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Author’s Note 

 Inclusive Language 

While, as author, I have made a serious attempt to use inclusive language, I have not been completely successful. It has not been too difficult to overcome sexist language when dealing with purely human concerns. Even there, however, the grammar seems awkward but reasonably appropriate. I have been reluctant to tamper with biblical and theological language and concepts for the sake of historic meanings. I am prepared to admit the patriarchal bent of this tradition. I prefer to exercise the care and cautious reflection before exercising further liberty regarding this matter. I approach this concern with both openness and caution.

 Bible Translations 

Unless otherwise indicated, all biblical references are taken from The Holy Bible, King James Version. Other references are from the Revised Standard Version of the Bible (RSV) copyrighted 1946, 1952, 1971 and 1973 by the Division of Christian Education of the National Council of Churches of Christ in the USA, and the New English Bible (NEB), copyrighted 1961 and 1970 by the Delegates of the Oxford University Press and the Syndics of the Cambridge University Press. Used by permission.

Preface

The first edition of Christian Beliefs resulted from a request made by the Christian Education Department of the Mount Carmel Baptist Church in Washington, DC. The late Rev. R.L. Patterson, pastor of this historic church, gave me his loyal support and wrote the foreword to the first edition. It was a privilege to work with this outstanding congregation that has placed so much emphasis upon education within its membership. This dialogue with laity enabled me to state with greater simplicity and clarity the materials that I had shared with seminarians at the Howard Divinity School.

The work has been widely received and used by a variety of individuals and groups on campuses and in churches. Recently, I had the privilege of sharing theological insights with the Office of Evangelism of the American Baptist Churches in the USA. Dr. Duncan McIntosh, of this distinguished staff, read Christian Beliefs, introduced it to the staff, and together they requested that a revision of this work be prepared primarily for their use. This will make it useful to an even wider audience than before. The suggestions that this team have made have enriched the text immensely and have made it much more valuable as a resource on the essential affirmations of the Christian faith.

The book is one that takes seriously the authority of the Bible. While I am by specialization a systematic and philosophical theologian, this work is essentially biblical theology. I am deeply grateful that the leadership at Mount Carmel and the American Baptist Churches in the USA has inspired my careful look at Scripture as a basis for theological reflection. This has been an incentive for personal enrichment as well as a challenge to share my growth with others. As a result, my total theological outlook has become more biblical. This later edition should reflect the fruits of the search in Scripture that has intervened between the editions.

Another characteristic of the book is its Christological focus. In an informal conversation, Dr. McIntosh observed that a book of this type could be theological without being Chistological. He went on to assert that Christian Beliefs is both. He indicated that this Christological bias of the book had a special appeal to him and his staff. As I read and reread the original text, the significance of this profound observation became clear. It dawned on me that my personal credo has taken shape as I wrote with others, as well as myself, in mind. The reader should study this text with both an “I believe” and a “we believe” emphasis. But whether we read it for personal spiritual growth or growth in fellowship with others, I believe that it will be especially helpful to remember its avowedly Christological focus.

Another aspect of this work is noteworthy. Christian Beliefs is evangelical in tone. Theologically speaking, it is soteriological. It takes seriously the reality of sin and evil in the human and cosmic orders. But it treats, at the same time, the grace and forgiveness of God. Christian Beliefs expresses, in light of faith affirmations, an awareness of social sins as well as personal sins. The human part in salvation is stated without toning down God’s saving work through Christ and the Holy Spirit. At the heart of the discussion is both the need and the provision for salvation.

Finally, we will point out the ecumenical dimension of Christian Beliefs. It goes to the heart of the historic faith of Christians without being intolerant of those who may differ on points of doctrine. It raises the essential aspects of the faith of Christians in such a way that all who confess this faith will be challenged to seek a deeper understanding and commitment concerning their beliefs. Certainly a book of this type may do more, but it should not do less. There are other things that we might say concerning our intention and/or achievement here. Suffice it to say, however, that Christian Beliefs is biblical, Christological, soteriological and ecumenical.

In Part I, we present what we call “Foundations”. It is clear that the grounding of this volume is securely in Scripture. Part II presents in several installments the essential affirmations of the Christian faith. Part III is an “Afterward”. It is essentially a summary and conclusion drawn from the discussion in the text. Part IV is an addition to the original text. The Guidance, however, points to additional information and study that should be useful to students as well as teachers of the text.

