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This article discusses the Rule of Faith (regula fidei) as a normative
hermeneutical tool that promotes the textual and theological unity of
the Old and New Testament Scriptures. It is argued that the close connection between the Rule of Faith and scriptural interpretation in Irenaeus, Clement of Alexandria and other early church teachers may be
understood as expressions of an incipient biblical theology. Two editorial characteristics of Christian Scripture appear to be linked to this
notion of regula fidei: the triadic system of nomina sacra (”God,”
”Jesus” and ”Spirit” written in contracted form) and the bipartite
OT–NT arrangement. Such textual–interpretative features, as well as
creedal and ritual practices associated with baptism, are presented as
integral to the early church’s Rule, or Rule-of-Faith pattern of biblical
reading.
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A

major function of the early
church’s Rule of Faith (regula fidei), largely synonymous with the
Rule of Truth or Ecclesiastical Rule,1 was
to guarantee that the faith community
”read the Old Testament as the promise
of the Gospel and the Gospel as the fulfilment of that promise.”2 As a key to such
a reading of old and new Scriptures as a
unified whole, the regula fidei was used as
a summary of the faith,3 or as the teaching foundation for Christian belief as revealed by Christ and handed down by the
apostles.4
Following an introduction to the early
Christian notion of a regula fidei, and a
brief comment on a few passages in Irenaeus (Haer. I, 8.1-10.1; III, 1.1-2; Dem.
6), this essay explores certain practices
integral to the church’s Rule of Faith,

namely: Scripture interpretation (focussing on the nomina sacra practice and the
bipartite OT–NT arrangement), creedal
formulation, and the rite of initiation. It is
argued that these basic textual,5 creedal6
and ritual expressions7 of early Christian
existence shaped common features of the
majority church’s emergent biblical theology. ”Biblical theology” is here understood in broad terms as the distinct Christian theology held to be contained in the
Jewish (OT) and specifically Christian
Scriptures (NT) when perceived jointly as
a textual unity.
Due to their defining qualities, Scripture and Rule of Faith emerged within the
faith community – to use the German
theologian Karlmann Beyschlag’s phrasing – as ”two sides of one and the same
norm” (zwei Seiten einer Norm).8 As
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such, the regula fidei could even be seen
as a property of sacred Scripture, emphasizing the arrangement of the Old and
New Testament texts into a whole, with
special attention given to reading biblical
passages in their intra-scriptural context
(Clem. Strom. VI, 15.25.3; Iren. Haer. I,
8.1-10.1).9 Alternatively, when associated
more with baptismal confession or apostolic tradition in the broader sense, the
regula could be viewed as a scripturally
defined or aligned Rule.10 Applied to
various types of scriptural exegesis, this
Rule of Faith, or Rule-of-Faith pattern of
biblical reading, occurs around AD 200
in Irenaeus of Lyons,11 Tertullian of
Carthage and Clement of Alexandria, as
well as in other early Christian writers.12

Introductory Remarks
Regula fidei and the Mosaic of
Scripture
Christ himself is said to be the originator
of the Rule in Tertullian (ca. AD 160220) and Clement of Alexandria (ca. AD
150-215/21).13 Clement describes the
Ecclesiastical Rule in a frequently quoted
passage as ”the agreement and unity of
the Law and the Prophets and the Testament delivered at the coming of the
Lord.”14 As such,15 it provides the key
hermeneutical guideline for his Scripture
principle and biblical theology.16 Clement’s concern to relate the old Jewish
and new Christian Scriptures to one another may here be concretely linked not only
to the Ecclesiastical Rule, but also to the
actual titles of the two major text corpora – ”The Old” and ”The New Testament” – introduced by Christian editors
towards the end of the second century.17
A couple of decades earlier, in Irenaeus
of Lyons (ca. AD 125-202), standard characteristics of his Scripture-linked Rule of

Faith include adherence to apostolic origins,18 close association with defining
monotheistic belief and other creedal material (Haer. I, 10.1), as well as with baptismal teaching and confession (Haer. I,
9.4).19
However, in a manner similar to Clement of Alexandria, the bishop of Lyons
evinces a Rule that teaches the church to
read the Scriptures as a literary unity with
a particular sequential ordering and textual arrangement (Haer. I, 8.1-10.1).20
Irenaeus employs the classic hermeneutical rule of the parts relating to the textual whole, and vice versa, in one of his
famous illustrations in Against Heresies.
He likens the arrangement of the biblical
material to a beautiful mosaic of a king –
in contradistinction to an unappealing
fox, where the textual bits and pieces of
the artwork have been misplaced, as in
the Gnostic Valentinian Scripture interpretation (Haer. I, 9.4).21

