Behol d, how good and how pl easant it is

for brethren to dwell together in unity!

It is |ike the precious ointnent upon the head,

that ran down the beard, even Aaron's beard

that went down to the skirts of his garnents

As the dew of Hernon,

and as the dew that descended upon the nmpuntai ns of Zion:
for there the LORD commanded t he bl essi ng,

even life for evernore.

Psal m 133

I nt roducti on

The expression 'church unity' is viewed by many Evangelical and Refornmed people
today with understandabl e suspicion. Being a termthat is al nost exclusively
associated with the ecuneni cal novenent, it conjures up pictures of nain-line
denomi nations striving to bury their differences and nerging to formever |arger
" church' organi zations. One can see as the ultimate end of this novenent reunion
of the nominal Protestant churches with Rome, and the formation of a one-world
church having the Pope at its head. Certainly all talk of church unity in this
sense is off the agenda for Christians and churches who seek to be governed by
the Wrd of God.



There is a danger, however, that in our eagerness to condemm the false we
al so overlook the true. It may be that we even condemm the true with the fal se
As a reaction against ecuneni smthe tendency very often is for Evangelica
churches to adopt a position of independence, eschewing formal ties w th other
churches of |ike m nd.

In addition to those churches that have been historically independent, the
last thirty or so years have seen nmany ministers and churches in the United
Ki ngdom wi t hdrawi ng fromthe mai n denom nati ons over doctrinal issues, and
mai ntai ni ng an i ndependent existence. For sonme this has invol ved paying a high
material price. One can synpathize with their reluctance to become enbroiled
again in denom national issues. Their fears of theol ogical comprom se, that is
so much a part of main-line denominational life, are perfectly understandable.
But the question arises, do the results of this surge in Independency - and a
radi cal | ndependency at that, which the Independents of old would hardly
recogni ze - really commend it as a God-honouring alternative? And nore to the
point, is it really Biblical?

It is sad, yet true to say, that as the thinking Christian takes a step
back to survey the Evangelical/Reformed church scene in Britain today, all he
sees is confusion. He sees a hotchpotch of churches and 'fellowships', each
loudly claiming loyalty to the Scriptures, yet each going its own way and doi ng
its own thing. Surely the tine has cone for soneone to ask whether this
situation brings glory to God? Is this what Paul really nmeans by decency and
order? Is this the situation that prevailed in the days of the early church as,
led by the Holy Spirit, the apostles established churches throughout Asia M nor
and Europe?

It seens to nme that while we have been quick to condemm the false unity of
t he ecuneni cal novenent, and rightly so, we have been strangely silent in
pronmoting the true unity revealed in the Scriptures. This study is an attenpt to
break that silence and to present what | amincreasingly convinced is the
Bi blical teaching on the unity of the church, particularly as that unity is
expressed in her life and governnment. May it encourage the thoughtful reader to
search the Scriptures for hinself, and prayerfully consider the issues with a
view to applying themto our desperately needy tines.

1.

The Principle
of Biblical Church Unity

In essence the church is a perfect unity. The Bible teaches us that this is true
despite all the apparent evidence to the contrary. Watever we may see around us
and experience in our own |ives of divisions and strife anmongst Christians and
churches, it remains ever true that the church of Jesus Christ is one. She is
made up of the elect children of God, each foreknown and chosen in Christ before
the foundation of the world, fromevery nation, tribe and tongue, of every
generation, redeemed and gathered together into one. In Hs electing work God
did not choose for H nself a disordered rag-bag of individuals, He chose a
church, a single, structured, living organismto be understood spiritually as
one united whole, in Christ.



Scripture uses many vivid figures of speech to illustrate this truth and
bring it hone to us clearly. The church is described as one flock of nmany sheep,
a house, a tenple of many stones fitly franed together (cf. John 10:16; | Pet.
2; Eph. 2:11-22; Eph. 4:15,16). Above all she is the glorious body of Christ,
one entire, perfect body conprised of many menbers, each having his proper place
and r6le in the body, together constituting one organic whole: 'For as the body
is one, and hath many nmenbers, and all the nenbers of that one body, being nany,
are one body: so also is Christ..." (I Cor. 12:12ff.; see also Rom 12:4,5; |
Cor. 10:17; Gal. 3:28; Eph. 1:22,23; Eph. 4:4; Eph. 5:30).

