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CRISIS OF AUTHORITY

“It is a Pyrrhic victory for… 
Protestantism when the net 
effect of its teaching results in 
the replacing of the tyranny of 
the magisterium with the 
tyranny of individualism,” D.H. 
Williams.  

“Every man his own pope!”

CRISIS OF AUTHORITY

Tens of thousands of 
denominations worldwide 

Not a problem if churches are 
united by the truth of the gospel 
under the Lordship of Christ.  

But is there true unity - enough 
to bear witness to Christ 
collectively?

“There is one body 
and one Spirit—just as 
you were called to the 

one hope that belongs to 
your call— one Lord, one 
faith, one baptism, one 

God and Father of 
all, who is over all and 
through all and in all,” 

Eph. 4:4-6

CRISIS OF AUTHORITY
Doctrinal 

Unity? Baptism, tongues, polity, end times, etc. 

Ethical 
Unity?

Abortion, gay marriage, immigration, assisted suicide, pacifism, 
capital punishment

Political 
Unity?

Social and economic justice is the gospel. Vs.  
The family, unborn children &  sanctity of marriage

Overall 
Ethos?

Reformed, Fundamentalist, Progressive, Holiness, Charismatic, 
Pentecostal, Seeker, Prosperity Gospel

Unity of 
Vision?

Accommodation or retreat from culture? Emergent Church, Missional 
Church, Organic Church, Simple Church, Vertical Church, Etc. 



CRISIS OF AUTHORITY

Who speaks for Christ on 
these issues? Is every 
interpretation as good as 
another? 

Is it possible, during a time of 
such great diversity, to 
identify the “faith once and 
for all entrusted to the 
Saints? (Jude 1:3)

CRISIS OF AUTHORITY

C.S. Lewis answered that question with a resounding yes. He agreed that “the divisions of Christendom are undeniable…. 
but if any man is tempted to think—as one might be tempted who read only contemporaries—that “Christianity” is a word 
of so many meanings that it means nothing at all, he can learn beyond all doubt, by stepping out of his own century, that 
this is not so. Measured against the ages “mere Christianity” turns out to be no insipid interdenominational transparency, 
but something positive, self-consistent, and inexhaustible. I know it, indeed, to my cost. In the days when I still hated 
Christianity, I learned to recognise, like some all too familiar smell, that almost unvarying something which met me, now 
in Puritan Bunyan, now in Anglican Hooker, now in Thomist Dante…. We are all rightly distressed, and ashamed also, at 
the divisions of Christendom. But those who have always lived within the Christian fold may be too easily dispirited by 
them. They are bad, but such people do not know what it looks like from without. Seen from there, what is left intact 
despite all the divisions, still appears (as it truly is) an immensely formidable unity,” 

“The only safety is to have a standard of plain, central Christianity (“mere Christianity” as [Richard] Baxter called it) 
which puts the controversies of the moment in their proper perspective. Such a standard can be acquired only from the 
old books.” 

— C.S. Lewis, “On the Reading of Old Books.” 

CRISIS OF AUTHORITY

I agree with C.S. Lewis. We can identify the “faith once and for all 
entrusted to the saints.”  

Christ has given us His Holy Spirit to discern the difference between 
faithful and unfaithful biblical interpretation.  

We can be confident that Jesus Christ speaks and his heard among 
us today, because we have his Holy Word written.  

Yet, what I offer here is no oversimplification, no quick fix, and 
no easy solution. I only want to show you WHAT unites 
christians through the ages - what is the character of catholic/
orthodox/mere christianity. And I want to suggest that we can 
find unity in the "faith once delivered” by following in their 
footsteps 

CRISIS OF AUTHORITY
Early Christians experienced disunity and confronted their own crisis of 
authority. They worked through disunity and established authoritative, 
catholic, and orthodox christianity (Mere Christianity). Their response 
should guide our own.  

Open Questions in the apostolic and post-apostolic era. 
Was Jesus truly human? 
Was Jesus God? 
How should Christians read the OT? 
Which new texts have authority? 
What does the christian moral life look like? Like that of the Romans? Like the Jews? 

These questions were answered differently by: 
Ebionites: Jesus not divine, OT Law required, had their own gospel (extant) 
Gnostics: Jesus not human, strange ethical codes, OT God a demiurge, had many of 
their own writings (Nag Hamadi) 
Catholic or Mere Christians - Jesus human and divine. Embraced unified canon with 
OT & NT. Distinctive Moral vision grounded in God’s love revealed in Jesus Christ. 



MERE CHRISTIANITY IN DEVELOPMENT

Mere Christianity developed over 
300+ years as an effort to clarify 
apostolic teaching, distinguish it 
from false teaching, and establish 
a broad unity among the faithful. 
This developing consensus was 
built on three primary pillars. 

