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When St. Paul wrote, “There must be factions among you” (1 Corinthians 
11:19), the Greek word he used for “factions” is haireseis, or “heresies.” In the 
singular, hairesis can mean “selection” or “division” or “faction.” In Greek, 
heresy does not necessarily carry a negative meaning. In Christian history, the 
word has come to describe those teachings that depart from the main teach-
ings of God’s Word and the ancient creeds (Apostles’, Nicene, and Athanasian) 
that summarize God’s Word. 

Heresies are ancient, but not obsolete! 
Oxford University’s Alister McGrath notes 
that many heresies are today embraced as 
expressions of individuality and religious 
freedom. This rising interest in heresy has 
motivated One Truth, Many Lies.

While all departures from God’s Word 
carry serious consequences, some depar-
tures—some heresies—are more serious than 
others. For example:

A Christian might reject the words of 
Jesus concerning Holy Communion, “This 
is My body. . . . This is My blood” (Matthew 
26:26, 28). While there are serious conse-
quences for this departure from the Word of 
God (1 Corinthians 11:30), a Christian who 
rejects these words does not necessarily cease 
to be Christian.

By comparison, no one remains Christian 
who rejects that God is triune: Father, Son, 
and Holy Spirit (Matthew 28:19). If you 
reject the Trinity, you reject the God of the 
Christians, and you divide yourself—you 
heresy yourself, so to speak—away from 
the life and salvation that God gives to His 
Christians.

Which heresies will completely sepa-
rate you from the Christian faith? The 
Athanasian Creed draws these two lines in 
the sand:

Whoever desires to be saved must, 
above all, hold the catholic faith. 
Whoever does not keep it whole and 
undefiled will without doubt perish 

eternally. And the catholic faith is this, 
that we worship one God in Trinity and 
Trinity in Unity, neither confusing the 
persons nor dividing the substance. . . .

It is also necessary for everlasting 
salvation that one faithfully believe the 
incarnation of our Lord Jesus Christ. 
Therefore, it is the right faith that we 
believe and confess that our Lord Jesus 
Christ, the Son of God, is at the same 
time both God and man. (LSB, pp. 
319–20)
Because the most consequential heresies 

have to do with the Trinity and the two 
natures of Christ, One Truth, Many Lies fol-
lows the three-part pattern of the Apostles’ 
Creed. Unit 1 treats those heresies that have 
to do with who God is and what He has said. 
Unit 2 treats the heresies specific to Jesus 
Christ, our Lord. Unit 3 deals with heresies 
pertaining to the Third Article of the Creed: 
the work of the Holy Spirit, the gift of salva-
tion, the ministry of the Church, and the 
resurrection of the dead.

About this Book
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Preparing to Teach
As you prepare to teach, please note the 

following themes:

1.  The Continual Return to God’s Word 
The main purpose of this study is to 
help you and your class to emulate the 
Christians in Acts 17:11, who were “exam-
ining the Scriptures daily to see if these 
things were so.” This study will help you 
and your class to listen more carefully to 
the Word of God, to “grow in the grace 
and knowledge of our Lord and Savior 
Jesus Christ” (2 Peter 3:18), and “to make 
a defense to anyone who asks you for a 
reason for the hope that is in you” (1 Peter 
3:15).

2.  The Deepening Understanding of the 
Lutheran Faith, Drawn Exclusively 
from the Word You can gain a greater 
understanding of what you believe by 
understanding more clearly what you do 
not believe and why. When the earliest 
Lutherans confessed their faith, they also 
specified what they did not believe. Major 
heretics were frequently mentioned. For 
example, the Lutherans stated in their 
Augsburg Confession (1530):

Our churches teach that since 
the fall of Adam [Romans 5:12],  
all who are naturally born are 
born with sin [Psalm 51:5], that  
is without the fear of God, without 
trust in God, and with the inclina-
tion to sin. (Augsburg Confession, 
Article II, paragraph 1)

Then the Lutherans immediately empha-
sized their point by condemning the followers 
of the ancient heretic Pelagius: “Our churches 
condemn the Pelagians and others who deny 
that original depravity is sin” (Augsburg 
Confession, Article II, paragraph 1).
3.  Speaking to Other People Many 

Lutherans have friends or family mem-
bers, both Christian and unbeliever, who 
hold strange opinions about Christianity. 
All Lutherans have daily opportunities 
to speak the faith to others. Knowledge 

of major heresies, past and present, is an 
important tool for profitable conversa-
tions.

