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Glossary of Theology Terms 
 
 

Absolution – The proclamation of the full forgiveness of sins on account of Christ’s saving 
work. 
 
Active obedience – Christ’s complete fulfilling of the entire Law of God for the rest of 
humanity. 
 
Actual sin – any sinful deed, word, thought or intention, as distinguished from original sin. 
 
Adiaphora – “indifferent things.” Things that God has neither commanded nor forbidden. 
 
Agnostic – someone who believes that it is impossible to know whether or not God or gods exist. 
 
Anthropology – the study of humanity. 
 
Antichrist – one who is against Christ.  Scripture speaks of many antichrists, but also of one 
great Antichrist who opposes Christ and his people. 
 
Antilegomena – biblical books whose canonical status has been disputed over the course of 
Christian history.  Examples include Hebrews (whose author is uncertain) and Jude (which 
quotes from non-canonical books). 
 
Antinomianism – “against Law.” Refers to a variety of beliefs that reject any place for God’s 
Law in the life of a Christian. 
 
Apocrypha – books from the intertestamental period that are generally not regarded as canonical 
by Protestants.  While they purport to be part of the Old Testament, they seem to have been 
written much later.  Martin Luther commended the apocryphal books for reading, but not for use 
as a source of doctrine. 
 
Apollinarianism – Christological heresy that taught Christ took on a human body and soul but 
not a human mind. This results in an incomplete human nature. 
 
Apologetics – the division of theology that is particularly concerned with defending the 
Christian faith against its adversaries, answering objections of skeptics, and removing 
unnecessary stumbling blocks to unbelievers. 
 
Apology – in its proper sense, means “defense.”  For example, the Apology of the Augsburg 
Confession is a document that defends the Augsburg Confession. 
 
Apostasy – falling away from faith. 
 
Apotelesmatic genus – the aspect of the Christological doctrine of the communication of 
attributes that deals with the necessity of both natures to humanity’s salvation. 
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Arianism – the heretical teaching that the Son of God was not fully God in the same sense that 
the Father is God, but was instead the first thing God created.  This heretical teaching is 
condemned in the Nicene Creed. 
 
Atheist – one who is convinced that there is no God or gods.  
 
Atonement – the work of Christ in dealing with the problem of human sinfulness and 
reconciling humanity to God. 
 
Begotten – a term of procreation or origin.  A person begets something that has the same nature 
as him or herself but makes or creates something of a different nature.  Christ is the only 
begotten Son of God; this means that he himself is also God as he is of the same nature. 
 
Canon – literally a “rule” or “standard.”  Refers to biblical books that are received as the 
inspired word of God.  Most Protestants accept 39 Old Testament and 27 New Testament books 
as canonical. 
 
Catholic – properly speaking, refers to the entire Christian church on earth (the universal or 
world-wide church).   
 
Ceremonial Law – portions of the Old Testament Law that pertained to worship in the 
tabernacle or Temple or to other religious practices of Jews before the coming of the Messiah.  
The ceremonial law has been fulfilled by Christ and is no longer binding. 
 
Chalcedon – The 4th ecumenical council, held in A.D. 451, that discussed the two natures of 
Christ. 
 
Christ – Greek word meaning “anointed one;” equivalent to the Hebrew word “Messiah.” 
 
Christology – the study of the person and work of Jesus Christ. 
 
Christocentric – Christ-centered.  True Christian doctrine is always Christocentric. 
 
Closed communion – the practice, employed by a number of Christian groups, of restricting 
admission to the Lord’s Supper to those who mutually confess a common faith, and are able to 
examine themselves according to Scriptural standards. 
 
Communication of attributes – the Christological doctrine that closely examines the 
relationship between the human and divine natures of Christ.  These two natures communicate or 
share attributes while retaining their distinctness.  Subdivisions of the communication of 
attributes (idiomatic genus, majestic genus, apotelesmatic genus) address specific questions and 
issues within this topic. 
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Concord/concordia – literally “from the heart.”  Refers to the desire to bring about full union 
and understanding in the Christian church through a common confession of doctrine and not 
simply external unity. 
 
Concupiscence – the desire to sin or inclination to sin.  Concupiscence is part of original sin. 
 
