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HERESIES, ANCIENT and MODERN. 
Lecture 2 – UNITY, CHARITY & LIBERTY 

 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Let me remind you to pick up an outline for this lecture.  Please note any questions that come to mind 
and if there is time remaining, we will take a few.  
 
In the first lecture I provided a working definition to the word “heretic”.   Here’s what I suggested: 
 
A heretic takes what the Bible says is true and calls it false. They seek to draw away believers under 
the notion that they have a superior knowledge. Using all the tactics of deceit and persuasion they try 
to lure people into their system, but they ultimately destroy them through their blasphemous and 
dishonoring viewpoints.  
 
This definition is very specific.   This also means that not every disagreement in theology is heresy, per 
se. It is unfair to call someone a heretic just because they interpret a part of theology different than you.  
For example: 
 

a. There’s a big difference between being an evangelical Presbyterian who practices infant baptism 
and a Roman Catholic.  The former is a theological peculiarity and the latter heresy. 

b. There’s a big difference between John Hagee who has an extreme view of Zionism and T.D. 
Jakes who does not believe in the Biblical Trinity. 

c. There’s a big difference between a church that has a unique form of polity and a church that 
teaches they are the only and the one true church. 

 
The point of this lecture is to affirm that all theology is important, we must concede that there is some 
points of doctrine that are more important than others.  We need to be able to make a distinction 
between first level type truths and secondary truths.   
 

THE DISCIPLINE OF THEOLOGY IS MUCH LIKE THE DISCIPLINE OF MEDICINE 
 
Let’s consider some instruction of Paul to Timothy: 
 

• 1 Timothy 6:3 (ESV), “If anyone teaches a different doctrine and does not agree with the sound 
words of our Lord Jesus Christ and the teaching that accords with godliness . . ..”  

• 2 Timothy 1:13 (ESV), “Follow the pattern of the sound words that you have heard from me, in 

the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus.” 

• 2 Timothy 4:3 (ESV), “For the time is coming when people will not endure sound teaching but 

having itching ears, they will accumulate for themselves teachers to suit their own passions . . ..”  
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• Titus 1:9 (ESV), “He must hold firm to the trustworthy word as taught, so that he may be able to 

give instruction in sound doctrine and also to rebuke those who contradict it.”  

• (Also, Titus 1:13, Titus 2:1,8, etc.) 
 

Paul is very concerned about something called “sound” doctrine or teaching. If your Bible provides 
marginal notations, many of the translations will include alternate meaning to be “healthy”.  Some 
modern translations might use the word “wholesome”.  The Greek word is ὑγιαίνω (hugiainō) and can 
mean sound, healthy, safe, well, etc. 
 
I’m going to suggest that it can be useful in the Church to categorize erroneous doctrine under these 2 
categories:  heresy and unhealthy.  Unhealthy doctrine may become heretical.   But imperfect 
understanding of the Bible, inconsistent interpretative skills, etc. may be unhealthy, but may not be 
heretical.   

 
A NEED FOR THEOLOGICAL TRIAGE 
 
Back in 2004, Dr. Albert Mohler published an important article entitled: A Call for Theological Triage and 
Christian Maturity.1   Apparently, Dr. Mohler, after a trip to the hospital Emergency Room, provided him 
with the idea of a theological triage.  The word triage comes from the French word trier, which means 
"to sort." Thus, the triage officer in the medical context is the front-line agent for deciding which 
patients need the most urgent treatment. Mohler suggested: 
 
“A discipline of theological triage would require Christians to determine a scale of theological urgency 
that would correspond to the medical world's framework for medical priority. With this in mind, I would 
suggest three different levels of theological urgency, each corresponding to a set of issues and 
theological priorities found in current doctrinal debates.” 
 
From that point, Mohler goes on to suggest there are “first level [first order] theological issues”, second 
level and so on.   
 
