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This Compact Dictionary is dedicated to my grandchildren. I pray 
that as you learn the basic theology defined in it, your childlike 
trust in Jesus Christ will grow to become a mature and settled faith. 
I hope that this book will help foster a deep love for our Triune 
God and a sacrificial commitment to missional endeavors for the 
sake of the kingdom.
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Introduction

The Baker Compact Dictionary of Theological Terms is designed for 
people who seek a concise understanding of the most significant 
words at the heart of the Christian faith.

When God reveals himself, a key means of his self-disclosure is 
through words. When God called Abraham, he commanded this 
pagan to leave his country and family and to settle in an unknown 
land. Then God promised to make Abraham a blessing to the whole 
world (Gen. 12:1–3). God spoke in human words, and Abraham 
obeyed and trusted him. When Jesus called Peter and Andrew, he 
told them, “Follow me, and I will make you fishers of men.” God 
the Son spoke in human words, and these men followed and were 
transformed into Jesus’s first disciples (Matt. 4:19–20). Of course, 
the pinnacle of worded revelation—Scripture—is the Word of 
God in human words.

Similarly, words are vital to the church as it constructs its theology. 
The essential beliefs about the Christian faith cover many areas: 
God, Scripture, humanity, Jesus Christ, sin, salvation, the Holy 
Spirit, the church, last things. Each of these theological topics has 
its own specific terms: Trinity, inspiration, the image of God, hypo-
static union, concupiscence, justification, sanctification, baptism, 
the millennium. For ease in understanding the most significant 
theological terms at the heart of the Christian faith, this diction-
ary was written.
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This is a compact dictionary: it contains about six hundred terms, 
each of which is defined in roughly one hundred words. Its con-
cise nature means that many terms had to be left out. Still, the six 
hundred that are included are the most important terms, those 
that readers of theology books and other theological resources will 
come upon over and over again. Its concise nature also means that 
each definition is very tight, sticking to essential matters. Much 
more could be written, but each term’s succinct definition avoids 
extraneous ideas and nuanced discussion.

This dictionary has a specific use. My hope is that readers, when 
reading a theology book, listening to a lecture about some theo-
logical topic, or hearing a sermon on a Christian doctrine, will con-
sult this dictionary for the definition of terms that are not explained. 
For example: What is meant by the eternal generation of the Son in 
discussions about the ontological Trinity? Or what is the difference 
between total depravity and total inability in debates about original 
sin? Still again, what is the distinction between transubstantiation, 
consubstantiation, memorial view, and spiritual presence with regard 
to the presence of Christ in the celebration of the Lord’s Supper? 
Simple navigation of the alphabetical ordering of terms is all that 
is required to find the definition of these terms and to be able to 
answer these important questions that people have about theo-
logical matters.

The theological terms included in this Compact Dictionary are 
of a few general types: doctrines (e.g., the atonement, the church), 
biblical terms that are important for theology (e.g., Messiah, Son 
of Man), church practices (e.g., anointing of the sick, immersion), 
philosophical terms that are important for theology (e.g., a poste-
riori, a priori, compatibilism), persons (e.g., John Wesley, Thomas 
Aquinas), councils (e.g., Councils of Nicea I and II, Council of 
Trent), movements (e.g., Protestantism, Pentecostalism), and 
documents (e.g., the Chalcedonian Creed, Chicago Statement on 
Biblical Inerrancy).

Every book is written from a certain perspective, so this diction-
ary reflects my theological outlook. Most broadly, I am a Christian, 
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championing the general theological consensus or tradition that has 
been handed down from Jesus and his apostles through the early 
church to today. More particularly, I am a Protestant, following the 
legacy of Martin Luther, John Calvin, and their successors. More 
specifically yet, I am an evangelical, standing in the heritage of this 
expansive movement that is centered on the evangel, or gospel, of 
Jesus Christ. Accordingly, this dictionary’s theological terms are 
defined from an evangelical perspective.

A few features of this book need a brief explanation:

• Cross-references: After each term, I provide a list of other key 
theological terms that are related to it. For a fuller grasp of its 
definition, readers should consult these additional terms.

• Word origins: In many cases, I provide the etymology, or origin, 
of a theological term. Even readers who are unfamiliar with 
Latin, Greek, and Hebrew will be helped by this feature as they 
gain a sense of where these terms originated.

• Translations: In the appendix, I have listed three hundred of the 
most important theological terms and have provided, with the 
help of native speakers, the equivalent for them in French, Ger-
man, and Korean. Only the theological term, not its definition, 
is translated. This feature is designed to help English speakers 
who, for research purposes, are learning French and German. 
It is also designed to help the many Korean students enrolled 
in North American and British universities and seminaries as 
they take courses in theology and need some help to master 
these terms in English.

