally recognised as among the Fathers would be Irenaeus, Tertullian, Cyprian, Athanasius, Ambrose, Augustine, Jerome, Basil of Caesarea, Gregory the Great and John of Damascus. [18] 


	
The four great creedal statements produced during the early centuries, the Apostles,’ Nicene, and Athanasian Creeds and the Chalcedonian Confession.[19] 


	
The decisions of what are known as the six General, or Ecumenical, Councils of the first seven centuries, the First Council of Nicaea (325), the First Council of Constantinople (381), the First Council of Ephesus (431), the Council of Chalcedon (451), the Second Council of Constantinople (553) and the Third Council of Constantinople (680).[20] 


	
The Confessions of Faith produced by specific churches at the Reformation and subsequently such as the Lutheran Augsburg Confession (1530), the Thirty-Nine Articles of the Church of England (1571), the Reformed Westminster Confession (1646), the Barmen Declaration of the German Confessing Church (1934) and the Documents of the Second Vatican Council of the Roman Catholic Church (1962-1965). [21] 


	
The writings of those theologians since the time of the Fathers who are regarded either formally or informally[22] as Doctors of the Church, that is to say particularly important teachers of Christian doctrine. As with the Fathers, there is no definitive list, but examples of those who would generally be regarded as coming into this category would include the Venerable Bede, Anselm, Peter Lombard, Thomas Aquinas, Catherine of Siena, Martin Luther, John Calvin, Teresa of Avila, Thomas Cranmer, Richard Hooker, John Owen, Jonathan Edwards, Benjamin Warfield, Karl Barth and Dietrich Bonhoeffer. [23] 


	
The liturgies produced by the various churches down the centuries which have both reflected and shaped how people have understood the Christian faith. The importance of liturgy in this regard is often summarised by the use of the Latin tag lex orandi, lex credendi (‘the law of praying is the law of believing’ ) the principle that how the Church prays helps to establish what the Church believes (both in the sense that it witnesses to it and in the sense that it helps to determine it as people take part in the liturgy on a regular basis). 







If it is asked why Christians today should bother to read Christian writings from the past, such as those just listed, three helpful answers are provided by C S Lewis in his introduction to a new English translation of Athanasius’ fourth century treatise On the Incarnation of the Word.


His first answer is that reading Christian writings from the past (such as the works of Athanasius) gives you the ability to properly understand and assess Christian writings from the present. In Lewis’s words:

[The] mistaken preference for the modern books and this shyness of the old ones is nowhere more rampant than in theology. Wherever you find a little study circle of Christian laity you can be almost certain that they are studying not St. Luke or St. Paul or St. Augustine or Thomas Aquinas or Hooker or Butler, but M. Berdyaev or M. Maritain or M. Niebuhr or Miss Sayers or even myself.

Now this seems to me topsy-turvy. Naturally, since I myself am a writer, I do not wish the ordinary reader to read no modern books. But if he must read only the new or only the old, I would advise him to read the old. And I would give him this advice precisely because he is an amateur and therefore much less protected than the expert against the dangers of an exclusive contemporary diet.

A new book is still on its trial and the amateur is not in a position to judge it. It has to be tested against the great body of Christian thought down the ages, and all its hidden implications (often unsuspected by the author himself) have to be brought to light.

Often it cannot be fully understood without the knowledge of a good many other modern books. If you join at eleven o’clock a conversation which began at eight you will often not see the real bearing of what is said. Remarks which seem to you very ordinary will produce laughter or irritation and you will not see why—the reason, of course, being that the earlier stages of the conversation have given them a special point.


In the same way sentences in a modern book which look quite ordinary may be directed at some other book; in this way you may be led to accept what you would have indignantly rejected if you knew its real significance. The only safety is to have a standard of plain, central Christianity (‘mere Christianity’ as Baxter called it) which puts the controversies of the moment in their proper perspective. Such a standard can be acquired only from the old books.[24]


His second answer is that we can only avoid the characteristic outlook (and therefore mistakes) of modern thought by reading writings from the past. As Lewis puts it:

Every age has its own outlook. It is specially good at seeing certain truths and specially liable to make certain mistakes. We all, therefore, need the books that will correct the characteristic mistakes of our own period. And that means the old books.

All contemporary writers share to some extent the contemporary outlook—even those, like myself, who seem most opposed to it. Nothing strikes me more when I read the controversies of past ages than the fact that both sides were usually assuming without question a good deal which we should now absolutely deny. They thought that they were as completely opposed as two sides could be, but in fact they were all the time secretly united—united with each other and against earlier and later ages—by a great mass of common assumptions.

