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The Regula Fidei as a Guide for Biblical Preaching
At least two traits are common to many churches in the evangelical tradition.  The first trait is the interest in “biblical” preaching.  In evangelical circles, biblical preaching is often equated with “expository” preaching.  The common understanding of expository preaching is a rather deductive homiletical presentation of the produce of a “verse-by-verse” or “phrase-by-phrase” exegetical practice.  Most churches whose pastors employ this style of preaching will receive a steady diet of sequential studies through biblical books.  Typically, the Pauline and the General epistles may get more attention than the Gospels and Revelation.  Occasionally, exposure to Old Testament texts might be limited to brief character studies drawn from the Pentateuch or the Deuteronomic history books.
The second common trait is that many evangelical (including Baptist) churches have some difficulty incorporating much of the larger Christian tradition into their teaching curriculum or liturgy.  Evangelical churches may affirm their own denomination’s confessional tradition or even an original statement of doctrine in their church articles.  However, official acceptance of confessional documents does not guarantee instruction of the confession in the curriculum of the church.  Beyond their confessional tradition, instruction in an older or broader Christian tradition would be seemingly rare or indiscriminate.  This doctrinal myopia can have drastic affects on the congregation’s theological soundness.  At best, it creates church members that can recite the particulars of a theological perspective on a select group of polemical questions.  Unfortunately, the myopia can produce ill-informed congregants who are susceptible to false teachings in more fundamental theological topics.  Church members have little objective means for weighing theological content to determine its orthodoxy.
Because of these common traits, the patristic ideal of the Regula Fidei, or “Rule of Faith” can address the needs of these evangelical (and specifically Baptist) churches.  The Rule fits with the concept of biblical preaching, while perhaps expanding the common notion of expository preaching.  The Rule also meets the need for a means of addressing biblical doctrine from a wider orthodox perspective.  While the Rule appeared in a variety of ways in patristic sources, there were many common characteristics.  The second-century bishop, Irenaeus of Lyon discusses the Rule (kanwvn) of Faith
 in his two works The Demonstration of the Apostolic Preaching and Against Heresies.  In Demonstration, Irenaeus attempts to encourage the faithful to remain sound in truth.  He writes to “demonstrate, by means of a summary, the preaching of the truth, so as to strengthen your faith.”
  The summary that Irenaeus provides is of the preaching of the prophets of the Old Testament and the complementary message of the New Testament apostles.  His work should spur further “exposition of the things of God.”  The resultant preaching should “confound all those who hold false opinions and to everyone who desires to know, you may deliver our sound and irreproachable word in all boldness.”
  In this brief description, Irenaeus indicates that the Rule has both a didactic and an apologetic function.  The two-fold use of the Rule will be more explicit in Irenaeus’ later work.
In Against Heresies, the context of the writing shows the nature of the Rule and its two main functions.  The Rule was a thoroughly biblical summary of the apostolic preaching based on the Hebrew Scriptures.  It serves as the outline for Irenaeus’ exposition of biblical truth in Against Heresies.  Specifically, the Rule served at least two functions for Irenaeus.  First, the Rule summarized the teaching of the Hebrew Scriptures with an christological focus.  In Demonstrations, Irenaeus expounded on many texts throughout the Old Testament.  His christological reading of these texts set the lens for his reading of the remainder of Scripture.  He mentioned the impossibility of commenting as thoroughly on all of Scripture and then added, “from these [passages] you can also understand the others, which speak in a similar manner, believing Christ and seeking wisdom and understanding from God, in order to understand what was said by the prophets.”
  This summary became the core of true apostolic preaching and teaching.  In other words, the apostles taught Christ as He was presented in the Old Testament texts (cf. Acts 2 and Acts 13).  Christ’s fulfillment of the Scriptures provided the central thrust of the burgeoning New Testament writings.  Second, the Rule served as a standard for testing doctrinal teaching.  Since the Rule summarized the Old Testament writings and the apostolic tradition, contemporary teaching that did not measure up to the Rule could be seen as heretical or at least misguided.  The Rule then protected the church from the insurgent teaching of the Gnostics or Marcion.
Irenaeus intends a strong correlation between these two functions of the Rule.  The Rule only serves as a standard for doctrinal teaching as it serves as a summary of Scripture.  Irenaeus’ application of the Rule to the Gnostic heresy is appropriate because the Rule projects the meaning of the Scriptures on to a body of teaching.  As that teaching is incompatible with the Rule, it also fails to represent the Scriptures from which the Rule is derived.  Hence Gnosticism can be declared heretical by apply the Scripture standard of the Rule to its core theological and christological teachings.  For example, the Gnostics relied on their philosophical foundation to separate the passible Jesus from the impassible Christ.  Irenaeus affirmed one Jesus Christ as “the invisible, incomprehensible, impassible Word becomes visible, comprehensible and passible—becomes man.  The recapitulation of the whole economy unfolded in Scripture, the subject throughout which is the Gospel of Christ.”

