Reformed Confessions:  Showing the Light of Scripture

by Pastor J. Lucero


It is often claimed that Reformed confessions and creeds, regardless of their content, necessarily conflict with a commitment to the Word of God as our ultimate authority in all matters of Christian faith and living. What if really the only way to have "no creed but Christ" is to have a creed that summarizes the non-negotiables about Christ, His Father, the Holy Spirit, and our sin that they graciously redeem us from? The thesis here is that Reformed creeds and confessions actually show the light of the Bible alone, and do not attempt to add light to it.  

What is often overlooked is that our confessions themselves affirm the infallibility and inspiration of the Bible alone (Belgic Confession, Article 3).  After listing the 66 books of the Bible in Article 4, the Belgic Confession says in Article 5 that “We receive all these books, and these only, as holy and canonical, for the regulation, foundation, and confirmation of our faith.”  “Canonical” means that this is the ultimate rule of our faith.  The Bible is that which norms the Christian’s belief, worship, and practice, and this norm is not regulated or completed by any other standard – not by anyone’s interpretation of the Bible, nor even by our creeds and confessions. And just to make this perfectly clear, the Confession goes on to say that “we may not consider any writings of men, however holy these men may have been, of equal value with the divine Scriptures” (Belgic, Article 7).  What is it, then, to hold to and confess these reformational documents?

In short, to be confessionally Reformed is to hold to the creeds and confessions as tools for the church’s faithful adherence to our ultimate authority, the Bible.  We do not claim infallibility or inspiration for our creeds and confessions, nor do we claim that the Bible is completed, perfected, or even made more understandable by the confessions.  But because these documents faithfully summarize the fundamental teachings of the Bible without taking anything away from it or adding anything to it, we confess and teach them in the service of the Word of God.  Moreover, we always hold out the possibility that Scripture can correct and change them wherever and whenever necessary (which, by the way, has been done).  

For the Scriptures legitimately to be our ultimate authority does not mean they must or can be our only authority.  For good or bad, everyone who is trying to be perfectly faithful to the Bible alone nevertheless brings to the Bible his or her own upbringing, traditions, and private interpretations.  There is just no escaping this.  As confessionally Reformed Christians, we would rather have a biblical summary of the Christian faith to inform and guide our reading of the Word rather than being tossed about by every wind of doctrine that commonly comes from well-meaning pastors and teachers, or worse, from our own private and ill-informed interpretations.  Those who have “no creed but Christ” may indeed claim to hold to the Bible alone, but as is all too prevalent in our day, this Christ may not be the Christ of the Bible, and worse, the gospel about him may not be the good news that brings salvation!


It is to be noted that the phrase sola scriptura (“the Bible alone”) was proclaimed during the reformation by the same men who wrote our confessions.  They believed that to be truly committed to the Bible above all, to believe in its teaching and no other, actually required knowing in summary what it revealed about God, man, our sin, and the only way of salvation.  It may appear to be a contradiction at first, but being a church that proclaims “Scripture alone” really requires us to be a confessional church.  A truly Christian church is confessional by nature!  This is not something the Reformers pulled out of thin air.  To the contrary, this is really a very biblical principle itself.

The people of God have always had a confession of faith to promote the true faith and to deny the false.  The Shema of Deuteronomy 6:4 functioned as the confession of Israel under the Old Covenant.  Likewise, in the New, brief summaries of the gospel certainly had a confessional function.  Notice one from the apostle Paul –

For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received, that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures,  and that He was buried, and that He was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures,  and that He appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve.  After that He appeared to more than five hundred brethren at one time… (1 Cor 15:3-6)   
What sounds almost identical to a portion of the Apostles’ Creed comes from the apostle Paul, and there are a number of such passages (Col 1:15-20; 1 Tim 3:16; 1 John 4:1-3).  The apostles received a deposit of the faith from Christ Jesus, and this deposit they commanded the church to maintain, to guard, and to teach (see 2 Thess 2:15; 1 Tim 6:3, 20; 2 Tim 1:13f). 

Though we live in a day that exalts tolerance as the only non-negotiable over which many Christians will be dogmatic, the truly Reformed church will still stand firmly on its biblical confessions.  To the chagrin of many, this will require us to be protestant. But as any student of the Bible and of church history knows, the Christian church has always had to defend the truth while protesting against countless lies. We therefore hold to a handful of creeds and confessions that faithfully summarize the true faith revealed in the Bible.  

We are committed to the biblical teaching on the Holy Trinity and on the two natures of Christ which are united in his one person.  These doctrines are rightly confessed in four ancient ecumenical creeds: the Apostles' Creed, the Nicene Creed, the Chalcedonian Creed and the Athanasian Creed.

More broadly, our understanding of what the Bible reveals about God, creation, sin, salvation, the church, and the Christian life is summarized in the Three Forms of Unity, which is composed of the Belgic Confession, the Heidelberg Catechism, and the Canons of Dort.  Explore these treasures of the Reformed biblical faith and see how helpful they are in directing you back to the Scriptures where the light of Jesus Christ shines perfectly. 