The following considerations may be 
helpful as you prepare to teach:

Materials: Each session has a Participant 
Page that may be reproduced for each 
participant. Bibles will be necessary, and 
participants may wish to have a pen or 
pencil for notes. According to your teach-
ing style, you might also wish to use 
newsprint and markers, a whiteboard, or 
the like.

Schedule: Do not feel compelled to complete 
a given session within a certain time 
frame. If a particular session’s materials 
have not yet been covered by the end of 
your allotted time, feel free to continue 
the same conversation and session mate-
rials during the next gathering of the 
class. If you complete a session before the 
class time has expired, feel free to begin 
introducing the next session.

The Word! The Word! The Word! As each 
heresy is examined, everyone should 
continually bear in mind the main pur-
pose of One Truth, Many Lies, which is to 
study God’s Word. Each class session will 
examine several Bible passages, which 
should be examined beforehand by the 
instructor.

Regular Review: It might be helpful for each 
class session to review the introductory 
material of the respective unit. This will 
help the participants to understand how 
each heresy fits within a larger historical 
context.
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Much More Could Be Said!
In this Bible study, I have only sought to 

(1) distill each heresy down to a couple of 
main points, and (2) explain how these points 
still threaten the Christian faith today.

Most Bible studies are necessarily brief, 
and this one is no exception. Brevity comes 
at a cost, and two regrets are noted: First, the 
heresies studied here are only a few that have 
occurred in the history of the Church. These 
few were selected because of the temptation 
each still poses, but many other heresies 
certainly could have been included. Second, 
brevity requires oversimplification, and over-
simplification opens the door to misrepresen-
tation. I have explained only enough details 
of each heresy to make my intended point.

Oversimplification also means that the 
solution to these heresies looks easy. It should 
be borne in mind that each of these her-
esies posed serious threats to the Church, 
often encompassing many decades, and the 
answers that were finally given to these her-
esies came as a result of hard labor. 
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Section One 

First  
Article

I believe in God,  
the Father Almighty,  

Maker of heaven and earth.

What does this mean?

I believe that God has made me 
and all creatures; that He has given 
me my body and soul, eyes, ears, and  
all my members, my reason and all my 
senses, and still takes care of them.

He also gives me clothing and 
shoes, food and drink, house and 
home, wife and children, land, ani-
mals, and all I have. He richly and 
daily provides me with all that I need 
to support this body and life.

He defends me against all danger 
and guards and protects me from all 
evil.

All this He does only out of father-
ly, divine goodness and mercy, with-
out any merit or worthiness in me. 
For all this it is my duty to thank and 
praise, serve and obey Him.

This is most certainly true. 7



1

Humans
Lesson Focus

Because all people are born with the deadly 
disease of sin, heresy is not merely the error 
into which another person might fall. Because it 
naturally appeals to our inherited disease of sin, 
heresy lurks in every Christian heart and mind. 
Heresy is your temptation. 

Historical Context 
Genesis 3:6 marks the first and the worst heresy: 

“When the woman saw that the tree was good for 
food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that 
the tree was to be desired to make one wise, she took 
of its fruit and ate, and she also gave some to her 
husband who was with her, and he ate.” 