Confession – a formal, generally written, statement declaring what a Christian or group of 
Christians believe. 
 
Congregation – a local “church” made up of Christians gathered together around word and 
sacrament. 
 
Constantinople – site of the 2nd ecumenical council in A.D. 381.  This council expanded the text 
of the confession adopted at Nicaea in A.D. 325, becoming what is commonly known today as 
the Nicene Creed. 
 
Consubstantial – Latin word meaning “of the same substance.”  Christ is consubstantial with 
the Father.  This word is sometimes incorrectly used to describe the real presence of Christ in the 
Eucharist. 
 
Contrition – true sorrow and repentance over sin. 
 
Creed – from the Latin word credo, “I believe.”  Creeds are summary confessions of faith. 
 
Decalogue – literally “ten words” or Ten Commandments. 
 
Deism – religious position that believes in a God who is responsible for the creation of the 
universe but who is not involved with creation on an ongoing basis. 
 
Denomination – A group of Christian congregations that have joined together in a common 
confession.  They typically identify themselves with a common name such as Lutheran, 
Presbyterian, or Baptist. 
 
Deuterocanonical – “second canon.” The Roman Catholic Church uses this term to refer to the 
books that Protestants call the apocrypha. 
 
Docetism – heretical teaching that claimed that Christ did not truly become human but only 
appeared to have a human body. 
 
Double predestination – the belief that God not only predestines the elect to salvation, but also 
predestines other to damnation.  This position is most strongly associated with John Calvin and 
the churches that follow his teachings. 
 
Ebionism – early Christological heresy that taught that Christ was merely a prophet and not true 
God.  They believed that Jesus was anointed by God at his baptism because of his perfect 
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obedience to God’s law.  The Ebionites also rejected Paul’s Epistles, focusing instead on the 
epistle of James. 
 
Ecclesia – the Greek word for church.  It literally means “called out” or an assembly. 
 
Ecumenical – world-wide, universal, catholic Christianity.  Not restricted to any denomination. 
 
Ecumenical Creeds – the three creeds commonly accepted by most Christians, namely the 
Apostles, Nicene, and Athanasian Creeds. 
 
Election – the doctrine that God elected (or predestined) some individuals to salvation before the 
creation of the world, based solely on his grace.  Those who are elected come to faith and are 
saved.  This biblical teaching should not be confused with double predestination. 
 
Epistemology – the study of the sources and means of gaining knowledge about a subject. 
 
Eschatology – the study of the “last things.”  On an individual level, this includes the study of 
death, the intermediate state, judgment, and heaven or hell.  On the broader level, it refers to all 
creation and includes the teachings of the last days of the earth, the second coming of Christ, 
judgment, heaven, and hell. 
 
Essence – from the Latin word esse which literally means “to be.”  Essence refers to the basic 
nature of something – that which makes something what it is.  Theologically, this word is most 
often used in the doctrine of the Trinity.  All three persons share in the divine essence. 
 
Eternal – properly speaking, free from constraints of linear time; without beginning or end. 
 
Eucharist – the Greek word for “thanksgiving,” Eucharist is a synonym for the Lord’s Supper.  
 
Eutychianism – a Christological heresy that confuses the divine and human natures of Christ.  
Eutyches taught that the divine nature of Christ absorbed the humanity into itself.  Eutychianism 
essentially denies both the perfect deity and the full humanity of Christ. 
 
Forensic justification – the description of Christ’s work as a legal or forensic act.  For Christ’s 
sake, God declares human beings righteous in his sight, apart from any merit of our own. 
 
Gnosticism – Greek religious movement that emphasized secret knowledge for its initiates.  
Gnosticism had and has many variants.  Gnostics commonly emphasized a radical distinction 
between the material world (which was evil) and the spiritual dimensions (which were good.) 
 
Good work – a work done by a Christian that proceeds from faith, is in conformity with God’s 
will, and is motivated by love of or gratitude to God. 
 
Gospel – in the wide sense, refers to the first four books of the New Testament.  In its proper 
sense, Gospel refers to the doctrine that humanity has been saved from sin and death by the work 
of Christ alone and that this benefit is given solely by his grace, apart from human works. 
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Grace – God’s undeserved favor, love, and mercy towards humanity because of the work of 
Christ. 
 
