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What is Theology? 
 

Etymology 
 
From Greek: Theo (God) + Logos (Word, Logic, Reason, Understanding) 
 
 
What Can We Really Understand? 
 

• No one has ever seen God; if we love one another, God lives in us, and his love is perfected 
in us. (1 John 4:12) 

 
• No one has ever seen God. It is God the only Son, who is close to the Father’s heart, who 

has made him known. (John 1:18) 
 

• Then the Lord answered Job out of the whirlwind: 
 “Who is this that darkens counsel by words without knowledge? 
 Gird up your loins like a man, 
    I will question you, and you shall declare to me. 
 “Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth? 
    Tell me, if you have understanding. (Job 38:1-4) 

 
• God said to Moses, “I am who I am.” [or I will be who I will be] He said further, “Thus 

you shall say to the Israelites, ‘I am has sent me to you.’” (Exodus 3:14) 
 
 
But the Bible has at least 58 passages that ask Christians to preach the gospel… so we are called 
to seek, question, engage, and try our best to find God and witness to what we’ve found, despite 
our imperfect abilities. 
 
 
How do we engage theological questions? 
 
Wesley’s Quadrilateral  
(John Wesley, 1703-1791): 

• Scripture 
• Tradition 
• Reason 
• Experience 
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Morse’s Norms (Christopher Morse, 1935- ): 

1. Continuity with apostolic tradition 
2. Congruence with Scripture 
3. Consistency with worship 
4. Catholicity (universality) 
5. Consonance with experience 
6. Conformity with conscience (does this feel right/wrong?) 
7. Consequence (if we believe this, does it lead to bad/good things?) 
8. Crucially (how important is this one thing vs. another?) 
9. Coherence (do two statements make sense together?) 
10. Comprehensiveness (does it fit with other things we know about the world?) 

 
Emphases will differ among individuals, churches, and denominations. It is important, before any 
theological disagreement or discussion unfolds to understand where and how each dialogue 
partner is defining their sources. Where do you place more weight? Less? 
 
 
Where do we do theology? Who are we accountable to? 

• Individually? 
• In groups of like-minded believers? 
• In diverse groups of Christians? 
• In relationship to the catholic (universal) church? 
• In relationship to all people everywhere? 

 
 
 

Scripture	  

Tradition	  

Reason	  

Experience	  
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What does the United Church of Christ say about it? 
 
Our fai th is  2,000 years old.  Our thinking is  not.  
We believe in God's continuing testament.  This is why we are committed to hearing God's ancient 
story anew and afresh in our lives and in the world today.  We try to remain attentive to God's 
creative movement in the world. Religion and science are not mutually exclusive, and your head 
and heart are both welcomed into our places of worship.  We prepare our members and leaders 
to be engaged in ministry in the present and future church, and we embrace all kinds of 
communities and new modes of thinking.  Why? Because God is still speaking, 
 
No matter who you are or where you are on l i fe 's  journey,  you are welcome 
here.  
We believe in extravagant welcome.  This is why we insist that God's communion table is open, not 
closed, and God's gift and claim in baptism are irrevocable.  We advocate justice for all.  Our 
congregations extend hospitality as a sign of God's inclusive love.  We teach that evangelism — 
offering bread to those in search of it — is God's mission.  Our perspective is global, not 
provincial.  We work with — not against — people of other faiths.  Why? Because God is still 
speaking, 
 
Never place a period where God has placed a comma.  
We believe the church's mission is to change lives — individually, systemically and globally.  We 
work to make transformation possible, but trust in God's grace.  This is why we insist that 
churches must be places of vitality in worship, learning and advocacy. We are committed to 
working for justice, and we believe that lives are changed through global experiences and 
friendships.  Why? Because God is still speaking, 
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Trinitarian Theology: How is God Three in One? 
 
Scripture: 
 

• Never mentions a Trinity, but… 
• Affirms Oneness of God 
• Affirms Jesus’ divinity 
• Affirms power of the Spirit 

 
Important Trinitarian Texts: 
 
These are texts that are referenced again and again in early Christian creedal discourse. 
 
