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4

 About This Book
No one who is seriously Lutheran would ever maintain that only Lutherans are 

going to heaven, or that there are no Christians in other church bodies. On the other 
hand, no one who is seriously Lutheran would ever reject out of hand the notion that the 
differences between the various Christian church bodies are unimportant or superficial.  
 There are important reasons—biblical reasons—why Lutherans are Lutheran and not 
Roman Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, Methodist, and so on.

On the surface, this Bible study is about the histories, concerns, and main teachings 
of various Christian church bodies. Beyond the surface, this Bible study is really about 
what Lutherans believe and why they believe it.

For the Instructor

How can you be certain beyond all doubt that your sins are completely forgiven 
by God? How can you be totally assured that when you die, you will go directly to 
heaven forever?

The certainty of your salvation comes only from God. You can only be certain of 
your forgiveness and salvation if God does 100 percent of the work and you do nothing. 
Stated another way, if you must personally contribute anything to your own salvation, 
you will never be certain that you have contributed enough, and therefore you will never 
be certain about your salvation.

This Bible study is all about certainty. This study was written to show you that the 
historic teachings of the Lutheran Church (drawn exclusively from the Scriptures) pro-
vide you with something that no other teachings from any other church body on earth 
can provide you: certainty. Assurance. Total confidence in Christ. The Lutheran Church 
is the only Christian church body in the world that teaches you to trust totally in Jesus 
and in no one else, not even yourself. Every other church body on earth teaches you to 
trust something else, at least in part, rather than to trust exclusively in Jesus.

As you prepare to teach One Christ, Many Creeds, you will note the following themes:

The Continual Return to God’s Word
The main purpose of this study is to help you and your class emulate the Christians 

in Acts 17, studying the main doctrines of the major Christian church bodies and “exam-
ining the Scriptures . . . to see if these things were so” (Acts 17:11). This comparison of 
various church bodies will help you and your class 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).
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A Deeper Understanding of the Lutheran Faith, 
Drawn Exclusively from the Word

You and your class will gain a greater understanding of what you believe by also 
understanding more clearly what you do not believe (and why you do not believe it). 
When the earliest Lutherans spoke about what they believed, they spoke also about what 
they did not believe, as a point of comparison.

Here’s an example of what the earliest Lutherans stated that they believed: 
“Concerning Baptism, our churches teach that Baptism is necessary for salvation [Mark 
16:16] and that God’s grace is offered through Baptism [Titus 3:4–7]. They teach that 
children are to be baptized [Acts 2:38–39]. Being offered to God through Baptism, they 
are received into God’s grace” (AC IX 1).

After stating what they believed, the early Lutherans also stated what they did not 
believe, so that no one might misunderstand their teachings: “Our churches condemn the 
Anabaptists, who reject the Baptism of children, and say that children are saved without 
Baptism” (AC IX 3). 

Speaking to Other Christians
Many Lutherans have friends or family members who are members of other Christian 

church bodies. All Lutherans have daily opportunities to speak the faith to other Chris-
tians. A clear understanding of the distinctive teachings of the various church bodies will 
provide you and your class with important tools for profitable conversations.

Preparing to Teach

Procedures for conducting the class will vary according to the instructor’s teaching 
style and experience. The following considerations may be helpful in preparing to teach:
• Class Materials: Each session has a Participant Page that may be reproduced for each 

student. Bibles will be necessary, and class participants may wish to have a pen or 
pencil for recording notes. According to your teaching style, you might also wish to 
use newsprint and markers, a whiteboard, or the like. The leader may also wish to 
reproduce copies of the Quick Comparison Charts to distribute in class.

• Class Schedule: Many Bible studies assume that a class session must be completed in 
forty-five minutes to an hour. This one-size-fits-all schedule might not work in every 
situation. Aside from your allotted class time, you might also want to consider other 
variables, such as the flow of conversation, class size, and the familiarity the partici-
pants have with one another. Do not feel compelled to complete a given session within 
a certain amount of time. If a particular session’s materials have not yet been covered 
by the end of the allotted time, feel free to continue the same conversation and ses-
sion materials during the next gathering of the class. On the other hand, if a session is 
completed before class time has expired, feel free to begin introducing the next session.

