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THE TERM ‘CATHOLIC’ 

The History and Meaning of ‘Catholic’ 
CTV retains the use of the word ‘catholic’ in our affirmation of the Nicene Creed. We 

understand that for many this term presents some difficulty. However, we believe it to be an 
important term both historically and presently. When understood accurately, ‘catholic’ is a vital 
and precious term for the church. 

In the time of the ancient church, the Greek word katholikē (καθολική) had a common 
usage meaning ‘general, universal.’1 Ignatius of Antioch (AD 35–108) was the first to use the 
term with specific reference to the church. He writes in his Letter to the Smyrneans, §8.2: 

Wherever the bishop appears, there let the congregation be; just as wherever Jesus Christ 
is, there is the catholic church.2 
Ignatius and the early fathers used the term in its generic sense of ‘universal’ to refer to 

the whole scope of the body of Christ. By the time of the Council of Nicaea (AD 325) it had 
developed a special secondary connotation with reference to the church. The catholic church not 
only referred to the one church in Jesus Christ united across space and time but also 
distinguished orthodox apostolic church from the wide variety of heretical splinter movements. 

During the Roman era of the church (500–1500) ‘Catholic’ came to refer specifically to 
the visible structure of the Western Roman Church (first, as opposed to the Eastern Orthodox 
Church, then later as opposed to the Protestant Churches and the Church of England). The term 
itself, however, is not uniquely tied to any branch of the church, but rather refers to the entire 
body of genuine Christians no matter the place, time, or expression. 
Objections and Suggested Alternatives 

Because of a false identification of the term ‘catholic’ with the Roman Catholic Church, 
Protestant Christians have very often objected to the word and sought substitutes. 

                                                           1 Arndt, William, Frederick W. Danker, and Walter Bauer. A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other 
Early Christian Literature (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 493. 
2 The Apostolic Fathers: Greek Texts and English Translations, 3rd Ed. Michael Holmes, ed. and trans (Baker 
Academic, 2007), 255. 



One common objection is “The word ‘catholic’ is not in the Bible!” This is absolutely 
true. The Greek term katholikē appears in neither the New Testament, nor in the Septuagint (the 
Greek translation of the Old Testament). This, however, does not automatically disqualify it 
from being an important or even an essential Christian term. We must carefully distinguish 
between anti-biblical terms and certain types of non-biblical terms. 

Anti-biblical terms are terms that represent unbiblical concepts and ideas. Examples of 
this are open theism (the belief that God does not and cannot know the future), universalism 
(the belief that everyone will end up in heaven no matter what), or naturalism (the belief that 
matter is the only thing that exists, there is no spiritual realm). These terms are not used in the 
Bible and clearly stand for ideas that go against the teaching of Scripture. 

Another category of terms not in the Bible are non-biblical anachronistic terminology. 
These are words that, though we might use them to describe Scripture are foreign to the world 
of Scripture. This is frequently the case when we try to understand modern debates in light of 
Scripture. We tend to impose modern terms or modern categories onto the text. A few examples 
of this are questions of science, of divine sovereignty and human free-will, and of modern 
political parties. Scripture may have implications for these debates, but the categories 
themselves are completely foreign to the thinking of the biblical authors.  

A third category of terms not used in Scripture is non-biblical terms that, through the 
church’s usage, have become extremely important to the faith. There are certain terms that the 
church has either invented or chosen to describe or summarize the teaching of Scripture. These 
terms very often have long and rich histories of usage so that they become extremely important 
terms for the church. Some examples of these kinds of terms are trinity (used to describe the 
way in which God is one and God is three), God-man (used to describe the way in which Christ 
is fully God and fully human), incarnation (used to summarize the story of the Son taking on 
flesh), and inerrant (used to describe the truthfulness of Scripture). It is into this final category 
that the term catholic clearly falls. While catholic is not used in Scripture, its rich history of 
usage in the church has rendered it extremely important. 

A common way to grapple with the difficulty of the term is to distinguish between big 
‘C’ Catholic and little ‘c’ catholic. This distinction reflects the difference between the name of a 
particular branch of the church, Catholic, and the adjective used by the ancient church, catholic. 
In some ways this is helpful. It does clarify that the word itself does not refer only to the Roman 
Catholic Church. However, it does not explain everything. The main problem is that it is a false 
distinction. Applying our concepts of capitalization and grammar, the early church was big ‘C’ 
Catholic. “For [Catholic] is the peculiar name of this Holy Church, the mother of us all, which is the 
spouse of our Lord Jesus Christ, The Only-begotten Son of God” (Cyril of Jerusalem, The Catechetical 



Lectures, §18.26, c. 347/8, emphasis added). So while this explanation does help us distinguish 
the term from the Catholic branch of the church, it does not truly account for the way in which 
the term is used by the church. 

Given the difficulties, why can we not use another word? Attempts have been made to 
avoid the term. The most common attempt is to return to the common definition of the term 
‘universal.’ However, this solution fails to appreciate the secondary connotation that developed 
alongside this ‘dictionary’ definition of the term. Certain parts of the Lutheran Church have 
tried the term ‘Christian’ in place of catholic. While it may be apt, the great difficulty is that it is 
a change in terminology rather than a translation of the terminology. The church’s consistent 
usage of this term has rendered it indispensable. Whether we like it or not, it is part of the 
vocabulary of Christianity. 
Why CTV Chooses to Keep It 
We join our brothers and sisters across space and time in using the term ‘catholic’ to describe 
the church for the following reasons: 

1. It is a term rich in heritage completely separate of its misuse by the Roman Catholic 
Church. 

2. It is a time-tested term that still stands even after weathering a great deal of objection. 
3. It is a term without a precise substitute. 
4. It represents a rich concept that must not be ignored. 

 “The church is catholic. Catholic means to possess the whole truth, to stand continuous with the 
past and to reject the spirit of sectarianism. The full catholicity of the church is shown more in the 
totality of her life than in any particular cultural manifestation. Thus, we need to affirm our 
identity with the whole church, both past and present.” 

— Robert Webber, Common Roots (1978; Reprint: Zondervan, 2009), 277 


