
 

 
 

Occasional Essays 
and Other Stuff

for Christian
Students

 
Presented by the

President of
 

Central Baptist
Theological
Seminary of
Minneapolis

 
 
 
 

American Christianity needs leaders. American Christianity
needs Christian leaders. Christian leaders explain the
Scriptures, bringing them to bear upon life’s urgent questions.
Christian leaders exemplify the life of faith, finding their
ultimate satisfaction in God alone. They unite intellectual
discipline with ordinate affection, turning their entire being
toward the love of God. These essays are dedicated to the task
of inviting today’s Christian students to become tomorrow’s
Christian leaders.
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“…Be instant in season, 
out of season; 
reprove, rebuke, exhort
with all longsuffering 
and doctrine.”
  
   X X X
      October 28, 2005
   X X X
 

   

   

The First Baptist Distinctive
 

Part Five: Creeds and Confessions
 
 
          One might think that Baptists, with their strong allegiance to Biblical authority (particularly New
Testament authority), might reject any authoritative role for creeds and confessions. A glance at Baptist
history, however, reveals that wherever Baptists have existed they have busied themselves with drafting
confessions of faith. How can this incessant creed-making be reconciled with the Baptists’ profession
that they derive their faith and conduct from the Bible alone? The answer to this question lies in the
nature of creedal authority, or in the way that Baptists use confessions.
 
          For Baptists, creeds and confessions are simply summaries of what they believe the Bible
teaches. Accepting the Bible’s authority does little good if one seriously misunderstands what it teaches.
Some cults have even claimed to accept the authority of the Bible while denying fundamental doctrines
of the gospel. For this reason, Christians have found it necessary to develop short summaries of
important biblical teachings. That is what creeds and confessions are: summaries of what we believe the
Bible teaches. All Christian confessions articulate teachings that distinguish Christians from non-
Christians. Often, they also enumerate teachings that distinguish their adherents from other groups of
Christians. 
 
          Some Baptists have attempted to distinguish creeds from confessions and to insist that Baptists
are confessional but not creedal. Confessions, they say, are merely descriptive, while creeds are
prescriptive. In other words, a confession of faith is a summary of what the members of a church or
denomination actually do believe. A creed, on the other hand, is a statement of what the members of the
group must believe. Creeds are normative, while confessions are simply expressive.
 
          Most Baptists have rejected this distinction between creeds and confessions, and they have had
good reason. Frankly, it is neither useful nor convincing. What good does it do for an organization to
describe its most important beliefs if it does not intend to maintain those beliefs? And how is an
organization to maintain its beliefs unless it intends to keep out (or put out) people who refuse to affirm
those beliefs? Unless a church or denomination intends to enforce its confession, that confession will
cease to be descriptive within a very short while.
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          Some Baptists have argued that an authoritative confession violates the principle of Biblical
authority. How can the Bible be one’s sole authority if one’s confession is authoritative? The solution to
this problem is to remember that the confession is simply a summary of what one (or one’s group)
believes that the Bible teaches. A confession has no authority of its own. Its only authority derives from
Scripture, which is the true and only authority for doctrine and life. An organization may enforce belief
in a confession only insofar as the teachings of the confession come from Scripture itself.
 
          Suppose that a member of your church is caught embezzling. When challenged with his sin, he
replies that he believes the Bible permits some forms of stealing and actually commands Christians to
embezzle under some circumstances. He claims to acknowledge the authority of the Bible, but he
understands the Bible to require that he embezzle. Furthermore, he insists that the church’s stand against
stealing is only descriptive and not prescriptive. He says that if the church actually tries to keep him
from stealing, it is usurping the authority of Scripture. Therefore, he intends to continue the practice of
embezzling, and there is nothing that the church can do about it.
 
          Of course you would be incredulous, and so would all the other members of the church. You
would not see any difference between enforcing the Bible’s commands and enforcing the church’s
standard. You would insist that they were one and the same. You would argue that the whole reason the
church stands against stealing is precisely because the Bible forbids it. 
 