Scholarly Views on the regula fidei
The regula fidei attained a multivalent
function during the period we are looking
at, and could be equated with Scripture,
baptismal confession, or apostolic tradition more broadly.22 Thus, the tension
posed between Scripture and unwritten
Christian tradition in the Western churches since the Reformation and CounterReformation does not appear in the early
Christian centuries, neither in the New
Testament,23 during the New Testament
period, nor subsequently.
In 1 Clement, an epistle addressed to
the Corinthian Christians towards the
end of the first century, the author appeals to the church in Corinth to ”conform
to the renowned and holy rule of our tradition” (1 Clem. 7.2; τῆς π αραδόσεως
ἡμῶν κανόνα). As the equally renowned
second-century regula fidei tradition
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became part of central Christian vocabulary as testified by Dionysius of Corinth
(ca. AD 170), Irenaeus and Clement of
Alexandria,24 we shall seek to understand
their precise intent concerning this novel
expression.25
Notable scholars of the late nineteenth
and twentieth centuries attempted to provide answers concerning the regula’s profile. Theodor Zahn held the regula fidei to
be ”identical with the baptismal confession.”26 Adolf von Harnack, on the other
hand, sought to broaden Zahn’s understanding. He argued that the earliest regula should be defined in terms of the apostolic tradition rather than baptismal confession per se.27 Harnack’s position opened up for clearer association between the
Rule of Faith and the Scriptures.28 However, only with Johannes Kunze’s monumental 1899 study Glaubensregel, Heilige
Schrift und Taufbekenntnis29 is the scholarly horizon helpfully broadened, and a
clearly positive relationship between Christian Scripture and Rule of Faith posited.30
Key aspects of Kunze’s approach have
been discussed afresh by the Swedish theologian Bengt Hägglund.31 With his distinctive emphasis, Hägglund affirms the
early Christian notion of Rule of Faith as
referring ultimately to the revelatory
events themselves, stemming from God
and Christ and passed on by the apostles.32 In the first and second centuries,
these events were held to be codified primarily in Scripture, apostolic tradition
and baptismal confession. The rather abstract and flexible definition of the regula
fidei that Hägglund suggests fits well with
our main source texts discussing the early
Rule of Faith.33 Concerning the regula in
Irenaeus, Tertullian and Clement, Hägglund writes: ”Baptismal confession (as a
brief summary of the contents of revelation), sacred Scripture, apostolic tradition

– all is comprised by the regula fidei or
regula veritatis. Thus, this regula can be
equated with one or the other property,
however with neither of them being fully
identical.”34
Some more recent scholarship has continued to emphasize the close relationship
between Scripture and regula fidei. KarlHeinz Ohlig, when reflecting on the canon-formation process, holds the view that
”the Rule of Faith is not an independent
principle and norma normans beside
Scripture,” but the usage ”of that which
one already recognized through the appropriated Scriptures, as applied to what
was still disputed.”35 Paul Blowers, who
understands the connection between regula and Scripture in yet stronger terms,
writes: ”For Irenaeus and Tertullian alike
it is imperative to identify the Canon of
Truth or Rule of Faith as Scripture’s own
intrinsic story-line.”36
The focus of the present essay is the
regula fidei as incipient biblical theology.
I thus discuss the Rule of Faith (or Ruleof-Faith pattern of biblical reading) as a
normative hermeneutical tool – implemented through Scripture, catechesis and
baptism – that promotes the textual and
theological unity of the corpus of Old and
New Testament Scriptures.

Scripture and regula: Haer. I,
8.1-10.1, III, 1.1-2, and Epid. 6
To illustrate my primary assertion – that
the regula fidei37 is intimately linked to
the (emerging) biblical theology of some
major early church writers38 – I shall appropriate the following representative
formulation of the Rule of Faith (here referred to as ”the faith”) as phrased by Irenaeus in his First Book Against Heresies:
The church, though spread throughout
the whole world, ... received (π αραλαμβάνειν) from the apostles and
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their disciples the faith (π ίστις) in
one GOD the FATHER Almighty, who
made the heaven and the earth, the
sea and all that is in them; and in
one CHRIST JESUS, the SON of GOD,
who became flesh for our salvation;
and in the HOLY SPIRIT, who
through the prophets proclaimed
the economies (οἰκονομία), and the
coming and birth from the Virgin,
and the passion, and the resurrection from the dead, and the ascension of the beloved CHRIST JESUS
our LORD in the flesh into the heavens, and his coming from the heavens in the glory of the FATHER to
recapitulate all things and to raise
up all flesh of the whole human
race. (Haer. I, 10.1)39

As a summary statement of the faith and
the baptismal teaching, the Rule is directly linked to Scripture and its exposition. First, our passage’s immediate textual context in Against Heresies treats the
Rule of Faith as part of a discussion on
scriptural hermeneutics (Haer. I, 8.110.1).
Secondly, the faith ”received from the
apostles and their disciples” (I, 10.1)
could be taken to refer to the revelatory
events themselves (Hägglund) or a summary statement of that faith which was
transmitted orally and then in written
form. We recall the bishop’s description
of the transmission of the oral and written gospel in the introduction to Book
Three of Against Heresies: This gospel, he
states, was ”handed down to us in the
Scriptures, so that that would be the
foundation and pillar of our faith.”
(Haer. III, 1.1) In the following section,
Irenaeus connects these apostolic texts
(the four Gospels) directly with the Ruleof-Faith pattern in its binitarian form:
”These [the Gospel writers] have all declared to us that there is one GOD,
Creator of heaven and earth, announced