1.Apostolic Succession 
2.Rule of Faith/Creeds 
3.New Testament Canon

MERE CHRISTIANITY IN DEVELOPMENT

1. Apostolic Succession 

"It is possible, then, for everyone in every church, who may 
wish to know the truth, to contemplate the tradition of the 
apostles which has been made known to us throughout the 
whole world. And we are in a position to enumerate those 
who were instituted bishops by the apostles and their 
successors down to our own times, men who neither knew 
nor taught anything like what these heretics rave about" - 
Irenaeus, Against Heresies 3:3:1 [A.D. 189] 

Apostolic Succession suggests - for us - at least this: “Mere 
Christianity” must have “continuity” with the past, and 
ensuring that continuity is an essential pastoral ministry 
belonging to the church. 

Paul tells Timothy to “Guard the good treasure entrusted 
to you” (2 Tim. 1:14). This is the faith “once and for all 
entrusted to the saints” (Jude 1:3).  

Kerygma 
16 So Paul stood up, and motioning with his hand said:  
“Men of Israel and you who fear God, listen. 17 The God of this people 
Israel chose our fathers and made the people great during their stay in 
the land of Egypt, and with uplifted arm he led them out of it. 18 And 
for about forty years he put up with them in the wilderness. 19 And 
after destroying seven nations in the land of Canaan, he gave them 
their land as an inheritance. 20 All this took about 450 years. And after 
that he gave them judges until Samuel the prophet. 21 Then they asked 
for a king, and God gave them Saul the son of Kish, a man of the tribe 
of Benjamin, for forty years. 22 And when he had removed him, he 
raised up David to be their king, of whom he testified and said, ‘I have 
found in David the son of Jesse a man after my heart, who will do all 
my will.’ 23 Of this man’s offspring God has brought to Israel a Savior, 
Jesus, as he promised. 24 Before his coming, John had proclaimed a 
baptism of repentance to all the people of Israel. 25 And as John was 
finishing his course, he said, ‘What do you suppose that I am? I am not 
he. No, but behold, after me one is coming, the sandals of whose feet I 
am not worthy to untie.’  
26 “Brothers, sons of the family of Abraham, and those among you who 
fear God, to us has been sent the message of this salvation. 27 For those 
who live in Jerusalem and their rulers, because they did not recognize 
him nor understand the utterances of the prophets, which are read 
every Sabbath, fulfilled them by condemning him. 28 And though they 
found in him no guilt worthy of death, they asked Pilate to have him 
executed. 29 And when they had carried out all that was written of him, 
they took him down from the tree and laid him in a tomb. 30 But God 
raised him from the dead, 31 and for many days he appeared to those 
who had come up with him from Galilee to Jerusalem, who are now his 
witnesses to the people. 32 And we bring you the good news that what 
God promised to the fathers, 33 this he has fulfilled to us their children 
by raising Jesus, as also it is written in the second Psalm, “ ‘You are my 
Son, today I have begotten you.’

Rule of Faith 
 “we believe that there is but one God, who is none other than the Creator of 
the world, who produced everything from nothing through his Word, sent 
forth before all things; that this Word is called his Son, and in the Name of 
God as seen in diverse ways by the Patriarchs, was ever heard in the 
prophets and finally was brought down by the Spirit and Power of God the 
Father into the Virgin Mary, was made flesh in her womb, was born of her 
and lived as Jesus Christ, who thereafter proclaimed a new law and a new 
promise of the kingdom of heaven, worked miracles, was crucified, on the 
third day rose again, was caught up into heaven and sat down at the right 
hand of the Father; that he sent in his place the power of the Holy Spirit to 
guide believers; that he will come with glory to take the saints up into the 
fruition of the life eternal and the heavenly promises and to judge the 
wicked to everlasting fire, after the resurrection of both good and evil with 
the restoration of their flesh.” – Tertullian 

Apostle’s Creed 
I believe in God, the Father almighty, creator of heaven and earth. I believe 
in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord. He was conceived by the Holy Spirit 
and born of the Virgin Mary. He 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,  and is seated at the right hand of 
the Father. 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, the 
forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of the body, and the life everlasting. 
Amen.

The Rule of Faith

See Acts 2:14-40; Acts 3:12-26; Acts 4:5-12; Acts 10: 28-47; Acts 11:4-18; Acts 13:16-41)

MERE CHRISTIANITY IN DEVELOPMENT

2.The Rule of Faith  

“Even though the early church did not have a strictly defined 
list of Christian writings that served as a theological authority 
for some time, they did have a definite story that functioned as 
an authoritative guide. This story was the regula fide or the 
“rule fo faith.” In a nutshell, the rule of faith is the narrative 
generated by the Jewish Scriptures and the Christian 
Scriptures. It is the story of creation, Jesus’ birth, his life, his 
death and resurrection, the ascension, the beginnings of the 
church, and the consummation,” Michael Bird. 

