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Dedication
David Edwin (“Ed”) Harrell, Jr.
Social Historian and Esteemed Friend
Dr. David Edwin Harrell, known as “Ed” to his many brethren,
friends, colleagues, and acquaintances, is arguably the most wellknown academic figure of our fellowship in our times. Ed’s academic career has included teaching positions at East Tennessee
State University, the University of Oklahoma, the University of
Georgia, the University of Alabama in Birmingham, the University
of Arkansas, and most notably at Auburn University, where he was
the Daniel F. Breeden Eminent Scholar of Southern History. He
has published over 50 articles and reviews in professional journals
and authored or edited several books which have sold thousands
of copies. You may have read his book The Churches of Christ in
the 20th Century: Homer Hailey’s Personal Journey of Faith. In addition, he has spoken at dozens of conferences and lectureships
across the country. He is a recognized expert on religious history and has been interviewed on several national news programs.1
However Ed’s academic resume, significant in itself, does not tell
the whole story.
Dr. Harrell’s scholarly interest has been in the social forces
that work among religious groups. In particular, Ed is known as
a pioneer of using this approach to understand religious groups
that are often considered marginal or fringe groups and exposing
their stories and their significance to a wider audience. In this field
Dr. Harrell’s scholarship is highly respected for its clarity and its
1

A fuller biography appears at the end of this volume.
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Dedication

thoroughness. He is also known among his colleagues as a model researcher. When Ed set out to write something, he examined
every piece of primary evidence that was available, no matter how
obscure it was. He mastered the data and wrote about what was
there in the historical record. That is because truth and accuracy
are important to him.
Beyond the methodological quality of his work, however, Dr.
Harrell has produced keen insights into the workings of religion in
America and the social factors that shape and define it. The opening line of his book Quest for a Christian America has been cited as
a kind of masterpiece of modern history-writing: “From the banking houses of New York to the steel mills of Pittsburgh, the cotton
fields of Alabama, the one-horse farms of Indiana, the gold fields
of California—nineteenth-century America was a titan in adolescence.” Of that line, a colleague once said “I could have locked myself in Descartes’s Rotterdam garret for five days and not generated
‘a titan in adolescence.’”2 It is masterful not only for the beauty of its
imagery, but for its profound perception of the situation.
What has been noted most often among Dr. Harrell’s colleagues, however, is the objectivity and fairness he brings to his
work. Personal bias is notably absent, and his works are considered models of what history-writing should be. A reviewer one
said “David Edwin Harrell Jr. has been fair almost to a fault. … he
describes their views sympathetically and without a trace of condescension.”3 In his own essay in this volume Ed tells of how he
was once mistaken for a Pentecostal because his treatment of
American Pentecostalism was so even and objective that a reporter assumed that only one of their own could have written
a book that was so free of the criticisms that an outsider would
have felt compelled to make. Such a level of fairness is difficult
for any historian to attain, but what makes this such a remarkable accomplishment is that everyone who knows Ed knows that
2
S. Hill, “David Edwin Harrell Jr.: American Religious Historian” in B. Waldrep and
S. Billingsley, eds., Recovering the Margins of American Religious History: The Legacy of
David Edwin Harrell Jr. (University of Alabama Press 2012) 3–14; at 9.
3
P. Carter, Review of All Things Are Possible, Journal of American History 63.3 (Dec
1976) 759–60; at 760.
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he disagrees fundamentally, religiously, and theologically with
most of the people and movements about which he writes. Dr.
Harrell has never hidden his religious convictions or beliefs from
his peers, he has not put his light under a basket.4 Just the opposite is the case. His colleagues know that Ed associates himself
firmly with the non-institutional churches of Christ, and that he
does so on principle. He is known as a conservative who reads the
Bible at face value and who openly believes that those who do not
are wrong. As such a figure he stands nearly alone in his chosen
discipline. It is hard to communicate how rare this is in the academic world. It is not an exaggeration to say that most academics
are products of their training. Specifically, their religious views
tend to be determined by their academic views. But Dr. Harrell
is well-known as a kind of exception to this rule. Although Ed
has written deeply and extensively on the social forces that affect
and shape religious groups, including our own fellowship, he does
not view the church, or his own religious beliefs, as the product
of social forces. He does not think of doctrine as being socially-derived. He believes what he believes because that’s what the
Bible says, plainly. He is an intellectual who does not allow intellectualism to dictate the content of his faith. His professional
colleagues are amazed, if not bewildered, by this. One of them
wrote “How can Harrell be such a scrupulous social historian but
apparently refuse to see the theological implications of the history he writes? One would think, for example, that Harrell’s insights
into the power of the various social forces that have shaped the
Churches of Christ might lead him to question his conviction that
his particular tradition is the one true and universal church.”5 But
he does not, because his faith comes from the Bible and not from
his academic research.
Dr. Harrell’s colleagues also delightfully report that his strong
convictions about religious truth are always communicated with
4

See his personal account of this in his lecture in the 2016 Florida College Lectures.

R. Hughes, “David Edwin Harrell Jr. and the History of the Stone-Campbell Tradition, in B. Waldrep and S. Billingsley, eds., Recovering the Margins of American Religious History: The Legacy of David Edwin Harrell Jr. (University of Alabama Press 2012)
24–32; at 29.
5
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benevolence and humility. Dr. Harrell’s reputation in academia is
that he is kind and polite with everyone in spite of the disagreements he has with them. His colleagues routinely speak of his gentle manner, his patience, his willingness to listen to the positions
of others, and his friendliness. The highest ranks of academia do
not have many of our number among them. It is encouraging and
reassuring to see the great personal example Ed has established
in that arena.
Dr. Harrell’s legacy is broad. One of his landmark contributions
has been co-authoring Unto a Good Land: A History of the American People, a college textbook on American history that, unlike
most treatments of its subject, includes religion as part of America’s story. Hopefully it will serve college students in many colleges
and universities for years to come and will re-instill a sense of the
role Christian groups have played in shaping America’s heritage.
For the people within our fellowship, however, Ed will no doubt be
remembered primarily as the scholar who always reminded us to
consider our own history and the lessons that come from it.
It is in honor of Dr. Harrell’s scholarship and example that we
gratefully dedicate this year’s volume of the Florida College Annual Lectures to him.
Select Bibliography of Works by or for
David Edwin Harrell Jr.
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B. Waldrep and S. Billingsley, eds., Recovering the Margins of American
Religious History: The Legacy of David Edwin Harrell Jr. University of
Alabama Press 2012.
“Let Me Never Be Ashamed” in D. McClister, ed., You are My God: Studies in the Psalms: Florida College Annual Lectures 2016. Florida College 2016.

Foreword
The sum of the events that have transpired to create our present
situation is older than any one of us. As the author of Ecclesiastes
pointed out, generations come and go, but the world keeps going
on (1.4). The wise person investigates the past to glean the gems
that others found previously and to avoid the folly that others
may have committed. One of the characters in the book of Job
said “Please inquire of past generations, and consider the things
searched out by their fathers. For we are only of yesterday and
know nothing, because our days on earth are as a shadow. Will
they not teach you and tell you, and bring forth words from their
minds?” (8.8–10, NASB). In that context, Bildad was arguing for a
perspective that had been held by others before him. As it turned
out, however, that perspective was inadequate. Ironically, then,
the historical investigation which Bildad thought would justify
his position only turned out to be the repetition of a bad idea.
An important lesson emerges from Bildad’s exercise: while we
cannot ignore history, we cannot simply accept the inheritance
wholesale either. In the end, all things must be measured against
God’s truth.
Our program for 2018 considers some of the great issues in
church history whose tracks are still visible in the religious world
of the 21st century, to see if the resolutions provided by previous
generations are sound or are a string of errors, or perhaps a mixture of both. Our brief moments in time ought not be wasted by
repeating the mistakes of the past. The lectures in this program,
and produced in this book, aim to examine some of the results of
church history in light of God’s word.
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Foreword

Our annual lectureship is a large undertaking that involves talented people at every level within Florida College, as well as the
good work of the speakers who write the manuscripts and prepare
the presentations. I wish to thank everyone who has labored so
much to make this program possible. My prayer is that the fruits
of their work will help both us and future generations.
H. E. “Buddy” Payne
President
Florida College
Temple Terrace, FL

Preface
It is important that we take history seriously, because no people
can afford to be willfully ignorant of the history that has brought
them to where they are. When Moses addressed the Israelites who
were about to go into Canaan, he began with a review of their history. It was important for them to know how and why they got
there (and why their parents were not there with them). History
explains, but history also defines. We are who we are because of
what has previously happened to shape us and our world. Every
generation inherits a historical situation that locates them in a set
of circumstances, values, and issues. Taking history seriously does
not mean that the future must be dictated by the past. What we
do with what history has handed us is our choice. But no one can
move toward a good goal without first knowing where they are.
History tells us where we are.
Five hundred years ago Martin Luther lodged his famous protest, the publication of his “Ninety Five Theses,” and changed the
world. The time since then has been a long history of debates over
how we should think about and understand the Bible. What were
the major issues, and what were the outcomes of those debates?
Were mistakes made? Is further work required? These are important questions, worthy of attention by every new generation. If Biblical history teaches us anything (and here I’m thinking specifically of the history of the kings of Israel), it is that generations often
ignore or forget what has gone on before them (and thus they fall
repeatedly into the same traps), it only takes one generation to go
astray, and it is the responsibility of every generation to examine
things for themselves, comparing them to God’s word, to see if
what we are doing is what God wants.
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Preface

The lectures in this program are designed to examine some of
the questions that have loomed large in church history, to see the
course that was followed before us. Such a perspective will hopefully give us a sense of the path down which we have come, but also
help us to avoid the mistakes of the past. One of the purposes of
studying history is to make improvement possible. We must know
what has gone on before us if we can hope to do well ourselves.
The lecture program is a group effort, possible only by the hard
work and planning of several people over the course of a year. In
particular, I wish to express my deepest thanks to the men of the
faculty of the Department of Biblical Studies at Florida College:
Will Dilbeck, Tom Hamilton, Jason Longstreth, Ray Madrigal,
Tommy Peeler, Dan Petty, Jared Saltz, and Nathan Ward. Their
fellowship in this effort, in everything we do together, is a great
blessing.
David McClister
Chairman, Department of Biblical Studies
Florida College

Part One
The Evening Lectures

What Shall We Do With History?
David Edwin Harrell, Jr.
Professor David McClister has recently written a splendid article in
Focus Online on the significance of historical content in the biblical
narrative entitled, “Why is There So Much History in the Bible?”1
The reason for the plentiful references to history in both the Old
and New Testaments is that they give divine sanction to the lessons
drawn from them. They give us divine instructions based not on
“fake” news but true stories about the past. The array of lessons
presented in this lecture series will no doubt provide many insights
into the role of the historical stories in the biblical narrative.
My message this evening explores the less clear, but no less critical, questions for those who write history and those who read it.
For historians, the question they must address is whether it is possible to write objective and truthful stories about the past. I will
first address the distinction between “history” and “fiction.” For
those who read history, it is fair to ask what value historical writing brings to readers. I will explore two answers to that question,
suggesting that good historical writing helps us understand where
our society is and how it got here. But, the most important gift that
21st century Christians gain from reading good history is that it
confirms that “We Are Not Alone.” The stories we will ponder this
week give us assurance that our common faith and commitment
to apostolic teaching echoes through the centuries, leaving stories
that need to be told and heard.
1
D. McClister, “Why Is There So Much History in The Bible?” Focus Online, Aug
21, 2017.

3
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David Edwin Harrell, Jr.

Defining History As the Opposite to Fiction
For many years I taught graduate courses at several universities
on historical methods. My text was History and Challenge: The
History and Theory of History. The theoretical section of the book
was written by Paul Conkin who was my classmate when we were
graduate students at Vanderbilt University. When this book was
published he held the Merle Curtie chair in Intellectual History at
the University of Wisconsin—the most prestigious position in the
field of Intellectual History in American academia. His definition
of history is given in fourteen words: “A history is a story, purportedly true rather that fictional, about the human past.”2
Good historical stories are not perfect but they aspire to be
accurate and true. History is not fiction. My good friend Samuel S. Hill, Jr., a prolific writer and Chairman of the Department
of Religion at the University of Florida, and I regularly shared a
meal while attending academic meetings. Sam read a paper at the
meeting of the American Academy of Religion about my writing.
Sam related an exchange which had taken place between the two
of us at a meeting of the Southern Historical Association several
years earlier.
“I pulled out the old chestnut; let’s compress our respective philosophies of life to one word. I said, ‘meaning’; he said, ‘obedience.’ You
have just learned something about the speaker and the one whose
work is being spoken about. Harrell, the self-characterized religious
legalist, and eminent scholar are the same person. That is a compliment, and it assists our understanding of his regarding ‘objectivity’ as
something attaining near-fetish proportions.”3

I encountered an extreme example of subjective historical
writing at the 1985 meeting of the American Academy of Religion
where I presented a paper on my recently released book on Oral
Roberts. That book was the result of more than two years of re2
P. Conkin, History and Challenge: The History and Theory of History (Forum Press,
Inc. 1984) 130.
3
S. Hill, “David Edwin Harrell Jr.: American Religious Historian” in B. Waldrep and
S. Billingsley, eds., Recovering the Margins of American Religious History: The Legacy of
David Edwin Harrell Jr. (University of Alabama Press 2012) 3–14; at 7.
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search and my grim determination to speak objectively. One of
the other participants at the conference was a young woman who
taught at Drew University. She delivered a paper entitled “Mama
Lola, Vodou Priestess in Brooklyn: A Case Study in Ethnobiography.” Given the two years of rigorous research I had endured while
writing my book, during the question period that followed I asked
her if she had done extensive research on Mama Lola. She replied
that she did very little research. When I asked if she had documentation of one particular bizarre story, she replied that she had
made it up because she knew what Mama Lola would say. That, my
friends, is not history, it is fiction, I told the audience. Both I and
the scholarly audience were relieved.4
There is always social pressure to manipulate history and to
change it into a fiction that serves selfish purposes and distorts
the historical past. Every generation confronts waves of pseudo-intellectuals who try to manipulate history to support a past
that justifies their ideas and behavior. In 1996, Harvard historian
Arthur Schlesinger Jr., a prominent advisor to President John F.
Kennedy, wrote an article in the New York Times warning of “recurrent waves of doubt about the knowability of the past and the
very feasibility of the historical enterprise.” As postmodern thinking gained acceptance around the turn of the century, rejecting
rational thinking and destroying all boundaries of moral behavior,
Schlesinger concluded: “We will not let metahistorical doubts stop
our doing history as best we can.”5
It is the function of history to tell us what people in the past
thought and did—not what they should have done. History is not
polemics. I know polemics well and I have certainly written and
preached my share. But history is a different enterprise—and a valuable one. When I wrote The Churches of Christ in the 20th Century:
Homer Hailey’s Personal Journey of Faith,6 I acknowledged that I
4
The American Academy of Religion Annual Meeting 1985, North American Religions Section.
5
A. Schlesinger, Jr. “Op-Ed: History as Therapy: A Dangerous Idea,” The New York
Times, May 3, 1996.
6
D. E. Harrell, Jr., The Churches of Christ in the 20th Century: Homer Hailey’s Personal Journey of Faith (University of Alabama Press 2000).

6



David Edwin Harrell, Jr.

had been a character in this story. Nonetheless, I tried as honestly
as I could to present the actions and words of every participant in
the story as he or she saw it. Each evening when I came home I
would read to my wife some of the controversial and often heated
exchanges that I had read that day. On more than one occasion she
replied: “they should not have done that.” I would reply: “this book
is not about what people should do—it is about what they did do.” If
you find words and actions of a character in your book that disgust
you, you do not need to attack—just quote. A jackass whinnies every time he opens his mouth. No explanations are needed.
My most successful venture in striving to write objective history came with the writing of a book that explored the booming Pentecostal/charismatic movement which exploded around the world
in the 1960’s. All Things are Possible: The Healing and Charismatic
Revivals in Modern America,7 was based on interviews with scores
of healing evangelists who knew that I considered their teachings
flawed at best and downright absurd at worst. But, they wanted
their story told and they believed correctly that I would write as
truthfully and objectively as possible.
All Things are Possible has been an amazing commercial success. It received a rave review in the New York Times written by
Harvey Cox the star of Harvard University and Professor of Religious Studies. Published in 1975, the book has remained in print,
reaching nearly 100,000 copies in print. The popularity and use of
the book has for many years been largely among Pentecostals and
charismatics, which is a testimony not to my genius but to their
respect for what they regard as honest historical writing. It was that
reputation that subsequently gave me access to the personal papers
of such religious figures as Oral Roberts and Pat Robertson. Those
prominent figures gave me access to information and interviews
because they believed that I would write honestly and objectively.
I have sometimes feared that I was too objective for my own
good. I had written so widely about modern Pentecostal evangelists that I subsequently did hundreds of interviews with journalists
7
D. E. Harrell, Jr., All Things are Possible: The Healing and Charismatic Revivals in
Modern America (Indiana University Press 1975).
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investigating the triumphs and downfalls of many of the healing
evangelists. Because I wrote about them without malice (though
they had full knowledge of my own beliefs), and was determined
to write objective historical stories rather than polemics, I was
misidentified as a Pentecostal in an edition of the Encyclopedia of
Pentecostalism. Things got worse when Ken Woodward, the religion editor of Newsweek, in an article about Pentecostal evangelists
in which I commented, stated that I was a “devout Pentecostal.” I
called Ken and he agreed to publish a retraction. I wrote: “Contrary
to a July 1987 report in Newsweek, I am not a ‘devout Pentecostal.’
I am not even a fallen Pentecostal. … I do not accept the basic theological precepts of Pentecostalism or charismatic theology. I sometimes speak tongue in cheek, but I have never spoken in tongues.”8
The Uses Of Good History
Finding fellow travelers and heroes through the centuries assures us that We Are Not Alone. Philippians 3.12–15 reads:
Not as though I had already attained, either were already perfect:
but I follow after, if that I may apprehend that for which also I am
apprehended of Christ Jesus. Brethren, I count not myself to have
apprehended: but this one thing I do, forgetting those things which
are behind, and reaching forth unto those things which are before, I
press toward the mark for the prize of the high calling of God in
Christ Jesus. Let us therefore, as many as be perfect, be thus minded:
and if in anything ye be otherwise minded, God shall reveal even this
unto you.

This passage tells us two things about the past. I feel relieved to
know that all of God’s servants are imperfect—though years ago I
probably thought I was pretty close. But we acknowledge our imperfections. The apostle Paul assures us that through the centuries
there have been many devout but imperfect travelers in the service
of God. History agrees. However, verse 15 tells us that we must
walk in perfect unity in our commitment to speak as the oracles
of God. In that commitment, we join a great army of those whose
stories, truly told, let us know that We Are Not Alone.
8

Newsweek, August 3, 1987, 8–10.
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David Edwin Harrell, Jr.

Time does not allow us to tell many of the stories of the brave
and wise Christians who have set out to faithfully serve God. Historical stories, honestly told, encourage and edify others of us who
are determined to be “perfectly” committed to honor and follow
His directives. I will share a few of my favorite stories tonight.
A Prelude to the Reformation
John Wycliffe (1329–1384) was a respected Professor at Oxford
University. He has been labeled the “morning star of the Reformation.” Wycliffe condemned the decadence of Pope Gregory XI and
insisted that the only law binding Christians was the Scriptures.
The Pope issued a Bull calling for his execution but he was protected by several powerful British nobles who resented the Papal
demands for financial support.
Wycliffe was a skilled linguist and in 1382 he completed a version of the Bible based on early English and Latin fragments. At
present, 150 copies of the Wycliffe Bible survive. The publication
of the Bible further angered the Roman Catholic hierarchy and
Pope Gregory XI issued a Bull demanding a trial that would certainly have ended in his death, but he was protected once again.
However, after his death, the Council of Constance declared him a
“stiff-necked heretic.” In 1415, the Council demanded the burning
of his books and his body. In 1427 his body was exhumed and his
bones were burned.
During his later years, Wycliffe taught scores of uneducated
preachers from small villages. Known as Lollards, they embraced
the idea of congregational independence and biblical authority.
The Protestant Reformation in Continental Europe
Scholars generally associate the beginning of the reformation
with Martin Luther’s posting of his “95 Theses” on the door of the
church in Wittenberg, Germany on October 31, 1517. The reformation, however, was possible because of the declining confidence
in the Roman Catholic Church and perhaps most importantly the
successful development of moveable type set in paper and ink. In
1440, Johannes Gutenberg began printing Bibles in Mainz, Ger-
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many. More books were printed from 1460 to 1500 than in the
entire Middle Ages. New ideas were widely circulated by religious
and philosophical reformers.
Martin Luther (1483–1546) was educated at the University
of Erfurt in Leipzig, Germany. After being struck by lightning
while walking to Erfurt from his home, he vowed: “I will become
a monk.” He entered the Augustinian monastery in Erfurt in 1505
and began theological studies there in 1507. He taught at the University of Wittenberg, which was established by Frederick the
Wise of Saxony in 1508.
He became an Abbot, and visited Rome in 1510. Luther went
away from that visit deeply disillusioned by the use of indulgences
to finance the building of St. Peter’s cathedral. He was strongly repulsed by the excessive financial strategies to satisfy the financial
needs of the Vatican. That disillusionment with the Roman Catholic church led to his posting of the “95 Theses” on the church door
in Wittenberg on October 31, 1517.
When he continued to criticize the actions of Rome he was summoned to the “Diet of Worms,” presided over by the Pope’s powerful ally, Charles V. Luther was given 21 days to recant. He refused,
making his famous statement “Unless I am convicted by scripture
and plain reason—I do not accept the authority of the popes and
councils, for they have contradicted each other—my conscience is
captive to the Word of God. I cannot and I will not recant anything
for to go against conscience is neither right nor safe. God help me.
Amen.” At the request of his friend, Frederick the Wise, Luther was
“kidnapped” and taken to Wartberg Castle where he lived secretly
under an assumed name for nearly a year. It was also during that
time that Luther translated the Greek Bible into German.
Once Luther made his break with the Catholic Church his
achievements were remarkable. By 1520, Martin Luther had written 82 printed works and 500,000 pieces of his writing were in
circulation. There were scores of other reformers—many of them
colleagues of Luther who grew disillusioned when he fell far short
of their expectations. They were not interested in reforming the
Roman Catholic Church, they demanded a return of the scriptural
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New Testament church. In the words of his friend Ulrich Zwingli
“This church imposes no laws on the conscience of people without
the sanction of the Word of God, and the laws of the Church are
biding only in so far as they agree with the Word.”
Ulrich Zwingli (1484–1531) was educated in Vienna and Basel,
he was more radical in his reforms than Luther though they had
been companions. He demanded a single hermeneutical principle—anything not authorized is forbidden. He called for a return
of the Apostolic church and died in a battle with Swiss Catholics.
He stated: “Away with human ceremonies and regulations, we
want only the Word of God” in 1523.
Bernard Rothmann (1495–1535) was a leader of the Anabaptist movement which taught that infant baptism was not scriptural, baptizing adults again. He said in 1533, “It is essential that everything required or desired by men should be done in the name
and at the command of God through the positive word of God as
Peter affirms (1 Pet 4.11) and certainly we should discontinue everything else that God has not expressly commanded.”
“If any man speaks, let him speak as the oracles of God; if any
man minister, let him do it as of the ability which God giveth: that
God in all things may be glorified through Jesus Christ, to whom
be praise and dominion for ever and ever. Amen.” (1 Pet 4.11)
The Protestant Reformation in England and America
While the reformation in continental Europe took its own
course, the English reformation had its own heroes. Thomas Jefferson once said: “Bacon, Locke and Newton. … I consider them as
the three greatest men that have ever lived, without any exception,
and as having laid the foundation for those superstructures which
have been raised in the Physical and Moral sciences.” From a religious point of view, all three of these men were notable scientists
and philosophers but also Christians. These three giants found
the way to rid 16th-century thinking from the superstitions of the
common people.
Francis Bacon (1561–1626) graduated from Cambridge and
was a lawyer and member of Parliament. He described the “sci-
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entific method” and “inductive thought” in Novum Organum Scientiarum.9 He provided what is known as the new hermeneutic
for modern science, which asserts that all learning came by command, example and necessary inference.
Richard Baxter (1615–1691) was from Kidderminster, England and was quoted as saying: “What man dare go in a way
which has neither precept nor example to warrant it… ? For my
part, I will not fear that God will be angry with me for doing no
more than He has commanded me and for sticking close to the
rule of His word in matters of worship; but I should tremble to
add or diminish.”
Michael Faraday (1791–1867) is one of my favorite historical
heroes, whose struggles were more akin to those familiar to most
of us. I discovered Faraday while casually reading in the British Library. He is generally considered one of the two or three most important scientists in the 19th century, often ranked second only to
Isaac Newton among English-speaking intellectuals. His pioneering studies of electromagnetism are often credited with opening
the age of computerization and artificial intelligence and he made
many other heralded scientific discoveries. The son of a blacksmith, Faraday received almost no formal education but through a
process of self-education of which he often spoke he won respect
in the highest intellectual circles of his time. He was awarded two
honorary doctorates by Oxford University and was offered (and
declined) the presidency of the Royal Society, the most prestigious
academic society in the world (both then and now).10
But it was Faraday’s religion that excited me. Michael Faraday
was a lifelong member of the Church of Christ in London and
served for many years as an elder in the congregation. Sometimes
called Sandemanians, the British churches of Christ were classic
English-speaking primitivists, and most of those who immigrated
to America became a part of the American restoration movement.
9

F. Bacon, Novum Organum Scientiarum (1620).

Much has been written about Michael Faraday’s discoveries and his religious beliefs. Two samples are J. Gladstone, Michael Faraday (Macmillan and Co. 1873) and C.
Russell, Michael Faraday: Physics and Faith (Oxford UP 2000).
10
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In reply to an inquiry about the beliefs of these churches in 1767,
one of the members wrote:
We think ourselves bound to regard all the Words of Christ and his
Apostles in the plain obvious, and original Meaning: looking upon
every Precept in the New Testament (except such as may relate to
what is properly miraculous) to be binding on us now, as much as on
the first Churches.
We think ourselves bound to follow the Practices of the primitive
Disciples and Churches, as far as we can learn from the New Testament how they walked, while the Apostles were with them, beholding their Order and Steadfastness in the Faith.11

Faraday’s religious belief, writes his biographer, “complicated”
his social life because it “required him to behave in ways significantly different from the norm of the scientific community and
indeed the broader world.” He rejected politely an honor that
required him to miss an assembly on the Lord’s Day and, most
famously, declined the honor of being entombed in Westminster
Cathedral near his scientific hero Isaac Newton because he did
not want to be buried in an Anglican church—albeit the most famous one in the world—insisting on burial in a cemetery reserved
for such “non-conformists” as the churches of Christ. Faraday’s
shameless witness of his faith provoked both ridicule and respect
but was never delivered with a lack of clarity. After he had lectured
at the royal Society on the grand but limited nobility of scientific
knowledge, which was surpassed by the divine wisdom that came
from God, Faraday received a letter from one of his most loyal supporters, Lady Lovelace, the daughter of Lord Byron and fellow scientist, with a simple truth she had learned about him: “I think I see
in you a man who never seeks to serve two masters.”12
The Salem Covenant of 1629 was one of the covenants made
by Puritan Congregations in America. Many non-conformists migrated to America and established towns and churches all over
11
N.A., Letter to a Friend, a Plain and Full Account, (London: T. Vernor and J. Chater 1766) A2.
12
Quoted in D. Bingham, Michael Faraday: Spiritual Dynamo (Scotland: Christian
Focus Publicans 2010) 139.
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New England. Early in American history Puritan Congregations,
called churches of Christ—made covenants. The Salem Covenant
of 1629 states that “We covenant with the Lord and one with another and doe bynd our selves in the presence of God, to walke together in all his waies, according as he is pleased to reveal himself
unto us in his blessed word of truth.”
Alexander Campbell (1788–1866) was born in Northern Ireland and reared by his Presbyterian father who migrated to America to preach, leaving his family behind to follow the next year. The
family was shipwrecked in 1808 and managed to return home, settling in Glasgow. Alexander spent a year studying at the University
of Glasgow where he was influenced by a number of independent
thinking professors and preachers. He sailed to America in 1809
where he preached in Bethany, West Virginia. He became one of
the most famous preachers and debaters at the beginning of the
19th century and was widely known for his writings in the Christian
Baptist (1823–1830) and the Millennial Harbinger (1830–1866).
He clearly stated his convictions in the first issues. In the August 31, 1823 issue of the Christian Baptist he states: “The societies called churches … had no subscription to abstract propositions
framed by synods; no decrees of councils … or of continuance in
this holy brotherhood. In the “apostle’s doctrine” and in the “apostolic commandments” they steadfastly continued.”13
In his early book, The Christian System in Reference to the union
of Christians and a Restoration of Primitive Christianity he wrote
“The apostles taught the churches to do all the Lord commanded. Whatever, then, the church did by the appointment or concurrence of the apostles, they did by the commandment of Jesus
Christ. Whatever acts of religious worship the apostles taught and
sanctions in one Christian congregation, they taught and sanctioned in all Christian congregations, because all were under the
same government of one and of the same King.”14
Campbell was elected a delegate of West Virginia to the Virginia Constitutional convention (1829–1830). Other delegates includ13

Christian Baptist 1 (August 21, 1823) 5–6.

14

A. Campbell, The Christian System in Reference to the union of Christians and a
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ed James Madison, James Monroe, John Taylor and John Marshall.
When asked his impression of young Alexander Campbell, James
Madison replied; “It is as a theologian that Mr. Campbell must be
known, it was my pleasure to hear him very often as a preacher of
the gospel, and I regard him as the ablest and most original expounder of the Scriptures that I have ever heard.”
He wrote to his wife, in October 1829 “I preached yesterday to
about 3,000 souls, the largest assembly which Richmond has seen
for many a day—hundreds had to go away without hearing.”15
The Value of History
In so much as we today are committed to being faithful to
God’s word and embrace the concept “if any man speaks, let him
speak as the oracles of God,” we have learned in our brief time tonight that “We Are Not Alone.” We are part of a trail of Christians
who have gone before.
It is important for us to know that the commitment to seek to
conform to the scriptural pattern of the New Testament church
is not an idea invented by Puritans (who certainly embraced it) or
Alexander Campbell, or any other individual, nor is it the bigoted
legacy of denominations. For most of modern history virtually all
Christians paid at least lip service to the responsibility to follow
the patterns of first century Christians. Before the appearance of
higher criticism (a system of thought originating in Germany in
the nineteenth century which questioned the authenticity of biblical texts) religious discussion focused not on whether scripture
was binding, or whether primitive patterns were to be followed,
but on how that commitment was to be carried out. If these beliefs did not result in the kind of unity of practice that the hopeful
nineteenth century American hoped for and predicted, it provided a rational basis for discussion and debate dependent on common sources. It was a far more rational time than a world filled
with pretentious theological speculations and rampant subjectivism that followed.
Restoration of Primitive Christianity (Bethany, VA., A. Campbell 1839) 322–323.
15

A. Campbell, Letter of October 12, 1829.
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In 1985 Richard T. Hughes, a talented writer as well as a gifted
fund raiser, put together a conference at Abilene Christian University that was later published by the University of Illinois Press under
the title The American Quest for the Primitive Church. The conference consisted of presentations by eighteen of the leading historians of American religion.16 One reviewer wrote in the Journal of the
American Academy of Religion: “The list of contributors to this volume reads like a Who’s Who of American religious historiography.”
Hughes asked me to do an extemporaneous closing address
summarizing the papers delivered at the conference following a
banquet that hosted around a hundred academics and another
hundred members of the Abilene Christian faculty and supporters. The more I listened the more it seemed a hopeless task to try
to summarize the seventeen papers describing the powerful impact of the concept of primitive Christianity on religious bodies
from Amish to Quakers to Presbyterians and Episcopalians. In my
early remarks, I pointed out one theme that was apparent: “One
indelible impression I take from this conference is that the restoration ideal has been a powerful motif. In fact, it may be the most
vital single assumption underlying the development of American
Protestantism. Equally important, the restoration ideal continues
as one of the most compelling ideas in modern Christianity. … All
over the world millions of Christians still seek a restoration of the
church’s lost purity.”17
Almost everything that had been said about primitivism by the
convened scholars (most of who were my personal friends) had reported accurately the history of the primitivist idea in the religious
tradition, but the remarks were offered in a negative and apologetic tone. To be sure it was there, most reasoned, but only until
scholars had learned better. So, in the six hours I had to jot down a
few notes, I pondered what my personal response should be. I said
a prayer asking for “boldness.” The closing two paragraphs of my
remarks read:
16
R. Hughes, ed, The American Quest for the Primitive Church (University of Illinois
Press 1988).
17

Ibid. 239.
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“I am a restorer—unbowed, undaunted, extremist, and eccentric—a
period piece in a Disciples of Christ movement grown increasingly
uncomfortable with the intellectual, social, and psychological pitfalls
of restoring New Testament Christianity. The centerpiece of my intellectual universe is biblical primitivism, a search for the first pure
truths and ordinances. I am seeking that illusive, pristine image of
Christianity as it came from the mind of God. You say it is not there;
it is an illusion. I have decided to seek it anyway. We live in a world
of illusions. You say I will not find it because I carry on my back the
baggage of my own past, of the culture in which I live, of the language
with which I think. Self-consciously and with as much self-awareness
as possible, I have decided to try. You say I shall fail and be disillusioned. So far, I have not.
In a sense all restorers are seekers, though sometimes we may
think otherwise. Yet I shall not become cynical and despairing because all truths are not readily apparent, but rather I am joyous and
thankful that we have come this far by faith. To be a restorer has
always meant to be an explorer in search of Zion, bound to grope
in our own human and cultural maze, never finishing our task, but
ever learning through struggle and commitment to the truth. But I
have never been alone; God has provided others of like mind to be
my fellow travelers. It has been a rigorous journey, but I know existentially no other way. The search has served me well, and should
you come to look for me, you will find me a bit further down the
same road.”18

As I finished my remarks, I felt that they had been totally inadequate. The presentations were just too complex. But, when I
sat down, the Abilene Christian University section rose applauding in unison. The academics followed and applauded politely.
After about two minutes of applause, Richard Hughes rose and
tearfully announced that he had intended to make some remarks
but he was so moved he was just going to announce the closing of
the conference. Abilene Christian University Dean, Bill J. Humble, sent letters to the Presidents of all educational institutions
associated with Churches of Christ urging them to read my remarks. In the months ahead I received letters from nearly all of
them thanking me for the address.
18

Ibid. 244–245.
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I tell you this tonight, to affirm the power of history to move us
and refresh our memories of our own intentions. A remembrance
of the past is a powerful incentive for us as we live in the future.
So, as I leave you this evening I can assure you that the historical studies of Christian soldiers from centuries past and the stories
you are imprinting in your life today will serve you well. They will
assure you that “We Are Not Alone.”

Is First-Century Christianity Still
Relevant in the Twenty-First Century?
Kenny Moorer
First-century Christians rested their hope on the One who would
be hung on a cross. However, it was not just the cross that made
the difference. The burial, resurrection and ascension to the right
hand of God coronated and enthroned King Jesus who would
rule over His Kingdom until the time when He would deliver
the Kingdom, in its fullest sense, back to His Father at the end
of the age (1 Cor 15.24). According to the prophet Daniel, this
spiritual kingdom would be set up in the “days of these kings”
(culminating in the first century), and would be a kingdom that
would stand forever (Dan 2.44). So why even ask the question “is
it relevant?” Obviously, there are many in the 21st century who
would say that Christianity, at least in its first century form, is
irrelevant today.
At least two basic attitudes regarding Christianity exist. One
disposition of thought alleges and seeks to affirm that God’s intent in establishing Christianity was never designed to be static,
but rather, a changing, fluctuating system designed to accommodate the dictates and mandates of culture. It is a type of evolutionary development that allows for modifications. As a result,
what Christianity looked like in the first century will look quite
different from what it looks like in the twenty-first century. A former mega-church pastor, Rob Bell, has in recent years raised many
eyebrows due to his evolving views about Christianity and the
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Bible. He represents this changing approach to Christianity. Bell,
appearing on a “Super Soul Sunday” with Oprah Winfrey in 2015,
when asked about Christianity’s relevance specifically as it relates
to homosexuality, said, “We’re moments away. I think culture is
already there. And the church will continue to be even more irrelevant when it quotes letters from 2,000 years ago as their best
defense.” Bell’s wife Kristen, also a guest, added, “I think there are
a lot of people, who as they see culture moving, their response is
to dig in deeper, is to, like, hold their ground, fight against it. So
I think there are both things happening. There are churches that
are moving forward into that area, and there are churches who are
almost regressing and making it more of a battle.”1
The other perspective argues and seeks to affirm that Jehovah
carefully planned and initiated the first advent of Christ which included a perpetually relevant Christian system which would stay
relevant until the Lord’s second and final return. This spiritual
system (primitive Christianity) was ushered in by Jesus and His
apostles in the first century and was intended to be exactly what
God wanted, then and now. Those who share this view maintain
that if people are ever to be saved, then they must conform to the
will of God established in the first century. This static view maintains that a departure from God’s original purpose violates the essence of who God is and what He intended for all time.
These ideas are affecting 18–29 year-old millennials particularly. Research indicates that fewer and fewer millennials believe
that Christianity, in any form, is relevant to their lives. David Kinnaman, president of Barna Group, a leading research organization
focused on the intersection of faith and culture, would suggest
that the broader cultural trends have not been friendly to faith.
Kinnaman states:
“Millennials are rethinking most of the institutions that arbitrate
life, from marriage and media, to government and church […] They
have grown up in a culture and among peers who are often neutral or
resistant to the gospel. And life feels accelerated compared with fif1
“Rob Bell Suggests Bible Not Relevant to Today’s Culture,” http://www1.cbn.com/
cbnnews/us/2015/February/Rob-Bell-Suggests-Bible-Not-Relevant-to-Todays-Culture.
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teen years ago—the ubiquity of information makes it harder for many
to find meaning in institutions that feel out of step with the times.
Millennials often describe church, for instance, as ‘not relevant’ or
say that attending worship services ‘feels like a boring duty.’”2

What Makes Something Relevant?
The key to determining the truth about “relevancy” is finding
what makes something relevant in the first place. God makes all
things relevant and, in a sense, is both the first and final say about
what truly is relevant. He created all things and gave relevancy
to everything as He determined, even “before the foundation of
the world” (Eph 1.4),3 He planned what would be relevant for all
men. When He created the world, He began to execute His plan,
a plan that would center around His only Son, Jesus Christ, the
Seed of woman (Gen 3.15). This “Seed” would be prophesied and
promised (Gen 12.1–3), and would come incarnate to declare the
Father (John 1.14, 18). He would become the one constant in the
minds of all who would accept Christianity. Most people would
affirm that faith in Jesus Christ being God’s Son is essential to any
foundational belief involving Christianity. Jesus, Himself, would
agree and ask every person to concur with Peter’s conclusion in
Matthew 16.16, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.” But
what happens after that foundational confession? Is it simply belief
in Jesus as God’s Son that makes Christianity relevant, or is there
more to it than just that?
Needless to say, Jesus had something to say about the relevancy
of who He was and what He taught. He spent much of His time on
earth explaining those very things to His apostles. Relevancy, according to Jesus, has everything to do with authority. John 14 records
a conversation between Philip and Jesus. “Lord, show us the Father,
and it is sufficient for us.” Jesus said to him, “Have I been with you so
long, and yet you have not known Me, Philip? He who has seen Me
has seen the Father; so how can you say, ‘Show us the Father’? Do
2
“5 Reasons Millennials Stay Connected to Church,” https://www.barna.com/research/5-reasons-millennials-stay-connected-to-church.
3

All scriptural quotations are from the NKJV.
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you not believe that I am in the Father, and the Father in Me? The
words that I speak to you I do not speak on My own authority; but
the Father who dwells in Me does the works. Believe Me that I am
in the Father and the Father in Me, or else believe Me for the sake of
the works themselves” (vv 8–11). He also spent time expounding the
same things to the Pharisees and other Jews, but with different results. To the rulers of the synagogue, Jesus would say, “For I have not
spoken on My own authority; but the Father who sent Me gave Me
a command, what I should say and what I should speak. And I know
that His command is everlasting life. Therefore, whatever I speak,
just as the Father has told Me, so I speak” (John 12.49–50). Jesus
knew that His words came from the Father and would be the words
of judgment in the last day. Would He and His words be relevant?
Yes, because they were all part of the Father’s plan.
From Jesus to the Apostles
Jesus authorized His apostles to preach to the world because
their message would be relevant too. After Jesus’ departure back
to the Father the apostles would be guided by the Holy Spirit who
would continue to reveal what would be relevant. “Nevertheless,
I tell you the truth. It is to your advantage that I go away; for if I
do not go away, the Helper will not come to you; but if I depart,
I will send Him to you. And when He has come, He will convict
the world of sin, and of righteousness, and of judgment: of sin,
because they do not believe in Me; of righteousness, because I go
to My Father and you see Me no more; of judgment, because the
ruler of this world is judged. I still have many things to say to you,
but you cannot bear them now. However, when He, the Spirit of
truth, has come, He will guide you into all truth; for He will not
speak on His own authority, but whatever He hears He will speak;
and He will tell you things to come. He will glorify Me, for He
will take of what is Mine and declare it to you. All things that the
Father has are Mine. Therefore, I said that He will take of Mine
and declare it to you” (John 16.7–15).
Furthermore, Jesus wanted His relevant message distributed to
the whole world, initially by the apostles. “…you shall be witnesses
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to Me in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end
of the earth” (Acts 1.8b). The book of Acts records for us a small
bit of their work, primarily the work of Peter and Paul. Colossians
1.23 tells us that the apostles accomplished their task by preaching to “every creature under heaven.” Was their message relevant
then, in the first century? They surely thought so. And what about
those first century converts who “obeyed the gospel” and began
to be persecuted because of their faith? They “went everywhere
preaching the word” (Acts 8.4) knowing persecution was inevitable, dissuading but few from their mission. “Yet if anyone suffers as
a Christian, let him not be ashamed, but let him glorify God in this
matter” (1 Pet 4.16). They understood the relevancy of the message,
too, and let nothing, not even death, stand in their way of accomplishing that mission. In the first century, the Creator of the world
and designer of His plan to save the world from sin was seeing the
fulfillment of that plan in the work of Jesus, the Holy Spirit, the
apostles, and others who were executing the plan.
How was this relevant message intended to be received when it
was first preached? Acts 2 says the apostles’ teachings were clearly
a model for believers to follow, and that “they continued steadfastly in the apostles’ doctrine and fellowship, in the breaking of
bread, and in prayers” (v 42). Why would Luke make this point if
the doctrine was irrelevant? Was not their doctrine intended to
be a pattern for all believers to follow? We are also told that these
believers were of one heart and one soul (4.32), showing a unity of
practicing only those things which the apostles’ doctrine taught.
As the gospel began to be taken outside of Jerusalem, into “Samaria and the end of the earth,” Paul, and those who would be
part of his preaching tours, would be sure to remind Christians
everywhere of what they were being taught. Christians in Rome
were reminded that they had been made free from sin as a result of
their being obedient to a form (or pattern) of teaching (Rom 6.17,
18). Later in the same letter, Paul would ask Christians to “mark”
and turn away from anyone who was causing division to a certain
“form” (or pattern) of teaching (Rom 16.17). Further, Paul’s second
letter to Timothy revealed that he had spoken a “pattern of sound
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words” (1.13), and those who heard them were asked to abide in
them (3.14). Further, these words were to be passed on to others in
future generations (2.2). Does that not sound like a pattern?
The Hebrew writer tells his audience that Moses was warned by
God to make the Tabernacle “according to the pattern” (8.5). Why
even mention this unless the “pattern” is important to the reader?
If the church is a type of tabernacle according to the better covenant (Heb 7.22; 8.6), then we need to make certain we follow the
revealed pattern. Following the pattern is the thrust of Hebrews
9.1–10. “The first covenant had ordinances of divine service and
the earthly sanctuary” (v 1). All things in the earthly sanctuary
were symbolic for the present time (v 9) until the time of reformation (v 10). Much of Hebrews is about “the copy and shadow of
heavenly things (8.5) that was a more excellent ministry, insomuch
as He is also Mediator of a better covenant, which was established
on better promises (8.6).
Relevant for How Long?
How long did the apostles see the relevance of their message
lasting? Interestingly, nowhere in scripture is there doubt about
the “length of relevance.” The apostles knew their “authorization”
to preach Christ’s message was theirs exclusively, for all time; they
never talked about the need for apostolic succession. In fact, the
opposite is true according to Peter. “For this reason, I will not be
negligent to remind you always of these things, though you know
and are established in the present truth. Yes, I think it is right, as
long as I am in this tent, to stir you up by reminding you, knowing
that shortly I must put off my tent, just as our Lord Jesus Christ
showed me. Moreover, I will be careful to ensure that you always
have a reminder of these things after my departure” (2 Pet 1.12–
15). Peter’s idea was that even when he was dead, the message he
preached in the first century would still be relevant.
Over the past two thousand years, history has well documented attempts to establish a leadership hierarchy after the apostles,
some of which are elaborate and continue to the present. Religious
groups that claim to have apostles among them include Cathol-
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icism, Mormonism, and some Pentecostal groups. Their claims
are unbiblical since an apostle of Jesus had to be an eyewitness of
Christ’s resurrection (Acts 1.22). Jesus has not chosen any apostles
since the first century, though many claim He has. That there are
no eyewitnesses and no one has the ability to perform miracles
puts to rest any validity to those claims.
Even in Jesus’ day, some were falsely claiming to be apostles and
scripture makes that clear. “Beware of false prophets, who come
to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly they are ravenous wolves”
(Matt 7.15). Paul described other opponents in this way, “For such
are false apostles, deceitful workers, transforming themselves into
apostles of Christ. And no wonder! For Satan himself transforms
himself into an angel of light. Therefore, it is no great thing if his
ministers also transform themselves into ministers of righteousness, whose end will be according to their works” (2 Cor 11.13–15).
The apostle Paul further issued a warning to the churches of Galatia, “But even if we, or an angel from heaven, preach any other gospel to you than what we have preached to you, let him be accursed.
As we have said before, so now I say again, if anyone preaches any
other gospel to you than what you have received, let him be accursed” (Gal 1.8–9). Paul states that anyone who teaches anything
that adds to what the New Testament teaches is clearly not one of
the Lord’s apostles. In 2 Peter 2, the apostle shows that some false
prophets would secretly come in among the disciples. He notes in
v 1, “But there were also false prophets among the people, even as
there will be false teachers among you, who will secretly bring in
destructive heresies, even denying the Lord who bought them, and
bring on themselves swift destruction.”
The false prophets and apostles would have been a primary reason for the apostle John to stress the importance of testing everyone who claimed to be speaking for God, “Beloved, do not believe
every spirit, but test the spirits, whether they are of God; because
many false prophets have gone out into the world (1 John 4.1). John
also records that the church at Ephesus was commended for “testing those who say they are apostles and are not, and have found
them liars” (Rev 2.2).
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Unfortunately, some still attempt to “fill the void” and pursue
some form of apostolic succession. In Matthew 19.28, Jesus spoke
words to Peter and the other apostles exposing any idea of “modern day” apostles: “Jesus said to them, ‘Assuredly I say to you, that
in the regeneration, when the Son of Man sits on the throne of His
glory, you who have followed Me will also sit on twelve thrones,
judging the twelve tribes of Israel.” These verses are Christ’s figurative declarations describing the role of the twelve apostles in the
establishment of the church and the dissemination of the gospel
proclamation. The “judging” done by the apostles is a reference
to the authority, rule and responsibility exerted by the apostles as
they helped inaugurate the new kingdom they came preaching.
Their authorization from Jesus is seen in the idea that they would
be on “twelve thrones” until the end of time. To reiterate, notice
the importance of Jesus saying that all twelve apostles would occupy thrones; Peter would have no greater authority than any other
apostle. Yet, Catholicism claims an immediate successor to Peter
in Linus (from AD 67–79), then Cletus (AD 79–91) and Clement (AD
91–100). If those men truly succeeded Peter, then the apostle John
(selected by Jesus Himself) would have been “under the authority”
of three popes. Similar words are found in another conversation
between Jesus and Peter in Matthew 16.19, “And I will give you the
keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on earth
will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be
loosed in heaven.”
W. L. Hayden stated the New Testament view of so called modern day apostles well:
The thirteen apostles chosen, ordained and endowed by the newly
crowned Messiah faithfully and fully executed their commission.
When they entered into everlasting rest, the church was established, with all needful ministries to edify, extend and perpetuate
it throughout all coming centuries. Then the extraordinary, which
was necessary to found a new institution, was succeeded by the ordinary, which was sufficient to teach, regulate and govern the subjects
of Christ’s kingdom, according to the laws that went forth from Jerusalem. The revelation of God was completed. The word of faith is
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henceforth nigh every believer, even in his mouth and in his heart.
The apostolic office ceased, and evangelists and pastors became the
permanent teachers and superintendents of the church.”4

The words of Jesus and His apostles should leave no doubt that
their message would be the authoritative message for all time.
Yet some are still faced with the concern whether a document
2,000 years old is practically relevant today. The fact that first century culture is far removed from that of the 21st century is very
true in some ways. The human circumstance is basically the same
as it was from the beginning. Still many people today allow culture to dictate what is right and wrong. Is that what the apostles
had in mind when they delivered their first century message? Their
writings do not indicate that they thought culture would “overtake” their message at any point in time. Never did they leave the
impression that in their absence, a person was free to do whatever
culture said was acceptable. Christianity was not evolving through
the centuries as Rob Bell and others would lead men to believe.
The apostles believed their letters were as authoritative as their
presence. “Therefore, brethren, stand fast and hold the traditions
which you were taught, whether by word or our epistle” (2 Thes
2.15). We still have their writings but not their bodily presence.
Someone may raise the objection that when the apostles wrote,
they did not think that their writings would be the sole source of
authority for twenty-plus centuries. In a sense that may be true.
While we have no indication that the apostles knew their writings would eventually be preserved in “book” form, what they did
know is that their teaching would be the standard of authority until Jesus returned. Jude called it “the faith which was once for all
delivered to the saints (v 3). God saw fit to have twenty seven documents preserved into the 21st century whether the apostles knew
it would happen or not.
Another possible objection is that when one looks at the apostolic writings it looks like the apostles expected Jesus to return
soon. There might be biblical evidence to support that idea. “For
this we say to you by the word of the Lord, that we who are alive
4

W Hayden, Church Polity (Old Paths Book Club 1894).
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and remain until the coming of the Lord will by no means precede
those who are asleep … then we who are alive and remain shall be
caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the
air. And thus we shall always be with the Lord” (1 Thes 4.15, 17). If
we could talk to the apostles today they might be a little surprised
that it has been over 2000 years since Jesus left the earth, and has
yet to return, but they would know that their teaching would still
be authoritative. They did not know when Jesus would return. He
told them that He would come again (John 14.3) and take them to
a prepared place, but they were in the dark about when that would
take place (John16.16–18). Even the Son Himself does not know
when He will return (Mark 13.32). God is a-temporal; He is not
limited by time nor is He compelled to think like man thinks. “But,
beloved, do not forget this one thing, that with the Lord one day
is as a thousand years, and a thousand years as one day. The Lord
is not slack concerning His promise, as some count slackness, but
is longsuffering toward us, not willing that any should perish but
that all should come to repentance” (2 Pet 3.8–9).
Another objection may be that the apostles’ doctrine would not
be authoritative in the entire world, especially since all lands were
not known to Peter, Paul or any of the other apostles. Would these
men have known about the “Americas” to the west or other parts
of the “unknown” world? It would not have mattered to them. They
were told to “go into all the world and preach the gospel to every
creature” (Mark 16.15) and according to Colossians 1.23 they did
that. They preached the message of King Jesus where they knew to
go. The point is made not just geographically, but generationally.
It matters not that the apostles may never have dreamed that their
message would still be preached and believed 2000 years later.
They knew their teachings were the authoritative standard given
to them by the one who had been given all authority, Jesus Christ.
If, as some say, Christianity is no longer relevant and the message
of Jesus and His apostles has ended, then when did it stop? In what
generation? At whose dictate? For what reason? Jesus and His
apostles answered all these questions in the first century.
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Relevant How?
Is first-century Christianity relevant to everyone in the same
way? “Yes” and “No.” Yes, because all men are made in God’s image
(Gen 1.27) and will ultimately stand before the righteous Judge to
give an account of one’s life (2 Tim 4.8; Acts 17.31; 2 Cor 5.10; Eccl
12.14). What Jesus and His apostles taught and passed on from
generation to generation cannot be disregarded without penalty.
No one is unaccountable; no one can decide for himself whether
or not he will face God; no one can “pass the buck;” no one can disregard what the “authorities” have said and “get away with it.” Still
some, Jesus said, will try but they will pay an eternal cost. “Enter
by the narrow gate; for wide is the gate and broad is the way that
leads to destruction, and there are many who go in by it. Because
narrow is the gate and difficult is the way which leads to life, and
there are few who find it” (Matt 7.13–14).
No, because all men do not value Christianity and all it involves the same way. Paul said, “For I am not ashamed of the
gospel of Christ, for it is the power of God to salvation for everyone who believes…” (Rom 1.16), and not everyone will believe.
Again Paul, showed the difference between those who had different views of the gospel’s message, “For the message of the cross is
foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being
saved it is the power of God (1 Cor 1.18). Many people today see
the message of Christianity as foolish and unable to meet the
needs of modern man, and therefore irrelevant. The same was
true in the first century and in subsequent centuries as well. “For
since, in the wisdom of God, the world through wisdom did not
know God, it pleased God through the foolishness of the message
preached to save those who believe … but we preach Christ crucified, to the Jews a stumbling block and to the Greeks foolishness,
but to those who are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the
power of God and the wisdom of God. Because the foolishness of
God is wiser than men, and the weakness of God is stronger than
men (1 Cor 1.21, 24–25).

30



Kenny Moorer

Relevant and Applicable
How do we find what Jesus and His apostles intended for us to
know and do now? We simply and honestly seek to know and practice what they began teaching and preaching in the first century.
Church history, both reformation and restoration, is replete with
efforts made toward that end. People today may disagree as to how
men went about their teaching—if they went far enough or too
far; but that history will always be in the process of being written
because “primitive Christianity” is not an event, but a continuing
process. No one “gets there” but each must pursue primitivism.
All men are fallible, but if God’s word will be the final say in our
eternal destiny, then I must seek to learn it and apply it to the very
best of my ability.
Should I think of this pursuit collectively or individually? I
must find my spiritual identity by being true to the text and in my
application of it individually, and so must you. If on that journey
I find others who “speak the same thing,” and are joined together
in the same mind and in the same judgment” (1 Cor 1.10), then I
can, and should, have fellowship with them. Then “I” becomes “we”
which is what the church in “primitive Christianity” was intended
to be for all time. Rest assured, that form of Christianity is relevant
today, tomorrow and until the Lord returns.

