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About this book

The aim of this guide is to help you prepare for the Pearson Edexcel AS and A-level Religious Studies Paper 4, Study of Religion, Option B: Christianity. It includes coverage of all of the topics required as part of both the AS examination and the A-level examination. This guide should be used as a supplement for a taught course along with textbooks and other materials recommended by your teacher. This guide is divided into two sections: Content Guidance and Questions & Answers.

The Content Guidance section, split across the six topic areas, summarises the specification content to develop your understanding of the various topics in Christian theology that will be covered in both the AS examination (Topics 1–3) and the A-level examination (Topics 1–6) of Paper 4B: Christianity. Each topic area highlights the works and ideas of key scholars who have made a significant contribution to the understanding of the Christian faith. This will prepare you to make a comparison between the works of two named scholars and consider a specific extract of their work as part of your A-level examination (see below).

The Questions & Answers section provides guidance on how to answer both the AS and A-level examination Paper 4B. It includes examples of and guidance on the question types you will encounter in the examination. It also includes sample student answers, and examiner comments on how to improve performance. Although the questions themselves are based on the style of questions in the A-level sample assessment materials, they reflect both AS and A-level approaches.

Specification

Both the AS and A-level specifications for Paper 4 consist of an in-depth study of a chosen religion. In the case of 4B, Christianity, at both AS and A-level, you will be required to:


•  develop a foundation for understanding the key beliefs and values of the religion

•  explore how believers attribute authority both to key people in the Christian community and to the religion’s traditional, sacred texts

•  understand the various and diverse ways in which Christian believers express their sense of identity (e.g. through their most sacred rituals and their codes of behaviour)

•  explore both common ground and diversity in the Christian tradition

•  have knowledge of the views of various contributors, from within and outside the Christian tradition



At A-level only you will be required to further deepen and extend your understanding of Christianity by:


•  studying an aspect of the way in which the religion has changed and developed over time to increase awareness of diversity within traditions

•  studying key scholars who have made a significant contribution, either historically or in the present, to an understanding of what it means to be a follower of Christianity

•  exploring the interface between the religion and contemporary society

•  exploring a passage of text that is influential in the tradition of Christianity

•  exploring the links between this paper and other areas of study, such as exploring common ground and diversity in the fields of philosophy and ethics



In the A-level examination, it is compulsory for students to compare the work of two named scholars, including a specific extract of their work. These are published in the relevant pages of the A-level Religious Studies Anthology, which can be downloaded from the Pearson Edexcel website.
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Note: All quotations from the Bible are from the New International Version (NIV).
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Exam tip

Use this link to access the Anthology: https://tinyurl.com/yargzcu6.
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Content Guidance

Introduction to Christian theology

What is theology?

Christian theology, specifically, is an investigation into how Christians understand the nature of God and how God has revealed this nature to them. People who believe in God also consider what this implies about their behaviour. Christian theology also concerns such matters as forms of worship and the basis of moral rules.

Theological study has resulted in an integrated and codified system of beliefs. However, these beliefs continue to be scrutinised and, within Christianity, there are beliefs that are widely accepted and others that are disputed.

Theology is an academic discipline that can be studied in school and at university.
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Exam tip

The content in the Introduction to Christian Theology (pages 7–11) provides a useful background to help you understand the content of this part of the course. It is not required by the specification so you won’t be tested on it directly.
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Theology and philosophy

Some aspects of Christian theology can also be found both in the philosophy of religion and in the study of ethics. For example, both theology and the philosophy of religion are interested in the challenges raised by the problem of evil, while both Christian theology and ethics will consider whether it is appropriate to base a moral decision on simple obedience to God’s commands.

However, there is an important distinction between theology and philosophy:


•  Students of philosophy begin their investigation without presuppositions. Their essential activity is to examine fundamental arguments, such as whether it is rational to believe in the existence of God or whether there is any such thing as objective morality.

•  Christian theology recognises that there is a body of beliefs held by Christians, and it seeks to understand the beliefs more fully and to examine their strengths and weaknesses.
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Key quotation

There is only one theology, but there are many theologians.

Athenagoras I
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Theology and the Bible

The Christian sacred texts from which Christians draw most of their beliefs are:


•  the Old Testament

•  the New Testament



Both form part of the Bible, which Christians believe is an account of God’s revelation of himself to human beings. The New Testament, in particular, focuses on the life and teaching of Jesus Christ.
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Exam tip

There is some diversity within Christian belief, but the beliefs discussed in this book are those held by most, if not all, Christians.
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Detailed study of the Bible is an academic discipline in its own right. However, those seeking to explain aspects of Christian theology will often quote the Bible to explain and to justify Christian beliefs. Therefore, an understanding of the Bible is also essential to a complete understanding of Christian theology.

The fundamental beliefs in Christian theology


•  As a religion, Christianity has its roots in Judaism, which is based on God’s revelation to the people of Israel — that there is only one God, Yahweh, and that all other gods worshipped at that time were false. Sometimes the relationship between Judaism and Christianity is expressed using the term ‘the Judaeo-Christian tradition’. Christianity, like Judaism, is a monotheistic religion — followers believe in a single supreme being. Christians think that an understanding of God’s revelation to the Jewish people is essential to a full understanding of Christian theology.

•  A fundamental reason for belief in God is that it answers questions about the origins of the universe. Christians believe that the material universe, and human beings, must have been created by an eternal, spiritual being. This being would need to be all-powerful, such that he could create matter out of nothing. These are also questions explored by the philosophy of religion, for example in the cosmological argument.

•  One of the most distinctive Christian beliefs is the doctrine of the Trinity. This teaches that the one God has revealed himself in the Bible, and throughout human history, as being made up of three persons:




    –  God the Father

    –  God the Son

    –  God the Holy Spirit




Each is a different way in which God interacts with creation. For example, God the Father is the creator, God the Son is Jesus (who took human form), and the Holy Spirit is the abiding presence of God in the world, helping to guide and direct humans according to God’s will.

•  Christian belief in the Trinity points to a second distinguishing doctrine: that Jesus Christ is divine, the incarnation of God. Because of this belief, Jesus’s example and teachings are definitive for Christians; they represent the will of God himself. Christians also believe that the death and resurrection of Jesus, as the Son of God, were acts that brought about their salvation, which saved them from the consequences of human sinfulness. This is often referred to as the ‘atonement’.

