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INTRODUCTION



Evangelical/Evangelicalism

David Bebbington’s definition consists of four key aspects:

▶ Biblicism

▶ Crucicentrism

▶ Conversionism

▶ Activism



David W. Bebbington, The Dominence of Evangelicalism: The Age of 
Spurgeon and Moody, A History of Evangelicalism (Downers Grove: 
InterVarsity Press, 2005), 21-40. In these pages he spells out these four 
marks of evangelicalism:
The Bible (“The place of the Bible, always the supreme evangelical court of 
appeal, can be explored first.”[p. 23]), The Cross (“The second distinctive 
aspect of the evangelicals was their attachment to the doctrine of the 
cross. The sacrifice of Christ on Calvary was the way in which the 
salvation described in the Bible was won for humanity.” [p. 26]), 
Conversion (“A third characteristic of the movement was that its members 
looked for conversions.” [p. 31), and Activism (“The final mark of the 
evangelicals was an eagerness to be up and doing. This activism was in a 
sense a logical corollary of the awareness of having undergone 
conversion.” [36]).



Evangelicalism at its best has been intentionally collaborative, 
intentionally international, inter-ethnic, and 
interdenominational. We need to be fed by the deep waters of 
our own denominational, churchly, and confessional 
traditions, even as we agree to disagree on secondary matters 
for the sake of working together for the gospel.

Doug Sweeney quote in Trinity Magazine (Fall 2013), “The 
Legacy of Carl F. H. Henry: An Evangelical’s Evangelical,” 11.



The meaning of Evangelical has been defined historically, 
experientially and sociologically. As helpful as these 
definitions are, we understand the term Evangelical first and 
foremost theologically, viz. by the gospel. . . . our theology 
(Evangelical) is defined by and finds its importance in the 
gospel (the evangel).

Evangelical Convictions, 22,  fn. 11.



In the EFCA we focus on essentials of the 
gospel while granting liberty/charity on non-
essentials. On those non-essentials of the 
gospel, we will debate but not divide over 
them. What does all of this mean for shared life 
and ministry? 



Though the Free Church is a home to those from a variety of theological 
backgrounds, e.g. Arminianism and Calvinism, paedo-baptism and credo-
baptism, etc., if one from those theological backgrounds insists on making 
their theological issues prominent or preeminent, they will be uncomfortable 
in the Free Church. In fact, if they make those unique theological issues 
preeminent, they really will fit better in that denomination or church that 
does indeed make that theological issue required or mandatory. But it is often 
the case that that individual will also have some other theological 
concerns/issues with that denomination that has caused them to seek a new 
denomination.

In any SOF, there are concessions that will have to be made without 
compromising orthodox convictions, determined and defined by Scripture and 
the stream of evangelicalism, not one’s own preference. This is virtually true 
of any SOF. On a number of these issues we have attempted to craft a center-
bounded statement emphasizing essentials, recognizing acceptable theological 
parameters, rather than a boundary-centered 



• What Essentials: Soteriological; ecclesiological; 
denominational; epistemological; ?

• Significance of Silence: what issues?
• How does one go about determining essentials?
• What happens when those are assumed and 

entailments or secondary issues become 
primary?

• It is important that one understand how to move 
from the Bible to theology to grasp how one 
discerns an essential from a nonessential, and 
what kind of essential it is. This is foundational as 
one seeks to develop and assess what doctrines 
belong where.



BIBLE, CREEDS AND 
CONFESSIONS



norma absoluta: absolute norm, applicable only to 
Scripture as principium theologiae (Scripture and 
God, the revelation and the one who reveals 
himself)

norma normans: the standardizing norm, applied to 
Scripture as that norm standing behind the 
standardized confessions
.
norma normata: a standardized norm applied to 
church confessions as they set forth the truths of 
Scripture.



Fundamentals of the Faith and Secondary Matters

Richard Muller (Richard A. Muller, Dictionary of Latin and Greek Theological Terms: 
Drawn Principally from Protestant Scholastic Theology [Grand Rapids: Baker, 1985], 
45-46) identifies the way in which the Lutheran and Reformed Scholastics addressed 
this issue in order of importance: articuli fundamentals primarii, the fundamental 
articles (of faith or doctrine); articuli fundamentals secundarii, secondary 
fundamental articles and articuli non-fundamentales, nonfundamental articles.

articuli fundamentales: fundamental articles (of faith or doctrine) (originated among 
the early Lutheran scholastics and later the Reformed) – the basic doctrines 
necessary to the Christian faith are distinguished from secondary or logically 
derivative doctrines. These are the doctrines without which Christianity cannot exist 
and the integrity of which is necessary to the perseveration of the faith. This includes 
only those articles given by revelation – the doctrine of sin and its consequences, the 
doctrine of the person and work of Christ, the doctrine of the resurrection, and the 
doctrine of the scriptural Word as the ground of faith. This category is used to 
distinguish from other highly important yet derivative articles like baptism and the 
Lord’s Supper, over which Lutheran and Reformed had major differences.