All books are a collaborative undertaking, and I would like to 
express appreciation to my acquisitions editor, Brian Vos. He first 
proposed the idea of this dictionary, championed the proposal, and 
provided encouragement and counsel during the writing process. I 
also want to thank Baker Books for the opportunity to design and 
write this dictionary and other projects on which I am working. A 
special nod goes to Justin Holcomb for making this dictionary bet-
ter. Finally, I am very thankful to François Turcotte, Lars Kierspel, 
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and Byoungjim Kim for their translation work in French, German, 
and Korean, respectively.

The Baker Compact Dictionary of Theological Terms is dedicated to 
my grandchildren, who at the time of its writing are Caleb, Alia, Zoe, 
and Ethan Schneringer, and Annelie, Hudson Roy, and Vaughan 
Schuetz. I anticipate that more will be added to this list. To all of 
you born and still to come, I love you and am so thankful that I 
can be your Doc.
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A
a posteriori / a priori With respect to the doctrine of God, 
two types of arguments for God’s existence. A posteriori (Lat., “from 
what comes after”) knowledge is based on experience, and a priori 
(Lat., “from what comes before” or “prior to”) knowledge is prior 
to or independent of experience. Ontological arguments for God’s 
existence are a priori arguments, reasoning from the concept of 
God’s being. Cosmological, teleological, and moral arguments are 
a posteriori arguments, reasoning from observations of the world, 
its purpose/design, and moral experience.

Abrahamic covenant The structured relationship that God 
established with Abraham (Gen. 12–17), consisting of typical 
covenantal features. This covenant (1) was unilateral, initiated by 
God, who passed between the pieces of animals while Abraham 
slept; (2) created a structured relationship between God and his 
partners, Abraham and his future innumerable offspring; (3) fea-
tured binding obligations, including the divine purpose to make of 
Abraham a great nation (with its own promised land), to bless him, 
and to make him a blessing or a curse to others; and (4) involved 
the sign of circumcision for all boys when they were eight days old. 
See also circumcision; covenant.

accommodation God’s act of condescending to human ca-
pacity in his revelation of himself. Though affirmed earlier in his-
tory, this doctrine is especially associated with John Calvin. He 
underscored the appropriateness of God, who is infinitely exalted, 
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 Adamic covenant

accommodating himself to human weakness so that his adjusted 
revelation would be intelligible to its recipients. Indeed, God stoops 
like a parent communicating with a child. This accommodation is 
especially seen in Scripture: it is the Word of God written in limited 
human languages for sinful human beings with limited capacity to 
understand it, yet it does not participate in human error.

Adamic covenant The structured relationship that God estab-
lished with Adam and the creation (Gen. 1–3), consisting of typical 
covenantal features. This covenant (1) was unilateral, initiated by 
God, the Creator of the creation in general and of human beings 
in particular; (2) created a structured relationship between God 
and his partners, both the creation and Adam and Eve; (3) featured 
binding obligations, including the cultural mandate for human be-
ings in relation to the creation, and the prohibition of eating the 
tree of the knowledge of good and evil; (4) did not involve signs or 
oaths because of the absence of sin. See also covenant; federal head-
ship; natural headship of Adam; original sin; Reformed theology; 
representative headship of Adam; sin.

adiaphora “Indifferent matters” (Gk. adiaphora) are activities 
that are neither moral nor immoral. Moral activities (e.g., loving 
one’s neighbor) are in accordance with God’s law. Immoral activities 
(e.g., murder) violate it. Activities that fall in neither category are 
adiaphora, or indifferent before God; people may choose to engage 
in or abstain from them. Examples include eating meat sacrificed 
to idols and celebrating special days like Christmas and Easter. 
Christian conduct in these matters is ruled by two considerations: 
stronger Christians should not cause their weaker counterparts to 
stumble, and weaker Christians are not to condemn their stronger 
counterparts for engaging in these activities (Rom. 14).

adoption In regard to the application of salvation, the mighty 
work of God to take sinful people—enemies who are alienated and 
separated from him—and embrace them as beloved children into 
his family forever. Redemption through the Son of God results in 
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 age of accountability

their adoption as sons and daughters, together with the reception 
of the Spirit of adoption, by whom God is called “Abba! Father!” 
(Rom. 8:14–16; Gal. 4:4–7). Adoption as children into the fam-
ily of God means further that Christians are brothers and sisters, 
united with one another (Gal. 3:26–28) and fellow heirs with their 
brother Christ (Rom. 8:17).