• The Continual Return to God’s Word: As each respective church body is examined, 
everyone in the class will want to bear in mind the main purpose of this study, which 
is the study of God’s Word, the Bible. Each class session will study several Bible 
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passages, which the instructor should examine beforehand. An answer is provided for 
each study question, but these are necessarily short. Many of the answers are designed 
to stimulate group discussion. Opening and closing prayers likewise focus exclusively 
on the main point of the study.

• Regular Review: Over the course of this study, it might be helpful periodically to 
review with the class the introductory paragraph in the “Historical Context” section. 
Additionally, it might also be helpful during each class session to review the “General 
Introduction” of the respective unit before turning to each church body in that unit. 
This will help the participants to understand each church body in its larger historical 
context.

• Lesson Focus: Unlike its companion study, One God, Many Gods (a study of world reli-
gions), this study focuses primarily on Christian church bodies, which are also com-
monly referred to as “denominations.” Many of the church bodies studied here teach 
many points in common with the teachings of the Lutheran Church, not the least of 
which are the Trinity and the two natures of Christ.

A Note from the Author

Some people might say that I have oversimplified the differences between Christian 
church bodies in this Bible study. I admit that these studies are very brief, and cer-
tainly they are no substitute for a more detailed examination of each church body. 
Oversimplification is necessary in a limited context such as the present study. That is 
why I have narrowed this study to the topic of certainty and how true Christian certainty 
may be found.

Due to space limitations, this study focuses mainly on the differences between the 
church bodies, making little mention of their commonalities. This focus is not intended 
to belittle or deride other Christians, but merely to highlight the weaknesses of the public 
teachings in other church bodies. This is done for two reasons: (a) that the class partici-
pants may understand and grow into their own faith more deeply, and (b) to impress 
upon the participants that differences in teachings truly matter, especially among 
Christians. As St. Paul said to Timothy, faithful teaching of the Scriptures is the nourish-
ment of the faith. “If you put these things before the brothers, you will be a good servant 
of Christ Jesus, being trained [literally, “being nourished”] in the words of the faith and 
of the good doctrine that you have followed” (1 Timothy 4:6).

A group may be called Christian when it collectively believes and publicly confesses 
(a) that God is triune (that is, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit) and (b) that Christ has two 
natures (that is, Jesus Christ is both fully God and fully man). Stated another way, all 
the groups examined in this study are Christian because they agree to the teachings of 
the Athanasian Creed, even if some of them generally do not make use of this creed in 
their worship. There is but one exception to this rule: a branch of the Pentecostals called 
“Oneness Pentecostals” has recently begun denying the Trinity in its public teaching. 
According to the Athanasian Creed, this branch of the Pentecostals no longer is rightly 
called Christian (even though this group still calls itself Christian).    However, because 
a large portion of the Pentecostals have not yet denied the Trinity, the Pentecostals as a 
whole are examined here as a Christian church body.

6
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Unit I

The Ancient 
Church Bodies

Lutherans (Historic)
Roman Catholicism
Eastern Orthodoxy

General Introduction

As Christianity spread throughout the ancient world, important ecclesiasti-
cal centers were founded in major cities. These centers can be divided into two 
groups: the Latin Church in the West (headed by the Bishop of Rome, the pope) 
and the Greek Churches in the East (with bishops in Constantinople, Jerusalem, 
Alexandria, and Antioch). Tensions grew between the East and the West over time, 
leading to the Great Schism of 1054. Some of these tensions were over matters of 
theology. At their root, however, was a quest for power. The Bishop of Rome want-
ed to claim supremacy over the Eastern bishops.

One of the main reasons for the Great Schism was disagreement over whether 
the words “and the Son” should be used in the Nicene Creed. (The Holy Spirit 
“proceeds from the Father and the Son.”) While the Latin Church insisted that 
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these words represented good and faithful theology that should be added to the 
creed, the Greek Churches refused. The phrase was not in the original wording of 
the creed, argued the Greeks, and thus it does not belong there. Tradition is very 
important for the Greek Churches, and they did not want to change their tradi-
tion by including the new phrase in the Nicene Creed.

The Great Schism led to the development of the two largest church bodies in 
the world, which are today known as the Roman Catholic Church and the Eastern 
Orthodox Church.

About five hundred years after the Great Schism, the Lutheran Church likewise 
formed. In a manner similar to the Eastern Churches, the Lutheran Church came 
about as the result of a dispute with Rome. However, tradition was not the main 
concern for the Lutherans. The Lutherans were concerned about faithfulness to 
the Bible. They believed that the Roman Church had moved away from the clear 
teachings of the Bible and needed to move back.