Fundamentals of the Faith and Secondary Matters

articuli fundamentales secundarii: secondary fundamental articles –
some of the fundamental articles such as those concerned with 
baptism and the Lord’s Supper might be lacking in a person’s faith 
or at least lacking in correct definition, and that person still be 
saved in the promises of the gospel, since forgiveness of sins rests 
on faith in Christ, as witnessed in the Word, and not on acceptance 
of the doctrines of baptism and the Lord’s Supper.

articuli non-fundamentales: nonfundamental articles – articles the 
denial of which does not endanger salvation since they are not 
fundamental to the maintenance of Christian truth and are not 
concerned with the objects of faith, e.g., identity of the Antichrist 
and the nature of angles. Such doctrines are, however, scriptural 
and, therefore, if rightly stated, edifying.



Adiaphora

Adiaphora: things indifferent

Pauline teaching of 1 Cor. 8:1-9:23; Gal. 2:3-5; 5:13-15; Col. 2:16-20 provides a guide 
to those seemingly indifferent matters that might create an obstacle or stumbling 
block to the gospel and to others, truly indifferent, that could be allowed without 
impeding the gospel.

The Reformers, particularly, though not exclusively, Luther and his followers also 
addressed the issue of adiaphora, matters of indifference, i.e. they were not matters 
pertaining to essentials of the faith. In essence this allowed “only those things to be 
indifferent that do not impede the gospel but rather serve the glory of God and the 
good of the church.” (Muller, Dictionary of Latin and Greek, 26). 

Adiaphora refers to matters not regarded as essential to faith that might therefore be 
allowed in the church. In particular, the Lutheran confessions of the 16th century, 
refer to adiaphora as “church rites that are neither commanded nor forbidden in the 
Word of God.” Adiaphora usually fall into the domain of practice and not the domain 
of doctrine or conscience. This, therefore, concerns matters that can be decided by 
the church by the mutual agreement of the members.



“First, genuine adiaphora were defined as ceremonies neither 
commanded nor forbidden in God’s Word and not as such, or in and 
of themselves, divine worship or any part of it (Matt. 15:9).” This 
Evangelical principle is critical to Reformation theology, as it cuts off 
at the source all false claims of human tradition and authority in the 
church.

The church, therefore, has the right/authority to alter them so long 
as it is done without offense, in an orderly manner through mutual 
agreement of the members, and it is done for the church’s 
edification (Acts 16:1-5; 21:20-26; Rom. 14). 

Finally, and what gets to the heart of the matter, at a time of 
confession, when the enemies of God’s Word seek to suppress the 
pure proclamation of the gospel, one must confess fully, in word and 
deed, and not yield, even in adiaphora (the issue is not the weak but 
idolatry, false doctrine and spiritual tyranny, cf. Gal. 2, 5; Col. 2).



ESSENTIALS AND 
NONESSENTIALS: PRIMARY AND 

SECONDARY DOCTRINE



Essential vs. 
Peripheral 
Doctrine
Erik Thoennes, Life’s Biggest 
Questions: What the Bible Says 
about the Things That Matter Most 
(Wheaton: Crossway, 2011), 35-
36. 



The relative importance of theological 
issues can fall within four categories:

1. absolutes define the core beliefs of the 
Christian faith;

2. convictions, while not core beliefs, may 
have significant impact on the health 
and effectiveness of the church;

3. opinions are less-clear issues that 
generally are not worth dividing over; 
and

4. questions are currently unsettled issues.

Where an issue falls within these categories 
should be determined by weighing the cumulative 
force of at least eight considerations:

1. biblical clarity;

2. relevance to the character of God;

3. relevance to the essence of the gospel;

4. biblical frequency and significance (how often 
in Scripture it is taught, and what weight 
Scripture places upon it);

5. effect on other doctrines;

6. consensus among Christians (past and 
present);

7. effect on personal and church life; and

8. current cultural pressure to deny a teaching of 
Scripture.



Must Believe; 
Must Not Reject; 
Should Believe
Michael Wittmer, Don’t 
Stop Believing: Why 
Living Like Jesus Is Not 
Enough (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 2008), 40-44.