Special thanks have already been expressed to Rev. Patterson of Mount Carmel in reference to the first edition. We have likewise mentioned our gratitude to Dr. Duncan McIntosh as one who helped to bring to the light of day this second edition. It would be remiss not to mention the constant support I received from Ms. Kristy Arnesen of the National Ministries Evangelism Staff of the American Baptist Churches in the USA. It was she who responded to my incessant inquiries as I prepared the text. Then, there is an awareness that it was Mrs. Ruth Fox who blended her knowledge of religion, grammar and word processing to produce a presentable document for publication. Mrs. Fox has become a regular member of my support staff at Eastern Baptist Theological Seminary. I wish to publicly thank her for her efficient and loyal support in the preparation of manuscripts. These and other persons have made this publication possible. I take full responsibility for any shortcomings that may be found. It is my hope that this edition of Christian Beliefs will lead many to a saving knowledge of the Christian faith and that it will aid them on their journey to that city which hath foundation, whose Ruler and Maker is God.

Preface to the 2000 Edition

As a result of many requests, this volume is again being made available to the public, especially to church members. It will fulfill an educational purpose for ministers, laypersons and youth.

I am especially grateful for the labors of my youngest daughter, Kristina LaFerne, who through her skills in word processing and editing has prepared this work for release. The printers, Morris Publishing, have also been generous in the role they have played in producing this volume in a prompt and efficient manner.

All members of my family provide a constant source for encouragement as I extend my ministry through publications. My gratitude is hereby expressed to them.

J. Deotis Roberts                 

Research Professor of Theology  

Duke Divinity School           

Spring 2000                    

 
 


PART I
FOUNDATIONS




Chapter 1
The Bible as Source Book 
 

 “the words that I speak unto you, they are spirit, and they are life” 
( John 6:63 )



 Word Study 

 Bible 

- English word from the Greek  biblos , meaning “book”.

 Gospels 

- name for the first four books of the New Testament. They are believed to contain the saving core of the Christian message.

 Old Testament 

- refers to the “old covenant” or the first thirty-nine books of the Protestant Bible.

 New Testament 

- refers to the “new covenant” or the last twenty-seven books of the Protestant Bible.

 Letters 

- the several correspondences written from person to person or to congregations during New Testament times.

 Word 

- from the Greek word  logos , meaning reason, thought, or idea. The Hebrew meaning is more “to speak”. The biblical meaning as a whole is in the direction of redemptive thinking and speaking.

The Bible is the most important source of our knowledge of God. We need, therefore, to look at the Bible at once. We must seek to understand how it came to be written and how best to interpret it. The Bible is the key to our knowledge of God and what is required of us.

The Bible as a whole is important, but it is not all on the same level. What Christians find in the New Testament, and especially through the life, ministry, teaching, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, serves as a standard by which they seek understanding of the entire Bible. Not only what the Old Testament tells us as it points to Jesus but also what has been discovered by Christian experience in the nearly twenty centuries since the earthly life of Jesus help us to understand our Christian faith.

The Bible is a very large work. It contains sixty-six books. Much of the Bible was passed along by word of mouth for a long time before it was written down, and thus it is impossible to know who were the original authors of all the books of the Old Testament. Even in the New Testament, the four Gospels were written from fragments and were not put into their present form until some forty years after the death of Jesus. Paul’s letters to the newly formed churches were written earlier than the Gospels. It was the faith of early Christians that prompted the compiling of the rest of the New Testament.

Christian scholars have done much research on various parts of the Bible. The Bible has been examined from the point of view of history. Studies have been made to find out, as far as possible, who wrote each book, when and where it occurred, and the conditions (both religious and social) under which the writing was done.

Other studies are literary in nature. An attempt is made to determine the accuracy of the translations we have on the texts from which they were written. As a result we have a better knowledge of the Bible than was previously possible. We are able to observe the unity of its message in spite of its varied literary forms.

The Bible is now known to have been developed in stages to its present form, and it reflects the attitudes of its authors and the conditions under which they wrote. The Bible is a message from God through humans. Through its words God speaks, and has been speaking for many centuries, to inspire humans to deeper faith and holy living.