•  Christians recognise a distinction between good and bad behaviour. They believe that the creation of human beings marks the summit of God’s creative activity, and they believe in a personal God who takes an interest in their lives. As God’s creatures, they consider that good actions are those that are in accordance with the will and plan of God. Bad actions (sins) are those that defy God’s commands. Thus, theological focus is given to how Christians should behave morally, socially and in response to various political and economic questions.

•  Christianity teaches that life on Earth in a human body is a preparation for an eternal spiritual life with God. In Christian theology, the reward of eternal life with God is referred to as heaven, and it can be achieved through faith in Jesus and obedience to God’s will. The punishment for disobedience is called hell, the consequence of sin, and is understood as a place of eternal suffering, being deprived of God’s company.
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Key quotation

I believe in God, the Father almighty,

creator of heaven and earth.

I believe in Jesus Christ, God’s only Son, our Lord,

who was conceived by the Holy Spirit,

born of the Virgin Mary,

suffered under Pontius Pilate,

was crucified, died, and was buried;

he descended to the dead.

On the third day he rose again;

he ascended into heaven,

he is seated at the right hand of the Father,

and he will come to judge the living and the dead.

I believe in the Holy Spirit,

the holy catholic Church,

the communion of saints,

the forgiveness of sins,

the resurrection of the body,

and the life everlasting. Amen.

The Apostles’ Creed
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The basis for Christian theology

The Bible

Christian theology is rooted in the Bible.


•  The Old Testament is accepted by Christians as an account of God’s covenant, or contract, with the Jewish people — the people chosen by God to be witnesses to his existence and his teachings.

•  The New Testament is an account of the life and teaching of Jesus Christ and of his Apostles and disciples. It is understood to herald a new covenant with God, which is based on faith in Jesus rather than on Jewish belief and practice.



For Christians, no source for understanding the nature of God can be greater than the Bible, because the Bible is considered the revealed and inspired Word of God. Some Christians believe that anything that is not explicitly taught in the Bible cannot be a true Christian belief. However, while almost all Christians accept that Christian beliefs must be based in biblical teaching, many believe that the teachings need to be interpreted to be fully understood.

The Church

One important source of interpretation of the Bible has been the Church. Many Christians believe that Jesus commissioned his Apostles to establish and be the first leaders of a Church that would carry on his teachings and ensure that they truly reflect what Jesus intended. In some forms of Christianity, the Church is a hierarchical institution with bishops and priests carrying authority.

However, there has been disagreement through history about the nature of authority within the Church, and this has led to significant divisions within Christianity. There was a schism, or split, between the Church in the East and that in the West in the eleventh century, and the Church in the West was further separated by the events surrounding the Protestant Reformation. As a result, Christians are divided in their understanding of how Christian beliefs are to be interpreted.

The Roman Catholic Church believes that it alone teaches the fullness of Christian truth and is therefore the basis for Christian unity. The pope and bishops of the Roman Catholic Church form the Magisterium, which they believe is guided by the Holy Spirit of God. The pope and bishops have, through time, issued many teachings which interpret the Bible for human beings. These teachings include encyclical letters written by popes and the documents published following Ecumenical Councils, which are gatherings of the pope, bishops and theologians. Although many Orthodox and Protestant Christians respect some of these teachings, they do not accept them all as having ultimate authority.

Theologians

Within Christianity there have been many theologians — men and women whose writings have tried to clarify aspects of Christian belief. Theologians are not believed to be infallible, but their works are often read and quoted in support of various aspects of Christian belief. Special attention can be paid to those named within the exam specification. However, the list should not be seen as exhaustive, and the study of other theologians will also help to develop your understanding of the complexity of Christian thinking.

Important theologians and other thinkers in Christian theology

Within the different sections of this book, various thinkers are introduced. Some of them are Christian or Jewish theologians and others are writers whose ideas have challenged Christian beliefs. You may give reference to them when discussing particular ideas or themes, as follows:


•  The study of religious beliefs, values and teachings: Augustine, Cyprian of Carthage, Karl Barth, Martin Buber and Karl Rahner

•  Sources of wisdom and authority: Arius, Athanasius, Martin Luther, John Calvin, Jürgen Moltmann and Thomas Weinandy

•  Social and historical developments in Christian thinking: Galileo, Darwin, Christopher Hitchens, Richard Dawkins, Gustavo Gutiérrez, Sallie McFague and James Hal Cone (some of whom are not theologians but modern thinkers who have challenged Christian beliefs)

•  Works of scholars: comparing the work of Anselm and Gustaf Aulén, and Karl Barth and John Hick

•  Religion and society: the writings of Karl Bath and Karl Rahner
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Key quotation

I did not learn my theology all at once, but had to search constantly deeper and deeper for it. My temptations did that for me, for no one can understand Holy Scripture without practice and temptations…It is not by reading, writing, or speculation that one becomes a theologian. Nay, rather, it is living, dying, and being damned that makes one a theologian.

Martin Luther
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Areas of Christian theology for study

This book covers a wide range of ideas and issues and identifies a number of areas of Christian theology on which questions may be set in the examination.

Religious beliefs, values and teachings

This section identifies some key beliefs, values and teachings associated with Christian theology, including:


•  the belief that God is the creator and has a personal relationship with his creation, and with human beings in particular

•  the Christian doctrine of the Trinity, that there is only one God, made up of three persons

•  the Christian understanding of the nature of the Church

•  the key moral principles that form part of Christian life and practice
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Key quotation

An important function of theology is to keep religion tied to reason and reason to religion. Both roles are of essential importance for humanity.

Pope Benedict XV
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Sources of wisdom and authority

This concerns Christian sources of wisdom and authority, including:


•  the Bible as the primary source of authority for Christians

•  the life and teaching of Jesus and the significance of his role for Christians. This includes the different interpretations of the nature of Jesus that were discussed by the early Church, during the Reformation and within modern Christian thinking.



Practices that shape and express religious identity

This considers certain aspects of Christian practice that both shape and express Christian religious beliefs, including:


•  the Eucharist, sometimes called Holy Communion or the Mass, which for many Christians is the central feature of their religious worship

•  the way in which Christian belief has been expressed through the creative arts, such as in paintings and sculpture and through music. It also highlights how these are related to the Christian practice of prayer, in which believers seek to communicate with God.



