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Christian Theology and History Adult Sunday School Courses 
Robert Jones 

www.sundayschoolcourses.com 
 

LΩǾŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ōŜŜƴ ŀ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ believer in adult Sunday School classes and Bible studies in our churches.  And many 
churches have quality, Biblically-based adult-focused programs.  Unfortunately, just as many churches tend to 
ŘƻǿƴǇƭŀȅ ŀŘǳƭǘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŦƻŎǳǎƛƴƎ ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ όnot a bad thing in itself), or focusing on the needs of 
ǘƘŜ άǳƴŎƘǳǊŎƘŜŘέΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƻǇƛŎǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ Ƙƛǎǘory and theology are often purposely ignored. 
 
Yet there is a strong need for adult education focused on both the Bible and the basic tenets and history of the 
Faith.  Among the reasons: 
 

¶ Not all adults come from a strong childhood background in the church ς adult Sunday School classes/Bible 
studies may be their first serious introduction to what Christianity is all about 

¶ Christianity (and especially Evangelical Christianity) is under constant attack from the media and popular 
culture (movies, music, etc.).   We need to give fellow Christians the tools to defend the Faith against 
atǘŀŎƪ όƻǊ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀ άǊŜŀŘȅ ŘŜŦŜƴǎŜέ ŀǎ tŜǘŜǊ ǎŀȅǎ ƛƴ м tŜǘŜǊ оΥмрύ 

¶ Even adult Christians that have a strong Biblical background often know little about the origins and history 
of their Faith 

 
To better meet the needs of adult Christians (both those mature in their Faith, and those just starting out in the 
ά{ŎƘƻƻƭ ƻŦ /ƘǊƛǎǘέύΣ LΩǾŜ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ŀ ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴ /ƘǳǊŎƘ όƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 
Jewish roots), as well as the development of doctrine in the Church.  The topics represented in these courses are 
ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƻ ōƻǘƘ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘΩǎ walk in the Faith, as well as serve as a starting point for Christian 
apologetics. 
 
While the primary purpose of these courses is for use in churches, they also may be useful for High School and 
College projects, especially the courses focused primarily on historical aspects.   
 
One note: these courses are primarily written from an Evangelical Protestant viewpoint (I come from a Reformed 
Church background), but I hope I've given ample time to other points of view throughout the various courses. 
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Introduction 
This survey study of Basic Christian Theology is taken from a series of sermons and Sunday School 
ŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ LΩǾŜ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ мл ȅŜŀǊǎΦ  ¢ƘŜ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘis course is to answer the questions 
²Ƙŀǘ Řƻ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴǎ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜΚέ ŀƴŘ ά²Ƙŀǘ Řƻ tǊƻǘŜǎǘŀƴǘǎ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜέ όŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ŀǊŜ tǊƻǘŜǎǘŀƴǘ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎ 
different from Roman Catholic beliefs).  This course was written to be taught in three-to-four 60-90 
minutes sections ς it is not meant to be an in depth study. 
 
{ǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅΣ ǿŜΩƭƭ ŎƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘƻǇƛŎǎΥ 
 
Á The Apostles Creed and the Nicene Creed (two Creeds accepted by almost all Christians, Catholic 

and Protestant) 
Á Basic Reformation (Protestant) theology 
Á Evidence for the historical Jesus 
 
Some may question why the third topic above is in a course on basic theology, but I actually consider it 
to be key, because Christianity, more than any other religion, is based on the belief that a series of 
historical events actually occurred (the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ).  Paul goes so far as to say 
ǘƘŀǘ ƛŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ƻŎŎǳǊΣ ƻǳǊ ŦŀƛǘƘ Ƙŀǎ ƴƻ ōŀǎƛǎΥ 

 
"But if it is preached that Christ has been raised from the dead, how can some of you say that there is no 
resurrection of the dead?  If there is no resurrection of the dead, then not even Christ has been raised.  
And if Christ has not been raised, our preaching is useless and so is your faith.  More than that, we are 
then found to be false witnesses about God, for we have testified about God that he raised Christ from 
the dead. But he did not raise him if in fact the dead are not raised.  For if the dead are not raised, then 
Christ has not been raised either.  And if Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile; you are still in your 
sins.  Then those also who have fallen asleep in Christ are lost.  If only for this life we have hope in Christ, 
we are to be pitied more than all men." (NIV, I Corinthians 15:12-19, emphasis added) 

The Apostles Creed 
"Christian truth could not possibly be put into a shorter and clearer statement." ς Martin Luther 

 
The Apostles Creed (along with the Nicene Creed) is a basic statement of Christian belief.  It defines the 
set of beliefs that makes a Christian a Christian.  The Creed was originally written partially as an 
affirmation of basic Christian beliefs, and partly as a refutation of Gnostic beliefs. 
 