We may be sure that the characteristic blindness of the twentieth century—the blindness about which posterity will ask, ‘But how could they have thought that?’—lies where we have never suspected it, and concerns something about which there is untroubled agreement between Hitler and President Roosevelt or between Mr. H. G. Wells and Karl Barth. None of us can fully escape this blindness, but we shall certainly increase it, and weaken our guard against it, if we read only modern books. Where they are true they will give us truths which we half knew already. Where they are false they will aggravate the error with which we are already dangerously ill.


The only palliative is to keep the clean sea breeze of the centuries blowing through our minds, and this can be done only by reading old books. Not, of course, that there is any magic about the past. People were no cleverer then than they are now; they made as many mistakes as we. But not the same mistakes. They will not flatter us in the errors we are already committing; and their own errors, being now open and palpable, will not endanger us. Two heads are better than one, not because either is infallible, but because they are unlikely to go wrong in the same direction. To be sure, the books of the future would be just as good a corrective as the books of the past, but unfortunately we cannot get at them.[25]


His third answer is that a study of Christian writings from the past reveals that, despite the divisions that have existed between Christians, the orthodox Christian tradition has had a definite and distinctive content. ‘Christianity’ has historically meant something specific. To quote Lewis again:

I myself was first led into reading the Christian classics, almost accidentally, as a result of my English studies. Some, such as Hooker, Herbert, Traherne, Taylor and Bunyan, I read because they are themselves great English writers; others, such as Boethius, St. Augustine, Thomas Aquinas and Dante, because they were “influences.” George Macdonald I had found for myself at the age of sixteen and never wavered in my allegiance, though I tried for a long time to ignore his Christianity.

They are, you will note, a mixed bag, representative of many Churches, climates and ages. And that brings me to yet another reason for reading them. The divisions of Christendom are undeniable and are by some of these writers most fiercely expressed. But if any man is tempted to think—as one might be tempted who read only con- temporaries—that “Christianity” is a word of so many meanings that it means nothing at all, he can learn beyond all doubt, by stepping out of his own century, that this is not so.

Measured against the ages “mere Christianity” turns out to be no insipid interdenominational transparency, but something positive, self-consistent, and inexhaustible. I know it, indeed, to my cost. In the days when I still hated Christianity, I learned to recognise, like some all too familiar smell, that almost unvarying something which met me, now in Puritan Bunyan, now in Anglican Hooker, now in Thomist Dante. It was there (honeyed and floral) in Francois de Sales; it was there (grave and homely) in Spenser and Walton; it was there (grim but manful) in Pascal and Johnson; there again, with a mild, frightening, Paradisial flavour, in Vaughan and Boehme and Traherne.

In the urban sobriety of the eighteenth century one was not safe—Law and Butler were two lions in the path. The supposed “Paganism” of the Elizabethans could not keep it out; it lay in wait where a man might have supposed himself safest, in the very centre of The Faerie Queene and the Arcadia. It was, of course, varied; and yet—after all—so unmistakably the same; recognisable, not to be evaded, the odour which is death to us until we allow it to become life:

an air that kills

From yon far country blows.

We are all rightly distressed, and ashamed also, at the divisions of Christendom. But those who have always lived within the Christian fold may be too easily dispirited by them. They are bad, but such people do not know what it looks like from without. Seen from there, what is left intact despite all the divisions, still appears (as it truly is) an immensely formidable unity. I know, for I saw it; and well our enemies know it. That unity any of us can find by going out of his own age.


It is not enough, but it is more than you had thought till then. Once you are well soaked in it, if you then venture to speak, you will have an amusing experience. You will be thought a Papist when you are actually reproducing Bunyan, a Pantheist when you are quoting Aquinas, and so forth. For you have now got on to the great level viaduct which crosses the ages and which looks so high from the valleys, so low from the mountains, so narrow compared with the swamps, and so broad compared with the sheep-tracks.[26]


For these three reasons given by Lewis, Christians today need to continue to read Christians writings from the past. If they fail to do so their understanding of Christianity will be impoverished.

	The unchanging nature of God and humanity 




One key reason why people today are reluctant to read books from the past is because the world we live in today has been profoundly shaped by the scientific discoveries and technological achievements that have taken place since the Renaissance, and which seem to be continuing at an increasing rate. This fact leads many people in our culture to be sceptical about the possible relevance of the historic Christian doctrinal tradition. They ask how theological statements produced hundreds, and sometimes thousands, of years ago can possibly claim authority today, given that in all areas of thought new discoveries have constantly overthrown previously accepted views of the world and human life within it.