What then is the content of Irenaeus’ Rule?  Irenaeus states briefly, “God the Father… Jesus Christ, the Son of God, [who was] incarnate, and died, and was raised, and in the Holy Spirit of God.”
  Moreover, Irenaeus provides a fuller description in Against Heresies:
one God, the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven, and earth, and the sea, and all things that are in them; and in one Christ Jesus, the Son of God, who became incarnate for our salvation; and in the Holy Spirit, who proclaimed through the prophets the dispensations of God, and the advents, and the birth from a virgin, and the passion, and the resurrection from the dead, and the ascension into heaven in the flesh of the beloved Christ Jesus, our Lord, and His future manifestation from heaven in the glory of the Father “to gather all things in one,” and to raise up anew all flesh of the whole human race, in order that to Christ Jesus, our Lord, and God, and Saviour, and King, according to the will of the invisible Father… and that He should execute just judgment towards all….

With the Rule, Irenaeus postulates the “plot” of Scripture (both Old and New Testaments).  The Rule reflects the core of the apostolic message and the tradition of the church.
The apostles preached the content of the Rule in their messages as depicted in Acts and in the epistles.  That preaching and faith were handed down to the Church and was promulgated in Irenaeus’ day.  He stated that wherever the Church was encountered in the world the same preaching and faith would be found.  In his affirmation, Irenaeus argues that the unity of the Church is found in this common message and delivery.  The faith “being ever one and the same” does not require any eloquence on the part of the deliverer.  However, the delivery is similar in that it is a “preaching of the truth” which “enlightens all men that are willing to come to a knowledge of the truth.”
  While Irenaeus’ stress is on the content of the message, his assumption is that the “faith” will be delivered through the faithful “preaching” of the Church.  The pairing of the preaching and the faith is intentional for Irenaeus and important for the Church.  The message of Lord’s Christ has been preached by the prophets, preached by the apostles and now it is preached in the Church.
Irenaeus intends his summary of Scripture to reflect the tradition of the apostles.  He writes that the four gospels (Matthew-John) have encapsulated the Gospel preaching of the apostles, specifically the messages of Matthew, Peter (Mark), Paul (Luke) and John.  Irenaeus then contends that the written gospels declare the same message as “the law and the prophets” had about God and the Christ.
   Irenaeus holds that those who reject the Rule as a guide for Scripture are also rejecting the “tradition which originates from the apostles.”

For the contemporary church, especially those within the evangelical tradition, preaching according to the Rule can serve the same apologetic and didactic functions that did for Irenaeus in the second century.  Irenaeus used his concept of the Rule to demonstrate the errors of the Marcion and Valentinian Gnostic heresies.  These two heresies shared the common trait that they both challenged the christology of the orthodox church by questioning the relationship between the human Jesus and the divine figure Christ.  Both of these heresies made their assumptions based on a disconnect between the Old Testament, with its prophecies of the coming Messiah and the New Testament and its portrayal of Jesus as the Christ.  Irenaeus challenged their assertions using the Rule to point to Christ as the “recapitulation” of the Scriptures.  Beginning with the Rule, Irenaeus affirmed unity between the Scriptures (Old Testament) and the Gospel (New Testament), between the Father and the Son, and between the divine and human natures of Christ.
  