The subject of this booklet, then, is the unity of Christ, and Hs is a
perfect, unblem shed unity that cannot be divided (I Cor. 1:13).

Be of one m nd

Thi s being the case, we nust enphasize, as does Scripture itself, that the unity
of Christ's body is a unity that nust be visibly expressed on earth. Again and
again the Holy Spirit, through the apostolic witers, exhorts the people of God
to unity.

News had evidently reached Paul that there were divisions at Corinth:
"...it hath been declared unto me of you, ny brethren,... that there are
contenti ons anong you.' He condemms this open warfare between brethren as
carnality. They were still babes in Christ, or at |east behaving as babes. He
conti nues, 'Now | beseech you, brethren, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ,
that ye all speak the sane thing, and that there be no divisions anong you; but
that ye be perfectly joined together in the sane mnd and in the sanme judgnent'
(I Cor. 1:11,10). Again, as he takes | eave of themin his second |letter, Paul
rem nds themof their calling: 'Finally, brethren, farewell. Be perfect, be of
good confort, be of one mind, live in peace; and the God of |ove and peace shal
be with you' (Il Cor. 13:11).

Witing to the Philippians, Paul tells themof the joy they bring to his
soul, but it is ajoy that is as yet inconplete. He adnoni shes them in order
that his joy mght attain its full neasure, 'that ye be Iike m nded, having the
sane | ove, being of one accord, of one mnd (Phil. 2:2).

Thus Paul was at pains to pronote unity and to encourage the saints to be
of one mind and to |live at peace with one another. The local church was not to
be a place of discord and di ssent but of peace, brotherly love, and unity.
Believers were to be 'kindly affecti oned one to another with brotherly | ove'
(Rom 12:10). "For CGod is not the author of confusion, but of peace, as in al
churches of the saints' (I Cor. 14:33). Peace is a fruit of the Spirit (Gal
5:22) and ought to pervade all H's gathered churches. 'Let the peace of Cod rule
in your hearts, to the which also ye are called in one body' (Col. 3:15).

But our subject is not primarily the unity of the local church. W wll
take that as understood. Wiat we need to grasp is that the calls for unity which
the apostle nmade, while certainly addressed to specific historic |ocal churches,
were al so intended for a far wi der audience. The unity the Lord requires is a
unity that reaches far beyond the walls of the church | ocal

It is this aspect of truth, so commonly abused, neglected, ignored, or
deni ed, that we want to exam ne here.

The Scope of the Command

The epistles, and hence their exhortations to unity, were not always addressed
to individual |ocal congregations. \Wen Peter wote, 'be ye all of one mnd (I
Pet. 3:8), it was not to one local church in one town but to all the scattered
saints of Asia Mnor, an area covering many thousands of square mles (I Pet.
1:1). Likew se, when Paul wote 'be of one mnd, it was to 'the church of God
which is at Corinth, with all the saints which are in all Achaia (Il Cor.



13:11; 1:1), Achaia being a province of Geece covering the whole of the

sout hern half of the country. A church which nost certainly would have been
included in this salutation, together with that at Corinth, was the one at
Cenchrea (Rom 16:1). The churches in that part of the world were not just to be
at one internally but also with each other.

Simlarly the Galatian letter had a regional application. Galatia covered
a large central area of what is now Turkey and was bl essed with a nunber of
| ocal churches. This explains why Paul addressed his letter to 'the churches of
Galatia'" (Gal. 1:1; note the plural). Again, when he wites to the Corinthian
bel i evers, concerning the collection of alns, he says, 'as | have given order to
the churches of Galatia, even so do ye' (I Cor 16:1).

The Col ossian letter too was witten for nore than one congregation. W
know that in the nei ghbourhood of Col osse both Phil emon and Nynphas had churches
nmeeting in their hones (cf. Phile. 2 and Col. 4:9; 4:15). Furthernore, this
letter was to be taken to the nearby city of Laodicea and there 'read also in

the church of the Laodiceans'. In return the Col ossians were to 'likew se read
the epistle from Laodicea" (Col. 4:16).
W& may broaden the scope still further because, in witing his first

letter to the Corinthians, Paul was addressing "all that in every place cal
upon the nane of Jesus Christ our Lord" (I Cor. 1:2). H s Ephesian letter too is
addressed generally to "the faithful in Christ Jesus' (Eph. 1:1).