          If a church can enforce practical standards without violating the absolute authority of the Bible,
then it can enforce doctrinal standards as well. We insist that church members must not steal because
the Bible forbids stealing. Similarly, we insist that they must not deny the deity of Christ because the
Bible teaches that Jesus is God. When we adopt a confessional affirmation of the deity of Christ, our
confession does not take the place of Scripture: it simply states what Scripture teaches. In no way does
this diminish the Bible’s own authority, and in no way does it make the confession a separate authority
alongside the Bible.
 
          Therefore, confessions may legitimately function to repel (or expel) those who do not share a
body’s view of what the Bible teaches. This is the negative function of confessions, but confessions
also have a positive function. While they keep out those who do not share an organization’s beliefs, they
also attract those who do share the beliefs.
 
          A well-written confession serves as an advertisement of an organization’s doctrinal commitments.
As such, it functions as an invitation to others who share those commitments. Christians who hold
substantially the same beliefs as the confession will likely be drawn to the organization that adopted it.
 
          In other words, the confession specifies the organization’s basis of fellowship. We often think of
fellowship as an activity, usually centered on eating and drinking. The actual meaning of “fellowship,”
however, is that something is held in common. In Christian organizations, one of the things that must be
held in common is a body of true beliefs that have been drawn from the Bible. Those who hold these
beliefs are appropriate subjects of fellowship, while those who deny the beliefs are not. The function of
a creed or confession is to enumerate the beliefs thought to be biblical, that are held in common by all
the members of a given organization.
 
          Baptists have adopted creeds and confessions from their very earliest days. Sometimes these
confessions have been individual statements of belief. Sometimes churches have issued them. Often
they have been adopted by associations, conventions, conferences, and other organizations.
Furthermore, Baptists have regularly used their confessions as a way of determining who could
fellowship with the group and who could not.
 
          The presence of these creeds and confessions in no way contradicts the first of the Baptist
distinctives. Baptists affirm the absolute, final authority of the New Testament in all matters of church
faith and order. They appeal to the New Testament alone to determine the nature, mission, polity, and
ordinances of the church. They build their theory of the church from the positive statements of the New
Testament rather than superimposing their own ideas upon its silence. They regard the New Testament
as the constitution of the church, and from that commitment flow all of their other distinctives. But they
have consistently—even persistently—chosen to express in creedal form the teachings that they believe
are both biblical and most important. And they have not hesitated to enforce those teachings as tests of
fellowship. X
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                        

  
            
Locusts Come upon the Earth. Tempera, gold, and ink on
parchment. c. 1180
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

   

     



Psalm 19
Scottish Psalter (1650)

 
God’s law is perfect, and converts
The soul in sin that lies:
God’s testimony is most sure, 
And makes the simple wise.

 

The statutes of the Lord are right, 
And do rejoice the heart:
The Lord’s command is pure and doth
Light to the eyes impart.

 
Unspotted is the fear of God, 
And doth endure forever;
The judgments of the Lord are true
And righteous altogether.

 
They more than gold, yea, much fine gold,
To be desired are;
Than honey, honey from the comb
That droppeth, sweeter far.

 
Moreover, they thy servant warn
How he his life should frame:
A great reward provided is
For them that keep the same. X           

 

 

     
 

 

Central Baptist Theological Seminary of Minneapolis  |  Contact Us
900 Forestview Ln N, Plymouth, MN 55441  |  1-800-827-1043  | 

www.centralseminary.edu

mailto:info@centralseminary.edu
http://www.centralseminary.edu/


<<

  /ASCII85EncodePages false

  /AllowPSXObjects true

  /AllowTransparency false

  /AntiAliasColorImages false

  /AntiAliasGrayImages false

  /AntiAliasMonoImages false

  /AutoFilterColorImages true

  /AutoFilterGrayImages true

  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true

  /AutoRotatePages /All

  /Binding /Left

  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)