The Church has always had an apologetic task.  In certain contexts the apologetic task comes to the foreground of the church’s engagement with culture.  In the evangelical tradition (and among Baptists by correlation), the apologetic task accents the claims of the gospel. Challenges to the evangelical tradition can be counteracted by the Rule, especially if these challenges come from heretical sources.  The heretical position may come in the form of a novel, like the DaVinci Code or a spurious gospel, like the Gospel of Judas.
 
These two literary works have posed a challenge to the contemporary church by questioning the validity of the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  The DaVinci Code, a novel turned movie poses a scenario where Jesus did not die on the cross, but instead lived a secret life well into senior adulthood.  The Gospel of Judas, a document written around 150 years after the time of Christ, presents the position of a small group of heretical Gnostics.  This document argues that the crucifixion was a conspiracy between Jesus and his best friend, Judas Iscariot.  Judas and Jesus conspired to pull off a heroic death that inspired the beginning of a new religious movement.

The DaVinci Code and the Gospel of Judas have at least two commonalities in their fictional claims.  First, they both question the meaning of Christ’s death- Christ could not have died how or in the manner that the canonical gospels describe.  Second, Christ’s real purpose of His life and death was shrouded in mystery and can only be known through the select members of a secret society.  A sermon series built around the Rule, however, will make substantially different claims based on biblical texts.  
According to the Rule, as a summary of Scripture, Christ’s death is meaningful, even pivotal to the history of the world.  Additionally, the purposes of Christ’s life and death were not concealed from His would-be followers.  Instead, God’s purposes in Christ’s death were declared centuries before He lived.  The Old Testament prophets gave vivid descriptions of the coming Messiah.  The canonical gospels utilize those messianic images to describe the life, death and resurrection of Jesus.  The messianic imagery also becomes important component of the apostolic description of the “last days.”

In its didactic role, the Rule can form a catechetical outline.  Though this catechesis can and should be extend beyond the medium of a sermon, the sermon serves as the primary teaching setting in most evangelical churches.  As a sermon series reflects the contours of the Rule, the congregation will be exposed to the plot of the entire Scriptures while investigating the theological application of various Biblical texts.

In applying Irenaeus’ Rule to contemporary preaching, one could schedule sermons on the different aspects of the Rule.  The sermons could be expressly expository by developing the themes first from an appropriate Old Testament text and then from a relevant New Testament passage.  In this regard the Rule provides cogency and coherence to this study of biblical theology.  It would also provide an entrance into the patristic exegesis of a given text.  The patristic material would allow the preacher to expose the congregants to orthodox Christian thought and to the vast imagery of the early Christian exegetes.
  In the sermon contemporary religious thought could be examined in light of the Rule.  A possible outcome would be increased dialogue with Christians beyond the denominational boundaries as well as a firmer foundation for theological enterprise.
Possible Application