The Apostles Creed is recited in many churches every Sunday during worship.  Why do Christians make 
such a weekly public proclamation?  ¢ƘŜ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎ ƻƴŜΩǎ ōŜƭƛŜŦ ǇǳōƭƛŎƭȅ ƛǎ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ wƻƳŀƴǎ млΥ 
9-10: 
 

"That if you confess with your mouth, "Jesus is Lord," and believe in your heart that God raised him from 
the dead, you will be saved.  For it is with your heart that you believe and are justified, and it is with your 
mouth that you confess and are saved." (NIV, Romans 10: 9-10) 

Historical background 

"I call it the Apostles' Creed, though I am by no means solicitous as to its authorship." ς John Calvin 
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Although the Apostles Creed Ƙŀǎ ƭƻƴƎ ōƻǊƴ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜǊ άŀǇƻǎǘƭŜέΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ bh¢ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ōȅ ǘƘŜ 
Apostles ς there is no reference to it in the New Testament, nor did any of the apostles ever claim to 
have written it (although there are non-canonical sources that claim that each Apostle (Matthias 
replacing Judas) added one of the original 12 statements (or "articles")). 
 
Although the apostles did not write the Creed, it is still ancient in origin - it dates back to at least the 
mid-2nd century.  It was probably originally used as a creed spoken during (adult) baptism ceremonies, 
as a basic statement of Christian faith.  The Apostles Creed was a Western church creed, as the Nicene 
Creed was a product of the Eastern Church. 
 
The version we use today was fairly intact by the 7/8th centuries. There are slight variations in the 
Catholic and Protestant versions (and between Protestant denominations) used today.   
 
The Creed is divided into three main sections - belief in the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost (Spirit), 
thus underscoring the Trinitarian beliefs of Christians ς belief in the three-in-one God.  A phrase-by-
phrase look at the Creed follows. 

The Apostles Creed line by line 

I believe in God the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth. 

We put our faith in an omnipotent, omnipresent God that created everything in the universe, both 
material and spiritual.  This God has ultimate and complete control over everything in the universe.  This 
is in stark contrast to some Gnostic and Eastern religions that believe that there are two Gods in the 
universe of equal strength - one that created the heaven and the spiritual realm, one that created earth 
and the material realm.  One of the reasons the Apostles Creed was originally written was to refute 
ǘƘŜǎŜ άŘǳŀƭƛǎǘέ ǾƛŜǿǎ 

And in Jesus Christ, His only Son, our Lord, 

Jesus is the Son of God - not just a prophet or teacher.  

who was conceived by the Holy Ghost, born of the Virgin Mary 

While Jesus was a human being, there was something special about his birth and parentage - He comes 
from God.  (Protestants generally view that Mary was the mother of the human part of Jesus, and not 
"Mary, Mother of God").  A key point is that Jesus was NOT just a spirit, as some early Gnostics claimed 
(docetism), but was an incarnate human being. 

suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, dead, and buried 

Some people may wonder why a sacred creed of the Christian Church contains a reference to an 
obscure Roman governor of 2000 years ago. The reason for the reference is this - Christianity is a 
religion that is based on the belief in the occurrence of certain historical events, one of which is the 
crucifixion and death of Jesus Christ.  The reference to Pilate (whom archeology has proved to have 
been a real person) places Jesus in an historical place in an historical time.  Jesus interacted with 
historical figures, and died a horrible death 

He descended into hell (Hades) 
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This part of the Creed is the most controversial, and difficult to understand statement in the Creed.  It 
was not in the early baptismal versioƴǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǎƴΩǘ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǎƻƳŜ tǊƻǘŜǎǘŀƴǘ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ǊŜŜŘ 
(Mennonite, Methodist).  There are various interpretations: 
 