It may seem strange to include the Lutheran Church in the unit called “The 
Ancient Church Bodies.” As shown by the following quotation, the Lutheran 
Church is included here because the earliest Lutherans confessed that they were 
not teaching something new. Rather, the earliest Lutherans were holding and 
teaching the doctrines of the Scriptures, as had many Christians before them.
  There is nothing [in our teaching] that varies from the Scriptures, or from the Church 
universal, or from the Church of Rome. . . . Our churches do not dissent from any article 
of the faith held by the Church catholic. They only omit some of the newer abuses. (AC 
XXI 1)
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Lutherans
(Historic)

Lesson Focus

While it is impossible to review all the historic teachings 
of the Lutheran Church,   those teachings are examined in this 
session that will provide a sturdy foundation for comparing 
the teachings of the other Christian church bodies.

1

Historical Context
Many people identify October 31, 1517, as the 
beginning of the Lutheran Reformation. This 
is the date on which Martin Luther nailed his 
famous Ninety-five Theses to the chapel door 
in Wittenberg. However, the Ninety-five Theses 
publicly announced something that already had 
been happening in private for several years—
Luther had been studying God’s Word, the 
Bible. Truly, the Lutheran Reformation owes 
its beginning not so much to the Ninety-five 
Theses, but to the miraculous work that God 
exerted by means of His powerful Word. God’s 
Word first worked on Luther through Luther’s 
careful study of the Scriptures. Then the Word 
of God worked through Luther as Luther pro-
claimed the Word by means of his preaching, 
teaching, and writing.

The earliest Lutherans (and the “historic” 
Lutherans of today) understood that eternal life 
and salvation come only though God’s power-
ful Word. To move away from the Word is to 
move away from eternal life! This is why the 
earliest Lutherans used such words as adversar-
ies, false teachers, and even heretics to describe 
those who moved away from the Word. The 
Lutherans did not use these terms to be mali-
cious or to suggest that only Lutherans would 
go to heaven. The earliest Lutherans used 
such terms to warn other Christians so that 
they might not be led away from God’s Word 
and the eternal life it brings. This is why 
the Lutherans warned in the Apology to the 
Augsburg Confession, “The adversaries corrupt 
very many [Bible] passages, because they bring 

to them their 
own opinions 
and do not derive 
the meaning 
from the passages 
themselves” (Ap 
V [III] 103).

Distribute copies of Participant Page 1 and 
the appropriate Quick Comparison Chart if 
desired. Begin by reviewing the message from 
Martin Luther and then open with the respon-
sive prayer.

A Message 

from Martin Luther
Where eternal life and salvation are 
concerned, St. Peter and all godly men 
dismiss all other doctrines and know of 
none but that of this one Man Christ, of 
whom St. Peter declares: “You have the 
words of eternal life.” Those words will 
satisfy me. This is beautifully spoken. 
He [Peter] will . . . cling to His [Christ’s] 
words. And to them we, too, will 
adhere; for these words impart eternal 
life. St. Peter hits the nail on the head. 
(LW 23:194)

Opening Prayer
L: Jesus said, “Do you want to go away as well?”
P:  Peter’s response is also ours: “Lord, to 

whom shall we go? You have the words of 
eternal life.” (John 6:68)

  L:  Blessed are those who hear the Word of God 
and keep it.
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P: Lord, keep us steadfast in Your Word!
L:  Open our eyes, O Lord, that we may behold 

wondrous things out of Your Word.
P: Amen!

Core Truths
Have participants work through these sec-

tions on their own using the Participant Page 
and their Bibles. As they complete each section, 
review and discuss together.

The central idea in the Lutheran confes-
sion of the Christian faith is that Jesus Christ 
has done absolutely everything for you and for 
your salvation. You are required to add noth-
ing in order to be saved. If any teaching in the 
Church does not credit Christ with having 
done all things for your salvation, this teaching 
will not fail to “hide Christ’s glory and ben-
efits, and rob devout consciences of the conso-
lation offered in Christ” (Ap IV [II] 3). Think 
about your relationship to Christ in math-
ematical terms. If Christ has done 100 percent 
of the work for your salvation, what percentage 
must you contribute? Zero! On the other hand, 
if someone teaches that you must personally 
contribute something, perhaps only 1 or 2 per-
cent, this means that Christ has accomplished 
only 99 or 98 percent of your redemption. 
“What is this other than to deny Christ the 
honor of Mediator and Atoning Sacrifice?” (Ap 
V [III] 92).