To move from theory to praxis can be a difficult task.  The following section attempts to provide a brief sketch of what a sermon series based on the Rule might look like.  The first three phrases in Irenaeus’ Rule will serve as examples for sermonic development into a series of biblical messages.  The layout of this section will be to mention the phrase from the Rule, provide some possible biblical texts for development and then give a brief description of how the text could be used to integrate the theological concept of the Rule into the sermon.  In the Against Heresies version of the Rule, Irenaeus begins with the phrase “one God.”  This phrase could be developed in a sermon in connection with Deuteronomy 4:35-39
 and Deuteronomy 6:4-5
.  These texts point to the uniqueness of God (“the Lord”).  The one cosmic Lord is the one who has dealt personally with Israel (4:35-39) and is the only one worthy of worship (6:4-5).  Monotheism is a significant component of the Christian tradition and is the theological nexus of these biblical texts and the “one God” phrase from the Rule.  These texts and concept disqualifies both polytheism and idolatry from Christian worship.
A complementary sermon could be drawn from the parallel texts of Matthew 22:37-40
 or Mark 12:29-31
, which both cite Deuteronomy 6.  The Matthew text demonstrates Jesus’ summary of the teaching of the Hebrew Bible (i.e. “the whole Law and Prophets”) in the two great commands of loving God and neighbor.  The Markan text makes an explicit connection between the uniqueness of God and the need for worship.  These texts remind the reader that the oneness of God leads not only to exclusive worship but also to ethical living.
Another New Testament text that relates to the idea of “one God” is John 10:25-30
.  This text would follow in succession in the sermon series from the Rule because it alludes to the second phrase, “the Father Almighty.”  The unity of Jesus with the Father could be explored from John 10 focusing on the unity of the work between Father and the Son.  In this text, the oneness of the Father and the Son is limited to the unity of function in their roles.  The unity of the Godhead is pictured in the identical plans of the Father and the Son.  The concept of unity could be extended beyond functionality by using the text of John 17:1-26
.  This text points to the essential unity of the Father (“the only true God”- v.3) with the Son.
  The Son has a glorious pre-existence before the creation of the world (vv.5 and 24) that is reminiscent of the Father and is provided by Him.  The point could be made from this text that unless the Son is one in divinity with the Father, it would be inappropriate for the Father to share His glory with the Son.  Sharing divine glory with a lesser being would be a direct contrast with the principles of Deuteronomy 6.

The Father is described in this prayer text of John 17 as the “Holy Father” and the “righteous Father,” phrases that are amenable to the second phrase of the Rule, “the Father Almighty.”  In the Old Testament, the Hebrew phrase El Shaddai, meaning God Almighty, is used numerous times.  In Genesis 17:1-4,
 the idea of Abraham’s walking in obedience is related to God’s Almighty nature.  Two other concepts are linked to the Almighty God:  God’s offers a covenant and multiplication of offspring.  These concepts are related again to the Almighty God in Genesis 28:3, Genesis 35:11 and Exodus 6:3.
  These texts establish the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob as the Lord God Almighty who makes a covenant with the people of Israel.  New Testament authors will draw on this imagery to connect the Almighty God with the Father of Jesus Christ.
In the New Testament book of Revelation, John introduces the book referring to God as “Father” and “the Almighty” (Revelation 1:6-8)
.  The Almighty God and the Father of Jesus Christ are clearly synonymous and so this text relates well to the second phrase of the Rule, “the Father Almighty.”  In this introduction, John makes a clear connection between the purpose and work of Jesus as the Messiah (and ruler) and the purposes of the Almighty God.  God, as the Alpha and Omega, is completing His plans announced in the Old Testament through His Son, Jesus Christ.  This section of Revelation has a confessional quality to it and has similar characteristics to the Rule.  It summarizes vast amounts of biblical material, utilizes Old Testament imagery and phrases and accentuates the greater purposes of God for His creation.
Later in Revelation, John connects the Almighty with the third phrase of the Rule, “Maker of heaven, and earth, and the sea, and all things that are in them.”  In Revelation 4:8-11,
 the Lord God Almighty is seen as the one who created all things for His purposes, to His glory.  This text makes a significant link between the creation of all things and the ultimate end of creation.  In the apocalyptic imagery of the Revelation, the reader sees God Almighty receiving glory from all things.  The twenty-four elders state that God is worthy of worship because all things come from Him and exist for His purposes.

Throughout the Bible, God is shown to have the ability to overpower the creation’s natural order for His greater purposes.  One could argue that a common demonstration of divine power in the Scriptures is a superseding of the natural order.  The Noahic flood, the parting of the Red Sea and the resurrection of Christ are three prominent examples of God’s ability to overturn the created order.  By linking the texts of Revelation 1 and 4, the Father of Jesus Christ and the Creator are seen as the same Almighty God.  Throughout the Old Testament, God is pictured as the maker of all things.  In narrative texts such as Genesis 1 and 2, the texts provide a methodical description of God’s designing work.  Psalm 33 resembles Revelation 4 in that it not only describes God as the creator, but also extols His creative work as indicating God as the proper object of worship.