Two things happened in this heresy that are 
essential for understanding all heresies. First, Adam 
and Eve chose between what God said and what 
seemed reasonable. On the one hand, God clearly 
warned, “In the day that you eat of it you shall surely 
die” (Genesis 2:17). On the other hand, the fruit 
“was a delight to the eyes.” Following their senses 
rather than the Word of God, Adam and Eve fell 
into heresy before they even pressed the fruit to their 
lips! In so doing, Adam and Eve set the pattern all 
heretics have followed since.

Second, sin and death pierced Adam, Eve, and 
all their descendants. Paul explains the consequence 
of the first heresy: “Death spread to all men. . . . 
One trespass led to condemnation for all” (Romans 
5:12, 18). Just as apples produce apples and monkeys 
produce monkeys, people capable of heresy pro-
duce people capable of heresy. Each of us has been 
born embedded with the same sin and corruption 
that destroyed Adam and Eve. Because of this, your 

ONE TRUTH, many lies8



study of heresy is not merely a study of what others have said and done. You 
are also studying your own capabilities.

 
Distribute copies of Participant Page 1 if desired. Read aloud the 

Historical Context, above, and the Message from Martin Luther. Then pray 
responsively the Opening Prayer.

A Message from Martin Luther
Eve agrees with Satan when he charges God with lying, and, as it 

were, strikes God in the face with his fists. . . . She joins with Satan 
in despising God and denying the Word of God, and she believes the 
father of lies rather than the Word of God. 

Let these events be a warning for us that we may learn what man is. 
For if this happened when nature was still perfect, what do we think 
will happen to us now? (Luther’s Works, American Edition, Volume 1, 
page 156) 

Opening Prayer
L: Let Your steadfast love come to me, O Lord,
P: Your salvation according to Your promise; 
L: Then shall I have an answer for him who taunts me,
P: For I trust in Your word. (Psalm 119:41–42) 

L: Forever, O Lord, Your word is firmly fixed in the heavens. 
P: Your faithfulness endures to all generations. (Psalm 119:89–90a)

Inherited Sin
What do the following verses say about the inherited disease of sin?

Genesis 6:5—“Every intention of the thoughts of his [humanity’s] heart was 
only evil continually.”

Romans 8:7—“The mind that is set on the flesh is hostile to God.”
Ephesians 4:22—“Your old self . . . is corrupt through deceitful desires.”

Pointing to verses such as these, our Lutheran forefathers confessed, 
“Christians should regard and recognize the actual transgression of God’s 
commandments as sin; but sin is also that horrible, dreadful hereditary sick-
ness by which the entire human nature is corrupted” (Solid Declaration of 
the Formula of Concord, Article I, paragraph 5). 

Use the following verses to determine whether this statement is true or false: 
apart from God’s Word, it is impossible for us to know about our inherited dis-
ease of sin and the countless ways this disease becomes evident in our lives.
Psalm 19:12—“Who can discern his errors? Declare me innocent from hid-

den faults.”

HUMANS 9



Psalm 40:12—“Evils have encompassed me beyond number; . . . they are 
more than the hairs of my head.”

Romans 7:7—“If it had not been for the law, I would not have known sin.”
Each of these verses shows how sin goes far beyond what we knowingly 

say or do. We need God’s Scriptures to declare to us the seriousness of sin 
because we simply could not otherwise recognize or believe it.

What does Romans 7:15–20 say about each Christian’s ongoing capabil-
ity to fall into any sort of heresy? “Nothing good dwells in me, that is, in my 
flesh. . . . Sin dwells within me” (vv. 18, 20). Because the disease never goes 
away, all Christians are continually capable of committing the worst sorts of 
sin, including heresy and blasphemy. You might not be able to draw such a 
conclusion simply by looking into a mirror, but your inherited disease of sin 
indicates that you—like all other people—personally have the capacity for 
any sort of evil.

