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Can we disagree [on doctrine] and still be friends? 

Stephen T. Hague, February 2019 

 

 

A more erudite sounding title could be, “Why we do not elevate tertiary 

interpretive matters to the level of fundamentals or foundational doctrines.” But, 

my son tells me the present title is much better! The question is, how do we find 

certitude on one hand, and allow for differences and even freedom in what we 

believe and affirm, on the other hand? In order to consider this question, I 

attempt to define a few important related terms (fundamental, interpretation, 

heresy) and to make some distinctions. Some folks answer the question using the 

helpful analogy of red-light (fundamentals, primary), yellow-light (interpretations, 

secondary), green-light (unclear and uncertain, tertiary), from which I will borrow. 

 

[left: two monkish pole-sitters arguing theology from a distance] 

 
What is a fundamental?  

Fundamentals are the primary doctrinal lines below which one cannot rightly claim to know the 

fundamental truths of the gospel, or the red lights we cannot pass through. Considering the confusion 

surrounding the term fundamentalism, it is perhaps better to use the term foundational. When we say 

foundational to the gospel, it means that which is a true test of orthodoxy, and necessary to claim a saving 

knowledge of God in Christ. In other words, to deny them would place one outside the circle of biblical 

orthodoxy. A sure test of whether something should be considered foundational, is to ask whether 

denying a particular truth could mean a repudiation of the whole system of Christian doctrine, or of other 

foundational truths.1 In this sense, the foundations of the gospel of Christ are non-negotiable, absolutes, 

essential to that gospel. All-the-same, we must recognize that even these have not always been agreed 

upon universally. That is, we must also affirm that foundational truths are themselves the result of 

interpreting Scripture, but that the large consensus of the church and its historical creeds are in 

agreement with them. That is, we would make a distinction here with what might be called “disputable 

interpretations” (discussed below under “What is and interpretation?). 

For example, it is somewhat unfortunate that the twelve volumes of The Fundamentals: A Testimony to 

the Truth (written 1910-1915), have long been summarized as affirming five main (below) fundamental 

themes taught in Scripture, because there are many other extremely important and vital doctrines and 

principles discussed in these volumes and in Scripture.2 And, there were very many subjects they 

addressed that are not adequately summarized in five points (similarly to what is often done to John 

                                                           
1 To qualify this a bit, it can be said that departure from a tertiary, interpretive, disputable, or non-foundational doctrine or 
principle, can have far-reaching consequences in many other areas of important and foundational beliefs. For example, to 
propose and accept that there is a contradiction in a biblical text (as often is done), even if minor, could threaten our belief in 
the inspiration and infallibility of the Scripture. This is precisely why we find in the Fundamentals an emphasis on 
foundational, fundamental importance of the infallibility and inerrancy of the Bible.  
2 This term has gotten very bad press in recent years, being associated with both perceived anti-intellectualism of 
conservative Christians alongside the extremist violence of Moslem terrorists. Yet, the twelve-volume series called The 
Fundamentals were quite scholarly and carefully written by a range of scholars from very diverse backgrounds (sixty-four 
authors from practically every denominational viewpoint at the time).  
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Calvin’s magnum opus, The Institutes of the Christian Religion)! Importantly, they were not debating 

millennialism, baptism, church governance, or any of the secondary or tertiary matters people so often 

today confuse with the fundamentals.3 More importantly, we must also be careful that we do not equate 

our human and fallible summaries of the fundamentals and foundational truths as themselves “the 

gospel.”  

Nevertheless, efforts like The Fundamentals can be a useful summary of what is understood as 

foundational and primary beliefs necessary to the Christian faith and, in their case, they helped solidify 

and unify Christians during the early part of the twentieth century so-called “Modernist-Fundamentalist 

conflicts.” They also serve in nearly every essay as apologetic responses to many of the issues confronting 

them at the time, both inside the church and outside.   