Heresy – a teaching that is contrary to the teachings of the Bible and has, therefore, been 
rejected by orthodox Christianity.  Heresy is not simply an error; it is persistent error that refuses 
to be normed by the biblical text. 
 
Homologoumena – Books in the biblical canon whose status have never been seriously 
questioned in the Christian church (see also antilegomena). 
 
Homoousias – Greek word meaning “of the same substance.”  Christ is homoousias with the 
Father. 
 
Host – the bread used in the Lord’s Supper. 
 
Hypostatic union – the doctrine of the union of a human nature and a divine nature in the one 
person of Christ.  This is also known as the personal union. 
 
Idiomatic genus – aspect of the communication of attributes between Christ’s two natures.  Both 
natures possess their own unique attributes and properties which are then communicated to the 
entire person of Christ. 
 
Immaculate Conception – Roman Catholic doctrine that Mary was born without the stain of 
sin.  This doctrine should not be confused with the virgin birth. 
 
Imputed righteousness – the doctrine that God imputes or credits us with Christ’s 
righteousness. 
 
Incarnation – God’s assumption of human nature in the person of Christ. 
 
Inerrant – without error.  This is an attribute of Scripture. 
 
Infallible – incapable of error.  Since Scripture is inspired by God, it is infallible. 
 
Inspired – literally “God-breathed.”  Refers to the Holy Spirit’s work of revealing and 
preserving God’s word in the Bible.  Because of inspiration, the Bible is the very word of God. 
 
Justification – God declares sinners to be just or righteous for Christ’s sake.  He imputes our 
sins to Christ and credits Christ’s righteousness to us. 
 
Law – in its wide sense, is a synonym for the entire word of God.  In its proper sense, it refers to 
God’s word of command.  While the Law is perfect, fallen humans are unable to fulfill its 
demands. 
 
Legalism – a distortion of biblical teaching that overemphasizes God’s Law and eclipses the 
Gospel. 



 6 

Limited atonement – false view of the atonement that maintains Christ died only for the elect or 
those who would eventually believe in him. 
 
Logos – Greek word for “word.” Logos can refer to spoken or written words.  It is also a title for 
the Son of God who is “the Word made flesh” (John 1:1-14). 
 
Majestic Genus – an aspect of the Christological doctrine of the communication of attributes.  
The divine nature communicates its attributes and prerogatives to the human nature of Jesus in 
the personal union. 
 
Means of Grace – specific ways in which God has promised to give us forgiveness, life, and 
salvation which Christ was won for us.  The Gospel and the sacraments are means of grace. 
 
Mediator – one who brings two or more persons together, representing each party to the other.  
Christ is our mediator to the Father. 
 
Messiah – Hebrew word meaning “anointed one.”  The Greek equivalent is “Christ.” 
 
Moral law – divine laws that are binding on all people of all times.  Moral Law is distinguished 
from civil-political law and from ceremonial law. 
 
Mortal sin – sins that are “subject to death,” often understood to mean certain “major sins.”  
Properly, and sin that causes the loss of faith. 
 
Narrow sense – when a term has a range of meanings, the narrow sense is the meaning of the 
word in its most proper, specific, or technical sense. 
 
Natural Knowledge – information about God from a source other than Holy Scripture or God’s 
direct revelation.  This includes things such as the evidence of nature or the conscience. 
 
Nature – a description of the essential qualities that make something what it is.  For example, a 
human nature is the “humanness” of a person. 
 
Nestorianism – Christological heresy that completely separates the two natures of Christ and 
thus effectively denies the personal union. 
 
Nicaea – 1st ecumenical council held in A.D. 325.  This council condemned Arianism and 
produced most of what us commonly known as the Nicene Creed. 
 
Omnipotent – all powerful or almighty.  One of God’s attributes. 
 
Omnipresent – present everywhere.  One of God’s attributes.  He is fully present in every place. 
 
Omniscient – all knowing.  The perfect knowledge of God. 
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Open communion – the practice of communing any individual regardless of their confession of 
faith or self-examination. 
 