by the Law and the Prophets; and one
CHRIST, the SON of GOD.” (Haer. III,
1.2) Thereby, he evinces the close connection between Rule of Faith (binitarian
summary of the faith), Jewish Scripture
(the Law and the Prophets), and New Testament text (the fourfold Gospel). The intimate connection between Scripture and
regula in Haer. (I, 10.1; III, 1.2) and Epid.
(6ff.) lends support as well to a narrative
approach, along the lines suggested by
Paul Blowers: ”The Rule of Faith served
the primitive Christian hope of articulating and authenticating a world-encompassing story or metanarrative of creation, incarnation, redemption and consummation.”40 Irenaeus’ catechetical piece,
Demonstration of the Apostolic Preaching
(Epid. 1-100), renders such joint metanarrative employment of Scripture and
Rule into one of our earliest ”proto-orthodox” biblical-theological contributions,
focusing on ”the revelatory events themselves.” (cf. Haer. II, 28.1; n. 52 below).
Thirdly, as indicated in these passages
from Book I and III of Against Heresies (I,
10.1 and III, 1.2) and in Demonstration
of the Apostolic Preaching (6), the Jewish
Scriptures are repeatedly referred to as an
integrated part of the regula fidei formularies (cf. 1 Cor. 15:3f.).41 Phrasings like
”[proclaimed] through the prophets,”
(Haer. I, 10.1) ”announced by the Law
and the Prophets,” (III, 1.2) and ”shown
forth by the prophets according to the
design of their prophecy” (Epid. 6) also
serve to connect the old Scriptures (OT)
with key events in the new (NT).42 The
bishop of Lyons closely affiliates the fourfold Gospel discussed in Against Heresies
(III, 1.1 and 11.8) with the Rule ”announced by the Law and the Prophets.”
(III, 1.2)43 And in Demonstration of the
Apostolic Preaching, in Oskar Skarsaune’s phrasing, Irenaeus devotes himself to
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an Old Testament proof of the
main points in the Rule of Faith,
mainly its Christological part. …
The extensive summary of biblical
history in chs. 11-42a clearly demonstrates the catechetical nature
of Irenaeus’ treatise … this biblical
history is the very content of the
apostolic preaching and the Rule of
Faith … It is, so to speak, a fleshing
out of the three articles of the
”creed” comprised in short format
in the Rule of Faith.44

Fourthly, the so-called nomina sacra
word group, most likely marked off in
Irenaeus’ Scriptures (in small caps below),45 provides a common textual pattern for Christian Scripture and the Rule
of Faith; that is, the special demarcation
by abbreviation (contraction or suspension with a horizontal stroke drawn above the abbreviation) of the Greek words
for GOD (ΘΕΟΣ; ΘΣ), LORD (ΚΥΡΙΟΣ;
ΚΣ), JESUS (ΙΗΣΟΥΣ; ΙΗ, ΙΗΣ, ΙΣ), CHRIST
(ΧΡΙΣΤΟΣ; ΧΡ, ΧΡΣ, ΧΣ), FATHER (ΠΑΤΗΡ;
ΠΗΡ), SON (ΥΙΟΣ; ΥΣ) and SPIRIT
(ΠΝΕΥΜΑ; ΠΝΑ). These, and few additional specially written Greek short forms,46
are found in contemporary OT manuscripts, e.g. P. Chester Beatty VI (second/
third century AD),47 and NT manuscripts,
such as P46 and P66 (both ca. AD 200).48
We also know that Irenaeus himself (or
his scribe) most likely made use of these
”sacred names,” or nomina-sacra demarcations, in his own works, in line with
Christian writing practice of the day (see
P.Oxy. 405).49
Both the nomina sacra convention and
the regula fidei pattern place a limited
number of theologically significant names
and words centre stage: GOD, FATHER,
LORD, JESUS and CHRIST (cf. 1 Cor. 8:6;
John 20:28); GOD/FATHER, JESUS/SON/
CHRIST/LORD and SPIRIT (cf. Matt. 3:16-17;
28:19; 1 Cor. 12:4-6; 1 Clem. 46.6);

JESUS, CHRIST and SON of GOD (cf. Matt.
16:16; John 20:31). As we will see below,
the resemblance between these (dyadic/
triadic) nomina sacra demarcations and
the major names being part of the (dyadic/triadic) regula fidei formulary in
Against Heresies I, 10.1 (one GOD the
FATHER, one CHRIST JESUS; FATHER, SON
and SPIRIT; the beloved CHRIST JESUS our
LORD) is conspicuous.
In the following, I shall attempt to demonstrate the close link between certain
features of Irenaeus’ classic formulation
of the Rule of Faith (Against Heresies I,
8.1-10.1 and elsewhere)50 and an emergent biblical theology. I will discuss in
brief: 1) the catechetical and ritual context of the regula fidei; 2) the creedal
context of the regula fidei; and 3) the
regula’s textual–scriptural contextualization associated with the scribal nomina
sacra demarcations.

Catechetical and Ritual Context:
The Rule of Faith Received
through Baptism
The close link between Scripture and
regula can be seen in Irenaeus’ critique of
the Gnostic Valentinian reading of individual Bible passages, which were taken
out of their original literary framework
(Against Heresies I, 9.4). The bishop of
Lyons complains, describing their exegetical method in rather derogatory terms:
After having entirely fabricated
their own system, they [the Valentinians] gather together sayings and
names from scattered places and
transfer them, as we have already
said, from their natural meaning to
an unnatural one. They act like
those who would propose themes
which they chance upon and then
try to put them to verse from
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Homeric poems, so that the inexperienced think that Homer composed the poems with that theme,
which in reality are of recent composition. … In the same way, anyone who keeps unswervingly in
himself the Rule of Truth received
through baptism will recognize the
names and sayings and parables
from the Scriptures, but this blasphemous theme of theirs he will not
recognize. For even if he recognizes
the jewels, he will not accept the
fox for the image of the king. He
will restore each one of the passages to its proper order and, having
fit it into the body of the Truth, he
will lay bare their fabrication and
show that it is without support.
(Haer. I, 9.4)51