  /CalGrayProfile (None)

  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)

  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning

  /CheckCompliance [

    /None

  ]

  /ColorACSImageDict <<

    /HSamples [

      1

      1

      1

      1

    ]

    /QFactor 0.15000

    /VSamples [

      1

      1

      1

      1

    ]

  >>

  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB

  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG

  /ColorImageDepth -1

  /ColorImageDict <<

    /HSamples [

      1

      1

      1

      1

    ]

    /QFactor 0.15000

    /VSamples [

      1

      1

      1

      1

    ]

  >>

  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000

  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic

  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode

  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1

  /ColorImageMinResolution 300

  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning

  /ColorImageResolution 150

  /ColorSettingsFile ()

  /CompatibilityLevel 1.5

  /CompressObjects /Tags

  /CompressPages true

  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true

  /CreateJDFFile false

  /CreateJobTicket false

  /CropColorImages true

  /CropGrayImages true

  /CropMonoImages true

  /DSCReportingLevel 0

  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default

  /Description <<

    /CHS <FEFF4F7F75288FD94E9B8BBE7F6E751F6210002000410064006F0062006500200050004400460020658768635E7653EF572851764E2D530562EC5D4C51655F0F75355F71300156FE5C42548C4EA44E9251437D20FF0C4F8B59828D8594FE63A5300188685355548C7FFB8F6C30028FD94E9B002000410064006F0062006500200050004400460020658768637B2654080020004100630072006F0062006100740020548C002000410064006F00620065002000520065006100640065007200200036002E00300020621666F49AD87248672C768489816C423002>

    /CHT <FEFF4F7F752890194E9B8A2D5B9A7522751F5305542B51675D4C5F717247300157165C644EE553CA4E9252D551437D200020002859828D8590237D503001886855AE548C6ED19F20630754116548679C7B49002900207684002000410064006F006200650020005000440046002065874EF6300290194E9B002000410064006F006200650020005000440046002065874EF682070020004100630072006F0062006100740020548C002000410064006F00620065002000520065006100640065007200200036002E00300020621666F49AD87248672C76F85BB93002>

    /DAN (Brug disse indstillinger til at generere Adobe PDF-dokumenter, som indeholder integrerede film, lag og interaktive elementer som f.eks. hyperlinks, formularer og Overgange. Disse Adobe PDF-dokumenter er kompatible med Acrobat og Adobe Reader 6.0 eller nyere.)



    /ENU (Use these settings to generate Adobe PDF documents that can include embedded movies, layers, and interactive elements such as hyperlinks, forms, and rollovers. These Adobe PDF documents are compliant to Acrobat and Adobe Reader 6.0 or later.)





    /ITA (utilizzare queste impostazioni per generare documenti Adobe PDF che includano filmati, livelli ed elementi interattivi incorporati, ad esempio, link ipertestuali, moduli e rollover. Tali documenti Adobe PDF saranno compatibili con Acrobat e Adobe Reader 6.0 o versioni successive.)





    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen voor het genereren van Adobe PDF-documenten die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor weergave op mobiele apparaten. Gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)









  >>

  /DetectBlends true

  /DetectCurves 0.10000

  /DoThumbnails false

  /DownsampleColorImages true

  /DownsampleGrayImages true

  /DownsampleMonoImages true

  /EmbedAllFonts true

  /EmbedJobOptions false

  /EmbedOpenType false

  /EmitDSCWarnings false

  /EncodeColorImages true

  /EncodeGrayImages true

  /EncodeMonoImages true

  /EndPage -1

  /GrayACSImageDict <<

    /HSamples [

      1

      1

      1

      1

    ]

    /QFactor 0.15000

    /VSamples [

      1

      1

      1

      1

    ]

  >>

  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG

  /GrayImageDepth -1

  /GrayImageDict <<

    /HSamples [

      1

      1

      1

      1

    ]