Original sin – the guilt and depravity that all human beings possess as part of the fallen nature 
which was passed to all people after the fall/rebellion of Adam and Eve. 
 
Orthodox – literally “right worship,” orthodox generally has the meaning of “correct belief” that 
is grounded in God’s truth, as opposed to heresy.  It can also be used as the name of a 
denomination such as Greek Orthodox or Russian Orthodox (Eastern Church). 
 
Parousia – Greek word meaning “coming.” The Parousia is another word for the second coming 
of Christ. 
 
Passive obedience – Christ’s redemptive work of suffering and dying for the sins of humanity 
(see also active obedience). 
 
Person – someone who exists as a unique, distinct individual.  A person is not part of another 
being and is usually in relationship with other persons. 
 
Personal union – the doctrine of the union of a human nature and a divine nature in the one 
person of Christ.  This is also known as the hypostatic union. 
 
Pluralism – in theology, pluralism describes the view that various, or all religions are equally 
valid means to reach salvation and encounter God or the gods. 
 
Polytheism – the worship of multiple gods. 
 
Predestination - the doctrine that God elected (or predestined) some individuals to salvation 
before the creation of the world, based solely on his grace.  Those who are elected come to faith 
and are saved.  This biblical teaching should not be confused with double predestination. 
 
Priestly office – that portion of Christ’s work in which he offered himself as a sacrifice for 
humanity’s sin and in which he continues to intercede between God and humanity. 
 
Prophet – one appointed by God to proclaim his word.  Prophetic ministry may foretell future 
events but also may interpret present events from God’s perspective. 
 
Prophetic office – that portion of Christ’s work in which he reveals God’s truth to humanity. 
 
Revealed knowledge – knowledge that is not gained from observation of nature or any part of 
creation but is revealed directly by God.  Jesus Christ and his word are God’s chief means of 
self-revelation. 
 
Sacrament – variously defined.  A common definition calls it a sacred act that was instituted by 
God, has a physical element combined with the word of God, and conveys the forgiveness of 
sins.  Another definition calls them rites commanded by God with his promise of grace. 
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Sanctification – the work of the Holy Spirit of making people holy.  In its wide sense, 
sanctification included everything God does for our salvation and preservation, including the 
work of justification and conversion.  In its proper sense, sanctification refers to the inward, 
spiritual transformation of a believer that is accomplished by the work of the Holy Spirit. 
 
Sin against the Holy Spirit – a persistent, deliberate rejection of God and his truth by someone 
who was a Christian.  This sin decisively rejects Christ and his work.  Also known as the 
unforgiveable sin. 
 
Substance – the essential nature of something.  Theologically, this word describes the common 
deity of all three persons of the Trinity.  They share one divine substance or essence. 
 
Synoptic Gospels – the three Gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke) that follow a similar sequence of 
events and presentation of material.  John’s Gospel includes some of the same material but has 
much additional material as well. 
 
Theodicy – the discussion of the problem of suffering, attempting to reconcile the omnipotence 
of God, his goodness, and the existence of suffering in the world. 
 
Theotokos – literally “God-bearer.”  This Greek word refers to Mary and affirms that Jesus was 
truly God, even while in her womb.  It is often rendered as “mother of God.” 
 
Torah – Hebrew word for “Law.”  Torah is often used as a synonym for the first five books of 
the Old Testament. 
 
Universalism – non-biblical teaching that asserts that all humans will be saved, regardless of 
their belief. 
 
Uses of the Law – also known as “functions of the law.”  Refers to ways that the law functions 
in restraining sin in society (curb), revealing or need for a Savior (mirror), and instructing 
Christians (rule).  All three uses are still applications of God’s Law, not the Gospel. 
 
Verbal inspiration – indicates that in the doctrine of inspiration, the actual words themselves 
are inspired and not simply the ideas of the text. 
 
Vocation – from the Latin word for “calling.”  Theologically, it refers to a person’s occupation 
or duties before God.  This concept is not limited to called church workers; all Christians have a 
vocation. 
 
Wide sense – when a term has a range of meanings, the wide sense is the broadest or more 
general meaning of the term. 
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