A common summary of the five “fundamentals” from that era:4 

1. Scripture: infallibility, inerrancy and the accurate, historical nature of the Bible 

2. Creation of literal Adam and Eve 

3. Virgin birth and deity of Jesus 

4. Bodily resurrection and physical return of Jesus 

5. Substitutionary atonement of Christ on the cross 

In revisiting these, with hindsight, we can see that some of these were stressed in their context, in 

response to things they perceived were the battles of their day. For example, in as much as we affirm the 

virgin birth of Jesus, it seems almost quaint in 2018 by contrast with our battles that have become far 

more intense on the most fundamental levels (whether a man is a man or a woman a woman, or should 

someone be called ‘it,” “she,” “he,” “they,” or “them”!), as we struggle to respond to the dark  fruit of two 

hundred years of Historical Criticism. It makes one wonder if the authors of The Fundamentals could have 

ever imagined how far we would come in our discussions today? This is not to diminish their work, for it 

still holds value, but while holding tenaciously to the foundations of the gospel and the Bible, it is 

imperative that we attempt to address our contemporary context. The authors of the Fundamentals set a 

good scholarly and apologetic model for that sort of endeavor to explicate, proclaim, and apply the gospel 

to every new generation.   

Our list of foundationally important truths would at least include these matters (somewhat along the lines 

of The Fundamentals): for example,  

• God’s existence and triune character 

• Jesus Christ’s humanity, deity, and perfections  

• Jesus’ substitutionary atonement 

• Jesus’ bodily resurrection, his ascension, and his yet future return  

• The necessary role of grace in salvation  
 

Even these five points are not the sum-total of foundational truths, but certainly good examples of truths 

that if denied would lead to a repudiation of the whole system of Christian doctrine. Yes, we can still be 

                                                           
3 Having searched nearly all the volumes of the Fundamentals and scanned the tables of contents, as well, I could find no 
debates about these tertiary and divisive interpretive matters such as millennialism or baptism, etc. 
4 It is not clear who first summarized these five points, but in some lists I find mention also of the reality of the miracles 
recorded in the Bible and those done by Christ, but this point could be counted under #1. In several sources, it is attested that 
the first formulation of five points was at the 2010 General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church, but they did not use the 
word “fundamental” but called them “essentials” (see George Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture, p. 117). They 
were not considered binding on members of the Presbyterian Church, but rather considered as a general description of what 
Presbyterians at the time believed. 
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friends if we disagree on the foundational and primary truths, but no we cannot fellowship in the truths of 

the whole gospel! 

The danger is that whenever we treat anything at the level of the gospel itself, such as the 

tertiary/secondary interpretative matters noted previously, then we have begun to teach and preach 

something beyond the gospel, and gone beyond the Scripture. Graham Goldsworthy’s comments on the 

question of what is the gospel are so excellent I encourage you to consider them in full here: 

Almost everyone uses the word “gospel” in both a religious and a secular way. In the religious world it is used 

often without any real consensus as to what is meant by the term. Even when the word “gospel” is proposed 

as a biblically based term, there are some significant differences among, say, a Christadelphian, an evangelical, 

and a liberal view of gospel. Among evangelicals there are also differences in the way he word is used. It is a 

matter for some concern that some books and study courses on evangelism seen to assume that every 

Christian is absolutely clear about what the gospel is, and that what is needed most is help in the techniques of 

explaining the gospel to unbelievers. Experience suggests that this assumption is poorly based and that there is 

a great deal of confusion among believers about what the gospel is. Preachers may have a theoretical gospel 

and an operative gospel. Theoretically we will get into a theological mode and produce, as far as possible, a 

biblically based notion focusing on the person and work of Christ. But in pastoral practice it is easy to be 

pragmatic. Our operative gospel will be the thing that preoccupies us as the focus of our preaching and 

teaching. It may be a particular hobbyhorse or a denominational distinctive. Baptism, a particular view of the 

second coming, social action, creationism, spiritual gifts, and the like are all easily raised to the status of gospel 

by becoming the main focus of our preaching. This is especially deplorable when these spurious gospels are 

made the basis of our acceptance of other Christians.  

“The gospel is the message about Jesus in his life, death, and resurrection.”5  

What is an interpretation? 

Interpretations are those conclusions we come to through the full process of biblical exegesis, employing 

sound hermeneutical principles. Indeed, we cannot have any of the foundational truths I have mentioned 

without interpretation. Even the most “obvious” truths require interpreting the words and contexts of 

scripture accurately. So, I am not speaking about that aspect of interpretation here, but rather those areas 

we would call secondary or tertiary interpretations, that place them on a scale from clear foundational and 

indisputable truths to those that are less clear to varying degrees. These interpretations are secondary 

because they may have more than one reasonable option. An interpretation of this level, and especially 

those that might be considered debatable (disputable), is that which can be understood as the 

interpretive line above which the Scriptures do not clearly go, but which can have more than one 

possibility in many particular cases, and which should therefore not be elevated to the level of a 

foundational doctrine. Therefore, we can consider them secondary; they are like the yellow lights that we 

pass through only very cautiously, but in doing so it does not threaten to repudiate the whole system of 

Christian doctrine. Therefore, they are non-essential to the integrity of the gospel. 