adoptionism/adoptianism With respect to Christology, 
the denial of the deity of Jesus Christ. Adoptionism is also called 
Dynamic Monarchianism, and it bears a few similarities with Ebi-
onism. Major tenets: (1) Jesus was an ordinary, though unusually 
holy, man on whom the “Christ” (the power and presence of God, 
in a dove-like form) came at his baptism. (2) At that point, God 
“adopted” Jesus as his son, conferring on him supernatural powers. 
The Council of Nicea I (325) rejected adoptionism by its affirma-
tion that Jesus Christ is the eternal Son of God incarnate, consist-
ing of a fully divine and a fully human nature. See also Council of 
Nicea (I, II); Ebionism; hypostatic union; Jesus Christ, deity of; 
Monarchianism.

advent The coming of Jesus Christ, and the church’s celebration 
of it. In the first sense, advent refers to the two appearances of Christ. 
At his first advent two thousand years ago, Christ came in humility 
and suffering, dying “to bear the sins of many” (Heb. 9:28). At his 
second advent in the future, Christ will come in glory and triumph, 
“not to deal with sin but to save those who are eagerly waiting for 
him” (Heb. 9:28). In the second sense, Advent is the period of four 
Sundays before Christmas in which the church celebrates Christ’s 
first and second comings. See also second coming.

affusion See pouring.

age of accountability With respect to soteriology, the 
time at which people become moral agents and thus responsible 
for their actions and for responding to the gospel. Biblical support 
includes affirmations that children “have no knowledge of good or 
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 agnosticism

evil” (Deut. 1:39; cf. Isa. 7:15–16). Accordingly, children are not 
under divine condemnation and, because of either their innocence 
or an extraordinary application of Christ’s death to them, children 
who die are saved. Objections include the weakness of biblical 
support for such an age and the absence of biblical affirmation of 
an extraordinary work of grace apart from personal faith in Christ.

agnosticism In regard to the doctrine of God, the position 
that one cannot know if God exists. From the Greek (a-, “no”; 
gnōsis, “knowledge”), agnosticism refers to “the view that human 
reason is incapable of providing sufficient rational grounds to justify 
either the belief that God exists or the belief that God does not 
exist” (William Rowe).* While it may be the case that God does 
exist, nothing within the realm of human reason can count for or 
against that case. Strong agnosticism holds that God’s existence is 
unknowable, while weak agnosticism maintains that God’s existence 
is unknown but not unknowable. See also atheism; theism.

Alexandrian School With respect to biblical interpretation, 
an approach that developed in the early church (e.g., Origen in 
Alexandria, Egypt) and that focused on an allegorical, rather than 
literal, interpretation of Scripture. For Origen, Scripture contains 
several meanings, including a literal sense and several spiritual 
senses. For example, with respect to Old Testament burnt offer-
ings and sacrifices, according to the literal sense, these were actual 
sacrifices; according to a deeper sense, they pointed to Christ’s 
sacrifice; according to the spiritual sense, they symbolized the 
spiritual sacrifices that Christians should offer. The Alexandrian 
School stood in contrast with the Antiochene School. See also al-
legory; Antiochene School; hermeneutics.

allegory With respect to biblical interpretation, a specific ap-
proach emphasizing that the biblical text is a symbol of, or pointer 

* William Rowe, “Agnosticism,” in Concise Routledge Encyclopedia of 
Philosophy, ed. E. Craig (London: Routledge, 2000), 17.
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 Anabaptism

to, deeper spiritual meanings. While the literal sense (the meaning 
of the actual words) of a text is considered, the allegorical sense 
(focusing on the things to which the words point) is more impor-
tant. This deeper sense could have reference to Jesus Christ, to the 
salvation that he brings, to moral behavior for Christians to engage 
in or exemplify, to the church and its ministries, or to some future 
fulfillment. Allegory stands in contrast to a literal interpretation 
of Scripture. See also Alexandrian School; Antiochene School; 
hermeneutics.

amillennialism With respect to eschatology, the position 
that there is no (a-) millennium, or no future thousand-year pe-
riod of Christ’s reign on the earth. Developed in the fifth century, 
it superseded (historic) premillennialism. Key to this position is 
its nonliteral interpretation of Revelation 20:1–6: Satan’s binding 
is God’s current restraint of him, enabling the gospel to advance 
everywhere. Saints who rule are Christians who have died and are 
now with Christ in heaven. At the end of this present age, Christ 
will defeat a loosed Satan, ushering in the last judgment, the res-
urrection, and the new heaven and earth. See also dispensational 
premillennialism; historic premillennialism; postmillennialism.