  What do the following verses have to say 
about Christ’s work of salvation for you?
John 3:16–17—Salvation not only begins with 

God, but it is carried out for the whole 
world. Stated another way, Christ died for 
every sin committed by every person in the 
history and the future of the world. There 
is no one whose sins were not included in 
Christ’s death and resurrection.

1 John 2:2—Christ is the “propitiation for our 
sins,” that is, the full payment, satisfaction, 
appeasement, and atonement for our sins.

What do the following verses have to say 
about our ability to make a contribution to our 
own salvation apart from the indwelling 
of Christ?
Acts 5:31; 11:18—Repentance is not something 

we can bring about by our own strength, 
but something God gives to both the Jew 
and the Gentile alike.

Romans 8:7—Apart from God’s miracle-
producing Word, our minds remain hostile 
to Him. That is to say, sin has placed our 
minds into such bondage that apart from 
God’s gifts of His Word and faith, we have 
no alternative but to hate God.

Ephesians 2:1—Apart from Christ, we are 
“dead in the trespasses and sins.” Dead 
men can do nothing, including making  
contributions or commitments to their 
own salvation!
Discuss: If the preceding passages are true 

(and we believe they are), how is it possible for 
anyone even to believe in Jesus? Use Romans 
10:17; Ephesians 2:8–9; and John 11:38–44 for 
guidance in your discussion. (We believe, but 
only because God first makes us able to believe 
by giving us His gift of faith. The miracle of 
raising Lazarus from the dead provides a good 
analogy for how God saves us. Like Lazarus, 
we were dead. By the miraculous power of His 
Word, Christ called to us, at the same time 
giving us both the gift of salvation and the 
ability to believe.)

Only the Word
Because Christ’s work for your salvation 

was fully completed for you many centuries 
ago, we have no reliable source of the knowl-
edge of salvation except for God’s Word, 
the Bible. In the Bible, we not only have an 
authoritative, divinely inspired source of the 
knowledge of salvation, but we also have the 
power of the divine Word, which makes us able 
to believe and to be saved!

What do the following Bible verses have to 
say about the inspiration and authority of the 
Word?

LUTHERANS (HISTORIC)
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John 20:31—The Scriptures were written to you 
so that you may believe “Jesus is the Christ, 
the Son of God, and that by believing you 
may have life in His name.”

2 Timothy 3:16–17—The Scriptures are “God-
breathed” (NIV), containing the same 
miraculous power of life that God also 
breathed into Adam (compare Genesis 
2:7). Through His Scriptures, God likewise 
breathes eternal life into you.

2 Peter 1:21—The Scriptures are not man-made 
documents, but “men spoke from God as 
they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.”
What do the following verses say about the 

power of the Word?
Isaiah 55:10–11—God’s powerful Word accom-

plishes what He desires.
Jeremiah 1:12—God carefully watches over 

His Word “to perform it.” That is to say, the 
Word is not mere information, but divine 
power that God exerts in the world.

Jeremiah 23:29—God’s Word is compared to a 
rock-smashing hammer and a burning fire.

1 Thessalonians 2:13—Just as yeast works in 
a lump of dough, raising it up, so also “the 
word of God . . . is at work in you believers.”
Discuss: In what way does this teaching of 

both the inspiration and the power of the Word 
provide you with comfort and certainty in your 
salvation? (Answers may vary. The inspiration 
of the Word gives us confidence that the words 
in the Bible are truly from God, and not some-
thing we have dreamed up for ourselves. The 
power of the Word offers great comfort and 
certainty because it promises to give us every-
thing, including the power to believe.)

Certain Faith
The certainty of your salvation rests on the 

fact that you contribute nothing, but that God 
has done all things for you, including deliver-
ing salvation to you. It is for your certainty 
that God uses His Word to deliver to you not 
only the Good News about Jesus, but also the 
miraculous ability to believe this Good News. 
(See the preceding discussion question.) But 
the miraculous power of God’s Word comes 
to you in more ways than one! While you 
can read the Bible and hear it read, God has 

also placed the power of His Word in the 
Sacraments of Baptism and Holy Communion 
for you!