Like the Kerygma, the rule of faith invites us to interpret the 
whole of the Old Testament in light of Jesus Christ. The rule is 
focused on one life - the life of Jesus Christ - and those who 
affirm the kerygma/rule of faith/creeds have been 
invited to repent and to discover themselves in the 
story that bears witness to Jesus Christ.  



MERE CHRISTIANITY IN DEVELOPMENT

The Christian faith… “does present a single 
picture, complex though it is, of at least one 
human life: the “image of God” that is granted 
in the creation of Adam and then presented as 
the created divine power itself, the Son of God, 
Jesus the Christ. There is, in other words, one 
life that the Bible presents as a whole. And the 
bits and pieces of biblical narrative, of law and 
praise, of prophecy and warning or 
encouragement, are all aspects of this one 
life…. The one life that is the Son of God’s is 
the context for understanding Scripture’s own 
discussion of human life,” Ephraim Radner, A 
Time to Keep, pg. viii. 

MERE CHRISTIANITY IN DEVELOPMENT

“Now the whole offer which Christianity makes is 
this: that we can, if we let God have His way, come 
to share in the life of Christ. If we do, we shall 
then be sharing a life which was begotten, not 
made, which always existed and always will exist. 
Christ is the Son of God. If we share in this kind of 
life we also shall be sons of God. We shall love the 
Father as He does and the Holy Ghost will arise in 
us. He came to this world and became a man in 
order to spread to other men the kind of life He 
has — by what I call "good infection." Every 
Christian is to become a little Christ. The whole 
purpose of becoming a Christian is simply nothing 
else,” C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity, pg. 177

MERE CHRISTIANITY IN DEVELOPMENT

Apostolic Succession - The Christian 
faith at all times must have continuity 
with the faith once and for all 
entrusted to the saints. 

The Rule of Faith - The faith once and 
for all entrusted to the saints places 
the life, death, resurrection, ascension 
and return of Jesus Christ as the 
church’s interpretive key to all of 
scripture, and to every human life. 

MERE CHRISTIANITY IN DEVELOPMENT

3. The New Testament Canon 

AD 140 – Muratorian Canon (24 books) 
AD 350 – Codex Vaticanus (all OT and most NT) 
AD 367 – Athanasius’ Easter Letter 
AD 382 – Council of Rome 
AD 393 – Council of Hippo 
AD 397 – Third Council of Carthage 
Third Council of Carthage - Canon 24. Besides the canonical Scriptures, 
nothing shall be read in church under the name of divine Scriptures. 
Moreover, the canonical Scriptures are these: [then follows a list of Old 
Testament books]. The [books of the] New Testament: the Gospels, four 
books; the Acts of the Apostles, one book; the Epistles of Paul, thirteen; 
of the same to the Hebrews; one Epistle; of Peter, two; of John, apostle, 
three; of James, one; of Jude, one; the Revelation of John. Concerning 
the confirmation of this canon, the transmarine Church shall be 
consulted. On the anniversaries of martyrs, their acts shall also be read. 



MERE CHRISTIANITY IN DEVELOPMENT

3.New Testament Canon’s books 
were included based on the 
following criteria: 

Apostolicity 
Antiquity 

Catholicity/Use 
Rule of Faith/Creeds

MERE CHRISTIANITY IN DEVELOPMENT

Apostolic Succession - The Christian faith at all times 
must have continuity with the faith once and for all 
entrusted to the saints. 

The Rule of Faith - The faith once and for all entrusted to 
the saints places the life, death, resurrection, ascension 
and return of Jesus Christ as the church’s interpretive 
key to all of scripture, and to every human life.  

The New Testament Canon - did not fall from the sky. 
Nor was it developed in a vacuum. Its individual books 
were written in close chronological proximity to Jesus’ 
resurrection by men with apostolic authority. Each book 
made Jesus Christ the “rule” for interpreting all other 
scripture, all of human history, and every individual life.



CONCLUSION

Despite what seems like hopeless division among 
Christians, we can interpret God’s Word and know Jesus 
Christ with confidence, because we can interpret scripture 
in a manner consistent with its own development. 

The church fathers, protestant reformers and many 
theologians today suggest that the Word of God has 
“magisterial” authority but that the creedal tradition, 
within which the canon was brought to completion, must 
be granted a defacto “ministerial” or “servant” authority if 
we are to interpret scripture rightly, pass the faith along 
to our children, and bear witness to Christ in a hurting 
world. I believe this is wise counsel.