Á Some view that it means the same as "buried", or "tomb" 
Á It may mean that Jesus descended to the "abode of the dead" (the meaning of "hades" - "hell" is an 

Anglo-{ŀȄƻƴ ǿƻǊŘύΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǎ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ DƻŘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ όƛƴ wŜǾŜƭŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ ά{ŜŎƻƴŘ 
Death" is isolation from God).  (See also the curious passages at 1 Peter 3:18-20) 

Á "But after explaining what Christ endured in the sight of man, the Creed appropriately adds the 
invisible and incomprehensible judgment which he endured before God, to teach us that not only 
was the body of Christ given up as the price of redemption, but that there was a greater and more 
excellent price τ that he bore in his soul the tortures of condemned and ruined man...Thus by 
engaging with the power of the devil, the fear of death, and the pains of hell, he gained the victory, 
and achieved a triumph, so that we now fear not in death those things which our Prince has 
destroyed." (John Calvin, Christian Institutes) 

the third day He rose again from the dead; He ascended into heaven, and sitteth on the right hand of 
God the Father Almighty; 

The key moment in Christianity is the resurrection of Christ.  Paul in I Corinthians 15:12-19 believed that 
this event was so important, that Christianity had little meaning without out ς ά!ƴŘ ƛŦ /ƘǊƛǎǘ Ƙŀǎ ƴƻǘ 
been raised, our preaching is useless and so is your faith." 
 
This part of the Creed also demonstrates that Jesus has a special place in heaven - at the side of the 
Father (see also Revelation Chapters 4&5). 

from thence He shall come to judge the quick and the dead. 

Jesus is the final arbiter of humanity - all will be judged whether living or dead.  This final judgment is 
described in Revelation 20:12-15: 
 

"Then I saw a great white throne and him who was seated on it. Earth and sky fled from his presence, and 
there was no place for them.  And I saw the dead, great and small, standing before the throne, and books 
were opened. Another book was opened, which is the book of life. The dead were judged according to 
what they had done as recorded in the books.  The sea gave up the dead that were in it, and death and 
Hades gave up the dead that were in them, and each person was judged according to what he had done.  
Then death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. The lake of fire is the second death.  If anyone's 
name was not found written in the book of life, he was thrown into the lake of fire." (NIV, Rev 20:12-15) 

I believe in the Holy Ghost; 

The third part of the triune God - the Holy Ghost (Spirit), our counselor and comforter.   

the holy catholic Church, the communion of saints;  

"Catholic" in this context means, simply, "universal" - it is NOT referring to the Roman Catholic Church.  
Thus, it is still included in many Protestant versions of the Creed.   However, some Protestant versions 
substitute other verbiage - the Anabaptist (Mennonite) version, for example, says "a holy general 
Christian church"; Luther said, simply "holy Christian Church" 
 
In this case, "church" does not refer to a building, organization, or denomination - it is the sum of all 
believers, living, dead, or to be born.  It transcends denominational boundaries.  The universal church is 



 8 

made up of the assembly or congregation of Christians (or "saints", as the Apostle Paul uses the term) - 
us! 

forgiveness of sins; 

One of the key reasons that Christ became incarnate - to redeem our sins.  All humans are sinners 
(including all Christians) - but Christians are forgiven of their sins, by the sacrifice of Christ on the cross. 

the resurrection of the body; and the life everlasting 

The death of the body is not the end of the line for Believers.  We will have everlasting life with God.  
The phrase "resurrection of the body" evokes an image of Halloween creatures in a graveyard.  
However, we do not know exactly what form this resurrection will take.  As Paul says in I Corinthians 
15:51-52: 
 

"Listen, I tell you a mystery: We will not all sleep, but we will all be changed--in a flash, in the twinkling of 
an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will sound, the dead will be raised imperishable, and we will 
be changed." 

Amen. 

So be it! 