The Importance of a Proper
View of the Church
Jeff Smelser
Let us ask this question at the outset: In thinking about the nature
of the church, is it our primary concern to identify who the saved
are in terms of outward marks, or is it our primary concern to
identify what God’s word says about the church? In other words,
are we most interested in who is right, or in what is right?
Certainly as a practical matter, at a local level we should each
be interested in being able to identify those faithful saints to whom
we may attach ourselves (Acts 9.26) and whom we may emulate
(Phil 3.17). A rendering of Paul’s words that maintains an etymological connection to the original while using modern vernacular
would be, “scope out those who so walk.” However, even as we do
this, we must remember that we are incapable of seeing one another as God does (1 Sam 16.7). One may appear to be a faithful child
of God, but be no such thing (Luke 16.15).
Given that the true people of God are defined inwardly, we
must abandon all attempts to identify the precise outlines and
make-up of the one body of Christ in terms of outward marks. At
the universal level, we must be content to proclaim what is right,
and let God be the judge of who is right. “The Lord knows those
who are his” (2 Tim 2.19).
In late 17th- and early 18th-century England, a debate raged in the
Church of England between High Churchmen and Low Churchmen, the latter often referred to as Latitudinarians. This debate
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involved differing views about such things as Baptism, the Lord’s
Supper, the authority of clerics, and the propriety of imposing religious tests on government and municipal office holders. It even had
political overtones. The Latitudinarians saw popery as the greatest
threat to the Church, and therefore welcomed the reign of Protestants William and Mary in the “Glorious Revolution,” and were
happy to see James II, who was Roman Catholic, exiled. Subsequently during the reign of Queen Anne, they were allied with the
Whigs who worked to assure a Protestant succession to the throne.
High Churchmen saw dissenting Protestants as the greatest threat
to the Church, and were not so averse to seeing a Roman Catholic
on the throne. Some were Jacobites, who sought to bring James II
back to England from France. They were allied with the Tories, who
were hostile toward the dissenting Protestants because “almost all
dissenters with the vote automatically supported the Whigs.”1
In 1717, the debate erupted in a flurry of publications as a result
of a sermon presented before King George I. Benjamin Hoadly, the
Bishop of Bangor, a Latitudinarian, presented this sermon, titled,
“The Nature of the Kingdom, or Church, of Christ.” What followed
became known as the Bangorian Controversy.
While national politics and implications for the control of Parliament had a part in the conflicting viewpoints, fundamentally,
this debate reflected two very different ideas about the identity of
God’s people. Is the Church of Christ a spiritually defined people
governed by Christ alone, or is it a perceivable entity wherein men
today exercise authority?
For High Churchmen, the one body of Christ existed institutionally, with living men exercising authority therein, and was thus
outwardly identifiable. In their minds, there was little distinction
to be made between the “invisible” body of Christ (that which
the Lord sees) and the “visible” church, the institutional church.2
High Churchmen supposed the universal church, “the Church of
Christ,” included the various national churches, including Orthodox and Roman Catholic churches. Nonetheless, it “was visible and
1
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2
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institutional, not invisible.”3 Though it existed in various national
forms, in England, it was the Church of England.4
Latitudinarians were willing to allow that salvation was possible
apart from the hierarchical structure of the English church and the
doctrines and liturgy peculiar to it. The High Churchmen thought
otherwise. For the High Churchman, salvation was through the
visible church, and the visible church, which in England was the
church of England, was the saved. The High Churchmen fundamentally misunderstood the nature of the church of Christ.
As we use this phrase, “the church of Christ,” let us set aside all
notions of an American Restoration Movement, of a category in
the Yellow Pages (remember those?) or of names on signs. Historically, the phrase has been used of the one body of Christ, all the
saved. This is the way the phrase was used by both High Churchmen and Latitudinarians. The question is: What is it? What sort of
entity is it?
Tangible versus Spiritual
The Old Testament is full of tangible things, visible things and
touchable things, whereby God taught Israel concepts about things
that are not tangible but spiritual. Even today we learn from those
tangible things as we study the Old Testament. God had Israelites burn incense, the sweet smoke wafting heavenward serving
as a physical representation of prayers ascending to God (Rev 5.8;
8.3–4). He required that Israel praise Him with trumpet, harp and
lyre, with timbrel and dancing, with stringed instruments and pipe,
with loud cymbals. By these he taught man the concept of making
a joyful sound to the Lord, though ultimately that joy would come
from the heart (Eph 5.19) in response to God’s love, and the fabrication of the joy by means of things made with hands would no longer
be necessary. He taught the concept of holiness, of separation from
sin and death, by means of laws that defined as unclean many predators and scavengers, animals associated with death and decay. The
physical things were figures that taught spiritual truths.
3
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Spiritual truths—think about the relationship of those two
words. That which is spiritual is the true. In Hebrews 8–9, there
is a contrast drawn between the Old Testament worship characterized by things made with hands (physical), and what Christ
brought, which is spiritual and is the “true” (Heb 9.26). This was
Jesus’ point in John 4 when he spoke of worshiping “in spirit and
truth.” Whereas previously, the physical location of the physical
house of God mattered, that was about to change. What was physical was not the true. The true worship is the spiritual. The tangible
is only a copy, a figure, a shadow (Heb 8.5; 9.9; 10.1), “like in pattern
to the true” (Heb 9.26).
High Churchmen did not perceive this contrast well. As they
imagined it, the nature of the Church of Christ is not so very different from the nature of the Old Testament nation of Israel. They
saw the setting aside of Jewish ordinances as being a matter of
practical necessity, not as being the consequence of their fulfillment in spiritual reality. The Old Testament laws were onerous
(“the Observances, to which they were bound in almost all their
Actions, took up half of their time”5) whereas the New Testament
Church is “free from the Mosaic Observances.”6 High Churchmen also recognized a contrast in scope: The Old Testament nation was limited to Jews whereas the Church of Christ is catholic,
i.e., universal, in that it spans national borders. But they did not
see a great difference in the very nature of the kingdom, in how
God’s people are defined. In their view, the Christian Church was
merely the Jewish Economy altered and reformed,7 and enlarged
to include Gentiles.
George Hickes put it this way: “Christ and his Apostles … did
build with many of the old Materials, and conformed their new
house, as much as they could, after the Platform of the old.”8 So
5
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Ibid. For Hickes, at least, the freedom in Christ was not so much a freedom from
the bondage of sin as it was freedom from burdensome and time consuming ordinances. Such “severe and slavish” laws were “suitable to the slavish temper of that People,”
i.e., the Jews.
6
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then the The Lord’s Day was thought of as “the Sabbath translated.”9 Yes, circumcision had to be laid aside, but this was because
the Jews had become “odious and ridiculous to all other People
upon the account of it,” such that its continuance “would have
been a mighty bar to the Progress of the Gospel.”10 Noting the
“grievous burden” that circumcision was “by reason of the painful
and bloody nature of it,” Hickes wrote that we should admire the
Lord’s wisdom in changing it to the “easy and practicable ceremony of Baptism.”11 However, Christ had “so much respect … for
the Ancient Orders and Customs of the Jewish Church, that being
obliged to lay by circumcision for the reasons above mentioned,”
he consecrated baptism “to be the Sacrament of initiation into his
Church,” something that would be more palatable to Pagans.12
For High Churchmen, the Church was much the same in essence
as the Old Testament nation, though reformed to be more user
friendly and thus more appealing to a wider audience. They saw
both the old and the new as outwardly defined. Thus they conceived of the universal church as having an institutional form, as
embodied in visible, organizational structures.
High Church Anglicanism: Salvation
Through the Visible Organization
Of particular importance for our study is the similitude between the government of the Old Testament people and the New
Testament Church as understood by High Churchmen. Hickes
wrote, “The Correspondence of the Bishops, Presbyters, and Deacons to the High Priests, Priests, and Levites doth shew that the
Subordination of the Christian Hierarchy is taken from the Jewish
Church.”13
A key issue in the Bangorian controversy was the authority wielded by this hierarchy. Hoadly had insisted that Christ
9
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was King, that he left behind no vice-regents, and any man who
claimed ecclesiastical authority on earth was usurping authority
that belonged only to Christ.
In the High Church view, authority had been handed down
to current bishops by means of an unbroken succession from the
time of Christ. High Churchman Andrew Snape, in his response
to Bishop Hoadly’s sermon, stated the case for ecclesiastical authority based on succession from Christ: “at his Departure into
Heaven, when he was no longer to govern his Church in Person,
he provided for the good Government of it, by others whom he
commission’d to teach and expound his Laws, to bear Rule and
Authority over his Subjects, to be his Vice-gerents [sic], to act in
his Name and Stead, and to perpetuate a Succession of Men thro’
all the succeeding Ages of the World, in whom the same Powers
should be lodg’d.”14 William Law, also responding to Hoadly, affirmed an authority that could only be had “by an uninterrupted
succession of men from Christ, empower’d to qualify others.”15
In the High Church view, salvation was dependent upon the
sacraments, and the sacraments could only be administered by
those duly ordained through this line of succession. This meant
that salvation was to be found only in connection with this visible
institution in which were the ordained representatives of Christ.16
Law, supposing he was hypothesizing an absurdity, argued that if
such uninterrupted succession were not necessary, Hoadly’s servant could baptize someone just as rightly as Hoadly himself!17
The Spiritual Nature of the Church
Jeremiah 31:31ff (quoted in the section of Hebrews that highlights the contrast between what is physical and what is spiritual)
describes a covenant relationship that would be different from
A. Snape, A Letter to the Bishop of Bangor, Occasion’d by his Lordship’s Sermon,
Preach’d before the King at St. James’s, March 31st, 1717, 3rd ed. (Jonah Bowyer 1717) 19.
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the one established at Sinai. How so? The answer is found in verses 33–34.
First, under the new covenant, God’s law would be written on
the heart. If you identify a people in terms of anything outward,
there’s no guarantee their hearts are in the identity. If you say, “all
genetic descendants of Abraham,” or “all those circumcised,” or
“all those living within a certain geographical area,” or “all those
baptized as infants by a duly ordained Anglican priest,” or even
“all those baptized and attending a congregation with a sign that
says Church of Christ,” they shall love God—there is no assurance
that they will do so. Jesus noted the “hardness of heart” of the Jews
as a nation (Matt 19.8), but would it have been any different had
God chosen any other outwardly defined nation? I think not. The
only nation that will not be hard-hearted is the nation defined as
those having God’s law written on their heart. So then God’s true
people are not the outwardly defined, biological seed of Abraham,
but the spiritual seed of Abraham, defined inwardly by faith (Rom
4.11–12; 9.8; Gal 3.26–29; cf. John 8.39), having become obedient
from the heart (Rom 6.16).
Second, the Lord said that under the new covenant, “They will
all know me.” Many were included under the first covenant who
did not know God. After Joshua’s generation died, “there arose
another generation after them who did not know the Lord” (Jdg
2.10). The sons of Eli “did not know the Lord” (1 Sam 2.12). When
Samuel was young, he “did not yet know the Lord” (1 Sam 3.7). Hosea said of Israel, “they do not know the Lord” (Hos 5.4). And yet,
they were all part of the covenanted people. What of those who
were compelled by the Test Act and the Corporation Act to take
communion in the Church of England? Or what of those who had
received the Anglican sacrament of “baptism” as babies, but then
grew up to have no spiritual inclination? Under the new covenant,
all those included would know God. How can it be so? It can be so
because only those who know God are included. Today, by definition, God’s people are those who know God, because God’s people
are defined inwardly, born not only of water, but also of the Spirit (John 3.5), having become obedient from the heart (Rom 6.16).
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They “volunteer freely” (Psa 110.3). These are the people whose
sins are remembered no more (Jer 31.34). These are God’s people,
and he is their God (Jer 31.33).
This is a profound idea, that sinful people can somehow be
God’s people, and He their God. Because of man’s sin, God “drove
him out” of the Garden of Eden and stationed the Cherubim with
the flaming sword to assure that man would not return. However,
it quickly becomes clear that God has a plan to reconcile man to
himself. Passing over the evidences of this in Genesis, we come to
Exodus 25.8. The Lord says, “Let them construct a sanctuary for
Me, that I may dwell among them.” We go from “He drove the man
out” to “I may dwell among them”! Again, in Exodus 29.45, “I will
dwell among the sons of Israel and will be their God.” What would
be necessary for this reconciliation to be accomplished? Nothing
short of the removal of the sin that had created the separation.
When Solomon was building the temple, the successor to the
tabernacle, the Lord said to him “Concerning this house which
you are building. … I will dwell among the sons of Israel, and will
not forsake My people Israel” (1 Kng 6.12–13).
However, the physical House of the Lord which Solomon built
was only a representation of a spiritual idea. Solomon understood
this. Upon dedicating the temple, he said, “But will God indeed
dwell on the earth? Behold, heaven and the highest heaven cannot
contain You, how much less this house which I have built!” (1 Kng
8.27). Ultimately, it would not be in a physical tent, nor in a physical house that God would dwell, but in a people, cleansed from
their sin.
When Solomon’s father, David, had thought to build a house for
the Lord, the Lord told him, “I will raise up your descendant after
you, who will come forth from you. … He shall build a house for
My name” (2 Sam 7.12f). This pointed to two things. First it pointed to the construction of a physical house by David’s son Solomon
(1 Chr 22.9f). But 2 Samuel 7.14 is quoted in Hebrews 1.5, where it
is applied to David’s future son, Jesus, who would build the true,
the real, spiritual house.18
18
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Again, after the temple built by Solomon had been destroyed
by the Babylonians, and when the Jews having returned from exile
were rebuilding it, the Lord spoke of a future house to be built.
Even as the physical house was being built, the promise was made,
“Behold, a man whose name is Branch, for He will branch out from
where He is; and He will build the temple of the Lord. Yes, it is He
who will build the temple of the Lord” (Zech 6.12f).
Here is the point: the Old Testament physical house was never
intended to be the true dwelling place of God. Always there had
been in God’s plan a spiritual house that would be built by Christ.
For God to truly dwell among men, the problem of sin must be
resolved. The Old Testament outward forms did not accomplish
that (Heb 10.4). That is accomplished in the blood of Christ. What
is accomplished is the building of a dwelling place for God, and
that is no visible institution on earth. It is not an amalgamation
of national churches, some governed by human kings, nor is it an
aggregation of local congregations, some beset with sin. It is a spiritual body defined inwardly—the Lord knows those who are his.
Having been redeemed with the blood of Christ, we as “living
stones, are being built up as a spiritual house” (1 Pet 1.18f, 23; 2.5).
Through Christ, both Jews and Gentiles, having been reconciled
“in one body to God through the cross,” were “growing into a holy
temple in the Lord, in whom you also are being built together into
a dwelling of God in the Spirit” (Eph 2.21f)—God dwelling with
man, in reality.
The High Churchmen retained an Old Testament way of thinking as they imagined the Church. Hoadly even accused them of
being influenced by the nature of “Other visible Societies, and Other Visible Kingdoms of this World,” in their thinking about “what
ought to be Visible and Sensible” in Christ’s kingdom.19 God did
indeed use the visible and sensible things of the world to communicate ideas about Christ’s kingdom. But it must be understood
that they were only object lessons, physical things teaching spir19
B. Hoadly, The Nature of the Kingdom, or Church, of Christ, A Sermon Preach’d
before the King, at the Royal Chapel at St. James’s, On Sunday March 31, 1717, 3rd ed.
(James Knapton 1717) 24.
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itual truths. The reality is spiritual. The church of Jesus Christ is
spiritual. It does not look like the Old Testament nation. It does
not look like earthly organizations. Institutionally, it does not look
like anything at all, for it is the Lord who knows them that are his.
Symptoms of a High Church Mentality
The concept of the church that prevailed among High Churchmen developed over centuries. When men in the second and third
centuries appealed to the “rule of faith,” sometimes having in
mind the scriptures themselves but sometimes having in mind the
existing practice of the churches, perhaps it was not immediately apparent that an apostasy was underway. If one is convinced
he can perceive the outlines of the one true, universal church, he
may see little difference between appealing to the existing practice
of what he sees to be the church and appealing to the scriptures
themselves. By the 18th century, the mentality that characterized
High Churchmen was long-entrenched. We need to be more alert,
quick to recognize the tendencies that will lead to an improper
view of the church, or that perhaps signal the nascent development
already of an improper view of the church.
Symptom: A Church Made up of Churches
I am persuaded that even in 1 Corinthians 12, when Paul speaks
of the body of Christ, he is talking about the whole body of Christ.
He is talking about the body into which people are baptized (v
13). He is talking about the church that has apostles (v 28). That is
not the church at Corinth. That is the one, universal church. Then
when he says, “Now you are Christ’s body, and individually members of it” (v 27), he is telling us something important: The body of
Christ is made up of individual people, not of congregations.
Were it made up of congregations, it would be institutional. If
one could number all of the congregations, then that would be the
church, visible and institutional, just as the High Churchmen supposed. But it is not so. It is made up of individuals.
I wonder if sometimes when people speak of “Church of Christ
churches,” if that way of speaking doesn’t belie something akin to
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the High Church concept. It sounds as if the speaker thinks of the
one Church of Christ as made up of all these congregations. If we
speak of “Church of Christ colleges,” and “Church of Christ papers” and so on, it seems all the more that we have a view of the
church similar to the High Churchmen, a church that exists institutionally, and is visible in its institutions.
Symptom: More Emphasis on the Church than on Christ
We all understand that the church is the body of Christ. There
is no salvation outside of Christ. There is no salvation outside the
body of Christ. But taking the High Church conception, the palpability of the visible church makes it easy for earthbound man to
look to the church rather than Christ. In practical ways, he forgets
that it is Christ who is all in all, not the church.
We hear people vouch for someone, “He’s a member of the
church.” That’s fine, but why not say, “he’s a member of Christ,”
or “he’s a Christian”? We hear people lament one who has fallen
away, saying, “I wish he would come back to the church.” That’s the
cart before the horse. He needs to come back to the Lord!
Symptom: Who Baptized You Matters
In the High Church conception, “The visible church was the
sole repository of the means of salvation.”20 Salvation was linked
to the visible church because the sacraments, including baptism,
could only be administered by the church’s clergy.21
Most of us know better than to suppose only shepherds or
evangelists may baptize. But some end up with a notion not too
far removed from the High Church conception. If we suppose that
a baptism can only be valid if performed by a member of a church
recognized as a “Church of Christ,” is there some similarity to the
High Church view?
I encounter many people who, though baptized by some denominational preacher, insist that they were baptized for the remission of their sins. I grant that in most of these cases, the one
20

Cornwall, Visible and Apostolic 94.
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Ibid. 71, 124.
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doing the baptizing did not have a scriptural understanding of
baptism, but who did the baptizing is insignificant (1 Cor 1.14–17).
I would even grant that in many of these cases, the person affirming that he was baptized for the remission of his sins may not fully
understand the implications of his affirmation, and upon further
study of God’s word, may come to the conclusion that his baptism
was not in accordance with God’s word. Then he will need to be
baptized into Christ. However, this does not change the fact that
there are some people who truly do understand what they need to
understand, who are baptized by some denominational preacher.
Is my salvation dependent upon the sincerity, faithfulness, accurate understanding, or intent of the one who baptized me? If
you are confident of the person who baptized you, do you know
who baptized him? And who baptized that person? And so on? Is it
dependent upon a succession from the first century? If at any point
the chain of certainty is broken, and if your salvation is dependent
upon that certainty, you have no certainty!
Alexander Campbell was baptized by Matthias Luce, a Baptist
preacher who was accustomed to baptizing people only after hearing their testimony of a religious experience.22 The point is not that
whatever Alexander Campbell did must be right. The point is to
illustrate the uncertain ground upon which anyone would stand
if he must be certain that his baptizer was properly baptized. Of
the many people Campbell baptized, and those baptized in turn by
them, and those baptized in turn by them, there would ultimately
be how many thousands who would have no way of knowing their
baptism was invalid because the chain of valid baptisms was broken June 12, 1812 at the hands of a Baptist preacher in the waters
of Buffalo Creek!
Yes, there was a need to “re-baptize” the dozen men Paul met at
Ephesus. But the inadequacy of their first baptism was not in who
did it. Paul never asked who did it. Paul asked, “Into what then were
you baptized?” The inadequacy lay in the answer to that question. I
am convinced that the answer to that question is determined by the
22
R. Richardson, Memoirs of Alexander Campbell, Vol. 1 (J. B. Lippincott & Co.
1868) 395–8.
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understanding of the one being baptized, not the one doing the baptizing. There is no power in the church, nor in some representative
of the church, to make someone else’s baptism valid or invalid.
Symptom: Fear that the Church is in Danger,
is in Decline, is Dying
Cornwall writes, “Four major controversies rocked the English establishment during the Augustan age. These led to the cry
‘the Church in Danger,’ on the part of High Churchmen and Tories.”23 It is when we imagine an institutional church, a visible entity that can be humanly delineated, that we can fear its destruction.
Hymenaeus and Philetus represented a destructive heresy,
teaching that the resurrection was past already. Was the church
in danger of being wiped out? Paul said, “the firm foundation of
God stands.” Paul said more: “The Lord knows those who are His”
(2 Tim 2.18f). The church was not and is not something that has an
institutional form, something that can be described by human observers in terms of hierarchy, property, or even a membership list.
Such entities can be, and from time to time are, destroyed and are
relegated to history. From time to time, people today fret about the
latest controversy and despair that this could destroy the church.
Let us be on guard against error. However, we will be as much a
part of the problem as the solution if the church with which we
identify is an outwardly defined entity.
Ironically, it is sometimes because of the fear of spiritual threats
that men resort to measures that create an institutional church. In
the face of threats from “Rome, liberal Anglicanism, Deism, and
Nonconformity,” High Churchman placed great stress upon the
authority of the visible church.24 This is reminiscent of the ante-Nicene appeal, in the face of the Gnostic threat, to the bulwark
of the apostolic mother churches, the practice of the universal
church, the rule of faith, and apostolic succession. In other words,
the appeal was to the accepted tradition seen in a visible church
rather than to God’s word itself.
23
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Today, similar appeals may speak fondly of such things as “the
old paths” or “the ancient landmarks,” thus invoking Biblical language. But if the things held up as characterizing the old paths, as
being ancient landmarks, are not themselves found in scripture,
such invocations amount to disguising human tradition as divine
authority.
Symptom: Elders with Legislative Authority
Perhaps the greatest point of contention arising out of Hoadly’s sermon was his rejection of human authority in the kingdom
of Christ. Hoadly denied that men sit in the place of Christ “as
Law-givers and Judges.”25 He argued that any such authority would
diminish Christ’s own authority, and therefore, Christ’s status as
King. If someone argued that earthly kings have subordinates who
exercise authority, he responded that they do so only with the supervision of the King. He argued that Christ does not directly exercise such supervision today, and therefore there can be no room
for men to legislate in His place without diminishing His authority.
High Churchman Andrew Snape responded, arguing that the
church is “an orderly and well-govern’d Society."26 He cited the figures of the church as a body (which must be connected by ligaments and sinews, representing the “Rules and Orders”), a building
(which must have someone to survey it, repair it, and prevent its decay), a household (which must have stewards “and other governing
Servants of different Degrees”), and soldiers fighting under Christ’s
banner but in need of “General and Subaltern Officers.”27 In all these
figures, Snape saw justification for his view of the governance of the
church as requiring men whom Christ “commission’d to teach and
expound his Laws, to bear Rule and Authority over his Subjects,
to be his Vice-gerents [sic], to act in his Name and Stead, and to
perpetuate a Succession of Men thro’ all the succeeding Ages of the
World, in whom the same Powers should be lodg’d.”28
25

Hoadly, The Nature of the Kingdom, or Church, of Christ 24.
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Snape argued that if Jesus chose to actively intervene to guide
his church, there would be no need for such vice-regents, but inasmuch as he does not, “there must be and there is a Subordination of
Ministers who are the Judges and Guides of his People by vertue of
an Authority that hę has delegated to them.”29
On both sides of this debate there was agreement that no man
has authority to make laws contrary to God’s word. Hear Snape:
“their Commands [must] be not disagreeable to the Laws of Christ.
If Kings themselves enjoin things contrary to the Word of God, we
are to obey God rather than Man. If the Ministers of Christ, in
their personal Capacity, teach Doctrines repugnant to the Scriptures, they are not to be hearken’d to. If the Collective Body of the
Clergy, legally assembled, agree upon any Determinations or Decisions, if they frame any Articles or Canons contrary to what we are
taught in the Holy Scriptures; they cannot bind the Conscience.”30
However, Hoadly’s objection was not merely to human
legislation contrary to God's word, but to all human legislation
and authority in the church. Hoadly had said, "whether They happen to agree with [Christ], or to differ from him, as long as they are
the Law-givers and Judges without any Interposition from Christ,
either to guide or correct their Decisions, They are Kings of this
Kingdom and not Christ Jesus.”31
So then the debate was not about laws in opposition to Divine
instruction, but about auxiliary laws intended to govern the church
and the worshiper in areas untouched by Divine instruction. It was
about the church’s supposed need for human officers endowed
with legislative authority in order to ensure its continuing existence. Snape said Hoadley’s views appeared “entirely destructive of
all order and government, of all Unity, Peace and Communion in
the Church.”32 He further urged that apart from human authority
in the church “the Church of Christ must have been a Babel and
29
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his Kingdom a Reałm of Confusion."33 It was a debate originating
in two distinct and opposing views of the church, one that saw the
church as an institutional entity that could be either diminished
or strengthened by human government and legislation, and the
other that saw the church as a spiritual entity that could be neither
destroyed nor established by human legislation.
Hoadly saw no authoritative role for human overseers that
would govern the salvation of others. He argued that Christ had
“left behind Him, no visible, humane Authority; no Viceregents,
who can be said properly to supply his Place; no Interpreters, upon
whom his Subjects are absolutely to depend; no Judges over the
Consciences or Religion of his People.”34
Comprehend this point: if Christ Jesus has delegated authority
to men today, legislative authority or interpretive authority, whereby citizens of His kingdom are subjected to the interpretations and
legislation of other men living upon the earth in order to remain
in His kingdom, then the true church does indeed have a visible
structure. It is necessarily embodied in those given such authority,
and it includes only those who are properly in subjection to those
given such authority. On the other hand, if the church has no such
visible structure, then there is no such authority given to men living upon the earth today. When elders today are thought to have
law making authority, there is something akin to the thinking of
the High Churchmen.
Libby and I live in Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, among the
Amish. People are fascinated by the Amish, but always ask “why
don’t they do this or that?” The Amish do not believe it is necessarily contrary to God’s word to own a car, or (in some districts) wear
two suspenders rather than one. Their unique rules are long-standing traditions that probably originated at some point as safeguards
against prideful behavior, materialism, or exposure to worldly influences. They know the traditions themselves are not God’s rules.
Even so, these rules are enforced by the Amish bishops. If an Amish
man were to go astray and say for example, buy a car, he would not
33
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be shunned for buying a car per se, but for rebellion against the bishop. That is an example of legislative authority, of usurped authority.
Symptom: Trusting in Being Conservative
In his work, “The Spirit of the Oxford Movement,” Owen
Chadwick wrote, “One of the encouragements to the conservatives was the advance of scholarship during the later sixteenth
century and after.”35 By “conservatives,” he meant High Churchmen, and he was speaking of advances made in the studies of
patristic writings wherein the High Churchmen found some ancient support for their ideas. The idea that the High Church view
was the “conservative” position, the preserver of the ancient order, was enhanced by the new understanding of the patristics. In
particular, they found support for making a distinction between
bishop and presbyters. However, while it could be said they were
preserving long-standing practice, it cannot be said that in this
point, they were right. They were “conservative,” if the standard
against which their doctrine was measured was long-standing
practice. On the other hand, Hoadly and the Latitudinarians
were regarded as liberal.
John Wesley was at first reluctant to embrace “field preaching”
or preaching anywhere other than “in a church,” and Charles Wesley is said to have been “even more strongly conservative” on this
point.36 So although Jesus preached on a mountain, and from a
boat, and although Paul preached in a market, the High Church
mentality that found such disorderly was “conservative.” It was not
in accordance with long-standing tradition.
One can be can be conservative without necessarily being faithful to God’s word. It is a matter of what one is trying to conserve. If
it is God’s word, let us be conservative. If it is merely long-standing
practice, there is room for liberality.
In the meeting place of the saints with whom I regularly
35
O. Chadwick, The Spirit of the Oxford Movement, Tractarian Essays (Cambridge
University Press 1990 reprinted 1995) 7.
36
W. Lecky, A History of England in the Eighteenth Century, Vol. III (Longmans,
Green, and Co. 1905) 53.
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worship, there are four boxes attached to the auditorium walls,
mostly near doors. For reasons I need not discuss here, we no
longer have a time during our assembly when several men stand
up front, make some comments about a collection, and then pass
trays or baskets up and down the aisles. Instead, each Sunday
people drop their contributions in the boxes when they first come
in or before they leave. This arrangement works very well for us,
it has some advantages, and more importantly, it is a practice
that is consistent with what we see described in scripture, just as
much so as the practice that is more customary among churches
in the United States.
However, on two or three occasions, there have been some
raised eyebrows when brethren from other places have visited.
In a case or two, there was a momentary uncertainty about the
propriety of our practice. It is unquestionably scriptural. As to
whether or not it is “conservative,” that depends on what standard you measure it against, whether you use God’s word, or customary practice. Rather than focusing on being conservative in
the sense of regarding long-standing practice as the standard, let
us always be willing to have our practice challenged by what we
read in scripture.
Consequences
If we view Christ’s Church as something visible, tangible, having discernable outlines, we may fall into any of various errors. We
may develop a misguided loyalty to customary practices associated
with that visible thing we perceive to be Christ’s Church. We may
be unwilling to recognize flaws in our own long-standing practice.
After the manner of David (2 Sam 24, 1 Chr 21), we may foolishly
seek comfort in surveys that indicate increasing numbers of God’s
people, or after the manner of Elijah, we may become discouraged
by surveys that indicate decreasing numbers of God’s people. Who
is there that can number God’s people? We may develop a prideful
tendency to promote that visible thing we perceive to be Christ’s
Church. Ed Harrell described “the ‘on the march’ mentality,” the
craving for “respectability,” that characterized many in churches of
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Christ in the 1950s.37 His description is a helpful warning against a
spirit that is all too human. It alone is worth the price of the book.
On the other hand, if we understand that the true people of
God are defined inwardly, and that “the Lord knoweth them that
are his,” we will concern ourselves with being His. We will focus
on our immediate sphere of influence, i.e., exhorting our brother or sister, teaching our next door neighbor, edifying the local
church. This is not to say we should disdain opportunities to have
wider influence, but we will recognize that the body is built up
when each part does its work, and further, that the building up
of the body is something we may not be able to discern. We will
always have the ant’s view of the forest. With that in mind, we will
not repeat David’s mistake; we will not attempt to count the number God’s people in the world, nor will we speculate as to whether
the number is increasing or decreasing. We will go about our work,
planting and watering, and leaving the increase to God.38

37
D.E. Harrell, Jr., The Churches of Christ in the 20th Century, Homer Hailey’s Personal Journey of Faith (University of Alabama Press 2000) 151–67.
38
We have considered the High Church conception of the visible church with a view
to seeing some flaws that may creep into our own thinking. The limitations of time and
space do not permit me to do more than briefly note here that Latitudinarians had their
own errors. For example, it could be argued that as they became disentangled from
High Church errors, they also became unmoored from the word of God, relying too
much on their own reasoning, and accommodating an “anything goes” spirit.

Part Two
The Day Lectures

What Shall We Do with the
Hebrew Bible?
Jared W. Saltz
The question of the early church as it is recorded in in the book
of Acts is “what should we do with the Gentiles?” The church
began as a Jewish movement: Jesus was a Jew, his apostles were
Jews, and the earliest converts were all Jews. Their “conversion”
to Christianity did not, to any great extent, preclude their continuance in Jewish orthodoxy.1 The church began with Jews who
had travelled from across the world to celebrate the Jewish feast
of Pentecost (Acts 2.5), and the church continued to meet daily
to break bread and visit the temple (2.46). Even decades later, the
apostles continue to identify themselves as Jews and care about
Jewish practices (e.g., Acts 21.18–26; Phil 3.5–6). It is safe to say,
then, that in the book of Acts the ethnically-Jewish Christians in
Palestine saw themselves as Jews. But how did the other Jewish
sects view the Christians?
1
Although there were many sects of the Jews (or, perhaps better, many different Judaisms) which competed against each other for power and prestige among the rulers and the
people (both in Palestine and within the broader Greco-Roman world), there was never
any doubt that these groups were all still Jewish. For more information about the various
Judaisms of the first century, see L. Schiffman, From Text to Tradition: A History of Second
Temple and Rabbinic Judaism (Ktav 1991). For a different approach, see S. Cohen, From
the Maccabees to the Mishnah, 3rd ed. (Westminster John Knox Press 2014), or L. Grabbe, A History of the Jews and Judaism in the Second Temple Period (T & T Clark 2006).
Of note, even the term “Christianity” or “Christian” is an anachronism for this discussion. Acts notes that they were not called Christians until Antioch (Acts 11.26). In
Palestine, at least as late as the 2nd century AD, the Jewish rabbis referred to cultural
Jews who also believed in Jesus as minim and recognized them as a sect of Judaism
(see, M. Avot).
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When we look closely at the major disputes between the apostles and the other Jewish groups in the book of Acts, we notice
that they predominantly follow the lines of typical doctrinal disagreements between Jewish groups. Thus, the Sadducees are upset
with Peter because he is using Jesus to proclaim the resurrection
(Acts 4.1–2).2 Stephen is attacked, not because he preaches about
the Christ, but because he speaks against the temple (notice the
focal point of the transition in 7.47–50). When Paul returns to Jerusalem and is attacked, it was not for preaching Jesus, but rather
because his attackers understood him to have violated the law by
bringing Gentiles into the temple (21.27–31). When Paul goes to
trial for this disturbance, he frames the charges as part of a larger
doctrinal dispute among the major Jewish groups in Jerusalem:
the resurrection (23.1–10). In other words, we have no compelling reason to believe that the earliest church in Judaea was anything but Jewish. The major problems that arose from within the
church, however, came about when the church began to outgrow
the confines of Judaea.
Christianity was never destined to remain in the backwoods of
Judaea, but rather to spread to all of those who were far off (Acts
2.39). Knowledge of the crucified Christ spread out from Jerusalem,
first to Samaria (Acts 8.4–24), then to Syria (9.1–2), and quickly afterward to Cyprus (13.4–12), Asia Minor (chs. 13–14), Greece (chs.
16–20), and even Rome (ch. 28). As Christianity moved from areas
which were predominantly Jewish (Judaea; Galilee), to significantly Jewish (e.g., Antioch of Syria), to predominantly Gentile (e.g., Lystra and Derbe, or Philippi), a new problem arose: what to do with
the Gentiles? Prior to the advent of Christianity, Second Temple
Judaisms’ answer had been relatively consistent: baptismal immersion, temple offerings, and—if you were male—circumcision.3 But
2
The Sadducees did not believe in the resurrection, which was a primary disagreement that they had with the Pharisees, cf. Acts 23.6–9; Mark 12.18–27; Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews 18.16 (18.1.4).
3
For an important historical survey about religious conversion, see S. Cohen, The
Beginnings of Jewishness: Boundaries, Varieties, Uncertainties (University of California
Press 1999) 109–39. For a different view, see S. Schwartz, “Conversion to Judaism in the
Second Temple Period: A Functionalist Approach” in J. Schwartz, et al, eds., Studies in
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would Christians follow in the same trajectory, providing a further
difficulty to Gentiles wishing to convert? Would Gentiles come to
Christ through Judaism? Or would there be another answer?
The earliest conversations about this topic were complex.
Those people with Peter when he went to Cornelius’ house were
clearly uneasy about baptizing uncircumcised Gentiles (Acts
10.44–48). When word of Peter’s actions reached the “Party of
the Circumcision” (11.2), who criticized Peter’s choice to even eat
with Gentiles (11.3), he was forced to give an account for his decisions. After Peter recounted his interaction, they glorified God
(11.18), but the matter was not settled. Later, “men brought in secretly” from those who “seemed to be influential” sought to deny
the rights of the uncircumcised Gentiles (Gal 2.4, 6), until even
Peter and Barnabas were swayed and begin to doubt their previously held position when faced with “certain men from James”
(2.12). Even after Paul’s confrontation with Peter, “men from Judaea” continued to teach the Jews and Gentiles of Paul’s newly
founded churches that “unless you are circumcised according to
the custom of Moses, you cannot be saved!” (Acts 15.1). Seeing
all of his work being undone, Paul rushed to speak with James
and Peter and delineate what God’s plan was for the Gentiles. After they fully realized that God’s plan was not to “trouble those
Gentiles who turn to God” (15.19), they sent a letter so that all of
the churches might know of their approval (15.22–29). The crisis
was averted; the question was answered; and the revelation was
disseminated. But, at different speeds in different places, the demographics of the church began to shift. And as the population
shifted from Jew to Greek, the question of what to do with the
minority group began to shift as well.
“The Parting of the Ways”
Although disagreement rages over the specifics of the how,
when, where, to what extent, and why Judaism and Christianity
fractured, there is some general consensus as to the events which
Josephus and the Varieties of Ancient Judaism: Louis H. Feldman Jubilee Volume (Brill
2007) 232–36.
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lead to the break.4 Even during Jesus’ life there was an understanding that he was speaking of something different than pure
Pharisaism (the dominant philosophy in Judaea), and that following him could represent a break with that strain of Judaism (e.g.,
John 9.22; 12.42; 16.2). By the 2nd century AD, pagans in the Roman
West differentiated between Christians and Jews, which may indicate the Jewish-Christians were in the minority (e.g., Suetonius,
Nero 16.2; Tacitus, Annals 15.445). In Jewish Palestine, the vibrant
Jewish-Christian communities described in Acts atrophied until,
in the 4th century, Eusebius knew only of three Jewish-Christian
villages.6 But in the Greek East, the picture is harder to explain.
Whereas Pliny the Younger (AD 112) knows about Christians who
are distinct from Jews (Epistle 10), John Chrysostom (AD 349–
407), complains that Christians are too often attached to the
Synagogues (Adversus Judaeos, 1.3.847–48). There are not always
clean lines to this story.7
But what event(s) brought about this shift? In the First Jewish
War (AD 66–71), the Christians refused to fight in defense of JeruThe literature on this specific topic is immense. For an eclectic introduction to
the question, you may wish to begin with the edited volume by J. Dunn, ed., Jews and
Christians: The Parting of the Ways, A.D. 70 to 135. The Second Durham-Tübingen Research Symposium on Earliest Christianity and Judaism (Durham, September 1989)
(Eerdmans 1999). For a more developed and unified look at the question, see J. Dunn,
The Partings of the Ways: Between Christianity and Judaism and Their Significance for
the Character of Christianity (SCM Press 2006). For a contrasting view, consider A.
Becker and A.Yoshiko Reed, eds., The Ways That Never Parted: Jews and Christians in
Late Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages (Fortress Press 2007).
4

5
For more information, including context and commentary on these and many other Greek or Latin authors writing about Judaism or Christianity, see M. Stern, Greek
and Latin Authors on Jews and Judaism, 3 vols. (Israel Academy of Sciences and Humanities 1998).
6
M. Avi-Yonah, The Jews under Roman and Byzantine Rule: A Political History of
Palestine from the Bar Kokhba War to the Arab Conquest (Magnes Press, Hebrew Univ.,
1984) 138–40. Origen notes that the Jewish-Christian groups were very few, but there
were several different groups including the Ebionites, the Minim, the Nazarenes, and
the Judaeo-Christians, each with slightly different answers towards the questions of Judaism and Christianity.
7
For an excellent discussion of the complexity of the data versus the oversimplification of this data, see M. Goodman, “Modeling the ‘Parting of the Ways’” in Becker and
Reed, The Ways That Never Parted, 119–29.
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salem, instead heeding Jesus’ warnings and fleeing to Pella.8 After
the destruction of the Temple, their refusal to defend the chief institution of Judaism created resentment among the Jews towards
the Christians, and later became a primary apologetic against the
Jews by Christian authors such as Justin Martyr (which further
soured the relationship). When combined with the Christian exemption to a special tax levied on Jews after the Revolt (which
was first imposed on both ethnic Jews as well as those who followed the “Jewish way of life” before being changed in AD 96), this
portrayal of the temple helped incentivize and publicly demarcate
Christians’ separations from any Jewish identity.9 Although these
events strained the unity of Jews and Christians, the “breaking
point” is most often identified as the Second Jewish Revolt, AD
135. Prior to Bar-Kochva, we still read vestigial comments in
rabbinic sources which still indicate that Christianity was an
intra-Jewish debate. However, when Bar-Kochva’s revolutionary
government attempted to draft the Jewish-Christians and they
refused to honor their messianic claims, Christians’ status within Judaism changed from “non-orthodox-but-still-Jewish group”
(as it was the case before in m. Sanhedrin 10.1) to “non-Jewish
heretics” with whom it was unlawful to associate. This general
timeline also reflects the Christian rejection of the Jews. At first,
the Christian apologists attempted to convert their Abrahamic
brethren, but as time passed without mass conversion, they wrote
them off entirely and the conversion turned to invective.
Rejection of Judaism
Following the Second Jewish War (AD 135), when it became increasingly clear that Christianity and Judaism were on irreconcilable paths, both Christianity and Judaism turned from their mutual attempts at convincing and converting each other and instead
rejected and attacked the other. Nowhere is the choice of vitriol8
Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 3.5.3; Epiphanius, Panarion 29.7.7–8; 30.2.7;
Weights and Measures 15.
9
For more information on this phenomenon, see M. Goodman, “Diaspora Reactions to the Destruction of the Temple,” in Dunn, Jews and Christians, 27–38.

58



Jared W. Saltz

ic process more clear than in the person of Marcion. Marcion of
Sinope (ca. AD 85–160) was born in Pontus to a wealthy family of
Christian parents.10 He seems to have worked as a ship’s captain
before moving to Rome and beginning to teach (ca. AD 140). Once
there, he joined the Christian community and donated a large sum
to the church, but by AD 144 he was excommunicated and his donative was returned due to his unorthodox solution to the problem
of the Old Testament.11
When Marcion arrived at Rome, the church there was in the
midst of its struggle with Judaism: it needed both to be seen as
distinct from Judaism lest it not attract any converts, but it also
needed to remain tied to Judaism in order to reap the rewards of
its valued antiquity. How Christians thought about the Old Testament was central to that question. Marcion, however, tried to sever
this Gordian Knot. Rather than attempt to reconcile Christianity
and the Hebrew Bible, he insisted that there was no relationship
between Christ and the Old Testament. In fact, Marcion thought
that the God of the Old Testament was completely irreconcilable
to the person of Jesus. In Marcion’s gnostic-tinged understanding,
the God who created the world was nothing more than an evil
demiurge who sought to enslave humanity before Christ brought
liberty to all.12 It would be an understatement to say that this did
not go over well, and Marcion was summarily expelled from the
10

Epiphanius, Panarion 42.1.

Now, as with all our records about heretics, we must be careful: none of Marcion’s own writings survive and we are forced to reconstruct him from his opponents
(largely, Irenaeus, Tertullian, Hippolytus, and Clement of Alexandria). It is important,
therefore, to take their descriptions with a large amount of skepticism. For a very brief
introduction to Marcion, see H. Drobner, The Fathers of the Church: A Comprehensive Introduction, trans. S. Schatzmann and W. Harmless. 2nd ed. (Baker 2016) 112–13.
For more information, including recent bibliography, see C. Kannengiesser, Handbook
of Patristic Exegesis: The Bible in Ancient Christianity (Brill 2006). Information about
Marcion and the early church’s response to Marcion is throughout the volume, but see
especially pp. 450–53.
11

12
For more information on Marcion’s theology, as well as an in-depth discussion
of the primary sources (but particularly his influence in the formation of the Christian
canon), see H. Gamble, “Marcion and the ‘canon,’” in M. Mitchell and F. Young, eds., The
Cambridge History of Christianity, Vol. 1: Origins to Constantine (Cambridge University
Press 2014) 195–213.
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church. Marcion did not let this dissuade him from his mission,
however. His personal wealth, charismatic demeanor, and acetic
tendencies enabled Marcion to name himself the “true apostle of
Jesus Christ,” found his own church in competition with the catholic church, and create his own canon based on his understanding
of this ditheism, which included only the Gospel Luke and ten of
Paul’s letters, all thoroughly edited.13 Marcion’s movement was
persuasive, powerful, and surprisingly long-lasting. Part of the
reason for this pervasiveness was his embrace of some gnostic tendencies which were popular at the time, but just as attractive was
his simple, direct, and applicable answer to the question “What
should we do with the Hebrew Bible?” Thankfully, Marcion’s answer was not the only one entertained by the early church.
The Interpretation of the Hebrew Bible in
Jewish and Christian Sources
If one early choice for how the church should interact with the
Hebrew Bible was rejection, the most influential approach was reformation. Origen (ca. AD 185–253) was born to a Christian family
in Alexandria and received an excellent education. He survived
the Severan Persecution (AD 201), but his father did not, and—
although he was young—he had to teach in order to support his
family. By the time he was twenty, he was the principal of Alexandria’s Christian school, renounced all of his pagan studies, sold
his books, and became an aescetic. Due to his single-minded focus and stunning intellect, Origen quickly became one of the most
prominent Christian scholars in the world and his output was
enormous.14 One of the most important contributions that Origen
made, however, was that he sought to resuscitate the Hebrew Bible
for the church.
Outside of Palestine itself, almost no one—including ethnic
Jews—read the Hebrew or Aramaic necessary to read the Old Testament in its original languages. Philo himself did not read He13
J. Hill, Christianity: How a Despised Sect from a Minority Religion Came to Dominate the Roman Empire (Fortress Press 2011) 147–48.
14

Ibid., 138–40.
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brew, but relied on the Greek Bible and Septuagint proper (LXX)
to interact with the Scriptures.15 Even the apostle Paul, who did
speak Hebrew, more often made use of the Greek Bible in his own
writings.16 Thus, almost immediately, the church lost the use of
the Hebrew Bible entirely. Origen, however, set out to change that.
Due to his intense belief that every letter and word of God’s Scriptures was inspired, he set out to create a document which would
help the Church in its exegesis of the Bible. Origen sought out
Jewish writers (such as Philo), Jewish theologians, and rabbis to
teach him the Hebrew language and Jewish exegesis. His study of
Hebrew gave Jewish learning a crucial place in his theology, but
he still insisted that Jewish traditions only attained fulfillment
through Christianity.17 Jews that did not convert were a tragic
dead end, where the Christians picked up: “The whole of religion
has been transferred from the Jews to Gentiles, from circumcision
to faith, from letter to spirit, from shadow to truth, from carnal
to spiritual observance.”18 This transition and transference from
“letter to spirit, from shadow to truth…” drove the way the Origen
read the Old Testament.
Origen, the father of philological biblical exegesis, understood
that God had inspired the Bible in much the same way as he had
breathed life into humanity: it had a body, a soul, and a spirit. The
“body” of the Bible was its literal-historical interpretation; the
“soul” was its typological interpretation; and the “spirit” was the
allegorical interpretation. Allegorical exegesis was based on the
understanding that the best texts had multiple layers of meaning:
the surface (the literal meaning), and the depths (allegory). This
15
The best introduction to Philo in English is A. Kamesar, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Philo (Cambridge University Press 2010).
16
For a short, provocative introduction to this topic, see T. Law, When God Spoke
Greek: The Septuagint and the Making of the Christian Bible (Oxford 2013). For more
sustained (but dated) treatment, see H. Swete, An Introduction to the Old Testament in
Greek (Cambridge University Press 1914). For an up-to-date, evangelical approach to
this question, see K. Jobes and M. Silva, Invitation to the Septuagint (Baker Academic
2015).
17
Cf. Commentary on Matthew 11.9; Homilies on Genesis 2.2; Homilies on Numbers
13.5; Commentary on John 10.163.
18

Commentary on Romans 9.1.
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method of interpretation was invented by the Greeks, in part so
that they could maintain their heritage of Homeric and Hesiodic myth while also explaining the world through modern science
and philosophy. As one ancient philosopher summarized: “For
what is shown through allegory is rich, but what is spoken clearly
is cheap.”19 Although invented by the Greeks, this type of non-literal interpretation was quickly adopted by Jews (both in the strict
allegory of Philo, but also in rabbinic exegesis and the Dead Sea
Scrolls pesher-style interpretive efforts), and—through Philo—by
the Christians. Like his Greek predecessors, Philo understood that
there were two levels of meaning for every text: “Now that we have
explained the literal account given to us, we can proceed to the
figurative meaning concealed beneath the story, because we know
that almost all of every story in the Bible is full of allegories!”20 Philo is not alone, however. Paul—who shares much with Philo—also
saw the value of this type of interpretation, when he said, “Now
this, too, should be interpreted allegorically: Sarah and Hagar are
the two covenants…” (Gal 4.24).21
Like Philo, Origen believed in the “surface” level of the literal
meaning of the text, but understood that it often served to conceal the deeper, spiritual meaning. It was because of an over-reliance on the literal reading, he thought, his Jewish brethren could
not see Christ in his proper place throughout the Old Testament,
and if Jews would only use the tools of allegory, their eyes would
be opened. For Christians, Origen suggested, the Jewish Bible was
not a troubling document that might lead one to convert to Judaism and follow the Law, but something to be embraced since
they understand it better than the Jews. As he concluded, “What
the Jews have is all fable and futility, for they lack the light of the
knowledge of the Scriptures.”22 Through Origen, allegory became
19

Pseudo-Plutarch, On Homer 93.

20

Philo, On Joseph 28.

Interestingly enough, Paul’s allegory of Sarah and Hagar is matched by a (much
longer) allegorical interpretation of the same by Philo in his On the Mating with the
Liberal Arts.
21

22
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the tool for the Christian’s interaction with the Old Testament,
as it allowed every passage, every physical law, and every ritual to
be representative of Christ.23 Although this method of interpretation allowed the Christians to “safely” use the Old Testament,
draw meaning and application from the Mosaic Law, and answer
Jewish critics who thought that they did not take the Scriptures
seriously, it did not allow them to answer their pagan critics. That
problem would require a different solution to the question of the
Hebrew Bible.
Antiquity and Inheritance: Christianity and Judaism
In antiquity, antiquity was king. There was an accepted understanding that humanity devolved over time: Hesiod talks about the
debasement of humanity as it goes from a golden age through baser
metals, until they had reached the time of iron.24 The Babylonians,
too, understood that time would debase the kings and kingdoms
of later eras (Dan 3), and the Romans of the first century thought
that the greatest Romans (and Greeks) were long dead. Because
of this universal assumption, Jewish apologists such as Philo and
Josephus looked to the age of Judaism and its foundational texts to
elevate their religion and ethnicity in the eyes of the pagans. Philo
insisted that Heraclitus read Genesis,25 that Zeno knew of Jacob
and Esau,26 and that the Greeks took many of their best laws from
Moses.27 These claims sought to emphasize the Jews’ intellectual,
religious, and cultural primacy by asserting their temporal primacy. Josephus makes this point eloquently when he contends,
I say this: our legislator is the most ancient of all the legislators mentioned by any other historians. As for the Lycurguses, Solons, or Za23
For more information on this triple approach to biblical exegesis in the Church
Fathers, see W. Horbury, “Old Testament Interpretation in the Writings of the Church
Fathers” in M. Mulder, ed., Mikra: Text, Translation, Reading & Interpretation of the
Hebrew Bible in Ancient Judaism & Early Christianity. CRINT 2.1 (Hendrickson Publishers 2004) 727–87.
24

Hesiod, Theogony.
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26
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leucus of the Locrens, and all the rest of those legislators who are held
in high regard by the Greeks, they seem as recent as yesterday when
compared with our legislator, since even the word for law was not yet
known to the ancient Greeks! Homer acts as witness since he never
uses the word in his poems. This is because there was then no such
thing as law, then, but the majority seem to have been ruled by caseby-case injunctions and the commands of kings. They continued thus
for a long time in these unwritten mores, many of which were intermittently changed to suit circumstances. But our legislator is far more
ancient (for this is admitted by our detractors)! He proved himself to
be the best leader and counsellor to the people. And, having prepared
for them the entire walk of life in the law, he convinced them to accept
it, and thus secured the best foundation for them to observe it forever.28

Judaism’s antiquity was one of its greatest attractions. Christianity, however, had the danger of being seen as a new religion,
which held no attraction to the majority of Greeks and Romans,
and at times held under official scrutiny by the Roman government.29 Christianity, was placed in a difficult position. It needed
to assert itself as distinct from Judaism, lest it be subsumed by its
older, more well-known competitor, but it also had to attach itself
to Judaism’s antiquity if it wanted any legitimacy in the eyes of the
pagans. How the Church Fathers decided to do this was through
two claims which were as audacious as they were ingenious: they
asserted that Christianity predated Judaism, and they claimed
that they were the rightful inheritors of the Hebrew Bible. The
Jews, of course, took umbrage with these claims.
Eusebius (AD 260–340), the Bishop of Caesarea, Christian historiographer, and theologian, lived during a unique period of history. Through his life, he witnessed the transition of Christianity
from a persecuted cult, to the age of toleration, and finally the ascension in the person of Constantine. A scholar in his own right,
Eusebius wrote to inform the growing church and to defend the
Christians against continuing pressures from the Jews and pagans
who sought to undermine Christianity, particularly over the ques28

Josephus, Against Apion 2.154–56.