There are two answers to this question.

The first reason why theological statements from the past do not become outdated is that God himself does not change. In the words of Malachi 3:6 ‘I the Lord do not change.’


As the seventeenth century Puritan theologian Stephen Charnock explains in his lectures on The Existence and Attributes of God, God’s changelessness or immutability can be understood in four ways.


First, God is immutable in his essence:


He is an unalterably fixed in his being, so that not a particle of it can be lost from it, not a mite added it to it. If a man continue in being as long as Methuselah, nine hundred and sixty-nine years; yet there is not a day, nay an hour, where in there is not some alteration in his substance. Though no substantial part is wanting, yet there is an addition to him by his food, a diminution of something by his labour; he is always making some acquisition, or suffering some loss; but in God there can be no alteration by the accession of anything to make his substance greater or better, or by diminution to make it less or worse. He who hath not being from another, cannot but be always what he is: God is the first Being, an independent Being; He was not produced of himself, or of any other, but by nature always hath been, and, therefore, cannot by himself, or any other, be changed from what he is in his own nature. [27]


Secondly, God is immutable in his regard to his knowledge:


God has known from all eternity all that which he can know, so that nothing is hid from him. He knows not at present anymore then he hath known from eternity and that which he knows now he always knows: ‘all things are open and naked before him (Hebrews 4:13). [28]


Thirdly, God is immutable in regard to his will and purpose:


A change in his purpose is, when a man determines to do that now which before he determined not to do, or to do the contrary; when a man hates that thing which he loved, or begins to love that which he before hated; When the will is changed, a man begins to will that which he willed not before, and ceaseth to will that which he willed before. But whatsoever God has decreed, is immutable; whatsoever God hath promised, shall be accomplished; ‘The word that goes forth off his mouth shall not return to him void, but shall accomplish that which he pleaseth (Isaiah 55:11); Whatsoever ‘he purposeth, he will do’ (Isaiah 46:11, Numbers 23:19); his decrees are therefore called ‘mountains of brass’ (Zechariah 6:1): brass as having substance and solidity; mountains, as being immovable, not only by any creature, but by himself; because they stand upon the basis of infallible wisdom, and are supported by uncontrollable power. [29]


Fourthly, God is immutable in terms of place:


As God is unchangeable in regard of essence, knowledge, purpose, so he is unchangeable in regard of place. He cannot be changed in time, because he is eternity; so he cannot be changed in place, because he hath ubiquity: he is eternal, therefore cannot be changed in time; he is omnipresent, therefore cannot be changed in place. He does not begin to be in one place wherein he was not before, or cease to be in a place wherein he was before. He that fills every place in heaven and earth, cannot change place; he cannot leave one and possess another, that is equally, in regard of his essence, in all: ‘He fills heaven and earth’ (Jeremiah 23:24). [30]


The fact that God is immutable in these four ways means that anything that is truthfully said about God by Christian doctrine must always be true. It can never be out of date.

This argument might be challenged on the grounds that God has done new things such as, for example, saving Noah from the flood, making a covenant with Abram, rescuing Israel from Egypt, sending his people into exile in Babylon and becoming incarnate as Jesus Christ. The argument would be that God changed when he did new these things, and therefore he might change again by doing something else new and thus make existing doctrine out of date.

The problem with this argument is that the actions of God in time do not involve any change in God himself. Charnock explains this point in relation to the creation of the world. He writes:


There was no change in God when he began to create the world in time. The creation was a real change, but the change was not subjectively in God, but in the creature; the creature began to be what it was not before. Creation is considered as active or passive. Active creation is the will and power of God to create. This is from eternity, because God willed from eternity to create in time; This never had beginning for God never began in time to understand anything, to will anything, or to be able to do anything; but he always understood and always willed those things which he determined from eternity to produce in time.[31]


When God does something in the world it involves a change of some sort within the created order. However, it does not involve any change in God. Rather it is a manifestation in time of God’s eternal and unchanging understanding, will and power.

What has just been said also applies to God’s repentance, and to his abrogating some aspects of Old Testament law under the new covenant (such as the requirement to be circumcised, or the prohibition on eating certain kinds of food).