 

Must believe 

I am a sinner 

Lord Jesus saves  
me from sin 

Must not reject 

Trinity 
Two 
natures 
of Jesus 

Historical truth and significance 
of Jesus’ life, death, 
resurrection, and return  

Should believe 

Perfections 
of God 

Biblical story of creation, 
fall, redemption, and 
consummation 

Bible is 
God’s Word 

Humans  
   are the    
      image  
        of God 

Church is 
Christ’s 
body 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0310281164/thegospcoal-20


Essentials and 
Non-Essentials
C. Michael Patton, 
“Essentials and Non-
Essentials in a Nutshell”: . 
http://www.reclaimingth
emind.org/blog/wp-
content/uploads/2011/0
6/Essentials-and-Non.pdf

http://www.reclaimingthemind.org/blog/wp-content/uploads/2011/06/Essentials-and-Non.pdf


First, Second Third-Order Doctrines
▶ Albert Mohler, “A Call for Theological Triage and Christian 

Maturity”: http://www.albertmohler.com/2005/07/12/a-call-
for-theological-triage-and-christian-maturity/

▶ first-order doctrines - a denial of which represents the eventual 
denial of Christianity itself; 

▶ second-order doctrines - upon which Bible-believing Christians 
may disagree, but they create significant boundaries between 
believers, whether as distinct congregations or denominations; 
and 

▶ third-order doctrines - upon which Christians may disagree, but 
yet remain in close fellowship, even within local congregations.

http://www.albertmohler.com/2005/07/12/a-call-for-theological-triage-and-christian-maturity/


Theological 
Triage

First-order doctrines: must 
believe, cannot deny
Second-order doctrines: 
may disagree, creates 
significant boundaries.
Third-order doctrines: may 
disagree, remain in close 
fellowship.

• Doctrinally - you move 
from the center to the 
outer circles.
Relationally/Fellowshi
p - you move from the 
outer circles towards 
the inner.

third order

second order

first 
order



Mike Andrus: “Drawing Doctrinal Lines: Where? And How?
How do we distinguish between the Essentials and the Non-essentials of the Faith?

Four Levels of 
Theological Thought

1. Dogma (scientific law)

2. Doctrine (scientific 
principle)

3. Theory (scientific theory 
or hypothesis)

4. Speculation (scientific 
speculation

Four Factors To 
Determine Priority of 
Theological Views

1. Exegetical certainty

2. Theological Importance

3. Biblical Emphasis

4. Historical Agreement in 
the Church



The apex of the pyramid represents 
theological dogma; i.e., those truths 
which have the highest exegetical 
certainty, the greatest theological 
importance, the strongest biblical 
emphasis, and the most uniform 
historical agreement. The next slice of 
the pyramid would represent doctrine, 
the next theory, and the bottom 
speculation.



If we are going to demand agreement on a certain issue of 
faith, then it must be exegetically certain, it must be 
theologically important, the

Bible must give emphasis to it (by where it appears or the 
number of

times it is emphasized), and it must be affirmed throughout 
the history of the church.  



Edward William Fudge and Robert A. Peterson, Two Views of 
Hell: A Biblical and Theological Dialogue (Downers Grove: 
InterVarsity, 2000), 178-179.



A
truth

B
mistaken
opinion

C
isolated

error

D
systemic

error

E
heresy



B. Mistaken Opinion – quibbles about minor details  pertaining to church 
government and eschatology.

C. Isolated Error – a theological mistake that does not affect other matters of 
faith.

D. Systemic Error – a theological mistake that does affect other matters of 
Christian doctrine.

E. Heresy – error so serious that holding it leads one to damnation. Heresy is 
denial of the cardinal doctrines of the faith, such as the deity of Christ.



The mark of true liberalism is the refusal to admit that first-
order theological issues even exist. Liberals treat first-
order doctrines as if they were merely third-order in 
importance, and doctrinal ambiguity is the inevitable 
result.



Liberalism 



Fundamentalism, on the other hand, tends toward the 
opposite error. The misjudgment of true fundamentalism is 
the belief that all disagreements concern first-order 
doctrines. Thus, third-order issues are raised to a first-
order importance, and Christians are wrongly and 
harmfully divided.



Fundamentalism



EFCA AND THE SIGNIFICANCE OF 
SILENCE



Once [the early Free Church leaders] began to put in writing 
what was commonly believed among them, they were silent on 
those doctrines which through the centuries had divided 
Christians of equal dedication, Biblical knowledge, spiritual 
maturity and love for Christ.’ This ‘significance of silence’ 
reflected our strong concern for Evangelical unity in the 
gospel.

Evangelical Convictions, 24-25 



This expression does not mean that we will not discuss and 
debate these issues but simply that we will not divide over 
them.