Anabaptism A movement that was identified as the “radical” 
Reformation (in distinction from the “magisterial” Reformation) in 
the sixteenth century. From the Greek (ana-, “new/again”; baptizō, 
“to baptize”), anabaptism signifies “new baptism” or “rebaptism.” 
Anabaptism was applied to this movement because of its repudiation 
of infant baptism—that of both Roman Catholicism (baptismal 
regeneration) and Protestantism (covenant incorporation)—and its 
insistence on baptism of believers. Anabaptism also broke from the 
centuries-old church-state relation, insisting instead that churches 
be free of state influence and control. Other Anabaptist emphases in-
cluded regeneration, nonviolence, discipleship, separation from the 
world, and care for the poor. See also baptism; baptismal regenera-
tion; infant baptism; magisterial Reformation; radical Reformation.
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 analogy of being (analogia entis)

analogy of being (analogia entis) The idea of corre-
spondence between God and creation, especially human beings. 
There is an analogy of being between God and the world such that 
the visible creation reveals the invisible God’s nature. Moreover, 
there is an analogy of being between God, who is characterized 
by love, goodness, and justice, and his image bearers, who are 
similarly distinguished by love, goodness, and justice. Accord-
ingly, observation of the created order provides a glimpse of God’s 
attributes (e.g., Rom. 1:20). Many Protestants consider the anal-
ogy of being to be wrong because its starting point is humanity 
rather than God.

analogy of faith (analogia fidei) With regard to the 
interpretation of Scripture, the principle that (1) less clear pas-
sages should be interpreted in light of clearer passages, and (2) all 
Scripture should be interpreted in light of the historic Christian 
faith (the body of sound doctrine). Taken from Paul’s expression 
“the proportion [Gk. analogia] of faith” (Rom. 12:6 KJV), the 
principle is grounded in the Spirit, who inspired all Scripture such 
that its many parts form a unity of self-consistent truth. Application 
of this principle prompts interpreters to disallow contradictions 
between passages and to dismiss interpretations that contradict 
sound doctrine. See also hermeneutics.

angels The category of creatures that have been created as 
immaterial (without a body) beings. Whereas humans are created 
beings consisting of both an immaterial aspect (a soul or spirit) 
and a material aspect (a body), angels are only immaterial beings 
(though they can appear in physical, even human, form). They are 
highly intelligent, moral creatures who wield significant power 
and authority, and they both worship and serve God, especially 
providing help for believers (Heb. 1:14). Though all angels were 
originally created good, some rebelled against God, lost their origi-
nal goodness, and now seek to oppose God and his work. See also 
archangel; demons; Satan.
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 anointing of the sick

Anglicanism A theological and ecclesiastical movement that 
developed in the seventeenth century out of the earlier English 
Reformation. As a via media championed by Queen Elizabeth 
and her successors, Anglicanism includes elements of Protestant 
theology and historical catholic faith. Anglicanism (from Lat. An-
glicana, “English”) is the state religion of England. Major features 
include (1) the Thirty-Nine Articles; (2) the Book of Common 
Prayer; (3) episcopalianism that locates ultimate authority in 
church matters with the bishop (Gk. episkopos, “overseer”), with 
the archbishop of Canterbury as head; (4) threefold order of min-
istry (bishop, priest, deacon); and (5) membership with Anglican 
churches worldwide through the Anglican Communion. See also 
bishop; episcopalianism; Thirty-Nine Articles.

anhypostasis See hypostatic union.

annihilationism With respect to eschatology, the position 
that after death, the wicked will be destroyed as punishment for 
their sin. Support for this position includes (1) the expression 
“eternal destruction” (2 Thess. 1:9) in relation to the destiny of the 
wicked; (2) the imagery of fire—a destructive element—in associa-
tion with hell; and (3) the principle that, because the punishment 
must match the crime, eternal punishment would be cruel and 
unjust, so the wicked will ultimately be destroyed, perhaps after 
limited punishment. The church’s historic position—the wicked 
will experience eternal conscious punishment in hell—has always 
included a denunciation of annihilationism. See also condemna-
tion; conditional immortality; eternal conscious punishment; hell; 
universalism.

anointing of the sick One of the seven sacraments of the 
Catholic Church that, as a sacrament of healing, provides grace for 
those who are sick, frail because of old age, facing an operation, or 
about to die. The sacrament is administered with the sacrament of 
penance and the Eucharist and features the priest laying hands on 
the recipients and anointing them with oil. While Protestantism 
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 anthropology, theological

denies that anointing is a sacrament, many churches practice prayer 
for the sick. Pastors anoint the sick with oil in Jesus’s name, urge 
confession of sin, and pray in faith for healing ( James 5:13–16). 
See also laying on of hands; prayer.