(Gen. 1:26) Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness; and 
let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, 
and over all the wild animals of the earth, and over every creeping thing that creeps upon the 
earth.”  
 
(Proverbs 8:22-31) The Lord created me at the beginning of his work, 
    the first of his acts of long ago. 
23 Ages ago I was set up, 
    at the first, before the beginning of the earth. 
24 When there were no depths I was brought forth, 
    when there were no springs abounding with water. 
25 Before the mountains had been shaped, 
    before the hills, I was brought forth— 
26 when he had not yet made earth and fields, 
    or the world’s first bits of soil. 
27 When he established the heavens, I was there, 
    when he drew a circle on the face of the deep, 
28 when he made firm the skies above, 
    when he established the fountains of the deep, 
29 when he assigned to the sea its limit, 
    so that the waters might not transgress his command, 
when he marked out the foundations of the earth, 
30     then I was beside him, like a master worker; 
and I was daily his delight, 
    rejoicing before him always, 
31 rejoicing in his inhabited world 
    and delighting in the human race. 
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(Psalm 33:6) By the word of the Lord the heavens were made, 
    and all their host by the breath of his mouth. 
 
(John 1:1-2) In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was 
God. 2 He was in the beginning with God. 
  
(John 8:58) Jesus said to them, “Very truly, I tell you, before Abraham was, I am.” (Recall Exodus 
3:14 “I am”) 
 
(John 10:30) “...the Father and I are one.” 
 
BUT also: (John 14:28) “the Father is greater than I” 
 
(John 10:38b) “…the Father is in me and I am in the Father.” 
 
Read Acts 4:34-5:11 for Holy Spirit’s divinity. 
 
Tradition: The Historic Creeds 
 
For the first few hundred years of Christianity, creeds we an important but highly localized way for 
communities of faith to baptize new Christians. There was no such thing as a single, doctrinal, 
universal creed of Christianity. 
 
The Apostles' Creed evolved into its present form by the seventh century, although much of the text 
originated the first century. 
 
The Apostles Creed  
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 again to judge the living and the dead. 
I believe in the Holy Spirit, 
      the holy catholic Church, 
      the communion of saints, 

Th ings to notice: The Apostles Creed does 
not say anything specific about the divinity of 
Jesus or the Holy Spirit. 

Th ings to notice: With a few exceptions, 
most of our historic Trinitarian theology is 
based on John’s gospel.  
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      the forgiveness of sins, 
      the resurrection of the body, 
      and the life everlasting. Amen. 
 
Two Most Popular Heresies: 
 
Arianism: Originates with Arius (250 – 336 a.d.) who said that Jesus is subordinate to God the 
Father because he was created by him. There is reason to think this (Prov. 8:22 – “the lord 
created me…”) (John 14:28 – “the Father is greater than I”). Arius was not saying that Jesus 
was not God, but rather Jesus was the Word created by God. But fundamentally the church rejects 
Arius’ theology in favor of the Trinity, which is why there is “begotten, not made” in the Nicene 
Creed. Arius’ mistake was overemphasizing the three natures in God. 
 
Monarchian Modalists: Originates with Sabellius, a 3rd century priest. The idea in 
modalism/monarchianism is that God is one but takes on different forms at different times through 
Father, Son and Holy Spirit. This is actually a very common heresy today and can be heard when 
folks say the Trinity is “like H20 taking the form of water, ice, and vapor.” This denies the eternally 
distinct persons of the Trinity by overemphasizing the unity of God, and so is a heresy. 
 
The emergence of these heresies helped the church figure out what it actually believed and led to 
more explicit statements of faith. 
 