Irenaeus’ way of countering Valentinian
text interpretation, as he presents it here,
is by appeal to the Rule of Truth (regula
veritatis). A correct reading of the Scriptures, he insists, must be pursued according to the regula veritatis pattern: ”Anyone who keeps unswervingly (ἀκλινής) in
himself the Rule of Truth received
through baptism (διὰ τοῦ βαπ τίσματος) will
recognize the names and sayings and
parables from the Scriptures.” (Haer. I,
9.4; cf. Epid. 3) Baptism, Rule of Truth
and Bible reading are here closely linked.
True appropriation of Scripture – including an understanding of its names, sayings and parables – takes place in those
who adhere to the Rule of Truth. Such is
in contradistinction to Gnostic Valentinians and others who have abandoned the
Christian regula – or ”Truth itself” (Haer.
II, 28.1)52 – and the pattern of scriptural
reading closely associated with it.
However, what, more precisely, should
we presume the baptizand to have received ”through baptism?” The Rule of Truth,
to be sure. But what would that have
entailed in the Irenaean church setting?

We shall consider a couple of things
that may have crossed Irenaeus’ mind.
First, the claim that the Rule is ”received
through baptism” most certainly refers to
the whole process of baptismal teaching.53 This includes catechetical instruction to literate as well as illiterate catechumens (Haer. III, 4.1-2), and externally
transmitted (i.e. teaching) as well as internally appropriated dimensions (i.e. reception) of the regula. Irenaeus appears to be
summarizing the faith received at baptism
(Epid. 7; Haer. I, 21.1). He does that by
using dyadic/binitarian or triadic/Trinitarian short forms for the received faith,
linked with scriptural exposition (cf.
Haer. III, 1.2; Epid. 1-100, esp. 1, 3, 7,
98-100). J. N. D. Kelly emphasizes, ”the
catechetical preparation was dominated
by those features of the impending sacrament which constituted its essence, the
threefold interrogation with the threefold
assent, and the threefold immersion.”54
Secondly, the bishop of Lyons can still
maintain a dual emphasis, on the binitarian/Trinitarian faith in which the catechumens have been instructed (cf., e.g., Haer.
I, 10.1; III, 4.1-2; 11.1; 16.6; IV, 33.7),
and on the formal reception of that faith
through immersion in the name of the
Triune God (Haer. I, 9.4; Epid. 3 and 7;
cf. Just. 1 Apol. 61). In this connection,
Alistair Stewart has recently argued that a
christological profession of faith may have
been recited just before the actual baptism, whereas the binitarian or Trinitarian Rule may have been part of the prebaptismal instruction.55 In line with such
christological formulary, we notice the
wording of what is probably the earliest
profession of faith linked to baptism that
we know of, namely the Western text of
Acts 8.
At the baptism scene in Acts 8:36-37,
as the Ethiopian eunuch is baptized, the
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following dialogue is presented: ”What is
to prevent my being baptized?” (8:36).
”And Philip said, ‘If you believe with all
your heart, you may.’ And he replied, ‘I
believe that JESUS CHRIST is the SON of
GOD.’” (8:37, inserted)56 In fact, Christconfession, in one form or another, appears to have been associated with baptism
from the beginning (cf. Heb. 4:14; 1 John
4:15; 5:5; Mark 3:11; 5:7).57
If we assume that Stewart is right
about a christological profession immediately prior to baptism, Irenaeus may
have chosen to combine various confessional formularies in Against Heresies I,
10.1: pre-baptismal dyadic and triadic,
and the older christological, confession.
On a general note, different formulas
seem to have been used for the catechetical preparation (pre-baptismal teaching),
and for liturgical profession of faith and
the threefold interrogation at baptism.58

First- to Fourth-Century Baptismal
Accounts
Now, more light may be shed on Irenaeus’ talk of the Rule being ”received,”
as we study later baptismal accounts,
such as Egeria’s Diary of a Pilgrimage
(46).59 Egeria describes her impressions of
catechesis and baptism from the Jerusalem church in the years AD 381-84.60
Egeria’s notes from her Jerusalem visit
may be instructive when discerning what
Irenaeus meant by the Rule being ”received through baptism:”
It is the custom here [in Jerusalem],
throughout the forty days on which
there is fasting, for those who are
preparing for baptism to be exorcised by the clergy early in the morning, … Beginning with Genesis he
[the bishop] goes through the whole of Scripture during these forty
days, expounding first its literal
meaning and then explaining the

spiritual meaning. In the course of
these days everything is taught not
only about the Resurrection but
concerning the body of faith. This
is called catechetics.
When five weeks of instruction have been completed, they then receive the Creed. He explains the meaning of each of the phrases of the
Creed in the same way he explained
Holy Scripture, expounding first the
literal and then the spiritual sense.
In this fashion the Creed is taught.
… Now when seven weeks have
gone by and there remains only
Holy Week ... each one recites the
Creed back to the bishop. (Itinerarium Egeriae 46)61