First Level Theological Issues 
 
“First-level theological issues would include those doctrines most central and essential to the Christian 
faith. Included among these most crucial doctrines would be doctrines such as the Trinity, the full deity 
and humanity of Jesus Christ, justification by faith, and the authority of Scripture.”  In my opinion, first 
level theological doctrines are these that make Christianity, Christianity.  To remove any of these 
doctrines Christianity ceases to be.  To observe contraventions of 1st Level doctrines is to observe a 
corpse. 
 
Second Level Theological Issues 
 

 
1 https://albertmohler.com/2004/05/20/a-call-for-theological-triage-and-christian-maturity-2/ 

https://albertmohler.com/2004/05/20/a-call-for-theological-triage-and-christian-maturity-2/
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“The set of second-order doctrines is distinguished from the first-order set by the fact that believing 

Christians may disagree on the second-order issues, though this disagreement will create significant 

boundaries between believers. When Christians organize themselves into congregations and 

denominational forms, these boundaries become evident. Second-order issues would include the 

meaning and mode of baptism.” 

 
Along with baptism, second level issues may include such things as the gifts of the Spirit, even church 
polity, women elders, etc.  2nd level issues say, “We look upon you as brothers and sisters in Christ, but 
these differences in our Biblical understanding will always bring conflict and tension in our assembly – 
but where we can we will serve together. 
 
Third Level Theological Issues 
 
“Third-order issues are doctrines over which Christians may disagree and remain in close fellowship, even 
within local congregations. I would put most of the debates over eschatology, for example, in this 
category.” 
 
Notice the difference.  You and I can worship together, serve together in the same Church at the same 
time and enjoy fellowship recognizing that these differences, although important to us individually, are 
not important enough for us to attend different churches.   I want to also admit that there will always be 
a degree of subjectivity to this topic.  Just like the ER in the hospital, the decision will be made as to 
where our doctrinal issue rests.  My encouragement to you is to make that call.  When you watch, read, 
listen to Christian doctrine being expressed and hear something you disagree with, complete the triage 
and determine where that error resides.  Is it heresy or unhealthy?  And if its unhealthy, to what 
degree? 
 

APPLICATION 
 
One of the guiding principles to this course is that the material enables us to love God and love one 
another.  Concern for doctrinal purity and precision is motivated out of a love for God.  The Bible is 
God’s Book – His Word.  To say that doctrine doesn’t matter represents a sad view of who God is.  But if 
we fail to recognize the truth of these words: 
 
“For we know in part and we prophesy in part, but when the perfect comes, the partial will pass away. 

When I was a child, I spoke like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child. When I became a 

man, I gave up childish ways. For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face. Now I know in part; 

then I shall know fully, even as I have been fully known” (1 Corinthians 13:9–12, ESV), 

our tendency will be to elevate 3rd and 2nd level doctrines to 1st level doctrines and thereby condemn 

everyone who doesn’t agree with us.  This is tragic and incredibly unloving.  The loving thing to do is to 

discern what is important, sort-of important and really important, and live life that way.   
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This quote that I’m sharing is often attributed to great theologians such as Luther and Augustine, but 

actually it comes from a German Lutheran theologian of the early seventeenth century, Rupertus 

Meldenius. You have probably heard it: 

In Essentials Unity, In Non-Essentials Liberty, In All Things Charity 

Philip Schaff2, a Nineteenth Century historian wrote this regarding that quotation: 
 
“It was during the fiercest dogmatic controversies and the horrors of the Thirty Years’ War, that a 
prophetic voice whispered to future generations the watchword of Christian peacemakers, which was 
unheeded in a century of intolerance, and forgotten in a century of indifference, but resounds with 
increased force in a century of revival and re-union.” [Emphasis mine] 
 
In the next lecture we look at what is deemed as the first heresy to assault the unity of the New 
Testament Church. 
 

 

 
2 Schaff, Philip, History of the Christian Church, Vol 7, Digital Edition, Books For The Ages, AGES Software • Albany, OR USA, 
Version 1.0 © 1997, Page 487 

 