Social and historical developments

This looks at the impact of social and historical developments on Christian belief and how some Christian thinkers have responded, including:


•  the relationship between science and Christian belief and whether they are at odds with each other or are in some ways compatible

•  the impact of the rise of secularism, specifically the decline in adherence experienced by mainstream Christian denominations, and the development of new religious movements and their impact on traditional Christian ideas

•  some aspects of modern Christian thinking, including liberation theology, feminism and black theology, and a study of certain rising Christian groups, such as Evangelicalism and Pentecostal and Charismatic Christians, their forms of worship and their impact on Christian belief and practice



Works of scholars

This section takes the form of an in-depth analysis of the works of specific Christian scholars and specifically their understanding of atonement theory, including:


•  a consideration of the ideas of atonement and soteriology

•  an evaluation of the ideas of named key thinkers to be compared, and the strengths and weaknesses of their ideas



Religion and society

This final section considers the relationship between religion and society, focusing on:


•  the issue of religious pluralism and diversity, and how Christian thinking has responded to the variety of ways in which believers understand the nature of God, and the ways in which their beliefs impact on their behaviour

•  the issues of gender equality and discrimination and the status and role of women within different Christian denominations



Where appropriate, you may also be asked to consider the impact of these aspects of Christian theology on the lives of individual Christians and on the Christian community.
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Exam tip

The specification refers to named scholars in almost all sections and this is reflected in this Student Guide. However, students are not restricted to referring to these thinkers alone and wide reading around the topics is recommended.
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The Anthology

You will need to refer to an anthology of extracts from four texts. There will be questions set on these specific extracts, but you should also be able to apply the texts to any area of study within the specification. The texts are as follows:


•  Moltmann, J. (2001) ‘Jürgen Moltmann on the Suffering of God’, Chapter 3.30 in McGrath, A. (ed) The Christian Theology Reader (2nd edn), Blackwell, pp. 218–221

•  McGrath, A. and McGrath, J. C. (2007) ‘Deluded About God?’, Chapter 1 in The Dawkins Delusion?: Atheist Fundamentalism and the Denial of the Divine, InterVarsity Press, pp. 1–31

•  Barth, K. (2004) Church Dogmatics: The Doctrine of Reconciliation, Vol. IV, Part 1, A & C Black, Chapter XIV.1, verses 157–357

•  Hick, J. (2006) ‘Atonement by the Blood of Jesus’, Chapter 11 in The Metaphor of God Incarnate (2nd edn), Westminster John Knox Press, pp. 112–127



The full prescribed texts are available online via the Pearson Edexcel website, https://qualifications.pearson.com.
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Exam tip

Use this link to access the Anthology: https://tinyurl.com/yargzcu6.
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Religious beliefs, values and teachings

The nature of God as personal and as creator

Christian beliefs about God are based on two fundamental ideas:


•  God is the creator of all things.

•  He continues to have personal involvement in creation, and particularly in the lives of human beings.



The precise understanding of how that creation came about involves a number of concepts that need to be unpacked. Not all Christians accept the same explanation concerning when and how creation took place. These beliefs about God have implications for Christians about the meaning and purpose of their lives.
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Key quotation

In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. Now the earth was formless and empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters.

Genesis 1:1–2
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The nature of God for Christians

Omnipotence

Christians believe that God created the universe and all that it contains. Because everything in the world is contingent, meaning that it cannot explain its own existence, Christians believe that it must have been created by an eternal, supreme being. The immensity of the universe is such that it could only have been brought into existence by someone with almighty power, and therefore God is also described as omnipotent or all-powerful.

Immutability

God himself is believed by most Christians to be pure spirit, and is therefore immutable, meaning that he is unchanging. This contrasts with the material world, which is seen to be in a constant state of change and decay. For Christians, God’s immutability also refers to his character. His will does not change and he will be faithful to the promises he made to human beings, as recorded in the Bible.

God’s act of creation

The Christian understanding of God also highlights a number of specific characteristics of God’s act of creation.


•  The idea of emanation teaches that all secondary things (including all the matter in creation) proceeded or flowed from a primary source, which is God. Thus, creation is not simply understood as an act of construction, because this would imply that God made use of matter that was already to hand, and his role would then simply be that of a craftsman.

•  Emanation also relates to the concept of creation ex nihilo, which means that God created the universe ‘out of nothing’. This leads to the Christian understanding that God is the primary source of all life, that matter has been created, and that only God is eternal. This idea is reflected in Christian versions of the cosmological argument, which identifies God as the First and Uncaused Cause.

•  Christians also believe that creation involves both design and artistic expression, that the world as we see it bears the hallmarks of God’s intelligence and beauty. The order that is present in the universe, the intricacy of many parts of creation, and the beauty of many things within nature, are all understood as part of God’s deliberate plan to create a universe that reflects his own nature. As a consequence, Christians believe that the created world is fundamentally good because it has been created by a supremely perfect God. These ideas are explored in a number of versions of the teleological argument, which understands God as the supreme architect. For Christians, it also leads to the belief that they are stewards of creation, with responsibility to care for what God has given.



A personal relationship with God

Christians believe in a personal God. God’s creative actions had the purpose of sharing his life with others. Although God is not bound into the world, according to Christian belief, God continues to care for what he has created, and he commands that it be used to fulfil his intentions.

This personal relationship is most clearly highlighted in God’s relationship with human beings. Christians believe that men and women are the pinnacle of God’s creation. Although much of the material world lacks independent rationality and will, in men and women God deliberately created people in his own image (Genesis 1:27) who are rational and have free will. They have the ability to choose to do good rather than evil.

Because they are at the summit of creation, human beings exercise sovereignty over all other created things, but they are tasked with giving glory to God in their actions. They are therefore to act as stewards of his creation, acting as he commands, not presuming to claim ownership of the world. Christians also believe God gives human beings an eternal spirit, which will remain even after the ultimate decay of their physical form, and which will allow them to continue this personal relationship in heaven.
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Key quotation

What is mankind that you are mindful of them, human beings that you care for them? You have made them a little lower than the angels and crowned them with glory and honour.

Psalm 8:4–5
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Augustine on the nature of God
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Key thinker

Augustine of Hippo (354–430)

A Christian philosopher who converted to Christianity at the age of 31, Augustine of Hippo was ordained a priest and bishop. He is one of the Four Doctors of the Western Church and his writings were of great importance for the development of Christian belief. He was influenced by the philosophy of Plato and he wrote extensively on theological topics, from creation to morality. His De Civitate Dei (The City of God) runs to 22 books, in which he contrasts the City of Man and the City of God, and outlines a belief in human history as guided by Divine Providence.
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Knowledge check 1

What is meant by the Christian belief in ‘emanation ex nihilo’?
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Believing in God as creator is one of the central tenets of Augustine’s theology. In his Confessions, he said ‘nothing that exists could exist without you [God]’. He also believed that God continues to have a personal relationship with his creation and that it is God who sustains the universe in existence. He said, ‘By him it was created and in Him exists’. This is in part a belief that the universe is governed by God’s law. Augustine also teaches that God has a continuing relationship with human beings, and in particular that he acts as the judge of human conduct.
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Key quotation

You have created us for Yourself, and our heart is not quiet until it rests in You.

