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What Do Christians Believe?

What are the key doctrines of the Christian faith? � e core teachings of the Bible 
have defi ned Christianity for 2,000 years. Virtually all Christians who seek to have 

a faith that is biblical hold to some form of these basic doctrines. Christians may not 
always agree on how they work out the details of their faith, but they should agree on the 
essential doctrines, these core truths.

In essentials, unity; in non-essentials, liberty, and in all things, charity.1 

We can identify the essential doctrines of the Christian faith by looking at the core truth 
of the Gospel, which is the salvation of humanity through the life, death, and resurrection 
of Jesus Christ. Salvation, as God has revealed to us through his Holy Scriptures, is defi ned 
as forgiveness of sins and everlasting life with God by confessing that “Jesus is Lord” 

and believing that God raised Jesus from the dead (Romans 10:9). By 
examining the Gospel message, we can identify 14 doctrines that are 
necessary for salvation to be possible.

What Are the Essential Doctrines?
� e essential doctrines of Christianity have to do with 

who God is,  �

who Jesus Christ is,   �

God’s love for people, and his desire to save them.  �

Below are the 14 essential salvation doctrines that have to be true in 
order for anyone to know God and be saved:

  1)    God’s Unity
 2)    God’s Tri-unity
  3)    Human Depravity
  4)    Christ’s Virgin Birth
  5)   Christ’s Sinlessness
 6)   Christ’s Deity
  7)   Christ’s Humanity
  8)    The Necessity of God’s Grace
  9)    The Necessity of Faith
10)    Christ’s Atoning Death

11)    Christ’s Bodily Resurrection
12)    Christ’s Bodily Ascension
13)    Christ’s Intercession
14)    Christ’s Second Coming

In addition, two more essentials define how 
we know about salvation:

15)    Inspiration of Scripture
16)    Method of Interpretation

� e Essential Doctrines in the Creeds

The essential doctrines are refl ected in the Church’s ancient statements of faith called 
“creeds.” Creeds are short summaries of what the Bible teaches.

� e Apostles’ Creed
� e Apostles’ Creed was one of the earliest statements of faith crafted by Christian 
leaders to clarify basic beliefs. All 14 essential salvation doctrines are contained in it. Each 
doctrine is indicated by bracketed numbers: [9] = Essential Doctrine #9.
    I believe [9] in God [1], the Father Almighty, the Creator of heaven and earth, and in Jesus Christ, 
his only Son, our Lord [6]: Who was conceived of the Holy Spirit [2], born of the Virgin Mary [4, 5], 
suff ered [10] under Pontius Pilate, was crucifi ed, died [7], and was buried. (He descended into hell.) 
� e third day he arose again from the dead [11]. He ascended into heaven [12] and sits at the right 
hand of God the Father [13] Almighty, from whence he shall come to judge the living and the dead 
[14]. I believe in the Holy Spirit, the holy catholic [universal] church, the communion of saints, the 
forgiveness [8] of sins [3], the resurrection of the fl esh, and life everlasting [14]. Amen.  

      —� e Apostles Creed
� e Nicene Creed
In addition to the 14 essential salvation doctrines, the Nicene Creed makes reference to 
Scripture as the basis for the Creeds. Scripture is the method through which essential 
doctrines are revealed.

Athanasian Creed
� e Athanasian Creed emphasizes the deity of Christ and the Trinity. In addition, 
the Athanasian Creed was directed against many heresies such as Tritheism (belief 
in three Gods), Monophysitism (belief in the “confusion” or co-mingling of the two 
natures), Nestorianism (belief that the two natures are independent or loosely united), 
Arianism (belief that Jesus is created and not divine), Adoptionism (belief that Jesus was 
merely a man who was adopted into the Godhead as Son), Apollinarianism (belief that 
Jesus is partially human), Annihilationism (belief that some souls are destroyed), and 
Universalism (belief that everyone will be saved).

� e Creed of Chalcedon 
In addition to the other essentials, the Chalcedonian Creed stresses the Triune Godhead, 
the Virgin Birth of Christ, Jesus’ humanity and deity, as well as the eternality of the Son 
before all time.

God’s Unity
� ere is only one God. He has always existed and 
will always exist. � ere is one—and only one—

God, Creator of the universe.

What Do I Actually Need to Believe?
� ere is only one God.

What’s at Stake Here?
Knowing the only true God ( John 17:3).