The Power of the Word
According to Ephesians 2:1–5 and Colossians 1:13–14, what is God’s anti-

dote for our inherited disease of sin? Jesus Christ, the crucified and resur-
rected Son of God, richly and completely forgives all your sin—not merely 
your acts of sin, but your disease of sin! “When we were dead in our tres-
passes, [God] made us alive together with Christ” (Ephesians 2:5). With 
these words, Paul wants you to know that Jesus’ death and resurrection are 
not merely your source of life some day in the future, when God raises you 
from the dead. Jesus’ death and resurrection are your source of life each and 
every day, powerfully overcoming the disease of sin for you on a daily basis. 
Because “He has delivered us from the domain of darkness . . . , we have 
redemption, the forgiveness of sins” (Colossians 1:13–14). 

What do the following verses say about God’s ongoing protection of your 
heart and mind so that you do not fall into heresy?
Romans 1:16—The Gospel, that is, the Good News of Jesus Christ’s death 

and resurrection for the forgiveness of your sins, is the “power of God.” 
The Greek word for power, dunamis, is the word from which we get the 
word dynamite. God’s Gospel is dynamite, continually exploding sin and 
death for you!

1 Corinthians 1:18—The cross is “the power of God,” with the same word for 
“power” as in Romans 1:16.

1 Thessalonians 2:13—God’s Word is “at work in you believers.” In the same 
way that yeast works in dough, so God’s Word actively works in you, 
expanding and growing and protecting you from the harmful effects the 
disease of sin exerts on you.
How might the preceding verses influence the way you think about God’s 

Third Commandment, “Remember the Sabbath Day, to keep it holy” (Exodus 
20:8), and such verses as 1 Timothy 4:13 and Hebrews 10:25? That is why each 
Christian needs a regular supply of God’s Word, preached and administered 
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in the Sacraments. Just like a cancer patient needs regular chemotherapy to 
combat his or her tumor, Christians need regular worship to combat the dis-
ease of sin! This is why Paul exhorts Timothy to devote himself to “the pub-
lic reading of Scripture” (1 Timothy 4:13) and why the Book of Hebrews calls 
upon you not to neglect meeting together (Hebrews 10:25) around God’s 
Word and Sacraments.

Deliver Us from Evil
What warnings are written in 2 Peter 2:1–2, 17–18? In addition to each 

Christian’s inborn capacity for heresy, “There will be false teachers among 
you, who will secretly bring in destructive heresies” (v. 1). Such false teachers 
gain a following because they appeal to “passions of the flesh” (v. 18). Stated 
another way, false teachers succeed because they tell people things they want 
to hear. 

What protection against heresy does God promise to you in the following 
verses?
John 10:1–5—“The sheep hear his voice” (v. 3). God’s Word is the voice of 

Jesus. When you have Jesus’ voice in your ears and when you have learned 
well the sound of His voice, it will be very difficult for you to be led astray 
by false shepherds!

Philippians 4:7—God’s Word brings you peace—a peace that cannot be 
understood or described or inwardly felt. However, this peace actively and 
attentively “will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus” so that 
heresy will exert no power over you.

Revelation 2:16b—Jesus promises to “war against them with the sword of 
[His] mouth,” which is the Word of God. The Scriptures are more than a 
defense for you. The Scriptures are the words of God, which actively wage 
war in order to keep you in the true faith.

Closing Prayer
Guard and protect us, dear Lord Jesus! Draw us ever closer to the 

Scriptures, the words You have written, that these words may keep us safe 
from the temptations of the evil one, the lures of the unbelieving world, and 
the inclinations of our own hearts. By the power of Your Word and Spirit, 
keep us firm and unwavering in the true faith unto life everlasting. Amen. 

HUMANS 11
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Humans
A Message from Martin Luther

Eve agrees with Satan when he charges God with 
lying, and, as it were, strikes God in the face with his 
fists. . . . She joins with Satan in despising God and 
denying the Word of God, and she believes the father of 
lies rather than the Word of God. 