Augustine of Hippo
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Augustine believed that God invests each human being with an immortal soul and that human beings are created with free will. For Augustine, the purpose of life is for people to choose to enter into a loving and obedient relationship with God, so that the immortal soul can one day be released to spend eternity with God. However, free will means that human beings are also capable of making wrong choices, in defiance of God. Despite that danger, free will is, for Augustine, what makes life worth living, and is the source of the unique relationship that human beings have with God.
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Knowledge check 2

Explain the importance of Augustine’s belief that God created humans with free will.
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Augustine believed that because God is the creator and the sustainer of all life, the personal relationship that people can have with God is the only way they can find ultimate personal fulfilment and meaning in their lives. The relationship is an unequal one, because human beings are weak creatures and God is the all-powerful creator. Therefore, it is only in the union of the created being with the Supreme Being that humans achieve completeness.
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Key quotation

God loves each of us as if there were only one of us.

Augustine of Hippo
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Martin Buber on the nature of God
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Key thinker

Martin Buber (1878–1965)

Buber was an Austrian Jewish philosopher, a supporter of the existentialist school of philosophy. He emigrated to Israel in 1938. He advocated a reformed Judaism developing within an Israeli state that could bring about spiritual enrichment. His most famous work is Ich und Du (I and Thou), published in 1923, in which he outlined his theories of human nature, and of the relationship between man and God. His writings influenced Christian theology, especially the ideas of Paul Tillich.
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Martin Buber argued that God should not be sought outside the present world, but can only be known in terms of his relationship with human beings. Because of this, Buber’s thinking about God focuses on the personal relationship rather than on an attempt to gain objective knowledge of what God is like.
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Key quotation

The world is not comprehensible, but it is embraceable: through the embracing of one of its beings.

Martin Buber
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Buber opposed the idea that God should be understood as a ‘transcendental other’, a being so great and distant that humans struggle to relate to him. Rather, Buber understands God as someone who is close to each human being.

It is important to understand a key idea in Buber’s thinking, namely the distinction he makes between what he calls the ‘I–It’ (Ich–Es in German) and the ‘I–Thou’ (Ich–Du) relationship.


•  The ‘I–It’ relationship is concerned with the objective knowledge of things. ‘I’, the subject, seek objective knowledge of the other entity, the ‘it’. For example, I may perceive the local grocer as the provider of food.

•  However, human beings are considered unique in that they can also perceive that other human beings have their own emotions and motivations. This recognition is the basis of the ‘I–Thou’ element, which leads to mutual respect and acceptance, which helps us to grow and live our lives to best effect.
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Key quotation

For God does not want to be believed in, to be debated and defended by us, but simply to be realised through us.

Martin Buber
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Buber believed that human beings can have this ‘I–Thou’ relationship with God. In fact, because God is the eternal source of the world, it is only through such a relationship with God that people are able to establish their true purpose in life. He thinks of God as the ‘Eternal Thou’. Whereas we will sometimes use other people for our own benefit (as ‘Its’), a genuine relationship with God will never see God as a means towards an end.

Unlike Augustine, and many other religious thinkers, Buber places no emphasis on God as creator or on people encountering God after death. God is made a reality in the life of human beings in their personal relationships with each other, when people respect others as ‘Thou’ and thus create a community in which others are not treated as means towards ends. This is a community, and in it God is made present.

Implications of Christian beliefs about God

Christianity teaches that human beings are created by God to carry out his will and to give glory to him in doing so. This belief has implications for human beings in terms of the meaning and purpose of their lives, and of their ultimate destiny. According to the Book of Genesis, human

The will of God




•  Primarily, God’s will can be discovered in the teachings of the Bible.

•  Many also believe it can be discerned through the natural law. For example, human beings tend naturally to live in family units and in doing so they believe they are following the plan God set out in creation.

•  Christians also believe that, because human beings were created with an element of the divine in them, they are able to know in conscience when what they are doing is wrong, and this acts as a powerful influence on their behaviour.




Ultimate destiny



Christian interpretations of these beliefs and challenges to them



•  Some Christians, such as Young Earth Creationists, believe in a literal understanding of the biblical account of creation. This interpretation conflicts with the scientific evidence about when the universe began and the process by which it evolved. Biblical chronology would say that the universe is only thousands of years old. Also, some Christians cannot accept that human beings have evolved over time from simple organisms. Such Christians conclude that, where their faith and science disagree, they place their trust in faith, which is a gift from God and the only infallible source of truth.

•  Other Christians, including many Anglicans and Roman Catholics, have preferred an accommodation with science, accepting the biblical account of creation as a metaphor. They continue to believe in the two fundamental truths, that God is the creator and a personal God, but argue they can still accept the scientific evidence for the big bang and evolution. The theory of the big bang, for example, still leaves open the question of the origin of matter, which is very important to Christians, who believe in creation ex nihilo. They believe there can also be discussion about the moment at which human beings were imbued with rationality and given immortal souls.
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Beliefs about the nature of God and the effect on Christian life



•  Christians believe that God is worthy of worship, that he is to be adored and respected because of his supreme perfection. Worship of God, giving thanks and praise, is a key feature of Christian life.

•  Because creation belongs to God, Christians believe that they do not have dominion over it, but rather are given the role of stewards. This can affect the way they treat the planet, seeking not to over-exploit its resources but rather to preserve it and protect its fruitfulness.

•  Because God invested in creation a natural order of things, many Christians believe that to act against that natural order, sometimes called the natural law, is to disobey God, to sin.
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•  Christians believe the personal relationship with God is a loving one, like that of a father to his children, and so they also seek to enter into a loving and attentive relationship with God. This is shown through their life of prayer, talking with God and trusting in God’s grace and help.

•  Because people are loved by God as a father, Christians believe that human beings are like a family, and that each person shares a responsibility for the welfare of all. This often leads Christians to be committed to actions that give support to those who are in need.
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•  Creation is not just the act of God as a constructor, shaping already existing matter. Christians believe in a God who created the universe ex nihilo, made possible because of God’s omnipotence. Matter emanated from God, who is himself immutable.

•  The created world reflects the goodness and beauty of God, the result of his artistic expression.