See, for example the Senatus consultum de Bacchanalibus, which banned some
ecstatic rites held in Southern Italy in 186 B.C.
29
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tion of how Christians used the Hebrew Bible. Answering these
accusations would become one of the central issues in his writings.
When Eusebius wrote his Preparation for the Gospel, he noted
that the Jews had accused the Christians of trying to “force their
way in” to the Jewish history and “violently drive [the Jews] out.”30
He notes a further accusation, that Christians “perverted the
Scriptures to transfer them to ourselves”: they wanted the prestige of having the Law while refusing to follow its injunctions.31 As
A. Kofsky has noted, Eusebius’ purposes in writing were to show
how Christianity was superior to philosophy, but also to show how
Christianity was distinct from and superior to Judaism.32 Eusebius, picking up on distinctions already hinted at by the apostle Paul
(Rom 4.1–13), insisted that Christianity’s genealogy does not trace
back to Moses and Judaism, but rather to Abraham.33 Although
the name “Christian” was new, their way of life was ancient. Christians were the inheritors of the righteous ancestors from Adam
to Abraham who were claimed as Christians in essence if not in
name. Adam and the Patriarchs were not concerned with circumcision, so neither were the Christians. Adam and the Patriarchs
were not concerned with the Sabbath, with food laws, or with other aspects of the Law, so neither were Christians.34 Christians are
not Jews, but Hebrews.35 By this allegorical reinterpretation of history, Eusebius made Christianity antecedent and superior to Judaism. But he was only able to make this claim by interpreting the
Old Testament through Christian allegory.
30

Preparation for the Gospel 1.2.5.
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A. Kofsky, Eusebius of Caesarea Against Paganism (Brill 2002) 100. For a more indepth discussion of Eusebius’ treatment of these questions than we have time for here,
see ch. 4, “The Concept of Christian Prehistory,” which is excellent.
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In the same vein, Eusebius saw any “faithful” individual who understood the “essence” of God’s will as a Hebrew, even if they lived after the time of Moses. For Eusebius,
the prophets were Hebrews rather than Jews because they understood that God cared
about the heart “and not sacrifices” (e.g., Preparation for the Gospel 7.11.7–11). Similarly, other Jewish theologians—such as Philo, Josephus, or Aristobulus—whom Eusebius
valued were also repatriated from Judaism to Hebraism (7.12–14; 10.6).
35
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What Shall We Do with the Hebrew Bible?
Throughout its history, Christendom has wrestled with the value, use, and reading of the Old Testament. Each new generation, it
seems, must look again to its text and decide how best to read it. It
would be foolish, however, for us not to learn from the failures and
successes of our heritage. Although, in the Modern West, we are
not locked in a struggle with Judaism for converts from Paganism,
too often our history has been tainted by John Chrysostom’s Judeophobia or Martin Luther’s antisemitism. Whereas we have not
experienced persecution from the Jews, Jews have—all too often,
and all too recently—been persecuted by Christians. Although our
fellowship has not been involved in the persecution of Jews, if one
reads the words of some those held in high regard by our tradition, we have too often and too recently persecuted others based
on ethno-racial distinctions in much the same way as occurred in
the first centuries.36 But, rather than mentioning what not to do,
let us return to the question that we asked at the beginning: What
shall we do with the Hebrew Bible?
The first answer to this question, as enlightened by our study
of church history, is “read it.” We cannot be tempted, like Marcion,
to abandon the entire enterprise because we think that it does not
teach about Christ, or that—because it tells of God’s interactions
with the Hebrews and Jews—it is dangerous for us to study. Certainly there are congregations which have studied Acts multiple
times in the past few years, but have never read the prophets, let
alone studied them. Too often, our knowledge of three-quarters of
the Bible most closely matches a children’s Bible storybook, both
in scope and in depth. It seems that we have read Paul’s description
of the Law as a pedagogue (Gal 3.24) and have misunderstood him
to say that the Old Testament was our school teacher, and—like
our own elementary studies—quickly outgrown.37 Like the “milk”
36
Consider, for example, F. Wallace Jr., “Negro Meetings for White People” in the
Bible Banner, 1941. N.B.: I have been informed that Wallace, Jr. later repented of these
views, but I am unaware of any publication of such to reference.
37
For a brief discussion on this text, see J. Saltz, “The Law as Pedagogue: Paul’s Use
of Paidogogos,” in H. Robertson, ed., Elementary Teaching About the Christ: Compilation of Essays (Florida College Press 2017) 32–47.
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of Hebrews (5.11–14), we seem to study the Old Testament in children’s classes before moving onto the “meat” of the New Testament. Most frequently, the objection I see referenced is that the
Old Testament was “nailed to the Cross!” (Col 2.14). Aside from
the obvious objection that Paul is talking about the requirements
of the Law (e.g., circumcision), rather than the Old Testament as
a whole, statements like these are based on the fundamental error
that the Old Testament does not teach us spiritual truths necessary for every Christian of every age and every maturity level. This
is true because the Old Testament reveals the character of God,
the person of Christ, and the nature of the New Testament.38
Although God’s covenant has changed, the God behind it has
not. “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today, and forever more”
(Heb 13.8). God has no “variation or shadow due to change” (Jam
1.17). We cannot afford to think like Marcion, who understood that
the God of the Old Testament was evil and vengeful. Nor can we
accept the oft-cited distinction that the God of the Old Testament
was full of judgment and hate, whereas the New Testament is full of
kindness and love. Although the specifics of God’s desires for us have
shifted away from physical rituals of animal sacrifice or circumcision, he still demands our sacrifice (Rom 12.1) and inner circumcision (Col 2.11). Although we are no longer representative of genetic
and physical tribes of Israel, we are still—through our spiritual induction—Israelites and priests (e.g., 1 Pet 2.5; 2.9). But, as we read
our Old Testaments carefully, we see that this is not such a radical
idea. Jeremiah called Israel to “remove the foreskin of their hearts”
(4.4); all of Israel were meant to be priests (Exod 19.6; even after the
Levites were chosen, and David served as a priest, e.g., 2 Sam 6.17;
7.18); and God always demanded the hearts of his people (e.g., Mic
6.6–8; Isa 1.11–18). No, the more we study our Bibles, the more that
we see that God’s character and his attributes are the same and have
not changed: he is still the God who longs for relationship with us,
he is still the Lord who forgives our sins, he is still the Savior who
protects his people, he is still the Cleanser who gives grace and mercy to his people. So, if we want to know all that we can about God’s
38
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character, his desires for us, and his love, we cannot afford to ignore
three quarters of our Bible. We must study the Old Testament with
as much diligence as we spend on the New Testament.
The second answer to the question before us is, “Use it to learn
about Christ.” When Jesus taught about himself, he did so using
the Old Testament. When Jesus met those on the road to Emmaus
he “began with Moses and all of the prophets, interpreting—in
all the Scriptures!—the things concerning himself to them” (Luke
24.27). After teaching and eating, as he was about to leave, he said
again to them, “These are the words of mine that I said to you
while I was still with you: everything written about me in the Law
and the Prophets and the Psalms must be fulfilled!” and he opened
their minds to understand the Scriptures (Luke 24.44–45). The
Scriptures that Jesus used to teach about himself were not the
New Testament, but the Old. More importantly, Jesus noted that
he is manifest throughout Hebrew Bible, if only we have eyes to
see him and minds open to receive him. But could we say, along
with Jesus, that we understand how “all of the prophets have spoken—from Samuel until those who came after him—to proclaim
these days” (Acts 3.24)? When Paul writes to encourage Timothy,
he urged him to “continue to do what you’ve learned and as you
have firmly believed, since you know from whom you learned it,
and how—from childhood—you have known the Sacred Writings,
which are able to make you wise for salvation in Christ Jesus! All
Scripture is breathed out by God, thus beneficial for teaching, reproof, restoration, and education in righteousness” (2 Tim 3.14–
16). Although well-known, this passage deserves a closer look.
Notice how Paul describes the Scriptures and Holy Writings.
They teach salvation. But what are these texts? Well, considering
that when Paul wrote Timothy, much of the New Testament had
not yet been written, and certainly none of it had gone so far as to
have been bound together and circulated as a New Testament, it
is clear that he was talking about the Old Testament. Paul, writing to his protégé, reminded Timothy that if he wanted to know
more about righteousness, salvation, or teaching, all he had to do
was study his Scriptures. Do we think the same way? Do we study
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the Old Testament to learn about Christ and God’s plan of salvation, or do we relegate the majority of our Bible to mere history
and outdated ritual? And, if we do, how can we recover the same
attitude towards the Scriptures as Paul, Timothy, and Peter had?
Although there are many suggestions that could be made, here, I
think that Origen (as well as Paul!) provides us with an excellent
starting point: use allegory.
The post-enlightenment, post-Gutenberg age has all but destroyed the validity of allegorical interpretation. Now that we
have reasonable ability to approximate accuracy, we often demand
exactitude. However, in antiquity, this was not the case. Allegory was the interpretive method par excellence for Pagan, Jew,
and Christian alike for centuries. Allegorical interpretation arose
from and in a culture of deep and abiding respect for scripture
which understood that God not only spoke truths for his original audience, but for every successive audience, and that what he
spoke fit the current situation just as well as the previous. Allegory, then, does not dismiss the literal (or, as we would think of it,
the historical-grammatical) exegesis of the text, but supplements
and informs it. Christian allegorization is what allowed Origen,
Clement of Alexandria, and many, many others to read their Old
Testaments and find Christ throughout. In the Modern West, our
minds might balk at this sort of interpretation, but if we can suspend our skepticism for a moment we might better understand
how allegorization worked in the first century.
Paul, writing to the Christians at Galatia and concerned about
their choices to make Judaism the gateway to Christian fellowship,
provides us an “apostolic example” of how we might read the Old
Testament:
Now tell me, those of you who desire to enforce the Law, do you not
listen to the Law? For it is written that Abraham had two sons: one
from a slave and one from a free-born wife. But the son of the slave
was born according to the desires of the flesh, whereas the son of
the free-born wife was born according to angelic promise. Now, we
should interpreted allegorically. These women are the two covenants.
One represents Mt. Sinai and bearing slave children (she is Hagar).
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Hagar, then, is Mt. Sinai in Arabia and she corresponds to the modern and earthly Jerusalem, because she serves as a slave alongside her
children. But the true Jerusalem is free, and she is our mother. Just as
it is written, “Rejoice, barren woman who is unable to bear children;
break out in praise and cry aloud, woman who is not in labor; for the
children of infertile woman will be more than the one who has a husband!” So you, brothers and sisters, who are children of the angelic
promise, are like Isaac. But just as the one who was born according to
the desires of the flesh persecuted the one who was born according
to the spirit then, so is it now. But what does Scripture say? “Cast out
the slave and her son, for they will not inherit alongside the son of the
free-born wife.” So, brothers and sisters, we are not children of the
slave, but of the free-born wife (Gal 4.21–28).

If we read Paul’s explication of Sarah and Hagar from a historical-grammatical perspective, we are very likely confounded. After
all, Genesis does not portray the competition between Sarah and
Hagar in terms of Christians and Judaizers. It certainly does not
put forward their relationship to Abraham as needing to be interpreted along the lines of faithfulness to the Law of Moses vs. the
Law of Christ. But, as Paul says himself, if we really want to understand that is going on in these passages, we have to look at patterns
of who God is, what he represents, and what he cares about. The
way to accomplish this task is through allegorical interpretation.
Paul, here, is not concerned with a literal exegesis of Genesis, nor
is he attempting to subvert the literal interpretation. Instead, he is
doing what all of those who valued allegory attempted to do: look
deeper to find truths that are below the surface and connected
points between other passages and similar stories (such as Paul’s
link to Isa 54.1) which elucidate God’s character and nature. “How
should we read the Old Testament, particularly the Law, which
seems so irrelevant to us?” Christians like Origen asked, “By understanding what Jesus said on the road to Emmaus: that it is all
about him and recovering those truths through allegory.” Perhaps
we should take a page from Paul, Philo, or Origen and consider the
value of allegory (or, at the very least, allegoricists) for ourselves.
The third thing that we should do with the Hebrew Bible is use
it to learn about the New Testament. The writers of the New Tes-
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tament had a huge repertoire of cultural information which they
could tap in order to make their points. But no source of information, allusion, or quotation is used as frequently as the Old Testament. Citation is one method of use, and the New Testament
authors continually quote from the Old Testament to help make
their points. For example, in the text from Galatians 4 cited above,
Paul quotes from Isaiah. However, our Bibles do a good job of noting explicit citations, which may lead us to sometimes think that
we do not need to read our Old Testaments as long as we have sufficient references in our Bibles to know from where these passages
arise. But reading along with the first century audience demands
far more than noting from which book a citation arose. If we really
want to sit in the seat of the original hearers, we need to be aware
of how each of those citations influence the point of the New Testament writer. Time and again, the New Testament writer will cite
a small portion, but is referencing a much larger context which he
expects us delve. When Jesus quotes Psalm 22 on the cross, do we
know what Psalm 22 means, as an entirety? Because if we do not
then we will not understand how Jesus uses it. The more that we
know of the Old Testament, then, the less likely we are to see these
citations as “proof texts” and the more likely we are to understand
the depth of connection between the Old and New Testaments.
Citation is not the only—or even the most common—way that
New Testament writers used the Old Testament. The more difficult, and more common, approach was through the use of allusion.
The Gospel of Luke, for example, is famous for its paucity of Old
Testament citations. However, most of the episodes in Luke’s gospel
are framed around one or more Old Testament allusions. For example, nearly every episode in Luke 4–7 functions as commentary
on Isaiah 61. When Jesus reads aloud in the Synagogue, he reads
from Isaiah 61.1–2, which speaks of proclaiming good news to the
poor, liberty to the captive, sight to the blind, and freedom to the
oppressed because the Jubilee has arrived (Luke 4.16–19). When
Jesus goes down to Capernaum, he cleanses a man possessed by a
demon, thus bringing liberty to the oppressed (4.31–37). When he
heals Simon’s mother, he dominates sickness and death (the realm
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of Satan) and continues to bring liberty to the oppressed (4.38–41).
He continues to teach in the Synagogues because he must continue to “preach the good news” to all (4.42–44). Isaiah continues
resonate as Jesus heals leper and paralytic and calls fisherman and
tax collector (ch 5). Isaiah’s jubilee promise stands behind the beatitudes (6.17–49), and its promises guide Jesus’ miraculous and
verbal response to the followers of John (7.18–35). But if we only
know the Old Testament through explicit citation, we miss out on
all of these allusions and flickering images that should inform our
understanding. This is not just the case in Luke, and were it not for
the limits of time and space, we could explore any number of other
texts which interact with the Old Testament in a similar way.39
Reading the Old Testament, then, does more than “just” teaching us the stories of the Old Testament (although that would have
been enough!); it also informs our reading of the New Testament
and helps us understand what those writers truly meant. Certainly, the New Testament should increase our understanding of the
Old. It is just as true that the Old Testament should inform our
understanding of the New.
The original question of the church might have been, “What do
we do with the Gentiles?” But that question quickly transitioned to
“What should we do with the Jews and their Scriptures?” Hopefully, as we have surveyed this question, we can learn from our predecessors and understand that the Old Testament teaches us about
God, teaches us about Christ, and teaches us about the New Testament. Because the Old Testament can do this, we must read it
carefully, continually, and perhaps even allegorically, knowing that
the Old Testament is God-Breathed to teach us about salvation.

39
For an excellent introduction to how these Old Testament allusions help shape
the Gospel story and enrich the story of Jesus, see R. Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the
Gospels (Baylor University Press 2016). For a similar treatment in the study of Paul, see
R. Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul (Yale University Press 1989).

The Many Faces of
Church Organization
Steve Patton
This is a wide-ranging topic encompassing 2000 years of church
history. It is impossible to cover all related topics from two millennia. I plan to touch the major streams of thought and practice
from which we can learn so many lessons. There is no way to overemphasize the importance of the topic. It is recognized as one of
the major influences in the history of the church. Philip Johnson
actually begins his best-selling A History of Christianity with the
Jerusalem meeting in Acts 15. He sees it as the beginning of what
becomes the Catholic Church.
I must state that I believe in the finality of apostolic authority.
Adherence to the biblical pattern is why we consider this subject
so important. It is not an option if there is a pattern revealed in
scripture.
We will recount the development of the main forms of church
organization of which there are three: Episcopal, Presbyterian, and
Congregational. Though there are variations on these, including
what the offices are at each level of organization, most churches
can be put into one of these three categories. Refuting these three
main forms pretty much refutes them all.
When each of these organizational forms arose is significant,
but I believe the more important question to study historically is
why they arose. We need to examine each in its historical setting
and see the resulting abuses. They arise from circumstances influ-
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encing the thinking of a particular time. Christianity is not practiced in a vacuum. Most departures are not just the result of misunderstanding a passage of scripture. That is the value of studying
church history and I commend the faculty for having this series.
The Beginnings of Church Organization
There is a general recognition among historians that the early
church was congregational. However, many see it as a weakness
to be overcome or as just a beginning point that will be effectively
changed over time. They do not see it as a reason for its early success.
Philip Schaff, the venerable church historian, writes at length
about the congregational nature of the first century church and
role of a local eldership.1 But he will have little problem with its
change by mid-second century. However, he points out concerning
bishops/presbyters: “They appear always as a plurality or as a college in one and the same congregations, even in smaller cities, as
Philippi.”2 Even a historian as liberal as Philip Johnson recognized
this. Writing about the chances of survival of what he calls the
Pauline gospel he points out: “It stood a good chance of surviving
and spreading. But it had no organization behind it. Paul did not
believe in such a thing. He believed in the Spirit, working through
him and others.”3
The principle of the final authority of scripture leads us to glean
from scripture all it has to say on the matter. I have never thought
this difficult. Apparently neither do most historians who recognize the basic biblical pattern. A working knowledge of the New
Testament makes it fairly simple to see an established pattern. It
is consistent and we see it develop as the Lord’s kingdom is established throughout the world. Here are its essentials:
Elders were appointed in every church (Acts 14.23; 20.17; Titus
1.5; 1 Tim 3.1–7; Titus 1.5–9). This was always a plurality of men
(see also Acts 15.4, 6; 20.17; Jam 5.14; 1 Pet 5.1, 5). The terms for
this office (elder, bishop, presbyter, pastor, shepherd, overseer) are
1
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the translation of three Greek words that are used interchangeably. This can be seen in Acts 20: v 17—presbuteros, v 28—episkopos, v 28—poimein. They are told to feed the flock as shepherds
would do. These are not different offices in the New Testament.
James was not the head elder in Jerusalem and is not so designated in Acts 15, as some assume. The elders’ rule was local (1 Pet
5.2) as is also indicated by the fact every specific designation of a
group of elders in the New Testament is within a specific church,
not a group of churches. There is also appointment of deacons
in every church (Phil 1.1; 1 Tim 3.8–12). They are diakonoi—servants of the church.
The Earliest Change in Organizational Structure:
The Presiding Bishop
The earliest reference to the office of bishop separate from other elders appears in the writings of Ignatius of Antioch in the early
second century. He implied the office was one above the rest of the
elders in a local church. Ignatius served in such an office. In one
of his letters to the Magnesians he urged them to be obedient to
their bishop.4 This indicates he was not the only presiding bishop
in a church.
Was the view of the presiding bishop the norm in his day? It
was not universal. Ignatius himself wrote of Christians who acted independently of the monarchial bishop.5 In his letter to the
Philippians, Polycarp (a contemporary of Ignatius) did not speak
of a bishop in addition to the presbyters.6 Neither did the apostle
Paul (Phil 1.1). There may have been another reason why Ignatius spoke so strongly of the power of the bishop. Commentators
have frequently pointed out Ignatius had to deal with conflict in
his own church at Antioch. As an unpopular bishop, he certainly
had a vested interest in writing about the bishop’s authority. In
any event, Schoedel writes, “a threat to Ignatius’ authority by some
Antiochene Christians evidently played a significant role in deter4
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mining what Ignatius was to do and to say.” 7 But by the end of the
second century the separate office of a presiding bishop in a local
church is generally accepted.
The real impetus for an organization larger than the local
congregation arose from the need to fight false doctrine. Philip
Johnson sees the splintered nature of the church by the mid-third
century as a major problem.8 Gnosticism and Marcionism was
widespread by the mid-second century. Great men fought against
such heresies and were successful. As a result, it appears the early church began to see combating false doctrine, and uniting the
church in that fight, as essential. John W. Kennedy in his book,
The Torch of the Testimony, discusses this change of emphasis, and
how it becomes a uniting force in binding the universal church
together.9 When the church later began to fracture over Arianism, Constantine intervened to try to unite the factions within
the church on doctrine. He wanted to keep Christianity united
for his purposes. He attempted to unite the church on the matter by calling together representatives from churches all over the
known world to consider and decide the matter once and for all.
The council of Nicaea in Asia Minor (325 AD) rejected Arianism.
Despite the good intent Constantine may have had in calling this
council, “Nicaea was a culmination of the inevitable movement towards centralization in the ecumenical church’s authority. At last
one body of men had succeeded in speaking as the voice of the
world church.”10 The consequent council at Constantinople in 381
was backed by Constantine “for its declaration that the statement
of Nicaea was the one, lawful religion.”11 Doctrinal power was now
vested in the Councils (a form that will reappear many times in
church history) and the power of the clerical order is also in place.
This general shift from the emphasis upon the spiritual side of
Christianity to the intellectual defense of truth contributes to the
7
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influence of the intellectuals upon the whole church, men who
had the understanding to combat the false teachers at the highest
level. But the power to decide between truth and error was being
vested in these clerics. A hierarchical church order was growing
and they were demanding, through the councils, 100 percent
agreement on the truth. Any who deviated the slightest would be
marked as heretics and banished. No local church had the right to
make its own decision on the matter. The correct doctrine came
down from above.
I want to make two observations. First, I have learned most religious historians see the universal organizing of the church as its
salvation and its most important early development. I see it as the
instrument of destruction of simple New Testament Christianity
and the means of spreading false doctrine. I see the early church
spreading virally without universal organization and then being
overrun by it. Modern scholars see a splintered church brought
together through such universal organization.
However, are we different from the church of the third- and
fourth century when we begin to allow men or institutions to exercise greater influence over the Lord’s church? We have seen it
in the rise of institutionalism among us. But we also see it when
we, in practice, give decision-making power to journals, schools,
leading preachers and writers. This is exactly what happened in
early church history when champions against false teachers were
given great influence over churches in general. Then, when these
men began to advance false doctrines through these Councils, the
church went with them. It helps me understand (though not fully
agree with) men like Daniel Sommer who, in the early 20th century,
opposed all such church related institutions where these men of
influence are most often found.
Secondly, I see how one’s definition of the “church universal”
decides how you think it should organize and function. In defining the church Schaff saw it “as a visible organization, it embraces all, who are baptized, whether in the Greek, or Roman, or
Protestant communion. … As a body in general, the church is an

78



Steve Patton

organic union of many members.”12 As one continues to read, it
is evident he sees the universal church composed of all churches
and denominations. This is the prevalent view among historians,
church scholars and commentators. Tying churches together organizationally is a small step if one already believes the basic organization to the church universal is made up of local churches.
The biblical concept gives absolutely no organization to the
universal church. It is made up of individual Christians, all in a direct personal relationship with their Lord. There is no instruction
to unite us all into one universal functioning unit even if we think
this will strengthen the Lord’s work.
The Post-Nicene Church (325–600 AD) was a period when Ecumenical Councils drew up Ecumenical Creeds and the church
hierarchy gained greater control. It is during the brief reign of
Pope Boniface III that the emperor Phocas declared “the See of
Blessed Peter the Apostle should be the head of all the Churche.”13
The Bishops of Rome had already been exercising such power for
some time. The universal “Catholic” church was at least nominally complete.
The Rising Power of the Catholic Church in the Middle Ages
The tension between the church in the east and the Roman
church grew during this time. A complete division was finalized
in the 11th century although it had existed in practice for a long
time. (Because of space limitations I mainly discuss the western
Roman church.)
A universal church with political interests needed a universal defender to guard its territory. Pope Stephen II (752–757 AD)
reached out to the Franks and conferred upon King Pepin the
Short the responsibility of defending the church (i.e. the pope). The
church now had military might to advance it. The union benefitted
both. The pope had an army to defend his cause, and Pepin had the
power of the church to support his political ambitions.
12
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The efforts of Pepin’s son, Charlemagne, to completely free
Rome from opposition resulted in the pope crowning Charlemagne in St. Peter’s basilica and declaring him Emperor of the Romans. Now we have the foundation for the great empire that carried the designations “Holy” and “Roman.” Now the faith could be
spread by military might without apology. Charlemagne imposed
Christianity upon conquered lands by force when necessary. He
ruled all of Western Europe while staying very involved in church
functions. He began to appoint church officials based upon land
holdings. These patrons of the church possessed the power to appoint bishops and abbots in their regions. Bainton observes, “The
Church was virtually a department of state.”14 Church and State
were united as the dominant force in Europe.
The Establishment of the College of Cardinals
What also arose during this time was a stronger form of hierarchical government within the church. The result was a further
consolidation of papal power by the establishing of the College of
Cardinals in the 11th century. This new level of authority moved
power from local metropolitan bishops to Cardinals in Rome with
authority over specific regions. Centralization of power in the Roman church continued to grow and the teaching of the rights of
church over state became more widely spread. But the following
centuries were full or wars and struggles for power in both political and religious realms and, often, between the two. Church
history and political history had become inseparable. Let us make
some more observations.
Universal organization invariably leads to seeking means to
maintain the power inherent in such. The papacy, though a religious organization, was not inoculated against lust for power,
greed and corruption.
Even today, once influence is gained in the Lord’s church it
is not readily given up. Men come to see the wide influence that
can come from positions in institutions like colleges, papers, etc.
When such wide influence is enjoyed, an attitude of self-impor14

Bainton, Christianity 149.

80



Steve Patton

tance can develop and lead to exercising influence and control
through those institutions. This is clearly illustrated in the 1950’s
when Gospel Advocate editor, B. C. Goodpasture, printed a letter
from a reader suggesting these (non-institutional) preachers sowing seeds of discord be quarantined. Goodpasture’s approval was
implicit in publishing the letter and in the direction of the Advocate in its following issues.15 His statement caused many preachers to recant in order to stay “in the fold” of the Gospel Advocate
circle of influence.
Universal power of the church also meant power over centers
of learning. The most influential medieval schools were started by
monks and gave degrees in canon law and theology with theology
considered “the queen of the sciences.”16 Thus, the church’s tentacles reached into every part of societal control. We think of Christians influencing social institutions. They thought of the church
(and its institutions) changing society through its immense power and influence. We must guard against the mindset that thinks
“our” institutions are necessary for the success of the church.
Papal supremacy and power reached its zenith under Pope Innocent (1198–1216) in the early 13th century. He brought several
European rulers to their knees for violations of canon law. However, this period of strong church rule also saw the church begin to
fracture due to such ironclad demands of doctrinal purity and allegiance to the pope. Indeed, the first church inquisitions (perhaps
the greatest abuse of its power) grew out of these periods as the
church fought to quell such spiritual rebellions (e.g. the Waldensians and the Albigenses). This absolute power of the church became
its own worst enemy as people began to rebel against its domineering rule. Many declared their desire to return to the simpler times
of the first century church. Rome could not tolerate such ideas and
started inquisitions to eliminate such heresies. Thus, Holy Roman
Emperor Frederick II (r. 1220–1250) began the practice of executing heretics. The Roman church began to lose control partly because it sought overwhelming power and control.
15
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All these centuries of political and religious intrigue, doctrinal
and military conflicts on large scale, certainly stand in contrast
to a humble servant of the Lord personally taking his Bible and
seeking to serve God according to what he reads and understands.
Such a concept was foreign to the Medieval church and continues
in the Catholic tradition today. Universal organization means universal control. But personal responsibility means a personal relationship with God working with a small group of fellow believers
trying to just follow biblical teaching in daily life. One draws you
closer to The Church. The other draws you closer to God.
The church’s centralized power grew as popes worked to gain
greater financial resources for the church. However, a schism did
take place in the 14th century, resulting in two popes and two colleges of cardinals. The solution to this schism played a major role
in the shifting of power within the church. The solution revived
the principle of conciliarism (the use of councils). Conciliarism
had been practiced centuries earlier in the Constantinian church
when great councils possessed power to decide matters. This time
such a council proclaimed its right to decide for the church,17 deposed the two competing popes and appointed a third. Eventually
the schism was mended but the idea of the authority of a representative council was revived.18 Claims for papal authority would not
diminish in Rome (Papal Infallibility becomes an official church
doctrine 400 years later) but the reappearance of such conciliation
councils would play a role in future Catholic church organization,
and in the presbyterian form of government.
Rebellion Against Universal Power and Rule
The blatantly political and financial motives of the church led
to new ideas emphasizing one’s individual and personal relationship with God. Men like William of Occam, John Wycliffe, and
John Huss introduced ideas that mitigated against centralized papal power. Wycliffe’s work was greatly aided by his desire to put
the Bible back into the hands of the common man. John Huss in
17
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Europe would continue Wycliffe’s idea that God’s chosen could be
determined by their manner of life. Such an idea undercut the entire hierarchical structure of the church who had kept for itself the
right to designate the saved and the lost. This kind of individualism would lay the foundation for The Great Reformation.19
There are lessons to learn here. First, the scriptures have always
emphasized the individual and personal relationship each disciple has with His Lord. When such a relationship is separated by a
church with a clergy that insists it stands between you and God,
church authority undermines one of the most important principles of Christianity: a personal relationship with God.
Second, the biblical principle of church independence and autonomy can certainly bring Christians much closer to such a relationship. But we can make their same mistake if we identify our
faithfulness by being associated with a “faithful church.” Medieval
church members sought a relationship with God through church
membership and obedience to its officers, who administered the
sacraments. Such would make them right with God. We cannot
make the same mistake of practicing “churchanity” instead of true
Christianity.
The Reformation
By the time of Martin Luther (1483–1546) the Catholic Church
faced many problems. Statism began to weaken the church’s economic and political control over Europe. The church was placing
greater and greater financial demands upon the faithful. The selling of powerful church offices throughout Europe to raise funds
was widely practiced. The neglect of the local parishes by Rome
left them without guidance and teaching. The state rulers were
looking for an excuse to throw off papal power and control and
Luther gave it to them.
Luther’s reform began in Saxony but he soon saw a need for
more than local organization to give it life. Luther even agreed,
temporarily, to let the government serve to maintain the true faith
in appointing priests, deposing the unworthy among the priests,
19
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and overseeing church matters. Unfortunately, the system of state
governance became institutionalized and his church became dependent on the state for funds. This kept Lutheranism in Germany
tied to the state (especially financially) as it is to this day.
Luther’s co-reformer, Ulrich Zwingli, called for a stricter adherence to scripture than Luther. Luther saw the scriptures as the
story of salvation. Church polity and liturgy were non-essential
parts that were open to variety. Zwingli, however, believed that
one should not practice what the Bible did not specifically enjoin.
This included church organization.20 Luther believed the church to
be such a spiritual body that no one form of rule could be imposed
upon it. It existed with or without state participation. But Zwingli
preached returning to the scriptures alone, even for a pattern of
church organization. He did, however, still involve the state because he believed “A Christian city is nothing other than a Christian church.”21
In these seminal reformation efforts, we see a desire to return
to the Bible as the final authority and a consequent breaking down
of universal rule by the papacy. Reformers saw papal rule as an addition to biblical authority and, therefore, unacceptable. This time
we see the rise of simpler forms of church organization based on
an appeal to apostolic authority and its patterns.
It is in the Anabaptist movement (that arose out of Zwingli’s
followers) that we find the impetus to separate church and state.
They saw no reason for the state to be involved in church polity.
That was a revolutionary idea and would have a profound effect
in many areas of the Reformation including church organization.
Again, giving the Word its rightful authority leads back to the
simple biblical pattern of church organization. Though it will be
implemented imperfectly in many denominations, it is nonetheless a goal. However, like Luther, they were willing to allow variety
in how non-universal organization is implemented.
We have to give them credit. They did want to return to the
scriptures for authority and reject the papacy’s concept of an
20
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earthly authority over the church. We are indebted to them for
that. But since most followed Luther’s concept of biblical authority
rather than Zwingli’s, we see the varying forms of church organization throughout denominationalism. Almost all would claim (at
least in their early years) that authority rests finally in the scriptures and not in their earthly headquarters.
Meanwhile, the Church of England’s break with Rome occurred
in the 16th century over King Henry VIII’s desire to put away his
barren wife and marry again. He broke with Rome and became the
head of the church of England, though church affairs were actually
administered by Archbishop of Canterbury. Doctrine was not the
real reason for the break and it essentially retained the organization of the Catholic Church, though separate from it.22
In almost all of the new denominations a larger organization
than the local church was implemented primarily for the purpose
of propagating their movement and to support one another. The
ties became stronger when they took on church-wide works (especially evangelism). In fact, the worldwide protestant evangelistic
efforts of the 18th and 19th centuries are unparalleled in history.23
As has always been true, human wisdom believes great works can
only be accomplished by a larger organization. Thus, denominations tend toward tying all their churches together for the larger
good. A large number will give lip service to congregational autonomy but will still yield significant power to the appointed officers
and committees at the national level.
I believe all these people had a problem viewing the church
without an institutional view of the body. It was deeply rooted
in their heritage and seen as necessary to maintain the purity of
the faith. They saw the church universal as a collection of local
churches who, though nominally independent, would answer to
the larger body for any deviations and transgressions from the accepted norm. Such norms would eventually be expressed in creeds.
When discipline was felt necessary, it was often by removing entire congregations from the fellowship. Such an action would be
22
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the natural result of institutional thinking and control. Churches
would regard the removal of a congregation from the fellowship as
tantamount to leaving the faith for all members of that local congregation. The congregation answered not only to God but to the
institutional body of the denomination whose will was expressed
in their creed and carried out by its national officers, synods and
conventions. As we will see such institutional thinking also affected the churches of Christ in the 19th and 20th centuries.
I want to mention one other significant development during
this time that will greatly influence Reformation church organization. During the Catholic Counter-Reformation, initiated by the
Council of Trent in 1546, attempts were made to right many evils
in the church. What followed was a great wave of Catholic missionary zeal which spread into the Americas. During this time a
pattern developed for this work. Missionaries took on the evangelization of large regions by establishing a central mission from
which all work originated and through which all monies flowed.
Called an encomienda, this large religious estate had a central village with a school and a church.24 (Secular encomiendas in South
America, established by the Spanish, were centers of much abuse
of the indigenous peoples.) This type of mission organization is
totally without biblical precedent but is a convenient means for
maintaining universal control of the church over a large area.
This form of mission work became the norm and is imitated
both in Protestantism and by many churches of Christ to this day.
I have seen it in Ethiopia. When I first visited in 2002 there was already a large contingent of churches of Christ, the result of efforts
begun in the 1960’s by brethren I regard as institutional. These
churches established missions that mimicked the Catholic concept almost exactly. A headquarters was established with a mission head. Under him was set up a church, a school, and a missions
organization. All funds supporting the “Ethiopian work” are sent
to, controlled by, and distributed from the mission. All decisions
about who is qualified to preach and where he will go, how much
he is paid, where church buildings will be built and schools estab24
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lished—all come from the mission and its board. They possess final authority in all these things. Obviously such power gives them
almost complete control over doctrine as well. The churches were
trained to be totally dependent upon the mission for everything.
The system worked for many years until the number of churches grew too large for a single mission to manage and preachers
became frustrated in being under the thumb of “headquarters.”
Problems arose, frustration grew, and the number of churches
began to decline. Only when they began to return to the biblical pattern of both local church and evangelist independence did
real evangelistic fervor return. Now the number of independent
churches multiply by the dozens every year. Without central control and guidance, the Gospel is more effective than ever in Ethiopia. It is following the biblical pattern of churches supporting
evangelists directly without any intervening organization or sponsoring church (Phil 4.16; 2 Cor 11.5–8).
The Rise of the Presbyterian Form of
Government in the Reformation
John Calvin’s Geneva is an interesting study among the Reformers. His iron rule over the city produced a place where church,
state, and community all worked under Christian principles. But
his voice overruled all. Despite his repudiation of papal authority
over church and state, he created a microcosm of the same authority in his home town.
It would be one of Calvin’s disciples, John Knox, who would
most effectively implement the presbyterian form of church government. Knox went to Scotland from Geneva and was radically
Calvinist. He successfully united religious factions and Presbyterianism became Scotland’s established religion. This form of church
government is comprised of a series of representative assemblies,
beginning with the local church presbyters who unite to form an
area presbytery. Presbyteries in a region form a synod (council)
which then unite in the General Assembly of the entire church.25
25
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Presbyterians contended that the local churches were essentially
autonomous but, as usually happens in any growing organization,
power began to flow to the top. Interestingly, Knox still used civil
government to accomplish church ends. He persuaded the Scottish Parliament to accept Calvinism as the official doctrine of the
state. Parliament even passed a law that made attending Mass more
than twice punishable by death.26 It is this form of government that
is found in different varieties in most denominations today. They
claim to reject a centralized hierarchy but eventually establish one
on a smaller scale. Acts 15 is almost always offered as a basis for
councils. The Jerusalem gathering is seen as leaders in the church
coming to a meeting of the minds and sending out letters regarding
the decisions reached. However, if the church believed in apostolic
authority, why would they decide to simply agree to the decisions
of a joint council on matters of doctrine? Apostolic authority was
final in the New Testament, not council decisions (1 Cor 7.17; 14.37;
1 John 4.6). The decisions reached in Acts 15 are based upon Old
Testament prophecies and the words of the apostles.
A Return to a Congregational Form of Government
It was the Puritan movement in England that strongly influenced the spread of local church autonomy. John Robinson was
one of the earliest to clearly articulate local church autonomy.27
The Puritans rejected both papal authority and state/church rule.
They were eventually joined in England by other groups including
the Independents, Presbyterians, Baptists, Quakers and Unitarians. All claimed to reject centralized rule though all eventually
practiced a form of organization larger than the local church. Their
appeal to the scriptures to establish their basic congregational rule
was accompanied by persecution, especially from the Catholic and
Anglican churches.
In North America a religious revival was taking place. The
Great Awakening of the early 1800’s was a widespread spiritual
26
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revival that caused many on the frontier to have a religious experience and to join a church. Actually, more denominations were
formed as the older groups could not tolerate the unrestrained
emotionalism and the rejection by a few of some Calvinistic tenets.
These new groups usually had less restrictive ties between congregations but almost all saw the need to have a national structure
to aid the spread of their movement and to support one another.
As inevitably happens, doctrinal control would eventually become
important and creeds were written. It was this stronger demand
for doctrinal oneness and unbending adherence to the creed that
eventually led to bitter strife among the denominations.
Some began to break away over the intense religious division
that ensued and would seek union by pleading for the rejection of
human creeds and following the Bible alone. Though such a plea
can be traced back to England and Scotland long before this time,
it took root in America in what we know as the Restoration Movement. Leaders in the movement arose pleading for the end of religious division and a universal response to Jesus’ plea that we may
all be one.
The Restoration Movement
Though preceded by others, the principle of restoring New
Testament Christianity was spread most effectively in America by
the Stone-Campbell movement. Both men made strong appeals to
apostolic authority and believed in the independence of the local
church. Campbell clearly believed the local congregation is independently organized with elders and deacons.28 It was a foundation
stone of the movement. He trumpeted church autonomy often in
his writings.
However, it later becomes clear he was not opposed to cooperation of churches in evangelism. In his paper, The Christian Baptist, he published a series of five articles in 1831 (two by Walter
Scott) on church cooperation. In them he argued that just as a
local church can do what a single Christian cannot do, a group
of churches should work together to accomplish what one church
28
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alone cannot do. He was opposed and little more was said by him
for a decade. By 1841 “Campbell was thoroughly convinced that
the brethren were not taking full advantage of the opportunities and therefore, better organization was needed.”29 Campbell’s
thinking agreed with others who continued to defend church associations as “helpful” in doing many things. Among them was “to
bring the small means of individual congregations together, and
to accomplish with these united means what no one congregation
could effect.”30 This rationale led Campbell to establish the American Christian Missionary Society, an action that played a major
role in splitting the Restoration movement churches into two main
groups—one favoring church-wide cooperation and institutions,
and the other opposed to such forms of cooperation and their resulting institutions.
Though Campbell and others of his time fought fiercely for
congregational independence, it appears they still had a view of
a universal church comprised of congregations, not individuals.
Though they strenuously objected to hierarchical structure and
authority, they believed churches could unite voluntarily to accomplish larger works. Churches would establish organizations
that appointed their own officers, selected missionaries and fields
of endeavor, and solicited funds for the missionaries and the organization.
Such thinking admits the proposition that the organization of
the church revealed in the New Testament is insufficient to carry
out the Great Commission. It implies that if Paul had been wise
enough to set up an evangelistic society to direct “world missions,”
the first century church could have accomplished so much more.
The result was a division in the movement between those who
favored the society and those who were opposed. Though other issues were involved in the split (especially instrumental music), the
issue of church organization lay at the heart of the division. The
charge against the Society supporters was they were not following
29
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the simple organization found in the New Testament. They were
abandoning apostolic authority. Those who favored the society
justified it by saying evangelism was a church-wide responsibility
and the New Testament had left open how it should be accomplished, essentially the same argument for church polity made by
Luther centuries earlier.
We saw similar thinking among churches of Christ in the mid20th century. Post-World War II evangelistic fervor burned to send
missionaries to the defeated nations of the conflict. Brethren again
felt the need to create an organizational apparatus they believed
was necessary to handle such a large evangelistic need. Opposed
to establishing hierarchies, they sought another way to unite congregations in larger works. In his examination of the 20th century
church through the Abilene Christian College Lectures, William
Banowsky makes these observations about what transpired:
The absence of an organized missionary society among churches of
Christ created several unique handicaps in selection and preparation of qualified missionary workers. … At the Abilene Lectureship,
a momentous biblical principle governing missionary methods was
articulated and recommended as a remedy for this brotherhood
predicament. The principle was described as intercongregational
cooperation without ecclesiastical organization. It greatly expanded
the scope of the church’s evangelistic opportunities and led logically
to recognition of the special role of the sponsoring congregation as
compared with the part to be played by the smaller participating
churches. 31

Banowsky observes the idea was voiced at the Abilene Lectures as early as 1919 by George Klingman. However, on the same
lectureship, F. B. Shepherd spoke out against any such effort that
required organization beyond the local church. In 1920, M. C.
Kurfees spoke against channeling missionary funds through a
sponsoring church.32
Banowsky’s assessment of those who wanted greater organization for such work was:
31
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They could not resist the temptation to shop about and contrast their
plight with the obvious strong points in denominational machinery.
Thus, they sought for some practical, scriptural means of brotherhood-wide co-ordination without creating an agency for brotherhood-wide control. 33

One of the early examples of a sponsoring church arrangement
was begun by the Broadway church of Christ in Lubbock Texas.
G. C. Brewer, the evangelist, declared they would “sponsor” the
evangelization of Europe. In 1947 the Union Avenue Church in
Memphis announced they would sponsor mission work in Japan.
Ed Harrell observes, “By the end of 1946 the rush toward concentrating funds in the hands of large congregations to sponsor missions had become a stampede.”34
The sponsoring church became one of the main divisive issues
in the second half of the 20th century. Accompanied by pleas for
support of church related institutions (colleges, orphan homes,
medical missions, etc.), this section of the Restoration movement
split from the more conservative wing and became the dominant
group.
Again, one’s view of what comprises the universal church determines one’s thinking about how the body functions. If one sees
it as a collection of independent congregations, then it is an easy
step to believing they might cooperate in matters as important as
evangelism. But if one believes the universal church is made up of
individuals with a direct relationship with God, then one sees that
the organization of such is not in the cards. God did not intend for
it to happen.
There are more lessons to learn here. When issues arise we often begin to take sides, and not just based on truth but on what
certain men believe on the issues. That is the same mistake made
in the second- and third century church. We also begin to think
of the universal church dividing by congregations. But if the universal church cannot organizationally unite, how can it organiza33
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tionally divide? Passages like 1 Corinthians 1.10 address division
in a local church, not division existing between congregations. I
know this may not be readily seen but look where failure to see this
principle leads. Such thinking has led, on occasion, to one congregation withdrawing from another. If we believe local churches
are not organizationally tied to one another, how is such possible?
Also, it leads us to marking every member of an “erring congregation" as unfaithful. I suspect there may be members in those
churches who have no idea about such issues who are serving the
Lord with their whole heart.
It can lead us to removing another congregation’s candlestick
before the Lord does—or leaving it longer than He would. We must
remember the final judgment of another congregation’s faithfulness is in the Lord’s hands.
Furthermore, it leads to building parties in the kingdom.
“These are our congregations. Those are their congregations.” Already we are thinking of the universal church in an institutional
sense. Such parties of churches are often built around institutions
like religious journals and colleges. This is true among non-institutional brethren, too. I have known of too many cases where the
faithfulness of a gospel preacher was determined upon the basis
of what religious journals to which he subscribed or what college
he attended, or even what lectureships he attended. We need to
be very careful that, while we teach congregational independence,
we are not thinking institutionally. Either a local congregation is
wholly independent of other congregations or it is not.
Church organization has played a major role in church history
in almost every generation. All of this goes back to the one underlying principle that sets the standard for all my religious beliefs:
the standard of apostolic authority. I may apply it imperfectly but
I am committed to it, not just in church organization but in all I
believe and practice. Without it, there is no standard at all. Let us
be faithful to the pattern of the New Testament not just in church
organization, but in all things.

What Shall We Think of the
Person of Jesus?
C. G. “Colly” Caldwell
On the first day of what we call “Church History,” the Divine power of God was manifested by the Holy Spirit in three great signs:
“a sound as of a rushing mighty wind,” an appearance of “divided
tongues as of fire,” and the speaking of “other tongues” (Luke 24.49;
Acts 1.8; 2.1–4 NKJV). The wonder of speaking in languages which
had not been previously learned through normal processes was
amazingly ingenious. What more appropriate miracle could there
have been to get the serious attention of people from all different
cultures? What greater way to communicate with them the message of Jesus Christ than having them hear the gospel in their own
languages? What more powerful way than through the preaching
of the same gospel in their own different languages could there
have been than to emphasize through languages the importance
of a universal message necessary to their salvation? Rather than
doing a miracle like healing or in some other way overpowering
nature, God chose a miracle that would itself carry the message
that would save them (Rom 1.16; 1 Cor 1.21).
The message delivered that day had three basic components.
First, it affirmed fulfillment of the prophetic promises contained in
their Scriptures. Second, it proclaimed what they should properly
think of Jesus whom they had crucified. Third, it instructed them
concerning what they should do to be redeemed out of separation
from God (Acts 2.14–40). The second component of that gospel
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sermon relates to our study today. They had misconstrued the nature and person of Jesus. They thought he was just a man, … and
not a good man at that! The Holy Spirit inspired Peter to correct
their misconceptions. “Who is Jesus?” He had prior/eternal existence (Acts 2.25), He is God’s Holy One (Acts 2.27), and He is Lord
(Acts 2.33–39). As to His pre-existence, David saw Him “always
before my face” almost a thousand years before they had seen Him.
As to His being Holy, only God is “Holy;” therefore, He is God!
And as to being Lord, the Jesus whom they had crucified is Christ
now sitting at God’s right hand acknowledged as a Person of Deity
Himself who calls men to redemption and to relationship with Divinity (v 39; John 10.3, 30–38). That was the essential Truth about
Jesus that those first Christians needed to know about Him to be
saved.
Controversy in Early Church History
That also is what we need to know and how we should think
of the Person of Jesus. Frankly, it appears that those who came to
know Christ and take His name in the first century AD believed
that Jesus is the Divine Son of God and subsequently that three Divine Persons (Father, Son/Word, and Holy Spirit) should properly
be identified as “God.”1 They thus believed that the three together
constitute the “one” God of Scripture (Exod 20.2–3; Deut 4.35; 6.4;
et al). They had the example of Jesus’ baptism with three Divine
participants and they went forth baptizing in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Issues raised later were certainly not
fully developed and probably not considered in most minds, even
among leaders.2
It was after the passing of the apostles and the completion of
the written revelation that fierce controversy arose. That is true
even though a sect of first-century Jewish “Christians” called Ebionites (literally, “the poor” ones) arose at Pella and Qumran af1

The Gospel of John was written to establish this Truth in the minds of believers.

The writings of Clement of Rome exemplify that the “Apostolic Fathers” did not
consider themselves interpreters of doctrine but proclaimers of what was written by
revelation.
2
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ter the fall of Jerusalem in AD 70. Some think they were Essenes.
While accepting that Jesus was Messiah, many Pharisaic Ebionites
denied his Deity and thought He was just a man naturally born to
Joseph and Mary and endowed with His Messiahship by the Holy
Spirit at His baptism.
Contrasted to the “poor” Ebionites were the sophisticated
Gnostics (literally, “the knowing” ones). Of course, even in later
apostolic times there were apparently precursors of Gnostics who
denied that Jesus Christ had come in the flesh and that the human element in Christ was simply an appearance. Varying Gnostic
views of Christ’s nature and Person were promoted by Saturninus
of Antioch,3 Basilides,4 Cerinthus,5 and Marcion6 in the second
century AD. They were all predicated on Dualism (the premise that
there is a co-eternal, binary rivalry between good and evil with
all things material being evil, including the human body) and
Docetism (the view that the human form of Jesus was an illusion).
Christ could not have actually taken on flesh without becoming
sinful, they thought. Thus, His appearance as a man was an apparition, a false perception of reality, an ethereal appearance of a
human body believed to be an actual man only by the naïve and
unknowing. Only those identified by Christ’s apostle John with
the term “antichrist” would have accepted the philosophical speculations of the Gnostics who claimed higher knowledge of Jesus
through human reasoning (1 John 4.2–3; 2 John 7; Col 1.21–22).
The very term gnosis implied that some proudly thought of themselves as sophisticated while considering most others to be immature and ignorant in their understanding. Irenaeus used his pen to
write against the heresies of the Gnostics including their views of
Jesus as being other than Divine God and as not having come in
true humanity.
Nevertheless, for the most part, first century Christians accepted simply what God had directly revealed about the Person
3
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of Christ through the apostles; i.e., that “the Word was God … and
the Word became flesh and dwelt among us” (John 1.1–14). Clement of Rome wrote, “Think of Jesus Christ as of God, as of the judge
of living and dead.” He is our Savior, and “through Him we have
known the Father of truth.” 7
A principal concern, however, was defending the Oneness of
God. In the second and third centuries, there arose an “anti-Trinitarian” viewpoint which came to be called “Monarchianism” (i.e.,
Deity is a monarchy of one Divine Person, God the Father). To this
view, any position attributing Deity and distinct personal identity
to Christ threatened the unique status of the Father. One branch
of this theory claimed that Christ was a man who was adopted
as the son of God and given Divine power. His divinity was ascribed to Him rather than being a part of His essence (essential
quality of being). This is identified as Adoptionism or Dynamic
Monarchianism.8 Another branch of Monarchianism claimed that
the “Word” or “Son” and the “Spirit” were not separate persons
but other titles, relationships, or functions of God the “Father’s”
Person. Sabellius and his followers, for example, would have us to
believe that these terms are used with reference to the same Person just as you might be a father/mother in one context, a son/
daughter in another, a husband/wife, and an engineer/homemaker, etc. This is called Modalistic Monarchianism. It is also called
Patripassian Monarchianism because it claimed that the Father
was actually the Person who was born of a woman and suffered on
the cross being identified in that context as the Son.9
Also in the second and third centuries AD, critics arose both
outside the church and among the believers challenging faith in
Jesus from a number of different points of view. In response, “apologists” stepped forward to defend Christianity against attacks
from civil authorities who persecuted Christians, from rationalists who denied Divine revelation, and from philosophers who ar7

2 Clement 1.1; 3.1.

Theodotus, Artemon, and Paul of Samosata were proponents of Dynamic Monarchianism.
8

9

Noetus, Praxeas, Callistus, and Sabellius promoted Modalistic Monarchianism.
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gued from purely human reasoning and speculation. Within those
arguments were claims that Jesus was of illegitimate birth thus
just a man, denial of the resurrection, and ridicule of Jesus’ role in
eternal salvation. Among those who countered on behalf of Christ
and Christians were Aristides,10 Justin,11 Tatian,12 and Irenaeus.13
More than others among the Apologists, Justin (“Martyr;” ca.
100–165 AD) wrote concerning the nature and person of Jesus. He
conceived of the Word (Logos) as having been the eternal germinal reason, intelligence, or rational thought of God emitted from
the Father as “Son” before being used to create all things that are
made. But he argued that the Son (Logos) was “numerically distinct too”14 from the Father. He thought that such otherness was
implied by appearances of God in the Old Testament when the Almighty Supreme Father would not abandon His heavenly throne;
by frequent Old Testament use of plural references to God; and by
the wisdom literature comments concerning the Begetter and the
offspring.15 Justin saw the role of the Logos as the Father’s agent in
the creation of the world and in revealing truth to men.16
Origin (185/86–253/54), who was raised in Alexandria and fled
to Caesarea in Palestine, later explained that the Son originated by
an emission from God’s Person outside of time (áeì gennã aútón,
he was eternally/always begotten).17 The Son is therefore a derivative of the Father and thus a “second God” (deúteros theós). Origen
tried to explain his use of that term,18 but his views seemingly fail
to distinguish the Son from the Father in eternal personhood. The
Logos is seen as present in and part of the Father eternally until
required for acting to initiate the Father’s plans. To be clear, to
10
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Origen the Logos and the Holy Spirit, generated in eternity, have
distinct Personhood (hùpostasis) or real existence, essence, individual identity (ousia) not only in the “economy” (“time” as we
know it) but from eternity.19
Irenaeus was a Western theologian who spoke of the intrinsic
nature of God as One eternally containing within Himself the Logos (His Word) and the Spirit (His Wisdom). God has, however,
manifested Himself in creation and revelation by extrapolating
these from Himself. So He said, “The Father is God, and the Son is
God, for whatever is begotten of God is God.”20 Beyond that, Irenaeus was emphatic that this preexistent Logos was distinct from
the Father, and both revealed Himself in the creation of all things
and in the incarnation when he also actually became man.21
As time went on, it is important to note that there came to be
a significant divide between the focus of Eastern (Greek) theologians and their Western (Latin/Roman) counterparts. Greek bishops were more inclined to include forays into philosophy, allegory,
and speculation while Latin “fathers” were generally more content
to defend the traditional rule of faith identified with church orthodoxy.22 In the East, there were also rivalries between theologians in
Antioch and Alexandria. Teachers in Antioch tended more toward
applying typological interpretation focusing on historical setting
as foreshadowing New Testament revelation. Those in Alexandria
are known for using allegorical methods to determine the true
meaning of Scripture hidden in its statements. The “Christological” controversies were principally debated by these Eastern prelates. Antioch is better known for discussions of the humanity of
Jesus involving the separate natures in Him, God and man. Alexandrian theologians are identified with focusing their contemplations on His Deity emphasizing the unity of the Divine and the huR. Schnucker. “Origen” and J. Norman. “Origenism” in J. D. Douglas, E.E. Cairns,
and J. E. Ruark, eds., The New International Dictionary of the Christian Church (Zondervan 1974) 733–34.
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man in His nature.23 Much more could be said about the efforts of
the “church fathers” to explain the triune Deity and the origin and
nature of Christ. For example, following Irenaeus into the third
and fourth centuries, Hippolytus and Tertullian were important
figures in formulating the Western view of the person of Christ.
But we must move on for our purposes here to the great conflict
which led to the Nicene Council (325 AD) and several councils following.
Church Councils
Arius (256–336 AD) was a popular priest in Alexandria who
stressed the Father’s Divinity over that of the Son denying that the
two are of equal essential quality of Being (homoousian, same substance). This view was based on his belief in the absolute unique
and indivisible transcendence of the Father. To Arius, since Christ
was revealed to have been “begotten,” there was a time when He
did not exist. Therefore, He was the first, albeit the highest, of
God’s creation. He was, however, less than Almighty God, being
created/begotten Himself. Arius affirmed that Logos was given to
create all else that was created (John 1.1–3), but he appealed to
passages such as John 14.28 (“the Father is greater than I”) and
Matthew 24.36 (“no one knows, … not the Son, but the Father) to
support the view that Logos was subordinate to the Father in both
substance and role. It seems that Arius and his followers believed
that the application of the term “God” to the Word can only be
seen as a courtesy title applied in a secondary sense; thus, the Logos is a lesser god.24
Alexander, the bishop of Alexandria, opposed Arias and a disciple named Eusebius, bishop of Nicomedia (not the historian from
Caesarea who was also present and represented a moderate subordinationist position similar to Origen and who did not see Arius as
dangerous). In a sermon entitled “The Great Mystery of the Trinity
in Unity,” Alexander argued for the Triune Deity and for the individual personhood (hupostasis) and Divine essence (ousia) of the
23
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Word. Alexander also shared belief in at least parts of the teachings of Origen regarding the origination of Christ’s personhood.
His opposition to Arianism had led to Arius’ being suspended by
a synod at Antioch earlier in 325 on grounds that Christ could not
save man if He did not possess Deity in Himself.
In spite of official charges leading to provisional excommunication against Arius and Eusebius of Nicomedia, they developed
a substantial following. A growing uneasiness developed causing
Emperor Constantine to call for an ecumenical council at Nicaea. That act highlights an additional complication in church/state
relationships. The political climate was so dominated by Constantine after Licinius capitulated from Roman leadership that an Emperor could now take it upon himself, a civil official, to call and
preside over the highest level of ecclesiastical councils.
The Council assembled with an estimated two-hundred fifty
to three-hundred plus bishops and presbyters (deacons) in attendance. Constantine insisted that the participants come to some
agreement on the subjects dividing them because division was
worse than war. In the council, Athanasius took up the debate.
He argued that the Arians essentially reintroduced polytheism by
having two “Gods” of different substance, that baptizing and praying in the name of the Son would be nonsense, and that redemption in Christ was undermined if Christ were not Divine.25 At the
conclusion of the meeting, all but two of those present signed the
following creedal statement which came to be a foundation document in the formulation of the “orthodox” view. One should notice the inclusion of the word homoousion (Latin: consubstantialis;
“same/one substance"). The idea was promoted by Athanasius but
the word was probably introduced into the creed by a bishop from
Cordova named Hosius who was well-respected by Constantine.
We believe in one God, the Father Almighty, Maker of all things, visible and invisible;
And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, begotten from the
Father, only-begotten, that is, from the substance of the Father,
God from God, light from light, true God from true God, begotten
25
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not made, of one substance (homoousion) with the Father, through
Whom all things came into being, things in heaven and things on
earth, Who because of us men and because of our salvation came
down and became incarnate, becoming man, suffered and rose again
on the third day, ascended to the heavens, and will come to judge the
living and the dead;
And in the Holy Spirit.
But as for those who say, There was when He was not, and, Before
being born He was not, and that He came into existence out of nothing, or who assert that the Son of God is from a different hupostasis or substance (ousios), or is created, or is subject to alteration or
change—these the Catholic Church anathematizes.