The intimate connection that we meet –
e.g. in Irenaeus’ Demonstration of the
Apostolic Preaching – between Scripture
and regula/creedal material also encounters the reader of Egeria’s rendering.62
According to her diary notes, Scripture is
read within a creedal and ritual framing.
Just as in Irenaeus (Haer. I, 9.4), the
Creed (or creedal sequences of the regula)
is ”received” during the course of prebaptismal instruction (the so-called traditio symboli). In Holy Week each of the
catechumens are then expected to ”[recite] the Creed back to the bishop” (the socalled redditio symboli).63
A difference between baptismal teaching in the fourth as compared to the late
second century is that the fixed Creed and
the redditio symboli had not yet seen the
day at the time of Irenaeus and Tertullian.
Yet, as the highpoint of the Catechumenate, baptism in the Triune name seems
to unite several authors/writings, even at
the early period we are concentrating on
here: Matthew (28:19), Didache (7.1),
Justin (1 Apol. 61), Irenaeus (Epid. 7),
Clement of Alexandria (Strom. II, 11.2;
V, 73.2; Paed. I, 42.1) and Tertullian
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(Bapt. 6.1; Prax. 26).64 In Irenaeus’ catechetical treatise we thus read:
Now, this is what faith does for us,
… it admonishes us to remember
that we have received baptism for
remission of sins in the name of
GOD the FATHER, and in the name
of JESUS CHRIST, the SON of GOD,
who became incarnate and died and
was raised, and in the Holy SPIRIT
of GOD; and that this baptism is the
seal of eternal life and is rebirth
unto GOD. (Epid. 3)65

Forceful additional testimony to an emerging Christian Trinitarianism and the benefits of the new birth is found in 1 Clement (ca. AD 96),66 referring to ”one
GOD and one CHRIST and one SPIRIT of
grace that was poured out upon us” (1
Clem. 46.6; cf. 58.2).
From the above considerations of firstto fourth-century writings, we note the
following overall implication for biblical
theology: Scripture is read, taught, interpreted, and edited (bipartite OT–NT
structure; use of the dyadic/triadic system
of nomina sacra) within a christological
and binitarian/Trinitarian regula fidei
framework, closely tied to baptism in the
Triune name (cf. Epid. 1-100).68

Creedal Context: Rule of Faith
and Christological Monotheism
Regula fidei’s broad appeal to core textual,69 ritual70 and interpretative elements71
of Christian faith placed this condensed
theology of the early church on the same
level of earnestness as that attained by the
Jewish confession expressed in The Shema (Deut. 6:4-9). In the Roman context,
this confession had immediate political
and religious implications embodied in
the Jewish exemption from imperial cultic
worship.
With regard to phrasing, bishop Ire-

naeus demonstrates a striking parallel
between the Jewish Shema and his own
formulation of the Rule of Faith in
Against Heresies III, 1.2 and elsewhere.72
Having told his readers how the gospel
had first been preached orally, but later
”by GOD’S will,” had been ”handed down
[tradiderunt] to us in the Scriptures,”
(Haer. III, 1.1)73 he goes on to account for
the authorship of the texts of the four
Evangelists. Following on this brief report, Irenaeus makes an interesting claim
pertaining to the Rule of Truth (regula
veritatis): ”These [the four Gospel writers] have all declared to us that there is
one GOD, Creator of heaven and earth,
announced by the Law and the Prophets;
and one CHRIST, the SON of GOD” (Haer.
III, 1.2; also quoted above).
We see here a second-century phrasing
of Christian monotheistic faith that in
various forms had first been formulated
in the previous century, during the apostolic period. This had amounted to a
”reconfiguring of Jewish monotheistic
practice and thought” to accommodate
Jesus with God as rightful recipient of
devotion.74 The characteristic binitarian
structuring of early Christian faith, as
found already in Paul (1 Cor. 8:5-6; cf. 1
Tim. 2:5 and Phil. 2:9-11) and John (John
1:1), was thus shaped in a profound way
by Early Jewish monotheism.75 As the
New Testament scholar Larry W. Hurtado underlines, ”What became ‘Christianity’ began as a movement within the
Jewish religious tradition of the Roman
period, and the chief characteristic of
Jewish religion in this period was its defiantly monotheistic stance.”76
Emphasis on monotheistic belief –
found as a standard component of the regula fidei in the late second century – was
an essential part of the Christian movement from the beginning. Not unsurpris-
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ingly, only in the New Testament we find
the theme of God’s oneness addressed
some 49 times.77 Paul and the Gospel writers assume the Jewish confession of God
as one. For our purposes, it is particularly worth noticing that the confession of
the God of Israel as the only God becomes a defining boundary marker; this is
indicated by the early Jewish adoption of
The Shema as a daily prayer (perhaps
alluded to already in the NT; cf. Matt.
22:37; Mark 12:29-30, 32; Luke 10:27;
John 10:30; Rom 3:28-30; 1 Cor. 8:6;
Gal. 3:20; 1 Tim. 2:5; Jas. 2:19).78 Several
Early Jewish authors testify to the central
place attained by monotheistic belief and
confession (Let. Aris. 131-32; Jub. 12:1920; Jos., AJ 4:201).79
Also in Christian circles, the oneness
and uniqueness of God is emphasized
from the New Testament period onwards.
As pointed out by the late Jaroslav
Pelikan, in a discussion on ”Creeds in
Scripture,”
[I]n response to a challenge, Jesus
recites the primal creed of The Shema: ”Hear, O Israel: the Lord our
God, the Lord is one.” In response
to another challenge, the apostle
Paul also recites The Shema, in order then to be able to say that for
him and his fellow believers (employing a formula that does sound
as though it might itself have come
from an earlier Christian creed or
hymn), ”there is one God, the Father, from whom are all things and
for whom we exist, and one Lord,
Jesus Christ, through whom are all
things and through whom we
exist.” The profession of faith of
the first ecumenical council of the
church, convoked at Nicaea in 325
likewise in response to a challenge,
opens not with a passage from the
Gospels or from any other portion
of the New Testament but with a
Christian version of the same pri-