•  God takes a continuing personal interest in his creation and humans have the responsibility to be stewards of creation.

•  Human beings are the summit of God’s creation; they are made in his image, invested with immortal souls and destined to spend eternal life with God. God also wants them to respond to him as children to a loving father, particularly by obeying his commands.

•  Augustine stresses that humans are created with free will, which allows them to choose whether or not to love and obey God. Regardless of their choices, God continues to love and care for the people he has created. It is only through this relationship with God that human beings achieve completeness.

•  Martin Buber stresses the idea that human beings are able to enter into ‘I–Thou’ relationships with others, which help to make them complete and thereby to make God a reality in the world.
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The Trinity



•  The Councils confirmed that Christianity is a monotheistic religion — Christians believe there is only one God.

•  The doctrine of the Trinity states that this one God is made up of three persons — Father, Son and Holy Spirit — yet remains just one God.

•  The Fourth Lateran Council taught that God is an absolutely simple substance, indivisible and therefore having no parts.
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The Trinity in the Bible



Old Testament



•  At the creation of the world recorded in the Book of Genesis, not only was God portrayed as the creator, but there is also mention of the ‘Spirit of God’ hovering over the face of the water, and of God’s Word (logos in Greek), both being part of the act of creation. Subsequent Christian theology has equated that hovering Spirit with the Holy Spirit, and says that Jesus is the logos, or Word of God.

•  In Psalm 33 the psalmist speaks of creation by referring to three different aspects of God: his Lordship (calling him the Lord), his Word, and the breath of his mouth. The word used here for ‘breath’ in Greek is pneuma, the same word that is used for the Spirit of God in Genesis. The Hebrew word is ruach.
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•  Genesis 1:1–2

•  Psalm 33:6

•  Matthew 28:19

•  Luke 1:35

•  Luke 3:21–22

•  John 1:1

•  Acts 1:1–5

•  2 Corinthians 1:21–22

•  2 Corinthians 13:13

•  1 Peter 1:1–2



[image: ]



New Testament



•  At the very start of Luke’s Gospel, the angel told Mary that the Holy Spirit would come upon her and that she would conceive the Son of God, by the power of the Most High.

•  St Paul appears to understand God as Trinity when he uses a Trinitarian formula to the Christians at Corinth, ‘The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all.’




Understanding the Trinity through analogy




•  Perhaps the most famous analogy is that often ascribed to St Patrick, who is said to have compared the Trinity to a shamrock, a single leaf that nevertheless has three clearly identifiable parts.

•  Another analogy sometimes used is that of the different states of matter. Water for example, can be a solid, a liquid or a gas, but it is always water — it just presents itself in different ways at different times. It has been argued that God is like this, always the same God but manifesting himself in different ways.

•  Some writers have pointed to an egg, which is understood as a single thing, but is divided into shell, yolk and egg white.



Weaknesses of the analogical approach
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Understanding the Trinity as relational



•  Christian theologians such as Augustine agree that God the Father was not brought into being, he has always existed.

•  God the Son was confirmed in the Creeds as ‘Eternally Begotten’ of the Father. This means that the Son of God is begotten of God but has also existed eternally. The Creeds also assert that Jesus is of the same substance as the Father, rejecting the heresy of the Arians who said that Jesus was begotten by God the Father in time and is subordinate to him.

•  The Catholic Western Church says that the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father and the Son. The Orthodox Eastern Church says that the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father alone. This is known as the filioque controversy, from the Latin filioque, which means ‘and the son’.
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Problems with relationship theories
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Modern views of the Trinity

Karl Barth
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•  Barth believes the Trinity (and God’s unchanging essence) is connected to the way God has revealed himself in history.

•  Barth preferred to speak of the Trinity as one God in three modes of being, rather than one God in three persons.

•  Enlightenment thinkers defined a person as a self-conscious being. When referring to the Trinity this could lead to the danger of God being thought of as having three distinct forms of self-consciousness, and this would be close to a belief in three gods.

•  Barth also states that the idea of three modes is more in keeping with what the early Church Fathers intended. He suggests that Augustine favoured using ‘person’ as a compromise solution to the differing interpretations of the word hypostasis, favoured by the Eastern Churches, and personae favoured in the West.



Theological responses to Barth’s ideas


•  He has been accused by some of modalism, expressly rejected by the Fathers of the Church. It is argued he suggests there was no real difference between God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit, except in the ways in which they were perceived by the believer.

•  The theologian Moltman accused Barth of opening the way for a return of a rejected, anti-Trinitarian heresy. Barth rejected the criticism, however, saying that ‘modes of being’ meant ‘ways of being’. He did not imply that the modes were just different perceptions. This misunderstanding could be the result of the problem of translating the German word used by Barth, Seinsweise, into English.

•  Further criticism of Barth has focused on the risk of schism. It has proven very challenging to find the right words to describe a very difficult concept. Some have pointed out that the idea of ‘one God but three persons’ has been accepted as a workable compromise for centuries, and that to challenge it now is to risk returning to the divisions of the first three centuries.



Karl Rahner
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•  Rahner says that the doctrine of the Trinity has been perceived as merely an almost unfathomable description of the inner life of God. He focuses on human experience of the Trinity.

•  Rahner’s work makes a distinction between what he calls the ‘economic Trinity’ and the ‘immanent Trinity’. The term ‘economic’ in this context is unusual, and it is important to understand what it means when used in Christian theology.

•  The ‘economic Trinity’ refers to the theological idea of the ‘economy of salvation’, by which is meant the way in which God has brought about human salvation, through the saving death of Jesus, and the spiritual gift of faith, given to human beings to accept salvation and turn to God.

•  The ‘economic Trinity’ refers to the way God communicates himself to humanity. This is how Christians first understand the nature of God. They can discern a Trinitarian pattern in God’s actions.

•  Rahner then says that God would only communicate himself as Father, Son and Holy Spirit if that is the way he really is. This is what is meant by the ‘immanent Trinity’. This also helps to overcome the problem that God did not give an explicit disclosure of the Trinity in scripture.



Theological responses to Rahner’s ideas


•  Some have argued that Rahner’s explanation contradicts the teaching that God’s nature is simple, unchanging and not divisible. If God, through his communication of himself, becomes also Son and Holy Spirit, then that inevitably brings about a change in God’s nature.

•  Rahner’s argument also cannot provide an understanding of the character of God before this historical self-communication.

•  Some have argued that if the ‘grand axiom’ is overstated it can threaten to limit God in terms of human experience, and human beings can claim too much knowledge of God. It is important for humans to recognise their limitations and that there is much about the Trinity that they do not understand.