There are biblical verses in which God is said to have repented. Thus, in Jonah 3:10 we are told that after the people of Nineveh repented in sackcloth and ashes: ‘When God saw what they did, how they turned from their evil way, God repented of the evil which he had said he would do to them and did not do it.’ This might seem at first sight to indicate that a change took place in God. However, this is not the case. To quote Charnock again:


God is said to repent when he changes the disposition of affairs without himself; as men, when they repent, alter the course of their actions, so God alters things, extra se, or without himself, but changes nothing of his own purpose within himself. It rather notes the action he is about to do, than anything in his own nature, or any change in his eternal purpose. [32]


With regard to the abrogation of parts of the Old Testament law, the point again is that there is no change in God, but only an enactment in time of what he has eternally decreed. To quote Charnock one final time:


A change of laws by God argues no change in God, when God abrogate some laws which he had settled in the church and enacts others… God commanded one thing to the Jews, when the church was in an infant state; and removed those laws when the church came to some growth… When God changed the ceremonial law, there was no change in the divine will, but an execution of his well; for when God commanded the observance of the law he intended not the perpetuity of it; nay in the prophets he declares the cessation of it; he decreed to command it, but he decreed to command it only for such a time; so that the abrogation of it was no less an execution of his decree, then his establishment of it for a season was; the commanding of it was pursuant to his decree for the appointing of it, and the nulling of it was pursuant to his decree of continuing it only for such a season; that in all this there was no change in the will of God.[33]


If it were to be suggested that just as God decreed a change in the law between the Old and New Testaments so he might have decreed that the law should change again today, the problem would be that such a suggestion fails to take into account that, unlike the old covenant, the new covenant established by Christ will be in force until the end of time and therefore so also will be the laws which it contains.

In response to these objections. we can therefore still say that God does not change and therefore doctrine is on secure ground when it describes God in unchanging ways. What God was, God is, and God will be, and doctrine is correct when it reflects this fact.

The second reason why doctrinal statements from the past do not become outdated is the fact that not only does God not change, but human nature does not change either. This point is emphasised by Trueman who writes as follows:

Human nature is something that is more basic than gender, class, culture, location, or time. It cannot be reduced to or contained within a specific context such as to isolate it from all else. This is not to deny that context has a huge impact on who we are and how we think; it is simply to say that all these particulars that make individuals unique and allow us to differentiate one person from another are relativized by the universal reality of human nature that binds us all together.

Human beings remain essentially the same in terms of their basic nature as those made in God's image and addressed by his word even as we move from place to place and from generation to generation. God remains the same; his image remains the same; his address to us remains the same. The clear inference is that the basic categories that define the relationship between the two (creation in his image, the fall, redemption in Christ, etc) remind hardy perennials, unaffected at their core by the comparatively trivial accidents of time and space that separate one person from another. Modern culture, for all its often drab uniformity, prides itself on difference and on kaleidoscopic variety. Whatever the truth of this may be, it does not affect the essential core of identity that binds me together with human beings in modern China and with people in ancient Rome: we are all made in God's image, and he addresses his all through his word.


In short, a biblical understanding of human nature as a universal will temper any talk that seeks to dismiss theological statements from the past on the simplistic grounds that we have nothing in common with the people who wrote them…All human beings are partakers of a common human nature. All are addressed by the same revelation of the same God, and all are called to respond to that revelation.[34]


In summary, God does not change and neither does human nature. Because doctrine is concerned with how God relates to those who possess human nature, what it says, providing it is said truthfully, will never become outdated. The passage of time will not affect its relevance.

	Doctrine and ethics 





If you look at textbooks on the history of Christian doctrine such as James Orr’s The Progress of Dogma,[35] John Kelly’s Early Christian Doctrines, or Roger Olson’s The Story of Christian Theology you will find that they say nothing about Christian ethics. This fact reflects a distinction between doctrine and ethics (or in Roman Catholic terminology doctrine and moral theology) that goes back to the immediate post-reformation period in which, as Sean Lau writes:



Catholic and Protestant churches wanted to impress their moral teachings more forcefully on their respective populations. Moral theology and Christian ethics developed because they were pedagogically useful for that task.[36]


To put it simply, what both Catholics and Protestants felt was needed was teaching material that focussed on right Christian behaviour and a separate academic discipline of ethics/moral theology developed to meet this need.


As Lau further notes, the theoretical basis for the distinction between doctrine and ethics was a distinction between theory and practice which goes back to Book VI of Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics and which entered Christian thought through the Scholastic theologians of the later Middle Ages.[37] As he further notes, this distinction remains crucial for justifying the existence of ethics as an academic discipline in its own right.[38] Doctrine is seen as having to do with theoretical questions about the nature of God and humanity while ethics has to do with practical questions about human behaviour.
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