mal creed of Israel, which preceded
the New Testament: ”We believe in
one God.” And it does so as the
foundation for everything that it
then goes on to say about the Son
of God as ”consubstantial with the
Father.” [homoousios toi patri]80

The Shema is here presented as a key element of Jewish (Jesus) and Christian faith
(Paul and subsequent Christians), which,
in its own particular way, unifies the
Jewish and Christian Scriptures. Pelikan
further notes that The Shema actually
”dictates the language” for the opening
lines of a broad spectrum of confessions,
Orthodox, Catholic and Protestant.81
The regula fidei pattern in Haer. I, 10.1
that we have been considering above,
complies with the creedal matrix laid out
by Pelikan. The inclusion of ”one” (εἷς) as
part of the first and second articles (”in
one GOD the FATHER” and ”in one CHRIST
JESUS . . . our LORD,” Haer. I, 10.1), but
not of the third (”in the Holy SPIRIT”),
highlights the similarities between Irenaeus’ second-century regula and later
Eastern creeds, such as the fourth-century
Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed.82 On
this feature Tyrannius Rufinus (ca. AD
345-410) maintains that almost without
exception the Eastern churches give the
creed in this form, stressing the oneness of
God the Father and of the Lord Jesus
Christ (A Commentary on the Apostles’
Creed 4). Rufinus here gives credit to the
Pauline influence (1 Cor. 8:6):83 ”They
confess, you see, ONE GOD and ONE
LORD, in deference to the Apostle
Paul.”84
With its stark christological monotheistic emphasis, the regula fidei contributes
to biblical theology by unifying the
monotheistic a priori in the Old as well as
the New Testament, placing confession in
the one God and the one Christ at the
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heart of scriptural reading and application (cf. Deut. 6:4; Isa. 44:6, 45:22-23,
48:12, 1 Cor. 8:6; Phil. 2:5-11, 1 Tim.
2:5, Rev. 1:8. 17, 2:8, 21:6, 22:13).85
Christological monotheism is at the heart
also of our third practice (in addition to
creedal formulation and the rite of initiation) integral to the church’s Rule of
Faith, namely the employment of nomina
sacra as a scriptural supra-text.

Textual–Scriptural Context:
Rule of Faith and nomina sacra
The scribal system of nomina sacra, introduced above, consists of some four to fifteen specially abbreviated words in Christian Bible manuscripts86 supplied with a
horizontal overbar (GOD, ΘΣ; LORD, ΚΣ;
JESUS, ΙΗ, ΙΗΣ, ΙΣ; CHRIST, ΧΡ, ΧΡΣ, ΧΣ;
SPIRIT, ΠΝΑ; CROSS, ΣΤΡΣ; FATHER, ΠΗΡ;
SON, ΥΣ; MAN/HUMAN BEING, ΑΝΟΣ;
JERUSALEM, ΙΛΗΜ; ISRAEL, ΙΗΛ; HEAVEN,
ΟΥΝΟΣ; MOTHER, ΜΗΡ; DAVID, ΔΑΔ;
SAVIOUR, ΣHΡ).87
The fourth-century Codex Vaticanus
usually only makes use of the first four of
these (GOD, LORD, JESUS, CHRIST),88 whereas in Codex Sinaiticus, the five first normally are rendered in their nomina-sacra
forms (GOD, LORD, JESUS, CHRIST, SPIRIT).89 However, Codex Sinaiticus (fourth
century) and also Codex Alexandrinus
(fifth century) make use of the whole system of Greek nomina sacra (ca. fifteen
words), which causes some scholars to
interpret the scribal phenomenon in terms
of an ”embryonic creed” engrafted into
the text.90
Already in the second and third centuries, these (originally) Greek short forms
were present in basically all Christian
Bible manuscripts. Their frequent occurrence on a typical Old or New Testament
page makes the text not only specifically
Christian, but their presence – as a form