Impact of teachings about the Trinity on the lives of Christians
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•  The doctrine of the Trinity is one of the most fundamental Christian beliefs. It is also complex and called a mystery.

•  The belief has its origins in the Bible and in the theological debates of the early Christian Church.

•  Simple attempts to explain the belief have tried to use analogy but there have also been detailed philosophical and theological debates about how the relations between Father, Son and Holy Spirit can be defined and understood.

•  Attempts to explain the doctrine have been subjected to criticism by Christian thinkers who take a different perspective, or who reject the doctrine itself.

•  The debate is ongoing. Modern Catholic and Protestant theologians have continued to try to explain the belief.
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The nature of the Church




Key concepts: the four marks defined


Unity


Holiness
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Catholicity


Apostolicity


Divisions within the Christian Church



•  The Roman Catholic Church is presided over by the pope, who is also called the bishop of Rome. The Roman Catholic Church teaches the universal jurisdiction of the pope, according to the command of Jesus, and that full membership of the Church can only belong to those who accept its authority. The Roman Catholic Church believes that it alone can be fully described as one, holy, catholic and apostolic. All the other Churches lack one of those elements or possess them imperfectly.

•  In the East, the Church is often referred to as the Orthodox Church, presided over by a series of Patriarchs, including the Patriarch of Constantinople and the Patriarch of Moscow. Its emergence as a separate body can be placed in the eleventh century following a schism with the Western Church. This schism resulted from some theological disagreements, such as on the understanding of the nature of the Trinity, but also because of a rejection of the idea that the pope has jurisdiction over the whole Church.

•  There are a series of Churches that came about following the Protestant Reformation in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. These include the Church of England, Lutherans, Baptists, Methodists and many others, which separated from the Roman Catholic Church during and after the Reformation. All of these Churches deny the universal jurisdiction of the pope, and some believe the Church needs only minimal formal structure.
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Disagreements about the characteristics of the Church


Disagreements about unity


•  Most Christian Churches would agree that the Church should be united in one faith, meaning that they should share the same beliefs. However, they disagree in their understanding of some Christian teachings. In particular, not all Christians believe that Jesus intended to found a Church with a single organisational structure.

•  The Roman Catholic Church teaches that full unity can only be achieved when all Christians are in communion with the pope and in obedience to the Magisterium (or teaching authority) of the Roman Catholic Church.

•  Most Protestants reject the suggestion that unity is concerned with organisational structure, and consider the unity of the Church to be about a shared belief in Jesus as saviour and living a way of life in accordance with that faith.



Disagreements about holiness


•  Some Christians place emphasis on the individual Christian being called to holiness, rather than identifying any organisation as holy in itself. Protestant theology, for example, stresses that the holiness of the Church comes from the holiness of Christ, and that holiness is shared by those who unite with Christ through faith.

•  Roman Catholic theology teaches that, because Christ deliberately founded the hierarchical Church, making Peter its head, the Church as an organisation reflects the holiness of Christ, even though it is made up of sinful members.
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Disagreements about catholicity


•  All Christians would accept that the Gospel is something that should be taken to all people and, in that sense, that the Church is catholic. They agree that everyone is welcome to acknowledge Jesus as their saviour, accept baptism and become members of the Church.

•  The Roman Catholic Church teaches that the Church’s catholicity depends on its continuous, organisational descent from the Apostles. All the diverse people who acknowledge Jesus as their saviour only complete that catholicity when they are united under the authority of the pope and bishops.

•  This singular claim to the title ‘catholic’ was rejected by the Orthodox Churches of the East, which denied the idea of the supreme authority of the bishop of Rome and argued that the Roman Catholic Church had taught erroneous (incorrect) doctrines. Luther also argued that the Roman Catholic Church had fallen into error and this undermined its claim to catholicity which it understands as an unbroken fidelity to the Gospel.
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Disagreements about apostolicity


•  It is widely accepted within Christianity that the Church is apostolic in the sense that it was first preached by the Apostles, and that the Gospels and other parts of the New Testament, written by Apostles and disciples of Jesus, provide a core foundation of Christian belief.

•  The Roman Catholic Church considers the Pope to be the successor of St Peter, and also believes in what is known as ‘Tradition’; an understanding and interpretation of the Christian faith passed on through the Church, originating with the Apostles. The process, often referred to as apostolic succession, is a central teaching of both Orthodox and Roman Catholic Churches.

•  Apostolicity was rejected by most Reformation Churches, who said that it is not related to the passing on of authority from one generation of bishops to the next, but that the Church can only be judged apostolic if it remains faithful to the Gospel.



Cyprian of Carthage’s ideas about the Christian Church
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Martin Luther’s teachings about the Christian Church
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The nature of the Church and its effect on Christian life
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•  Matthew 16:15–19

•  Matthew 29:18–20

•  Romans 12:4–5

•  1 Corinthians 12:12–31

•  Ephesians 2:19–22
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Church organisation



•  The Catholic Church is hierarchical, meaning that its authority structure is based on ranks of priesthood, people specially chosen by God, including priests and bishops. The bishops, led by the most senior bishop (the pope), form the Magisterium, which interprets and teaches Scripture and Tradition.

•  Many Protestant Churches are more democratic. Their elected leaders take the role of ministers and conveners, and Protestants rely more on their personal understanding of the teaching of Scripture when deciding how to act.



Moral issues



•  The Catholic Church, as led by its centralised teaching authority (the Magisterium), condemns for example, artificial contraception and euthanasia as contrary to God’s will.

•  On the other hand, some Christians judge that situation ethics most nearly reflects the spirit of Jesus’s teaching in the Gospel, and use it to arrive at personal ethical judgements.

•  Some Protestant Churches allow divorce and remarriage in circumstances where that seems the most loving outcome for those involved.




Worship



•  In Churches that emphasise the role of priests (e.g. Orthodox and Roman Catholic), most liturgies are priest led, with priests sometimes being understood as intermediaries between the congregation and God.

•  In some Protestant Churches, services may be led by ministers but their principal task is to facilitate common worship.
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Intercommunion



•  Most Protestants believe that the Eucharist can act as a means of unifying the members of the Church and will often welcome all believers to Communion.

•  The Roman Catholic Church teaches that sharing Communion must represent a unity already achieved, under the authority of the pope, and sharing Communion is restricted. The Catholic view is one that reflects the teaching of Cyprian of Carthage, for example.
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Ecumenism
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•  The word Church can refer to the institution of the Church or to the assembly of all those who profess the Christian faith.