anthropology, theological One of the topics of system-
atic theology, being the doctrine of humanity (Gk. anthrōpos). It 
treats humanity’s origin (creation in the image of God), human 
nature (traditionally, either dichotomy—human nature is two-
fold: body and soul/spirit; or trichotomy—it is threefold: body, 
soul, and spirit), and the origin of the soul (traditionally, either 
creationism—God creates the soul; or traducianism—it is passed 
down from parents to their offspring). Contemporary discussion 
focuses on dualism (human nature is complex, being both ma-
terial and immaterial) versus monism (it is simple, usually material 
only) and treats gender, embodiment, sexuality, and more. See also 
creationism; dichotomy; dualism; embodiment; gender; monism; 
sex/sexuality; traducianism; trichotomy.

anthropomorphic language With respect to the doctrine 
of God, a way of speaking about God in human terms. Anthro-
pomorphic (from Gk. anthrōpos, “humanity”; morphē, “form”) 
language is found in biblical affirmations: God has “eyes,” “ears,” 
“nostrils,” and “an outstretched arm” (e.g., Exod. 6:6). The use of 
such language acknowledges the limitations of human speech to 
describe God and his ways. At the same time, the fact that divine 
revelation uses anthropomorphic language encourages people to 
embrace the adequacy and truthfulness of such speech and to see in 
such use of common language God’s commitment to communicate 
clearly to ordinary people. See also hermeneutics.

antichrist The one final manifestation of all that opposes 
Christ, who will appear before Christ’s second coming. Although 
Christ and his people have been continuously opposed by many 
enemies, at the culmination of this age, one ultimate antichrist 
will be revealed (1 John 2:18). He is “the son of destruction, who 
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 apocalyptic

opposes and exalts himself against every so-called god or object of 
worship, so that he takes his seat in the temple of God, proclaim-
ing himself to be God” (2 Thess. 2:3–4). After the tribulation 
provoked by the antichrist’s rebellion, Christ will return and will 
publicly destroy him (2 Thess. 2:8). See also Great Tribulation; 
second coming.

antinomianism Lawlessness. From the Greek (anti-, “against”; 
nomos, “law”), antinomianism refers to a rejection of any role for the 
law. A common Catholic accusation against the Protestant doctrine 
of justification is that it leads to antinomianism: if people are saved 
by faith alone apart from works of the law and guaranteed salva-
tion, then they have no motivation for obeying the law and fall into 
antinomianism. The Protestant response underscores that while 
justification is not by the law, Christians are motivated to fulfill the 
law by the forgiveness of sins, Christ’s imputed righteousness, the 
new birth, and the indwelling Holy Spirit. Some heretical theolo-
gies and movements embrace antinomianism.

Antiochene School With respect to biblical interpretation, 
an approach that developed in the early church (e.g., Theodore of 
Antioch, in modern-day Turkey) and that employed both a literal 
interpretation of Scripture and typology. In contrast with the Al-
exandrian School’s emphasis on allegorical interpretation, the An-
tiochene School insisted on the literal meaning, and thus historical 
reality, of texts. Its typological interpretation underscored the idea 
that the people (e.g., Moses), institutions (e.g., the temple), and 
events (e.g., the bronze serpent) in the Old Testament are types that 
prefigured the people (e.g., Christ), institutions (e.g., the church), 
and events (e.g., Christ’s crucifixion) of the New Testament. See 
also Alexandrian School; hermeneutics; typology.

apocalyptic A genre of Scripture that is characterized by 
mysterious symbols, bizarre dreams, and exotic visions (often given 
by angels) of blessing and judgment awaiting future fulfillment. 
The apocalyptic (from Gk. apokalypsis, “revelation”) genre is found 
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 Apocrypha

in Ezekiel, Zechariah, Daniel, and Revelation but was also com-
mon in Jewish literature in the intertestamental period. Common 
apocalyptic themes include the sequence of forthcoming events, 
divine sovereignty in the midst of coming chaos, God’s providence 
to keep his faithful people, the intensification of the battle between 
good and evil, and the ultimate defeat of evil and the triumph of 
the kingdom of God. See also hermeneutics.

Apocrypha Seven additional writings, and several additional 
sections of two books, contained in the Catholic, but not Protestant, 
Old Testament: Tobit, Judith, Wisdom of Solomon, Ecclesiasticus 
(or Wisdom of Sirach), Baruch, 1 and 2 Maccabees, six additional 
sections in Esther, and three additional chapters in Daniel. These 
writings were never part of the Hebrew Bible. Written in Greek, 
they were added to the Septuagint, the Greek translation of Hebrew 
Scripture. The early church rejected the Apocrypha as canonical 
writings, but Augustine (fifth century) insisted they be included 
in the Latin Vulgate. The Reformers removed the Apocrypha from 
the Bible. Eastern Orthodoxy’s Old Testament includes the Apoc-
rypha along with 1 Esdras, Psalm 151, the Prayer of Manasseh 
and 3 Maccabees (which also appear in the Septuagint). See also 
canon of Scripture.