The Nicene Creed 

Historical Background 
In 312 A.D., an amazing event occurred ς perhaps the most amazing event in 
church history since the time of the apostles.  A general in the Roman Empire 
named Constantine marched on Rome, in an attempt to take over control of 
the Western Empire.  Arrayed against him were the forces of Maxentius, four 
times as strong. At a key point in the battle, Constantine had a vision, which is 
described by Ecclesiastical Historian Eusebius: 

 

άIŜ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ƴƻƻƴΣ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ Řŀȅ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ 
decline, he saw with his own eyes the trophy of a cross of light in the heavens, above the sun, 
and bearing the inscription, CONQUER BY THIS. At this sight he himself was struck with 
amazement, and his whole army also, which followed him on this expedition, and witnessed the 
ƳƛǊŀŎƭŜΦέ  

 

Constantine went on to win the battle against Maxentius, take over control of the Western Empire, and 
convert to Christianity ς the first Roman Emperor to do so.  By 324 A.D., Constantine had taken over the 
Eastern Empire as well, and had established Christianity as the preferred religion in his realm. 
 
While Constantine was primarily focused on political and military issues, his bishops were in the midst of 
a great debate, started by the Presbyter of Alexandria Arius (c. 250 - 336 A.D.).  Arius believed that 
Jesus, the Son was on a lower level than the Father.  Specifically: 
 
ά¢ƘŜ CŀǘƘŜǊ ŜȄƛǎǘŜŘ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ {ƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǘƛƳŜ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ {ƻƴ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ŜȄƛǎǘΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ǘƘŜ {ƻƴ ǿŀǎ 
created by the Father. Therefore, although the Son was the highest of all creatures, he was not of the 
esǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ DƻŘΦέ 
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Arius viewed that Christ was an intermediary distinct from the Father (or that there was a difference of 
substance (homoiousia), or essential being between the Father and the Son.). 
 
Arguing strenuously against the views of Arius was Athanasius, (c. 296-373 A.D.), later Bishop of 
Alexandria.  Athanasius argued that the Word (John 1:1-18) became man - the Word did not come into a 
man.  Thus, Christ is fully God and fully man. 
 
High Noon occurred in 325 A.D. when Constantine, emperor of the Roman Empire ordered that the 
debate be settled once and for all.  A great church council was ordered, and it took place at Nicea (in 
Bithynia).  Over 300 bishops attended the council, most from the Eastern part of the Empire.  Arius lost 
the debate, and the view of Athanasius became the view of the church. The doctrine of homoousios was 
affirmed ς that Christ was of one (or the same) substance with the Father.   
 
²ƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ !ǇƻǎǘƭŜΩǎ /ǊŜŜŘ ǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƻ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŎŀǊƴŀǘŜ /ƘǊƛǎǘΣ ǘƘŜ bƛŎene 
Creed tended to focus on the relationship of Christ to the Father (and, later, the Holy Ghost). 
 

 
St. Athanasius, who argued successfully against the views of Arius 

The Nicene Creed line by line (English Version 1549) 

We believe in one God the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth, and of all things visible and 
invisible. 

God created everything in the universe ς including physical things (refuting the views of the Gnostics, 
which viewed that there were two gods in the universe, one that created the pure heavenly and spiritual 
realms, and one that created the impure physical realms.) 

And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son of God, begotten of the Father before all worlds, God 
of God, Light of Light, Very God of Very God, begotten, not made, being of one substance with the Father 
by whom all things were made;  

The centerpiece of the Creed ς the relation of Christ to the Father.  As noted above, Christ was NOT a 
ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ōŜƛƴƎΣ ōǳǘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ άDƻŘ ƻŦ DƻŘέ ŀƴŘ ά¢ǊǳŜ DƻŘ ƻŦ ¢ǊǳŜ DƻŘέΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ƳŀǘŎƘŜs well with scripture 
readings such as Colossians: 
 
άIŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƛƳŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǾƛǎƛōƭŜ DƻŘΣ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘōƻǊƴ ƻǾŜǊ ŀƭƭ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴΦ  CƻǊ ōȅ ƘƛƳ ŀƭƭ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘΥ 
things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all 
ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ƘƛƳ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ƘƛƳΦ  IŜ ƛǎ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ŀƭƭ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ƘƛƳ ŀƭƭ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ƘƻƭŘ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΦέ όbL±Σ 
Col 1:15-17 ) 
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¢ƘŜ ƪŜȅ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ bƛŎŜƴŜ /ǊŜŜŘ ƛǎ άōŜƛƴƎ ƻŦ ƻƴŜ ǎǳōǎǘŀƴŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ CŀǘƘŜǊέΦ  !Ǌƛǳǎ ǾƛŜǿŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ 
/ƘǊƛǎǘ ǿŀǎ ƻŦ άƭƛƪŜέ ƻǊ άǎƛƳƛƭŀǊέ ŜǎǎŜƴŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ CŀǘƘŜǊΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ bh¢ ŀ ǎǳŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘ ŜȄǇƭŀƴŀǘƛƻƴ ς a pulpit is 
ƳŀŘŜ ƻŦ ǿƻƻŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǊƻŎƪƛƴƎ ŎƘŀƛǊ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ǊƻƻƳΣ ǎƻ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƻŦ άƭƛƪŜέ ǎǳōǎǘŀƴŎŜ ς but not 
very connected.  The Creed says of the ONE substance (or esǎŜƴŎŜύΣ ǘƘǳǎ ǇǳǘǘƛƴƎ /ƘǊƛǎǘΣ άōȅ ǿƘƻƳ ŀƭƭ 
ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƳŀŘŜέΣ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ƭŜǾŜƭ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ CŀǘƘŜǊΦ 

who for us men, and for our salvation, came down from heaven, and was incarnate by the Holy Spirit of 
the Virgin Mary, and was made man, and was crucified also for us under Pontius Pilate. He suffered and 
was buried, and the third day he rose again according to the Scriptures, and ascended into heaven, and 
sitteth on the right hand of the Father.  

Quite similar in verbiage to the Apostles Creed ς and making the same point.  Christ actually became a 
living, breathing human being ς he was a historical figure, who lived, died on the cross, and rose again.  
He was not just a spirit, as some Gnostics believed. 

And he shall come again with glory to judge both the quick and the dead, whose kingdom shall have no 
end. 

There will be a Second Coming, and a final day of reckoning ς Judgment Day, where the living and the 
dead will be judged by Christ himself (see Revelation 20:11-15) 

And we believe in the Holy Spirit [the original version of the creed ended here], the Lord and Giver of Life, 
who proceedeth from the Father and the Son, who with the Father and the Son together is worshipped 
and glorified, who spoke by the prophets.  

This passage confirms the Trinitarian nature of the godhead ς Father, Son and Holy Ghost.  This is also 
the section that helped cause the schism between the Roman Church, and the Eastern (Orthodox) 
Church in the 11th century (and also, the only significant difference in the Creed between the Eastern 
and Western churches).  The Eastern Church says that the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father ς the 
Western Church (including the Protestant churches) say that the Spirit proceeds from the Father and the 
Son. 

And we believe one holy catholic and apostolic Church.  

There is one universal church, founded and descendent from the apostles.   

We acknowledge one baptism for the remission of sins. And we look for the resurrection of the dead, and 
the life of the world to come. Amen. 

The death of the body is not the end of the line for Believers.  We will have everlasting life with God.  
The Creed also supports the idea of one baptism being sufficient for the remission of sins. 

Reformation (Protestant) theology 
The 16th-century Protestant reformers (such as Martin Luther, John Calvin, Ulrich Zwingli and Menno 
Simon) disagreed on some key issues, which led to the proliferation of Protestant denominations that 
we know today.  Among the areas of disagreement: 
Á Infant vs. adult baptism 
Á Relationship between church and state 
Á The meaning of the Eucharist (Communion) 
Á And in later times (1600s on) - predestination vs. free will   
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However, there was a key theology that ALL of the reformers agreed on, that 
forms the basis for almost all Protestant denominations today.  Martin Luther 
coined the term "evangelical" to refer to someone that held these core beliefs - 
the most prominent evangelical preacher in the world today is probably Billy 
Graham. 
 
aŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŜǾŀƴƎŜƭƛŎŀƭ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎ όάƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ǎƛƴέΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜύ ŀƭǎƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǇƭŀŎŜ 
in Roman Catholic tradition, especially in the theology of St. Augustine.  
However, by the time of the Reformation, the writings of Augustine were not at 
the forefront of Roman Catholic theology.   