The Bible is the Word of God, regardless of the limitations of the human words through which it comes to us. In spite of its several authors and their social settings, the Bible has a unity in its central message of God’s love, mercy, and compassion for people, even in their sinfulness. Though the Bible is not to be taken literally, it is to be taken seriously. We should read it as we would an important message from a dear friend sent by a middle person. God’s Word is spoken through the human words of the writers of the books of the Bible. In our next chapter we will point to an understanding of these divine Words spoken to us today through these very human words.

 Bible Reading: John 5:39-47 

In this passage Jesus urged his hearers to search the Scriptures. They are said to contain information concerning eternal life. They also testify of him. Later, in verse 46, Jesus indicated that Moses wrote about him. This would seem to imply the continuity of the message of the Old and New Testaments and that all Scripture bears witness to the saving revelation of God through Jesus Christ.
  	Is the entire Bible on the same level?
 	How many books are in the Bible?
 	How was the Bible compiled?
 	Do we know the original authors of the books of the Bible?
 	Which books of the New Testament were written first? The Gospels? The letters of Paul? Explain.
 	 



 Scripture References for Additional Study
 Psalm 19 

Describes God’s Word in nature and in writing compared to our words about God.

 Isaiah 50 

Encourages us to listen to God’s obedient servant.

 II Timothy 4:1-5 

Gives Paul’s instructions for using God’s Word.
 


Chapter 2
The Living Word 
 

 “And the Word was made flesh…” 
( John 1:14 )


 

 “the words that I speak unto you, they are spirit, and they are life” 
( John 6:63b )


 

 “the worlds were framed by the word of God…” 
( Hebrews 11:3a )



 Word Study 

 Covenant 

- an agreement between two parties, i.e., between God and Israel.

 Holy Land 

- the land of Palestine; the birthplace of Judaism as well as Christianity.

 Canaan 

- originally known as the biblical “Promised Land”, the destination of the Israelites as they left Egyptian bondage.

 Egypt 

- the land where the Israelites were enslaved in early times.

 Abraham 

- known as the first patriarch or father of the faithful in Israel, i.e., Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.

 Moses 

- the one who led the Israelites out of Egyptian bondage; Hebrew leader, prophet, and lawgiver.

 The living Word 

- used here in reference to Jesus Christ.

 God’s Word 

- Jesus Christ. The words of the Bible bear witness to God’s Word as it is revealed in Jesus Christ.

The Bible is a living book. It speaks to you and to me here and now. It is not to be treated as a magical object. It contains messages that come from God to humanity in history. The lives of the characters in the Bible are much like our own. Human nature remains rather constant. Therefore, one is able to identify one’s conditions, anxieties, and concerns with one or several persons in the Bible. By reliving their experiences, the words from God to them may become the words of forgiveness, grace, and hope for us in our time and place.

By sitting and standing with the people of the Bible, we get insights into God’s dealings with humans and what is required of us. The covenant between God and Israel in the Old Testament is a model for our relationship with God and our concern for others. When Harry Emerson Fosdick visited the Holy Land, he retraced the steps of the Israelites from Egypt to Canaan. He did not take the journey by plane over the desert of Sinai but through the desert on foot and on camel’s back. The hunger, thirst, and fatigue he experienced helped him share the experiences of the Israelites. He understood much better why a rocky and comparatively unproductive country like Palestine could be for the Israelites a land of promise or “a land flowing with milk and honey”.

Many visitors to Palestine have lacked the common sense of Dr. Fosdick. They have expected a perfect physical environment but have not found one. Those who visit the Holy Land with the minds of tourists find it the greatest disappointment of their lives. But, for those who relive the experiences of the People of God in the Old Testament, even the stones have meaning. Indeed, a pilgrimage of Palestine can be a mountain-peak experience of the Christian life if one will retrace the steps of Abraham, Moses, Jesus, or Paul.

We are to understand the Bible as God speaking to us as we are, not as we ought to be. The Bible gives an accurate account of human life. The people of the Bible are often dreadful sinners in need of salvation. Even the best characters in the Bible reveal many weaknesses under the careful eye of God’s judgment. God as Creator, Redeemer, and Judge confronts us where we are-not to condemn, but to save.