of supra-textual markers – also helps
weaving the Old and New Testament
texts into a coherent whole. Furthermore,
these four to fifteen words indicate a textual centre: 1) by consistently highlighting
a strictly delimited number of names and
words (the scribes of Codex Sinaiticus
marked off the five standard nomina
sacra, GOD, LORD, JESUS, CHRIST and SPIRIT in nearly every case); 2) by highlighting the connection between the
variously rendered Tetragrammaton (the
divine Name) and the nomina sacra (cf.
esp. the binitarian nomina sacra configuration in 1 Cor. 8:6: GOD, FATHER, LORD,
JESUS, CHRIST);91 and 3) key terms from
the nomina sacra word-group (here in
small caps)92 are commonly constituting
the main building blocks of the regula fidei formularies, demarcating the three
articles of faith, for example in Demonstration of the Apostolic Preaching (6):
And this is the drawing-up of our
faith, the foundation of the building, and the consolidation of a
way of life. GOD, the FATHER,
uncreated, beyond grasp, invisible,
one GOD the maker of all; this is the
first and foremost article of our
faith. But the second article is the
Word of GOD, the SON of GOD,
CHRIST JESUS our LORD, who was
shown forth by the prophets … and
through Him were made all things
whatsoever. He also, in the end of
times, for the recapitulation of all
things, is become a MAN among
MEN, visible and tangible, in order
to abolish death and bring to light
life, and bring about the communion of GOD and MAN. And the
third article is the Holy SPIRIT,
through whom the prophets prophesied and the patriarchs were
taught about GOD and the just were
led in the path of justice, and who
in the end of times has been poured
forth in a new manner upon huma-
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nity over all the earth renewing
MAN to GOD. (Iren. Epid. 6)93

We note the individual nomina sacra that
may be associated with the three articles
of faith mentioned by Irenaeus: the first
article (GOD, FATHER), the second article
(GOD, SON, CHRIST, JESUS, LORD, MAN),
and the third article (SPIRIT, MAN).
We are now in a position to make the
present essay’s discussion of the regula
fidei somewhat more concrete. As our focus is the regula as emergent biblical theology, we approach the Rule of Faith (or
Rule-of-Faith pattern of biblical reading)
as a normative hermeneutical tool that
promotes the textual OT–NT dynamics
and the theological unity of Christian
Scripture. In terms of function, this Rule
may to some degree even be equated with
the two discussed editorial devices: the
creedal pattern expressed through the
nomina sacra in their intra-scriptural context, and the particular arrangement of
the Scriptures provided by the titles
”Old” and ”New Testament.” The creedal and hermeneutical concern of the regula fidei is expressed also through these
two parallel editorial aids to Scripture
reading. In this sense, the twofold title
and the nomina sacra – being inscribed
into the biblical manuscript tradition
from the second century onwards – make
the Rule-of-Faith pattern visible on the
Old and New Testament page.

Nomina sacra and Biblical Interpretation
The four earliest nomina sacra introduced
into Christian Bible manuscripts were the
Greek abbreviations for ”God” (ΘΣ),
”Lord” (ΚΣ), ”Jesus” (ΙΗ, ΙΗΣ, ΙΣ) and
”Christ” (ΧΡ, ΧΡΣ, ΧΣ). The special demarcation of these within the New Testament context is particularly conspicuous
in passages such as 1 Cor. 8:6, which

highlights the nomina sacra short forms,
while keeping the plural forms ”gods”
and ”lords” written in full (8:5). Most of
the ca. 50 Greek manuscripts containing
1 Cor. 8:4-6 mentioned by Reuben Swanson in his New Testament Greek Manuscripts make this distinction between the
singular (marked off as nomina sacra)
and plural forms (written in full).94 To the
same effect, in Codices Vaticanus and
Sinaiticus, the use of ”god” in the plural,
ΘΕΟΙ (written in full), is found eight times
in the New Testament (Joh. 10:34, 35; 1
Cor. 8:5 (twice), Gal. 4:8, Acts 7:40,
14:11 and 19:26).95 In all eight cases the
meaning is non-sacral. All other New Testament occurrences of the sacral word
”God” are rendered in their contracted
forms (ΘΣ).96
Forceful nomina sacra constellations
involved in Scripture exposition concern
JESUS and his CROSS. In our earliest NT
manuscripts, these words are written in
their nomina sacra forms ca. 100 and 95
per cent, respectively.97 Our earliest
example, however, comes from the Epistle of Barnabas and concerns a discussion
of an OT manuscript – containing a nomen sacrum abbreviation for ”Jesus” and
the letter T, symbolizing the cross. The
passage in Barn. 9 consists of a play with
numbers, where the symbolic meaning of
Abraham’s 318 (written with the Greek
letters ΤΙΗ) servants in Genesis 14:14 is
pondered:
The number eighteen [in Greek]
consists of an Iota [Ι], 10, and an
Eta [Η], 8. There you have Jesus.
And because the cross was about to
have grace in the letter Tau [T], he
next gives the three hundred, Tau.
And so he shows the name Jesus by
the first two letters, and the cross
by the other. For the one who has
placed the implanted gift of his
covenant in us knew these things.
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No one has learned a more reliable
lesson from me. But I know that you
are worthy. (Barn. 9:8f.)98

The central place of Christ and his cross
is found not only in the Epistle of Barnabas, or in Paul (1 Cor. 1:17; Gal. 6:14),
but also in other early Christian writers,
like Ignatius of Antioch. The latter makes
some interesting comments on this theme
when discussing Christ in the Scriptures:
”For me, JESUS CHRIST is the ancient records [the Jewish Scriptures]; the sacred
ancient records are his CROSS and death,
and his resurrection, and the faith that
comes through him.”99
Similarly in Irenaeus, a hermeneutically
revealing passage is found in Against Heresies:
For if anyone reads the Scriptures
with attention, he will find in them
an account of CHRIST … for CHRIST
is the treasure which was hid in the
field … And, for this reason, indeed, when at this present time the
law is read to the Jews, it is like a
fable; for they do not possess the
explanation of all things pertaining
to the advent of the SON of GOD,
which took place in human nature;
but when it is read by the Christians, it is a treasure, hid indeed in
a field, but brought to light by the
CROSS of CHRIST … . (Haer. IV, 26.1)100