Let these events be a warning for us that we may  
learn what man is. For if this happened when nature was 
still perfect, what do we think will happen to us now? 
(Luther’s Works, American Edition, Volume 1, page 156) 

Opening Prayer
L: Let Your steadfast love come to me, O Lord,
P: Your salvation according to Your promise; 
L: Then shall I have an answer for him who taunts me,
P: For I trust in Your word. (Psalm 119:41–42) 

L: Forever, O Lord, Your word is firmly fixed in the heavens. 
P:  Your faithfulness endures to all generations.  

(Psalm 119:89–90a)

Inherited Sin
What do the following verses say about the inherited disease of sin?
Genesis 6:5

Romans 8:7

Ephesians 4:22

ONE TRUTH, many lies12
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Use the following verses to determine whether this statement is true 
or false: apart from God’s Word, it is impossible for us to know about our 
inherited disease of sin and the countless ways this disease becomes evident 
in our lives.

Psalm 19:12

Psalm 40:12

Romans 7:7

What does Romans 7:15–20 say about each Christian’s ongoing capability 
to fall into any sort of heresy?

The Power of the Word
According to Ephesians 2:1–5 and Colossians 1:13–14, what is God’s 

antidote for our inherited disease of sin? 

What do the following verses say about God’s ongoing protection of your 
heart and mind, so that you do not fall into heresy?

Romans 1:16

1 Corinthians 1:18

1 Thessalonians 2:13

How might the preceding verses influence the way you think about 
God’s Third Commandment, “Remember the Sabbath Day, to keep it holy” 
(Exodus 20:8), and such verses as 1 Timothy 4:13 and Hebrews 10:25?

Deliver Us from Evil
What warnings are written in 2 Peter 2:1–2, 17–18?

What protection against heresy does God promise to you in the  
following verses?

John 10:1–5

Philippians 4:7

Revelation 2:16b

HUMANS 13
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Manichaeans
Lesson Focus

Manichaeans believed that evil is not a foreign intru-
sion into the creation, but that evil has been in conflict 
with good from eternity. This teaching appeals to our 
inherited disease of sin because it allows us to blame 
our sin on someone or something other than ourselves.

Historical Context 
In the third century AD, a Persian named Mani founded 

a new religion by claiming that he was able to receive special 
revelations from God. Mani not only called himself the last 
and greatest of the prophets, but also the Paraclete whom 
Jesus had promised to send. 

Mani’s teachings were a hodgepodge of ideas he gathered 
from various other religions, including Christianity. Mani 
used many biblical words and terms (e.g., Paraclete), which 
he redefined for his own use. Many Christians were deceived 
by his teachings. The most famous Manichaean, who later 
repented of the heresy, was Augustine of Hippo.

Manichaeans taught a very strict lifestyle that incorpo-
rated vegetarianism, obligatory prayer, fasting, and ceremo-
nial purifications. Manichaeans were forbidden to engage 
in business, drink alcohol, own property, or settle anywhere 
permanently.

While New Manichaeans have a small following today, 
some Manichaean teachings appeal very well to each per-
son’s inherited disease of sin. For example, Manichaeans 
teach that evil has been in eternal conflict with good, and 
that it is not merely a foreign entrance into God’s good and 
perfect creation. The strict Manichaean lifestyle was aimed 
toward limiting and containing the power of evil. However, 
because humans are seen as merely participants in a greater 
cosmic struggle, no one is individually responsible for his or 
her own sin. “The devil made me do it,” so to speak. 

ONE TRUTH, many lies14



Distribute copies of Participant Page 2 if desired. 
Read aloud the Historical Context, above, and the 
Message from the Lutheran Confessions. Then pray 
responsively the Opening Prayer.

A Message from the Lutheran 
Confessions

We reject . . . the ideas of the Manichaeans, who 
taught that everything that happens must happen 
and cannot happen otherwise; everything that 
a person does, even in outward things, he does 
by compulsion; he is forced to do evil works and 
deeds, such as inchastity, robbery, murder, theft, 
and the like. (Epitome of the Formula of Concord, 
Article II, paragraph 8)

Opening Prayer
L: God is light, and in Him is no darkness at all.
P: If we say we have fellowship with Him while we 

walk in darkness, we lie and do not practice the 
truth. 

