
The three ancient Cappadocian church fathers were early followers of Christ who,
among other critical doctrinal insights, helped the emerging church confirm God’s
trinitarian expression in Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Like other church fathers, and
like any preacher or teacher today, the Cappadocian three didn’t get every doctrinal
particular perfectly right. Preachers today are as subtly misled by creeping heresies as
various heresies misled pastors and church leaders then. Such is the deceiver’s nature,
against whom the scriptures repeatedly and firmly warn. Any of us find it hard
discerning the deceptions of the spirit of the age. Far easier, we find it, to discern the
deceptions of someone else’s age. To a small degree and at rare times, the three fathers
even disagreed among themselves. Their writings, though, help us to perceive our own
age’s peculiarities and subtle deceptions.

The ancient writings of these earliest, brilliant,
courageous, and incredibly devoted and effective
church leaders help us in two other ways, beyond
perceiving error, both our own error and the errors
of other ages. The ancient writings also show us
the source of much of that Christian doctrine and
thought we hold so dear. We know God reveals
himself in three persons, Father, Son, and Spirit.
We can thank the church fathers, whom the Spirit

clearly led, for that clarity, even as we thank the Father, Son, and Spirit. For another
example, we embrace the scriptures’ symbolic nature, that accounts of a snake raised
on a pole or stick thrown into bitter water can remind us of the salvific role of Christ’s
cross. We can thank the church fathers for their symbolic readings of scripture, too.

Yet these ancient Christian writings can do one more thing for us beyond show us our
errors and remind us of truth. They can also share insights that, while not traditional
doctrine, can nonetheless teach us how better to live scripturally. One of those fathers
Gregory of Nyssa, for instance, says that we parent ourselves. That’s not doctrine, and
you probably haven’t heard it. But his insight that we are constantly new beings, new
in Christ or new in the culture depending on our commitments, can help us to embrace
Christ. Early on, our parents parent us. Soon, though, we parent ourselves, a
responsibility we should accept so that we do a better job of embracing the Spirit as
we would have our literal children do.