These three phrases of the Rule provide a basic description of God based on a summary explanation drawn from the Scriptures.  Each phrase could be developed from a multitude of texts from both testaments.  The sermon series could continue according to the sample given for the remainder of the Rule, which speaks of Christ Jesus and the Holy Spirit.  This exposition of Scripture was not only worked out in detail in Against Heresies,
 but also could be attempted in modern evangelical pulpits.

Perhaps if the preacher wanted to abbreviate the series, 1 Corinthians 8:4-6 would provide a text to connect to all three phrases in one sermon.  The Corinthians text has remarkable similarities with Irenaeus’ Rule.  Verse six carries a confessional quality and speaks to both the person of God and Jesus Christ.  In this text, God is one.  The monotheism of the Rule reflects this position, “one God.”  Secondly, the one God is known as the Father, linking the common picture of God in the Old Testament with the Father of Jesus in the Gospels.  Irenaeus employs similar language in following his “one God” with “the Father Almighty.”  Finally, God’s fundamental work of creation is used to indicate His dealings with humanity.  God is the source of all things and the ultimate purpose of all things.  Irenaeus’ third phrase, “Maker of … all things” makes a comparable point.

Conclusion

Irenaeus’ Rule of Faith served as his summary of the Scriptures (both the Old Testament and what would be the New Testament).  His Rule served the apologetic function of counteracting his heretical opponents, Gnostics and Marcionites.  He used the Rule to compare their teachings to the teaching of the Scriptures and found their doctrines to fall short of the standard.  He also knew the Rule to be a basic restatement of the teaching of the church as reflected in the Scriptures and the tradition handed down by the apostles.

The Rule can serve the same purposes today as evangelical preachers use it to defend the faith of the Scriptures from its cultured despisers and as a preaching guide for nurturing their congregants in the Christian faith.  As evangelical (and Baptist) preachers employ the Rule as a preaching tool they can draw from the rich tradition of their Christian heritage and they can deliver timely, biblical messages that enrich the hearts and minds of their hearers.
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� A complement to the series could be a parallel session examining Irenaeus’ Rule along with other patristic examples of the Rule.  The parallel session could be accomplished as a small group study or as a plenary lecture.  


� To you it was shown that you might know that the LORD, He is God; there is no other besides Him. Out of the heavens He let you hear His voice to discipline you; and on earth He let you see His great fire, and you heard His words from the midst of the fire. Because He loved your fathers, therefore He chose their descendants after them. And He personally brought you from Egypt by His great power, driving out from before you nations greater and mightier than you, to bring you in and to give you their land for an inheritance, as it is today.  Know therefore today, and take it to your heart, that the LORD, He is God in heaven above and on the earth below; there is no other. DT 4:35-39


� DT 6:4-5 Hear, O Israel! The LORD is our God, the LORD is one! You shall love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might.





� MT 22:37-40 And He said to him, “‘YOU SHALL LOVE THE LORD YOUR GOD WITH ALL YOUR HEART, AND WITH ALL YOUR SOUL, AND WITH ALL YOUR MIND.’ This is the great and foremost commandment. The second is like it, ‘YOU SHALL LOVE YOUR NEIGHBOR AS YOURSELF.’  On these two commandments depend the whole Law and the Prophets.”


� MK 12:29-31 Jesus answered, “The foremost is, ‘HEAR, O ISRAEL! THE LORD OUR GOD IS ONE LORD; AND YOU SHALL LOVE THE LORD YOUR GOD WITH ALL YOUR HEART, AND WITH ALL YOUR SOUL, AND WITH ALL YOUR MIND, AND WITH ALL YOUR STRENGTH.’ 


The second is this, ‘YOU SHALL LOVE YOUR NEIGHBOR AS YOURSELF.’ There is no other commandment greater than these.”


� JN 10:25-30 Jesus answered them, “I told you, and you do not believe; the works that I do in My Father’s name, these testify of Me. But you do not believe because you are not of My sheep. My sheep hear My voice, and I know them, and they follow Me; and I give eternal life to them, and they will never perish; and no one will snatch them out of My hand. My Father, who has given them to Me, is greater than all; and no one is able to snatch them out of the Father’s hand. 