Of course, one conference does not insure lasting peace or
settle every question. The Council of Nicaea was of major importance, however, to Roman Catholic development in the hierarchy,
in doctrine, and in tradition. It was the first “ecumenical” council.
It gave bishops authority to determine doctrine. It adopted a creed
backed up by the condemnation of those who disagreed. Over the
next hundred and twenty-five years, there would be other councils to come, which would respond to further questions about the
Godhead and Christ in particular. Ferguson identifies the four
major ones including Nicea with the following descriptions:
Nicaea (325) emphasized the oneness of God (Christ is homoousios with the Father).
Constantinople (381) emphasized the threeness of God (Father,
Son, and Holy Spirit).
Ephesus (431) emphasized the oneness of Christ (Mary is theotokos, “God-bearer”).
Chalcedon (451) emphasized the twoness of Jesus Christ (two
physes or “natures”).26
Between the council at Nicaea and the one convened by Emperor Theodosius at Constantinople, a controversy arose led by Apollinaris of Laodicea and supported by Theodore of Mopsuestia who
claimed that the Logos (Divine) spirit replaced the human spirit in
Christ’s fleshly body while on earth; i.e., He did not have a human
26

Ferguson, Church History 1.255.

102 

Colly Caldwell

soul. Such, of course, denied Christ’s complete humanity. That view
was denounced by Gregory of Nazianzus who convinced the assembly that Christ must have become fully man with a human spirit
to save other men.27 Apollinarianism was specifically condemned.
Christ’s Divinity was confirmed, however, along with that of the
Holy Spirit. Basically, the conclusion of the assembled bishops was
that there is one substance or essence of being (homoousios) but
three individual subsistencies (hypostases) possessing it.
In the fifty years between the council of Constantinople and the
meeting at Ephesus called by Theodosius II, a position was developed by Nestorius who was made bishop of Constantinople in 428
which affirmed that Christ had two spirits or natures within one
body. He refused to accept that Jesus’ suffering and human deeds
involved his Divine nature. He thus denied that the Divine and the
human in Christ came together in essential union but instead accepted that they merged wills in unity together (we might say, “not
systemic or organic but functional”). That led him to say that Mary
was the mother of the human nature of Christ Jesus (christotokos)
but not the “Mother of God” (theotokos, bearer or birth-giver of
God). The Council determined that the Divine and human natures
in Christ were “united so as to be neither confounded nor separated.”28 Nestorius was excommunicated and his followers were not
to be tolerated. The oneness of Christ’s nature (complete God and
complete man) containing both Divine and human nature in one
person was affirmed.
Between the third and fourth of these councils, yet another
challenge of Monophysitism arose from an anti-Nestorian monk at
Constantinople named Eutyches. Eutyches believed that the Lord
had two natures which after being united became one, i.e. fully Divine. In the union, the Divine nature fully dominated as the acting
factor with the human merged only “as a drop of honey mingled
with the ocean.”29 The logical consequence of this was seen as de27
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nying the continuing humanity of Christ while He was on earth
because it was absorbed into the Divine nature. The Council pronounced a complete and perfect union of both natures (again fully
human and fully Divine). On October 22 at the fifth session of the
Council, the following was adopted:
Following the holy fathers, we unanimously teach one and the same
Son, our Lord Jesus Christ, complete as to his Godhead, and complete
as to his manhood; truly God, and truly man, of a reasonable soul and
human flesh subsisting; consubstantial with the Father as to his Godhead, and consubstantial also with us as to his manhood; like unto us
in all things, yet without sin; as to his Godhead begotten of the Father
before all worlds but as to his manhood, in these last days born, for
us men and for our salvation of the Virgin Mary, the mother of God;
one and the same Christ, Son, Lord, Only-begotten, known in (of) two
natures, without confusion, without conversion, without severance, and
without division; the distinction of the natures being in no wise abolished by their union, but the peculiarity of each nature being maintained, and both concurring in one person and hypostasis. We confess
not a Son divided and sundered into two persons, but one and the same
Son, and Only-begotten, and God-Logos, our Lord Jesus Christ, even
as the prophets had before proclaimed concerning him, and he himself
hath taught us, and the symbol of the fathers hath handed down to us.30

As stated earlier, these controversies were not resolved in many
minds by the decrees of councils. Nor do many questions about
the Divine nature, activity, and personhood of Christ have definitive, objective, specific Scriptural answers satisfying human curiosity. So what shall we think about the Person of Jesus? I will suggest here three primary essential items of faith for every Christian.
These are clearly revealed in Scripture.
One of Three Supreme Divine Conscious Beings
First, we will think of Jesus as One of three Divine Beings identified as “God” in revealed Scripture: the Father, the Son/Logos,
and the Holy Spirit.
1988) 442–43.
30
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Throughout the Old Testament, God’s spokesmen make clear
that there is but one God (Exod 20.2–3; Deut 6.4; 4.35–39; Isa
44.6; 45.5, 18, 22). Moses in Deuteronomy 6.4 declares it succinctly: “Hear O Israel: The Lord our God; the Lord is one.” As
dogmatically as the Old, the New Testament clearly emphasizes
this fact (Mark 12.29–32; Rom 3.30; 16.27; 1 Cor 8.4–6; 1 Tim
1.17; Jam 2.19; 4.12; Jude 25). In fact, Jesus Himself quotes Moses’ Deuteronomy declaration verbatim and reaffirms the unique
existence of God.
The Oneness of God does not, however, negate the Threeness
of God represented by the individual consciousness and distinct
Divine “personhood” of those identified as God. For example, in
Deuteronomy 6.4 the Hebrew word “one” (echad) clearly is emphasizing in context the uniqueness of God over idols. It is the common word indicating singularity. But echad may refer to a collective, compound, or united “one” composed of more than a solitary
unit or person. Husband and wife are to be “one” (Gen 2.24). The
many people of Babylon were “one” (Gen 11.6). The Shechemites
offered to join the Israelites and be one people (Gen 34.16, 22).
God called the people of Judah to exhibit one heart to do His commandments (2 Chron 30.12) and then He promised to give them,
the thousands of Judah, one heart (Jer 32.39).
One might notice a singular collective sense in a New Testament passage that is often quoted in discussions of the Threeness
of God’s Being. When Jesus sent out His disciples before His ascension back to the Father, he said: “Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father
and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” (Matt 28.19). Here we have
a singular (a oneness, the same) “name” (identity) of three distinct
Divine Persons.
Before going to Gethsemane, Jesus gave His disciples what is
arguably the most extensive revelation concerning the nature of
God in Scripture (John 14–17). In this section of revealed truth,
Jesus specifically spoke of three Divine Persons. For example, “I
will pray the Father, and He will give you another Helper, that He
may abide with you forever” (14.16).
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One God, Three Divine Persons
Three Persons
John 14.16; Matthew 3.16–17
ONE GOD
Deut 6.4; 4.35, 39

Holy Spirit
Deut 6.4; 4.35, 39

FATHER
Deut 6.4; 4.35, 39

Father Not the Son
John 8.16–19

SON
Deut 6.4; 4.35, 39

Holy Spirit Not the Father
John 15.26

Son Not the Holy Spirit
John 14.16; 16.7

Each of three Divinely conscious Beings is identified as “God”
in the New Testament: the Father (John 20.17; Eph 4.6; 2 Pet 1.17),
the Son (John 20.28; Heb 1.8; Col 2.9; Eph 4.5), and the Holy Spirit
(Acts 5.3–4; 1 Cor 2.10–11). Further, these three are distinct in
Personhood from one another. For example, Jesus specifically argued from the fact that He and the Father are “two” when he said:
“And yet if I do judge, My judgment is true; for I am not alone, but
I am with the Father who sent Me. It is also written in your law
that the testimony of two men is true. I am One who hears witness
of Myself, and the Father who sent Me bears witness of Me” (John
8.16–18). This reasoning would be spurious and even deceitful if
the One speaking were the same Person as the Father who joins in
the testimony providing the necessary two witnesses.
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Just as the Father is not the Son, the Father is not the same conscious Being as the Holy Spirit. Jesus said, “When the Helper (paraclete, i.e. Holy Spirit) comes, whom I shall send to you from the
Father, the Spirit of truth who proceeds from the Father, He will
testify of me” (John 15.26). Likewise, the Son is not the Holy Spirit.
“Nevertheless I tell you the truth, it is to your advantage that I go
away, for if I do not go away, the Helper will not come to you; but if
I depart, I will send Him to you” (John 16.7; see again, John 14.16).
Possessor of Both Human and Divine Quality of Being
Second, we will think of Jesus as both “God” and “Man.” While
both the phrase “Son of God” and “Son of man” speak to the Deity of Christ by inherent implication, these phrases are intended
to bring to mind both the Divine and human qualities of Jesus’
nature.
One might turn back to the Messianic prophecies to see the
forecast of this unique integrated duality in one Person. In Isaiah
7.14, the prophet said, “Behold, the virgin shall conceive and bear
a son (human nature through maternal parent), and shall call His
name Immanuel (Divine nature asserted in His identification as
“God with us;” confirmed in reference to Jesus in Matt 1.23). See
also Isaiah 9.7, “For unto us a Child is born” (human), unto us a
Son is given (Divine).” This One would be called “Mighty God”
(Divine) and “Prince of Peace” on the “throne of David” (that is, of
the human lineage of David, a man).
Perhaps the most direct pronouncement of both the Deity and
humanity of Jesus in the New Testament is the prologue to John’s
Gospel. These first eighteen verses declare what we should think of
Jesus. 1) “In the beginning was the Word” (Logos). That addresses
His preexistence. 2) “The Word was with God.” Properly understood that tells us of both the unity and the distinct consciousness
of the Word’s Being. 3) “The Word was God.” That declares the
Divine quality or essence of Being possessed by the Logos.
The word logos points to rational thought, reason, and wisdom.
A “word” is the communicative expression of a reality, idea, or rational thought sent from one mind to another. Why is Christ iden-
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tified as “the Word?” Obviously logos is personified. The Word is
first presented as God, the active Creator and life-giver. Then “the
Word became flesh and dwelt among us,” an obvious reference to
His humanity. And what did His personal presence make known
or say? The Logos communicated God to us. John said, “No one has
seen God at any time. The only begotten Son, who is in the bosom
of the Father, He has declared Him” (v 18). Now notice how important this revelation of Himself was to God. “The law was given
through Moses, but grace and truth came through Jesus Christ”
(v 17). Do not miss the point. God gave the law. God brought His
grace and truth in the person of Jesus Christ. But to do that, the
Logos adequately both the qualities of God and man were necessarily part of His being and His mission.
That leads us to say that the humanity of Jesus is essential to
Christ’s role in human redemption and propitiation for us continually before God’s throne. Although denied by those like the
Gnostics who refused to believe that a Divine one could come in
the flesh, the Bible teaches that Jesus’ humanity is important to
how we think of Him. Paul said, “There is one God and one Mediator between God and men, the Man Christ Jesus” (1 Tim 2.5).
The writer of Hebrews said, “…how much more shall the blood of
Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered Himself without
spot to God cleanse your conscience from dead works to serve the
living God? And for this reason He is the Mediator of the new covenant by means of death, for the redemption of the transgressions
under the first covenant, that those who are called may receive the
promise of the eternal inheritance” (9.14–15). And again, “Seeing
then that we have a great High Priest who has passed through the
heavens, Jesus the Son of God, let us hold fast our confession. For
we do not have a High Priest who cannot sympathize with our
weaknesses, but was in all points tempted as we are, yet without
sin” (4.14–15). It is on the basis of Christ’s humanity that we may
“come boldly to the throne of grace, that we may obtain mercy and
find grace to help in time of need” (Heb 4.14–16). That being true,
we remember that Christ Jesus on earth in bodily form possessed
all the qualities of Godhood (Col 2.9).
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While the humanity of Jesus on earth seems obvious to most,
His essential Deity (God-nature) has not been so obvious to many.
In Jewish usage, the phrase “Son of God” identified the Divine essence or quality of Being as the same as that of the Father. It said
one was of the same nature as Almighty God. Jesus’ Divinity was
claimed by identification as the “Son of God.” The religious leaders
of His day understood that. John tells that “the Jews sought all the
more to kill Him, because He not only broke the Sabbath, but also
said that God was His Father, making Himself equal with God”
(John 5.18). They were brought back to this recognition later when
Jesus said, “I and My Father are one.” They even took up stones to
stone Him. They said, “For a good work we do not stone You, but
for blasphemy, and because You, being a Man, make Yourself God”
(John 10.29–33). At His appearance before the Sanhedrin shortly
before His crucifixion, the one question they all asked was, “Are
You then the Son of God?” He responded, “You rightly say that
I am.” At that, they said, “What further testimony do we need?”
(Luke 22.70–71). Following this they handed him over to Pontius
Pilate saying, “We have a law, and according to our law He ought to
die, because He made Himself the Son of God” (John 19.7).
The truth is, Jesus would have been guilty of blasphemy if he
used the phrase “Son of God” in the way He did, if he were not
“God the Son.” That is what the phrase means. As Christians we
worship Christ believing He is the possessor of Divinity just as the
Father possesses Deity. We believe that because the Father has also
proclaimed it. The writer of Hebrews gave voice to this fact by referring to Christ’s superiority in all things. After having spoken of
the work of the Son in creating the worlds and revealing God’s will,
he said that Christ is “the brightness of His glory and the express
image of His person.” He went on to speak of His “upholding all
things by the word of His power when He had by Himself purged
our sins sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high” (1.1–3).
But he did not stop there. He quoted 2 Samuel 7.14 in which God
the Father said, “I will be to Him a Father and He shall be to Me a
Son.” And then, “when he again brings the firstborn into the world,
He (the Father) says: ‘Let all the angels of God worship Him’” (Heb

What Shall We Think of the Person of Jesus?

 109

1.5–6). Both men and angels may worship only God! For the Father
to call upon His angels to worship the Son can only be interpreted
to identify the Son as God. But go farther. So there is no question,
this text tells us that the Father says to the Son: “Your throne O
God is forever and ever; a scepter of righteousness is the scepter
of Your kingdom” (Heb 1.8). Here we have the Father calling the
Son “God.” How dare we think any less of Him? These affirmations
of the Deity of Christ are confirmed by Jesus’ acting as God even
while on earth. He received worship (John 20.28; et al). He forgave
sins (Mark 2.5–10). He did works beyond the comprehension and
powers of any mortal (John 11.43–44; et al).
At this point we should speak to the “subordination” of Christ
with regard to the Father. Throughout the history of the gospel
age, some in promoting Monarchianism, Unitarianism, and/or
other concepts of there being only one Person of Deity have come
to the conclusion that Christ, if a distinct person, is a lesser god
than the Father. Thus, they argue, the Father and the Son (and the
Holy Spirit) are not equal in substance or essential quality of being.
This perception is usually supported by reference to such passages
as, “the Father is greater than I” (John 14.28), or “God is head of
Christ” (1 Cor 11.3), or “My food is to do the will of Him who sent
me” (John 4.34).
The apostle Paul addresses this issue head-on in Philippians,
chapter two. “Let this mind be in you which was also in Christ Jesus, who being in the form of God, did not consider it robbery to
be equal with God, but made Himself of no reputation, taking the
form of a bond-servant, and coming in the likeness of men. And
being found in appearance as a man, He humbled Himself and became obedient to the point of death, even the death of the cross” (vv
5–8). You will notice that when speaking of His “form” (essential
nature), Paul affirms equality. It certainly would have been robbery
to claim equality with Almighty God the Father (ontological equality) if it were not so. But for the purpose/function of accomplishing
human redemption, Christ voluntarily submitted Himself to the
will of the Father (economic/management inequality). Thus what
Paul is saying by the Holy Spirit is that in Personhood (nature or

110 

Colly Caldwell

essence of being) the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are equal. In role,
however, functioning to accomplish God’s plan for human redemption, the Son (and the Holy Spirit) declared subjection or subordination to the Father. “I have come down from heaven, not to do My
own will, but the will of Him who sent me” (John 6.38). A fitting
example of this in daily life is the position of the wife in a marriage.
She is equal to her husband [note: actually my wife is much better
than I] in personhood; but her role calls for voluntary subjection to
him for the purpose of their relationship to one another.

Philippians 2.5–8
Christ: Equal with God; yet His servant
Father

=

Son

=

Holy Spirit

Personhood: equality

Son

Role: voluntary submission
Illustration: wife to husband

Holy
Spirit
Lord and Christ
Third, we must go back to our starting point for church history, the baptizing of 3,000 believers on the day of Pentecost immediately following Jesus resurrection. What did Peter tell them
to think of Jesus? He said, “Men of Israel, hear these words: Jesus
of Nazareth, a Man (notice: “a Man”) attested by God to you by
miracles, wonders, and signs which God did through Him in your
midst, as you yourselves also know” (Acts 2.22). Jesus was attested
by God to be His Holy One (v 27). And He further testified to Jesus’
Deity by resurrection from the dead (Acts 2.24, 30–32; Rom 1.4)
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and exaltation “to the right hand of God” where He bestowed upon
Him glorification and a universal spiritual kingdom (“the promise
of the Holy Spirit,” v 33). All that being true, I am to think of Jesus
as “Lord” (Master) and “Christ” (the Anointed One) and make my
commitment to serve Him faithfully in life.
The Gospel of John is also specifically designed to provide revelation concerning what God wants Christians to believe about
Jesus. The apostle said: “Truly Jesus did many other signs in the
presence of His disciples which are not written in this book: but
these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the
Son of God, and that believing you may have life in His name”
(John 20.30–31). Notice what is written is what we must think
about Jesus. Paul stated that principle when he said to the Corinthians, “These things, brethren, I have figuratively transferred to
myself and Apollos for your sakes, that you may learn in us not to
think beyond what is written, that none of you may be puffed up
on behalf of one against the other” (1 Cor 4.6).
Does it matter what we believe about Jesus? Of course, it does.
Jesus said, “Except you believe that I am He, you will die in your
sins” (John 5.24). When he sent out His disciples, He said, “All authority has been given to Me in heaven and on earth. Go therefore
and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name
of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them
to observe all things that I have commanded you: and lo, I am with
you always, even to the end of the age” (Matt 28.18–20).
Conclusion
This subject offers a supreme example of some dangers we
should avoid in Bible study: 1) We should be careful not to rationalize and speculate upon the nature and person of Almighty God
using human reasoning. To do so invariably leads to “going beyond” what is written and such is dangerous on any Bible subject.
2) We should not underestimate either the Deity or the humanity
of Christ Jesus. Our curiosity should never be allowed to establish
as doctrine what inspiration does not clearly make known. That
can cause us to teach as Gospel what God has not revealed. 3) We
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should never undervalue the role each of the three possessors of
what is properly identified as Divinity has had in dealing with our
personal salvation and the totality of human redemption.

The Effects of Adam’s Sin
Bill Bynum
Why do we act the way we do? Is there something in our very nature that causes us to do bad things? These are normal questions
that arise from a genuine effort at self-understanding. As Christians, we realize the Bible is the place to look for answers. Yet this
is inherently challenging, since the Bible is not a systematic theology with a couple of chapters devoted to anthropology. Consequently, the effort to piece together information has proven to be
extremely controversial over the centuries.
A quick reading of the earliest Church Fathers shows they did
not spend a great deal of time trying to formulate a detailed anthropological system. They did present a clear and unified picture
of mankind as being sinners who could (and should) respond to
the gospel.
As time passed and other issues began to be resolved, more attention was focused on understanding the nature of man. Efforts
to understand God’s sovereignty as it related to human free will,
practical concerns about moral accountability, and the influence
of Greek philosophy combined to change the landscape. Adam
and Eve’s sin in the garden was seen as the critical starting-point
for addressing these questions. Specifically, did humanity change
as a result of their sin? How were their progeny affected?
Our task is to examine these questions from both an historical
and a Biblical perspective. This effort will involve several parts: an
examination of the impact of Augustine and Calvin, a snapshot
view of the Restoration Movement perspective, a few comments
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on some critical texts, and some practical observations. This survey approach is intended to provide some overall context and
stimulate additional research.
Augustine
Augustine’s influence on western theological thought has led to
him being referred to as “der Paulus nach Paulus und der Luther vor
Luther.” He was a brilliant thinker and prolific writer1 whose influence on western thought would be difficult to overestimate. Though
Augustine would have denied that his conclusions were new or innovative, his work led to the development of a “radically new anthropology.”2 In Contra Julianum Pelagianum he argued that the
earlier patristic writers had held the same views he espoused.3 He
maintained that it was Pelagius who had brought in a new heresy
contrary to the various councils.4 However, prior to his controversy
with Pelagius, the dominant anthropology had viewed the effect of
Adam’s sin largely as environmental, leaving humanity’s ability to
obey God and be pleasing to him essentially intact. Irenaeus reasoned that Adam’s sin had affected the rest of humanity, but man
was still capable of choosing to accept the gospel.5 Origen saw God’s
hating of Esau as the result of Esau’s character as a pre-existent
soul.6 Chrysostom denied that humanity was guilty of Adam’s sin.7
Understanding Augustine’s view of “original sin” requires knowing something about his background. His views were not the result
of an “Aha!” moment while studying the Scriptures, but rather came
as the result of several different threads converging. The first thread
1
Though his Latin was brilliant, his Greek skills were limited. This arguably led to
his poor translation of Romans 5.
2

J. Burns, Theological Anthropology (Fortress 1986), Electronic location 176.

P. Papageorgiou, “Chrysostom and Augustine on the Sin of Adam and Its Consequences,” St. Vladimir’s Theological Quarterly 39 (1995) 2.
3

St. Augustine, On Grace and Free Will, ed. Philp Schaff (GLH Publishing 2017),
Kindle electronic location 201.
4

5
R. Olson, The Story of Christian Theology: Twenty Centuries of Tradition and Reform (Appolos 1999) 75–76.
6

Ibid. 105–106.

7

Papageorgiou, “Chrysostum and Augustine” 11.
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was his earliest educational and philosophical background. Though
his mother was a Christian, he did not take her faith seriously.
While studying philosophy in Carthage to discover the meaning of
life, he lived a life of debauchery. His study of Neo-Platonic thought
on the nature of reality and evil left him convinced that Christianity
could not solve the problem of evil.8 After having been a follower of
Manichaeism for almost a decade,9 he was converted to Christianity in 384 AD. Ambrose, who played a major role in his conversion,
was a Neo-Platonist who demonstrated to Augustine that one could
be intelligent, articulate, and courageous while being a Christian.10
Ambrose, however, was not as influential in his view of original sin
as he is sometimes considered. Ambrosiaster,11 whose theology was
quite different, should receive more credit.12
The second thread was Augustine’s own religious experience
culminating in his famous garden experience. Though desiring to
serve God, he still struggled with his fleshly desires. After Ponticianus had related the impact that the story of St. Anthony had on
his life, Augustine felt ashamed that he was unable to fully give
himself to God. In frustration, he retreated to the garden only to
hear the voice of a child saying “Take and read. Take and read.” Interpreting this as a message from God, he picked up a copy of Romans and read 13.13–14. This experience seemed so overwhelming that he could not have resisted it, and that he was incapable of
having chosen it. It gave him assurance that the propensity to sin,
that he perceived to have come from humanity’s fallen state, had
been broken in his own life.
The third thread that led to his anthropology was the rise of an
influential monk named Pelagius whose view of Adam’s sin was
contrary to both Augustine’s Neo-Platonic thought as well as his
8

Olson, The Story of Christian Theology 257–258.

This part of his background did influence his later theology, but not as much as
Pelagius seemed to believe.
9
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Olson, The Story of Christian Theology 257–258.

Confusing Ambrose with Ambrosiaster by popular writers fed this misunderstanding.
11
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E. Bonaiuti and G. LaPiana, “The Genesis of St. Augustine’s Idea of Original Sin,”
Harvard Theological Review 10 (1917) 161.
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perception of his own experience of conversion. This would prove
a critical moment in the soteriological thought of the church.
Pelagius was a British monk who preached the “natural moral
ability of man.”13 As he traveled throughout the Roman Empire,
especially in Rome, he was appalled by the moral laxity he saw,
especially among the clergy. Pelagius attributed this corruption in
part to the influence of Augustine.14 He saw this moral laxity not
as the result of some moral corruption attributable to Adam, but
to choices people made to disobey God. He believed each person
was born with the same ability to obey God that Adam had before
“the fall.” He built his call to holy living on the idea that since we
can be holy, we should be.15 For him, free will meant the ability
to choose to avoid sin. Though humanity was surrounded by bad
examples, and sin had a genuine allure, those who sinned did so
because of free choice on their part, not because of any uncontrollable predisposition to do so. He was determined to begin his
preaching on holy living with the premise that people are capable,
by their own nature, of living holy lives. This was an expression of
personal accountability. His views of grace were not “weaker” than
Augustine’s, but did see the ultimate expression of God’s grace being manifest in a different way.16
Augustine, who was scandalized by these ideas, accused Pelagius of denying original sin, denying the all-sufficiency of God’s
grace, and preaching sinless perfection.17 Though each of these was
only partially true, Augustine’s opposition to him resulted in his
own fully-developed anthropology and accompanying soteriology.
Augustine’s view of original sin, which evolved significantly
through the years, began with the spiritual condition of infants.
He was sure they needed to be baptized, so there must be a reason

13
R. Seeberg, Text-book of the History of the Doctrines of the Ancient Church, Vol. 1.
(Lutheran Publication Society 1905) 332.
14

Olson, The Story of Christian Theology 267–268.

G. Wiggers, An Historical Presentation of Augustinism and Pelagianism from the
Original Sources (2012), Kindle electronic location 347.
15

16
For a good discussion of the different “perfections” of God’s grace, see J. Barclay’s
Paul and the Gift (Eerdmans 2015).
17

Olson, The Story of Christian Theology 268.
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for that need. He was convinced that if an infant died without being baptized it would be lost.18 Also, the suffering which children
experience must be the result of their sinful nature or God would
not allow it.19
His view of original sin consisted of several constituent parts,
including the actual sin in the garden, our share in that sin due to
our solidarity with Adam as his descendants, our specific inherited guilt, and an inherently corrupted nature. Perhaps Neo-Platonic
influence is nowhere more evident than in his view that before the
“fall” Adam and Eve “had a nature that was ‘impalpable and ethereal’” and that sin caused “an organic modification in human beings
and not a helpless perversion of a fleshly organism already in existence.”20 This, while not being proven, at least provides a more logical
foundation for his subsequent views of how the sin was transmitted.
Consequently, except for Jesus, all descendants of Adam were
born not only guilty of his sin, but with an inherited depravity
and moral corruption. Until God’s gift of love acted on a man, he
was totally incapable of responding to or cooperating with God’s
grace.21 This stance led, perhaps inevitably, to his views which
would later be referred to as “Unconditional Election” and “Irresistible Grace.”22
The ensuing battle between Augustine and Pelagius resulted in
Pelagius being branded a heretic, and the systematized thought of
Augustine being established. The resulting competing theologies
are, in their most basic forms, monergism and synergism. Monergism, espoused by Augustine and later by Reformed Theology, is
the belief that man can do nothing to cooperate with God’s grace.
Synergism, though broader in scope, is the idea that man is capable
of responding to God in such a way as to participate in his own
salvation. The degree to which he is able to participate and the role
this participation plays varies dramatically among synergists.
18
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As influential as Augustine has been historically, his views
were not generally accepted by the church of his day. Something
of a synthesis of the views was uneasily settled on as the Synod of
Orange left proponents of both views unhappy.23 A French monk
named John Cassian helped to create a system that sought to respect the sovereignty of God while allowing the idea of human
free will to be meaningful. He accepted the idea that human nature had been corrupted and salvation was totally dependent on
God’s grace, but denied that the corruption was so complete that
humans were incapable of desiring salvation and thus triggering
God’s grace. Gregory the Great’s seemingly self-contradictory
views added to the confusion contributing to this “Semi-Pelagianism” as it was styled, being the dominant theology, at least on
a popular level, until the Reformation.24
Reformation
Though Ulrich Zwingli was the true father of Reformed Protestant Theology, he was not its best-known voice. John Calvin, born
in 1509, was the leading voice of the Swiss Reformation. He openly
built on the foundation of Augustine’s work. Like Augustine, Calvin saw the sovereignty of God as practically excluding anything
not caused by God. This essentially removes any real meaning
from the idea of free will. Recognizing these limitations, he said
“that man is necessarily, but without compulsion, a sinner establishes no doctrine of free will.”25 The sin of Adam led to mankind
being not only guilty of sin, but fundamentally corrupt. “Original
sin, therefore, seems to be a hereditary depravity and corruption
of our nature, diffused into all parts of the soul, which first makes
us liable to God’s wrath, then also brings forth in us those works
which Scripture calls ‘works of the flesh’ [Gal 5.19].”26 This thoroughly monergistic system required additional mechanisms to
23
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explain how anyone could be saved. If mankind was too corrupt
to respond to God’s grace, God himself had to take the initiative.
This he did by means of the Holy Spirit. “Our will cannot long
for the good without the Holy Spirit.”27 That system in its popular
form with the well-known acronym TULIP was not expressed by
Calvin, but came from the Synod of Dort in 1618–1619. This formulation was the result of opposition against Calvin’s views.
Opposition to the Magisterial Reformation came from those
referred to as the Radical Reformation. The Anabaptists formed
the most influential branch of this movement. Early Radical Reformation leaders came from the ranks of the Reformed theologians.
Balthasar Hubmaier was one of the most important and underappreciated of these. He was Arminian before the man whose name
that school of thought bears. Hubmaier, who was outspokenly
anti-Augustinian, blamed Augustine for “1000 years of Christian
failure” in the area of salvation.28 He vehemently argued that man
retained his ability to freely respond to the gospel in spite of Adam’s sin. He reasoned that since God ordained that the gospel be
preached to everyone, that God has not rendered anyone incapable
of responding.29 He distinguished between the benevolent will of
God which desired all men be saved, and the permissive will of
God which allowed men to choose to respond or reject.30 He used
the analogy which suggested that only a foolish king would give
orders to run to one who was incapable of doing so.31
Jacob Arminius was the Dutch theologian better known for
opposing Calvinism. He denied being Pelagian and insisted that
supernatural grace was necessary for salvation. He was synergistic in that he not only believed God’s grace could be resisted, but
that man had the ability to choose to respond. It was, in his view,
27
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all in God’s hands, but prevenient grace32 was available to all and
resistible. He believed that once freed by prevenient grace the person could cooperate by accepting the salvation by God’s grace.33
Though this view was initially suppressed, it came to be a dominant position in the Protestant world.
As the controversy persisted throughout the centuries, what
fundamentally was the difference between the monergism of Augustine/Calvin and the synergism of other systems? John Mark
Hicks, in describing synergism, helps capture the essence of it. “It
is a cooperative, dynamic relationship between God and humanity. Faith is synergistic in the sense that God yearns for reciprocal
and authentic relationship between himself and his people.”34
For Augustine and especially Calvin, everything is about
achieving the “glory of God.” For Calvin, this glory is accomplished
equally in both the salvation of the elect as well as the damnation
of those predestined to be lost. Even the depraved condition of humanity reflects God’s glory. This emphasis on the glory of God
minimizes his other attributes. It pits his glory against his love,
and essentially eliminates the gospel being the good news of God’s
love, making salvation available to all made in the image of God.
A better solution is to see the glory of God, at its brightest, in his
love that desired to reconcile sinful man to himself by means of
the sacrifice of his Son for all men.
As Hicks said again,
I would offer a different alternative. I believe the glory of God is his
delight in loving his people; the glory of God is the pursuit of a people for himself as he calls every human being into relationship with
himself. The glory of God is the triune fellowship in relation with the
human community. God displays his glory by loving his creation–all
his creation and seeking relation with every person in his creation.
He enjoys his glory by being in authentic relation with those who
32
Prevenient grace, or grace before conversion, is a grace that offsets the results
of Adam’s sin and enables a person to cooperate with the gospel by to some degree
responding.
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respond to his love. The glory of God is loving community; it is other-centered and finds its joy (delight) as being-in-relation. 35

Stone-Campbell Movement
The writings of the earlier influential leaders of this movement
show people solidly within the synergism camp, with views ranging from Pelagian to Arminian. Campbell and Stone were initially products of a religious environment dominated by Calvinist
thought. Their writings reflect their own battles to overcome this
ideology which had at its roots a monergistic view of salvation.
Stone described his own experience of conversion as a battle with
the then-popular idea of total depravity and his own reading of
the Scripture as it related to the call of the gospel. He wrote, “Now
was not then, the accepted time–now was not then, the day of salvation; but it was God’s own sovereign time, and for that time the
sinner must wait.”36 Finally, his sense of the powerful love of God
for all men caused him to reject Calvinism.
Campbell’s experience was quite similar. He described the envy
he had for those who seemed to experience the agony of recognizing their own total depravity while he seemed unable to see his
own situation as so totally hopeless and himself completely lacking the moral ability to respond to God’s commands. In contrast
with this idea of depravity, he saw the Arminians as being almost
unique in teaching that “God is love, and through his son loves
all that obey him.”37 In his highly influential work, The Christian
System, he argues for a partial corruption of human nature. This
corruption varies in degree from person to person, and does not
leave anyone incapable of resisting or obeying God.38
Throughout the history of the early part of the movement the
focus was more on predestination and the limited atonement aspects of Calvinism, but the idea of total depravity was inherent to
their issues with the system as a whole. While views of the impact
35
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of “the fall” varied, they fell firmly within the synergist camp. The
earliest leaders, it seems, tended more towards Arminian views,
but as battles with Calvinists raged over the next generations of
Restoration Movement leaders, the pendulum swung more in the
direction of Pelagianism. It does appear to have moved back to at
least a more Arminian view in the last few years. This may well
reflect the natural course-correction that follows overreaction, but
is likely at least in part because of the resurgence of Reformed Theology generally and the popularity of men like R. C Sproul, John
Piper, John MacArthur, and Timothy Keller as well as the publisher Lifeway, and the website The Gospel Coalition.39
Texts
Augustine’s system, popularized and expanded upon by Calvin,
was an ideology in need of Biblical proof. Appeal was made to many
texts, but the approach was “presuppositional” and a matter of “imposing a theological grid” on the texts.40 In an effort to demonstrate
this, key texts from Romans 5 and 7 will be briefly addressed; but
first, a few observations from the Old Testament will be helpful.
The Old Testament does not contain the Augustinian/Calvinist idea of original sin.41 Peter Enns, in a blog article, does a nice
job of summarizing this.42 Though punishments or curses were
pronounced in the Garden on Adam and Eve, inherited sinfulness
Reformed Theology, which has represented only a small percentage of Protestantism in the US, has enjoyed an explosion of renewed popularity. It presents itself
as a serious theological alternative to the shallow commercially focused mega-church
movement. The Southern Baptists have been thrown into an uproar as an increasing
number graduates of their theological seminaries self-identify as Reformed. This article
is a good place to start for anyone interested in pursuing this topic: <http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2006/september/42.32.html>.
39
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41
Of course passages such as Prov 22.15 and Psa 51.5 have come to be used as evidence to the contrary, but Jewish scholars have never typically understood them this
way.
42
P. Enns, “Five Old Testament Reasons to Rethink ‘Original Sin’,” Patheos (2013).
Accessed July 15, 2017, <http://www.patheos.com/blogs/peterenns/2013/02/5-old-testament-reasons-to-rethink-original-sin/>.

The Effects of Adam's Sin

 123

was not one of them. As Enns wrote, God did not say, “And a third
thing, Adam. From now on, all humanity will be stained by your
act, born in a hopeless and helpless state of sin, thus earning my
displeasure and making them objects of my wrath.” Throughout
the Old Testament, commands were given that God expected people to obey. Often people did obey those commands. People, including Cain in Genesis 4.7,43 were told they could choose to do
right. Also, Adam essentially disappears from the scene of the Old
Testament after Genesis 4. He is not blamed for Cain’s sin, the
flood, or any other evil. Some writings of Second Temple Judaism
and other early pseudepigraphical texts continue in the same vein.
According to the author of the Wisdom of Solomon, it was through
the Devil’s envy death entered the world.44 2 Baruch 54.19 reads,
“Adam is therefore not the cause, save only of his own soul, but
each of us has been the Adam of his own soul.”45 2 Esdras 7.48 says,
“For an evil heart has grown up in us, which has alienated us from
God, and has brought us into corruption and the ways of death,
and has shown us the paths of perdition and removed us far from
life…”46 So if original sin in the Augustinian or Calvinist sense of
the expression is to have any scriptural basis, it must be found in
the New Testament.
As for Romans 5.12–21, Wright observes, “Like an artist in a
hurry, Paul paints with a few large, sweeping strokes on a giant
canvas, creating an overall picture with many details.”47 Since Paul
first penned it, some have been determined to emphatically and
unyieldingly fill in all of those details, often to the perversion of
Paul’s intent. The focus of the text is what God accomplished for
humanity through Jesus. The greatness of this accomplishment is
emphasized by placing this against a negative backdrop of Adam’s

43
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sin. Whether one sees this text as simply showing that because of
the sin of Adam physical death came into the world (as Pelagius
did), or that it includes a spiritual dimension (as Cottrell does),48
or that “each person sins as their own Adam and that because of
their individual sins like Adam’s their death results”49 (as Witherington does), it is clear that the “free gift” of God wrought in Jesus
was abundantly more than adequate to undo the consequences of
Adam’s act. It also seems clear that v 18 does not describe a universalism in either regard, but a contrast between the evil that Adam’s
act brought into the world and the salvation that Jesus’ act made
possible for all. So, while “physical death remains, it is true—the
abiding legacy of Adam—but the gift of righteousness ensures that
physical death is not co-terminus with eternal death. On the contrary, death is ‘swallowed up’ by the more powerful forces of life”50
Thus the text does not address any fundamental moral change that
occurred in Adam’s progeny because of his sin, nor does it suggest
that all here are accounted guilty of Adam’s sin any more than it
argues all are saved through Jesus.
Since the days of Augustine, and later Luther, many have viewed
Romans 7.7–25, especially vv 14–25, as a vivid picture of deprived
humanity incapable of responding to God’s grace. Though a challenging text, even a cursory reading demonstrates that the idea
of a total depravity is not only missing but seems to be refuted by
the contrast between the “I” and the sin that is “dwelling in me.” It
might be tempting from a first reading to see this text as Paul describing his own battle with sin that necessitates him to discipline
his body daily (1 Cor 9.27). However, a more careful reading seems
to lead to a different conclusion.
Though the use of “I” might understandably be seen to mean
Paul is describing himself,51 it may well be the common rhetorical
48
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device of impersonation. The use of the present tense in this section fits well with this device. Significant grammatical and rhetorical changes that occur at the beginning of this section also lend
weight to this idea.52
Yet even if Paul is referring to himself, it does not demonstrate
that he was describing his present situation. When considering
Paul’s emphatic statement that Christians have died to the Law
(7.4), and that there is no reference to walking according to the
Spirit (8.4), and that he insists that Christians are dead to sin and
servants of righteousness, it becomes difficult to imagine Paul is
describing the life of a Christian. The final verse of chapter 7 is
challenging, but may best be seen as a “powerful depiction of the
plight of ‘I’ left to his own merely human resources (auto ego) as it
prepares the way for the contrasting proclamation of liberation at
God’s hand that is to follow (8.1–4).”53 Chapter 7 pictures someone
who is fighting the spiritual battle and losing, in contrast with the
victorious person who, led by the Spirit, is winning.
Who then is Paul describing? It is also hard to square the person described in this text with how Paul described his life before
conversion in other texts, especially Philippians 3. It is more likely
that he is either describing humanity as a whole lost in sin, or Jews
in particular in a failed effort to find justification outside of Christ.
In either case, it is not the pitiful plea of a depraved non-Christian
or a Christian whose free will is in bondage, but of a sinner capable of knowing, understanding, and seeking God’s help with his
condition. Chapter 7, as it transitions into chapter 8, shows the
process of the sinner recognizing that it is only through Jesus that
one can be saved and exult in that victory as he is forgiven.
Implications
The concept of total depravity has soteriological, Christological, and ethical implications. It is a systematic theological paradigm that is superimposed on texts throughout the Bible to make
52
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them appear to say things the authors never envisioned, sacrificing
exegesis in favor of eisegesis.
The Synod of Dort’s TULIP, though Biblically flawed, is a logical
system given the foundation of total depravity. If man is completely incapable of responding positively to God’s will, then a system
must be in place for anyone to be saved. This system will include
things like unconditional Election and irresistible grace.54
It also provides no meaningful explanation for why the Gospel
was consistently preached to crowds offering salvation, if in fact
their destinies were already determined and they were incapable of
responding to the message in a way that would result in salvation.
Thus, God gives commands that those commanded are incapable
of obeying.
The Christological consequences stem from a system that has
depravity inherited through sexual union. For Jesus to be exempt
from these consequences, theories such as the “Virginal Conception” and the “Immaculate Conception” developed. Among Reformed theologians, it leads to an unbiblical view of the significance of the “Virgin Birth.”
Finally, it tends to diminish the idea of personal accountability and responsibility to resist temptation. It gives lip-service to
the idea of free will in people after the “fall,” but reduces it to the
point of being meaningless. It puts a Biblical façade on the idea
that people are simply products of their environment and cannot
be blamed for their behavior.
Consequences of Adam’s Sin
Genesis 3 provides the clearest description of what happened
because of the sin in the Garden. The narrative in vv 7–24 paints
a rapid-fire picture of the fracturing of the relationship between,
not only God and man, but also Adam and Eve. Shame, guilt, fear,
alienation, and mistrust all burst onto the scene. Additionally, the
relationship with the rest of God’s good creation was disrupted.
Rather than a harmonious dominion over it, it became a battle with
54
Augustine’s system did not include perseverance, and from the time of Dort
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thorns and thistles fought with the sweat of Adam’s brow. It left that
non-human creation, to use words of Paul from Romans 8.19–22, in
futility, groaning until now and eagerly awaiting the restoration of
all things. It also, as God had promised, resulted in death as Adam
and Eve’s access to the tree of life was blocked (Gen 3.24).
In addition to these immediate consequences, their sin had an
enormous impact on their progeny. Adam and Eve did not have
parents whose sinful behavior helped shape their own character.
Nor did they spend formative years in a world whose mores were
often diametrically opposed to God’s will. Their descendants not
only came into a world of thorns and sweat, but from their earliest days of personality and character development they needed
to contend with the temptations that accompany these difficulties. They cut their teeth on the fear, guilt, shame, alienation, and
mistrust their parents ushered into the world by their ancestors.
Trying to hide bad behavior, making excuses, and blaming others
became a part of their character even before they reached the age
of moral culpability. They, as Adam and Eve had come to do, had
to deal not only with the reality of death, but also a host of other
spiritual issues connected to the process of aging and death which
themselves bring a plethora of temptations.
Despite these things, there is no hint that the generations that
followed were not capable of doing right and being pleasing to
God. By his grace mankind can respond to his powerful word and
be held accountable when they do not. That same opportunity and
invitation was repeated in the New Testament and remains today.

To What Extent Should Human
Experience Shape Our Reading
of the Bible?
Brian Lewis Crispell
The biblical narrative provides the most spectacular historical account ever recorded. Its divinely-inspired authorship, through the
instruments of multiple writers over a vast span of time, is—literally and by definition—flawless. Yet, it can be misread and misapplied for the clear and obvious reason that it is given to flawed
people who carry their own individual passions and prejudices
into any reading or attempted understanding. At its core, reading
history—a biblical or secular—is to share in a collective memory.
Memories are fragile things, and subject to many dangers, both in
their recording and in the understanding of them. Writers of history provide personal memories, contemporary memories of others or recollections of those living in previous eras. In any case, the
reader seldom has shared the exact moment in time that is written
about; indeed, even in those rare cases, individuals frequently remember events in varying ways. Witnesses to events often differ
in their recounting since individual perceptions are typically influenced by a number of independent factors. In the case of reading
history that is removed from a person’s era or culture, the task of
understanding the past becomes more difficult. The reader is dependent on the veracity of the sources used by a writer of history,
as well as that writer’s honesty and ability. It is small wonder that
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it is difficult to write, or find, reliable historical accounts of secular
history, and why the Bible is utterly unique.
Even when given the inspired, biblical account of past events,
mankind has had difficulty in fairly reading and honestly applying
the teachings and principles found in it. The matters of individual experience, chronological age and relative maturity, as well as
hard-gained wisdom, all play vital parts in a reader’s understanding
and application of Scripture, and those component pieces, fitting
together with our unique personalities have caused, and continue
to generate, various “views” of the inspired text. There is no practical way to divide our human experience from our own, individual
readings of the Bible. Rather, the real matter is how to harness the
experiences that have been allowed to us and read Scripture as
fairly and honestly as possible—shorn of bias, presumptions driven by our own times, or edited to meet our societal expectations.
In 2005, David McCullough ruminated on the matter of studying history, and the inherent problems involved in helping someone
properly understand the past. McCullough reflected that “…there
was never anything like the past. Nobody lived in the past … Jefferson, Adams, Washington—they didn’t walk around saying, `Isn’t
this fascinating, living in the past?’ They lived in the present just
as we do. The difference was it was their present, not ours.” McCullough’s point in that observation was that considering a historical figure in the context of the time studied is the most vital factor
in assembling a truthful rendition of history—without pre-loading
later cultural suppositions into research and writing, or unfairly
treating a historical figure by demanding flawless assumptions and
faultless decisions by that person based on consequences of personal actions and other multiple factors within his society which
would be wholly unknown during a daily flow of events. In short,
McCullough emphasized the necessity of remembering that historical figures, like we all, live in dynamic, not static, worlds. Thus, to
accept that each person lives in “their present,” remains a key factor
in treating the past honorably and with fairness.1
1
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As one of our most prominent and accomplished authors, McCullough’s work extends from studying the Johnstown flood to
the impact of Paris on 19th century Americans. Perhaps his most
well-known research and writing, though, has been focused on
two prominent Americans. McCullough’s thoroughness and fairness in writing biographies of both Harry S. Truman and John
Adams caused significant reappraisals of those individuals and
their presidencies. Both Truman and Adams, as public officials
and as private citizens, had previously endured their legacies being tarnished by writers who disagreed with them personally and
politically, and consequently the life and career of each man was
deconstructed, with little regard to context. McCullough refused
to participate in the historian’s “echo chamber” concerning either
president, and examined both outside of the vacuum that had been
created by previous writers who had sought to marginalize both
men historically, while deriding them personally. Consequently, McCullough’s magisterial biographies framed each man, both
flawed as every man is, within respective historical narratives providing a treatment and assessment of their dramatic successes and
dismal failures in the contexts of “their present.”2
In many ways, reading history takes the same sort of discipline
and fairness exercised by McCullough in researching and writing it. Many read the past with a judgmental, or even jaundiced,
eye: hypercritical of events and individuals, self-assured that they
would behave better or be more apt to be correct than the historical figures in question. Injecting the cultural self-righteousness endemic to every age, modern readers frequently cannot fathom that
George Washington would own a slave, that FDR and Earl Warren
would intern Japanese-Americans during the Second World War,
or that Martin Luther King, Jr. plagiarized. Readers seemingly divorce Washington from Virginia society, FDR and Warren from
the shock and fear of 1942, and King from the pressure cooker of
graduate studies. Too quickly, readers forget the two most powerful and important absolutes in studying the past: man is sinful
2
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and our Father is holy. Far too frequently, even disciples discount
that our Father has always employed imperfect mankind to carry
out His perfect will—in ways reflecting His eternal lovingkindness. As a result, the unfairness of attempting to force historical
figures and event into the constantly shifting, politically-correct
molds of the present age only harms understanding by generating
either crudely-drawn caricatures in place of flesh and blood, or by
a complete turning away from historical events which cannot be
squared with a reader’s predispositions regarding what is “right,”
or “fair,” or “moral.” How we read truly matters, whether in 21st
century or in the first century.
At various junctures in the Gospel accounts, the Lord challenged His listeners to carefully consider Scripture and think
fairly and critically. This was especially the case when countering those who made themselves His enemies—so often the Jewish
teachers and scribes of His society—and often challenged them to
juxtapose their opposition to His ministry with “the Law and the
Prophets.” Perhaps most famously, in Luke 10.25–29, when “…a
lawyer put Him to the test…” concerning inheriting eternal life,
Messiah simply asked: “What is written in the Law? How does it
read to you?” Yet, even following the lawyer’s recitation of Deuteronomy 6.5 and Leviticus 19.18, concerning love for God and man,
and the Lord’s assurance “Do this and you will live,” the lawyer
sought “…to justify himself, (and) he said to Jesus, `And who is my
neighbor?’” What followed—the parabolic teaching of the “Good
Samaritan” (Luke 10.30–37) –seems a direct response to how this
expert in the Jewish law chose to have his human experience shape
his understanding of God’s revealed will. In short, Jesus allowed
the lawyer to illustrate a prevalent first century Jewish view of
the world that simply rejected anyone other than a fellow Jew as a
“neighbor.” Further, this exchange and Jesus’s teaching pointed to
how it clearly bordered on the ludicrous for a first century Jew to
consider that a Samaritan — a “dog” or “half-breed” in the prevailing Jewish mindset—might possibly carry out the will of God in a
superior fashion to a Jew.3
3
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Jesus’s cutting use of a Samaritan as a case study for merciful
treatment of a “neighbor” made a resounding point: the lawyer in
Luke 10 had chosen to “read the Law” with a pronounced personal
prejudice and within a Jewish perception of history—so, of course,
he sought “…to justify himself.” To somehow “justify,” as if anyone squares himself with our Father’s standards, apart from our
intercessor; our mediator; our Lord. Of course, it takes the initial
acceptance of Jesus as Lord to affect a proper understanding of justification, and a bowing to His authority. Yet, even for His disciples
today—if we are not careful—our view of Scripture may be just as
poorly framed as that Jewish expert in the law. Either by mistake or
intent, Scripture can be read with a perception and prejudice that
ignores the intent of God’s principles or the Lord’s teaching. That
is so, since our framework of understanding exists in a time and
context far removed from Galilee of two millennia past, and because all people are tempted by the siren song of self-justification.
The evident reality that no person ever lives in a vacuum has
consequences. The matter of considering God’s revealed will,
whether by a Jewish contemporary of the Lord, or a 21st century
disciple of Him, is a matter inevitably enmeshed with—and really
at the mercy of—individual experiences, biases, and abilities that
are formed and exercised within the boundaries of a bookended
period of time. That those factors have consequences for our reading, understanding, and interpretation of historical events is wholly unsurprising. Reading and understanding the past is fascinating,
challenging, and enriching, but also a slippery pursuit, whether
that study of the past is based on a reading of inspired writing, or
of a secular historian. Who “I am”—in terms of historical setting,
intellectual preparation, social instincts (as formed by broad, personal and familial interactions), and maturity—absolutely assembles an inescapable frame of reference for any reading of the past.
The question is not whether the human experience shapes this; it is
rather a question of how that experience is harnessed to more fully
engage a reader with a text—inspired or uninspired—and offer a
richer understanding of it, or if that human experience creates a
climate that warps the message and meaning of the past. A fur-
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ther, more shrouded, matter is how our Father uses our time, space
and experience to help shape our understanding. At the crux of
that first question are the essential matters of intellectual honesty,
the pursuit of historical fact, and objectivity. “How I read” the past
then often centers on, in effect, my character. The matter of the
second question centers on God’s providence.
Bias and objectivity have long been opposite reference points
for writing about and studying the past. The earliest Western historians, Herodotus and Thucydides, considered that matter in
writing the accounts of the Persian Wars and Peloponnesian Wars,
and apparently never let it enter their minds to be objective. To
each, the question of telling the stories of Marathon, Salamis, and
Thermopylae, the oratory of Pericles, the Sicilian Expedition and
pulling down of the “Long Walls” of Athens were simply figured
as opportunities to ensure that the story of their civilization was
convincingly told from one point of view, thus ensuring a historical narrative that favored the Hellenes above all. Wrapped within
the recounting of the Persian Wars, Herodotus aimed to ensure
his readers understood the Persians as barbaric enemies, not as
the repository of the earliest forms of their civilization. Even more
finely to the point, it is impossible to read Pericles’s famed “Funeral Oration,” as furnished by Thucydides, without being impressed
by Athenian leader’s patriotism, the unvarnished and unabashed
effort to glorify Athens at the expense of other Hellenistic cities.
In stirring tones, the great and flawed Pericles pointed to the exceptional nature of his beloved home city and concluded, in part,
that: “Athens is the teacher of Hellas… . ”4
In the generation following the Peloponnesian Wars, Xenophon displayed his grasp of such methods. His Hellenica rejected
the notion of outsiders so thoroughly that the writer’s name lives
on in our language, as “xenophobia” is the fear and loathing of outsiders. The writings of classical historians are the furthest thing
from “objective,” yet they are still considered standard sources in
the study of antiquity. Nor was the Hellenistic world unique in this
style. The parallel Lives, written by the Roman figure Plutarch in
4
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circa AD 90, contain fantastic suppositions and blatant favoritism.
Yet, as with his Greek counterparts, that work still remains broadly quoted and used by scholars. Indeed, for a historical figure to
have earned “a Life by Plutarch,” remains the gold standard of historical importance to many scholars. In presenting studies of individual character and virtue, Plutarch was not aiming at historical
truth, but “to draw men’s lives” as illustrations to instruct. Historical objectivity was simply not the goal; in contrast, the accounting of the past—whether by Plutarch, Xenophon, Thucydides, or
Herodotus—was seen as a tool in shaping individuals and society.5
In comparison to the secular accounts of antiquity, what makes
the biblical narrative so shocking—and, not coincidentally, helps
stamp it as authentic—is the Spirit’s revealing of human nature
in all its complexity in the pages of the Bible: mankind’s cruelty
and goodness, its sublimity and baseness. It is brutally objective
in its treatment of the human element within God’s creation. In
many ways, the story of David provides the Spirit’s standard for
historical narrative in microcosm: a great and gifted warrior-king
waylaid by his own selfishness and consequent sins, facing and
accepting destructive consequences, yet forgiven by God (2 Sam
11–12). Our Father employs objectivity in illustrating this very human experience to teach us, encourage us, and warn us.
The next matter in considering “how we read” an account like
David’s is how our own experiences shape that reading. There is a
reason why so many exclaim that re-reading Scripture brings new
insights, or how “we read something new” in the text even after
dozens of readings of the same inspired passage. Of course, it is
not that the words on the page have changed, but it is the believer
who reads and changes over time. Maturity, experience, difficulties
and achievements all shape how we read. Indeed, many believers
are far more sympathetic to David the older they become, as they
realize just how many weapons our enemy can potentially array
against us. We realize, increasingly so each day lived as a disciple,
that the faith of David is real; the flaws of David are profound, consequences of sin are inevitable, and the forgiveness of our Father
5
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is total. All those matters become more thoroughly crystalized as
our own lives change through time and within the days given us.
The rendering of the human condition by the inspired Word
fulfills, in so many ways, the purpose of instructing mankind in
becoming more like our elder Brother. That work in us, though
His Word, and in spite of our flawed choices, is by nature a matter of transformation. That matter of transformation is rooted in
“how we read” and instructed by our own perceptions of ourselves.
Consequently, should we choose to be intellectually honest about
ourselves and the nature of man as so clearly pointed out by past
events and the Word, a conversion from human-driven desires to
a life driven by spiritual principles and Biblical authority is the key
matter of our daily lives. The objectivity of the Word dovetails with
an individual’s own experience to point a believer to the necessity
of conversion. While the heart, mind and intellect of the believer—
regardless of the era in which he lives—is central in this, so too is
the Spirit’s chronicling of human behavior. In fact, the transformative power of the Word would be impossible to illustrate without
Peter’s impulsiveness; John’s ambition, and Saul of Tarsus’s ill-directed zeal. In parallel fashion, any comparison of our lives before
and after baptism should illustrate conversion and transformation.
The work of the Spirit, in telling an unsparing tale of those
“made in the image of God,” is remarkable, and stands in stark
contrast to the efforts of man. It is difficult, if not well-nigh impossible at times, for mere mortals to trust in objective examples.
So, the English have their King Arthur, the French and Germans
have their Charlemagne and Barbarossa, and Alabamians have
their Bear Bryant; all doers of legendary deeds, each revered in
his own realm, while feared in others. Nor is this very human
need confined to the West. In Asia, the Japanese have the legendary tales of the sword, the jewels, the mirror, and divinely-given
islands, legends once taken so much as “settled science” among
that people to the extent that the Imperial Japanese forces in the
Pacific War of 1941–1945 chose to fight to the death rather than
surrender and expose their sacred land, along with their “divine”
emperor, to an invader.
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Even our own youthful country has looked to images of George
Washington and Abraham Lincoln which were fanciful. Our first
president was an utterly remarkable individual—faithful, honest, courageous—who hardly needed the cultural accoutrements
afforded by stories of him illustrating his physical strength by
throwing a silver dollar across the Potomac, or admitting to chopping down a cherry tree as a boy because “I cannot tell a lie.” Our
sixteenth president’s steely resolve to uphold his oath by “preserving, defending and protecting the Constitution…” and so refuse to
allow the nation to be splintered, and then to later take the audacious step of issuing an Emancipation Proclamation in the midst
of an increasingly unpopular war is part of an amazing set of facts
which did not need the layering on of myth after his tragic death.
Yet, apotheosis began the moment after the disaster in Ford’s Theatre led to that demise.
The great counterweight to Lincoln’s cause was perhaps the finest officer ever produced in our country’s history, Robert E. Lee.
Lee’s campaigns are still parsed and pondered at West Point. He
possessed an innate talent and learned ability to read battlefields
and lead men in those fields, thus resulting in strategic and tactical
brilliance on the fields of Chancellorsville, Second Manassas, and
elsewhere. Consequently, “Marse Lee” should simply be remembered as an outstanding general. Instead, succeeding generations
have made Lee into various sorts of a cultural icon and symbol. Indeed, he became—indeed, remains—more (and less) than he was
in life, as do Washington and Lincoln. Alone among developed
nations, we Americans have documents detailing our arguments
to gain independence, establish our nation, tear it apart, make our
mistakes, achieve great deeds and seek to expand an exceptional American democratic society within the ideals of a republican,
constitutional frame. Still, we seem to seek something beyond that
to hold onto as a people. Perhaps Joseph Campbell was right: society needs mythology; human societies desperately seek heroes.6
This, too, is what sets the inspired text apart: it alone offers true
hope, but it is no mythology, and it is not the weaving together of
6