Hear O Israel: � e Lord our God, the Lord is one!                                           —Deuteronomy 6:4 

I am the Lord your God…. You shall have no other gods before Me.             —Exodus 20:2-3

Before me no god was formed, nor will there be one after me. I, even I, am the Lord and apart 
from me there is no savior.                                                                                 —Isaiah 43:10-11
  

God’s Tri-unity
While there is only one God, he exists eternally in three Persons. 
In the Bible —

the Father is called God,  �

 (2 � essalonians 1:2)
the Son ( Jesus) is called God,  �

 ( John 1:1-5; John 10:30-33; John 20:28; Hebrews 1:8; Philippians 2:9-11)
the Holy Spirit is called God.  �

(Acts 5:3-4, 2 Corinthians 3:17)
He is one substance but three Persons in relationship. 
� ere are more than 60 passages in the Bible that 
mention the three Persons together.

What Do I Actually Need to Believe?
God is one essence, but three Persons. 

What’s at Stake Here?
� e unity and relational nature of God.

As soon as Jesus was baptized, he went up out of the water. 
At that moment heaven was opened, and he saw the Spirit of 
God descending like a dove and lighting on him. And a voice 
from heaven said, “� is is my Son, whom I love; with him I 
am well pleased’.”                                —Matthew 3:16, 17

� erefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing 
them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the 
Holy Spirit....                               —Matthew 28:19

May the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of 
the Holy Spirit be with you all.  —2 Corinthians 13:14

Human Depravity
Since God is a personal Being, he wants personal relationships with human beings. 
Human depravity means that every human is spiritually separated from God, totally 

incapable of saving himself. When Adam sinned, he died spiritually and his relationship 
with God was severed. Additionally, all of Adam’s descendants are “dead in trespasses” 
(Ephesians 2:1). Without a new birth (being created anew) no one can enter life ( John 3:3). 

What Do I Actually Need to Believe?
We are sinful and cannot please God by our own good works alone. We can never be 
“good enough.” 

What’s at Stake Here?
When we try to deal with the problem of separation and death on our own terms, we will 
fail, resulting in eternal separation from God. 

As it is written: “� ere is no one righteous, not even one; there is no one who understands, no one 
who seeks God. All have turned away, they have together become worthless; there is no one who 
does good, not even one.”    —Romans 3:10, 11

Christ’s Virgin Birth
Jesus was born as a result of a miracle: Mary, Jesus’ mother, became pregnant without 
ever having sexual relations. � e doctrine of Jesus’ Virgin Birth is not primarily about 

Mary’s virginity and miraculous conception. � ough this miracle fulfi lled a preordained 
prophecy (Isaiah 7:14), the reason it is essential has to do with God’s supernatural 
intervention. Our sin is not merely something we do—it is who we are. It is inborn. 
Our depravity is transmitted to us from our parents (Psalm 51:5; 1 Corinthians. 15:22; 
Romans 5:12-15). Because God interrupted the natural birth process in the case of Jesus, 
Jesus did not inherit a sin nature. In other words, Jesus not only did not sin, he had no 
inclination to sin even when tempted. He was perfect.

What Do I Actually Need to Believe?
Jesus became a human being through a supernatural conception in Mary’s womb.

What’s at Stake Here?
God’s supernatural intervention in order to break the chain of sin.

� is is how the birth of Jesus Christ came about: His mother Mary was pledged to be married to 
Joseph, but before they came together, she was found to be with child through the Holy Spirit…. [An 
angel said]: “Joseph son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary home as your wife, because what 
is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the 
name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.” All this took place to fulfi ll what the Lord 
had said through the prophet: “� e virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and they 
will call him Immanuel”—which means, “God with us.”                      —Matthew 1:18-23

Christ’s Sinlessness
Christ was born of a virgin, and he did not suff er the eff ects of a sin nature. 
� roughout his life Jesus remained sinless. Because of our sin, we could not have a 

relationship with God; but because Jesus did not sin he was perfectly able to represent us 
(stand in our place) before God.

What Do I Actually Need to Believe?
Jesus was perfect.

What’s at Stake Here?
� e ability of Christ to represent us before God and thus provide salvation for us.