As the scribal system of nomina sacra soon
included additional words beyond the initial four (GOD, LORD, JESUS, CHRIST), such
as CROSS, SPIRIT, FATHER and SON, the
appearance of the biblical text was affected. A passage like Matthew 28:19,
which seems to have influenced baptismal
and creedal formularies,101 thus attained
more prominence also in terms of its nomina sacra demarcations. Editorial variations of this Matthean passage can be
seen, from no words marked off as nomina sacra in Codex Vaticanus, to one in

Bezae (SPIRIT), two in Sinaiticus and
Washingtonianus (FATHER and SPIRIT),
and three in Alexandrinus and the Majority Text: ”in the name of the FATHER and
of the SON and of the Holy SPIRIT” (Matt.
28:19). For comparison, we may consider
also the scene of Jesus’ baptism in Matt.
3:16-17. Words highlighted as nomina
sacra in this passage are: JESUS, SPIRIT and
GOD in Codex Vaticanus and Codex
Washingtonianus (fourth/fifth century),
and JESUS, SPIRIT, GOD, HEAVEN, and SON
in Codex Sinaiticus.
From the above discussion of the scribal
nomina sacra convention, the following
themes may be considered when commenting and elaborating on the early
faith community’s biblical theology:
1) The centrality of Jesus’ name and the
cross of Christ: The theme of JESUS
CHRIST and the CROSS appear in several
key texts from the first to early third
century AD (cf. 1 Cor. 1:17f., Gal. 3:1,
Barn. 9, 11-12, Ign. Phld. 8.2, Just. 1
Apol. 55, Iren. Haer. IV, 26.1, Tert.
Marc. III, 22). ”Cross” and ”crucify”
are highlighted as nomina sacra in
45
second-/third-century NT papyri P ,
P46, P66 and P75. We note that reference
to Jesus being nailed to the cross (cruci
fixum) is part of Tertullian’s account
of the regula fidei in Praescr. 13. Particular attention is also given to the
name of Jesus – arguably the ”most
important nomen sacrum of all”102 –
e.g. in Barn. 9.8f., and in several NT
passages (John 20:31; Acts 2:38, 3:6,
4:12; Rom. 10:13; Phil. 2:9).
2) The early binitarian structure (christological monotheism): The common
binitarian pattern ”one GOD, the
FATHER… and one CHRIST JESUS… our
LORD”, found, e.g., in Haer. I, 10.1,
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highlights the same words that are
emphasized through nomina sacra
demarcations in 1 Cor. 8:6 (P46).
3) The standard triadic structure (nontechnical Trinitarianism): The triadic
pattern ”GOD the FATHER… CHRIST
JESUS, SON of GOD/LORD … and the
Holy SPIRIT,” present in Haer. I, 10.1
and Epid. 6, seems to share a similar
textual–creedal emphasis as that inherent in the nomina sacra found in
Matt. 28:19 (Codex Alexandrinus and
the Majority Text), Matt. 3:16-17
(Codex Vaticanus), 1 Clem. 46.6 (Codex Alexandrinus), and 1 Cor. 12:4-6
(P46).
4) The prominence of christological titles
and sequences (including Old Testament prophecy, now fulfilled in Christ,
cf. e.g. Iren. Epid. 42b-100): The frequently occurring Christ-sequences
”SON of GOD… CHRIST JESUS our
LORD” have the same words emphasized as those written as nomina sacra in
central New Testament christologies
(Rom. 1:4 (Codex Alexandrinus); 1
Cor. 1:9 (P46); Matt. 16:16 (Codex
Sinaiticus); John 11:27 (Codex Sinaiticus) and 20:31 (Codex Sinaiticus)).

The Early Rule-of-Faith Pattern
as Emergent Biblical Theology:
A Proposal
By the late first century, the nomina sacra
– highlighting the sacred figures of Christian faith – had been introduced into the
Scriptures, providing implicit guide lines

for Bible reading and exposition (cf.
Barn. 9.8; Clem. Strom. VI, 2.84.3-4). A
century later, when the Rule of Faith
attained pride of place in Christian discourse, the titles ”Old” and ”New Testament” were coined for the main sections
of the Christian Bible.103
I propose that both these editorial
devices could be understood as deliberate
attempts by the early church to closely
link Christian Scripture to the emerging
”apostolic” regula fidei pattern.
By way of summary, within a Christian
Scripture-based, creedal–monotheistic
and ritual setting, a major function of the
dyadic/triadic Rule-of-Faith pattern of
scriptural reading was biblical-theological: To guarantee that the faith community ”read the Old Testament as the promise of the Gospel and the Gospel as the fulfilment of that promise.”104 To this effect
the regula fidei functioned as a normative
hermeneutical tool, promoting the textual and theological unity of the corpus of
Old and New Testament Scriptures (Iren.
Haer. I, 8.1-10.1; Clem. Strom. VI,
15.125.3).
The ancient readers’ decision to inaugurate the system of nomina sacra into
their communal literature (probably first
century AD),105 and to designate the two
main sections of their Scriptures by the
labels ”The Old” and ”The New Testament” (probably late second century
AD),106 effectively helped to accomplish
this task.107 108
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