J. Campbell and B. Moyers, The Power of Myth (Anchor Press 1988).
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heroic tales. Clearly, our Father sought, and seeks, to tell us how
individuals and reality truly are, and not as we hope them to be.
Yet, by His grace, he allows us follow the Way: from the consequences of a flawed nature to the choices made to bring us home
to Him. Through that endeavor, we find our salvation.
To be sure, some have allowed legendary—or at least uninspired—writings and traditions to take equal primacy with the
Bible, from venerating the “early Church Fathers” to pairing codified human traditions alongside the biblical account, and considering both as authoritative. That type of “creedal” faith is historically the gateway to denominationalism. That sectarian tendency,
as chronicled for multiple generations, is seemingly rooted in our
very human natures. Indeed, the problem frequently crippling
mankind’s opportunity to follow the Way is often most clearly
manifest in allowing our God-given intellect and experiences to
convince us that we can choose to supplement our reading of the
inspired text in the utterly vain belief that “authentic” Christianity cannot be lived by a simple adherence to the biblical text.
Certainly, while this might be driven simply by a desire to justify
individual choices, it seems more frequently the realm of elitism
and intellectual arrogance masquerading as spirituality. The extension of a faulty belief that an individual’s experience allows
them unique insight and knowledge not reserved to others can
lead to false confidence in a type of “continuing divine revelation”
through the Spirit. Whether found in the life of Anne Hutchinson
in 1630’s New England, or during this present year in post-modern America, historical evidence proves that the Quixotic thirst
for “knowledge” and “direction” given by the Spirit—apart from
Scripture—uniformly has led further from, and not closer to,
New Testament Christianity.
While confidence in the human experience and knowledge may
not directly lead to the type of arrogance and elitism illustrated by
the espousal of human creeds or continuing “divine” revelations,
it certainly may drive individuals to seek refuge in elements of
Scripture that are comfortable, familiar and seemingly useful to a
reader at the cost of truly “reading” the whole of Scripture. At two
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junctures in the first Gospel account, Matthew 9.11–13 and 12.1–
9, Messiah challenged the Pharisees to follow the law within God’s
principles—and not mortgage those principles at the expense of
executing the law. When those Jewish leaders aimed to condemn
Him, first for “…eating with tax collectors and sinners…” and then
for permitting “work” on the Sabbath when His disciples plucked
grain to eat, the Lord pointed to our Father’s principles as enunciated in Hosea 6.6: “…I delight in loyalty rather than sacrifice,
and in the knowledge of God rather than in burnt offering.” The
Lord’s directions and admonitions to the Pharisees concerning
that principle: “But go and learn what this means…” (Matt 9.13),
and “But if you had known what this means…” (Matt 12.7) did not
speak to an intellectual ignorance on their part—as they famously
“knew” the law—but to a spiritual laziness. In short, it was easier for the Pharisees to hold on to a Law that they were zealous
to protect, assuming that absolute adherence would allow them
to be sheltered as God’s People, rather than seek to fully employ
God’s less structured, contextual principles of justice, mercy and
humility; compassion, loyalty and holiness. Those vital principles
that God provided for His people across time and testamental eras
are what the French elegantly term the habitudes d’coeur. Far less
easily codified, these “habits of the heart” are rooted in an honest
reading of what our Father wills for us to do and be. Without those
habitudes, a following or recitation of law is at least inconsequential, and at most hypocritical.
In Pharisaical fashion, modern disciples of Him also potentially risk allowing a confidence in “knowing Scripture” to be substituted for a faithful, humble and useful life of service as a subject
in His kingdom. It is far easier to assume that our understanding of what our Father desires can be reduced to the proverbial
“checklist” of Christian works and observations, rather than to
grasp that the whole of God’s revealed Word provides the spiritual
context for walking after Him. It is a natural tendency to desire to
be and do “right;” any sensible person would want to please God
by obeying Him as a faithful child. Yet, that takes work to truly
read Scripture—not as a series of proof-texts, nor as a sequence of
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debating points, but as a spiritual roadmap with absolute guideposts designed to help us and others journey from Earth to heaven
after a life of service. Our understanding and ability to accurately
apply Scripture truly hinges on the years and experiences that our
Father provides, which certainly develops our perception of Him
and our belief in Jesus as Messiah.
In fact, the writing and study of all history is shaped by perception and belief. Whether of the ancient Greeks and Romans,
the even more ancient Japanese civilization, the chronicling of
the American “War Between the States,” or the more recent and
narrowly-drawn retelling of the epic Dunkirk evacuation (in yet
another disappointing “historical” film), what is believed and understood as “valuable” is what sets the basis for a telling of events.
Consequently, history is, and has been, frequently warped. It can
easily be used as a therapeutic exercise to “find” explanations for
behavior, provide justifications for national ambition, or boost
support for belief systems. The recording of the past leans heavily on choices, and those choices of sources and stories, as well as
choices of words and phrases to relate those matters, are inevitably
colored by who we are and what we believe. Thus, what we choose
to write about, and how we do so says much about us as a people.
So, too, our Father. The choices, made at a moment in time, carry
with them the intent of the writer and the context of the time in
which those decisions led to the record of the past. This is especially so when considering Scripture. Remaining faithful to both
the intent and the context when reading the past, especially as the
Spirit recorded it, makes a crucial difference in whether or not it is
properly understood, and consequently how it is used as example
and for direction. Essentially, the question of whether a reader is
faithful to intent and context can be equated as a proper respect
for the authority of what is recorded, and for the writer.
One of the great jurists in the past half century—perhaps, indeed, the mightiest in intellect and ability—was Antonin Scalia.
As an associate justice on the U.S. Supreme Court, Justice Scalia
had few peers and no superiors in how he analyzed cases in light of
our fundamental documents and intent of our Founding Fathers.
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His consistent determination to seek the “original intent” of a law,
and to follow the meaning of the “original text,” made Scalia an
“originalist” and a “textualist.” In short, he held to the notion—
increasingly unique in a post-modern world that rejects absolute
values and, thus, a moral basis for a secular society—that words
have definite meanings which can be understood and consistently
used over time. Further, he held that events have context that provide explanation for words and ideas, and that the principles and
intent of historical figures ought not to be discarded for the sake
of contemporary desires or predispositions. Scalia’s working thesis
regarding the role of the judiciary remained that law should be enforced and applied to society as the writers of that law—typically
functioning within a legislative branch of our American system
of government—intended. To be precise, he figured that jurists
had no place in “interpreting” a law in a way that changed that
original meaning and intent. If a law violated the tenants of the
American Constitution, then that was a violation in terms of consistency; however, excepting that unusual situation, Scalia firmly
held that courts ought not be about the business of the legislative
branch and change a law to effect a change in society by adhering to changeable political thought, or some personal opinion on
a court. The guiding principle for Scalia, and others reflecting his
“originalist” and “textualist” philosophy, was that the consistent
rule of law matters. Indeed, that it is the law that sets parameters
for a free people, and so should not be meddled with outside of the
consent of the governed. To have a court, or courts, determine to
do otherwise seemed—obviously to Scalia or any other unbiased
observer—to be simply undemocratic. In short, Scalia respected
the authority of the people of the United States and those legislators who served as their delegates in elected assemblies.7
A similar example of textualism and originalism is employed
by those claiming to wear the Lord’s name today. Disciples of Him
claim to follow in a “textual” and “original” way, to respect the
revealed will of the Father and His authority to set the parame7
A. Scalia and B. Gardner, Reading Law and the Interpretation of the Legal Text
(West Publishing 2012).
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ters for our lives. Yet, the fact of the matter is that that is a high
bar to set, simply because of the central problem of not allowing
our historical context and personal prejudices to color our rendering of Scripture. The temptation, in virtually every era, is for
individuals to show contempt for ideas, events and people of the
past. That occurs with secular history—both when it is written
and also when it is read—and so, unsurprisingly, it is clearly evident when considering the level of disregard for biblical authority today. Contempt for the past, when cobbled together with a
rejection of absolute principles, has led to wholesale discarding
of ideals, principles and authority. That is especially so when considering the Bible. The notion that succeeding generations have
successfully navigated the course of the human condition to a degree that each is more “enlightened” that the last has been rooted
for the past 150 years in the theories supporting social evolution,
the urge to “revise” understandings of the past to suit an “evolving” present, and the utter rejection of absolute parameters in exchange for a “relativistic” and “pragmatic” view of what should
stand as cultural norms. How we read certainly matters.
The most profound trap of modern times is the equation of
industrial and technological advances with a willing suspension
of disbelief regarding corresponding leaps in the nature of mankind. It is no accident that the revolution in industrial production,
from the mid-18th to the latter 19th century, the parallel shift in
transportation into the 21st century from steam engine and train
to automobile and airplane to reaching the Moon and aiming beyond, the breakthroughs in communication, the shift from the
“lightning wire” of the telegraph to telephones, cellular service
and internet-based solutions, have dovetailed with an increasing
confidence in the quality of the human condition. This, despite
the fact that the two most devastating wars in human history
took place in the very heart, and largely as a consequence, of the
era when some of the most astounding scientific breakthroughs
were being made. Making steel more efficiently did not make
mankind more holy. Fixed wing flight did not generate goodwill
among all, and splitting the atom only fed the consistent tenden-
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cy of man to desire possession of power to his own detriment.
One of the largest questions, many assert, confronting the next
generations is how to develop and control artificial intelligence
within moral parameters—an especially slippery task when moral parameters have largely been exposed to the erosion of evolution, relativism, and pragmatism. Through all secular developments remain the two constants of God’s nature and mankind’s
nature—as revealed, even if ignored. Such ignoring of those essential natures typically lasts until the next catastrophe caused
by individual and societal choices.
As, in the secular parallel, Justice Scalia waged intellectual
warfare to retain the original intent within the proper historical
context of the nation’s legal documents, so believers wage spiritual
and intellectual battle in maintaining the integrity of the Word
in a world that has exchanged the importance of the eternal and
spiritual for the temporal and physical realities that shift with each
generation in every society. The easy and lazy exercise in reading
the past, whether inspired or not, involves simply molding the
ideas and principles, teaching and recounting, to whatever time is
currently lived in. Discounting the past while attempting to read
it seems a fool’s errand, but one doggedly run by anyone seeking
re-make events into a version of their liking, or aiming to use historical figures as strawmen to be knocked down, to satisfy contemporary culture. The question of what to do with law, God-inspired
or secular, when it is not desired, is answered in similar fashion.
While efforts to “interpret” history or law differently than previous
eras has taken on the cloaks of “revisionism” and “relativism,” the
reality is that those efforts are shaped by those believing that accumulated knowledge can be substituted for moral absolutes. The
next step seems certain for individuals so certain of their own abilities and achievements: the belief that without moral absolutes as
grounded in Biblical authority, greater individual liberty is gained.
The limits of allowing human experience to shape a reading of the
Bible, at this point, have been long-since reached and surpassed.
Certainly, the desire to “revise” history to suit societal needs
or desires did not begin in the modern era. Indeed, in Jesus’s day,
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some Jews proudly declared: “We are Abraham’s descendants and
have never yet been enslaved to anyone… .” (John 8.33) The stewardship of the past is the work of every generation, and will always
be much-abused. God allows us memories as part of our instruction and guidance; to correct and mold us. Even secular writers
and scholars have argued that a careful reading of history “causes
us to behave better;” it inspires, cautions and provides valuable examples. Yet, our Father has always known that, and the Old Testament accounts bear witness to that aim, as well as the New Testament writings. Our gaining from Scripture is truly molded by
our human experiences, both as individuals, within local congregations, and across broader societies. It is when we allow that experience to enrich, and not replace, the understanding of Scripture
that we see yet another evidence of God’s grace and love for us.
Long ago in Galilee, the Pharisees, Sadducees and scribes of
Jesus’s day, the most learned and respected Jewish men of that
age, were blinded, as so often and eloquently pointed out within
John’s great gospel, to the reality that Messiah had come. Their
own knowledge, their own human experience, and their own intellectual arrogance, along with their willful ignoring of fundamental spiritual principles in a supposed application of a physical law,
kept them from seeing Jesus (John 9). The warning is clear for us
across the millennia. Yet, that is only the most profound case study
in knowing the limits that human experience should have in our
spiritual lives that are shaped by reading the Bible. Now, as 2,000
years ago, it truly takes a firm reliance on Him to fully embrace
and trust the only Way truly leading us home.

The Pervasive Influence of
Reformation Thought
Alan Cornett
“The individual is foolish … but the species is wise… .”
– Edmund Burke
“Do not move the ancient landmark that your fathers have set.”
– Proverbs 22.28

Of all the events in human history since the first century there
may be none more significant than Martin Luther nailing his
Ninety-Five Theses on the door of the Wittenberg Schlosskirche
500 years ago. We use that as a convenient marker for the beginning of what is commonly known as The Reformation. The Reformation is varied, widespread, and complicated, but Luther broke
the dam that unleashed a torrent of theological debate resulting
in the tumultuous religious landscape we have today, for good and
for ill. And without question, we in churches of Christ are Luther’s
theological descendants whether we like it or not. We must understand this history, accept the reality of it, and then we can ask how
should we ought to interact with that history and the scholarship
that springs from it.
To any academic observer, churches of Christ are clearly downstream from Luther, a branch of a branch of a branch trickling
along. Yet as someone raised in churches of Christ, attending
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them for nearly half a century, and working full time with churches for almost two decades, I am well aware of the uncomfortable
relationship we in churches of Christ have with the Reformation
and Protestantism qua Protestantism, a discomfort that can result
in outright denial of historical reality in some instances.
My hope here is to touch on the intellectual legacy of the Reformation, how those in the Campbell-Stone tradition have embraced
those ideas (even when explicitly saying otherwise at times), and
how some theological self-examination might help churches of
Christ in our Restorationist quest, a quest I believe to essential.
The Reformation and Its Impact
The Reformation was the first mass-media movement in the
history of the world. Without the development of movable type
by Johann Gutenberg in the 15th century, there simply could not
have been the Reformation of the 16th century as we know it. As a
Bible-focused movement, the Restoration needed the widespread
distribution of Bibles that printing from movable type made possible. But even beyond that was the dissemination of Biblical interpretation and commentary in the form of tracts and books that
transformed the thinking of millions of Europeans and irrevocably transformed the culture of the West. As Diarmaid MacCulloch
well states, “a religion of the book, needs books.”1
The new widespread availability of books changed the scholar’s work from being a copyist (a “scribe” in the Biblical usage) to
being a reader of now widely available works. It was a process that
undermined received authority.2 The availability of reading material also spurred literacy and reading itself: “a solo activity.”3 This
isolated the reader from what had been a congregational, and thus
a community, activity in receiving Biblical learning and instruction. “The worry was that the laity would spend too much time
reading and not listening to sermons.”4 We might chuckle at the
1

D. MacCullouch, The Reformation (Viking Press 2003) 70.

2

Ibid. 71.

3

Ibid. 72.

4

Ibid. 70.
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idea, but the rise of the individual and individualism versus a more
community-oriented culture can be directly tied to the time of the
Reformation. The Reformation’s individualism led to an emphasis
on private conscience tied to one’s own personal understanding
of Scripture. One cannot help but think of the ordination of the
young Barton W. Stone in 1798. When asked of his acceptance of
the Westminster Confession, Stone stated his agreement “as far as
I see it consistent with the Word of God.”5 Of course, Stone would
later walk away from the Presbyterian Church entirely, guided by
his conscience and understanding of the Word of God, to be one of
the instrumental figures in the American Restoration Movement.
Historian Russell Kirk sums up this shift in theological mindset, albeit from a Catholic perspective:
For truth, the Catholics turned to Authority; for truth, the Protestants turned to Private Judgment. By Authority, the Catholics meant
the teaching authority of the whole Church, over the centuries, as
expressed in Scripture, in tradition, in the works of the Fathers and
Doctors of the Church, in the consensus of church councils, in the
sayings and acts of saints, in papal decretals. By Private Judgment,
the Protestant meant the individual Christian’s interpretation of the
Bible, in the light of conscience, for the guiding of his actions. Thus
Protestantism was intensely Biblical, believing that every man must
come to know fully the Old Testament and the New, for the tutoring
of his conscience.6

Our defenses might go up at the characterization, but without
question it well captures the differing mindsets with the caveat
that certainly there exists a Tradition-Private Judgment spectrum
on which one may fall.
The Reformation was a dramatic religious shift, but then
also of necessity a dramatic cultural shift for Western Europe.
Culture follows “the cult,” the religion of a people. As T. S. Eliot
writes, “what is part of our culture is also part of our lived religion.” 7 Thus we have the famous (and oft-challenged) work by
5
W. E. Garrison and A.T. DeGroot, The Disciples of Christ: A History (Christian
Board of Publication 1948) 98.
6

Kirk, The Roots of American Order. 3rd ed. (Regnery Gateway 1991) 233–4.

7

T. S. Eliot, Notes Towards the Definition of Culture (Harcourt Brace and Company

148 

Alan Cornett

Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism,
which argues that Protestant theological understandings (e.g., the
doctrine of predestination and the idea of “the calling”) provided
fertile ground for the development of the Protestant work ethic
and the flourishing of capitalism. Others, such as the Catholic
historian Christopher Dawson, have (almost certainly correctly)
seen nationalism and modern totalitarian ideologies spring from
the seeds of Protestantism.8
For our own purposes, though, we must understand that the
Reformation was very much a restorationist movement in keeping
with the intentions of the Stone-Campbell Movement of the Second Great Awakening in the early 19th Century. In a quote particularly congenial to those in modern churches of Christ, historian
Russell Kirk writes, “The Protestant Reformers believed that they
were reasserting and reviving the teachings of the early Church of
Christ.”9 Dawson agrees:
As Calvin writes, the history of the church is a series of resurrections. Again and again the church becomes corrupt, the Word is no
longer preached, life seems extinct, until God once more sends forth
prophets and teachers to bear witness to the truth and to reveal the
evangelical doctrine in its pristine purity. Thus the Reformation may
be compared to the Renaissance since it was an attempt to go back
behind the Middle Ages, to wipe out a thousand years of historical
development and to restore the Christian religion to its primitive
“classical” form.10

Thus while we in churches of Christ eschew denominational
labels and even the term “Protestant” for ourselves, those notions
are very much in the spirit of the Reformation.
So when Alexander Campbell and Barton W. Stone rejected the
Presbyterianism of their youth they did so in keeping with a very

1949) 30.

8
See C. Dawson, The Judgment of the Nations (Catholic University Press 2011
[1942]) and The Movement of World Revolution (Catholic University Press 2013 [1959]).
9

R. Kirk, Roots of American Order 230.

C. Dawson, Christianity and Culture: Selections from the Writings of Christopher
Dawson (https://archive.org/details/ChristianityAndCultureSelectionsFromTheWritingsOfChristopherDawson_989).
10
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Protestant notion—even a Calvinist notion!—of rejecting the inevitable corruption of time to regain primitive purity.
While the Stone-Campbell Movement stands within the
stream of Reformation credited to Luther, we may be more collateral descendants of Luther and direct descendants of the Reformer Ulrich Zwingli. Zwingli was an early disciple of Erasmus, the
great Catholic Humanist. Erasmus helped pave the way for Zwingli and their Restorationist work with his own focus on recovering
the Bible in its original language, embracing the Greek text that
had been largely abandoned for the Latin Vulgate. The influence of
Erasmus on Zwingli was immense:
Erasmus persuaded Zwingli to jettison the medieval doctors once
for all, to put aside even the classics in which he honestly delighted,
and to commit himself profoundly to the Christian sources, namely
the New Testament and its earliest interpreters, the Fathers. It was
this reverence for the sources, this rigorous intellectual discipline in
uncovering them, this passion to learn the biblical languages, that
Zwingli owed to Erasmus.11

This devotion to Scripture itself had its outworking in a
then-radical approach to preaching when Zwingli began preaching at the cathedral in Zurich in 1519. “To everyone’s surprise,
he began his preaching by putting aside the prescribed homilies
and preaching through the Gospel of Matthew. And during the
next twelve years Zwingli continued to preach his way through
the New Testament.”12 A lengthy expository sermon series on Matthew is enough to warm the heart of most any preacher in modern churches of Christ. This had its outworking in a Restorationist
worship that most modern Restorationists can appreciate:
Reduced to its most literal Pauline form, public worship,
Zwingli thought, should consist of the exposition of Scripture by
trained men, individual and private prayer, and the observance the
Lord’s Supper.13
11
B. Thompson, “Ulrich Zwingli,” in B.A. Gerrish, ed., Reformers in Profile (Fortress
Press 1967) 118.
12
C. L. Allen and R. T. Hughes, Discovering Our Roots: The Ancestry of Churches of
Christ (ACU Press 1988) 25–6.
13

Ibid. 27–8.
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I think it is easy to see ourselves in these principles, even
though the actual worship service would have seemed somewhat
strange to us. Without a doubt, we can see the Restoration mindset in Zwingli, one that would has close kinship to Campbell and
modern churches of Christ.
Sola Scriptura / Tabula Rasa
Emerging from the Reformation were the “Three Solas,” Latin
phrases that captured the prevailing theology of the movement:
Sola Fide (faith alone), Sola Scriptura (Scripture alone), Sola Gratia (grace alone).14 Modern churches of Christ of the Stone-Campbell Movement have had their arguments with Sola Fide and Sola
Gratia, but universally have embraced Sola Scriptura, being guided in faith and practice by Scripture alone.
In fact, all creeds and confessions were swept away with rallying cries such as “No book but the Bible, no creed but Christ.”
And while all of us would agree with these underlying principles, it is also a reality that we are necessarily led back to the issues of individual conscience and private judgment. So while the
Stone-Campbell Restoration Movement was meant to break down
denominational barriers to bring about New Testament unity, we
find in practice the admirable idea of Sola Scriptura not only results in division, but can actively breed it. Our commitment to the
principle might cause us to bristle at this, but it is hard to see how
we can deny the reality of modern religious division, even among
those who claim to follow Sola Scriptura.
A problem that strikes me as particularly problematic is when
Sola Scriptura is wedded to a tabula rasa approach to Scripture.
That is, not only will we only use Scripture as our sole source of
authority, but we will approach it as though no one had ever read
it before. Scripture becomes a blank slate before us, and thus we
sweep away anything that would obscure our clear understanding
of what the New Testament church and practice ought to be.
14
There are also Solus Christus (Christ alone) and Soli Deo Gloria (glory to God
alone) making “Five Solas,” but these were later additions to the original three.
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Alexander Campbell expressed well this principle of approaching the Bible afresh in his debate with John Walker on infant baptism. Campbell answered the (self-posed) question of why so many
good people are so divided in their understanding of Scripture despite all having the same Bible. “Because they belong to different
sects, and have different systems,” Campbell begins, and illustrates
the point by assigning to each sect different colored spectacles that
cloud their vision, and allowing them to see what they want to see.
He continues:
But D [that would be Campbell, ac], who has no spectacles on, and
who is standing looking on, during the contest very well knows that
they are all wrong, he sees the spectacles on each man’s nose, and
easily accounts for the difference. Thus one professor reads the Bible
with John Calvin on his nose, another with John Wesley on his nose,
a third with John Gill on his nose, and a fourth with good old Thomas
Boston, or the good old lights of Scotland.

But, Campbell concludes, “Thrice happy is the man who lifts
the Bible as if it had dropt from heaven into his hand alone, and
whose eyes are anointed with the true eye salve that he may see.”15
I am sure many of us are inclined to nod along with Campbell as he decries the denominational lenses. But note Campbell’s
confident assessment of himself as “D” (the others were A, B, and
C). He sees those denominational spectacles when others do not,
and he “easily accounts” for the denominational differences. He
has the “true eye salve.” I would contend much of Campbell’s assumption of his ability to look at Scripture “as if it had dropt from
heaven into his hand alone” has been somewhat baked-in to the
hermeneutical approach in churches of Christ. But while I have
tremendous respect for Campbell, his indefatigable work, and his
tremendous intellect, such an attitude borders simultaneously on
naiveté and hubris. It is a carryover of the Protestant Restoration15
A. Campbell, Debate on Christian Baptism, Between Mr. John Walker, A Minister
of the Secession, And Alexander Campbell, Held at Mount Pleasant, on the 19th and 20th
June, 1820, in the Presence Of the Very Numerous and Respectable Congregation, To
Which is Added A Large Appendix (Eichbaum and Johnston 1822) 207–8. I am indebted
to my friend Christopher Cotten for this quote as well as additional suggestions for this
essay. His help was invaluable.
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ist-Primitivist idea of simply wiping away the accretions of history
as though they had never happened because they were inherently
corrupt and corrupting.
While this idea can have quite a bit of rhetorical appeal, the
cycle of it ultimately leads to something of a theological Groundhog Day, with each generation rediscovering the old heresies,
unaware anyone thought of them before, and the old battles are
relived with no reference to the past, just as Bill Murray relived
the same minor holiday over and over again on film. Or, if you
prefer a classical example, remember the condemned king Sisyphus pushing his boulder up the hill only to watch it roll down
again, repeated for eternity. It would be like, say, having a modern
day furor over the deity of Christ as though Nicea and Chalcedon
had never happened. The point is not to violate Sola Scriptura and
accept a manmade creed as authoritative, but simply to recognize
that we live in a historic reality where serious and thoughtful
men have considered theological issues before. I would submit
that if we find an issue that has not been considered before, and
seriously so, then we had best drop the issue and move on. Biblical theology has not waited 2,000 years for you nor for I to come
along and discover anything new. If it has then the entire idea of
Restoration is a failed concept.
Restorationist historian Richard Hughes well states that “the
churches that root their identity in efforts to restore ancient Christianity are susceptible to the illusion that they have escaped the
influence of history and culture altogether.”16 If Restorationism is,
indeed, a viable concept—and I believe it is –we must be not only
be as innocent as doves, but also as wise as serpents in examining
whether we might have lenses of our own.
Scripture and Tradition
That a Sola Scriptura people, a people of the Book, would be
leery of tradition comes as no surprise. Jesus warned against the
Pharisaical tradition of His day. He said such things as “And why
16
R. T. Hughes, Reviving the Ancient Faith: The Story of Churches of Christ in America (Eerdmans 1996) 2.
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do you break the commandment of God for the sake of your tradition?” (Matt 15.3), and “You have a fine way of rejecting the commandment of God in order to establish your tradition!” (Mark 7.9).
Paul, too, warned of dangerous traditions: “See to it that no one
takes you captive by philosophy and empty deceit, according to
human tradition, according to the elemental spirits of the world,
and not according to Christ” (Col 2.8). That traditions opposing
the commandments of God have and can be a problem is clear. We
should certainly be on our guard against them.
But does that mean that each time I approach Scripture I
should do so as Campbell claimed to as though the Bible “dropt
from heaven into his hand alone”? It seems clear that Scripture
clearly contradicts the very idea of that. Paul writes to Timothy,
for example, “what you have heard from me in the presence of
many witnesses entrust to faithful men, who will be able to teach
others also” (2 Tim 2.2 ESV). Here we have four generations represented in the teaching of Godly principles, principles originally expressed orally and then in the process of being codified as
the inspired written word. What this speaks to is a generational
chain of teaching, a Christian community passing down Scripture and necessarily their understanding of it from one generation to the next.
This is also the congregational model for unity we find expressed by Paul in his letter to the Ephesians:
And he gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the shepherds
and teachers, to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ, until we all attain to the unity of the faith
and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to mature manhood, to the
measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ, so that we may no
longer be children, tossed to and fro by the waves and carried about
by every wind of doctrine, by human cunning, by craftiness in deceitful schemes. Rather, speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up
in every way into him who is the head, into Christ, from whom the
whole body, joined and held together by every joint with which it is
equipped, when each part is working properly, makes the body grow
so that it builds itself up in love. (Eph 4.11–16 ESV)
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The unity of the faith and the knowledge of the Son of God
is an ideal to strive for, but one that is never truly reached in a
healthy congregation. New Christians are converted and taught
by the older generation of evangelists, shepherds, and teachers
who grow old and die off as the once younger generation takes
their place as guides for ever new converts to Christ. This is
designed to be a self-perpetuating congregational community
that passes on the faith and the knowledge, which is necessarily
an understanding—ever corrected by Scripture—passed down
from one generation to another. That tradition of understanding
is rooted in Scripture, but the community establishes parameters of understanding, which resists the novelty of individual
Biblical “discoveries.”
That is the healthy tradition we find Paul writing about to
the Corinthians: “Now I commend you because you remember
me in everything and maintain the traditions even as I delivered
them to you.” Also see Paul’s similar words to the Thessalonians,
“So then, brothers, stand firm and hold to the traditions that you
were taught by us, either by our spoken word or by our letter” (2
Thes 2.15). Congregations provide a community in which Biblical
teaching can be studied and understood, building on the past understanding of mature Christians. Should a new Christian take
the Bible as “dropt from heaven into his hand alone”? I can hardly think of a more potentially dangerous and destructive idea.
Was Luther right to take his stand against the tradition of his
day? I think we would agree yes. Were Stone and Campbell right
to take their own stand against the religious traditions of their
own day? Again, I think yes. However, as Restorationists I believe
we do the cause of Christ harm with rhetoric we have (traditionally!) used in regard to our approach to Scripture, rhetoric that
encourages, and even demands, a constant reevaluation of even
the most fundamental points of doctrine. Sometimes people have
taken these words at face value and applied them with far different
results than we might expect or hope for, all in the name of primitive Christianity.
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Conclusion
Jaroslav Pelikan writes, “Tradition is the living faith of the
dead, traditionalism is the dead faith of the living. And, I suppose
I should add, it is traditionalism that gives tradition such a bad
name.”17 His words are worth considering as we pause to evaluate
where we are 500 years after Luther’s hammer started the Reformation. I believe in the Restoration principle, a principle that came
alive in the Reformation. What other kind of Christian should one
want to be other than a New Testament Christian like those at Pentecost? But I also believe that we are better Restorationists when
we are informed Restorationists. When we embrace the oft-quoted
maxim of George Santayana, “Those who cannot remember the
past are condemned to repeat it,” I believe we better protect ourselves from error and division, insofar as that is possible. When
we act as the living community of disciples that Paul described to
the Christians in Ephesus. I believe we can avoid the dangers of
the excesses of the Reformation while fulfilling the very best of its
vision of primitivism.

17
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The Relationship Between
Church and State
Daniel W. Petty
“Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the
things that are God’s” (Mark 12.17). On a day filled with controversy during the final week of Jesus’ earthly life, Pharisees conspired
with Herodians to entrap Jesus by posing what they thought was
an inescapable dilemma. Is it lawful, according to God’s law, to
pay tribute to a foreign ruler, or not? The tribute was the poll-tax
paid to Rome. If he answered yes, he would offend the Jews, many
of whom hated being subject to Roman occupation. If he answered
no, the pro-Roman Herodians would surely accuse him of preaching treason. His answer not only disarmed his opponents, but affirmed the respective rights of both civil and divine authority.
The relationship between the church and the state, including
the development of separate rival institutions, has been a key feature of church history. In fact, few controversies have so indelibly influenced the course of western civilization. The relationship
between the religious and political spheres has taken a variety
of forms. The church has been persecuted by the state, and the
church has been favored and supported by the state. At times religion has been under the control of secular authorities, and at other
times the church has dominated. There have been rivalries and
conflicts between popes and kings. There have been state-sponsored churches and there have been those who advocated separation between church and state.
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The Church Persecuted by the State
The earliest persecution the church faced was from the Jews,
not the Romans. In fact as long as Christianity was regarded by
the Roman authorities as a part of Judaism, the church endured little persecution from Rome. Since Judaism was an ancient religion
that enjoyed legal status in the Roman Empire, the church was
treated the same way. But eventually Christianity came to be distinguished from Judaism. Christianity came to be regarded as an
illegal religion that was a threat to the unity and security of Rome.
There were sporadic persecutions against Christians in the first
century under Nero and Domitian. In the second century the persecutions became more organized as Christians could be brought
into the courts. In 112, Pliny the Younger, governor of Bithynia,
wrote a letter to the Emperor Trajan to ask his judgment about
what was the appropriate policy in dealing the growing threat
posed by the spread of Christianity. Trajan supported the policy
that a person accused of being a Christian should be punished
for that crime. Martyrs of the era included Ignatius of Antioch
and Polycarp. The great apologist Justin Martyr was put to death
during the reign of Marcus Aurelius. Persecutions became more
universal or at least empire-wide when the Emperor Decius in 250
issued an edict that enforced the observance of emperor worship
upon pain of death. Origen suffered martyrdom during that persecution. In 303 the Emperor Diocletian issued edicts specifically
aimed at Christians. Church buildings were destroyed, meetings
banned, and Scriptures confiscated and burned. Christians were
ordered to sacrifice to the pagan gods. Punishment for violation
included loss of property, exile, imprisonment, or death.
Christians were accused of many things, but among the most serious was the charge of “hatred against the human race.”1 The teachings of the gospel included exclusive claims on the loyalty of disciples; they worshipped one God. Their refusal to participate in many
public religious activities was viewed as disloyalty to the state. Add
to this the accusation of atheotes (atheism), since the Christians’
worship of God excluded commonly-accepted Roman religion.2
1

Tacitus, Annals 15.44.

2
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Apologists of the second and third centuries sought to defend
the faith against such accusations and the policies of a government
that had become increasingly hostile. Some of them appealed to
rulers, arguing that Christians were innocent of the rumors and
accusations brought against them—accusations of immorality, antisocial lifestyles, and disloyalty to the state. Justin Martyr’s First
Apology was addressed to Emperor Antoninus Pius in about 155.
He and other apologists noted that Christians were law-abiding
citizens: “Everywhere, we, more readily than all men, endeavor to
pay to those appointed by you the taxes, both ordinary and extraordinary, as we have been taught by Him.”3
Tertullian of Rome in 197 addressed his Apology to the Roman
governor of the province. Not only were Christians innocent of the
charges against them, Tertullian argued, they were loyal citizens
who prayed for the welfare of the empire and its rulers:
For we offer prayer for the safety of our princes to the eternal,
the true, the living God, whose favour, beyond all other things,
they must themselves desire. … Without ceasing, for all our emperors we offer prayer. We pray for life prolonged; for security to
the empire; for protection for the imperial house; for brave armies,
a faithful senate, a virtuous people, the world at rest, whatever, as
man or Caesar, an emperor could wish.4
Tertullian argued that their superior morals and beliefs made
the state sponsored persecutions legally questionable. Furthermore, the policy of persecution was destined to failure because
the more the government tried to put them down, the more they
multiplied. “The blood of martyrs is seed.”5
The opposition from the Roman government experienced by
the early church should not have surprised them, nor should it surprise us. Jesus told his disciples, “If the world hates you, know that
in the Early Church (James Clarke & Co. 2008) 212–217.
3
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Fathers, Vol. I (Eerdmans 1950).
4
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5
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it has hated me before it hated you. … If they persecuted me, they
will also persecute you” (John 15.18–20). The reality for them and
for us is that “You are not of the world” (v. 19). Jesus would soon
say to Pilate, “My kingdom is not of this world” (John 18.36). The
lesson for us is that as long we remain true to our mission, we will
experience conflict in this world. And that conflict may well come
from the civil authorities.
Constantine and the Union of Church and State
The era of persecution ended in 313 when Constantine and Licinius issued the Edict of Milan. This edict not only ended the hostility of the state toward the church, but granted freedom of worship to Christianity and other religions. It also served as a way for
Constantine to unite the empire in a way that other religions could
not. It was in the interest of unity in the empire that Constantine
used the power of the state to call the Council of Nicea in 325 to
deal with the heresy of Arianism. In the years that followed, Constantine adopted a policy of making Christianity the most favored
religion. Except for the brief reversal of such policies by Emperor
Julian the Apostate in 361, the Roman Empire continued to follow
the policy of granting privileges to the church. Christianity finally
became the state religion of Rome when Emperor Theodosius I in
380–381 issued edicts that made Christianity the official, exclusive religion of the state. Now the policy of the state was to enforce
the observance of Christianity and to repress paganism.
The church had made peace with Rome, but that peace came
at a high cost. The union of church and state placed the church
in a position in which it would either submit to the control of the
secular authority, or try to preserve a measure of independence. In
this relationship the church increasingly came to see itself as an
institution that was either subordinate to the state or in competition with it. At the same time, a hierarchical structure developed
that mirrored in many ways the organizational structure of the
empire. The simple New Testament view of the church as the people of God with a spiritual mission was increasingly becoming a
distant memory.
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Leaders of the Western church in this period struggled to assert its independence from the state. In the fourth century, the
career of Ambrose of Milan played an important role in that development. Ambrose developed a theory of the church in relation
to the state that aimed “to protect the independence of the church
as a whole against the illicit interference of the political powers.”6
In theory Ambrose thought of church-state relations in dualistic
terms—two powers ordained by God acting and cooperating within separate realms. In practice, however, Ambrose saw the church
as above the state, and the state as subordinate to the church.
While both the church and the state exercise authority that comes
directly from God, for Ambrose the church exercises a “spiritual
superiority” over the church.
Ambrose’s concept of the church’s superiority over the state
developed in the crucible of several confrontations with Emperor
Theodosius. One of the most well-known incidents occurred in
388, after a Jewish synagogue was looted and burned by certain
Christians who had been ordered to do so by the bishop of the
place. Theodosius ordered that those responsible for the attack
should restore the ruined synagogue, that stolen property should
be returned to the Jews, and that the monks and others who were
guilty of rioting should be punished. Ambrose persuaded the emperor to ease his demands, on the grounds that the state had no
authority to force Christians to rebuild a synagogue, which would
be tantamount to an act of apostasy. In a sermon in Milan, Ambrose compared himself to Nathan, and Theodosius to David. He
gradually brought his theme to Nathan’s reproof of King David,
applying it to Theodosius. He threatened to withhold the Eucharist until Theodosius rescinded his orders. Ambrose had successfully used a form of spiritual sanction to succeed in the conflict
with the emperor.
Historians judge the life of Ambrose to be a turning-point in
the history of church-state relations. F. Homes Dudden, for example, stated that “the foundation upon which rest the medieval
6
H. von Campenhausen, The Fathers of the Latin Church. Trans. M. Hoffmann (A.
& C. Black 1964) 100.
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theories of the relation between Church and State, with all their
tremendous practical consequences in medieval history, was laid
originally by Ambrose.” 7
The emergence of the bishop of Rome as the supreme leader
of the Roman Catholic Church was accompanied by assertions of
his spiritual authority over kings on both theological and political
matters. Notably, Gelasius I in 494 promulgated his doctrine of the
“two swords,” insisting that the emperor must defer to the pope
on spiritual matters. Of the two powers, the power of the priests
is the weightier.8 Such claims and theories became increasingly
common.
The Middle Ages and the Rise of Papal Power
The rise of the Carolingian rulers in the middle ages was accompanied by a partnership with the papacy. Charlemagne came
to the throne in 768, and in 800 Pope Leo III placed a crown on his
head and declared him “Emperor of the Romans.” Charlemagne
proved to be a powerful force in Western Europe, as a military
conqueror, political administrator, and promoter of culture and
learning. Charlemagne was also keenly interested in church affairs.
Leo needed the protection that Charlemagne could provide and
Charlemagne supported him. Charlemagne believed that church
and state had their respective spheres of responsibility, comparing
the church to the soul and the state to the body of man. Just as the
papacy was thought to exercise universal spiritual authority over
men’s souls, the empire that Charlemagne ruled over represented universal temporal authority over all aspects of men’s physical
lives. So the kingdom of God was thought to have two arms: the
spiritual and the temporal—the pope and the emperor. In theory,
the pope and emperor were to give each other mutual support.
In reality, however, the tension between the two powers continued. Conflicts often developed over questions related to the
relationship between the spiritual power and the temporal power.
7
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One view was that the emperor was given power from God over
men, and the pope’s spiritual power over man’s souls was delegated to him from the emperor. Charlemagne himself believed the
church should not dispute the decision of the ruler of the state
and that bishops should be subordinate to the emperor. In contrast, the opposing view was that God gave supreme authority to
the church, and the emperor’s temporal power was delegated to
him by the pope. The pope was coming to be seen as a temporal
as well as a spiritual ruler.
The tension between these two theories manifested itself in a
power struggle between popes and emperors throughout the middle ages. A document known as the Donation of Constantine circulated from the eighth to the fifteenth centuries. It claimed that
Constantine had granted territories and privileges to the bishop
of Rome. Although it was proven by Lorenzo Valla in 1440 to be a
forgery made in the eighth century, for centuries the Donation of
Constantine was used by popes to support their claims to powers
and possessions in the temporal as well as the spiritual realm.
Ultimately, the popes of the middle ages were able to bring the
secular rulers under their control. Not only did they not accept the
principle that the pope derived his authority from the temporal
ruler to whom God had given sovereignty, but they also rejected
the idea that God had given the pope and the temporal ruler coordinate authority over the spiritual and physical realms. The secular rulers did not willingly accept that they received their power
from the pope. Nevertheless, popes during this period were able
to carry out the ideal of a theocracy in which both temporal and
spiritual power was exercised by the pope.9
Gregory VII became pope in 1073, having come to the papacy from a reform movement committed to liberating the church
from secular control and thus strengthening the position of the
church. He set forth his theory of papal supremacy in the Dictatus Papae (“Dictations of the Pope”). In this document Gregory
asserted that the Roman church was founded by God alone, that
9
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1988) 45ff.
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the pope was alone to be called universal, and that he had full
power over all bishops. He also stated that all princes should kiss
his feet only, that he had authority to depose emperors, and that
he had the power to absolve all subjects of evil temporal rulers
from their allegiance. The Roman Church, he stated, had never
erred and would never err.10
Gregory successfully enforced his claims to temporal as well
as spiritual supremacy in conflicts with temporal rulers of his day.
The most well-known of those conflicts was with Henry IV, the
emperor of the Holy Roman Empire. The issue was the emperor’s
selection of a powerful archbishop in Milan. The pope and a Roman synod rejected this latest instance of lay investiture. When
Henry called a council at Worms in 1076 that rejected papal authority, the pope responded by excommunicating the emperor and
releasing all his subjects from allegiance to him. Henry was soon
facing pressure from the nobility of Saxony, who threatened to depose the emperor if he did not get released from the pope’s excommunication. Henry finally gave in to the pressure. In the winter of
1077 Henry, along with his wife and infant son, crossed the Alps to
meet Gregory at Canossa. Henry famously let the emperor stand
barefoot in the snow for three days before granting him an audience and releasing him from his sentence of excommunication.
The zenith of papal supremacy was reached with the papacy
of Innocent III, who was elected pope in 1198. Innocent claimed
that he was the “vicar of Christ” on earth with supreme authority. As such, kings and princes derived their authority from him,
and he had the authority to excommunicate them or even depose
them. As the successor of Peter, the pope was to rule the world
as well as the church. The pope stood below God and above man.
The state stands in relation to the church as the moon to the sun.
As the moon reflects the light of the sun, the state reflects the
glory of the church and receives its power from the pope. The
pope used these legal principles to support his authority. Innocent successfully used his power to withstand challenges from
10
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the rulers of the rising nation-states of France and England and
of the Holy Roman Empire.
Decline of Papal Power
The high point of papal power began to decline by the beginning of the fourteenth century, as a result of internal weakness
and corruption and the rising power of nation-states in Europe.
Boniface VIII was pope from 1294 to 1303. Much of his papacy
was spent in a struggle with Philip IV the Fair, king of France. The
policy in both France and England of taxing the clergy prompted
Boniface in 1296 to forbid priests in those countries from paying
taxes to a temporal ruler without papal consent. Philip responded
by cutting off exports of tithes from France, resulting in a loss of
revenue by the papacy. A standoff between Philip and Boniface in
1301 resulted in Boniface issuing the papal bull known as Unam
Sanctum. In this well-known document Boniface declared the superiority of papal authority to that of the king. Using the analogy
of the “two swords,” he declared that “it is necessary for one sword
to be under the other, and the temporal authority to be subjected
to the spiritual.” The pope possessed both spiritual and temporal authority over all, and “if the temporal power errs, it will be
judged by the spiritual power.” Submission to the pope by all men,
including kings, was necessary to salvation.11 These were among
the boldest claims ever made by a pope.
But Boniface was unable to back his claims as Gregory and Innocent had done. Boniface was subjected to imprisonment and humiliation by the French king. Following the pope’s death in 1303,
the papal court was transferred to Avignon, France in 1309. The
Avignon Papacy, also known as the Babylonian Captivity of the
Church, continued until 1377. During those decades the papacy
fell under the influence of the French kings and lost the moral and
spiritual influence it had enjoyed under Innocent. The rising power
of nation-states, along with internal weakness and corruption in
the church, contributed to the decline of the papacy.
11
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In the decades leading up to the Protestant Reformation, early
reformers sought to address the problems and challenges that faced
the church. Many of those challenges involved the issues of churchstate relations. During the Avignon Papacy of the fourteenth century, as well as the subsequent Great Schism of 1378–1417, during
which there were two and at times three rival popes, reformers
capitalized on nationalistic sentiment that included resentment of
papal taxation, control of land by the Roman church, and the preeminence of the papal court over local courts to deal with legal
matters. John Wycliffe (ca. 1329–1384) is known for his emphasis
on the authority of the Bible, instead of the church or the pope, as
the sole authority for believers. He taught that Christ, not the pope,
was the head of the church, and that the church should model itself
after the pattern of the New Testament. Wycliffe provided the first
complete translation of the New Testament into English in 1382.
Wycliffe’s views about reform also included his belief that there
was a moral basis for church leadership. Wycliffe asserted that God
gave the possession and use of property to church leaders as a trust.
If church leaders failed to fulfill their proper function, the civil authorities had the right to take the property from them and give it
to others who would use them for God’s glory. In Prague, John Hus
(ca. 1373–1415) adopted the ideas of Wycliffe. The reform movement he initiated in Bohemia occurred at a time when nationalistic
feelings and anti-papal sentiments were high.
During this period there were theorists who argued that the
best solution to the church’s problems was a council that represented the whole church. One of these was Marsilius of Padua
(ca. 1275–1342) who published Defensor Pacis (“The Defender of
Peace”) in 1324. This work opposed the idea of an absolute hierarchy in either the church or the state, asserting that the people in
the state and the Christians in the church were sovereign. Through
representative bodies the people could elect the emperor and the
pope, and the emperor was above the pope.12 While Marsilius’
ideas were not ultimately accepted in the Roman church, they did
highlight the tension between church and state.
12
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Such ideas signaled a growing resentment of ecclesiastical interference in affairs of state. The new centralized nation-states of
Europe, with their growing nationalistic consciousness, were opposed to the concept of a universal church with jurisdiction over
the state and its ruler. The jurisdiction of the pope within these
nations was often temporal as well as spiritual. Church ownership
of great tracts of land created a division of sovereignty within the
state. This was a major source of resentment on the part of the secular rulers towards the Roman church. Such attitudes, in addition
to serious moral, doctrinal, and biblical issues, served as one external force that fostered the work of the reformers of the Protestant
Reformation in the sixteenth century.
The Protestant Reformation and Magisterial Churches
As the medieval concept of a universal state was giving way to
the new concept of territorial nation-states, rulers were increasingly opposed to domination by either a universal state or a universal religious ruler. In many cases the secular rulers were eager to
support the Reformation in order that national churches might be
more directly under their control. In the case of the Lutheran Reformation, the Peace of Augsburg of 1531 made the prince a power
in the religious affairs of the church. Luther himself believed in
order and wrote that although the state had no right to interfere
with the individual in the matter of salvation, the state was given
the sword by God to maintain order and allow the godly to live
in peace and security, and to God the ruler was accountable. The
territorial churches included all baptized persons, and the prince
through his agents should enforce uniformity of worship. Thus
arose national Lutheran churches in Germany and Scandinavia.
The Reformed churches arose among the self-governing cantons of Switzerland. The government of each individual canton
was free to accept the form of religion that it would follow. Thus
the Swiss Reformation was accomplished through actions of local
governments. The Zwinglian movement was established with the
support of the town council of Zurich. In Geneva, the movement
was led by Farel, Calvin, Beza and others, but again with complete
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backing of the city government. Calvin accepted the principle of
representative government in both the church and the state. He
believed that both the church and the state were created by God
for the good of people and that in an ideal society both should
work together. The representative government of the Genevan
church became of the model for the Reformed and Presbyterian
churches. The same pattern was followed in other cantons.
The Magisterial Reformation is the term that refers to the model adopted by the Lutheran, and Reformed Churches. It calls attention to the way in which the reformers related to secular authorities or magistracies—princes, magistrates, or city councils.
The Magisterial Reformation argued for the interdependence of
the church and secular authorities. “The magistrate had a right to
authority within the church, just as the church could rely on the
authority of the magistrate to enforce discipline, suppress heresy,
or maintain order.”13
The English Reformation that resulted in the Anglican Church
was dominated by the ruler of the realm, rather than by a religious
leader. From its beginning under Henry VIII, the English Reformation was initiated by the authority of the secular ruler and Parliament. It was through acts of Parliament that papal control and
monasticism were abolished in England.
The Anabaptists and Separatism
The concept of a church patterned after the New Testament
distinguished the Anabaptists from other reform efforts. They
held to the concept that the primitive church had lost its original
purity and had ceased to be the church, a concept they referred to
as “the fall of the church.”14 For the Anabaptists this falling away
occurred with the union of church and state under Constantine.
It was a development that brought dire consequences, including
the practice of infant baptism. Menno Simons pinpointed the culmination of the fall in an edict issued by Innocent I in 407 that
made infant baptism compulsory. When infant baptism became
13
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the prevailing practice, the essential nature of the church as a fellowship of believers was altered. The union of church and state
and the use of force to compel conformity to the state church
made the fall complete.
The Anabaptists viewed the rest of the Reformers as half-way
reformers. The Reformers, because they held to the concept of the
state church, remained within the fallen, apostate church. The
Reformers failed to break away from the Roman concept of the
church as an institution.
The only answer to this situation was a restoration or restitution of the church to its original state. This could only be done by
strict adherence to the apostolic pattern as revealed in the New
Testament. Reformation was not enough; what was needed was
restitution. As Conrad Grebel, one of the founders of the Anabaptist movement, stated the matter, “Our forebears fell away from the
true God and from the one true, common, divine Word, from the
divine institutions, from Christian love and life, and lived without
God’s law and gospel in human, useless, unchristian customs and
ceremonies.”15 The Anabaptists saw their task as building anew on
the original foundation.
The Anabaptists believed in a voluntarily-gathered church
based on following the Great Commission. The church could not
be constructed by means of any kind of coercion. It could not
be forced by infant baptism or by magistrates. They believed in
a gathered church of believers who had freely responded to the
preaching of the gospel. Only by voluntarily associating themselves together by faith could believers form a church according
to the apostolic pattern of the New Testament. Accordingly the
Anabaptists taught that believer’s baptism was the means of entrance into the church. Baptism must be reserved for those who
understand its significance and voluntarily submit to it.
Also important in the Anabaptist concept of the church was an
emphasis on a life of discipline and holiness. The Anabaptist emphasis on discipline and holiness of life was based on the biblical
15
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teaching of the church’s separation from the world. Separation from
the world extended to include the concept of the church’s separation
from the state. As noted, for Anabaptists the fall of the church was
the direct consequence of its union with the state. For the apostolic
church to be restored, it must not be joined to the state. Not that the
state had no right to exist. The Schleitheim Confession, written by
Anabaptist leader and martyr Michael Sattler in 1527, set forth seven articles that represented Anabaptist beliefs. One of the articles
addressed the Anabaptist attitude toward civil magistrates:
The sword is ordained of God outside the perfection of Christ. It punishes and puts to death the wicked, and guards and protects the good.
In the Law the sword was ordained for the punishment of the wicked
and for their death, and the same [sword] is [now] ordained to be
used by the worldly magistrates.16