The Nicene Creed (325 a.d.) 
We believe in one God, the Father Almighty, Maker of all things visible and invisible. 
And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, begotten of the Father the only-begotten; that is, of 
the essence of the Father, God of God, Light of Light, very God of very God, begotten, not made, 
being of one substance (ὁµοούσιον) with the Father; by whom all things were made both in 
heaven and on earth; who for us men, and for our salvation, came down and was incarnate and 
was made man; he suffered, and the third day he rose again, ascended into heaven; from thence 
he shall come to judge the quick and the dead. 
And in the Holy Ghost. 
But those who say: 'There was a time when he was not;' and 'He was not before he was made;' and 
'He was made out of nothing,' or 'He is of another substance' or 'essence,' or 'The Son of God is 
created,' or 'changeable,' or 'alterable'—they are condemned by the holy catholic and apostolic 
Church 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Th ings to notice: The Nicene Creed makes a big point to dismiss 
Arianism, which was the heresy that brought everyone together to make 
the creed in the first place. Because of this focus, it is actually a 
somewhat Monarchian/Modalist document, which is why later creeds 
which work to reverse some of the heresy found in Nicaea. The creed 
will be updated/expanded at the Council of Constantinople in 381. 
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The Nicene Creed is foundational for most traditional Christian faith. Further refinement will follow 
in later ecumenical creeds and much later in Protestant confessions of faith and doctrinal position 
papers. 
 
Foundations of the Trinity: 

• God is one. And God is three. 
• God is eternally Father, Son and Holy Spirit – a perfect community of equals. Each is 

identical in every attribute (one essence) and distinct only in person (three hypostases).  
• Divine action is a product of the work of all 3 divine persons. They do different things, but 

the result is indistinguishable to us. Basil of Caesarea (329-379) thought of this as God the 
Father being the cause, God the Son as the creator, and the Holy Spirit as the perfector. 

 
What does the United Church of Christ Say? 
 
The United Church of Christ embraces a theological heritage that affirms the Bible as the 
authoritative witness to the Word of God, the creeds of the ecumenical councils, and the 
confessions of the Reformation. The UCC has roots in the "covenantal" tradition—meaning there is 
no centralized authority or hierarchy that can impose any doctrine or form of worship on its 
members. Christ alone is Head of the church. We seek a balance between freedom of conscience 
and accountability to the apostolic faith. The UCC therefore receives the histor ic  creeds 
and confessions of  our ancestors as test imonies,  but not tests of  the faith.  
 
 
The UCC Statement of Faith: 
We bel ieve in the tr iune God: Creator, resurrected Christ, the sole Head of the church, and 
the Holy Spirit, who guides and brings about the creative and redemptive work of God in the world. 
 
We bel ieve that each person is  unique and valuable. It is the will of God that every 
person belong to a family of faith where they have a strong sense of being valued and loved. 
 
We bel ieve that each person is  on a spir i tual  journey and that each of us is at a 
different stage of that journey. 
 
We bel ieve that the persistent search for God produces an authentic  
relat ionship with God, engendering love, strengthening faith, dissolving guilt, and giving life 
purpose and direction. 
 
We bel ieve that al l  of  the baptized 'belong body and soul  to our Lord and Savior 
Jesus Christ . '  No matter who – no matter what – no matter where we are on life's journey – 
notwithstanding race, gender, sexual orientation, class or creed – we all belong to God and to one 
worldwide community of faith. All persons baptized – past, present and future – are connected to 
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each other and to God through the sacrament of baptism. We baptize during worship when the 
community is present because baptism includes the community's promise of 'love, support and 
care' for the baptized – and we promise that we won't take it back – no matter where your journey 
leads you. 
 
We bel ieve that al l  people of  fa i th are invited to jo in Christ  at  Christ 's  table for 
the sacrament of  Communion. Just as many grains of wheat are gathered to make one loaf 
of bread and many grapes are gathered to make one cup of wine, we, the many people of God, are 
made one in the body of Christ, the church. The breaking of bread and the pouring of wine reminds 
us of the costliness of Christ's sacrifice and the discipleship to which we are all called. In the 
breaking of bread, we remember and celebrate Christ's presence among us along with a 'cloud of 
witnesses' – our ancestors, family and friends who have gone before us. It is a great mystery; we 
claim it by faith. 
 