The Core Beliefs of the Protestant Reformers 

All mankind are unregenerate sinners - there is nothing that man can do on his own to achieve salvation 

The early Reformers (as well as Augustine before them) believed in the doctrine of "original sin", 
meaning that all humans are tainted by the sin of Adam & Eve (including newborn children).  Because of 
ƳŀƴƪƛƴŘΩǎ ƳƻǊŀƭ ŘŜǇǊŀǾƛǘȅΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ Ƴŀƴ Ŏŀƴ Řƻ ƻƴ ƘƛǎκƘŜǊ ƻǿƴ ǘƻ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜ ǎŀƭǾŀǘƛƻƴ ς no 
ŀƳƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ƎƻƻŘ ŘŜŜŘ άǇƻƛƴǘǎέ Ŏŀƴ ƻǾŜǊŎƻƳŜ ƳŀƴΩǎ ƛƴƘŜǊŜƴǘ ǎƛƴŦǳƭ ƴŀǘǳǊŜΦ   
 
Paul in Romans 3 wrote: 
 

"As it is written: "There is no one righteous, not even one; there is no one who understands, no one who 
seeks God...all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God..." (NIV, Romans 3:10-11) 

Sin is a massive gulf between God and humans - God sent his Son, Jesus, to redeem the sins of mankind.  
Through faith in Jesus, humans can become reconciled (justified) with God. 

God is omnipotent, omniscient, and wholly good.  Because humans are utterly evil (when left to their 
own devices), there is no way that we can become reconciled (or justified) with God on our own.  God 
sent his son to act as a bridge, or mediator, between unregenerate humans, and Himself: 
 

"For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not 
perish but have eternal life.  For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to 
ǎŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƘƛƳΦέ όbL±Σ WƻƘƴ оΥмсκмт ύ 

 
The key to reconciliation (justification) with God is faith in Jesus Christ.  
 
It can be said that the whole Reformation started because Martin Luther had a revelation regarding one 
verse in the Bible, which concerned how human beings could become reconciled with God through 
faith: 
 

"For in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed, a righteousness that is by faith from first to last, 
just as it is written: "The righteous will live by faith."" (NIV, Rom 1:17 ) 
 

About the above verse, Luther said: 
 

"The righteousness of God is the cause of our salvation.  This righteousness, however, is not that 
according to which God Himself is righteous as God, but that by which we are justified by Him through 
faith in the Gospel.  It is called the righteousness of God in contradistinction to man's righteousness which 
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comes from works...righteousness (justification) precedes works and good works grow out of it."  
(Luther's Commentary on Romans, p. 41) 

Salvation for humans beings is through the Grace (unmerited favor) of God only - No one is worthy of 
salvation 

The reformers believed that man is reconciled with God solely through faith, and saved by the Grace 
(unmerited favor) of God, not through anything that mankind does on his/her own (because no human 
being would be worthy enough on their own).  
 
This view was a direct challenge to the Roman Catholic hierarchy of the day, which preached that 
salvation was a combination of works (which could include giving alms, going to confession/mass, 
celebrating feast days, etc.),  and faith.  
 
As pointed out in the verses from Ephesians below, even faith itself is a gift of God - therefore, humans 
on their own can do nothing to achieve salvation.   
 

"For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith--and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God--
not by works, so that no one can boast." (NIV, Eph 2:8-9) 

Mankind is not saved through works - works are a result of justification, not a cause 

The Apostle Paul makes it clear in a number of passages that we are not saved through "works" (good 
things that we do), or through observing the "Law" (attending church, maintaining rituals, etc.).  
Salvation will not be achieved by how many good "points" we accumulate.  For example: 
 

"So too, at the present time there is a remnant chosen by grace.  And if by grace, then it is no longer by 
works; if it were, grace would no longer be grace." (NIV, Rom 11:5-6 ) 
 

This does not mean that we shouldn't practice good works!  Rather, it means that good works are a 
result of our being saved ("They'll know we are Christians by our love"), not the price of admission to 
being saved. 
 

"And, therefore it is taught with perfect truth, that no man procures favor with God by means of works, 
but that, on the contrary, works are not pleasing to God unless the person has previously found favor in 
his sight." (John Calvin, Christian Institutes) 

 
The table below shows some of the key New Testament verses that formed the bases for Reformation 
theology. 
 