The Bible is the living Word of God insofar as it bears witness to God’s revealing the divine mind and will to us in Jesus Christ. The supreme norm of the Christian faith is the Word made flesh. God comes to us savingly in Christ. We must never substitute the written words of the Bible for the living Word. The New Testament nowhere applies the Word of God to Scripture. The tendency to identify Scripture with the Word of God came after the New Testament was written. God’s Word is God’s saving act in Jesus Christ.

God takes the written word up into the living Word-this act is by agency of the Holy Spirit. There is an important relationship between the written and the living Word. There is a union between the Scripture and the living Word in Christ. We must, therefore, use our best knowledge and judgment to interpret Scripture. The Word of God is contained in Scripture, and the Scripture is the Word of God insofar as it bears witness to the Living Word of God revealed to us in Jesus Christ.

In our next chapter we will provide some further details and guidelines on the study of the Bible. After that we will enter into a study of basic Christian beliefs with the Bible as our main text.

 Bible Reading: John 1:1-14 

Jesus is described as the Word of God. The Word is the agent of creation as well as the author of salvation. Life, light, and love are marks of the presence and power of the Word. Through faith in God’s Word we are saved from sins and become heirs of eternal life. The Word is enfleshed or incarnated in Jesus Christ. Knowledge of God as well as salvation comes through Jesus Christ.
  	Give two reasons why the Bible is a “living book”.
 	Does the Bible come to us through humans? Explain.
 	Were people in the biblical world radically different from people today?
 	How may we best enter into the experience of the people of the Old Testament?
 	What is the enduring message of the Bible?
 	 



 Scripture References for Additional Study
 Psalm 78:1-8 

The words witness to the acts of God.

 Jeremiah 5:1-14 

Misuse of the Word of God is breaking the covenant.

 Hebrews 1:1-14, 14-2:4 

The Word of God came in many ways and continues to be passed on.
 


Chapter 3
The Living Bible: The Old Testament 
 

 “The grass withereth, the flower fadeth: but the word of our God shall stand forever”
( Isaiah 40:8 )



 Word Study 

 logical 

- from the Greek word  logos , meaning reason. Thus the sense is reasonable.

 chronological 

- from the Greek word  chronos , meaning time that is measured, i.e., clock time.

 Pentateuch 

- Genesis to Deuteronomy; the five books of Moses; the books of Law; in Hebrew it is called the Torah, which means teaching or instruction.

 Yahweh 

- for YHWH, the four-lettered Hebrew name of God.

 Elohim 

- another name for God in the Pentateuch.

 prophet 

- one who opens self to God as spokesperson. One who tells God’s will as the Spirit gives him or her utterance.

 Major/Minor Prophets 

- the same weight should be given to the message of each prophetic book. Reference should be understood to refer to the size of the book. For example, the twelve minor prophets once formed a single scroll, somewhat equivalent in size to half of Isaiah.

 Exile 

- the period of Jewish captivity in Babylon during the Old Testament period (circa 586 BC and following years).

The Bible is not only a basic source of knowledge for Christian faith but also a profound influence on all Western culture. Biblical themes and quotations appear in masterpieces of literature, art, and music. They are found in historic documents and great political addresses. A moving part of President Kennedy’s funeral was composed of readings from the Bible. Many of these Scripture passages had been used by the late president in his many addresses. Our present day morality, at its best, is dependent upon the Bible. Its roots are in the biblical demand for responsibility before God, the concern for one’s neighbor, the worth of persons everywhere, and the need of liberty and justice for all.

Since the Bible is a very large book, it is not easy to introduce it adequately. Here we shall give some idea of the variety and range of its literature and the nature of its vital message.

The Old Testament belongs to Jews, Christians, and Muslims. The Jews regard the Old Testament, but not the New Testament, as Scripture or Holy Writ. The Muslims draw upon the entire Bible but regard the Koran as their main scripture. To Christians, the New Testament is more basic because it tells of the life, ministry, and teachings of Jesus. Furthermore, it tells of the redemptive significance of the death and resurrection of Christ and the work of the Holy Spirit. But the Old Testament is also an essential part of the Christian Scriptures because it tells much about God and points towards the coming of Jesus, the Messiah and Savior. The link between the two testaments or covenants of the Bible is that of promise to fulfillment. Hence, the Bible may be said to be a unity-in-diversity. The Christian, upon accepting Jesus Christ as the “author and finisher” of his or her faith, reads the whole Bible with a deeper understanding of the mind and will of God as revealed in Jesus Christ.
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