We bel ieve the UCC is  cal led to be a united and unit ing church. "That they may all be 
one." (John 17:21) "In essentials–unity, in nonessentials–diversity, in all things–charity," These 
UCC mottos survive because they touch core values deep within us. The UCC has no rigid 
formulation of doctrine or attachment to creeds or structures. Its overarching creed is love. UCC 
pastors and teachers are known for their commitment to excellence in theological preparation, 
interpretation of the scripture and justice advocacy. Even so, love and unity in the midst of our 
diversity are our greatest assets. 
 
We bel ieve that God cal ls  us to be servants in the service of  others and to be good 
stewards of the earth's resources. 'To believe is to care; to care is to do.' 
 
We bel ieve that the UCC is  cal led to be a prophetic  church. As in the tradition of the 
prophets and apostles, God calls the church to speak truth to power, liberate the oppressed, care 
for the poor and comfort the afflicted. 
 
We bel ieve in the power of  peace, and work for nonviolent solutions to local, national, and 
international problems. 
 
We are a people of  possibi l i ty . In the UCC, members, congregations and structures have 
the breathing room to explore and to hear ... for after all, God is still speaking, ... 
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Christology: Who is Jesus? 
Christological Heresies: 
 
Christology was addressed in the Trinitarian debates, but not fully fleshed out (no pun intended!) 
until afterward when Christ-specific heresies arose. 
 
Ebionism: Says Jesus is the Messiah (Christ) but rejects Jesus’ divinity. 
Docetism: Says Jesus merely appeared to be a human, but was actually a purely divine emanation.  
 
There are other heresies, but these are the two biggest groups on either pole of the divine/human 
spectrum that the church defined itself against. 
 
The Doctrine: Jesus is fully divine and fully human. 
 
The Problem: How? 

• Did Jesus have a human soul? Can God even have a soul? (This is more of a real and 
relevant question back in Neo-Platonic times.) 

• Did God the Divine die on the cross, or only the human part of Jesus? 
• Did Jesus have both human and divine consciences (i.e. conflicting voices/urges)? Are 

there two persons in Jesus? 
• Are the divine and human two separable things? Combine to make a completely different 

and new single thing? Mixed? 
 
Council of Chalcedon 451 A.D. 
 We, then, following the holy Fathers, all with one consent, teach people to confess one and the 
same Son, our Lord Jesus Christ, the same perfect in Godhead and also perfect in manhood; truly 
God and truly man, of a reasonable rational soul and body; consubstantial co-essential with the 
Father according to the Godhead, and consubstantial with us according to the Manhood; in all 
things like unto us, without sin; begotten before all ages of the Father according to the Godhead, 
and in these latter days, for us and for our salvation, born of the Virgin Mary, the Mother of God, 
according to the Manhood; one and the same Christ, Son, Lord, only begotten, to be acknowledged 
in two natures, inconfusedly, unchangeably, indivisibly, inseparably; (ἐν δύο φύσεσιν ἀσυγχύτως, 
ἀτρέπτως, ἀδιαιρέτως, ἀχωρίστως – in duabus naturis inconfuse, immutabiliter, indivise, 
inseparabiliter) the distinction of natures being by no means taken away by the union, but rather 
the property of each nature being preserved, and concurring in one Person (prosopon) and one 
Subsistence (hypostasis), not parted or divided into two persons, but one and the same Son, and 
only begotten God (µονογενῆ Θεόν), the Word, the Lord Jesus Christ; as the prophets from the 
beginning have declared concerning Him, and the Lord Jesus Christ Himself has taught us, and the 
Creed of the holy Fathers has handed down to us. 
 
NOTE: Not all Christians today follow Chalcedon. Here we have one of the first major rifts in the 
church. Ancient Eastern churches like those in Syria and Egypt do not follow Chalcedon. 


