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Throughout history there have been many ways of understanding Christianity. For convenience 

sake, I like to consolidate these into three major views: believing the right things, doing the right 

things, and experiencing the right things. Admittedly, this is somewhat of a truncated view. 

 

1. Believing the right things tends to reduce Christianity to a set of academic propositions: God 

exists; God came in flesh as Jesus Christ; Christ was born of a virgin; we are saved by grace; etc. 

If one believes all the tenets of the faith, then one is a Christian. This kind of Christianity has led 

to much debate, bloodshed, and schism over the years as people contended to define the list of 

propositions that must be believed. And though it is not true of every group who has such a 

focus, one practical outcome is that people can live like pagans so long as they intellectually 

acknowledge the right truths about God and salvation.  

 

2. Doing the right things focuses on living the right kind of life, usually an attempt to emulate 

Jesus Christ. This kind of Christianity has had many expressions, some of which produce noble 

lifestyles. But this emphasis produces a mixed bag including people like Mother Theresa, 

ascetics, hermits, the pillar saints, and modern social activists. Although many embracing this 



idea of Christianity do many benevolent things for humanity, this view can also tend towards 

extreme legalism, salvation by works, and in some interesting applications lead to isolation from 

the world, i.e., doing the right things makes one leave the world to live in a holy community. 

There is also a tendency to focus more on human relationships than on one’s relationship with 

God, and indeed one’s relationship with others defines one’s relationship with God. 

 

3. Experiencing the right things has been a way of understanding Christianity for a long time, 

although it has not been as prevalent as the other two understandings. The early gnostics 

emphasized right experience, although their supposed experience was evidenced by the reception 

of secret knowledge, an enlightening experience. Many have had spiritual experiences 

throughout the centuries, but rarely was experience given much consideration, and experiences 

were rather sporadic and unanticipated. They were certainly not considered normative. Codifying 

experience to the point that it could be labeled “the right experience” became a major concern for 

Christians with the Holiness movement in the 1800s and continued on in the Pentecostal and 

Charismatic movements. Christ is not merely a set of propositions or behaviors: Christ is a 

present reality to be experienced.  

 

Many groups have a predominate focus in one of these areas, but this does not mean that the 

other two are absent from their theology or practice. In many instances, when a group focuses 

primarily on one of these areas, a reaction to the extreme emphasis will occur. These reactions 

are usually referred to as reforms or revivals. The Calvinist Awakenings that occurred in the 

1700s were precisely this. With its Reformed theology, Calvinism certainly focused on believing 

the right things, so much so that people were ostracized, persecuted, and even killed if they did 



not believe the right things. This overemphasis on orthodoxy led to an emphasis on doing the 

right things, i.e., living a pious life, for it was believed that the pious life was proof that one had 

indeed believed the right things (and was part of God's elect). But even this was deficient, for 

one could live out certain acts and not have a right heart. This lead to the Great Awakenings, for 

people ultimately came to the conclusion that one must have the right experience in order to 

validate their right beliefs and right actions. Accordingly, they sought after and anticipated 

experiences of guilt for their sins as well as experiences of relief from their sins through God's 

grace. 

 

As Oneness Pentecostals, we recognize the importance of all three: belief, practice, and 

experience. In fact, it is impossible to separate the three. Right belief leads to right experience 

which leads to right practice. Belief alone is an intellectual, institutional, and dead faith. 

Experience alone is a groundless fanaticism. Righteous acts devoid of belief or experience tends 

towards legalism and salvation by works. So how does one know what beliefs, practices, and 

experiences are indeed the right ones? We will consider this in future articles. 

 

 

 


