CREEDS OF CHRISTENDOM

Donald R. Fox

The respected scholar Philip Schaff (1819-1893) edited an excellent three volume work entitled “The Creeds of Christendom” and revised by his son David S. Schaff (1852-1941)  David S. Schaff writes in the Sixth Edition Preface, dated January, 1931. “Since the appearance of the Creeds of Christendom, 1877, no work has been issued competing with it in scope and comprehensiveness.”  

In the First Chapter of “History of the Creeds of Christendom” Dr. Philip Schaff made several interesting comments as it applies to Creeds History.  Some of his remarks furnished below, I believe, reveal his personal feeling, his insight as to why creeds were produced and the danger of such a man made interjectors to The Word of God, the Bible.

Dr. Philip Schaff writes, “A Creed, or Rule of Faith, or Symbol, is a confession of faith for public use, or a form of words setting forth with authority certain articles of belief, which are regarded by the framers as necessary for salvation…They keep alive sectarian strifes and antagonisms…”  With this observation Dr. Philip Schaff adds an optimistic remark that I believe is in keeping with his inner desire for Christian unity.  He states, “…but they reveal also the underlying agreement, and foreshadow the possibility of future harmony.”  This is wishful thinking because creeds will always cause “sectarian strifes and antagonisms."
Under the section of “Authority of Creeds” Dr. Philip Schaff states, “The value of creeds depends upon the measure of their agreement with the Scripture…The Bible has, therefore, a divine and absolute, the Confession only an ecclesiastical and relative authority.”  As a possible summary of his feelings he points to the fact that both the Greek Church and the Roman Church claims infallibility.  He writes, “It is clear that either the Greek or the Roman Church, or both, must be wrong in this claim of infallibility, since they contradict each other on some important points…”

In a scholarly manner Dr. Philip Schaff, furnished copies of most, if not all Creeds of Christendom up to that point in time to include its history and with critical notes.  With great care and in a diligent way he edited an excellent work.  I believe, however, he could not shake the thought, the concept that creeds “keep alive sectarian strifes and antagonisms."

“Ye shall not add unto the word which I command you, neither shall ye diminish aught from it, that ye may keep the commandments of the Lord your God which I command you.” (Deuteronomy 4:2)

NOTE:  For further study and with reference to the works of Dr. Philip Schaff see “Church Historians” on our Web Site.
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