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     Throughout the history of the Church, doctrine and life have been intimately 

related to one another.  There are some today who seem to want either doctrine 

or life.  That is, for some Christians the focus in studying Scripture (even if 

unintentional) is to learn doctrine or theology while for others, they study how the 

Bible should influence their lives.  Yet doctrine and life should never be 

separated, we search the Scriptures to learn doctrine in order to influence our 

lives so that we will have not have a zeal without knowledge, but a knowledge 

with zeal. 

      

     As early as Paul’s epistles to Timothy and Titus, Paul tells Timothy to watch 

his life and doctrine closely (1 Tim. 4:13-16) and the apostle continually links the 

importance of doctrine and life together (1 Tim. 1:3, 10; 4:6; 2 Timothy 3:10ff; Tit. 

1:9; 2:1, 10).  Even from the time of the apostolic church, doctrine has always 

influenced life and life has influenced doctrine; they are both interrelated.  They 

can be distinguished, but they must never be separated.   

 

     When Christians suffered persecution in the early church, some of the New 

Testament epistles were written directly with the purpose of encouraging them in 

their situations to stand firm and immovable (e.g. 1 Peter, Gospel of Mark, 
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Hebrews, Revelation).  The teaching of Scripture about the truth of Christ’s 

Person and Work in his life, death, resurrection and ascension was truth or 

doctrine that established the lives of individual Christians (and Christians today) 

in order that they may continue strong in their faith not fearing possible 

martyrdom and real persecution.  This helped the early church to rejoice that they 

were partakers of the sufferings of Jesus Christ (cf. 1 Pet. 4:12ff).  Here we see 

the influence of doctrine on life, and how the lives of Christians in the early 

church influenced doctrine (1 Tim. 4:6-16). 

 

     After the inscripturation of the Word of God, in the post-Apostolic church of 

the 2nd through 5th centuries, the church struggled to understand and to clearly 

articulate Scriptural doctrine during the struggles with heresy.  The Heresies with 

which the church contended was various forms of Gnosticism, Marcionism, 

Arianism, Nestorianism, Donatism, et al.  

 

The confrontation and articulation of the church’s teaching in light of these 

threats helped to actually build up the church through God’s grace and 

providence.  For instance, the Council of Nicea was held in AD 325 and 

established the Church’s Scriptural teaching on the Trinity, against those who 

would deny Christ’s deity (e.g. Arians).  They affirmed that God was one in 

Essence, three in Persons, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, all equal in power and 

glory.  Another example is the Council of Chalcedon in AD 451 that established 

the doctrine of Christ’s human and divine nature: He was the God-Man, he was 
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true God and true man, one Person, with two natures with are not to be 

separated, divided, mixed, etc.  These two examples show that even in the face 

of heretical threats, the church was growing in their knowledge of God and 

themselves as sound doctrine was taught.  This is s specific example of how life 

situations of the church influenced doctrine. 

 

     During the Medieval period, the Church had grown in authority and power.  

After Constantine, Gregory the Great and Charlemagne, the Church was the 

“glue” that held society together.  People who wanted to know God and obtain 

salvation had to go to the church and through the sacramental practices of the 

church, but a person would never know if he was a Christian until the end of all 

things.  During this time men wanted and needed to know “How must I be 

saved?”  The Roman Catholic Church said through the sacraments and 

submission to the authority of the Church.   

 

Some tried to obtain salvation mystically through God in practice and prayer 

outside of the church; some tried to obtain salvation by separation from the world 

and the entrance to the monastery; some tried to truly reform the church as it 

was perceived as being too “worldly” and not as biblical in its doctrine and life. 

 

     Although Anselm in the 11th century passed on the great doctrine of the 

atonement that would eventually encourage the church of the true significance of 

the cross, most of the Medieval period was without hope or assurance about their 
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salvation in the lives of Christians who wanted to serve God.  However, in the 

early 16th century, one monk named Martin Luther realized from Scripture that 

salvation from sin and God’s wrath comes by faith alone in Christ’s work.  His 

break with the Roman Catholicism and the great influence of justification by faith 

alone taught in Scripture changed many lives.   

 

Christians could hope in a God and Christ who truly saves; they could know that 

their salvation was not dependent upon them, but wholly upon the grace of God.  

Through the doctrine of justification by faith alone, and the truth of Scripture 

alone as the only source of revelation and truth about salvation, God changed 

the lives of individual Christians and the direction and hope of the church to this 

day.   

 

Through God’s gracious providence, his people actually now could read the Bible 

in their own tongue and the emphasis moved from the Roman Catholic 

priesthood, to the priesthood of all believers who could read and understand the 

truth of God that had been revealed in Scripture.  The Reformation was a time 

when doctrine truly changed lives and the life of faithful men of God returned to 

the doctrines of Holy Scripture. 

 

     In the modern church the Enlightenment of the 18th century brought a new 

confidence in sinful man’s mind and abilities to know and understand the world 

around him.  The church took on some of the characteristics of this period 
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unfortunately.  There has even been a false dichotomy of the heart and mind in 

certain Christian understandings in the last two hundred years.  This mindset has 

been prevalent throughout church history, but it came to be emphasized more 

during and after the Enlightenment.  Some taught that you could not know God 

with your mind and still love him with your heart, ultimately because God was 

unknowable and transcendent.  A person could have piety without believing all 

that the Bible taught. 

 

      After the Enlightenment and up to the present, Christians struggle and desire 

to know God through heart and mind, submitting to his revelation to us in 

Scripture.  There is no false dichotomy between heart and mind, or doctrine and 

life, because the revelation that God has given to us and preserved for us in His 

Word is all we need for life and godliness.   

 

This is one important truth that Christians must keep in their hearts and minds at 

all times: “All Scripture is God-breathed and profitable for teaching, rebuking, 

correcting, for training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be 

thoroughly equipped for every good work” (2 Tim. 3:16-17).  Above we observed 

a few examples from church history, here in the 2 Timothy text we see from 

Scripture the ultimate and inspired truth of how doctrine influences life, and life 

influences doctrine.   
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As Dr. J. Gresham Machen said in the early 20th century in response to “Old 

Liberalism” which promoted the Christian life without a great emphasis on 

doctrine (paraphrased): “The Christian life is indeed a life, but a life founded upon 

doctrine.”  As the Church awaits our Great God and Savior Jesus Christ, we must 

always remember that right doctrine leads to righteous living, and righteous living 

is the result of a Biblical, or right doctrine. 
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