The Anabaptists believed the state was ordained to punish
evil-doers and keep order “outside the perfection of Christ”—outside of the church. The state had no authority in spiritual matters.
The only authority the Anabaptists recognized in spiritual matters
was the Bible.
At the same time, the Anabaptist position on the sword being
reserved for those outside the perfection of Christ spoke to their
insistence on pacifism and nonresistance.
The separation of church and state, ultimately, was necessary
to the Anabaptists because of the nature of the church as they saw
it to be revealed in the New Testament. It was the only way the
church could be free to be restored to the apostolic pattern. It was
based on the conviction that faith cannot be coerced. The church
consists of those who have been voluntarily gathered through
preaching the gospel.
Separatist ideas were part of the thinking of other religious
movements, including some separatist Puritans and the Baptists.
Those ideas, combined with decades of state repression of religious
opposition, religious intolerance, and religious wars in the wake of
the Protestant Reformation, eventually gave way to various affirma16
M. Sattler, “The Schleitheim Confession.” Trans. J. Wenger. In J. Leith, ed. Creeds
of the Churches. Third edition. (John Knox 1982) 287.
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tions of religious toleration and theories of separation of church and
state as a political principle. Such ideas eventually found their way
into the U.S. Constitution. The Bill of Rights specifically banned
the American government from creating a state religion, declaring
that “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of
religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof.” In the case of the
American tradition, religious arguments were welcomed in public debate and clergymen of various faiths were allowed to serve in
public office as long as they adhered to the Constitution.
Issues in the Restoration Movement
Questions about the relationship between church and state have
also played a role in the history of the restoration movement. Barton W. Stone and his followers held to a worldview that embraced a
sense of being separate from the world. This tradition of separatism
often manifested itself not only in a premillennial eschatology, but
also in a position of advocating total non-involvement in civil government including voting. Stone and others in the movement often
admonished one another to refuse all active participation in civil
government other than paying taxes and obeying civil laws.17
This tradition influenced the thinking of southern preachers
like Tolbert Fanning and David Lipscomb. Lipscomb’s position on
the illegitimacy of all civil governments is well-known. In the years
following the Civil War, Lipscomb published a series of articles on
the Christian’s relation to the world and especially to civil government. In 1889 he put those articles together into a book titled Civil
Government. The fundamental principle in Lipscomb’s thinking
was the conviction that the Christian belongs to the kingdom of
God, not to the kingdoms of man. From the beginning God intended to be the sovereign of all the earth. All of the failures of
mankind, beginning at the Garden of Eden, have been the result of
man’s rejection of God’s sovereignty and his efforts to organize a
government of his own. Human government was “Satan’s dominion in rebellion against God.”18 Lipscomb’s view of civil govern17

R. Hughes, Reviving the Ancient Faith (Eerdmans 1996) 110–113, 128–132.

18

D. Lipscomb, Civil Government (McQuiddy Printing 1913) 48, 9–10.
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ment included a rigorous pacifism as well as a refusal to vote or
otherwise participate in the affairs of government.
Such views dominated the thought of many among the churches of Christ in Middle Tennessee and throughout the South well
into the early twentieth century.19 In fact a spirit of pacifism in the
churches continued to be present during World War I and during
the years between World War I and World War II. But that tradition was in decline by the time of World War II. The change in
thinking of Foy E. Wallace, Jr. from pacifism to patriotic support of
the war effort illustrates the gradual demise of the tradition of pacifism and rejection of civil government among churches of Christ.
A Scriptural Perspective
This brief historical overview serves to highlight issues that
surround the relationship of church and state, as well as to point
us back to biblical teaching about how Christians ought to view
the civil authorities.
First, these lessons from church history should reinforce in our
minds the essentially spiritual nature of Christ’s kingdom. Jesus’
statement before Pilate affirmed this principle: “My kingdom is
not of this world” (John 18.36–37). His kingdom was not one that
could be defended by the sword. There was no competition between Jesus and Pilate, between Jesus’ kingdom and Caesar. Jesus
did affirm that he was a king, but his mission in coming into the
world was to bear witness to the truth. He came to reveal the truth
and to persuade people to accept it. The truth that he taught was
spiritual. The kingdom that he came to establish was a spiritual
kingdom in which truth would be the standard.
His message throughout his ministry was consistent with this
principle. To Nicodemus he taught that entrance into the kingdom was the result of a spiritual birth (John 3.3–5). He taught the
Samaritan woman that true worship of God should be spiritual
worship (John 4.23–24). When the crowds wanted to make Jesus
a king, he refused the crown they would have bestowed on him
19
D. Harrell, The Churches of Christ in the Twentieth Century (University of Alabama 2000) 51f.
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(John 6.15). He even warned his disciples that they would be hated
by the world (John 15.16). The Lord’s people will often find themselves opposed and persecuted by governing authorities.
The church’s mission, therefore, is neither to stand in competition with the state nor to imitate it. Our study of history illustrates
the importance of the Lord’s church being true to its spiritual mission. It demonstrates to us what can happen to the church when
we allow it to be molded by the standards of this world.
Second, the Scriptures teach us as the Lord’s disciples about
our duties toward civil authorities. Jesus said, “Render to Caesar…” (Mark 12.17). We do not compromise our loyalty to God
when we fulfill those obligations; indeed, we honor his word by
doing so. The teaching to be subject to governing authorities and
pay taxes was probably a difficult obligation to the early Christians just as it was to those Jews who challenged Jesus. Not only
had the Romans occupied Palestine and taxed her citizens, there
was corruption in government then, even as today. Soon Rome
would be persecuting Christians.
Yet Christians are to be in subjection to civil government because
God himself ordained it, as Paul taught in Romans 13. Disobedience
to civil authorities is disobedience to God; obedience is obedience
to God. God gave civil government the role of providing protection.
It is God’s servant to protect the good and punish evildoers. Rulers
should be not a cause of fear for disciples of the Lord who do good
(vv 1–4). We belong to a kingdom that is not of this world, but we do
need to remember the importance of respect for established worldly
authority, and we should be sure to teach it to our children.
We should obey the law because it is right to do so—do it “for
the sake of conscience” (v 5). We are to be in subjection, not just
out of fear of being punished, but because it is God’s will. So Paul
says render what is due them: taxes, obligations, respect, honor.
This means we should obey the laws of the land even when we
think they are unjust or unwise. Sometimes laws or their enforcement are unfair. Taxes may be excessive. Officials may not act
wisely. But we must obey the law. The one exception is summed up
in the well-known response given by the apostles to the Sanhedrin
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Council. When directly commanded to discontinue preaching in
the name of Jesus, they answered that, if faced with the choice of
obeying those rulers or obeying God, “We must obey God rather
than men” (Acts 5.29).
Knowing that rulers fulfill a role that has been ordained by God,
Paul also taught that we have a responsibility to pray for them (1
Tim 2.1–2). Rather than advocating a revolutionary spirit among
disciples, Paul taught that we should pray that the leadership and
decisions of our political leaders might result in our ability to live
a tranquil and quiet life. Disciples of Christ will especially be concerned about being able to live their lives in godliness and dignity,
guided always by values and principles that promote righteousness.
Peter echoes the teachings of Jesus and Paul when he says, “Be
subject for the Lord’s sake to every human institution, whether
it be to the emperor as supreme, or to governors as sent by him
to punish those who do evil and to praise those who do good” (1
Pet 2.13–17). We submit to those in authority, recognizing the
God-given role they have been assigned to fulfill in life. We can
live, according to those principles, under any form of government,
even an empire like Rome or an emperor like Nero. Peter adds that
when we do the things we are supposed to do in this regard, we
can have a powerful influence for good in this world. Jesus called
on disciples to be the “light of the world” and the “salt of the earth”
(Matt 5.13–16). By living a life that is consistent with God and his
word, including being good, law-abiding citizens, we provide a
good example and so silence the slanderous ignorance of foolish
men. In the same context in which Peter urged believers to be subject to human institutions, he also said, “Beloved, I urge you as sojourners and exiles to abstain from the passions of the flesh, which
wage war against your soul. Keep your conduct among the Gentiles honorable, so that when they speak against you as evildoers,
they may see your good deeds and glorify God on the day of visitation” (1 Pet 2.11–12). Like those early apologists who appealed to a
hostile government in a godless society, perhaps there is no more
powerful apology for Christ that you and I can provide now.

Should We Systematize
Biblical Teaching?
Jeff Wilson
Christians—and the Jews of ancient Israel before us—have always
been people of the Book. While, to be sure, faith comes to maturity
in its rightly-ordered deeds (Jam 2.14–26), the fact that God’s eternal message to the human race is inscribed in written form also
means that those who would be God’s people will of necessity be
hearers—and readers—of that word. For our lives and deeds to be
righty ordered therefore, the preface to all our works is the study
of and meditation upon the Word of God.
The Bible comes to us not as a manual topically arranged, but
as an anthology presented primarily in historical narrative, poetic
expression, situational epistolary correspondence, or apocalyptic
revelation. Its varieties of genre; languages; cultural assumptions,
expression, and forms; and historical periods and perspectives
represented all come together to create a book that beckons for
some sort of systemization as we try to live out its teaching. The
challenge, of course, is that once we begin to exercise our own
powers of discernment on the biblical text, we run the risk of error. It is all too easy—despite the best of intentions and sincerest of
motives—to make mistakes in how we piece different parts of the
biblical text together to grasp the New Testament’s whole teaching on how to be saved, for instance. The persistent existence of
denominations and the witness of millennia of so-called church
history testify to the challenge that exists for every generation of
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God’s people. Care and utmost caution are required. What follows
are some loosely-related meditations upon this matter.
(Re)defining Theology
First, a definition of terminology is in order. “Theology” is a dirty
word to many, but it does not mean the same thing to different people nor in different contexts. At its root, theology can be defined as
simply talking/writing/thinking about God—literally, “God-speak”
or “God-talk.” And it is in this sense that “theology” is inevitable.
It happens in every Bible class and every sermon, every bulletin article and every Bible class workbook.1 We read the Bible and then
we begin to talk about, discuss, or write about it. This process and
these acts can be understood as informally doing theology—taking
the text of Scripture and talking about it in an effort to understand
it better ourselves or to share with others our understanding of
what Scripture means. The Bible itself calls us to meditation upon
the word of God—to work to think God’s revealed thoughts after
Him—and that inevitably leads to “theology.”2
Within the larger religious and academic world, several categories of more formalized theology are distinguished. Historical
theology is the study of the history of theological and doctrinal development among self-professed Christian groups over the centu1
Cf. S. Hauerwas, The Cross Shattered Church: Reclaiming the Theological Heart of
Preaching (Brazos 2009) 12, who writes: “I have. . .increasingly come to the recognition
that one of the most satisfying contexts for doing the work of theology is in sermons.
That should not be surprising because through Christian history, at least until recently,
the sermon was one of the primary places in which the work of theology was done. For
the work of theology is first and foremost to exposit Scripture. That modern theology
has often tried to appear as a form of philosophy, is but an indication of its alienation
from its proper work.”
2
C. Kavin Rowe, following Brevard Childs, has made the case that Scripture
itself, through the concepts it leaves implicit creates a “pressure” toward theological
and doctrinal reflection. Cf. B. Childs, “Toward Recovering Theological Exegesis” Pro
Ecclesia 6 (1997) 16–26; C. Rowe, “Biblical Pressure and Trinitarian Hermeneutics” Pro
Ecclesia 11 (2002) 295–312; and C. Rowe, “For Future Generations: Worshipping Jesus
and the Integration of the Theological Disciplines” Pro Ecclesia 17 (2008) 186–209.
I might add, as a further way of underscoring the inevitability of informally
theologizing, there is always the issue of application. Much of biblical morality is given
as large-scale, big-picture virtues and vices and it remains to connect those abstract
moral concepts to specific acts and practices in our time and culture (or in any other).
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ries.3 Historical theology is primarily intended to be descriptive—
not so much asserting what Christians must believe in the present
as describing what self-professed Christians have believed in the
past. However, the study of this era does provide material for those
in the present who believe in the authority of religious tradition
and affirm ancient classical creeds such as the so-called Apostles’
Creed, the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed, the Chalcedonian
Creed, and so forth. Knowledge of this type of theology is useful
for awareness of the mistakes of the past as well as for insight into
the perennial heresies and perpetual practical problems that face
those who would be Christians in any time or place. Furthermore,
historical theology provides material that better helps us understand the history of the biblical text (i.e., textual criticism) as well
as insight into interpretive and translational issues from those for
whom the Greek of the New Testament was more of a living language (thus providing something of a native’s insight into the language) as well as a closer chronological proximity that provided
greater cultural familiarity.
Systematic theology is best understood as the formal attempt
to insert the Bible’s situationally arranged teaching into a topical,
logical, structured framework. Generally, in the larger religious
and academic context, more formal systematic theology revolves
around several standard categories: theology proper (the doctrine
of God: the trinity, etc.), christology, soteriology, pneumatology,
ecclesiology, eschatology, ethics, and so forth.4 The problem is that
academic systematics tend to become too philosophical and more
explicitly religious systematics tend to become too prescriptive,
forcing texts into the system rather than adapting the system to
the biblical text.
3
Cf. A. McGrath, Historical Theology: An Introduction to the History of Christian
Thought (Blackwell 1998); G. Allison, Historical Theology: An Introduction to Christian
Doctrine (Zondervan 2011); R. Olson, The Story of Christian Theology: Twenty Centuries
of Tradition & Reform (IVP 1999); R. Wilken, The Spirit of Early Christian Thought (Yale
2003).
4
Cf. W. Gruden, Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine
(Zondervan 1994); M. Erickson, Christian Theology 3rd ed. (Baker 2013); M. Bird,
Evangelical Theology: A Biblical and Systematic Introduction (Zondervan 2013); R.
Jenson, Systematic Theology. 2 vols. (Oxford UP 1997; 1999).
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The need for systemization of some sort, however, is inescapable. The New Testament does not come to us with teaching arranged around categories like “church” or “baptism” or “Lord’s
Supper.” Rather, we receive gospels that tell the story of Jesus and
his work or Acts which tells the history of the earliest Christians
or letters that Paul sent to specific churches and individuals for
specific reasons and needs. Teaching about the nature and work of
the church or how to be saved or the practice of corporate worship
in the assemblies is sprinkled throughout these various New Testament contexts. Through the use of what have traditionally been
called command, example, and necessary inference, we discern
the larger principles of the Lord’s will within the specific contexts
of the New Testament’s various writings.5 In short, we informally
do a form of systematic theology out of necessity.
There is also the approach of biblical theology. The precise
meaning of this term varies among various writers and recent decades, but in the more current sense in which I am using the term,
the focus is primarily on how the Bible within itself develops significant themes such as covenant, redemption, Israel, messiah,
and so forth. 6 This approach to the Bible helps with the implicit
needs for systemization while staying closer to the Bible’s own
form. Here, the systemization that occurs is more inductive, al5
To be clear, I affirm the validity of these interpretive concepts and believe that
they are derived from Scripture itself. They are not an artificial construct imposed on
the text. However, I am not hung up on the exact terminology we use to describe these
three concepts. For instance, Doy Moyer’s Mind Your King (Birmingham: Moyer Press,
2016) refers to these concepts as telling, showing, and implying, a formulation which I
find helpful personally as well as useful for teaching and preaching.

6 For an introduction to recent thinking in this amorphous area, cf. J. Hamilton,
What Is Biblical Theology (Crossway 2014); E. Klink and D. Lockett, eds., Understanding
Biblical Theology: A Comparison of Theory and Practice (Zondervan 2012); and S.
Hafemann, ed., Biblical Theology: Retrospect & Prospect (IVP Academic 2002); C.
Walsh, Biblical Theology: Past, Present, and Future (Cascade Books 2016); J. Mead,
Biblical Theology: Issues, Methods, and Themes (Westminster John Knox Press 2007);
S. Hafemann and P. House, eds., Central Themes in Biblical Theology: Mapping Unity
in Diversity (Baker Academic 2007); B. Childs, Biblical Theology of the Old and New
Testaments: Theological Reflection on the Christian Bible (Fortress Press 1992); J.
Goldingay, Biblical Theology: The God of the Christian Scriptures (IVP 2016); R.
Feldmeier and H. Spieckermann, God of the Living: A Biblical Theology. Trans. M.
Biddle (Baylor University Press 2011); T. Schreiner, The King in His Beauty: A Biblical
Theology of the Old and New Testaments (Baker Academic 2013).
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lowing the Bible itself to create the categories, rather than systematic theology’s stereotypical tendency to devolve into external categories placed onto the Bible and derived from more generalizing
and abstract tendencies. This propensity of more formal systematic theology to eventually devolve into self-conscious doctrinal
systems such as Calvinism/Reformed theology creates a system
that controls the interpretation of Scripture rather than the other
way around. Biblical theology keeps the focus on the Bible’s own
inductive categories.
Theology’s Pitfall: Formalization and Accrued
Authority in the Accumulation of a History
Theology can be informal rather than formal and hardened into
a creedal or doctrinal system, but that requires a high degree of intentionality. Without self-awareness in what we are doing, we risk
repeating the mistakes of the past where our God-talk becomes
less and less rooted in the Biblical text itself and more and more
derivative of the theology (and its practices that become unthinking traditions) that has preceded our time—whether that God-talk
be found in commentaries, formal theological works, favorite sermons we have heard, or papers and articles that we have found
insightful. Theology starts out of necessity and at its best is descriptive, but too often it decays into something prescriptive. The
problem is not theology per se but the sociological function that it
comes to serve or authoritative guise that is imposed upon it.
One of the most basic ways that informal theology hardens
into formal, dogmatic theology is through writing it down. The
written form allows communication that would have been merely
local and temporary to become universal and permanent.7 It allows thoughts that have a very specific context to live long and
travel far. To be sure, there is much value in writing things down
7
Along with the issue of writing, if the sermon can also be considered a form of
informal theology, then with the modern ability to record, preserve, and podcast an oral
presentation like a sermon, this issue of the perceived permanence of writing versus the
impermanence of the oral presentation is diminished, if not demolished. In the internet
age, all is permanent and universally accessible—and therefore subject to the potential
pitfalls of gradual accrued authority.
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and sharing them over generations and distance. However, written materials put a responsibility on the reader to not give more
authority to religious writing than is appropriate. There is a difference in writing—or speaking—that asserts authority and writing that merely passively accrues authority. Sometimes we blame
the writing or author of a religious work for its outsized influence
when the true source of the problem is with those who ascribe too
much weight to any human’s works.8 In other words, an author can
write about a text or topic not intending to promulgate a definitive word but simply to engage in the ages-long conversation about
what God wants from mankind, writing provisionally about how
he sees and understands a matter. The problem is that too many
readers approach a text wanting the definitive word, whether the
author intended such or not, and of themselves ascribing to a text
authority that was never intended when it was written. Such abuse
of writing does not remove the validity of provisional writing as a
means of one student helping other students.
But the issue of writing also raises the complicated issue of
the relationship between theology and history. As writing allows
teaching and thinking to transcend one person, one time, or one
place, historical processes start to take hold.
C. S. Lewis once wisely pointed out that the benefit of reading
writing from others eras and cultures is that it has the potential
to make us aware of our own blind spots as surely as we can see
theirs. He is worth quoting at length here:
Every age has its own outlook. It is specially good at seeing certain
truths and specially liable to make certain mistakes. We all, therefore, need the books that will correct the characteristic mistakes of
our own period. And that means the old books. All contemporary
writers share to some extent the contemporary outlook—even those,
like myself, who seem most opposed to it. Nothing strikes me more
when I read the controversies of past ages than the fact that both sides
8
In this vein, Rowe, “For Future Generations” 205, makes an interesting note
of John Calvin’s own hopes for his Institutes of the Christian Religion—“. . . Calvin
characterized his work as a hermeneutical guide to Scripture—a propaedeutic for the
right understanding of the Bible—which was itself to be tested by its conformity to
Scripture: ‘Above all, I must urge [the reader] to have recourse to Scripture in order to
weigh the testimonies that I adduce from it.’”
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were usually assuming without question a good deal which we should
now absolutely deny. They thought that they were as completely opposed as two sides could be, but in fact they were all the time secretly
united—united with each other and against earlier and later ages—by
a great mass of common assumptions. We may be sure that the characteristic blindness of the twentieth century—the blindness about
which posterity will ask, ‘But how could they have thought that?’—
lies where we have never suspected it, and concerns something about
which there is untroubled agreement between Hitler and President
Roosevelt or between Mr. H. G. Wells and Karl Barth. None of us
can fully escape this blindness, but we shall certainly increase it, and
weaken our guard against it, if we read only modern books. Where
they are true they will give us truths which we half knew already.
Where they are false they will aggravate the error with which we are
already dangerously ill. The only palliative is to keep the clean sea
breeze of the centuries blowing through our minds, and this can be
done only by reading old books. Not, of course, that there is any magic about the past. People were no cleverer then than they are now;
they made as many mistakes as we. But not the same mistakes. They
will not flatter us in the errors we are already committing; and their
own errors, being now open and palpable, will not endanger us. Two
heads are better than one, not because either is infallible, but because
they are unlikely to go wrong in the same direction. To be sure, the
books of the future would be just as good a corrective as the books of
the past, but unfortunately we cannot get at them. 9

Lewis’ view can stand to be nuanced here and there, but overall
there is much merit in the idea of looking to the past not so much
for authority, but for wisdom.
Indeed, Lewis’ words raise the thorny and inescapable issue of
the relationship between our own enculturation in our time and
place as well as our relationship to larger historical and sociological forces that impact us in ways that we are often unaware of in
the present. There is no virtue in being ahistorical and therefore
carried along by a current unawares.10 To ignore history does not
9

202.

C. S. Lewis, “On the Reading of Old Books,” in God in the Dock (Eerdmans 1970)

10
Cf. N. Hatch, The Democratization of American Christianity (Yale University
Press 1989); D. Harrell, Quest for a Christian America (Disciples of Christ Historical
Society 1966); D. Harrell, Sources of Division in the Disciples of Christ, 1865–1900
(Publishing Systems 1973).
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make us immune to the larger social and cultural forces beyond
our control. It just makes us blind to them, which creates problems of its own.11
Scripture’s Own Witness About Informal Theology
Scripture itself reminds us that while the Word of God is the
sole authority, God always intended for Scripture to generate conversation among His people and to be accompanied by the shared
wisdom of experience in living it. And so, for instance, Paul wrote
to Titus that the “older women. . . are to teach what is good, and
so train the young women to love their husbands and children, to
These works show how, with the benefit of chronological distance and hindsight,
even those committed to the restoration of New Testament Christianity were still
more influenced by their own times and intellectual currents than they realized. One
implication of such historical work is the realization that we are potentially no different.
Such a realization should not lead us to religious hopelessness, but to humility.
It is also worth noting that in his 2003 “preface” to the University of Alabama Press
reprinting of Sources of Division in the Disciples of Christ, Harrell highlights the issue of
individual choices versus group dynamics. In other words, there is a difference between
psychology and sociology. Recognizing the largely predictable behavior of groups in no
way predestines any individual to their fate nor removes from them the responsibility
and moral culpability of their own free choice and conscience before God.
11
Cf. Richard Hughes Reclaiming a Heritage (ACU Press 2002) 49: “The truth is, if we
deny our history, we only become victims of the history we seek to escape. For example,
if we deny the fact that Alexander Campbell played a powerful role in shaping our most
fundamental presuppositions about the Bible and the Christian faith—if we deny that
fact, we may become Campbellites with a vengeance. After all, if we deny Campbell’s
place in our movement, there is no way to critique or assess the very real influence he
has exerted upon each of us. We cannot critique the ideas and presuppositions we have
inherited from Campbell because, in effect, we pretend that Campbell did not exist.
If we pretend that Campbell did not exist, we then cripple our ability either to affirm
his positive contributions or to liberate ourselves from his negative contributions.
The truth is, by denying our history, we allow ourselves to become ten times more
the children of Alexander Campbell than we might be if we acknowledged our history
honestly, candidly, and forthrightly.
The paradox is this: only when we acknowledge our history can we be freed from
the constraints of our history. Only then are we freed to embrace or reject specific ideas
or presuppositions that we have inherited from Campbell, Stone, and others who have
placed their stamp on this movement. But if we deny our history, we are victims of a
story we don’t even know.”
While we are most certainly not “Campbellites,” the reality is that tradition forms
when we lose touch with critical reflection on the hidden ghosts of a heritage and
influence we have not asked for but certainly inherited, if only from the generation
immediately preceding us. There must be an intentionality in constantly pushing
ourselves and our congregations back to the Scripture alone as our only authority.
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be self-controlled, pure, working at home, kind, and submissive to
their own husbands, that the word of God may not be reviled” (Tit
2.3–5). In the OT, God’s law and mighty acts were to be catalyst to
conversation between parents and children:
You shall therefore lay up these words of mine in your heart and in
your soul, and you shall bind them as a sign on your hand, and they
shall be as frontlets between your eyes. You shall teach them to your
children, talking of them when you are sitting in your house, and
when you are walking by the way, and when you lie down, and when
you rise” (Deut 11.18–19; cf. Exod 12.23–27; 13.11–15; Deut 6.20–26;
Josh 4.5–7, 21–24).

Indeed, in the decadent society in which Malachi called out Israel’s corruption, the righteous few found solidarity in communal
conversation about God—“Then those who feared the Lord spoke
with one another. The Lord paid attention and heard them, and a
book of remembrance was written before him of those who feared
the Lord and esteemed his name (Mal 3.16).”
But perhaps most significantly, is to think of the nature of the
gifts God has given His church. As Paul writes,
And he gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the shepherds
and teachers, to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ, until we all attain to the unity of the faith
and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to mature manhood, to the
measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ, so that we may no
longer be children, tossed to and fro by the waves and carried about
by every wind of doctrine, by human cunning, by craftiness in deceitful schemes. Rather, speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up
in every way into him who is the head, into Christ, from whom the
whole body, joined and held together by every joint with which it is
equipped, when each part is working properly, makes the body grow
so that it builds itself up in love (Eph 4.11–16).

The very existence of elders and evangelists as part of God’s
ongoing will for His work in the world in and through His church
reminds us that there is a place for the human agent, not as authority, but as an aid. Our culture’s exaltation of the autonomous individual a highest ideal to the neglect of the corporate dimension of
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a proper human life can blind us to God’s intention that the faith
of Jesus Christ be lived communally. The American obsession with
the radically autonomous individual tends to make us too often
hesitant to acknowledge the role that others can and do play in our
spiritual health. To be sure, it is quite possible for an individual
to sit down with the Bible, read it, and come to a mature understanding of the faith. However, God’s plan seems to portray that as
an exception, not the general rule which seems more to be people
being aided in their spiritual journey to God through Christ in the
work of preachers, teachers, elders, and the larger fellowship of the
local congregation. Most of us, if we’re honest, are essentially just
like the Ethiopian eunuch, who when asked by Philip if he understood what he was reading in Isaiah, replied, “How can I, unless
someone guides me?” (Acts 8.31). To read the Bible in a translation,
to reach for a commentary (whether by our own brethren or not)
at any time—even if only once in our lives, is to acknowledge the
role of the larger group, including those who have come before us,
as aids (but never authorities) that underline the inescapability of
at least some level of informal theology.
Wisdom in Handling Theology and Systemization
Given the inescapable necessity of some sort of informal theology and systemization in our study and reading of the Bible, how
do we then protect from and avoid the mistakes that have been
made in reading the Bible over the centuries?
One aspect of avoiding the toxic hardening of informal descriptive biblical theology into formal prescriptive systematic
theology of the worst sort is to stay focused on the whole-person
aspect of the Bible’s vision. To avoid rationalization, sophistry,
prescriptive systemization, making authorities of the traditions
of men, and so forth, we best keep our eyes on the goal and purpose of all our reading, thinking and meditating, preaching,
teaching, writing, and conversing: “to the unity of the faith and
of the knowledge of the Son of God” which leads “to mature manhood, to the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ” (Eph
4.13). Jesus himself pointed us back to the essence of his mature
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humanity as revealed in Deuteronomy 6 and Leviticus 19 The
essence of God’s will for mankind can be summarized thus: love
God with one’s whole being and love one’s neighbor as oneself.
According to Jesus, everything else hangs on these foundational
principles (Matt 22.40).
The Hebrew writer understood this as well, though he expresses it in a manner that makes it easy to miss. In describing Jesus’
fitness to be the once for all sacrifice, the Hebrew writer ascribes
the words of Psalm 40 to Christ’s mindset: “Sacrifices and offerings you have not desired, but a body have you prepared for me;
in burnt offerings and sin offerings you have taken no pleasure.
Then I said, ‘Behold, I have come to do your will, O God, as it is
written in the scroll of the book’” (Heb 10.5–7). Here is the essence
of the love of God practically realized in a way that makes Jesus
the quintessential whole human being: to be so fully committed
to the will of God that doing that divine will becomes one’s whole
frame of reference for the living of life. Yet the Hebrew writer’s
framing of that point with the words of Psalm 40 reminds us as
well that making God’s will one’s own will is the deep assumption
for whatever larger systematic concerns may motivate: the right
kinds of sacrifices offered in the right ways, the proper form of
New Testament worship, and so forth. In other words, the sharing
of God’s own desires in our deepest being is not something that
is primarily propositional or systematic as much as it is relational
and seen through narrative approach to life. That is why in the OT,
the recounting of the mighty acts of God was so essential in the
ancient Israelite’s approach to living before God under the Law. In
fact, the Mosaic covenant itself ultimately is situated within the
narrative context of the telling of creation, exodus, wilderness,
and entry into the Promised Land. The role of proposition and
commandment generally sitting in narrative context reminds us
proper obedience must include obedience toward the same goal/
end/purpose that God has, and God has generally chosen to reveal
his ends—when he reveals them at all, that is—in narrative ways,
which all of human history headed toward the summing up of all
things in Christ (Eph 1.10).

186 

Jeff Wilson

Conclusion
I offer these pages as only tentative reflections on a most challenging topic. The intersection of history—the larger world in
which we live and the past whose consequences we inherit—and
theology—the individual’s and group’s understanding of the biblical text—is a challenging one that to my thinking most likely belies a permanent formulated solution and rather is a fundamental
reality of the human experience and its limitations which requires
repeated negotiation over time.
Even as history teaches us of our cultural blind spots, it also
reminds us that so much of our theologizing—sermons, bulletin
articles, papers, workbooks, even commentaries—are shaped by
the perceived needs of the time and place that we live. That is not
a bad thing, it just means that human beings rarely—never?—get
the final word in articulating their understanding of the ultimate
reality revealed to us in Jesus Christ.

Baptism: Essential, A Symbol, or
Salvation by Works?
Harold Hancock
Virtually every religious group that teaches salvation through Jesus Christ and makes any pretense of acknowledging the authority
of the New Testament teaches and practices something they call
“baptism.” However, what they teach and practice varies greatly.
Some accept only immersion for baptism, others affirm that “baptism” can include sprinkling or pouring as well as immersion.
Some teach that babies should be baptized, while others insist that
all who are baptized must believe and that babies cannot be believers. Some teach that baptism is essential, but others view it as
optional. These and many other tenets about baptism have been
discussed and debated throughout the history of the church.
No question concerning baptism is more important than the
one, “Is baptism essential?” If the answer is “No, baptism is not
essential,” then most discussions about baptism are futile and of
no consequence. If the answer is “Yes, baptism is essential,” then
many, if not all questions about baptism become pertinent. Answering this question in the affirmative binds baptism to salvation;
nothing is more important than our salvation (Matt 16.26). Our
task is to answer this important question, to determine why some
do not practice truth, and to warn against those things that threaten to lead us astray from the truth in regarding baptism.
We wish to begin by: 1) making certain that we understand
what is meant by the question, “Is baptism essential?” and 2) re-
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minding all where the true answer to this question is found. The
question is meant not just to determine if baptism is essential to
obedience, but to determine if baptism is essential to salvation. Is
baptism an act done by one already saved, or is baptism something
one does to be saved? The true answer to this question is found in
the scriptures, the revealed Word of God. These scriptures cannot be broken (John 10.35). They are authoritative, they furnish us
with truth (2 Tim 3.16; John 17.17). The New Testament scriptures
are replete with instructions and commands concerning baptism
as well as many examples of people being baptized. These scriptures will not contradict themselves. Learn what the Bible teaches
on the subject of baptism, and you will know the true answer to
the question, “Is baptism essential?”
To learn what the scriptures teach about baptism, we begin with
the teachings of Jesus. Early in His ministry, Jesus told Nicodemus,
“Most assuredly, I say to you, unless one is born again, he cannot
see the kingdom of God. … Most assuredly, I say to you, unless one
is born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of
God” (John 3.3, 5).1 Jesus makes being “born again,” or “being born
of water and the Spirit,” essential to entering the kingdom of God.
While some today try to deny that the “birth of water and the
Spirit,” is baptism, it is unreasonable to do so. Baptism is the only
“water” that is given significance in the New Testament for those
seeking to become Christians. The New Testament scriptures themselves associate baptism with “newness of life” (Rom 6.4). Twice the
New Testament declares that we are “baptized into Christ” (Rom
6.3; Gal 3.27). The apostles Paul wrote, “If anyone is in Christ, he is
a new creation; old things have passed away; behold, all things have
become new” (2 Cor 5.17). Through baptism one is born again and
becomes a citizen of the kingdom of God; through the “washing of
regeneration and the renewing of the Holy Spirit” (Tit 3.5), which is
a new birth making one a new creature in Christ, one is saved.
Before ascending back to heaven Jesus instructed His apostles
concerning baptism. After declaring, “All authority has been given
1
All Bible quotes are from the NKJV unless otherwise noted in the scripture reference.
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to Me in heaven and on earth,” Jesus instructed His apostles to
“Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them
in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit”
(Matt 28.18–19). The command is to “make disciples.” The pattern
for making disciples included baptism in the name of the Father,
the Son, and the Holy Spirit. One cannot be saved today without
being a disciple of Jesus: “Nor is there salvation in any other, for
there is no other name under heaven given among men by which
we must be saved” (Acts 4.12).
Similarly, Mark records Jesus saying to His apostles, “Go into
all the world and preach the gospel to every creature. He who believes and is baptized will be saved; but he who does not believe
will be condemned” (Mark 16.15–16). Jesus states two things people must do to be saved: 1) believe, and 2) be baptized. One has no
promise of salvation if one does not believe. Likewise, one has no
promise of salvation if one is not baptized.
Some stumble over the second part of Jesus’ statement, “but he
who does not believe will be condemned.” They ask, “If baptism is
essential, why did Jesus not say, ‘He who does not believe will be
condemned, and he who is not baptized will be condemned?’” The
following illustration should answer their skepticism. In Jesus’ parable of the sower, the good ground represents the person “who hears
the word and understands it, who indeed bears fruit…” (Matt 13.23).
Could we not rephrase it to say: “He who hears and understands the
Word will bring forth fruit; but he who does not hear the Word will
bring forth no fruit?” It is evident from this statement that the one
who wants to bring forth fruit must hear and understand the Word.
Hearing is the first step in the process of fruit-bearing. One does not
have to say, “He who does not hear and does not understand cannot
bring forth fruit.” He who does not hear the Word cannot understand it, and therefore, cannot bring forth fruit.
He who does not believe that Jesus is the Christ cannot be baptized in the name of Jesus; true baptism is always in the name of
the Lord (Acts 2.38; Acts 22.16; 1 Cor 1.13) and always demands
belief in Jesus. When the eunuch asked Philip, “What hinders me
from being baptized?” Philip told the eunuch, “If you believe with
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all your heart, you may” (Acts 8.36–37). The eunuch had to believe
before Philip would baptize him.
The words of Jesus teach that one must be baptized to “see the
kingdom of heaven,” to be His disciple, and to be saved. No other
scripture will contradict or invalidate these words. According to
the scriptures, the Truth, the words of our Lord, baptism is essential for salvation.
The apostles and other gospel preachers also understood and
taught that baptism is essential to salvation. When asked, “What
shall we do?” by those who heard Peter preach Jesus as Lord and
Christ and who were then “pricked in their hearts” (Acts 2.37), Peter answered, “Repent and let everyone of you be baptized in the
name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins” (Acts 2.38). Likewise, Ananias asked Paul, “And now why are you waiting? Arise
and be baptized, and wash away your sins, calling on the name
of the Lord” (Acts 22.16). Through baptism in the name of Jesus,
or being baptized calling on the name of the Lord, one’s sins are
remitted. Can one be saved without the forgiveness of sins? The
answer is no; sin separates us from God (Isa 59.1–2). One is “dead”
in his sins and trespasses (Eph 2.1). Can one be saved without calling on the name of the Lord? Again, the answer is no. “Whosoever
shall call on the name of the Lord shall be saved” (Acts 2.21; Rom
10.13). Hence, baptism is essential to salvation. Peter plainly declares, “Baptism doth also now save us (not the putting away of the
filth of the flesh, but the answer of a good conscience toward God,)
by the resurrection of Jesus Christ” (1 Pet 3.21 KJV).
While we are presently emphasizing the importance of baptism, it seems appropriate to remind all that this does not mean
that baptism saves apart from Jesus and His blood or apart from
faith and repentance. Peter ended his statement by saying, “Baptism saves … through the resurrection of Jesus Christ.” Furthermore, the writer of Hebrews reminds us that our conscience is
cleansed from dead works to serve the living God by the blood of
Christ who offered Himself without spot to God (Heb 9.14).
Baptism, as taught in the scriptures, does not diminish Jesus and
His blood; it acknowledges that Jesus is the Savior. Baptism is “in
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the name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins” (Acts 2.38); one
is baptized to wash away his sins “calling on the name of the Lord”
(Acts 22.16). One is baptized “into Christ” and “into His death”(Rom
6.3). One is required to believe and confess his faith in Jesus as
Christ and the Son of God before being baptized (Acts 8.37–38).
New Testament baptism is always yoked with faith; the power behind baptism was, is, and always will be Jesus and His blood.
Truth is unchanging (Jude 3); the word of the Lord endures forever (2 Pet 1.25). Hence, baptism will forever be essential to salvation. However, error is real and apostasy happens. Paul warned
that men would not always endure sound doctrine (2 Tim 2.3),
that perverted gospels would be preached (Gal 1.7), and that there
would be a “falling away” (2 Thes 2.3). Through the years men
have abandoned many of the truths set forth by the Lord and His
apostles; some have sought to lessen the importance of baptism by
changing its design and making it non-essential to salvation.
In the first and second centuries of Christianity, Christian
writers, such as Tertullian and Irenaeus, affirmed the truth about
baptism while combating error. Tertullian began his treatise on
baptism with these words: “Happy is our sacrament of water, in
that, by washing away the sins of our early blindness, we are set
free and admitted into eternal life!”2 He defends this “prescript:”
“‘without baptism, salvation is attainable by none’ (chiefly on the
ground of that declaration of the Lord, who says, ‘Unless one be
born of water, he hath not life.’”3 However, Tertullian wrote his
thesis on baptism while lamenting that “the Cainite heresy, lately
conversant in this quarter, has carried away a great number with
her most venomous doctrine, making it her first aim to destroy
baptism.”4 Likewise, Irenaeus acknowledged the truth about baptism. He wrote: “For as we are lepers in sin, we are made clean, by
means of the sacred water and the invocation of the Lord, from
our old transgressions; being spiritually regenerated as new-born
2
Tertullian, On Baptism, in Ante-Nicene Fathers, Vol. 3. Trans. S. Thelwall (Hendrickson Publishers 2004) ch. 1.
3

Ibid. ch.12.

4

Ibid. ch.1.
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babes, even as the Lord has declared: ‘Except a man be born again
through water and the Spirit, he shall not enter into the kingdom
of heaven.’”5 Yet, he, too, found it necessary to renounce a “class” of
men whom he described as having “been instigated by Satan to a
denial of baptism which is regeneration to God.”6
In the early fourth century and onward the seeds of apostasy blossomed and came to fruition. Constantine’s conversion to
Christianity and his Edict of Toleration in 313 AD brought an
end to imperial persecution, making “Christianity” more popular
but more susceptible to error. “Many passed from heathenism to
Christianity by no other conversion than a mere change of name.” 7
Ignorance and a lack of true conviction are fertile grounds for false
doctrine and apostasy.
As controversies over doctrinal matters arose, creeds were introduced as a basis of compromise. One of the first and most notable creeds was the “Nicene Creed,” drawn up in 325 AD. Though
the creed set forth a belief in one God, the Father, one Lord, Jesus
Christ, the Holy Spirit, one baptism, and proclaimed a resurrection of the dead and life in the world to come—none of which
we would deny to be truth—it cited no scripture. Unobtrusively, authority was being wrested from scripture and invested in
councils of men.
Augustine, a 4th century “bishop of Hippo,” became an influential religious leader in his time. His teachings influenced Western Christianity and are still the basis of many “church doctrines”
today. He believed in and promoted the doctrines of original sin,
infant baptism, and that “the salvation of man … depends solely upon the omnipotent will of God whether anyone shall will,
or not will; that is, God has mercy upon some and effectually
calls them while He leaves others to their merited fate.”8 These
5
Irenaeus, Fragments From Lost Writings, in Ante-Nicene Fathers, Vol. 1. (Hendrickson Publishers 2004) XXXIV.
6
Irenaeus, Against Heresies, in Ante-Nicene Fathers, Vol. 1. (Hendrickson Publishers 2004) 1.XXI.I.

124.

7

J. Cox, Church History (DeHoff Publications 1986) 37.

8

L. Qualben, A History of the Christian Church (Thomas Nelson and Sons 1942)
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doctrines are foreign to the teachings of the New Testament and
through the years have led many away from truth.
In 606 AD Boniface III, Pope of Rome, was declared “Universal
Bishop.” This marked the beginning of the Roman Catholic Church
in a fully organized fashion.9 The Roman Catholic Church with it
unscriptural organizational structure and peculiar doctrines was
a different entity from the church established by Jesus, and it continued through the years to become more corrupt in power and
in doctrine. Finally, some of its teachings were challenged by men
such as Martin Luther (1483–1546) and John Calvin (1509–1564).
Their protests of certain Roman Catholic doctrines and the movement these protests sparked became known as “The Reformation.” Sadly, “The Reformation” did not rid the world of the Roman
Catholic Church nor did it turn many back to the New Testament
church; religious error continued to abound.
Even amid this digression from truth, some semblance of the
essentiality of baptism was still generally recognized. This does
not mean that all who taught that baptism was essential to salvation were right in all matters concerning sin, salvation, and the
church, or even all aspects of baptism. We condone none of the
error, but seek to show that from the days of the apostles to the
fifteen hundreds many continued to rightly associate baptism with
salvation through forgiveness of sins.
Constantine was baptized, but he deferred baptism until near
the end of his life. “Historians are generally agreed that this was
due to the fact that he shared the current belief that baptism was
for the remission of sins. His idea of postponing baptism, was of
course, erroneous but his conviction as to the purpose of baptism
is significant.”10 The Nicene Creed acknowledged there is “one
baptism for the remission of sins.” Augustine believed that “‘prevenient grace’ provides forgiveness through baptism and infuses
a ‘new and good will’ in man.”11 He also insisted on infant bap9

J. Cox, Church History 40.

10

Ibid. 36.

M. Curry, “Salvation by Grace through Faith (Part 1),” in Great Bible Doctrines:
Florida College Lectures 1975 (Florida College 1975) 67.
11

194 

Harold Hancock

tism because he believed new-born children had original sin and
would be damned if they died without being baptized to take away
this sin. The Bible speaks of grace, but says nothing of “prevenient
grace.” It does not teach the doctrines of original sin or infant baptism. The scriptures teach that children are without “malice”12 (1
Cor 14.20) and that those who are baptized are able to repent and
confess their faith (Acts 2.38; 8.37). Infants can do neither. However, Augustine’s statements show that his perception was that baptism takes away sin by the power of God.
The Catholic Church, like Augustine, also believed in original
sin and in infant baptism. Furthermore, it recognizes “infusion
(pouring of water), immersion and aspersion (sprinkling)” for baptism.”13 Beware, for
Change leads to change. Immersion was the only mode of baptism
in the Apostolic Church. No other would have been understood. But
when baptism no longer immediately followed conversion, when it
was frequently deferred till death was near, immersion in such a case
was impossible. When infant baptism became common the necessity
for some relaxation of the rule became still more pressing. You could
not take a dying man from his bed, nor a sickly child from its mother’s lap and plunge it in cold water. … Here was the first beginning of
what were afterwards called clinical baptisms—baptisms accommodated to the babe of a day old, to the sick and the dying.14

Though wrong in so many ways, the Roman Catholic church
still taught and continues to teach that “baptism is necessary for
salvation.”15
Martin Luther (1483–1546) is sometimes credited with teaching “salvation by faith alone.” To most, “salvation by faith alone”
means baptism is not necessary for salvation. However, Martin Lu“Malice” is from the Greek word kakia and is defined as badness, i.e. (subjectively) depravity, or (actively) malignity, or (passively) trouble. New Exhaustive Strong’s
Numbers and Concordance with Expanded Greek-Hebrew Dictionary (Biblesoft).
12

13
“Baptism, Sacrament of,” in A. J. Nevina, ed., The Maryknoll Catholic Dictionary
(Dimension Books 1965) 68.
14
J. Cunningham, The Growth of the Church in Its Organization and Institutions
(MacMillan and Co. 1886) 190.
15
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ther did not teach salvation apart from baptism. Consider some of
his statements from his Large Catechism: “I can boast that Baptism
is no human trifle, but instituted by God Himself, moreover, that it
is most solemnly and strictly commanded that we must be baptized
or we cannot be saved,”16 “The world is now so full of sects clamoring that Baptism is an external thing, and that external things
are of no benefit. But let it be ever so much an external thing, here
stand God’s Word and command which institute, establish, and
confirm Baptism. But what God institutes and commands cannot
be a vain, but must be a precious thing…”17 Luther did use the words
“faith alone,” but Luther said, “Faith alone makes the person worthy
to receive profitably the saving, divine water.”18 He did not deem
baptism to be one’s “own work of righteousness,” but “God’s own
work.”19 Luther cautioned men that “the devil is busy to delude us
with false appearances, and lead us away from the work of God to
our own works.”20 He challenged the Roman Catholic Church that
sold indulgences, a practice that rested on the theory that Christ
and the Saints had performed more good works than were needed and were at the disposal of the Church to be used by the “less
fortunate people,” and offered a “works-based” type of salvation—
including release from punishment secured by means of prayers,
alms, pilgrimages, and the like. Luther was right in this matter: the
fact that one is “justified by faith” does not mean baptism is not
essential to salvation. This is evident from scripture. Paul taught
that one is “justified by faith” and “made a son of God by faith”
by being “baptized into Christ” (Gal 3.24–27). Luther’s choice of
words, “faith alone,” is unfortunate. The only time the words, “faith
alone,” are used in the scriptures, they are preceded by the word
“not”: “man is justified … not by faith alone” (Jam 2.24 NASB).
John Calvin (1509–1564) was also very much a part of “The
Reformation.” He was acquainted with the teachings of both Au16
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gustine and Luther. “The principal doctrines set forth by Calvin were predestination, particular redemption, total hereditary
depravity, effective or irresistible grace, and perseverance of the
saints,” 21 all of which are wrong and without scriptural authority. Yet, he, like Augustine and Luther, stressed the importance
of baptism as it relates to man’s salvation. He called baptism an
“initiatory sign by which we are admitted to the fellowship of the
Church, that being ingrafted into Christ we may be accounted
children of God.” 22 He further stated concerning baptism: “It is a
kind of sealed instrument by which he assures us that all our sins
are so deleted, covered, and effaced, that they will never come
into his sight, never be mentioned, never imputed. For it is his
will that all who have believed, be baptized for the remission of
sins.” 23 At the same time Calvin spoke to the necessity of baptism
for salvation, he sought to make clear that the power behind the
act of baptism is the blood of Jesus: “The only purification which
baptism promises is by means of the sprinkling of the blood of
Christ, who is figured by water from the resemblance to cleansing and washing.” 24 Calvin used the words “sign” and “sealed”
in his discussion of baptism. Although these words are found in
the New Testament, these words are never used when describing
baptism. For that reason Calvin’s words may give an uncertain
sound and may be misunderstood by some. It seems Calvin used
these words to suggest the invoking of the blessings associated
with baptism and received at the time of baptism and not to suggest that baptism was a mere “sign” of things already received
from God. Calvin himself said:
Those who have thought that baptism is nothing else than the badge
and mark by which we profess our religion before men, in the same way
as soldiers attest their profession by bearing the insignia of their commander, having not attended to what was the principal thing in bap21
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tism; and this is, that we are to receive it in connection with the promise, “He that believeth and is baptized shall be saved” (Mark 16.16).”25

History shows that the Reformation Movement gave birth to
denominationalism. Rather than effectively returning to the New
Testament pattern of “one faith” and “one body” (Eph 4.4), “Christianity” became even more divided. As different reformers spoke
against what they perceived to be error and stated their own religious views on other matters, some of which were as wrong as
the errors they originally fought against, they gained followers.
Eventually, formal statements of faith and practices were adopted
and denominations, religious groups called by different names and
separated from one another by doctrinal and organizational differences, were established. At first denominations were formed to
distinguish themselves from the Roman Catholic Church, but as
time passed, these groups divided among themselves, and denominations multiplied. Since the Reformation Period, denominationalism has continued to grow. Today by some estimates there are
more than 30,000 denominations in existence.
Admittedly, from the early years of Christianity to the time of
the Reformation, there had been some people or sects that denied
baptism was necessary for salvation, but with the upstart of denominationalism the idea that baptism was not essential to salvation became more popular. Many of the creeds and manuals of
these denominations explicitly stated that one is saved by grace
alone or by faith alone and without baptism. This is exemplified in
the following quotes: “Faith, thus receiving and resting on Christ
and His righteousness, is the alone instrument of justification”;26
“Although it is a great sin to contemn or neglect this ordinance
[baptism], yet grace and salvation are not so inseparably annexed
unto it, as that no person can be regenerated, or saved, without
it… ;27 “We are accounted righteous before God only for the merit
of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, by faith and not for our own
25

Ibid.
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works or deservings. Wherefore, that we are justified by faith only,
is a most wholesome doctrine, and very full of comfort”28; “Baptism is not essential to salvation, for our churches utterly repudiate
the dogma of ‘baptismal regeneration,’ but it is essential to obedience, since Christ has commanded it.”29
Today, on radio and television and in the pulpits of denominations many “evangelists” instruct their audiences to “just accept
Jesus as your personal Savior and be saved” or “repeat the sinner’s
prayer and be saved.” Few cite the words of the Lord recorded in
Mark 16.16 or of Peter in Acts 2.38, and if they do, they attempt
to explain why these passages do not mean what they seem to say,
that one needs to believe and be baptized to be saved. Many have
and continue to dismiss baptism as being an important part of
God’s scheme of redemption.
Preaching, teaching, or accepting a perverted gospel is a serious
offense (Gal 1.6–9). Our brief review of the “history of baptism”
gives us some insight as to why people have chosen to follow an
erroneous path and deny that baptism is essential to salvation. One
must admit that sometimes the decision was or is purposeful. One
writer suggested, “Any dramatic departure from apostolic Christianity by the early Christians would have been deliberate.”30 He
based his conclusion on the premise that the church did not misunderstand the apostles’ teaching; the teaching given by the Lord and
His apostles on the subject of baptism was plain and easy to understand. No doubt since the beginning of the New Testament there
have been some who desired to be inventors of a new doctrine or
who wanted to teach a more popular or more convenient doctrine
and, therefore, distorted the scriptures; however, we do not believe
all error is deliberate. Some are engulfed in error because of a lack
of knowledge or because they are deceived (Eph 4.14).
From the fourth century onward respect for the authority of
the word of the Lord was diminished in the minds of the people
28
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and was usurped by religious leaders and men’s creeds. For that
matter, even the scriptures themselves were confiscated and withheld from the people by the Catholic Church until the late 1300s. If
one is willing to accept a change in the organization of the church
and accept the doctrines of original sin, infant baptism, and the
like, in time, changing the design of baptism seems pliable rather
than damnable. Though some during the Reformation Period gave
“lip-service” to the idea that the Bible is the only source and standard for faith and life,31 the principle was not well-established or
applied at that time. If there had been a knowledge of God’s Word
and a respect for its authority, denominationalism would have
been rejected, and people would have been baptized in the name
of Jesus for the remission of sins and into the one body, the church
(Acts 2.38; 1 Cor 12.13).
A message with an uncertain sound may have helped to fuel
the misunderstandings of the people and lead them away from
the truth about baptism. Though Luther stated in his Large Catechism that he believed baptism was necessary for salvation, his
words “faith alone” are not used scripturally and without careful
review leave the impression that baptism is not necessary. This is
evidenced by many who mistakenly think that Luther, himself, did
not believe baptism was essential for salvation and by the number of times those same words or the words, “faith only,” are deliberately used by people and sects who deny baptism is essential
for salvation. The same could be said of Calvin’s words “sign” and
“seal.” Some might misunderstand Calvin to be saying or use his
words to teach that “baptism is an outward sign” of the salvation
already received. The scriptures give one no promise of salvation
until he is baptized. Two things are evident: 1) to avoid error, one
needs to express scriptural truths in scriptural language, and 2)
one must never allow the words of men to take precedent over the
teaching of the scriptures.
Many have misunderstood “salvation by grace” and “salvation
by faith.” They have denied that baptism is necessary for salvation because they think there are irreconcilable conflicts between
31

Qualben, A History of the Christian Church 230.
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Paul’s statement, “For by grace you have been saved through faith,
and that not of yourselves; it is the gift of God, not of works, lest
anyone should boast” (Eph 2.8–9) and the command to be baptized for salvation. The conflict is imagined; it is not real. The
scriptures do not contradict themselves. In God’s scheme of redemption, “salvation by grace,” “salvation by faith,” and salvation
by repentance and baptism in the name of Jesus for the remission
of sins are all aspects of the process of salvation. The “works” to
which Paul referred that cannot save us are the works of the law
of Moses or the works of our own righteousness. Paul makes this
clear in other passages. Consider this statement by Paul: “Yet indeed I also count all things loss for the excellence of the knowledge
of Christ Jesus my Lord, for whom I have suffered the loss of all
things, and count them as rubbish, that I may gain Christ and be
found in Him, not having my own righteousness, which is from the
law, but that which is through faith in Christ, the righteousness
which is from God by faith” (Phil 3.9). Note: Paul is not seeking his
own righteousness “which is from the law,” but that righteousness
“which is through faith.” Paul, also, wrote to Titus saying, “not by
works of righteousness which we have done, but according to His
mercy He saved us, through the washing of regeneration and renewing of the Holy Spirit” (Tit 3.5). Again, note: we are “saved,”
but “not by works of righteousness which we have done.” Paul says
we are “saved” by “mercy … through the washing and renewing of
the Holy Spirit.” The “washing of regeneration” is baptism; it alone
is the washing (Acts 22.16) that brings new life (Rom 6.4). Paul
does not call this “washing of regeneration,” or baptism, “works
of righteousness that we have done,” but rather says we are saved
by mercy “through the washing of regeneration and the renewing of the Holy Spirit.” Hence, one is saved by grace through faith
through baptism in the name of Jesus for the remission of sins, an
act commanded by God. There is one salvation; it is provided by
God’s grace through faith when one is baptized as He commands.
When understood properly, nothing shouts grace and faith more
than baptism. When one is baptized for the remission of sins, he admits his sinfulness and condemnation. One would not be baptized
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“for the remission of sins” if he were not acutely aware of his sins and
the consequences of them. One is baptized “calling on the name of
the Lord.” He is aware that he is unable to save himself through himself or through his own good works. He is looking to Jesus for remission of sins and for salvation. The scriptures do not teach “salvation
by grace alone” or “salvation by faith alone” or “salvation by baptism
alone.” They teach that salvation comes through God and His grace,
through Christ, God’s Son who died on the cross and whose blood
is counted as a propitiation for sin, and through one’s obedience to
God’s command to be baptized according to the scriptures and in
the manner that the scriptures direct. It is God who forgives and
grants eternal life to the saved. All glory belongs unto God.
From the beginning of the church of the Lord, preachers and
members of the church of Christ have recognized baptism to be
essential to salvation. All who are members of the church have
submitted to the command of baptism (Acts 2.38, 47; 1 Cor 12.13).
However, recently some members of the church have begun to
suggest that the church has underemphasized grace and overemphasized baptism. They have been critical of some gospel preachers because the word “grace” is not frequently used in their sermon
texts, while the alien sinner, one who has never before surrendered
himself to Jesus, is always exhorted to be baptized. God’s grace
is important. Without it no one has the hope of eternal life, but
critics should be careful not to undermine the need for baptism
or unjustly criticize those rightly preaching baptism for salvation.
Consider the first recorded gospel sermon preached after the ascension of Jesus. This sermon was preached by Peter and is recorded
in Acts 2.14–40. The word “grace” does not appear in the text. Peter
preached that Jesus is Lord and Christ (2.36), and when the people
were then cut to the heart and cried out to Peter and the rest of the
apostles, “Men and brethren, what shall we do?” (2.37), they were
told to “Repent, and let every one of you be baptized in the name of
Jesus Christ for the remission of sins…” (2.38). Peter did not mention the word “grace,” yet he commanded the people to repent and
be baptized in the name of Jesus for remission of sins. Would anyone
accuse Peter of not preaching “salvation by grace,” of failing to em-
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phasize that salvation is by grace, or of over accentuating “works”?
No. By preaching Jesus as Lord and Christ and by telling people to
repent and be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the remission
of sins, Peter was preaching salvation by grace.
Peter’s first gospel sermon recorded in Acts 2 with no mention
of the word “grace” was not an oversight. Consider some of the other sermons recorded in Acts: Peter’s second recorded sermon (Acts
3.12–26) and Paul’s sermons in Antioch in Pisidia and Athens (Acts
13.16–41; 17.22–31). The word “grace” does not appear in these sermons either. Yet, each of these sermons teaches salvation by grace.
When Philip “preached Jesus” (Acts 8.35) to the Eunuch, starting
with Isaiah 53, was it necessary for Philip to use the word “grace,”
or could he simply quote from the text of Isaiah 53, a chapter in
which the word “grace” does not appear, but one in which the concept of grace abounds? Did Philip mislead the Eunuch into thinking
he would not be saved by grace by preaching baptism to him?
Attention is directed to these sermons to illustrate that preaching Jesus as Lord and Christ and exhorting people to be baptized
in the name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins is preaching
salvation by grace. If one thinks it is not, it is he who is mistaken,
not the preacher. “The Word of the Lord” (Acts 13.48) is “the Word
of Grace” (Acts 14.3) is “the Gospel” (Acts 14.7), the Power of God
unto Salvation (Rom 1.16).
Is baptism essential? Throughout history some have maintained that it is, while others have disputed the idea and taught that
baptism is not necessary for salvation. While one may be either
encouraged or discouraged by the examples of others and learn
from them, it is God who has decreed the matter and revealed the
answer in the scriptures. Those scriptures consistently teach baptism is essential to salvation. The power is not in the water, but in
God who says, “baptism saves… through the resurrection of Jesus
Christ” (1 Pet 3.21). One must respect the word of the Lord, willingly submit to it, and not be misled by vain words or deceitful
speech. One should rejoice always when baptism is preached in the
name of Jesus for the remission of sins. This is the way of salvation;
it is the way of salvation by grace through faith.