God made him who had no sin to be sin for us….         —2 Corinthians 5:21

For we . . . have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are—yet was 
without sin.  —Hebrews 4:15

He committed no sin, and no deceit was found in his mouth.     —1 Peter 2:22

Christ’s Deity
� e only way for humans to be restored spiritually to God was for God to build a 
bridge across the gap of separation. So God, while retaining his full God nature, 

became a perfect man in Christ in order to bridge the chasm. If he is not both God and 
Man he cannot mediate between God and man (1 Timothy 2:5). Jesus Christ is the 
second Person in the Trinity.

What Do I Actually Need to Believe?
Jesus Christ is, in essence, God. He is divine, not just a good teacher or a righteous man.

What’s at Stake Here?
Jesus’ ability to save us.

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.      —John 1:1

For in Christ all the fullness of the deity lives in bodily form.                              —Colossians 2:9 

But about the Son he says, “Your throne, O God, will last for ever and ever.”        —Hebrews 1:8

Christ’s Humanity
Jesus was also fully human. Jesus got tired; he slept; he sweated; he got hungry and 
thirsty. Without being fully human, Jesus could not pay the price for human sin. He 

needed to be divine to have the power to save us, and he needed to be human in order to 
adequately represent us. Christ had to be both divine and human. 

What Do I Actually Need 
to Believe?
Jesus Christ was fully human, as well as 
fully divine.

What’s at Stake Here?
Confi dence in Jesus’ ability to fully 
represent humankind in atonement.

� e Word became fl esh and made his dwelling 
among us.                                      —John 1:14 

Christ Jesus: . . . taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness….   —Philippians 2:7, 8 

Since the children have fl esh and blood, he too shared in their humanity so that by his death he 
might destroy him who holds the power of death—that is, the devil....                    —Hebrews 2:14

The Necessity of God’s Grace
Because of human depravity, we cannot save ourselves. It is by God’s grace alone that 
salvation is possible. God is right to call humankind to account for sin. However, by 

his grace, undeserving people will be united in fellowship with him and avoid judgment. 
Without God’s grace, no one could come into relationship with God. Relationship with 
God is peace, joy, and eternal life itself ( John 17:3).

What Do I Actually Need to Believe?
God—and God alone—is able to rescue us.

What’s at Stake Here?
Our relationship to God, eternal life. 

For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from 
yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by works, so that no one can boast.  —Ephesians 2:8, 9

If a man remains in me and I in him, he will bear much fruit; apart from me you can 
do nothing. —John 15:5 

He saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy.  —Titus 3:5-7

It does not, therefore, depend on man’s desire or eff ort, but on God’s mercy.     —Romans 9:16

The Necessity of Faith
Faith is trusting that God can and will save us. No one can earn salvation. No amount 
of good works can ever repay the debt that is owed to God. However, by trusting in 

him and thankfully accepting his gift of salvation, we can be united with God. Faith is an 
act on our part, but it is not a work. Faith is trusting God to do what we could not do for 
ourselves (Ephesians 2:8, 9; Titus 3:5).

What Do I Actually Need to Believe?
� at faith, not works, connects us to God.

What’s at Stake Here?
Whether we want to be judged by what we deserve or with God’s undeserved favor (grace).

And without faith it is impossible to please God, because anyone who comes to him must 
believe that he exists and that he rewards those who earnestly seek him.       
         —Hebrews 11:6 

However, to the man who does not work but trusts God who justifi es the wicked, 
his faith is credited as righteousness.    —Romans 4:5

Christ’s Atoning Death
� e penalty for sin is death—not only physical death (separation of the soul from the 
body), but also spiritual death (separation of ourselves from God). � e penalty we 

owe to God was paid by Christ through his death on the cross. � e acceptable payment 
had to be perfect, complete, and without fault. Christ, the perfect Man, gave Himself in 
our place, so that whoever believes in him will not die (physically and spiritually) but have 
everlasting life ( John 3:16).

What Do I Actually Need 
to Believe?
Only Christ’s sinless life, sacrifi cial death 
and bodily resurrection can bring us 
to God.

What’s at Stake Here?
� e unique nature of Jesus’ work of 
salvation.

For even the Son of Man did not come to be 
served, but to serve, and to give his life as a 
ransom for many.   —Mark 10:45

He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, 
so that we might die to sins and live
 for righteousness.               
   —1 Peter 2:24

For Christ died for sins once for all, the righteous 
for the unrighteous, to bring you to God. 
   —1 Peter 3:18

No one comes to the Father except 
through me.          — John 14:6
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