L: But if we walk in the light, as He is in the light, we have fellowship with 
one another, 

P: And the blood of Jesus His Son cleanses us from all sin. (1 John 1:5b–7) 
L: Forever, O Lord, Your word is firmly fixed in the heavens. 
P: Your faithfulness endures to all generations. (Psalm 119:89–90a)

Prehistory Perfection
In what way do the following verses help you understand that evil has not 

existed from eternity, contrary to the Manichaean claim?
John 1:1–3—John states that in the beginning, there was nothing but God. 

Everything else that exists, therefore, must have come into the world 
sometime after the beginning. God is not evil, so evil cannot be eternal. 
Only God is eternal!

Genesis 1:31—“God saw everything that He had made, and behold, it was 
very good” (emphasis added). This verse, along with the previously cited 
passage from John 1, requires us to believe that God is the source of 
everything good, and only good things. Evil is foreign to the creation, for-
eign to God, and by no means eternal.
If evil existed from eternity, then God must be the source of evil. How do 

these verses answer such false thinking?

MANICHAEANS 15



Leviticus 19:2 and Isaiah 6:1–7—God is holy, which means that there is no shade of 
unholiness or evil within Him at all. 

Psalm 5:4–5—More than not being the source of evil, God feels no sense of tolera-
tion toward evil. God does not wink at sin as if sin were not a problem, and He 
hates evildoers.

James 1:13—God also does not entice His dear people with evil; “He Himself 
tempts no one.”
According to Genesis 3:1–5 and John 8:44, what role did the serpent/Satan play 

in introducing evil into the world? The serpent challenged God’s Word and threw a 
seed of doubt into Eve’s mind. By this act, and by every effort since, Satan has been 
actively murdering those whom God created. By enticing to sin, Satan opens the 
door to death. 

Despite the serpent’s role in destroying the creation, who ultimately is held 
responsible for sin entering the world? See Romans 5:12. Paul hangs the responsi-
bility for sin—and for the entry of evil into the world—around Adam’s neck. It is 
almost as if Paul says, “Forget the false idea of evil being eternal! Sin came into 
the world through Adam, and with sin comes death. There is no evil greater than 
death.”

We’re No Angels!
If evil existed from eternity, as the Manichaeans claimed, what does this say 

about your personal responsibility for the wrong things you say and do? If evil 
existed from eternity, then you are simply a helpless victim. You cannot be held 
ultimately responsible for the wrong things you say and do. Can a man born blind 
be blamed for his blindness? If evil existed from eternity, then you have no escape 
from it.

Is there a sense in which you can blame Adam or your parents for your sin? See 
Psalm 51:5 and Job 14:4. Sure! Sin was passed to you from your parents. In the 
same way that dogs give birth to dogs and cats give birth to cats, sinful people give 
birth to sinful people. After all, how can something pure come forth from that 
which is impure?

How does Paul ensure your personal blame and responsibility for your sin in 
Romans 3:23 and 5:12–14? Not only have you been born with the inherited disease 
of sin, but you have also been actively adding to your guilt by sinning from the 
moment of your birth. “All have sinned” (Romans 3:23, emphasis added). “Death 
spread to all men because all sinned” (Romans 5:12).

Return to James 1:13–15. What do these verses say about each person’s “process” 
of falling into sin? In a manner very much like what took place in the Garden of 
Eden, each individual sins when enticed away—not by force!—by his or her own 
evil desires. Then a birth process takes place: “Desire when it has conceived gives 
birth to sin, and sin when it is fully grown brings forth death” (v. 15).
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Closing Prayer
Teach us to know our sin aright, O heavenly Father, for where there is 

no sin, there is no need for redemption. By the power of Your Word and 
Spirit, enable us to acknowledge our personal guilt, to confess our sin, and to 
believe firmly in the eternal forgiveness that Your Son, Jesus, has earned for 
all people by His death and resurrection. Amen.