Apollinarianism With respect to Christology, the denial of 
the full humanity of the incarnate Son. Major tenets: (1) In tak-
ing on human nature, the Word of God only became united with 
“flesh” ( John 1:14). (2) Christ’s human nature consisted of only 
a human body but not a human soul, which was replaced by the 
divine Word. The church objected that if Jesus was not a fully human 
being, then he could not save ordinary human beings. The Coun-
cil of Constantinople I (381), in its Nicene-Constantinopolitan 
Creed, and the Council of Chalcedon (451), in its Chalcedonian 
Creed, condemned Apollinarianism as heresy. See also Chalcedo-
nian Creed; hypostatic union; Jesus Christ, humanity of; Nicene-
Constantinopolitan Creed.
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apologetics The discipline that offers an apology, or defense, 
of Christianity. Apologetics (from Gk. apologia, “defense”) both 
defends the Christian faith from its detractors and clarifies mis-
understandings of it. In the early church, the apologists wrote to 
Roman leaders who were persecuting the church and argued the 
case that Christians should not be punished or killed, because they 
were doing nothing wrong. They also clarified misunderstandings 
such as charges that Christians were atheists, cannibals, and commit-
ters of incest. Apologetics deals with arguments for the existence 
of God, the reliability of Scripture, evidence for the resurrection, 
the problem of evil, and more.

apophatic theology With reference to the doctrine of God, 
an approach emphasizing the limitations of human language to talk 
about God. Also called the via negativa (“negative way”), this theo-
logical method insists that God is beyond definition and focuses on 
expressing what he is not. Even many words used to describe God 
are negations: God is immortal (not able to die), invisible (not able to 
be seen), infinite (not limited), immutable (not able to change), and 
independent (not dependent on anything else). Apophatic theology 
stands in contrast with kataphatic theology, which emphasizes the 
ability to talk about God based on revelation. See also incompre-
hensible; kataphatic theology; noetic effect; theological method.

apostasy An ultimate falling away from the faith. Apostasy 
(from Lat. apostasia, “abandonment”) can be a general apathy that 
increases until one abandons the faith, or it can consist of open 
rebellion or doubt that festers until one renounces the faith. A key 
debate is whether genuine believers can commit apostasy. According 
to Reformed theology, though genuine Christians may temporarily 
slide into worldliness, God will renew and restore them to love and 
good deeds. Thus, apostasy is not possible. According to Arminian 
theology, genuine believers may sin heinously and persistently, 
fall away from the faith, and lose their salvation. See also Arminian 
theology; perseverance; Reformed theology.
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apostle Apostles are the disciples chosen by Jesus to be the 
foundation of his church. Foremost among these leaders were the 
original apostles—“the Twelve”—whom Jesus called to follow him. 
They were Spirit-empowered eyewitnesses of his life, death, and 
resurrection. Additionally, apostle (Gk. apostolos, “messenger”) is 
used to refer to a few other leaders—Paul, Barnabas, and James. 
The apostles were the first to preach the gospel, and they led the 
church in Jerusalem, from which they established churches in other 
places. They performed signs and wonders, which confirmed their 
message; they established authoritative doctrine and practice for 
the church; and some wrote Scripture. See also apostolicity.

Apostles’ Creed An early confession of faith that articulated 
essential doctrines of the early church and that continues to guide 
contemporary churches. Though bearing the name “Apostles,” it 
was not written by them. The creed emerged in the fourth cen-
tury, though it contained earlier material and would be set in its 
present form several centuries later. It has a trinitarian structure 
expressing beliefs about God the Father (almighty Creator), Jesus 
Christ (Son, Lord, miraculous conception, death, resurrection, 
ascension, return in judgment), and the Holy Spirit. It also affirms 
belief in the church, communion of saints, forgiveness, resurrec-
tion, and eternal life.

apostleship See apostle.

apostolicity With respect to ecclesiology, one of the four 
traditional attributes of the church (the others being unity, holi-
ness, and catholicity). From the Greek (apostolos, “messenger”), 
apostolicity signifies that the church is founded on the apostles. For 
the Catholic Church, its apostolicity means apostolic succession, 
the doctrine that Christ authoritatively instituted an unbroken line 
of successors from his apostles to today’s bishops, who continue to 
wield ultimate authority in the Church. For evangelicals, apostolic-
ity is associated with the apostles’ writings. The church preaches, 
hears, believes, and obeys the teachings of the apostles, written 
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down in the canonical New Testament books. See also apostle; 
catholicity; holiness of the church; unity.