In the case of interpretations of a secondary, yellow light, level, even here there is not always a consensus 

whether, or not, a particular interpretation is rather a foundational doctrine. This is where the confusion 

and divisions most commonly occur: when people differ on the interpretation of a particular passage, 

word, or teaching of Scripture, but also disagree on the level of its foundational quality, or whether it is 

tertiary or secondary.6 Following the intersection-light analogy, we might add that the green light is truly 

                                                           
5 Graeme Goldsworthy, Preaching the Whole Bible as Christian Scripture, pp. 81-83. 
6 This relates, for example, to the ongoing debate in my denomination between those who are “strict” subscriptionists to the 
Westminster Confession of Faith, and those who advocate for general, or “system,” “subscription to the system of doctrine” 
contained in it. J.Frame makes the noteworthy point that "Scripture nowhere says that the church must be governed by 
human theological documents” (Systematic Theology, p. 628). He also makes the startling statement that even though 
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tertiary, and should not factor in any discussion of foundational truths. Once again, we will not always 

agree on the line between secondary and tertiary, but nevertheless our definition of foundational doctrine 

should guide us in determining when something is tertiary, secondary, or foundational.  

As noted above, even foundational truths are derived from interpretation of Scripture. All the same, in 

order to distinguish the terminology, I am stressing with this term “interpretation,” in regards to the 

secondary and tertiary matters, the debatable nature of these that generally places them outside the 

consensus of the creeds of historic orthodoxy. Indeed, generally speaking, these are not treated as 

foundational truths in the creeds. Although this is not to say that specific (and denominational) emphases 

sometimes do not appear in the historic creeds, it does suggest that we should be very careful not to 

elevate secondary and tertiary matters to the level of primary foundational truths.  

Yes, we can still be friends and maintain fellowship in the truth of the primary truths when we disagree on 

secondary or tertiary matters of interpretation!       

What is a heresy? 

Heresy, in common definition, includes beliefs and interpretations that could be shown as erroneous in 

light of other Scriptures and the historic creeds (as is often thought is the only meaning of heresy). All-the-

same, another way heresy can be understood is the elevation of any particular interpretation or 

theological concept to the level of a fundamental. This would include a degree of over-emphasis that it 

becomes a test of orthodoxy, or made into an absolute, making it necessary for a person to believe in 

order to be considered orthodox and a true Christian. This is especially so with secondary and tertiary 

interpretations, whenever they are elevated to a primary and fundamental status, when indeed they are 

disputable. But even foundational truths could become so emphasized that other foundational truths are 

eclipsed (for example, on the triunity of God, a stress on God the Son that essentially obscures, but does 

not deny, the Father or the Spirit might be in such a category). 

Sects are particularly defined by this kind of stress on, and elevation of, particular doctrines, concepts, or 

interpretive viewpoints on particular texts, at the expense of the foundational truths of Scripture. But, as 

defined here, they may even be true concepts, or possibly true interpretations, but in their elevation to 

the level of foundational dogma as tests of orthodoxy, they become heretical. This is when we elevate 

non-essentials to the level of essential to the gospel. 

It is fair to include in the non-foundational category such concerns like why God allowed evil to enter the 

Garden of Eden?; where did Cain find his wife?; why did Abraham lie to Pharaoh?; why did Lot choose the 

land to the East and Abraham the land to the west?; what did Paul mean by head “covering”;? what is the 

millennium in Rev 20?; the subjects, timing, and modes of baptism; suitable church attire; the frequency 

of the Lord’s Table; form of church governance (ecclesiology); forms of worship styles and liturgies; 

abstinence from alcohol; church architecture; church traditions; and many particulars of end-times 

eschatology. Many more things could be added to this list, of course, such as the cultural norms noted 

previously of length of hair, length of dresses, women and slacks, hair length, color of cars, playing cards, 

and yes even shoe styles!7 

Often when Christians use the term “legalism” (as a heresy) they are referring to the phenomenon of 

tertiary, secondary, biblical interpretations becoming tests for orthodoxy. And, this often includes non-