Instrumental Music: If It Is
Unscriptural, Why Have Others
Not Seen It?
Steve Wolfgang
A psalm joins those with differences, unites those at odds, and reconciles those who have been offended, for who will not concede to him
with whom one sings to God in one voice? It is after all a great bond
of unity for the full number of people to join in one chorus.1

This lecture explores the historical evidence for the music of
the earliest Christians, showing where, when, and why changes
were made. Other suggested aspects of the topic include: Does it
matter what music we use? Why has Biblical teaching not been
respected? If it is so clear, why do so many people not “get it?”
How do changes in styles of instrumental music (from pianos
and organs, argued as “aids” to singing, to professional praise
teams and “Christian rock bands”) alter the nature of the discussion? Does the use of instruments change the nature of the activity from worship to entertainment? How do changing cultural
norms impact the controversy?2
1
Ambrose, in James McKinnon, Music in Early Christian Literature (Cambridge
University Press 1989) 98.
2
At the outset, I should note that, while some more recent issues are explored here,
the first portion of this lecture is in some ways redundant, given the masterful effort by
Melvin Curry on this lectureship in 2005: M. Curry, “Instrumental Music in Worship” in
D. Petty, ed., True Worship: Florida College Annual Lectures 2005 (Florida College 2005)
215–235. My debt to and admiration for him as a mentor who in many ways shaped
my academic, intellectual, and spiritual development since we first met here more than
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To explore adequately the first part of the assignment, some
background knowledge will be useful, especially on a lectureship
focusing on “history.” Musical instruments were common features
in the cultures of antiquity, including those of the Ancient Near
East which frame the Biblical world.3 They are featured early, often
and prominently in the Hebrew scriptures which we know as the
Old Testament.4
Early in the Biblical narrative, Jubal is identified as “the father
of all those who play the lyre and pipe” (Gen 4.21 ESV). That a musician is identified in the company of more practical occupations
such as tending livestock and forging implements of bronze and
iron “suggests the antiquity of music and the regard in which it
was held by Israelite culture.”5 Furthermore, Israel’s neighbors
provided a host of examples of musical expression. Mesopotamia
and Egypt have long histories of both popular and religious music,
which would have been known to the Israelites.6 Furthermore,
Archaeological discoveries have also added to our knowledge of ancient forms of music, the methods used to play them, as well as the
postures of dancers captured in midstep in ancient Egyptian tomb
paintings … A wide variety of instruments are depicted in these
scenes, showing their development through time, and a few have
survived, attesting to their manufacture and providing clues to the
musical intervals favored and possible reconstructions of notation by
modern musicologists.7
a half-century ago, is reflected in my comments in his Festschrift, issued 20 years ago.
See S. Wolfgang, “Creationism and Churches of Christ” in F. Jenkins, ed., A Tribute to
Melvin D. Curry, Jr. (Florida College 1997) 222–240.
3
P. King and L. Stagar, “Music, Song, and Dance,” in Life in Biblical Israel (Westminster John Knox Press 2001) 285–300.

V. Matthews, “Music and Musical Instruments: Music in the Bible” in D. Freedman, ed., The Anchor Yale Bible Dictionary (Doubleday 1992) 4930–934.
4

5
See also S. Bertman, Handbook to Life in Ancient Mesopotamia (Oxford University Press 2001) 294–298. For detailed information regarding musical instruments in
Scripture, see R. Wolfe, Songs, Cymbals, and Tambourines: The Music of Scripture (21st
Century Christian 1998).
6
As with other world-class archaeological museums, the Oriental Institute at the
University of Chicago displays exhibits of the archaeological remains of such instruments, from Egypt to Mesopotamia and other locations.
7

Matthews, “Music and Musical Instruments” 931. See also H. Shanks, “World’s
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Musicians celebrated at times of joy such as weddings and banquets (Gen 31.27, Jer 25.10) as well as in mourning (Job 30.31), at
official functions such as royal coronations (1 Kng 1.38–40; 2 Chr
30.13), and on other occasions. They celebrated military victories
(Exod 15.20–21) and even led Israel into battle (2 Chr 20.21–23).
Musical Instruments in Old Testament Worship
Not only were instruments of music widely known and used
for a variety of functions in the ancient world, including among
Israelites, but God specified the use of instruments as worship in
Old Testament Israel.8 To Moses, “educated in all the learning of
the Egyptians” (Acts 7.22 NASB) and thus certainly cognizant of
the musical instrumentation of the Ancient Near East, God commanded musical instruments for purposes which clearly included
their use in worship, saying, “Make yourself two trumpets of silver, of hammered work you shall make them; and you shall use
them for summoning the congregation and for having the camps
set out” (Num 10.1 NASB). God specified that the priests, the sons
of Aaron, should blow the trumpets, and that this was to be “a perpetual statute throughout your generations” (v 8). Among the uses
for these musical instruments was this instruction:
Also in the day of your gladness and in your appointed feasts, and on
the first days of your months, you shall blow the trumpets over your
burnt offerings, and over the sacrifices of your peace offerings; and
they shall be as a reminder of you before your God. I am the Lord
your God.” (Num 10.10 NASB).

Indeed, there is evidence indicating that Divine sanction for
using musical instruments as worship began even while Israel was
still in Egypt. Psalm 81.2–5 not only commands the use of instruOldest Musical Notation Deciphered on Cuneiform Tablet,” Biblical Archaeology Review 6/5 (1980) 14–25, and J. Braun, Music in Ancient Israel/Palestine: Archaeological,
Written, and Comparative Sources. Trans. Douglas W. Stott (Eerdmans 2002), for more
detail.
8
J. Lewis, “Music in the Old Testament,” discusses the subject at length (in Lewis,
The Question of Instrumental Music in Worship (Truth For Today 2008, 2013) 8–11);
and in an earlier section, “The Old Testament,” of “New Testament Authority for Music
in Worship,” in B. Flatt, ed., The Instrumental Music Issue (Gospel Advocate Company
1987) 16–23.
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mental music under the Mosaic covenant, but provides specific examples of such instruments to be used as Israel worshiped:
Sing for joy to God our strength;
Shout joyfully to the God of Jacob.
Raise a song, strike the timbrel,
The sweet sounding lyre with the harp.
Blow the trumpet at the new moon,
At the full moon, on our feast day.
For it is a statute for Israel,
An ordinance of the God of Jacob.
He established it for a testimony in Joseph
When he went throughout the land of Egypt.

God’s authorization, specification, or approval is what has
ever made an activity right and proper to engage in, or offer as
worship to the Almighty. What made instrumental music right
and suitable worship to God in the Old Testament is the same
thing that made Levitical priests, animal sacrifices, incense, and
a physical tabernacle (among other things) under that covenant
acceptable to God: He authorized it—and punished disobedience. Both Moses and David came to understand this principle
in existential ways.9
When God gave detailed instructions for those things, including its furniture, the priestly garments, the holy anointing
of oil, incense, and the daily sacrifices (Exod 25.1–30.38), Moses
was careful to “make everything according to the pattern” (Heb
8.5 ESV) that God had revealed to him. He was to do it “exactly as
I show you” and to “make them after the pattern … which is being shown you on the mountain” so that Moses could “erect the
tabernacle after the plan that you were shown on the mountain”
(Exod 25.9, 40; 26.30 ESV).
The critical importance of the principle of exact obedience is
stressed not only in the construction of the physical tabernacle,
9
Moses’ understandable but still presumptuous behavior in altering the Lord’s instructions in Numbers 20.8–13 resulted in his being denied participation in the ultimate goal of his life: entering the land which God had promised to Israel (Deut 34.1–7).
David’s adultery with Bathsheba caused him not only the humiliation of his son Absalom’s public fornication with David’s concubines, at the behest of Bathsheba’s grandfa-
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but in the pointed use of it as an example in explaining the “true
tabernacle, which the Lord pitched, and not man” in Hebrews
8.1–6. Indeed, “the main point in what has been said” is that our
high priest, Jesus, is now “a minister in the sanctuary and in the
true tabernacle.” However, “if He were on earth, He would not be a
priest at all” since that would not conform to the pattern God gave
to Moses (Heb 7.14), who was “warned by God when he was about
to erect the tabernacle; for, ‘See,’ He says, ‘that you make all things
according to the pattern which was shown you on the mountain’”
(Heb 8.5 NASB).
When the tabernacle was “finished,” every detail that God
commanded and exemplified had been followed—“as the Lord
had commanded Moses” (Exod 39.5, 42; 40.16–32 ESV). Deviations from God’s instructions were disobeyed only with deadly
consequences, as the classic, though often-ridiculed, examples of
Nadab and Abihu (Lev 10.1–7) and others indicate. While some
have scorned the incident as trivial, or questioned the severity of
the punishment, the episode underscores the eternally important principle: “By those who come near me I will be treated as
holy” (v 3). That this principle is not simply a “Church-of-Christ”
proof text can be seen in its use as an example in a standard
hermeneutics textbook:
The story of Nadab and Abihu is interesting both because of its
brevity and because of the sternness and uniqueness of the judgment on them… God had carefully shown the way by which the
Israelites might atone for their sins and maintain a right relationship with himself. The distinctions between holy and unholy, clean
and unclean, had been clearly demonstrated by God to Aaron and
his sons, who had been instructed to teach these things to the people. Nadab and Abihu, in an act of self-will, had substituted their
own form of worship, obscuring the distinction between the holy
(God’s commands) and the common (man’s self-initiated religious

ther, Ahithophel. Ultimately it also resulted in the loss of three of David’s sons—his first
child by Bathsheba, Absalom’s vengeful murder of Amnon for his recklessly immoral
behavior (which David had no standing to criticize), and the execution of Absalom by
Joab, David’s commander who had received David’s instruction to conspire in Uriah’s
death, granting Joab practical immunity from David’s wrath (2 Sam 11ff, noting the
detail provided in 11.3 and 23.3; 11.14–16 and 18.9–17, 19.1–8).
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actions). These actions, had they not been quickly rebuked, might
easily have led to the assimilation of personal pagan practices in the
worship of God.10

When David sought to bring the ark of God to Jerusalem, Uzzah likewise forfeited his life when the means of transport, other
than what God had specified, caused him to touch the ark (2 Sam
6.1–11; 1 Chr 13.1–4; Num 4.6, 15). David later, in consultation
with his military leaders, sought to do more carefully what God
stipulated, ultimately bringing the ark safely to Jerusalem (2 Sam
6.12–19; 1 Chr 15.1–29). At that time, David “commanded the
chiefs of the Levites to appoint their brothers as the singers who
should play loudly on musical instruments, on harps and lyres and
cymbals, to raise sounds of joy” (1 Chr 15.16 ESV). These accompanied the offering of sacrifices (1 Chr 15.25–28, 16.39–40; see also
Psa 150 for a catalog of instruments).
David, described in both testaments as “a man after God’s own
heart” (1 Sam 13.14; Acts13.22) claims divine authority for the “instruments of David.”11 When David gave Solomon “the plan” for
the Temple (1 Chr 28.11–21), he admonished his son to be careful to serve God “with a whole heart and a willing mind” (vv 9,
11), telling him, “All this the Lord made me understand in writing
by his hand upon me, all the details of this pattern” (v 19 NASB).
When Solomon brought the ark into the Temple, it was accompanied by instrumental music—the trumpets and the instruments of
David (2 Chr 5.11–14). The temple was filled with cloud, “for the
10
H. Virkler and K. Ayayo, Hermeneutics: Principles and Processes of Biblical Interpretation. 2nd ed. (Baker Academic 2007) 195, 197. Virkler and Ayayo add this important
point: “A second lesson is found in the fact that reconciliation with God depends on
the grace of God, not on man’s self-willed and self-initiated practices. The means of
reconciliation and atonement had been given by God. Nadab and Abihu attempted to
add something to God’s means of reconciliation. As such they stand as an example to all
people and all religions that substitute their own actions for God’s grace as the means
of reconciliation and salvation.”
11
While he had his own human failings, in confessing his sin and begging pardon
(2 Sam 12.13; 24.10, 14, 24; Psa 51), he was notably unlike his predecessor, Saul, whose
presumptuous usurping of priestly function cost him his kingdom—and ultimately his
life, forfeit in ignominious defeat, a suicide whose larger-than-life body was stripped,
beheaded, and desecrated, nailed to the wall of Beth-Shan (1 Sam 13.8–14; 31.4–10).
“How are the mighty fallen!” (2 Sam 1.25).
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glory of the Lord filled the house of God” (v 14).12 Singing Levites,
“with cymbals, harps, and lyres,” stood “with 120 priests who were
trumpeters, and it was the duty of the trumpeters and singers to
make themselves heard in unison in praise and thanksgiving to
the Lord” (2 Chr 5.12–14 ESV).
Restoring Old Testament Worship
When instructions for worshiping God were recovered centuries later after a period of neglect, that “restoration” clearly included instruments as commanded by God.
Hezekiah stationed the Levites in the house of the Lord with cymbals, with harps and with lyres, according to the command of David
and of Gad the king’s seer, and of Nathan the prophet; for the command was from the Lord through His prophets. The Levites stood
with the musical instruments of David, and the priests with the
trumpets. Then Hezekiah gave the order to offer the burnt offering on
the altar. When the burnt offering began, the song to the Lord also
began with the trumpets, accompanied by the instruments of David,
king of Israel. While the whole assembly worshiped, the singers also
sang and the trumpets sounded; all this continued until the burnt offering was finished. Now at the completion of the burnt offerings, the
king and all who were present with him bowed down and worshiped.
Moreover, King Hezekiah and the officials ordered the Levites to sing
praises to the Lord with the words of David and Asaph the seer. So
they sang praises with joy, and bowed down and worshiped. (2 Chr
29.25–30 NASB)

When the prophet Isaiah delivered Hezekiah’s death sentence,
and Hezekiah’s prayer to God that his life be extended was answered, Hezekiah exclaimed poetically, “The Lord will save me,
and we will sing with stringed instruments all the days of our lives
in the temple of the Lord” (Isa 38.20 NIV).13
As a youth, and continuing even in the present, I have heard
some argue that David acted presumptuously in introducing “in12
Earlier, musicians were chosen from “the sons of Heman the king’s seer, to exalt
him according to the words of God … these were under the direction of their father to
sing in the house of the Lord, with cymbals, harps, and lyres, for the service of the house
of God” and were “trained in singing” (1 Chr 25.5–7 NASB).
13

Indeed, vestiges of these divinely authorized musical practices continued even in
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struments of David” contrary to God’s will (but often presumed
to be overlooked because of God’s favoritism toward David). Such
well-meaning attempts were offered in defense of a misguided
argument that God has always disliked instrumental music. Often, such denunciations were said to be derived from texts such
as Amos 5.21–23 (“take away from me the noise of your songs;
to the melody of your harps I will not listen”) and 6.5, denouncing those who “like David invent for themselves instruments of
music.”14 The context of Amos 5–6 alone dispels this misunderstanding. Amos 5.23 opposes vocal music (“songs”) as readily as
instrumental music. Both were authorized for Old Testament
worship, just as were the feasts and animal sacrifices of 5.21–22.
Who would read the text to argue that God is condemning what
he clearly authorized?15 God is condemning and rejecting any
and all worship offered, like Israel’s at the time, from unclean
hands and impure hearts (cf. Psa 24.4), and pronouncing woe
upon those who are “at ease in Zion” (Amos 6.1).16

the post-exilic restoration of sacrifice at the laying of the foundation of the new Temple
(Ezra 3.10–13). Even at Nehemiah’s dedication of the wall of Jerusalem, Levites sang
“with cymbals, harps, and lyres” which were “according to the command of David and
his son Solomon” (Neh 12.27, 45–46 ESV).
14
The erroneous nature of such assertions should be plainly evident in the light of
the extensive texts above which demonstrate that musical instruments in worship were
authorized by God: “the command was from the Lord through his prophets” and indeed
was “an ordinance of the God of Jacob” (2 Chr 29.25; Psa 81.3).
15
The answer would include the well-known Methodist commentator, Adam Clarke,
from whose commentaries this line of argument was likely borrowed by generations of
preachers who saw it, erroneously, as a valid screed of divine abhorrence of instruments
in any age. See A. Clarke, Clarke’s Commentary: The Holy Bible Containing the Old
and New Testaments with a Commentary and Critical Notes. 6 vols. (Abingdon Press,
reprint) 4.684, on Amos 6.5; see also comments on 1 Chr 23.5 in 2.620–621, and 2.690–
691 on 2 Chr 29.25. For commentary on the commentary, see S. Wolfgang, “What Have
Religious Leaders Said about the Instrument?” Truth Magazine 24.24 (1980) 389–390.
16
I must concur with my former teacher, Homer Hailey, when he says “nor can this
passage be used as an argument against the use of such instruments in worship today
as is done by Adam Clarke.” A Commentary on the Minor Prophets (Baker Book House
1972) 114.
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Music in the Psalms
The music of the Old Testament Psalms is sometimes claimed
as “authority” for the use of instrumental music in New Testament
worship. Clearly, some of the Psalms were meant for public worship,
and it has already been established that some of them involved use of
the musical instruments God authorized.17 However, many of them
are clearly very personal; many are prayers, some of them originally
prayed privately (note the ending of Book II: “the prayers of David
the son of Jesse are ended”—72.20). In fact, “a conservative estimate
is that at least half of the poems give no indication of instrumental
accompaniment.  … Instruments are specifically mentioned in only
17 poems [and in eight headings] for a total of 25 (in other words,
only 16.7 percent of the entire collection).”18
The non-instrumental nature of several of the Psalms is obvious
even on a casual reading. “Let them give thanks to the Lord for his
lovingkindness” and “offer sacrifices of thanksgiving (Psa 107.21–22)
are reflected in New Testament instruction to offer the “sacrifice of
praise to God, that is, the fruit of lips that give thanks to his name”
(Heb 13.15). Other examples include Psalm 119.171–172 (“Let my
lips utter praise … Let my tongue sing of your word”), Psalm 63 (“my
lips will praise you,” v 3), the responsive Psalm 136, and Psalm 145,
which contains many vocal references and ends, “My mouth will
speak the praise of the Lord” (v 21). Wolfe observes that “the ‘mouth’
is the designated instrument” in at least nine Psalms.”19
The significance of these non-instrumental Psalms, and their
usage in the New Testament, is noteworthy. Jesus “set the example
17
For discussion of the Psalms as lyrics to be sung to music, including instrumental,
see S. Wolfgang, “God In the Psalms” in D. Petty, ed., Studies in the Psalms: Essays in
Honor of D. Phillip Roberts (Florida College 2007) 67–85, esp. 76–78.
18
Curry, “Instrumental Music in Worship” 220. The ellipses in this quotation omit
the specific Psalm references provided by Curry, who also notes that some “additional
poems are arranged for use by the Levites and priests in Temple worship” and that other
Psalms “were especially arranged to accompany the offering of sacrifices, and they definitely would have had instrumental accompaniment.” Still, the point that many of the
Psalms are not instrumentally accompanied should not be ignored.
19
Wolfe, Songs, Cymbals, and Tambourines, 74. See also W. Green, “Ancient Comment on Instrumental Music in the Psalms” Restoration Quarterly 1 (1957) 5ff.; O. Olbricht, “‘Songs’ and ‘Singing’ in the Psalms,” in Jack P. Lewis, et. al., eds., The Question of
Instrumental Music in Worship 12.
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for the kind of music that should accompany the celebration of his
sacrifice for sins, when in the future His followers would assemble
to commune with Him in ‘the blood of the covenant’ (Matt 26.30;
Mark 14.26).”20 Jesus and his disciples sang a hymn (hymneo),
which Gerhard Delling identifies as “the ‘singing recitation’ of the
second part of the Hallel (Psa 114–118),” noting that “these Psalms
are full of praise and Thanksgiving.” Wolfe and Curry observe that
“these Hallel psalms were sung at Passover and were non-instrumental,” emphasizing that “the significance of this action should
not be underestimated.”21
New Testament Evidence Regarding Music in Worship
So much historical and theological ink has been spilled discussing the topic of this section that space and time forbid anything more than a brief synopsis of what has been discovered and
reported by multiple sources. The most succinct summary, from
perhaps the most extensive study of the question, reports:
According to the New Testament evidence instrumental music was
not present in the worship of the early church. Singing incontestably
was present in the corporate life of the early Christians (1 Cor 14.15,
26; Col 3.15 ff.; Eph 5.18 ff.), and this was rooted in the practice of Jesus with his disciples (Mark 14.26). But there is no clear reference to
instrumental music in Christian worship in any New Testament text.

Furthermore,
instrumental music was not present in the worship of the New Testament church. This conclusion has further support in the contextual
setting of New Testament times. Jewish practices and attitudes (both
Rabbinic and Hellenistic) furnish strong presumption against the
presence of instrumental music in the early church.22

20

Curry, “Instrumental Music in Worship” 225–226.

G. Delling, “Hymnos,” in G. Friedrich, ed., Theological Dictionary of the New Testament. Trans. G. Bromiley. 10 vols. (Eerdmans 1972) 8.499; Curry, op. cit, 226; Wolfe,
op. cit. 81.
21

22
Quotations in this paragraph are from E. Ferguson, A Cappella Music in the Public Worship of the Church. 4th ed. (Desert Willow Publishing 2013) 9, 53–54.
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The absence of any reference to instrumental music in worship is not due to any lack of knowledge of musical instrumentation on the part of early Christians, since “the use of instrumental music in worship was abundantly known in the biblical world
whether one look in the pagan world or the Jewish world”—in
fact, “so widely known that it hardly needs documentation.” Musical instruments are referenced and described not only by secular writers, but in the New Testament as entertainment (piping
and dancing, Matt 11.17, Luke 7.32), at celebrations including
music [sumphonias] and dancing (Luke 15.25), as well as at funerals (Matt 9.23) or the trumpeting of alms-giving (Matt 6.2).
Paul alludes to noisy gongs and cymbals (1 Cor 13.1) and other
lifeless instruments (1 Cor 14.7). Given these references, and “in
the light of the widespread use of instrumental music in Judaism
prior to the fall of Jerusalem, the silence of the New Testament
on its use is the more deafening.” 23
Many have attempted to find authority for instrumental music
in the Greek word psallo.24 It is true that, like many words, this
term had a variety of meanings which changed over time.25 By
New Testament times, “sing” had become a commonplace meaning of psallō, as a standard Greek lexicon (BDAG) makes clear:
23
Lewis, “Pagan Worship,” in The Instrumental Music Issue 30–31. See also Johannes Quasten, Music and Worship in Pagan and Christian Antiquity. Trans. Boniface
Ramsey (National Association of Pastoral Musicians 1983). Of course, familiarity with
and availability of musical instruments does not mean they were used in other religious
contexts, including synagogue worship, in which instruments were not used. There
were reportedly 394 synagogues in Jerusalem at the time of its destruction, according to
the Babylonian Talmud; see E. Werner, The Sacred Bridge: Liturgical Parallels in Synagogue and Early Church (Columbia University Press 1963) 2.
24
For example, O. E. Payne, Instrumental Music is Scriptural (Standard Publishing
Company 1920) 51–52, who argues that “instrumental music unavoidably inheres in
psallo, and therefore to employ it is mandatory.” Attempting to change the focus slightly
to psalmos, Tom Burgess argues in Documents on Instrumental Music (Scripture Supply House 1966), that “the most prominent Greek Fathers … agree fully with lexicons,
contemporaneous writers of the New Testament, and Greek professors who say that
psallontes and psalmos is ‘singing with instrumental accompaniment’” (118).
25
The literature on this question is extensive. See Ferguson, A Capella Music 23–37;
J. Lewis, “The Translation of Psallein” in The Question of Instrumental Music 14; Curry,
“Zamar and Psallo,” op. cit. 221–223; J. Bales, Instrumental Music and New Testament
Worship (James D. Bales 1973) chapter VII, 84–149, as places to begin.
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The original meaning of psallō was “pluck”, “play”, (a stringed instrument); this persisted to the time of Lucian (cp. Par 17). In the LXX
psallō frequently means “sing”, whether to the accompaniment of an
instrument (Ps. 32.2; 97.5 al.) or not, as is usually the case (Ps. 7.18;
9.12; 107.4 al.). This focus on singing continued until psallō in Modern Greek means “sing” exclusively; cp psaltēs = singer, chanter with
no reference to instrumental accompaniment (some abbreviations
transliterated and/or spelled out—SW).26

Consider also that any attempt to make an instrument inherent in psallo, a word which describes an activity commanded for
every Christian, thus displaces several other popular “arguments”
for instrumental music.27 If every Christian is commanded to use
an instrument, it cannot then be merely an “aid” to be used or not
as is deemed “expedient.”28 If an instrument is commanded by way
of psallo, neither can one argue that God has said nothing about
26
W. Arndt, F. Danker, W. Bauer, and F. Gingrich, A Greek-English Lexicon of the
New Testament and other Early Christian Literature. 3rd ed. (University of Chicago
Press 2000) 1096. Logos Edition.
An interesting anecdote regarding this esteemed lexicon illustrates the power of
dogma to overtake even the most respected scholars. In the first edition (1957), Arndt
and Gingrich, translating the 4th German edition of Bauer’s lexicon, added a phrase
which is not in Bauer’s original work. That phrase (“to the accompaniment of a harp”)
was inserted in manner that seemed to relate to several New Testament texts. After
Arndt’s death, Danker was added as an editor. Danker responded to an inquiry about
the matter by acknowledging that “the editors of A.-G. have incorporated the obvious
Old Testament meaning into the metaphorical usage of the New Testament. Bauer did
not make this mistake, and we will be sure to correct it in the revision.” The erroneous
phrase was in fact removed and the text corrected in the 2nd edition (1979). After Gingrich’s death, Danker translated the 6th and prior German editions of Bauer as the English
3rd edition (2000). Danker’s response above to Dr. Hugo McCord of Oklahoma Christian
College has been reported in various places, including R. Shelly, Sing His Praise: A Case
for A Cappella Music as Worship Today (20th Century Christian 1987) 69–73.
27
Ira M. Boswell attempted to defend the instrument in his debate with N. B. Hardeman, arguing that psallo does not demand the use of an instrument, but is merely
permissive—one can use an instrument, or not. Hardeman effectively exploited the inconsistencies of both arguments, and demonstrated that the context in which psallo is
used determines the instrument: we “make melody” [psallontes] “with the heart” [kardia] in Ephesians 5.19, rather than a mechanical instrument [en kithara]. (I. Boswell and
N. Hardeman, Boswell-Hardeman Discussion on Instrumental Music in the Worship.
[Reprint; Guardian of Truth Foundation 1981] 30ff ).
28
Some in the past have sought to avoid the force of this consequence by arguing,
as did the esteemed hymnist John Ellerton, that texts such as Ephesians 5.19–20 and
Colossians 3.16 are concerned with “social and festive gatherings rather than with worship.” Ellerton, “Hymns,” in W. Smith and S. Cheetham, eds., A Dictionary of Christian
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the activity, and thus we are at liberty to do what we deem best
(an argument, incidentally, which is sometimes advanced not only
regarding the worship of the church, but in other areas, such as the
“work” of the church).29
Of course, one hears less and less about the “instrument-asmerely-an-aid” to help or support the singing as pianos have been
replaced by 10-piece “Christian rock” bands with multiple instruments and electronically amplified performing “praise teams”—
often replete with smoke-and-mirrors light shows which theoretically “enhance” (aid?) the “worship atmosphere.” This is but one
example of how changes in types and styles of instrumental music
have altered the nature of the discussion, making much of the past
argumentation defending instrumental music all but irrelevant.
Be that as it may, regarding linguistic evidence for the meaning
of psallo, Ferguson notes:
Historical evidence makes it most unlikely that an instrument can
be found in psallo and psalmos in the New Testament and shows
that the absence of any clear reference to instrumental music in the
church’s worship in early days was not accidental. It was not mentioned because it was not there. There is no time when one can point
to an original use of instruments in the church being abandoned. 30

Instrumental Music in Heaven?
The Revelation given to John has often proved a “happy hunting
ground” for dogmatists of every stripe.31 That is no less true for
those who seek authority for mechanical instruments in worship
on earth by appealing to passages which “signified” (Rev 1.1) heavenly beings and circumstances, in a place where “flesh and blood”
Antiquities (John Murray 1875) I.802.
29
See, for instance A. Highers and G. Blakely, The Highers-Blakely Debate on Instrumental Music (Valid Publications 1988).
30

Ferguson, A Capella Music 96.

Among those who have made such arguments are J. B. Briney (in W. Otey and J
Briney, Otey-Briney Debate (F. L. Rowe 1908) 47); J. Stark (in J. Stark and J. Warlick, A
Debate Between J. Carroll Stark and Joe S. Warlick (McQuiddy Printing Company 1910)
40), and J. Hunt (in Hunt and G. Wallace, Wallace-Hunt Debate (reprint; Mary Lois
Forrester 1985) 145–161).
31
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cannot enter (1 Cor 15.50). John first sees harps, true enough, in
the first instance in Revelation 5, where he is also told he will see a
lion (v 5). But the lion appears not as a lion, but as a lamb (v 6); and
the lamb is not really a lamb, but Jesus (v 9ff). If neither lion nor
lamb are literal, and Jesus is not in literal flesh and blood, how can
the harps be taken as literal?32
All such fanciful notions betray much about the desperation of
those willing to appeal to such texts for “authority” for instrumental music in the worship of God on earth today.33 If John’s visions
authorize instrumental music in the worship of the church, they
will also authorize many other aspects of Old Testament worship
which are described in the Apocalypse. It is not difficult to reach
accordance with the conclusion that “the reference to stringed instruments in heavenly worship at Revs. 5.8, 15.2 … need not mean
that such instruments might sometimes accompany the singing at
primitive Christian worship.”34
The Instrumental Music Controversy in Church History
“The antagonism which the fathers of the early church displayed toward instruments has two outstanding characteristics:
vehemence and uniformity.”35 James McKinnon’s Ph.D. dissertation at Columbia University, which has spawned a web of articles, monographs, and other references, established more than a
half-century ago that a careful examination of the ancient writings
about worship in the churches produced “two distinct yet related
32
M. D. Clubb claimed that argument from John’s visions in Revelation were the
“strongest of all” arguments for adopting instrumental music in worship (M. Clubb and
H. Boles, Discussion: Is Instrumental Music in Christian Worship Scriptural? (Gospel
Advocate Company 1927) 142–143.
33
Revelation 14 contains the same kind of impediments for those grasping for any
sort of New Testament evidence for the use of instruments in worship. The harpists
played while the 144,000 sang before the Lamb and the four living creatures (vv 1–3).
Should the 144,000 be taken literally as the number of the redeemed? Will they be limited to those who literally are virgins and “have not defiled themselves with women” (v 4)?
34

G. Delling, “Hymnos,” Theological Dictionary of the New Testament VIII.499.

J. McKinnon, “The Meaning of the Patristic Polemic Against Musical Instruments” Current Musicology 1 (1965) 69. For fuller explication of these themes, see also
McKinnon’s Music in Early Christian Literature (Cambridge University Press 1989).
35
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conclusions: There is the fact that early Christian music was vocal
and there is the patristic polemic against instruments.”36 McKinnon’s conclusions are generally shared by another leading patristics expert, Everett Ferguson, who couches his conclusions in the
careful language of scholarship:
The conclusion that the early church did not employ instrumental
music in worship does not rest, however, on inferences from silence.
There are explicit statements from early Christian writers to the effect that Christians did not use instrumental music. Lest anyone be
misled by citations which might imply a use of instrumental music in
the church, I cite here some of the explicit evidence against such use.
Although it would be bold to say that an instrument was never used
by Christians in their public assemblies, I can say that if it was, it was
exceptional and unusual. 37

These conclusions have been resisted, unsuccessfully, by those
whose agendas include an affinity for their traditions of instrumental music. McKinnon observes that “many musicologists,
while acknowledging that the early Church music was predominantly vocal, have tried to produce evidence that instruments were
employed in the liturgy at various times and places. The result of
such attempts has been a history of misinterpretations and mistranslations.”38 But certainly no one has successfully countered
McKinnon’s conclusions or the weight of the historical evidence
which demonstrates that the New Testament pattern of vocal music alone continued for roughly a millennium, accompanied by intense opposition to any introduction of instrumental music into
the worship of churches. Exact knowledge of when instruments
began to be adopted in worship is sketchy, at best, as a standard
history of church music notes: “Precisely when instruments began
36
James McKinnon, “The Church Fathers and Musical Instruments” (Ph.D. dissertation, Columbia University 1965), Abstract p. 2. McKinnon is not alone in this analysis;
see also E. Ferguson, “Early Church History and the Instrumental Music Controversy,”
in The Instrumental Music Issue (Gospel Advocate Company 1987) 79–102.
37

Ferguson, A Cappella Music 63–64.

McKinnon, “The Church Fathers and Musical Instruments” 261. One such unsuccessful attempt, which swims upstream against all evidence, is F. Winder, Music of the
Saints (Restoration Press 1980), as well as Burgess, Documents (at n. 24, above).
38
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to be used in Christian worship remains unclear … the organ was
the first instrument to appear. It was introduced about 1000 to
1300 and only gradually became universal.”39
After the use of instruments became common in the Roman
Catholic churches into which they were introduced (Eastern Orthodox churches continued to oppose them, many until the present
day),40 those and other corruptions of New Testament worship became points of contention for a variety of dissenters. Since Luther
adopted hermeneutical principles which allowed practices which
were not specifically forbidden, Lutheran (and Anglican, closest in
many ways to Roman Catholicism) churches adopted the instrument, but instrumental music as worship was rejected by most
non-Lutheran Protestants. For many, instrumental music was seen
as part of an entire cluster of unscriptural practices. For Ulrich
Zwingli, for instance, “such Roman practices as Mass, the veneration of images and relics, the confessional, … fasting during Lent,
clerical celibacy, and the use of organs, were abolished as having no
warrant in Scripture.”41 Many religious groups influenced by Calvin strongly opposed instrumental music and other practices not
taught in Scripture.42 Some Reformed and Anabaptist groups which
39
Paul Westermeyer, Te Deum: The Church and Music (Augsburg Fortress 1998)
120; McKinnon, “The Church Fathers and Instrumental Music” 269. Organs which had
earlier been sent to Pepin in 757 and Charlemagne in 812 were considered oddities
creating a “reaction of mingled curiosity and awe” (McKinnon, “Church Fathers and
Musical Instruments” 275). See also Ferguson’s section, “Later History” in A Cappella
Music 96–98.
40
Ferguson relates this experience with Orthodox views on this issue: “During my
graduate study days at Harvard I lived in the same dormitory with a Greek Orthodox
student who was a graduate of the University of Athens and a candidate for an advanced
degree at Harvard. I asked him if it was correct that the Greek Orthodox churches did
not use instrumental music in their public worship. He said, ‘Yes.’ Then I inquired as
to the reasons why. His reply was most interesting to me: ‘We do not use instrumental
music because it is not in the New Testament and it is contrary to the nature of Christian worship.’ By this he stated my case exactly for unaccompanied church music.” (A
Cappella Music, “Preface” 7).
41
R. Pope, The Church and Its Culture: A History of the Church in Changing Cultures
(The Bethany Press 1965) 355. Pope’s work raises, and to some extent addresses, the
question of how often and to what extent alterations in religious practice and doctrines
are caused by cultural pressures as much as religious factors.
42
For light on the Calvinist “Regulative Principle of Worship,” which rejects instrumental music as unauthorized, see J. Price, Old Light on New Worship: Musical
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had eliminated the instrument as a Catholic corruption sometimes
re-adopted it, though not uniformly, in the 19th century.
A respected historian of music describes the situation in America as European religious bodies brought their beliefs and practices with them: “Seventeenth-century New England churches had
no organs.”43 When the wealthy Bostonian Thomas Brattle died in
1713, he left his personal organ to his own Puritan church—which
rejected it. It went instead to an Episcopal church, which became
one of the first colonial churches to install one. As late as 1800
there were only about 20 organs in New England churches, and
they did not become widespread until instrumental music became
more culturally acceptable later in the 19th century.
Summary
Consider what we have adduced so far regarding this topic:
(1) the amount of knowledge available to the ancients about, and
widespread use of, musical instruments in antiquity and continuing to the Second Temple Judaism in the Greco-Roman era and
beyond; (2) the detailed information recorded about the authorized use of instrumental music in the Old Testament; (3) the fact
that musical instruments were utilized in religious worship in the
Temple of the New Testament era, where Christians sometimes
met; (4) that instrumental music was known and featured in pagan worship services commonly known to Christians as well; (5)
that music in worship is discussed specifically in numerous New
Testament passages; and (6) that abundant New Testament texts
give detailed instructions (time, circumstances, purposes, etc.) for
other aspects of worship by Christians.
Instruments and the Worship of God, a Theological, Historical, and Psychological Study
(Simpson Publishing Company 2005) and essays in P. Ryken, ed., Give Praise to God: A
Vision for Reforming Worship—Celebrations of the Life of James Montgomery Boice (P&R
Publishing 2011). Recent work by James L. Gorman explores the trans-Atlantic connections among American Restorationists and evangelical/Presbyterian bodies; see J. Gorman, Among the Early Evangelicals: The Trans-Atlantic Origins of the Stone-Campbell
Movement (Abilene University Press 2017).
43
Paul Westermeyer, “Religious Music and Hymnody,” in C. Lippy and P. Williams,
eds., Encyclopedia of the American Religious Experience: Studies of Traditions and
Movements. 3 vols. (Charles Scribner’s Sons 1988) III.1292.
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Several questions arise from contemplating this evidence: How
can one account for the complete absence of instrumental music
in the New Testament texts regarding worship? Why is there no
example of Jesus (a Jew born under the law—Gal 4.4) ever worshiping with an instrument—or instructing others to do so? Why
is there no record of the apostles following such an example, or
teaching other to do likewise? Why are there no instances whatsoever of any churches worshiping with instrumental accompaniment in the book of Acts? Why are the instructions provided in
the New Testament epistles totally lacking not only of instructions
for the use of instrumental music in texts which address music in
worship—but even of a bare mention or even a hint of such activities? Why the thunderous silence?
A related question is: what explains the continuing absence of
any endorsement, or even an account, of instrumental music in
the worship of Christians in the centuries following the birth of
Christianity and the completion of the New Testament? As the evidence of church history demonstrates, there are no clear, incontrovertible references to the use of instruments by those claiming
to be Christians for nearly a millennium—1,000 years of church
history—after the first century AD.
The answer is that this evidence can be explained by recognizing that God spoke, authorizing Christians to sing, and so
they did, both in the New Testament and in the centuries following.44 As several historians of music have noted, “Our current
situation in which there is a widespread and often unquestioning
acceptance of instruments in worship is ‘a minority position in
the church’s whole history.’45 Thus, the answer to the question,
“If instrumental music is unscriptural, why have others not seen
44
Arguments which attribute the use of a cappella music in the New Testament to
early Christians’ desire to differentiate themselves from Judaism (though that desire
may be true) seem to sell short the divine instruction to sing. God spoke; they obeyed.
They did not simply concoct their own modes of worship without divine direction. See
D. Manor, “An Open Letter to Those Seeking God’s Will About Music in Worship,” in J.
Lewis, O. Olbricht, and D. Manor, eds., The Question of Instrumental Music in Worship
(Truth for Today World Mission School 2008, 2013) 56–66.
45
C. Stapert, “Historical and Theological Perspectives on Musical instruments in
Worship,” in R. Webber, ed., Music and the Arts in Christian Worship. 1st ed. (Star Song
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it?” is deceptively simple: most Christians throughout history
have obeyed God by singing in worship, without the addition of
instruments, which God did not authorize. Instrumental music
was almost uniformly rejected during the first millennium of
church history, adopted by only a minority of churches in the
second millennium, and only recently (in the last two centuries)
has it become a widespread phenomenon. As one well-known
hymnologist and musician reports:
Eastern Orthodox worship for the most part continues to use only
vocal music. In the Western church as well, the use of instruments
has been opposed from time to time, both before and since the 16th
century Reformation. Until recently, a fairly large number of evangelical groups in America (e.g., the Free Methodist Church, primitive
Baptists, old Mennonites, and certain Presbyterian bodies) perpetuated the “no instrument” practice, but the antagonism is waning. At
the present time, the prohibition is most conspicuously continued
and defended by certain Churches of Christ, whose leaders argue that
they must adhere strictly to what the New Testament authorizes.46

Indeed, as one historian frames it, “the big picture is clear.
The majority position over the whole history of the church can be
summed up in the words of Rev. Joseph Gelineau: ‘vocal praise is
essential to Christian worship. Instruments are only accessory.’”47
Of course, the fact that the use of instrumental music has been a
minority view, or has played an “accessory” role in church music,
does not necessarily mean that all those who did not use instruments understood why, or could state a Biblical case to support
their practice. One need look no farther than many present-day
“Churches of Christ” to find examples of such ignorance and, too
often, apathy. Tradition has its own powerful inertia. For many toPublishing Group 1994) 4. 387–393. The quotation is from P. Westermeyer, “Instruments in Christian Worship” Reformed Liturgy and Music 25 (1991) 111.
46
D. Hustad, Jubilate! Church Music in the Evangelical Tradition (Hope Publishing 1981) 42. The recent “Ascending Voice” conferences at Pepperdine University have
been attended by a variety of religious fellowships which worship with exclusively vocal
music.
47
Stapert, op. cit., quoting J. Gelineau, Voices and Instruments in Christian Worship:
Principles, Laws, and Applications. Trans. C. Howell, S.J. (Liturgical Press 1964) 155.
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day, “tradition” seems to be the only motivation for many lax and
lackadaisical religious practices.
Remaining Questions
Explicating why Biblical teaching on this question has not been
respected is a lecture of its own. Briefly, several concepts suggest
themselves. First, powerful cultural forces have always played a
significant role in pulling people away from religions which expect
resistance to the larger culture.48 Second, any esteem which once
existed for the Bible as God’s word has vanished; it is no longer
widely believed and carefully studied, but has been “ravaged by
theologians, ignored by the masses, and few regard it as the authoritative basis for making religious decisions.”49 Third, as part
of our postmodern culture, we live in an age which seems to have
abandoned all respect for, and even any interest in, submission to
any sort of authority, Biblical or otherwise.50 Fourth, related developments in hermeneutical issues have created doubts in the minds
of many about whether anyone can actually determine truthclaims, and distinguish them from other such claims. Fifth, recent
“worship wars” have revealed that the desire for “worship” that actually seems more like entertainment masquerading as piety has
led to a demand for newer forms of instrumentation.51 Finally, our
I have explored at greater length, on this lectureship and elsewhere, the role of
cultural tensions and their effects upon Churches of Christ and other religious bodies. See S. Wolfgang, “Good News of Victory” in D. Petty, ed., The Gospel in the Old
Testament: Florida College Annual Lectures 2003 (Florida College 2003) 195–212, esp.
202–209. Logos edition. See also Ferguson, “The Significance of Culture,” in A Cappella
Music 93–95.
48

49
Ed Harrell, “Instrumental Music in American Churches” Christianity Magazine
7.7 (1990) 6. Logos Edition. Biblical texts addressing the issue of those who do not “see
it” despite sufficient evidence include, e.g., Matt 12.9–14, 22–42; Luke 16.27–31; John
10.24–42; Rom 1.18–32.
50
Differing worldviews regarding authority issues are explored in some detail in S.
Wolfgang, “Changes in Evangelism: The American Landscape,” in M. Willis, ed., Refocusing in Evangelism: Truth Lectures 2015. (Truth Publications 2015) 19–53 (especially
48–53: “A Conservative ‘Worldly Church?’”).
51
For a brief explanation of some of the factors explaining how worship has become
entertainment, see T. Gordon, Why Johnny Can’t Sing Hymns: How Pop Culture Rewrote
the Hymnal (P&R Publishing 2010). For an extensive discussion of the development of
hymns and hymnals, and an attempt to restore reverential worship, see S. Wolfgang, “A

Instrumental Music

 223

culture (including many in “conservative” churches) has become
so conflict-avoidant and allergic to controversy (except in sports
and politics!) that we too often are afraid to address directly any
concerns about someone else’s spiritual destiny and well-being.52
As this brief survey has demonstrated, discussions about the
use of instrumental music in worship have waxed and waned over
now nearly two millennia, and seem unlikely to abate in the future.
Perhaps a conclusion to the present state if the issue is best stated
by Ferguson:
The very term used in musical circles for unaccompanied singing
sums up the evidence of church history. A cappella comes from the
Latin by way of Italian and is used to mean “as is done in the church.”
The classical form of church music is unaccompanied song. To abstain from the use of the instrument is not a peculiar aberration of
“a frontier American sect:” this was easily, until comparatively recent times, the majority tradition of Christian history. Virtually no
one has said it is wrong to worship a cappella, whereas many have
thought instrumental music in worship is wrong. It may not appear
to be true today, but against the whole sweep of Christian history a
cappella music is the truly ecumenical ground to occupy.53

New Hymnal for Worshipping God in Song,” in M. Willis, ed.. Great Texts of the Old
Testament: Truth Lectures, 2007 (Truth Publications 2007) 116–159.
52
As one expression of such matters, one frequently hears comments such as: “I
can’t say someone who uses instrumental music is going to hell—and is it really that
important, anyway?” Of course, God does not ask me, or anyone else, to decide another
person’s eternal destiny. What should concern all of us are attitudes regarding presumptuous behaviors. Offering to God as worship an activity, about which He said nothing,
and declaring them just as pleasing and acceptable as what He did authorize, ought to
be a fearfully frightening attitude to Christians. To say, or even leave an impression,
that it is acceptable for someone to continue to engage in behaviors for which the best
thing that can be said is “God did not condemn it outright” is to lend aid and comfort to
someone walking on the edge of a spiritual cliff. Introducing activities in the worship of
Almighty God, for which the only “authority” is “I don’t think it’s so bad” or “I can’t see
a good reason not to,” skates on very thin ice, and is even more spiritually hazardous.
53

Ferguson, A Capella Music 98. Logos edition.