Aquinas See Thomism / Thomas Aquinas.

archangel A leading or ruling angel. Angels are an order of 
immaterial/spiritual beings (creatures that have been created with-
out a body) that are very intelligent, moral creatures who worship 
and serve God. Only one angel, named Michael, is referred to as an 
archangel, or ruler (Gk. archē) of angels ( Jude 9). He is portrayed 
as leading an angelic army against the dragon (Satan) and his de-
mons during a war in heaven (Dan. 10:13). When Christ returns, 
his descent from heaven will be accompanied by “the voice of an 
archangel” (1 Thess. 4:16). This could be Michael or some other 
archangel. See also angels; demons; Satan.

Arianism With respect to Christology, the denial of the deity 
of the Son of God. Major tenets: (1) God created a Son as the 
first and highest of all created beings. (2) Through him, God cre-
ated everything, yet the Son is a created being. (3) The Son is not 
eternal, meaning that he is heteroousios, of a different nature from, 
not homoousios, of the same nature as, the Father. The Council of 
Nicea I (325), in its Creed of Nicea, condemned Arianism, which 
flourished for a half century until the Council of Constantinople I 
(381), in its Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed, defeated it. See also 
Council of Nicea (I, II); Creed of Nicea; heteroousios; homoousios; 
Jesus Christ, deity of; Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed.

Aristotelianism The philosophy of Aristotle (384–322 
BC) that influences Western thought and Christian theology. It is 
both a method and a philosophy that was incorporated by Roman 
Catholic scholasticism in the medieval period and by Protestant 
scholasticism in the post-Reformation era. Aquinas adapted Aris-
totelianism to theology. Key tenets: (1) The divine image consists 
in rationality, with people able to prove God’s existence by reason. 
(2) Transubstantiation is a change in substance without a change 

(Unpublished manuscript—copyright protected Baker Publishing Group)

Gregg R. Allison, The Baker Compact Dictionary of Theological Terms
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2016. Used by permission.



26

 Arminian theology

in accidents (characteristics like taste and smell). (3) The causes 
of salvation are material (Christ’s sacrificial death), formal (justi-
fication), instrumental (both faith and baptism), efficient (divine 
grace), and final (God’s glory). See also Platonism; scholasticism 
(Catholic); scholasticism (Protestant); Thomism / Thomas Aqui-
nas; transubstantiation.

Arminian theology The Protestant tradition that originated 
with Jacob Arminius (1560–1609) and whose churches include 
Methodist, (many) Baptist, and Nazarene. In part a reaction to Cal-
vinism, its differences include the following: (1) Predestination is 
conditional, based on God’s foreknowledge of people’s response to 
grace, rather than unconditional. (2) Christ’s death was for all; the 
atonement is unlimited, not limited. (3) Prevenient grace, which is 
given to all people, restores their ability to embrace Christ; there is 
no special saving grace for the elect. (4) Grace can be rejected; it 
is not irresistible. (5) Christians can lose their salvation, so perse-
verance is not guaranteed. See also order of salvation (ordo salutis); 
Reformed theology; Wesleyanism / John Wesley.

ascension Forty days after his resurrection, Christ returned to 
heaven, from where he came and from where he will come again. 
In ascending, he returned to his former status of glory in heaven, 
the way to which he opened. He sat down at the Father’s right 
hand, being given all authority and exalted as head to rule over all 
creation. He defeated God’s enemies and sent the Holy Spirit to 
inaugurate the church, to which he also gave spiritual gifts. Now 
ascended, Christ prays and prepares a home for his people, whom 
he will come to save fully at his return. See also exaltation of Christ.

asceticism A theology and spiritual movement that empha-
sizes maturity in holiness and/or meriting of divine favor through 
severe discipline. Asceticism (from Gk. askēsis, “exercise”) has 
appeared in various forms: personal approaches to sanctification; 
church movements like monasticism; and the Catholic evangeli-
cal counsels of poverty, chastity, and obedience. At its core is the 
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elevation of spiritual habits over fleshly desires; the former must 
be nurtured in order to dissipate the latter. The denial of other-
wise legitimate physical pleasures takes the form of eating and 
drinking only certain foods and beverages, sleeping on the floor, 
forgoing marital sexual intercourse, and more. See also gnosticism; 
monasticism.

assurance of salvation With respect to the doctrine of sal-
vation, the subjective confidence that is the privilege of all genuine 
believers that they will remain Christians throughout their life. This 
doctrine is dependent on the doctrine of perseverance, which is 
God’s mighty act to preserve true Christians by his power through 
their ongoing faith, until their salvation is complete (1 Pet. 1:5). 
Such assurance is experienced by means of Christ’s sacrificial death 
(Heb. 10:19–20), through the inner testimony of the Holy Spirit 
(Rom. 8:16), and by the confidence that comes through faith in the 
promises of Scripture (1 John 5:11–13). See also inner testimony 
of the Spirit; perseverance.