Reference Notes 

Genesis 15:6 Abraham's belief 

Romans 1:17 Righteousness by faith 

Romans 3:10-31 No one is worthy of salvation 

Romans 4 Paul discussing Abraham 

Romans 5:1-2 Gaining access to Grace by faith 

Romans 5: 8-21 Reconciliation through Christ 

Romans 11:1-6 Remnant chosen by Grace 

2 Corinthians 5: 16-21 Ministry of reconciliation 

Galatians 3:6-9 Children of Abraham 

Ephesians 2: 1-10 Salvation through Grace alone 
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Titus 3: 4-7 Justification by Grace 

1 Peter 1: 3-12 Goal of your faith 

Other Core Theological Beliefs Among the Early Reformers 

Priesthood of believers 

This was a term coined by Luther -  it became a doctrine preached by all of the primary early reformers.  
Luther believed that each individual could interpret the Bible on their own, without external authority, 
such as popes or other prelates.  He also believed that individuals did not need intermediaries between 
themselves and God (such as a priest in the confessional). 

The Bible should be available in the vernacular, or the common language of the people. 

Prior to the Reformation, the Bible was generally translated solely into Latin, which was understood by a 
very small segment of the population (clergy, some merchants, etc.)  Roman Catholic Masses were 
conducted in Latin until Vatican II in the 1960s. 
 
[ǳǘƘŜǊΩǎ мроп DŜǊƳŀƴ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ bŜǿ ¢ŜǎǘŀƳŜƴǘ ǎƻƭŘ ƻǾŜǊ мллΣллл ŎƻǇƛŜǎ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ƭƛŦŜǘƛƳŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǎŜǘ 
the stage for an explosion of translations in the years to come.  Never again would large population 
groups be prevented from reading (and interpreting) the Bible on their own. 
 
These aforementioned two doctrines were a direct threat to the European hegemony of the Roman 
Catholic Church, which based much of its authority on its self-proclaimed right to interpret the 
Scriptures, and to act as an intermediary between God and man. 

Bible as the sole authority of the Word of God 

The reformers believed the Bible was the sole authoritative word of God.  The Roman Catholic view 
(then and now) is/was that church tradition/councils/teachings are on equal authoritative footing with 
the Holy Scriptures.  

The Universal Church 

Prior to the Reformation, the "Church" was generally defined as the Roman Church, 
with its papal head.  With the coming of the Reformation, the "Church" began to be 
defined as the total of the saved, living, dead, or to be born (regardless of 
denomination).  A strong proponent of this view was John Calvin, founder of the 
Reformed Church, one of two great Protestant movements that came out of the 16th 
century (Lutherans being the second). 

Evidence for the Historical Jesus 
As mentioned in the introduction, Christianity, more than any other religion, is predicated on the fact 
that a set of historical actually occurred ς the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  If Jesus did 
not exist, then Christianity may contain some interesting guides on how to live a moral life, but it has no 
basis as a faith that brings redemption and salvation.  Thus, the question of the evidence for the 
historical Jesus is very relevant. 
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The Gospels as History 

"Matthew also issued a written Gospel among the Hebrews in their own dialect, while Peter and Paul 
were preaching at Rome, and laying the foundations of the Church. After their departure, Mark, the 
disciple and interpreter of Peter, did also hand down to us in writing what had been preached by Peter. 
Luke also, the companion of Paul, recorded in a book the Gospel preached by him. Afterwards, John, the 
disciple of the Lord, who also had leaned upon His breast, did himself publish a Gospel during his 
residence at Ephesus in Asia." (Ireneus, Against Heresies, 3.1.1) 

 
In the last 150 years, the Gospels of the New Testament have come under attack by those that question 
their historical accuracy.  Yet, again and again, archaeological and historical evidence continues to verify 
the accuracy of the Gospels.  This is especially interesting considering the Gospels were not written as 
histories, but rather, as testaments of faith.   
 
However, the fact that the Gospels are not biographies of the life of Jesus, doesn't mean that the 
historical detail contained therein is not accurate.  For example, famous archaeologist Sir William 
Ramsey said: 
 

"Luke is a historian of the first rank...this author should be placed along with the very greatest of 
historians."  (McDowell, p. 110) 

What the Gospels tell us about the historical Jesus 

¶ His mother's name was Mary; she was betrothed to Joseph, a carpenter 

¶ Jesus was conceived by the Holy Spirit, not by Joseph 

¶ Before Jesus was born, Mary and Joseph traveled to Bethlehem to participate in a census called by 
the Emperor Augustus 

¶ Jesus was born in Bethlehem during the reign of Herod the Great (Herod died in 4 B.C., so Jesus was 
born <= 4 B.C.) 