                                                                                                                                                                                                             
confessional documents have done the church a good service in many ways, “the attempt to maintain orthodoxy in the 
church by confessional subscription has not, historically, achieved its goal” (ibid., p. 655).  
7 Sometimes, the notes in popular study Bibles (like Schofield’s) have become the source of absolute truth and held on par 
with Scripture itself. This too is an obvious danger. Even confessions of faith and creeds can become elevated to the level of 
inspired and authoritative revelation, even if inadvertently, and thus makes revisions nearly impossible even when deemed 
proper considering further study and understanding of Scripture.   
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absolute cultural traditions, sometimes called cultural norms, being elevated to the level of biblical 

doctrine or foundational truths (length of hair, dresses, color of cars, playing cards, etc). Of course, the 

more common meaning of “legalism” is any effort through our works to obtain or attain righteousness and 

salvific blessings of grace. Indeed, even believing certain things can wrongly (heretically) be considered a 

sufficient work for salvation, but that is not what we mean by a saving knowledge of God. 

What is a ‘saving” knowledge of God? And what is the test for orthodoxy?  

When we speak of necessary foundational truths, it is easy to inadvertently communicate the idea that 

believing in them itself saves us; that belief itself is what saves us. We do not proclaim that believing the 

foundational truths of the gospel will save, but that when God saves us by his regenerating work, sure 

evidence of that is that we will believe with conviction those foundational truths. We must thus be careful 

not to confuse believing the foundational truths of the gospel with having received the regenerating work 

of the Holy Spirit in converting us to saving faith in Jesus (as James said, “even the demons believe,” 2:19). 

We must assert that just believing doctrines is not what saves us, but God saves us by regenerating our 

hearts/minds and accounting us as righteous in Christ. And that is why we are enabled to believe the 

foundational truths of the gospel, as well as use our minds and interpretive skills to enjoy the illuminating 

work of God’s Spirit in helping us study those matters that are not 100% clear in Scripture and come to 

what are reasonable, and differing conclusions. When we insist, therefore, that a particular interpretive 

matter that is not clearly foundational must be held as absolute dogma by all Christians in order to be 

considered orthodox and true believers, then I believe we have crossed that line above which Scripture 

does not go. 

This is why it is generally accepted that certain interpretive matters not be considered foundational tests 

of orthodoxy, and why we acknowledge we are all as finite creatures on the path of sanctification in both 

character and in our level of interpretative understanding. We must charitably and humbly accept the fact 

that we all are unable to resolve every question the Scripture poses, and so we are unable to have 

certainty about everything. Even so, we do believe that we can have sufficient assurance and certainty of 

the foundational truths of Scripture and the gospel of Christ, as well as sufficient assurance of much else. 

Since there are many (especially numerous passages of Scripture) concepts and interpretations we might 

justly consider non-foundational, I do not mean to suggest that we cannot grow in our assurance and 

convictions regarding those matters. We must only keep them in their proper place as interpretive 

matters, and matters of (freedom of) conscience, in which we allow for differences and for growth and 

change in understanding without charging one another with heterodoxy or heresy. And yes, we can still be 

friends and have true fellowship and cooperation in the gospel of Jesus! 

To conclude, having said all of this, I do not mean to suggest that doubt and ambiguity must characterize 

our convictions and beliefs and understanding of all matters qualifying as interpretive and secondary or 

tertiary. It can be affirmed that as we study carefully the Scripture, and prayerfully ask God’s help to use 

the hermeneutical and exegetical tools he has given to us, that we will grow in our knowledge, 

understanding, and assurance. We are not to stand still, nor on the other hand are we to flounder and be 

“tossed about by every wind of doctrine” (Eph 4:14); we are to strive for that greater assurance and 

certitude, while at the same time demonstrating true charity to one another on the non-essentials, while 

having unity in love on the essential, foundational truths of the Scripture. As Paul goes on to say, 

“speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in all aspects into Him who is the head, even Christ (4:15). 

Certainly though, we must often be willing to admit our ignorance, since we cannot know nor understand 

everything. This is not complacent relativism either, or as some might charge that we are opening the 

door to treating doctrine as but a buffet from which we pick and choose at will. We are expected to 

believe and work towards greater belief and certitude of the whole teaching of Scripture, as we are able. 

We do not have freedom to treat the truths of the Scripture as just a smorgasbord from which we pick and 
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choose what we prefer. That is, we are called “to know the certainty of the things” we have been taught 

as Luke expressed to his friend Theophilus (Lu 1:4; also, Jn 7:17; 8:32; 10:4-5).    