I and the Father are one.”


� JN 17:1-5 Jesus spoke these things; and lifting up His eyes to heaven, He said, “Father, the hour has come; glorify Your Son, that the Son may glorify You, even as You gave Him authority over all flesh, that to all whom You have given Him, He may give eternal life. This is eternal life, that they may know You, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom You have sent. I glorified You on the earth, having accomplished the work which You have given Me to do. Now, Father, glorify Me together with Yourself, with the glory which I had with You before the world was. 


JN 17:10-11 and all things that are Mine are Yours, and Yours are Mine; and I have been glorified in them. I am no longer in the world; and yet they themselves are in the world, and I come to You. Holy Father, keep them in Your name, the name which You have given Me, that they may be one even as We are. 


JN 17:24-26 “Father, I desire that they also, whom You have given Me, be with Me where I am, so that they may see My glory which You have given Me, for You loved Me before the foundation of the world. O righteous Father, although the world has not known You, yet I have known You; and these have known that You sent Me; and I have made Your name known to them, and will make it known, so that the love with which You loved Me may be in them, and I in them.” 


� Ephesians 4:6 links “one God” with the supreme “Father,” and is perhaps an early Christian confession that is recorded in Scripture.


� The concept of verse 22 is that Jesus includes the believers in His glory because they belong to Him and abide in Him.


� GE 17:1-4 Now when Abram was ninety-nine years old, the LORD appeared to Abram and said to him, “I am God Almighty; Walk before Me, and be blameless. I will establish My covenant between Me and you, And I will multiply you exceedingly.” Abram fell on his face, and God talked with him, saying, As for Me, behold, My covenant is with you, And you will be the father of a multitude of nations.


� GE 28:3 “May God Almighty bless you and make you fruitful and multiply you, that you may become a company of peoples. GE 35:11 God also said to him, “I am God Almighty; Be fruitful and multiply; A nation and a company of nations shall come from you, And kings shall come forth from you. EX 6:3 and I appeared to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, as God Almighty, but by My name, LORD, I did not make Myself known to them.  Job 29:4-5 also links the Almighty with healthy child bearing and wisdom.


� REV 1:6-8 and He has made us to be a kingdom, priests to His God and Father— to Him be the glory and the dominion forever and ever. Amen. BEHOLD, HE IS COMING WITH THE CLOUDS, and every eye will see Him, even those who pierced Him; and all the tribes of the earth will mourn over Him. So it is to be. Amen.  “I am the Alpha and the Omega,” says the Lord God, “who is and who was and who is to come, the Almighty.” 


� REV 4:8-11 And the four living creatures, each one of them having six wings, are full of eyes around and within; and day and night they do not cease to say, “HOLY, HOLY, HOLY is THE LORD GOD, THE ALMIGHTY, WHO WAS AND WHO IS AND WHO IS TO COME.” And when the living creatures give glory and honor and thanks to Him who sits on the throne, to Him who lives forever and ever, the twenty-four elders will fall down before Him who sits on the throne, and will worship Him who lives forever and ever, and will cast their crowns before the throne, saying, Worthy are You, our Lord and our God, to receive glory and honor and power; for You created all things, and because of Your will they existed, and were created.” 


� Genesis 1 and 2 are not reproduced here due to length and familiarity. PS 33:6-9 By the word of the LORD the heavens were made, And by the breath of His mouth all their host.  He gathers the waters of the sea together as a heap; He lays up the deeps in storehouses. Let all the earth fear the LORD; Let all the inhabitants of the world stand in awe of Him. For He spoke, and it was done; He commanded, and it stood fast.


 1 Corinthians 8:4-6- as a summary of the first three phrases. 1CO 8:4-6 Therefore concerning the eating of things sacrificed to idols, we know that there is no such thing as an idol in the world, and that there is no God but one. For even if there are so-called gods whether in heaven or on earth, as indeed there are many gods and many lords, yet for us there is but one God, the Father, from whom are all things and we exist for Him; and one Lord, Jesus Christ, by whom are all things, and we exist through Him.
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