Athanasius Fourth-century bishop of Alexandria (Egypt) 
whose work as secretary at the Council of Nicea I (325) exposed 
him to Arianism, the heresy against which he fought for many 
decades. Though he suffered five exiles as an unwelcome defender 
of the Nicene faith, Athanasius championed the deity of Christ and 
paved the way for the ultimate defeat of Arianism. Specifically, he 
contended for the Nicene affirmations that the Son is eternal and 
not a created being and is of the same essence (homoousios) as 
the Father. A creed named for Athanasius is a classical expression 
of sound trinitarian theology and Christology. See also Arianism; 
Council of Nicea (I, II); homoousios.

atheism The position that God does not exist. Atheism (from 
Gk. a-, “no”; theos, “god”) goes beyond agnosticism’s view, that one 
cannot know if God exists, to the denial that God exists. Strong 
atheism asserts there is no God because (1) there is insufficient 
evidence for God’s existence or (2) the evidence contradicts God’s 
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existence. Strong atheism puts the burden of proof on theism. 
Weak atheism is a practical lifestyle characterized by disregard for 
God. Atheism dismisses arguments for God’s existence, under-
scores the problem of evil for theism, and regards belief in God as 
superstition or a psychological crutch. See also agnosticism; evil, 
the problem of; theism.

atonement The death of Christ on the cross, and what it accom-
plished. Because of human fallenness, a sacrifice for sin is necessary 
to avert condemnation and restore people to God. Old covenant 
sacrifices made provisional atonement, looking forward to the work 
of Christ: his death brought propitiation, expiation, redemption, 
and reconciliation. Models of the atonement, or theories of what 
Christ’s death accomplished: (1) Penal substitution: Christ died in 
the place of sinners to pay the penalty for their sin. (2) Satisfaction: 
Christ’s death restored the honor of which God had been robbed 
through people’s sin. (3) Cosmic victory: Christ defeated Satan 
and triumphed over all created things. See also Christus Victor; 
governmental theory; moral influence theory; penal substitution 
theory; ransom to Satan theory.

attributes See communicable attributes; incommunicable 
attributes.

Augsburg Confession One of two primary Lutheran confes-
sions of faith (the other being the Formula of Concord). Written 
by Philip Melanchthon and approved by Martin Luther and the 
Lutheran churches (1530), it is a defense of Protestant theology 
that enjoyed broad support in the early years of the Reforma-
tion. Its key doctrines include God, original sin, the incarnation 
and reconciling work of the Son of God, justification by faith, 
preaching, good works as the fruit of justification, the two marks 
of the church, the sacraments of baptism and the Lord’s Supper, 
confession and repentance, state-church relationships, Christ’s 
return, and free will. See also Formula of Concord; Lutheranism / 
Martin Luther.
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Augustinian theology The doctrinal tradition that origi-
nated with Augustine (354–430) and significantly influenced 
Catholic and Protestant theologies. Key tenets: (1) Trinitarian 
doctrine is central to Christian theology. (2) The original creation 
was good but is now fallen. (3) Adam’s sin not only affected him 
but plunged all humanity into sin. (4) Original sin consists of guilt 
before God and corrupt human nature. (5) The elect are uncondi-
tionally chosen by God, who alone graciously saves people. (6) The 
whole Christ (totus Christus)—divine and human natures, and 
body—is present in his church, rendering it and its sacraments 
necessary for salvation. See also Protestantism; Roman Catholicism.

authority The prerogative possessed by God, people, or in-
stitutions to establish laws, give orders, demand obedience, and 
mete out rewards and punishments. Because God is the sovereign 
King, he is the source of authority in the creation; indeed, all human 
authority derives from him (Rom. 13:1–2; 1 Pet. 2:13–17). Ideally, 
human authority reflects divine authority, being oriented toward 
human flourishing. Christians are to pray for the increase of this 
authority (1 Tim. 2:1–2). When authority is abused and oriented 
toward evil, Christians are to follow Jesus’s example and submit to 
those over them (1 Pet. 2:18–25) while standing against injustice. 
See also government; sovereignty.

authority of Scripture A property of Scripture whereby 
it possesses the right to command what believers are to do and 
prohibit what they are not to do. Such authority is a corollary of 
inspiration: because God is its author, Scripture possesses divine 
authority. Evidences of biblical authority include the prophets’ 
messages (“Thus says the Lord”), Jesus’s attitude toward the Bible 
(“Scripture cannot be broken”; John 10:35), and Paul’s conscious-
ness of writing from divine imperative (1 Thess. 4:1–2). Reformed 
theology emphasizes Scripture’s self-attesting authority and the 
role of the Holy Spirit in witnessing to Scripture as the authorita-
tive Word of God.
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