In what way do the following verses show 
you how Baptism is God’s act for you, delivering 
forgiveness to you?
John 3:3—“Born again” could equally be trans-

lated “born from above,” which shows that 
the birth of Baptism is truly from God.

Titus 3:5–7—Baptism is a washing that the 
Holy Spirit performs for us.

1 Peter 3:21—“Baptism . . . now saves you.” 
That is to say, Baptism does something for 
you, through the powerful Word of God. If 
Baptism were truly something you do for 
God, this verse would need to be worded 
differently, such as “Baptism now shows 
your commitment.”
What are the key words in Matthew 

26:26–28 that show how Holy Communion is 
also God’s act for you, delivering forgiveness 
to you? (The key words are “for you.” Holy 
Communion is God’s miraculous act in which 
He gives you the benefits of Christ’s death on 
the cross.)

Discuss: When you understand clearly that 
the Word, Baptism, and Holy Communion 
are God’s ways of delivering salvation to you, 
what perspective does this give you on the Third 
Commandment? (Answers may vary. The main 
point is not what you do for God in worship, 
but what God does for you in worship. When 
Christians gather, God speaks His life-giving, 
forgiving Word to them. God nourishes them. 
God brings to their memory His adoptive act 
of baptizing them.)

Closing Prayer
Close with the following prayer. 

Almighty God, our heavenly Father, 
because of Your tender love toward us 
sinners You have given Your Son that, 
believing in Him, we might have ever-
lasting life. Continue to grant us Your 
Holy Spirit that we may remain stead-
fast in this faith to the end and finally 
come to life everlasting; through Jesus 
Christ, our Lord. Amen. (LSB, p. 311)

LUTHERANS (HISTORIC)
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Participant Page 1 One Christ, Many Creeds copyright © 2008 Concordia Publishing House. Scripture: ESV® Luther’s Works, American Edition: 
vol. 23 copyright © 1959 Concordia Publishing House. All rights reserved. Reproduced by permission.

A Message from 

Martin Luther
Where eternal life and salvation 
are concerned, St. Peter and all 
godly men dismiss all other doc-
trines and know of none but that 
of this one Man Christ, of whom 
St. Peter declares: “You have 
the words of eternal life.” Those 
words will satisfy me. This is 
beautifully spoken. He [Peter] 
will . . . cling to His [Christ’s] 
words. And to them we, too, will 

adhere; for these words impart eternal life. St. 
Peter hits the nail on the head. (LW 23:194)

Opening Prayer
L:  Jesus said, “Do you want to go away as well?”
P:  Peter’s response is also ours: “Lord, to 

whom shall we go? You have the words of 
eternal life.” (John 6:68)

L:  Blessed are those who hear the Word of God 
and keep it.

P:  Lord, keep us steadfast in Your Word!
L:  Open our eyes, O Lord, that we may behold 

wondrous things out of Your Word.
P: Amen!

Core Truths
What do the following verses have to say about 
Christ’s work of salvation for you?
John 3:16–17

1 John 2:2

What do the following verses have to say about 
our ability to make a contribution to our own 
salvation apart from the indwelling of Christ?
Acts 5:31; 11:18

Romans 8:7

Ephesians 2:1

If the preceding passages are true (and we 
believe they are), how is it possible for anyone 
even to believe in Jesus? Use Romans 10:17; 
Ephesians 2:8–9; and John 11:38–44 for 
guidance in your discussion.

Only the Word
What do the following Bible verses have to 
say about the inspiration and authority of 
the Word?
John 20:31

2 Timothy 3:16–17

2 Peter 1:21

What do the following verses say about the 
power of the Word?
Isaiah 55:10–11

Jeremiah 1:12

Jeremiah 23:29

1 Thessalonians 2:13

In what way does this teaching of both the inspi-
ration and the power of the Word provide you 
with comfort and certainty in your salvation?

Certain Faith
In what way do the following verses show you 
how Baptism is God’s act for you, delivering 
forgiveness to you?
John 3:3

Titus 3:5–7

1 Peter 3:21

What are the key words in Matthew 26:26–28 
that show how Holy Communion is also God’s 
act for you, delivering forgiveness to you?

When you understand clearly that the Word, 
Baptism, and Holy Communion are God’s ways 
of delivering salvation to you, what perspective 
does this give you on the Third Commandment, 
“Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy” 
(Exodus 20:8)?

1 Lutherans (Historic)
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