¶ Jesus was descended from King David in the House of Judah (and may have been considered the 
legitimate King of the Jews by some.) 

¶ Herod, fearing that Jesus was the legitimate heir to the Davidic dynasty, ordered all boys 2 years 
and younger, in and around Bethlehem, to be slain 

¶ Mary & Joseph took Jesus to safety in Egypt, until the death of Herod 

¶ Several prophets identified the baby Jesus as the Jewish Messiah ("anointed one") 

¶ Jesus grew up in Nazareth in Galilee (Northern Palestine) 

¶ Jesus had brothers (James, Joseph, Judas and Simon), and sisters 

¶ Jesus was a carpenter by trade (as was his father, Joseph) 

¶ Jesus began his ministry at about 30 years of age, after he was baptized in the Jordan River by his 
relative (cousin?) John the Baptist  
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¶ Jesus spent 40 days in the desert to prepare for his mission;  he successfully resisted temptation by 
the devil 

¶ Jesus made Capernaum in Galilee the headquarters of his ministry 

¶ Jesus primarily ministered to the Jews, but also had Samaritan and Roman followers 
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¶ Jesus had twelve close followers, referred to as Apostles.  He had many other followers (attracting 
crowds at least as large as 5,000 in some cases).  Some of his most loyal followers were women, 
including Mary Magdalene. 

¶ At some point in his ministry, Jesus proclaimed himself the Son of God 

¶ Jesus performed 36 recorded miracles, including raising from the dead, healings, turning water into 
wine, walking on water, and providing food to 5,000+ people from 5 loaves of bread and 2 fish 

¶ Jesus preached a message of redemption from sin, salvation by faith in God and His Son, and 
proclaimed that the Kingdom of God was nigh. 

¶ Jesus performed numerous exorcisms, driving out demons 

¶ Jesus was betrayed by one of his 12 followers (Judas Iscariot) during a visit to Jerusalem for Passover 

¶ Jesus was tried before members of the Jewish Sanhedrin, and accused of blasphemy, for proclaiming 
himself the Messiah of Old Testament prophecy, and the Son of God 

¶ Because the Jews had no law to put a man to death, they brought Jesus before the Roman Governor 
of Judea, Pontius Pilate.  Pilate deferred the case to Herod Antipas, ruler of Galilee.  Herod Antipas 
returned Jesus to Pilate. 

¶ Pilate offered to the crowd in Jerusalem to release Jesus, but they demanded his crucifixion 

¶ Jesus was tortured by Roman soldiers 
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¶ Jesus was crucified on a Hill called Golgotha (Calvary).  When he died, a great darkness appeared 
over Jerusalem, and several miraculous events occurred. 

¶ Jesus rose from the dead, and appeared several times to the Apostles, and women followers  

¶ 40 days after he rose from the dead, Jesus ascended to heaven 

 
Photo by Robert Jones 

What the Gospels don't tell us 

¶ What time of year Jesus was born 

¶ When or how Joseph died 

¶ What Jesus did between the ages of 12-30 

¶ Anything about the Essenes (possibly the Dead Sea Scroll sect) 

Validating the Gospels - Historical Evidence 

It is interesting to hear how secular contemporaries of Jesus described Him.  In Acts 25:13-20, we get 
some clues from the New Testament itself.  But is Jesus mentioned by contemporary secular sources 
outside the New Testament?  While the number of references is probably fewer than you might 
imagine, they do exist!  The primary source material is from Jewish turncoat-Roman historian Flavius 
Josephus. 

Flavius Josephus (37 A.D. (?) - 100 A.D.) 

Josephus was a Jewish aristocrat that led rebel troops against the Romans in 
Galilee during the First Jewish Revolt (66-73 A.D.)  He later betrayed the 
Jews, and served the Romans.  In his later life, he wrote two massive 
historical works: 

¶ The Jewish War 

¶ Jewish Antiquities 
 
John the Baptist, James the Just (brother of Jesus), and Christ are all 
ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ƛƴ ϦWŜǿƛǎƘ !ƴǘƛǉǳƛǘƛŜǎϦΦ  ²ŜΩƭƭ ƭƻƻƪ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ WƻƘƴ ǘƘŜ .ŀǇǘƛǎǘ 




