What Happens When We Eat
the Lord’s Supper?
David Deason
During His earthly ministry, Jesus repeatedly prepares His apostles for the inevitable. The time is rapidly approaching as the Lord
says, “You know that after two days the Passover is coming, and
the Son of Man is to be handed over for crucifixion” (Matt 26.2).1
In the home of a leper named Simon, a sacrificial and loving
woman pours expensive perfume on the Master’s head. The disciples are indignant, “Why waste this?” (Matt 26.8). They fail to
realize the significance of her kind deed, for she is preparing the
Lord’s body for burial (Matt 26.12).
Then the bargain is made and the silver is weighed out. The sign
to identify Jesus is explained. The moment for the perfect sacrifice
to be handed over to men and offered up is drawing near. Knowing
what awaited Him and with all that stress upon his mind, Jesus
calls His disciples together, not just to observe the Passover one
final time, but to give them instructions on how they are to always
remember this great sacrifice:
While they were eating, Jesus took some bread, and after a blessing,
He broke it and gave it to the disciples, and said, “Take, eat; this is
My body.” And when He had taken a cup and given thanks, He gave
it to them, saying, “Drink from it, all of you; for this is My blood of
the covenant, which is poured out for many for forgiveness of sins.
But I say to you, I will not drink of this fruit of the vine from now
1
All Scripture references will be taken from the NASB 1995 Update unless otherwise noted.
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on until that day when I drink it new with you in My Father’s kingdom.” (Matt 26.26–29)

The memorial feast instituted that night has held a special place
in Christians’ lives from the first century to this day, and rightfully
so. But sadly, it has also been a matter of contention at some point
in time for just about every group that has professed faithfulness
to Christ. Why? Why has this memorial caused so much division?
How have people deviated from the pattern set forth by the Lord?
More importantly, how can Christians today learn from the past
and keep from making the same mistakes?
The Nature of a Covenant
First, Christians today must remember that God has always
made provisions for a people to be sanctified—set apart—from the
world. A people, suffering under the bondage of Pharaoh, were told:
I am the Lord, and I will bring you out from under the burdens of the
Egyptians, and I will deliver you from their bondage. I will also redeem you with an outstretched arm and with great judgments. Then
I will take you for My people, and I will be your God; and you shall
know that I am the Lord your God, who brought you out from under
the burdens of the Egyptians. I will bring you to the land which I
swore to give to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and I will give it to you
for a possession; I am the Lord. (Exod 6.6–8)

As the people marched toward the land of promise they were
guided and protected by the Lord, despite their obstinance. At Sinai, the Law was delivered to them. It was a law that, if followed,
would allow them to remain in a covenant with the Lord.
According to The Anchor Yale Bible Dictionary, a “covenant” is
“an agreement enacted between two parties in which one or both
make promises under oath to perform or refrain from certain actions stipulated in advance.”2 The authors go on to mention:
By their very nature, covenants are complex enactments. As complex acts they combine: (1) historical events that create relationships,
2
G. Mendenhall and G. Herion, “Covenant,” in D. Freedman, ed., The Anchor Yale
Bible Dictionary (Doubleday 1992) 1179.
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usually between unequal partners; (2) customary ways of thinking
characteristic of both parties; (3) descriptions of norms for future behavior; (4) literary or oral forms in which the agreement is couched;
and (5)almost always some ritual act that is regarded as essential to
the ratification of the binding promise. 3

Ideally, Israel should have seen this covenant as obvious and
simple: “God delivered us from Egyptian bondage, we will serve
Him.” In practice, however, Israel did not remain faithful to the
agreement—by complaining about their circumstances, by rebelling against God’s laws, by rejecting God’s leadership and by embracing other gods.
This covenant included certain memorials. The Feast of Weeks
reminded the people that they were slaves in Egypt (Deut 16.12). The
Feast of the Tabernacles reminded them of their exodus from Egypt
(Lev 23.43). The Passover reminded them of “the Lord who passed
over the houses of the sons of Israel in Egypt when He smote the
Egyptians” (Exod 12.27). These memorials served a very important
purpose: they helped the people remember how much the Lord had
done for them. When you focus on how much God has done for
you, things that you could not do for yourself or on your own, you
are more highly motivated to keep your priorities in a proper order.
Because of Israel’s continual failure to remain faithful to their
covenant, the Lord spoke through Jeremiah and said,
“Behold, days are coming,” declares the Lord, “when I will make a
new covenant with the house of Israel and with the house of Judah,
not like the covenant which I made with their fathers in the day I took
them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt, My covenant which they broke, although I was a husband to them,” declares
the Lord. “But this is the covenant which I will make with the house
of Israel after those days,” declares the Lord, “I will put My law within
them and on their heart will write it; and I will be their God, and they
shall be My people. “They will not teach again, each man his neighbor
and each man his brother, saying, ‘Know the Lord,’ for they will all
know Me, from the least of them to the greatest of them,” declares the
Lord, “for I will forgive their iniquity, and their sin I will remember
no more.” (Jer 31.31–34)
3

Ibid. 1180.
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The old covenant was inadequate and obsolete. There was need
for a new one to replace it (cf. Heb 8.7–13). This new covenant
would be perfect, complete, and eternal. It would involve the Messiah’s coming to the earth to live among men. It would require a
response from all people. They must repent and obey His call. It
would be ratified by an ultimate display of love. And it would be
remembered with regularity by a fitting memorial.
A New Covenant, A New Memorial, and A New Problem
Following the Lord’s ascension, Peter and the apostles spoke
with power as they spread the message of the resurrected Christ.
They learned relatively early that the Gospel is for all men. Luke
records many occasions where people changed from their sinful
ways and entered into a covenant with the Lord: 3,000 on the day
of Pentecost, 2,000 more between Pentecost and Acts 4.4, a Sorcerer named Simon, a Eunuch from Ethiopia, a Gentile named
Cornelius and his family, and a jailer from Philippi. With so
many people coming to the Lord from such diverse backgrounds
it is no surprise that problems arose, particularly over the Supper
of the Lord.
The location was Corinth. In Paul’s first letter to the brethren
there, he addresses a number of alarming circumstances affecting
the Christians: divisions and disagreements, immorality, taking
each other to court, and more. It was a divided congregation (1 Cor
11.18–19). These divisions manifested in a corruption of the Lord’s
Supper. Some were eating to get full, while others were unable to
eat anything at all. They turned something sacred into something
carnal (1 Cor 11.20–22). Rather than a time of holy communion
and fellowship, coming together with their brethren to remember
the Lord, they focused on themselves and their factions.
Paul needed to remind them of their covenant with the Lord, of
the purpose of the Lord’s Supper and of the need to participate in
this memorial in a worthy manner (1 Cor 11.23–34). In turn, they
needed to remember the consequences of partaking of the Supper
in an unworthy manner. Paul’s statement, “For this reason many
among you are weak and sick, and a number sleep” (1 Cor 11.30),
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demonstrates that the failure to observe the Lord’s Supper properly and understand the role it plays in the life of a Christian yields
spiritual weakness and even spiritual death.
Failing to Understand and Succeeding in Division
George Santayana said, “Those who cannot remember the past
are condemned to repeat it.”4 He also said, “Fanaticism consists of
redoubling your effort when you have forgotten your aim.”5 Both
of these quotes ring true as one studies the history of the Lord’s
Supper among people who profess faith in God. Many who began
with good intentions, to continue in the teaching of the Lord and
the apostolic traditions, lost focus and as a result doctrines strange
to the New Testament began to be introduced.
One of the earliest man-made doctrines was the Roman Catholic Mass. The Catholic church “teaches that the Mass is the re-presentation of the sacrifice of Calvary.”6 Effectively, in the Mass the
priest offers Jesus up to God as a sacrifice in an “unbloody” manner. John O’Brien writes,
The manner in which the sacrifices are offered is alone different:
On the cross Christ really shed his blood and was really slain; in the
Mass, however, there is no real shedding of blood, no real death; but
the separate consecration of the bread and of the
wine symbolizes the separation of the body and blood of Christ and thus symbolizes his death upon the cross. The Mass is the renewal and perpetuation of the sacrifice of the cross in the sense that it offers anew to God
the Victim of Calvary, commemorates the sacrifice of the cross, reenacts it symbolically and mystically, and applies the fruits of Christ’s
death upon the cross to individual human souls. All the efficacy of
the Mass is derived, therefore, from the sacrifice of Calvary.7

Thus, through participation in the Mass, forgiveness of sins and
eternal salvation are obtained.
Santayana, George. “George Santayana Quotes.” GoodReads.com. https://www.
goodreads.com/author/quotes/56610.George_Santayana (accessed August 28, 2017).
4

5

Ibid.

“The Institution of the Mass,” Catholic.com. https://www.catholic.com/tract/theinstitution-of-the-mass (accessed August 28, 2017).
6

7

J. O’Brien, The Faith of Millions (Our Sunday Visitor, Inc. 1974) 304.
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This sacrifice was called the “Eucharist.” The term “eucharist”
comes from the Greek word eucharisteo (give thanks) in Paul’s
account of the institution of the Lord’s Supper (1 Cor 11.24). According to Greek scholars, the word means “to show that one is
under obligation, be thankful, feel obligated to thank… to express
appreciation for benefits or blessings, give thanks, express thanks,
render/return thanks.”8 Indeed, when people come together to remember the Lord’s sacrifice, they do so in thanksgiving for what
the Son of God did for them, that which they could never do for
themselves.
The doctrine includes two aspects: “The Eucharistic Presence
and the Eucharistic Sacrifice.”9 The Eucharistic Presence refers to
the Catholic teaching of transubstantiation. Around 830 AD, Paschasius Radbertus, the abbot of the monastery at Corbie, “began
to teach that by divine miracle the substance of bread and the
wine were actually changed into the body and blood of Christ. Although he did not call this change transubstantiation, his teaching
amounted to the same thing.”10 This did not become an official
position of the Catholic church until 1215 AD. Later, it was more
fully defined during the Council of Trent. In a summary of the
Tridentine Creed (1563 A.D.), it is stated:
I profess likewise that in the mass there is offered to God a true,
proper, and propitiatory sacrifice for the living and the dead (verum,
proprium, et propitiatorium sacrificium pro vivis et defunctis); and
that in the most holy sacrament of the eucharist there is truly, really, and substantially (vere, realiter, et substantialiter) the body and
blood, together with the soul and divinity of our Lord Jesus Christ;
and that there is made a change of the whole essence (conversionem
totius substantiæ) of the bread into the body, and of the whole essence of the wine into the blood; which change the Catholic Church
calls transubstantiation.11
W. Arndt et al. A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early
Christian Literature (University of Chicago Press 2000) 415.
8

9
K. Mathison, “Calvin’s Doctrine of the Lord’s Supper.” Ligonier.org. http://www.
ligonier.org/learn/articles/calvins-doctrine-lords-supper/ (accessed August 28, 2017).
10

E. Cairns, Christianity Through the Centuries (Zondervan 1996) 193.
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To state it plainly, the bread and the fruit of the vine literally become the actual body and blood of Jesus Christ.
Regarding the efficacy of the Eucharistic Sacrifice the Catholic
church teaches, “Through his intercessory ministry in heaven and
through the Mass, Jesus continues to offer himself to his Father
as a living sacrifice, and he does so in what the Church specifically states is ‘an un-bloody manner’—one that does not involve
a new crucifixion.”12 As a result, with the blessing of the priest, as
one participates in the Mass his sins are forgiven. Thomas Lickona
writes, “What are the benefits of Holy Communion? It strengthens our union with Jesus; He lives within us in a special way. It
cleanses us from venial sins. (Mortal sins require forgiveness in
Confession.) It gives us grace to avoid sin in the future. It increases
our love of God and neighbor.”13
In the early 1500s, Martin Luther began to challenge many of the
teachings of the Catholic church. “On October 31, 1517, Luther posted his Ninety-five Theses on the door of the Castle Church in Wittenburg.”14 Luther’s Theses were primarily an open invitation to debate the abuses of the indulgence system within the Catholic church,
but this was not his only disagreement with Catholic dogma.
Luther agreed with the Catholic teaching that there was a real
and physical presence of Christ in the Eucharist, however, where
the Catholic church argued for a substantial change in the elements (transubstantiation), Luther argued that the substance did
not actually change. He argued that Christ’s body and blood coexisted with the bread and wine. Luther’s stance came to be known
as consubstantiation. He said, “Why should not Christ be able to
include His body within the substance of bread, as well as within
the accidents? Fire and iron, two different substances, are so mingled in red-hot iron that every part of it is both fire and iron. Why
tory of Creeds (Harper and Brothers 1877) 1.99.
12
“The Institution of the Mass.” Catholic.com. https://www.catholic.com/tract/theinstitution-of-the-mass (accessed August 28, 2017).
13
“8 Reasons to Go to Mass.” CatholicEducation.org. http://www.catholiceducation.org/en/marriage-and-family/parenting/8-reasons-to-go-to-mass.html (accessed
August 28, 2017).
14
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may not the glorious body of Christ much more be in every part of
the substance of the bread?”15
Luther also argued against the idea of the Eucharist as a sacrifice. He said,
The bread and wine are presented beforehand to receive a blessing,
that they may be sanctified by the word and prayer. But after being
blessed and consecrated, they are no longer offered but are received
as a gift from God. And in this matter let the priest consider that
the Gospel is to be preferred to all canons and collects composed by
men; and the Gospel, as we have seen, does not allow the Mass to be
a sacrifice.16

His intentions were focused not on what one does before God
but what God has done for the believer in the sacrifice of His Son.
In his Short Catechism, the section on the Eucharist reads:
What avails it to eat and drink thus? Answer. This is shown us by
the words, ‘Given and shed for you for the remission of sins,’ namely,
that in the Sacrament forgiveness of sins, life, and salvation are bestowed on us according to these words. For where forgiveness of sins
is, there is also life and salvation. How can bodily eating and drinking
accomplish these great things? Answer. Eating and drinking do not
indeed accomplish this, but the words which stand there, ‘Given and
shed for you for the
remission of sins’. These words, together
with the bodily eating and drinking, are the most important part of
this Sacrament, and whoever believes these words, he has what they
say, and as they speak, namely, remission of sins.17

Ulrich Zwingli agreed with Luther in the belief that the Catholic
church’s view of transubstantiation was foreign to the Scriptures.
However, he challenged Luther’s position as well. Zwingli believed
that when Jesus said, “This is My body” and “This is My blood,” the
body and blood are to be viewed symbolically. He argued, “Christ,
who offered Himself once for all on the cross, is forever the effectual sacrifice and victim for the sins of all the faithful. From this it
15
D. Stone, A History of the Doctrine of the Holy Eucharist (Longmans, Green and
Co. 1909) 2.12.
16
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follows that the Mass is not a sacrifice but a commemoration of the
sacrifice once for all offered on the cross, and as it were a seal of the
redemption afforded in Christ.”18 Obviously, when Jesus instituted
the Lord’s Supper, He was standing before His apostles in His flesh
and blood. His blood had not been offered yet. His body had not
been sacrificed yet. The apostles would have clearly understood
His language to be figurative. Zwingli went on to say,
The Mass is a ‘testament,’ a ‘covenant,’ and a ‘commemoration,’ but
not a ‘sacrifice’; it is ‘a ratifying to the weak that they have been redeemed through Christ, so that they may be assured of the remission
of sins and firmly believe that Christ made satisfaction for sins on the
cross, and in this faith may eat and drink His body and blood and
recognize that His body and blood have been given to them that they
may be assured of the grace and favor of God.19

John Calvin also served as a prominent voice in arguing against
the views of both transubstantiation and consubstantiation. In his
work, Institutes of the Christian Religion, Calvin explained his motivation for dealing with these issues when he said, “The object of
these remarks is to lead pious readers to reflect how dangerous it
is in matters of such difficulty to wander from the simple word of
God to the dreams of our own brain.”20 Calvin, like Zwingli, wanted to turn the mind of the people away from the doctrines of the
“Fathers” of the Catholic church and bring them back to the Bible.
He would accuse the “Fathers” of the Catholic church of “vending
their own work for the grace and merits of Christ!”21 The history of the Reformation period contains story after story of people
seeking to change the church as it existed and return it to a simple
pattern of worship and service to God.
On the subject of the Lord’s Supper, people like Luther, Zwingli
and Calvin understood that a drastic shift had taken place. They
wanted to bring the people back to the Book and the impactful
18

Ibid. 38.

19

Ibid.

J. Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion. Trans. H. Beveridge (The Calvin
Translation Society 1845) IV, xvii, 36.
20

21

Ibid. Vol.1, p. 15.
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message found therein. Battles and debates, however, would rage
as people continued to study and grow in their knowledge of the
Bible. What the Lord’s Supper is and what it does for the individual
were constant grounds of argument.
In the early 1800’s, Thomas Campbell immigrated to the United States. Earl West described Campbell as has having a “high regard for the Bible.”22 West goes on to say, “A man who reads the
Bible with an open and intelligent mind will sooner or later absorb
much to make him dissatisfied with the human elements in religion. That man, if he has faith and courage, will dare to speak out
sooner or later against what is wrong.”23 Thomas Campbell was
such a man who would dare to speak up. It would not be long until
an issue over the Lord’s Supper would arise, specifically, the administration of the Lord’s Supper.24
Campbell arrived in Pittsburgh in 1807 and was appointed by the
Seceder Associate Synod of North America to serve churches in S.W.
Pennsylvania. Within a year, however, he was charged with teaching
that there was no warrant for insisting that people subscribe to all
items of denominational ‘creeds’ before being admitted to communion. During his heresy trial, he argued that nothing should be made
a term of communion which is not as old as the New Testament.25

Due to this and other stands he took, he was forced out of the pulpit as a minister in the Presbyterian church.
As the restoration movement progressed, led by people such
as Thomas and Alexander Campbell and Barton W. Stone, other
concerns over the Lord’s Supper arose. Their cry was, “Where the
Scriptures speak, we speak; and where the Scriptures are silent, we
are silent.”26
22
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Missing the Point
Many sincere Bible students have asked questions about the observation of the Lord’s Supper. Some have asked out of a desire to
adhere strictly to the teaching of the New Testament. Others have
asked out of a desire to break from tradition and do something different, novel and new. It is not within the purview of this lecture to
address all of the historical controversies regarding the Lord’s Supper.27 If the student is not careful, however, he will miss the main
point and focus of the Lord’s Supper and instead substitute things
that create more division and confusion rather than answer genuine concerns. The more important questions to reflect upon and remember are these: What is the purpose of the Lord’s Supper? What
effect should the Lord’s Supper have on the life of the believer?
The Purpose
Paul states the purpose of the Lord’s Supper clearly as he recounts Jesus’ words, “Do this in remembrance of Me” (1 Cor
11.24–25). Christians are to “Do this.” Jesus sets the pattern and
issues the command. One simply cannot participate in something
of his own imagination and remember the Lord in the manner Jesus wishes. Though one may call it “The Lord’s Supper,” it will not
be that which the Lord instituted although it may share the same
name and similar characteristics. To remember the Messiah of the
Bible properly, one is required to follow the Messiah. To participate in a memorial of man’s invention is to remember a messiah of
man’s invention.
As Christians gather together to partake of the Supper, they are
to do so focusing not on themselves, but on Jesus Christ. Many of
27
Throughout history and into today there have been many other passionate discussions and debates on other issues concerning the Lord’s Supper. These include but
are not limited to: the issue of the frequency with which we observe the Lord’s Supper (annually, bi-annually, quarterly, etc.), the use of one cup or many small, individual cups, questions concerning the nature of the “fruit of the vine” (fermented wine
or grape juice). Should the Lord’s Supper be offered on Sunday evening? Should the
Lord’s Supper be offered to a small group who were not able to partake at an earlier
time? Should we partake of the Lord’s Supper in conjunction with a common meal?
Should we remove the Lord’s Supper from the atmosphere of a “worship service” and
into an atmosphere of casual contemplation? How can we make the Lord’s Supper a
more “emotional” experience for a new generation?
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the divisions surrounding the Lord’s Supper throughout history
occurred because individuals, despite their claims to defend the
faith, actually forgot Christ. They lost their trajectory. They lost
their focus. Christians are called to remember Him in the Supper.
They must remember His life, His work and His words. They must
remember His sacrifice and suffering. They must never fail to remember His inestimable worth.
The Effect
Through the years, people have asked, what does the Lord’s Supper do for the one participating? At first glance, this appears to be a
rather selfish question. In an effort to place more value in this memorial, men have argued that in observing, Christ’s’ sacrifice is presented anew before the Father, sins are forgiven and eternal life is
granted. These points are advanced because people fail to recognize
the significance of who Christ is and what commitment to Him demands. Some want the rewards of Heaven while enjoying the pleasures of this world. It is convenient for such a person to view the
Lord’s Supper as an opportunity to start over each time one partakes.
But on the other hand, for the person whose priority is to please
the Lord, asking, “What does the Lord’s Supper do for me?” is a
fair question because the Lord’s Supper does provide blessings for
the participant. It helps the Christian focus on Christ. With all the
daily distractions Christians face, it is easy to lose focus on what is
important. The memorial feast offers worshippers an opportunity
to realign their heart with God. Rather than being filled with pride,
disciples focus on Christ’s humility.
Have this attitude in yourselves which was also in Christ Jesus, who,
although He existed in the form of God, did not regard equality with
God a thing to be grasped, but emptied Himself, taking the form of a
bond-servant, and being made in the likeness of men. Being found in
appearance as a man, He humbled Himself by becoming obedient to
the point of death, even death on a cross. (Phil 2.5–8)

Rather than avoiding the responsibility of one’s own actions, disciples focus on the Messiah’s perfect example:
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For you have been called for this purpose, since Christ also suffered
for you, leaving you an example for you to follow in His steps, who
committed no sin, nor was any deceit found in His mouth; and while
being reviled, He did not revile in return; while suffering, He uttered
no threats, but kept entrusting Himself to Him who judges righteously; and He Himself bore our sins in His body on the cross, so
that we might die to sin and live to righteousness; for by His wounds
you were healed. (1 Pet 2.21–24)

The Lord’s Supper helps the Christian remember why the
events at Calvary were necessary. Jesus came to this earth to “seek
and save that which was lost” (Luke 19.10). He provided something
for men that no other could provide.
Surely our griefs He Himself bore, and our sorrows He carried; yet
we ourselves esteemed Him stricken, smitten of God, and afflicted.
But He was pierced through for our transgressions, He was crushed
for our iniquities; the chastening for our well-being fell upon Him,
and by His scourging we are healed. All of us like sheep have gone
astray, each of us has turned to his own way; but the Lord has caused
the iniquity of us all to fall on Him (Isa 53.4–6).

The Lord’s Supper is a proclamation of the Christian’s faith.
By participating, the Christian professes faith in the death, burial,
and resurrection of the Messiah. Paul said, “For as often as you eat
this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until
He comes” (1 Cor 11.26). By participating, Christians also profess
their faith that He will return again, trusting and relying on the
comforting words of the Savior when He said,
Do not let your heart be troubled; believe in God, believe also in Me.
In My Father’s house are many dwelling places; if it were not so, I
would have told you; for I go to prepare a place for you. If I go and
prepare a place for you, I will come again and receive you to Myself,
that where I am, there you may be also. (John 14.1–3)

By communing in the Lord’s Supper, Christians remind one
another of the promises that they share in Christ as well as the
eternal future they hope to one day share with each other.
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Learning from the Past
Throughout the history of the church the memorial of the Lord
has continued to be a source of controversy. Why? Could the fault
lie with those who sought personal accolades and to make a name
for themselves or their sect? Could it be that others wanted to distinguish themselves from other groups? Perhaps the memorial Jesus instituted was too simple for some to see as significant, so they
felt the need to add complexity. Whatever the reason may be, there
are lessons Christians today should learn from history about this
important subject.
First, Christians must be careful what they teach and how they
teach it. In his 2017 lecture on the Lord’s Supper, Greg Litmer
wrote about the church Fathers’ use of the term “real presence.”28
The Catholic church pointed to this terminology as a basis for
their doctrine of transubstantiation. However, Litmer points out
that this was not the intention of the early writers. He wrote, “the
language of ‘real presence’ was used early on not to teach the doctrine of transubstantiation, but to combat the heretical doctrines
of Docetism and Gnosticism.”29 A phrase that was once used as
an effective argument to combat those who taught Jesus was not
really present on the earth was later taken out of context and used
to argue a doctrine of the Lord’s Supper foreign to the scriptures.
In order to keep from making the same mistake, Christians today
must ensure they are teaching correctly, resting their arguments
on what the Bible proclaims and not on the beliefs of men. Christians must begin at the beginning, with the original source, not at
the end of what someone else believes.
Further, as preachers and Bible class teachers present God’s
word to students, they must refrain from simply teaching the
“whats” and include the “whys.” The Lord does not seek mindless
drones to follow Him, but asks people to look at the evidence presented and come to an understanding of who He is, what He has
done for mankind and why it matters (cf. John 20.19–29). It is easy
28
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for people to be trapped or feel trapped in a faith that acts in a
certain way based on rote memory and routine. In lieu of personal
Bible study they have relied on parents, friends or a preacher to
tell them what to do and how to live. They have come to know the
works of men, but have failed to know the Word of God.
Is this attitude present among the Lord’s church today? Are
Christians in danger of making this same mistake again? If brethren fail to study for themselves, the answer is yes. If elders, preachers
and teachers fail to take the time to teach the “whys” behind the
“whats,” then yes. If Christians appeal to the works of men for their
basis of belief rather than the Word of God, absolutely. It is vital
to take great care in teaching God’s Word clearly. For this reason,
James says, “Let not many of you become teachers, my brethren,
knowing that as such we will incur a stricter judgment” (Jam 3.1).
As God’s Word is taught, one must appeal to the Book and not
to emotion. One must not substitute feelings for faith. Some allow their feelings to become the basis for what they believe rather
than the Word of God. In so doing, service to God becomes subjective. They follow the directions and dictates that feel right and
good rather than what is right and good. In an effort to appeal
to people’s desire to have a more emotional experience, different
doctrines concerning the Lord’s Supper have risen. These changes elevate the personal experience over the actual memorial. As a
result, some allow their emotions to determine what they view as
fact rather than allowing facts to drive their emotions.
In the March 2017 publication of the Gospel Advocate, Cliff
Sabroe discussed the need to ensure that the Lord’s Supper does
not become meaningless and mundane. He offered three possible
solutions: “a change in practice, a change in duration or a change
in location.”30 Although he did not contend for changing the elements, he suggested a change in how they are distributed. He
wrote, “Do not be afraid to try something different in order to get
the focus back on Jesus and the purpose of the Lord’s Supper.”31
30
C. Sabroe, “Restoring Remembrance in the Lord’s Supper,” Gospel Advocate 159
(2017) 26–7.
31

Ibid.

240 

David Deason

He offered the suggestion that brethren devote more time to remembrance: more prayers, more scripture reading or perhaps a
sermon dedicated to the memorial prior to observation. He also
suggested that Christians could observe the Lord’s Supper in a
different location. He wrote, “Would just the change in locale be
beneficial to restoring remembrance in the Lord’s Supper? It does
not hurt to try new things for the purpose of offering a more
Scriptural worship to God.”32
Throughout the article, Sabroe states that whatever changes that take place must remain in harmony with the scriptures.
However, his suggestions seem to perpetuate a problem rather
than actually solve it. Can Christians spend more time with the
memorial by adding more Bible readings, songs or preaching?
Yes. Does such make the observance more spiritual, scriptural or
significant? No. Jesus’ institution of the Supper was simple and
that simplicity is sufficient.
Has the observation of the Lord’s Supper grown mundane and
stale for some? Is there often a perceived loss of connection in the
heart of the participant? How are these problems remedied? A
change in externals, simple or complex, will again grow stale and
mundane over time. The only change that will remain effective is a
continual softening of the heart rooted in a deeper understanding
of the Word of God.
The Christian, by coming face-to-face with the will of God,
leaves changed. He is committed to allowing the Lord to direct
his life, his emotions, his everything (cf. Jam 1.21–25). Emotions
are important. Therefore, better preparing one’s heart for worship
will keep the memorial feast of the Lord from ever growing stale.
Keeping the facts of God’s love and sacrifice fresh upon the mind
and heart transforms one’s approach to the table.
By seeking forgiveness of sin, one ensures he can approach the
Lord with acceptable worship. Allowing the cares and concerns
of this world to fade away by laying them at the feet of the Lord (1
Pet 5.7), the Christian is able to approach Him with undistracted
worship. Paul’s instruction directs us to look inward. “But a man
32
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must examine himself, and in so doing he is to eat of the bread and
drink of the cup” (1 Cor 11.28). By relying on the Words of God, by
dedicating one’s life to follow them and by continual self-examination, the Lord’s sacrifice will never grow cold or mundane.
Finally, Christians must daily remain focused on the covenant which they have entered into with the Lord. Paul encourages
brethren to never lose sight of the benefits and blessings found in
Christ. He said,
Remember that you were at that time separate from Christ, excluded
from the commonwealth of Israel, and strangers to the covenants of
promise, having no hope and without God in the world. 13 But now in
Christ Jesus you who formerly were far off have been brought near by
the blood of Christ. (Eph 2.12–13)

Without the sacrifice of Jesus, no one would find reconciliation
with God. This is significant! This is life-changing! Something this
important should never be reflected upon routinely or lightly.
When people come to realize what God has done for them and
choose to submit to Him, they make a commitment. They enter
into a covenant with the Lord through faith and baptism. This covenant recognizes the blessings the Lord extends to His people—
blessings they could never obtain on their own. This covenant demands a new way of thinking and living, seeking His kingdom and
His righteousness as the highest priorities in life (Matt 6.33). This
covenant is remembered continually and is never to be observed
carelessly. This covenant is sealed with the blood of Jesus on the
cross of Calvary.
May the memorial feast Jesus instituted, the Lord’s Supper,
be used to serve the purpose He intended. May His people never
approach His table in an unprepared, cold or insensitive manner.
May God always aid His people in remembering the sacrifice of
His Son.

Does It Matter What We Believe
About the Lord’s Return?
Jason Longstreth
There are few topics that have so enthralled the reader and yet
have been the focus of as much controversy as eschatology. Opinions concerning the importance of this subject seem to vary from
those who hold eschatology as one of the most important fields
of study to those who see very little value in such an endeavor.
Therefore, it is not surprising that various theories have also arisen
regarding this subject.
The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia defines eschatology as “The doctrine of last things.” It further explains the topic
by the following statement:
Included are two distinct but inseparable questions: the destiny of
the individual—life, death, immortality, the intermediate state, and
resurrection; and the destiny of history—the Day of the Lord, the end
of the world, judgment, and the kingdom of God in the new world.
Traditionally, eschatology has been concerned primarily with the
destiny of the individual; but in biblical eschatology, individual destiny must be understood in connection with the destiny of history as
a whole.1

Therefore, when discussing the topic of “Does it matter what
we believe about the Lord’s return?” we are concerned about
both the fate of the individual and the destiny of history. Indeed,
1
G. Ladd, “Eschatology,” in International Standard Bible Encyclopedia Vol. 2
(Eerdmans 1982) 130.
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these two concepts are inseparable. As a result, there can be little doubt that what one believes when it comes to eschatology is
important.
And yet, the subject of eschatology has also always been one of
discussion and debate. Although there have been times in history
where one particular interpretation was clearly a majority view, it
seems unlikely that there has ever been a time when one position
was universally held by all of those who claim to follow Christ. At
the present time, there are at least four major views that are held by
scholars: historic premillennialism, postmillennialism, amillennialism and dispensational premillennialism. In addition, there is a
growing number of individuals who have advocated for a realized
or completely preterist eschatology. Each of these viewpoints also
has a number of variations. However, the major premise or issue
that takes center stage in many of these discussions is the nature
and purpose of the millennium, the thousand-year reign of Christ,
or the nature of the kingdom of God.
Since this lecture is part of a series that is devoted to learning
from church history, we will begin by conducting a historical survey of some of the common positions held throughout the ages
in relation to eschatology. Of course, this lecture will not contain
an exhaustive or comprehensive examination of everything about
eschatology in general or even the millennium itself throughout
history. The subject of eschatology is far too vast and the material
is too voluminous to attempt such an endeavor. Instead, we will
only be able to provide an overview of this subject. We will present
a historical survey and then comment on some of the implications
of different views regarding Christ’s return.
Millennialism in the Early Church
When discussing millennialism in the early church, most of the
focus is placed on the first four centuries. In part, this is because
by the 5th century the issue of eschatology and the millennium had
basically settled into a position that would be held throughout the
period of Catholic domination. Though it is not a settled matter,
many scholars suggest that premillennialism (historic premillen-
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nialism, not dispensational premillennialism) was the majority
view held in the earliest days of the church. In fact, even though
there were some proponents of every millennial perspective in every period of history, one may characterize the first four centuries
as the premillennial period, the time from Augustine in the 5th
century until recent times as the amillennial period, and the 18th
and 19th centuries as the postmillennial period.2
Visser characterized the general pattern or the early Christian
understanding and expectation of eschatology as follows:
…humanity, except the small number of saints, reaches a frenzy of
moral depravity, brought to a terrific climax by the arrival of the
Antichrist. Then comes the first resurrection, not for all mankind,
sometimes not even for all believers but for an elite of those to be
saved. The saints take possession of the Kingdom, that lasts for a
thousand years and is followed by the last convulsions of the demonic realm. The powers of evil are then finally destroyed and the cosmic
drama is crowned by the general resurrection and the appearance of
the new heaven and the new earth. 3

This presentation is clearly in line with premillennial thinking,
and it is Visser’s contention that the early Christians were premillennial. Crutchfield agrees that the early patristic eschatology was
centrally focused on a premillennial return of Jesus Christ, and
that this doctrine was increasingly popular throughout the ante-Nicene period.4 However, not all scholars are quick to concede
this point. In Taylor’s discussion of early Christian eschatological
beliefs, he notes that the earliest Christians did not have any expectations of a millennium concept in connection with the return
of Christ.5 After all, the Didache has an entire chapter devoted
to eschatology and makes no mention of a millennial or earthly
reign of Christ. However, Papias (in 130 AD) did make mention of a
2
C. Blomberg and S. Chung, A Case for Historic Premillennialism: An Alternative to
“Left Behind” Eschatology (Baker 2009) introduction.
3
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millennium, and within a very short period of time, millennialism
became a popular viewpoint within the early church.
But what made millennialism so popular? Those who hold to a
millennialist position today may simply argue that it became popular because it is true and that it was originally preached by Jesus
and the apostles. Of course, those who do not hold such a view
would disagree. What is not really open for debate is the fact that
a number of prominent theologians in the early years advocated
some sort of millennial or chiliastic position. Among these individuals were Justin Martyr, Irenaeus of Lyon, Tertullian, Lactantius, Victorinus, and Apollinaris of Laodicea. 6 All of these individuals believed that, in some way, the kingdom of God would be
established on earth and Christ would reign for a thousand years.
Many of these proponents of millennialism held that this was, in
fact, the orthodox view. But others contend that such a view was
introduced to the early church via a very narrow and perhaps compromised interpretation.
Influences on Millennialism
Where did Christian millennialism develop? Some have suggested that it did not originate with Christianity, but with the Jewish Messianism that had developed in Jewish apocalyptic literature. If this is true, then the Jewish emphasis on a physical nation
and literal Jerusalem simply spilled over into Christian thought. In
fact, Visser suggests that even the concept of a millennium itself
had its “forerunners in Jewish thought, although it is often not a
millennium in the strictest sense.”7 Of course, this does not necessarily have a bearing on whether or not millennialism is valid.
There are many Christian ideas that find their origins in Judaism.
From a biblical perspective, the concept of the millennium is
tied to the final book of the New Testament. As it is commonly
pointed out, “The only place in the Bible that speaks of an actual
millennium is the passage in Revelation 20.1–6. Any millennial
6
R. Wilkin, “Early Christian Chiliasm, Jewish Messianism, and the Idea of the Holy
Land,” Harvard Theological Review (1986) 299.
7
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doctrine must be based upon the most natural exegesis of this
passage.”8 Therefore, if one is engaged in biblical exegesis, the way
in which he interprets Revelation would have a tremendous impact on his eschatological beliefs, and vice versa. Therefore, the
emphasis placed upon the Revelation given to John has a bearing
on this discussion and the way in which the early church viewed
the millennium.
Consider what Crutchfield had to say about this:
It is instructive to note that most of the early adherents of premillennialism, or chiliasm as it was first called, either had direct contact with this longest living apostle or with his most famous disciple,
Polycarp. Tradition says that John spent the latter portion of his life
at Ephesus in Asia Minor. The origin of the views of perhaps seven
early fathers who have been named with varying degrees of frequency as premillenarians may be traced in some way to the Asia Minor
geographical context and the apostle who reportedly survived until
the time of Trajan (A.D. 98–117).9

In this way, Crutchfield suggested not only that millennialism
could trace its origin to the teachings of John (or his disciples), but
also that it originated in a particular part of the world. Indeed, it
would appear that millennial thought did proceed out of this area.
Among those who made their home in Asia Minor and held to a
millennial interpretation were Polycarp of Smyrna, Papias of Hierapolis, Melito of Sardis, and Apollinaris of Hierapolis. In addition,
Ignatius became acquainted with Polycarp while staying in Smyrna for a time, Justin Martyr was converted in Ephesus and Irenaeus was born in Smyrna. Crutchfield concludes, “In addition to the
influence of these Asiatic fathers on the eschatological views of
future Church leaders, Asia Minor became the spawning ground
for less-than-orthodox apocalyptic notions as well.”10 Laying aside
his criticisms of the “less-than-orthodox” notions, we will now
consider what these early theologians actually wrote and believed.
8
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The (Sub)Apostolic Fathers
In making the case for historic premillennialism, advocates often like to point out that the early church fathers sometimes made
reference to a millennium. Blomberg and Chung cite the Epistle
of Barnabas, suggesting that it used a “days of creation” concept
to teach “just as God created the world in six days and then rested
on the seventh, so the world will last six thousand years, then be
followed by a millennium of peace.”11 Is this what this ancient epistle really says? It seems relatively close. In the fifteenth chapter of
the Epistle of Barnabas, we do find the “days of creation” concept
with each day representing a thousand years. “Therefore, my children, in six days, that is, in six thousand years, all things will be
finished. ‘And He rested on the seventh day.’ This meaneth: when
His Son, coming [again], shall destroy the time of the wicked man,
and judge the ungodly, and change the sun, and the moon, and the
stars, then shall He truly rest on the seventh day.12 And although
the epistle does not specifically equate the 7th day with the millennial reign of Christ on earth, it goes on to describe an 8th day,
which will mark the beginning of another world.
Papias, the bishop of Hierapolis in the early second century,
also held to a millennial interpretation—at least according to others. Eusebius claims that, “There are extant five books of Papias,
which bear the title Expositions of Oracles of the Lord.”13 Eusebius
also claimed that Papias taught there would be a thousand years
after the resurrection during which time there would be a material
kingdom of Christ on earth, something Eusebius condemned: “I
suppose he got these ideas through a misunderstanding of the apostolic accounts, not perceiving that the things said by them were
spoken mystically in figures.” 14 These are the earliest examples of
millennial thought.
11
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The Apologists
As we come to the period of the second-century, while the
apologists and Christian theologians attempted to define and defend their faith, we find the idea of millennialism being discussed
with increasing frequency and in greater depth. Among those influential leaders who spoke on the subject were Justin Martyr and
Irenaeus. There can be no doubt that many would accept whatever these two individuals believed. It may be on this basis that
Blomberg and Chung claim “Justin, the greatest of the second-century apologists, and Irenaeus, the first great theologian of the
church, both believed that a physical, earthly kingdom of Christ
after his return was the teaching of the Lord, the Scriptures, and
the majority of the church.”15 Leaving aside whether or not this
was the actual teaching of the Lord, the Scriptures or the majority
of the church, let us examine Justin Martyr and Irenaeus.
Justin composed his two apologies and his Dialogue with Trypho between AD 155 and 165. In these works, he speaks quite frequently about the coming judgment and reward using apocalyptic
terms. He also set forth his view of the millennium: “But I and
others, who are right-minded Christians on all points, are assured
that there will be a resurrection of the dead, and a thousand years
in Jerusalem, which will then be built, adorned, and enlarged, as
the prophets Ezekiel and Isaiah and others declare.”16 This is clearly a belief in a physical kingdom that will be built in Jerusalem and
will last for one thousand years. Who did Justin attribute for these
ideas? “And further, there was a certain man with us, whose name
was John, one of the apostles of Christ, who prophesied, by a revelation that was made to him, that those who believed in our Christ
would dwell a thousand years in Jerusalem; and that thereafter the
general, and, in short, the eternal resurrection and judgment of all
men would likewise take place.”17
A little later in the second century, Irenaeus led the charge
against the Gnostics and the false teachings they were attempting
15
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to spread. He argued for what was sometimes termed “orthodox”
Christianity. Included in his writings entitled Against Heresies are
extensive details involving a particular view of the millennium.
Though these statements are too long to include all of them in this
lecture, I do want to consider the gist of what he presented. “The
predicted blessing, therefore, belongs unquestionably to the times
of the kingdom, when the righteous shall bear rule upon their
rising from the dead; when also the creation, having been renovated and set free, shall fructify with an abundance of all kinds of
food, from the dew of heaven, and from the fertility of the earth:
as the elders who saw John, the disciple of the Lord, related that
they had heard from him how the Lord used to teach in regard to
these times…”18 Note how Irenaeus connected this with what the
elders who saw John reported that John told them that the Lord
used to teach these things. “And these things are borne witness to
in writing by Papias, the hearer of John, and a companion of Polycarp, in his fourth book; for there were five books compiled (syntetagmena) by him. And he says in addition, ‘Now these things are
credible to believers.’”19
Throughout these passages, Irenaeus describes the millennial kingdom in terms of the physical earth. As Wilkin puts it,
the “Christian hope was centered at least in part on a real kingdom in this world.”20 And Irenaeus made this abundantly clear
by writing, “Now all these things being such as they are, cannot
be understood in reference to super-celestial matters; ‘for God,’
it is said, ‘will show to the whole earth that is under heaven thy
glory.’ But in the times of the kingdom, the earth has been called
again by Christ [to its pristine condition], and Jerusalem rebuilt
after the pattern of the Jerusalem above…” 21 Irenaeus expected a
perfect, regenerated earth on which Jesus would reign with his
saints for a thousand years.
18
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The Decline of Millennialism
Although Justin and Irenaeus were emphatic regarding the
teaching of the millennium, it is worth noting Justin’s comment
regarding the physical kingdom. “I and many others are of this
opinion, and [believe] that such will take place, as you assuredly
are aware; but, on the other hand, I signified to you that many who
belong to the pure and pious faith, and are true Christians, think
otherwise.”22 Justin admitted that there were many Christians who
did not share his view. By the third century, opposition to millennialism can be found in a number of writings. Some would suggest
that this is when opposition arose, while others would say that the
opposition just became more vocal. Crutchfield states, “Only with
the allegorizing tendencies of first the Alexandrian theologians,
especially Origen, and later the African bishop Augustine did the
doctrine eventually fall into disrepute.”23
One thing is sure: Origen did oppose millennialism, not only
because of his insistence on allegorical interpretation but also because he saw it partly as a result of Jewish Messianism.24 Origen
conceived of a partly fulfilled kingdom of God on earth now, but
one that will not be perfect until it has become perfect in each
individual. He denied the concept of a physical kingdom here on
earth. “Certain persons, then, refusing the labour of thinking,
and adopting a superficial view of the letter of the law, and yielding rather in some measure to the indulgence of their own desires
and lusts, being disciples of the letter alone, are of opinion that
the fulfilment of the promises of the future are to be looked for
in bodily pleasure and luxury.”25 Included in the desires of these
“unthinking” people is the rebuilding of Jerusalem and the Lord’s
reign on earth.
But as strongly as Origen argued against millennialism, some
still promoted it. Lactantius, writing around AD 300 in The Divine
Institutes, spoke of a thousand-year reign of Christ on earth and
22
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said, “But when the thousand years shall be completed, the world
shall be renewed by God, and the heavens shall be folded together,
and the earth shall be changed, and God shall transform men into
the similitude of angels, and they shall be white as snow; and they
shall always be employed in the sight of the Almighty, and shall
make offerings to their Lord, and serve Him for ever.”26
The most influential opponent of millennialism, however, was
Augustine. Though he seemed to hold to a mild form of millennialism early in his life, his later writings show a break from this
early tradition. Augustine saw no connection between God’s plan
of salvation and the destinies of secular kingdoms. He believed
that those who held a millennial view were far too obsessed with
physical things. For Augustine, the church was the millennium.27
The kingdom was a spiritual reality within the church. This amillennial interpretation would eventually become the predominant
view and would prevail through the middle ages. This is the view
that most of us would hold regarding the kingdom of God, the
millennium, and the church. As such, I will not spend more time
describing it.
Postmillennialism
While some have suggested that early changes in eschatological viewpoints were sometimes caused by culture as much as they
were caused by scripture, many more would argue that this is the
case when it came to the development of postmillennialism. For
the most part, postmillennialism, or the belief that Jesus would
return at the end of an earthly millennium that was a “golden
age” of man created through the gradual “Christianization” of the
world, only appeared at times when the church (or those claiming
to be Christians) had made or was making significant advances
in shaping the culture. It was popular in Puritan England, in the
Reformed Churches that emphasize the Social Gospel, and even
among some of the early Restoration leaders like Alexander Camp26
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bell. Of course, as the “advances” made in society by Christian
teachings disappeared, postmillennialism disappeared as well.
Dispensationalism
The rise of dispensationalism was a relatively recent phenomenon. In some ways, with its emphasis on a literal interpretation
of scriptures such as Revelation, dispensationalism was closely
related to historic premillennialism. However, with its influence
from Calvinism, denial of the church as part of the eternal plan
of God, and advocacy for the salvation of physical Israel, it was
quite different. Since dispensationalism is rejected by many today, including just about everyone here, I will not spend much
time discussing it either. However, it does serve as a valuable lesson in how one’s view of the return of Christ can influence other
matters such as one’s view of the kingdom and approach toward
biblical interpretation.
Realized Eschatology
There is one additional historical movement that I want us to
discuss today. This is what is sometimes called Realized Eschatology. Simply stated, Realized Eschatology holds to a completely
preterist view of all prophecies and eschatological passages in the
Bible. In other words, they believe all of these things have been
fulfilled. Usually, this fulfillment has been connected in some way
with the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 AD. But how did this movement develop?
Although there is some debate as to when the Realized Eschatology position first entered the arena of modern theological
thought or who first proposed such an interpretation, there can
be little doubt that J. Stuart Russell had a major impact on its development. An English pastor of a Congregational church from
1862–1888, Russell first published his monumental work entitled
The Parousia: A Study of the New Testament Doctrine of Our Lord’s
Second Coming in 1878. In it, he attempted to prove that Christ’s
Second Coming took place, as Christ predicted it would, during
the period of the first century when Jerusalem was destroyed. He
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claims he is doing this to clear up the misconception that some
have regarding the Second Coming and the false belief that the
church of today should have the same attitude toward this event as
the church did in the days of Paul.28
Russell’s approach to the topic of the parousia was based on a
systematic study of all of the passages in the New Testament that
he felt addressed this subject and led to the conclusion that Jesus’
Second Coming took place in the first century. One of those is an
observation based on Paul’s use of the first person plural, “we” in
1 Corinthians 15.51–52. Russell argues that when Paul wrote concerning the resurrection and used the expression, “we will not all
sleep, but we will all be changed,” he showed that he expected the
Christians at Corinth and the apostle himself to be among those
who were still alive at the Second Coming of Christ.29 Therefore,
if we accept that Paul thought he was going to be alive at the time
of Jesus’ return, and he taught this as well, Russell argues that we
must admit either that Paul was mistaken regarding the timing of
Christ’s return (and that Paul recorded this misunderstanding or
error within the pages of Scripture) or that Jesus did, in fact, return
during the time of the first century.
Of equal significance is the importance Russell placed upon the
events surrounding the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 AD. He presented this event as the paramount event in all of human history
and argued that if we have difficulty recognizing the parousia in
the events of the first century, it is because we have a fundamentally flawed conception of the grandeur and the importance of what
happened when Jerusalem fell.
The destruction of Jerusalem was not a mere thrilling incident in the
drama of history, like the siege of Troy or the downfall of Carthage,
closing a chapter in the annals of a state or a people. It was an event
which has no parallel in history. It was the outward and visible sign of
great epoch in the divine government of the world. It was the close of
one dispensation and the commencement of another. It marked the
28
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inauguration of a new order of things. The Mosaic economy, — which
had been ushered in by the miracles of Egypt, the lightnings and
thundering of Sinai, and the glorious manifestations of Jehovah to Israel — after subsisting for more than fifteen centuries, was now abolished. The peculiar relation between the Most High and the covenant
nation was dissolved. The Messianic kingdom, that is, the administration of the divine government by the Mediator, so far, at least, as
Israel was concerned, reached its culminating point. The kingdom so
long predicted, hoped for, prayed for, was now fully come. The final
act of the King was to sit upon the throne of His glory and judge His
people. He could then ‘deliver up the kingdom to God, even the Father.’ This is the significance of the destruction of Jerusalem. 30

This quotation, though lengthy, is absolutely essential in understanding the viewpoint of Realized Eschatology. Russell had
established an argument through which others could maintain his
doctrine. The destruction of Jerusalem was so important that it
could be understood as the judgment, the Second Coming and the
end of the world.
Our next historical figure is probably responsible for the widespread acceptance of the term “Realized Eschatology” itself. C. H.
Dodd was a gifted English scholar, a preacher, a teacher, a writer
and an interpreter. He was also the director of the translation of
the New English Bible. Throughout much of his life he was associated with Oxford. He considered it part of his mission to understand the teachings of the New Testament (and the parables of
Jesus in particular) in light of their original intention and their historical setting, not through later adaptations and interpretations.31
As a result, he originally published The Parables of the Kingdom
in 1935. Concerning this work, Dillistone states, “This book will
always be associated with the phrase ‘realised eschatology’, an expression which the author admitted was not very felicitous but to
which it was not easy to find an alternative. ‘Proleptic’ and ‘inaugurated’ were suggested by others, but ‘realised’ has held its ground
as best expressing the author’s own convictions about Jesus and
30
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the Kingdom.” 32 What were these convictions? Consider one
quote: “The Son of Man has come, but also He will come; the sin
of men is judged, but also it will be judged. But these future tenses
are only an accommodation of language. There is no coming of the
Son of Man in history ‘after’ His coming in Galilee and Jerusalem,
whether soon or late, for there is no before and after in the eternal
order.” 33 Thus, Jesus never taught a future coming in the sense of
an actual historical event. Instead, Jesus taught that the eschatological event took place with His first coming. The Kingdom of
God was present with the life and ministry of Jesus and would not
have a future fulfillment.
Although a number of scholars have called into question the
conclusions of C. H. Dodd, there can be little doubt that he made
a tremendous impact upon many scholars’ understanding of eschatology. In fact, some have suggested that if one does not understand the Dodd’s position on eschatology, he cannot understand
the liberal theological concepts of the twentieth century.34 One
thing that does seem sure is that this concept concerning the kingdom and an already fulfilled state or “realized eschatology” has
continued to develop. It is also clear that this eschatological position eventually found a sympathetic ear even among those within
the churches of Christ.
According to Jackson, “This doctrine was introduced among
the churches of Christ by a gentleman named C. D. Beagle, in April
of 1971, in an Ohio preacher’s meeting. … Beagle’s son-in-law is
Max R. King, the leader-emeritus of the faction.”35 As the “leader”
of this faction, King was very much involved in debates and publications. Two of his works are especially relevant. The first of these
was entitled The Spirit of Prophecy and was published in 1971. Before one can even get through the introduction to this work, he is
struck by a connection between this work and the books that had
32
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been written by Russell and Dodd. Notice the following statement
made by King’s father-in-law, Beagle:
Several years ago I started a study of the church and the kingdom a I
believed it was taught in the parables, and in the book of Revelation.
I never accomplished much in that study unless it was to get another
young man interested in the study of prophecy and the book of Revelation. That man, Max R. King, minister of the church of Christ,
Warren, Ohio, spent about ten years of careful and prayerful study
before starting to write, what I believe to be, the most enlightening
book ever written about Bible prophecy and its fulfillment. 36

Although the content of this work more closely resembles
that of Russell than it does Dodd, it seems significant that Beagle
mentioned “the kingdom as I believed it was taught in the parables.” Was he influenced by Dodd? His writings certainly contain
a similar idea insofar as a “realized” eschatology is concerned.
In fact, he closed this first volume by expressing his “deepest
conviction that God’s redemptive purposes, as revealed and advanced through the typical and prophetical system of the Old
Testament, were fully consummated in the time period of the
Revelation message.”37 King may have extended the timeframe a
bit by allowing the fulfillment or consummation of the kingdom
to take place approximately forty years later than Dodd, and thus
outside of the life and ministry of Jesus, but he still presented
the kingdom as a fully realized event as far as anyone living now
would be concerned.
In 1987 King published another work. This book, entitled The
Cross and the Parousia of Christ: The Two Dimensions of One
Age-Changing Eschaton, was more than twice the length of King’s
previous work. In its six parts, King attempted to analyze “The
Problem of Time,” examine various eschatological views, redefine
the concept of the resurrection of the dead, and defend his doctrine
of Realized Eschatology. Once again, the introduction to the book
is informative. In it, King not only defends his eschatological view,
but he also admits that his approach toward this subject would not
36
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have been the same as the Christians of the first century. However,
he sees no problem with this. In fact, the feeling that every generation of believers must, “in order to have hope, be waiting for the
coming of that which is perfect, is an unconscious denial of God’s
completed work in Christ.”38 He further states, “We are not and
can not be the latter day (i.e., the pre-end-of-the-age) saints.”39 But
how does King arrive at these conclusions? He created a system by
which each prophecy could be examined and by which the reader could determine whether they should be looking for a physical
fulfillment or a fulfillment within the realm of unseen realities. In
many ways, he “spiritualized” the New Testament.
Conclusion
Certainly, there have been a number of different positions
held throughout the years. From amillennialism, to historic premillennialism, to postmillennialism, to dispensationalism, to
realized eschatology, it seems there will always be differences of
opinion as to how we should interpret the eschatological passages of scripture. And what one believes concerning the Lord’s
return is directly related to how one views the kingdom and the
nature of the church. Those who hold to a more literal, physical
fulfillment of the kingdom concept have a tendency to downplay
the importance of the church as a manifestation of the kingdom.
In addition, one’s view of the Lord’s return is often influenced by
how literally or figuratively one chooses to interpret apocalyptic
language. But most importantly, how one views the Lord’s return
has a direct impact on how one views his or her destiny and the
destiny of the world.
For those who are waiting for Jesus to come back and establish a physical kingdom on earth, the earth and physical things
become more important. This can be seen among those who place
great emphasis in recent years on a “restored earth” concept. They
have a tendency to focus more on the destiny of the world than of
38
M. King, The Cross and the Parousia: The Two Dimensions of One Age-Changing
Eschaton (Parkman Road Church of Christ 1987), xv.
39
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the individual. For those who do not wait for a “literal” return of
Jesus Christ beyond the “spiritual” or figurative return in the first
century, they attempt to “spiritualize” nearly everything related to
the resurrection and the end times. They have a tendency to ignore
the destiny of the world. But does this matter?
The importance of the return of Jesus cannot be overstated. It
is the hope of the Christian. The fact that the Didache, one of the
earliest non-canonical writings in Christian history, devoted its
final chapter to a discussion of eschatology shows that the early
Christians thought it mattered. In fact, the closing words of the
Didache are, “then shall the world behold the Lord coming on the
clouds of heaven.” For a Christian, this is the ultimate goal; this is
the end result of time. In the words of Paul concerning the Thessalonians, “…you turned to God from idols to serve a living and true
God, and to wait for His Son from heaven, whom He raised from
the dead, that is Jesus, who rescues us from the wrath to come.”
(1 Thes 1.9–10) Jesus is coming back for us. “If I go and prepare
a place for you, I will come again and receive you to Myself, that
where I am, there you may be also” (John 14.3).
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