•  The Nicene Creed defines the Church related to the four concepts of being one, holy, catholic and apostolic.

•  Historical disagreements about how to interpret these four ‘marks’ of the Church have led to divisions and conflict.

•  One part of the Church, most notably Roman Catholics, believe that these four characteristics are guaranteed by the existence of a hierarchy that teaches the faith and maintains discipline among its followers.

•  On the other side, many Protestants believe that these four marks are seen in the relationship between God and Christians individually and collectively.

•  Most Christians, aware of the scandal of disunity, support the Ecumenical Movement and stress an understanding of the Church that they hold in common.
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Key moral principles
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Morality as law and love
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The love of God as the basis for moral values




1  Creation is believed to reveal the love of God.

2  The incarnation is seen as an expression of God’s love for sinful humanity.

3  The Trinity can be interpreted as a model for the loving relationships that people should have with God and with each other.



Love in creation


•  The act of creation is understood by many Christians as an outpouring of God’s love. God created human beings, with free will and an immortal soul, to respond to God in the way a child responds to a loving father. The created world is seen as the testing ground of that love, and heaven is taught to be its eternal reward.

•  Creation before the fall was seen as a paradise for human beings to live out their lives, prepared by a loving God. Although sin led to banishment from paradise, Christians still see within the beauty and goodness of creation many signs of God’s love.

•  Christians further believe that God has so ordered the natural world that it flourishes when human beings are in harmony with it and with each other. Their care for creation expresses their love for the creator.

•  In these ways, loving relationships underpin the entire order of creation.



Love shown in the incarnation


•  In terms of justice, Christians accept that human sinfulness merits punishment. They believe that the incarnation of Jesus was God’s way of saving people from this punishment. When Jesus took human form it was part of a loving act that ultimately led to Jesus suffering in the place of sinful humanity.

•  Christians believe that Jesus was also sent to be a moral guide and teacher, and he taught Christians that love is the basis of their relationships with God and with each other. This was exemplified when Jesus taught his followers to call God their father, and also through the example of the love he showed throughout his ministry.

•  Jesus said that human beings can show no greater love than to be willing to lay down their lives for others (John 15:13) and his own innocent death is understood as a supreme example of that teaching.
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Love and the Trinity


•  Although most Christian thinking about the Trinity focuses on what the Trinity means about the nature of God, many Christian writers also understand the Trinity as a model for human relationships.

•  The belief is that God is made up of three persons who form a unity and community. They have their different roles but are essentially equal. This is understood as a model of Christian love in a variety of circumstances. For example, it is taught to be the model of:




    –  love between husband and wife

    –  a fair society where everyone, regardless of race or gender or social status, is of equal importance and equally worthy of love




•  Catherine LaCugna, an American Christian theologian, said that human beings should live God’s life with one another, and said the Trinity offers a model of the love that people should have for each other.

•  Leonardo Boff, a South American supporter of liberation theology, said that the Trinity is a model for just social relationships, because the love and equality that are part of the way we understand the Trinity is how all societies should treat each of their members.



The principle of love as the basis of all Christian values



•  Christianity teaches that love and care for others is the second essential quality that underpins the Christian life. It is the basis for all other caring qualities, such as compassion and tolerance, and the desire to create a just society. The Sermon on the Mount includes a list of the qualities that Jesus says are blessed by God. These include being meek, being poor in spirit and being a peacemaker, and Christians understand that having a care for the wellbeing of others is the common component of all these qualities.

•  In his First Letter to the Corinthians (Chapter 13), St Paul teaches that all the other values important to Christians, such as patience, kindness and a respect for the truth, have their basis in love. Love is the foundation moral principle on which other moral values can be built. People will be patient with someone if they first love them, just as they will never expose someone they love to dishonour.

•  A sociopolitical commitment to these qualities, which is expressed by various Christian Churches, can be seen in the Social Teaching of the Roman Catholic Church, and the ideas presented in the Church of England report Faith in the City. Through such documents, Christian Churches have taught that love helps Christians to judge the political and social structures through which societies show their attitude to the poor and the powerless. Policies that oppress others are sinful because they do not reflect the love of God.
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Underlying problems with love as the principal value
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Two approaches to applying the principle of love


Roman Catholic Teaching





[image: ]



[image: ]



Situation ethics
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•  The Roman Catholic Church, as a supporter of natural law theory, accepts Jesus’s teaching on the primacy of love but rejects same-sex acts and same-sex marriages. These cannot become morally acceptable even if those involved believe they are showing love.

•  Roman Catholics also reject euthanasia, regardless of the compassion someone may feel for the suffering of the sick person.






•  In situation ethics, if a person calculates that a balance of love is shown in a same-sex relationship then there can be no moral justification for opposing it.

•  If, by ending the life of a sick person, their suffering is relieved and that is the most loving outcome, then situation ethics argues that euthanasia can be justified in the light of Jesus’s teaching.
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•  Christians believe that the commandment to love is the principal moral value, both love shown to God and love shown to others. They believe that love underpins all other Christian values and qualities.

•  Christians believe they can discern this principle in God’s creation, in the incarnation of Jesus and in the doctrine of the Trinity. It is explicitly enunciated in the teaching and example of Jesus.

•  Christians have responded to this teaching in different ways:




    –  Some Christians say that specific moral laws must be respected because they express God’s will. They believe God alone knows what will be the most loving outcome.

    –  Other Christians believe they have a moral responsibility to try to weigh up the outcomes of actions, and to judge what the most loving action is.




•  Despite some disagreement about the application of the principle, Christians generally agree that the principle of showing love for others should influence their personal lives, their social relationships and the way other human beings are treated by political structures and authorities.
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Sources of wisdom and authority

The Bible




The Bible as the Word of God


The Old Testament
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The New Testament


The Bible as a source of authority



•  the source of God’s revelation

•  what it is that allows Christians to know and speak about God

•  how God has revealed himself through history

•  how God’s revelation has been recorded




The canon




•  The Church would say that early Christians recognised the authority already contained in the chosen books. For example, they were written by Apostles of Jesus or because the message was consistent with that of other texts.

•  Some critics of Christianity have argued that the books that were chosen reflected the beliefs of the early Christian Church.



Divine inspiration



•  There are some Christians who believe that the Bible must be accepted literally as the Word of God, in the sense that God told the authors exactly what to write.