    /QFactor 0.15000

    /VSamples [

      1

      1

      1

      1

    ]

  >>

  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000

  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic

  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode

  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2

  /GrayImageMinResolution 300

  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning

  /GrayImageResolution 150

  /ImageMemory 1048576

  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<

    /Quality 30

    /TileHeight 256

    /TileWidth 256

  >>

  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<

    /Quality 30

    /TileHeight 256

    /TileWidth 256

  >>

  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<

    /Quality 30

    /TileHeight 256

    /TileWidth 256

  >>

  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<

    /Quality 30

    /TileHeight 256

    /TileWidth 256

  >>

  /LockDistillerParams true

  /MaxSubsetPct 100

  /MonoImageDepth -1

  /MonoImageDict <<

    /K -1

  >>

  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000

  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic

  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode

  /MonoImageMinResolution 150

  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning

  /MonoImageResolution 300

  /Namespace [

    (Adobe)

    (Common)

    (1.0)

  ]

  /OPM 1

  /Optimize true

  /OtherNamespaces [

    <<

      /AsReaderSpreads false

      /CropImagesToFrames true

      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue

      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false

      /IncludeGuidesGrids false

      /IncludeNonPrinting false

      /IncludeSlug false

      /Namespace [

        (Adobe)

        (InDesign)

        (4.0)

      ]

      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false

      /OmitPlacedEPS false

      /OmitPlacedPDF false

      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy

    >>

    <<

      /AllowImageBreaks false

      /AllowTableBreaks true

      /ExpandPage false

      /HonorBaseURL true

      /HonorRolloverEffect true

      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false

      /IncludeHeaderFooter false

      /MarginOffset [

        0

        0

        0

        0

      ]

      /MetadataAuthor ()

      /MetadataKeywords ()

      /MetadataSubject ()

      /MetadataTitle ()

      /MetricPageSize [

        0

        0

      ]

      /MetricUnit /inch

      /MobileCompatible 0

      /Namespace [

        (Adobe)

        (GoLive)

        (8.0)

      ]

      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false

      /PageOrientation /Portrait

      /RemoveBackground false

      /ShrinkContent true

      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors

      /UseEmbeddedProfiles true

      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true

    >>

    <<

      /AddBleedMarks false

      /AddColorBars false

      /AddCropMarks false

      /AddPageInfo false

      /AddRegMarks false

      /BleedOffset [

        0

        0

        0

        0

      ]

      /ConvertColors /ConvertToRGB

      /DestinationProfileName (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)

      /DestinationProfileSelector /UseName

      /Downsample16BitImages true

      /FlattenerPreset <<

        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution

      >>

      /FormElements true

      /GenerateStructure true

      /IncludeBookmarks true

      /IncludeHyperlinks true

      /IncludeInteractive true

      /IncludeLayers true

      /IncludeProfiles true

      /MarksOffset 6

      /MarksWeight 0.25000

      /MultimediaHandling /EmbedAll

      /Namespace [

        (Adobe)

        (CreativeSuite)

        (2.0)

      ]

      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK

      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault

      /PreserveEditing true

      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /UseDocumentProfile

      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile

      /UseDocumentBleed false

    >>

  ]

  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [

    0

    0

    0

    0

  ]

  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false

  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true

  /PDFXOutputCondition ()

  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()

  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()

  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)

  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true

  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [

    0

    0

    0

    0

  ]

  /ParseDSCComments true

  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true

  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true

  /PassThroughJPEGImages false

  /PreserveCopyPage true

  /PreserveDICMYKValues true

  /PreserveEPSInfo false

  /PreserveFlatness true

  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false

  /PreserveOPIComments false

  /PreserveOverprintSettings true

  /StartPage 1

  /SubsetFonts true

  /TransferFunctionInfo /Preserve

  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove

  /UsePrologue false

  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)

>> setdistillerparams

<<

>> setpagedevice