Evangelical Convictions, 24, n. 18 



This means we affirm the following truths and commitments: 
• the gospel is central and essential to who we are as the 

people of God and what we believe; 
• we are committed to the essentials of the gospel in principle 

and practice, in belief and behavior, in orthodoxy and 
orthopraxy; 

• we acknowledge there are differences in theological views, 
what we would consider non-essentials, but they are 
secondary and ought not to distract from or prevent our 
shared commitment to the gospel and a ministry of the 
gospel; 



• we are committed to the essentials of the gospel of Jesus 
Christ and we acknowledge differences, although we do not 
believe these differences are absolute, either as it relates to 
unity or purity (doctrine); 

• from the foundation of the essentials we will engage in 
robust dialogue regarding the differences, without dividing.



This also means we address these issues to clarify the 
misunderstandings: 
• the notion that this commitment means we cannot embrace 

and teach our view strongly and with conviction; 
• we must remain quiet and passive so that we are not 

allowed to talk about either my theological view or the 
differences that exist between views; 

• this is a lowest-common-denominator theology that values 
unity at the expense of doctrine; 



• one cannot affirm a position but must meld them all 
together (in which everyone feels theologically 
compromised); 

• we expect that the local church will reflect in practice what 
we state in principle, viz. the church will be equally 
represented by each view, or since the church leans in one 
direction it can silence the voice in the other direction.



▶ Affirmation – Explicit (e.g., “We believe that Jesus Christ is 
God incarnate, fully God and fully man, one Person in two 
natures.”)

▶ Denials – Implicit (e.g., we do not believe that Jesus is only 
God and not man, or only man and not God, that he is one 
Person in one nature, etc.) 

▶ Silences – e.g., “He regenerates sinners . . .” This does not 
state either theological or temporal sequence such that it 
grants liberty on whether faith precedes regeneration or 
regeneration precedes faith.



In the EFCA SOF, our theology is rooted in the Bible, with two 
implications:

▶ Center-bounded, i.e. we focus on the essential, biblical 
truths of a doctrine.

▶ Boundary-bounded, i.e. rooted in the essential, biblical 
truths of a doctrine, we give theological charity/liberty on 
the parameters, which is the significance of silence. 



“A center without a circumference is just a dot, nothing more. 
It is the circumference that marks the boundary of the 
circle. To eliminate the boundary is to eliminate that circle 
itself. The circle of faith cannot identify its center without 
recognizing its perimeter.”

Thomas C. Oden, The Rebirth of Orthodoxy: Signs of New Life in 
Christianity (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 2002), 
131.



Principle

Though the Free Church is a home to those from a variety of theological backgrounds, 
e.g. Arminianism and Calvinism, paedo-baptism and credo-baptism, etc., if one from 
those theological backgrounds insists on making their theological issues prominent or 
preeminent, they will be uncomfortable in the Free Church. In fact, if they make those 
unique theological issues preeminent, they really will fit better in that denomination 
or church that does indeed make that theological issue required or mandatory. But it 
is often the case that that individual will also have some other theological 
concerns/issues with that denomination that has caused them to seek a new 
denomination.



Principle, continued

In any SOF, there are concessions that will have to be made without 
compromising orthodox convictions, determined and defined by 
Scripture and the stream of evangelicalism, not one’s own 
preference. This is virtually true of any SOF. On a number of these issues 
we have attempted to craft a center-bounded statement emphasizing 
essentials, recognizing acceptable theological parameters, rather than a 
boundary-centered statement consisting of specific statements declaring 
what is in and what is out.



“The EFCA commitment to live and minister within the 
‘significance of silence’ framework (we will debate but not 
divide over certain non-essential doctrinal matters) is a 
strength.”

• 95% agree (33%) or strongly agree (62%)



• Some conclude this allows one to avoid hard issues
• Some believe this is inconsistent with 

premillennialism 
• Some desire help on divisive issues or social issues 

and positions, and believe this commitment 
precludes that



Attitude Towards the EFCA

1. The Evangelical Free Church of America purposely 
allows latitude in significant areas of doctrine (e.g. the 
age of the universe, Arminianism and Calvinism, the 
use of the gifts of the Spirit particularly the miraculous 
gifts, baptism, the Lord’s Supper, the tribulation, etc.). 
This has been referred to as the “significance of 
silence,” viz. we will debate these issues, but we will 
not divide over them. Are you willing to minister 
alongside those whose views differ from yours on 
nonessential matters?



1. Creation
2. Salvation
3. Miraculous Gifts
4. Ordinances
5. Eschatology
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