•  More commonly, Christians believe that the writers were inspired to write the truth but that they also exercised their own editorial judgement.
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•  An example is the account of creation in the Book of Genesis. Some Christians believe in the literal historical and scientific truth of such accounts, leading them to deny evolution, for example.

•  Others believe that such accounts contain religious truths, for example about God as creator, but are themselves metaphorical.



Scripture and Tradition
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A source of moral law



•  The prime example of this in the Old Testament is the Ten Commandments recorded in the Book of Exodus. But Leviticus, for example, also contains detailed laws about human conduct, including dietary laws and laws about sexual conduct.

•  In the New Testament, Jesus’s teaching is less specific and focuses on the spirit that should underpin human conduct. In the Sermon on the Mount, found in the Gospel of Matthew, the emphasis is on love of neighbour and the importance of forgiveness.




The Bible as revealed theology
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Natural revelation
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Revelation and Christian mysticism
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Interpretation of Scripture
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Literary criticism


Form criticism


Redaction criticism


Historical criticism


Strengths and weaknesses of the models of interpretation

Strengths


•  Modern thinking highlights an underlying difficulty with the Bible because many of the truths it proclaims have been brought into question by modern scientific and historical scholarship. Rather than accept an outright rejection of the Bible, Bible scholars have been prepared to use academic methodology to bring renewed focus on the Bible’s historical and moral significance. Arguably this has helped to re-establish the intellectual credibility of the Bible for modern times.

•  Biblical exegesis has also been able to expose previous errors in interpretation. Some argue that closer study has found the Bible to be sympathetic to the position of women within the Judaeo-Christian faith and also to those who suffer oppression. This exegesis has fed into liberation, black and feminist theologies and called into question those who would use the Bible as an instrument of oppression.

•  Exegesis can also help to make the Bible more relevant to modern times. It has raised awareness of issues in biblical times that continue to be relevant in the modern world. A better understanding of the context of biblical attitudes to such matters as warfare, sickness and poverty allows Christians to respond to these problems in a way that is faithful to the Bible’s message.



Weaknesses


•  One problem for Christians is the extent to which these forms of scholarship open up the Bible to an analysis that undermines its authority. When so many non-divine motives and influences can be seen to have influenced the human authorship, the question emerges about what room there is left for the idea of divine inspiration.

•  The work of Rudolf Bultmann, a leading figure in the field of form criticism, has often been described as ‘demythologising’ the Bible, with the possible explanation that the Bible is constituted of a series of myths rather than truths. One example has been the recent discussion on the ‘myth’ (or the ‘metaphor’, as Hick calls it) of God incarnate, which has led some Christians to question the reality of a fundamental Christian belief. However, this is not a wholly fair criticism of Bultman’s work as the process of demythologising does not necessarily point to untruths, but rather seeks to discern the underlying teaching that is contained in the various accounts.

•  A further risk is that different groups can choose to interpret the Bible from their own perspective, rendering its message relative to human circumstances. This can mean the New Testament, for example, is no longer focused on Jesus as saviour but is now focused on humans, and could lose its claim to be something that imparts absolute truths.
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•  Christians believe that the Bible, both the Old Testament and the New Testament, contains divinely inspired records of God’s revelation to humanity. In reading the Bible, Christians can come to a fuller understanding of the nature of God and also of his will, and how they are expected to behave. For this reason it is the most important source of authority for Christians and outlines the ethics by which they should live their lives.

•  Christians also believe that they can arrive at knowledge of God through the use of reason, by pondering such questions as how the world came to exist, and how it came to be so perfectly formed.

•  The Holy Spirit is understood as the instrument of God’s revelation. Almost all Christians accept that the Holy Spirit inspired the writers of the books of the Bible. Some Christians also believe that the Holy Spirit provides certain Christians with revelation through mystical experiences, and also resides in the hearts and minds of Christians, directing their conscience to know what is the will of God.

•  Biblical study often involves an attempt to understand the factors that led the writers of the Bible to write in the way they did, or to select the material they used. Some see this as a way of increasing Christian understanding of God’s revelation, but others believe that it risks casting doubt on the idea of divine inspiration.
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The nature and role of Jesus
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The early Church



1  who Jesus was/is

2  the purpose of his mission




Arius



•  Jesus is a creation of God.

•  There was a time when the Son did not exist.

•  Jesus is not equal to God the Father.
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Arguments against Arius



Athanasius
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The Council of Chalcedon
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The Reformation



Martin Luther: salvation and justification
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John Calvin: Jesus as prophet, priest and king


Jesus as prophet


Jesus as priest


Jesus as king


Jesus as the only mediator
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Modern views



•  Jürgen Moltmann placed emphasis on the idea of ‘the crucified God’ and the question of God’s passibility (whether God can experience pain or pleasure). (Moltmann’s ideas about God’s passibility are included in the Anthology.)

•  Thomas Weinandy rejected Moltmann’s ideas as misconceived and contrary to the Christian Gospel.



Jürgen Moltmann: God’s passibility
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•  God sent his Son to die as an act of love because he was aware of and shared the suffering brought about by human sinfulness.

•  The suffering of Jesus the Son of God on the cross is an expression of God’s own suffering. Because of Jesus’s nature, as both human and divine, some of the human suffering he experienced in the crucifixion washed into his divine nature.

•  Finally, in the death of Jesus, God the Father suffered the pain of abandonment, and because of that God is at one with those abandoned of the world. The role of the Church is to ensure that God’s glory shines on the face of the crucified Christ and on human beings who share that suffering.




Thomas Weinandy: God’s immutability
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•  The early Church saw many disagreements about the nature and role of Jesus, but over centuries the Church came to an abiding definition — that Jesus is fully God, of the same substance as the Father, and that in the incarnation he was fully God and fully human, one person with two natures.

•  In the Arian controversy, Arius taught that Jesus was created by God and therefore not God’s equal, whereas Athanasius championed the Nicene formula that Jesus was of the same substance as the Father.

•  Both the early Church and Reformation theologians such as Luther and Calvin believed this understanding of Jesus was essential to make sense of the idea of salvation. Precisely because Jesus was God, his sacrifice on the cross was an act of atonement sufficiently worthy that it could make amends for human sinfulness.

•  Modern theologians continue to achieve a fuller understanding of the nature and role of Jesus.




    –  Moltmann understands Jesus’s life and death as an indication of God’s ability to suffer alongside human beings, and that this is the source of Christian hope.

    –  Weinandy rejects what he sees as a dilution of the essential transcendence and immutability of God. This highlights the importance of God becoming man in Jesus, through whose death is brought salvation.
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