We can draw fromthese Scriptures the conclusion that unity was to be
present not only within the churches of the New Testanment, but al so anpngst
them Al who everywhere called upon the name of Jesus Christ at that tine were
to speak the sane thing and be of one mnd, without strife or division. It was a
responsibility placed upon the people of God generally, wherever they were to be
f ound.

But there is a still w der application. Those exhortations to unity were
not given to churches of just one age and generation but to the entire New
Testanment church. They are for every subsequent generation. The |etters of Paul
and the other apostles have been bound together by the Holy Spirit into one
i nspired sacred volune. Together with the witings of the prophets (cf. Eph.
2:20), they have been sent to all the churches of every succeedi ng generation,
to the four corners of the earth. They are not bound by tine or space. The
appeals for unity, therefore, are directed toward us too!

Yes, we in our day have a responsibility to the Head of the church to
ensure that there are no divisions and schisns within Hs body but that all are
of the same mind, united with a unity that extends beyond the walls of our own
| ocal church to enbrace all who in every place call upon the name of Jesus
Christ our Lord. That is a heavy responsibility, but to ignore it is nost
certainly to live in disobedience to our common Lord

Perhaps at this point sonmeone raises the objection that it is not being
realistic to expect all believers to dwell together in unity. It is inpossible
to fulfil. It is difficult enough to achieve unity in one |ocal church, and a
smal |l one at that, |et alone anmbng a number of churches. And as for all churches
being united together, that is pure fantasy.

To a certain extent, that is quite true. There is a diversity in the
church, stemming fromthe huge variety of cultures, |anguages, and personalities
that are represented among her nmenbers. This is the way it is nmeant to be. The
Wrd of God teaches us that the church is catholic, i.e., universal, conposed of
all kinds of people whom God gat hers together into one for Hs own glory (cf.
Gal. 3:28; Eph. 1:4-12; Rom 10:12,13). The great multitude that John saw in
front of the throne and the Lanb were 'of all nations, and ki ndreds, and peopl e,
and tongues' (Rev. 7:9).

But in their warnings against disunity the apostles are not referring to
this kind of healthy diversity. They are witing against differences in doctrine
and practice, differences that are the result of failure to understand, believe,



and obey God's Wrd. They are referring to differences that stemfromthe
church's sin.

For as long as there is sin there will be divisions, and realistically
these sinful divisions can never be dispelled until sinitself is finally
destroyed. But we are not to tolerate them Still we are conmanded to be of one
m nd.

The apostles' exhortations are not neant to be realistic: they are
i dealistic. They establish a principle. They are what God says and are nade from
Hi s perspective. They do not maeke allowances for the fact that churches are made
up of people who are still sinners and still prone to pride, disputing, strife
jealousy, and so on. They set out the ultimate standard, even though that
standard can never be met here on earth. They show us the perfect way in which
we shoul d strive to wal k. They show us the goal that we are to desire with al
our heart and work for with all our strength.

That is howit is with all of God s conmands. They present us wth our
nmoral obligations. The fact that we are not able to live out a principle does
not invalidate that principle or release us fromits obligation. W cannot |ive
a single hour wthout sinning, but still God says, 'Be ye holy for I am holy’

Li kewi se He still says, 'Be ye all of one mind . It is a command based upon the
i ncontrovertible principle that the church of Jesus Christ is one. The only
reason that she is not one and cannot be one in this world is the sinful, proud
i ndependence of us, her menbers.

Only in the sinless perfection of heaven, when God will have finally
gat hered together in one all things in Christ (Eph. 1:10), will our desires be
fulfilled and the ideal will beconme glorious reality. Only then, when we are
free fromsin, shall we be perfectly united and | ove one anot her as we shoul d.
Only then will the body of Christ know perfect unity within herself and with her
Head, and what is true nowin principle will be true also in experience

But even so, we may, we shoul d, experience sonething of that heavenly
unity here upon earth. W have been born again. God has given us not only H's
conmands but He has also given us His Spirit. This means that, despite our
fallen nature, with the command and responsibility cones also the ability to
obey. By the Spirit of God we are able to know in sone snall neasure, as a
foretaste of heaven, the unity of His church. Hence it is called 'the unity of
the Spirit" (Eph. 4:3). It is aunity that is produced and inparted by the Holy
Spirit of Christ. He brings forth fromour hearts and lives the fruit of |ove,
joy, peace etc. (Gl. 5:22,23), so that even Jews and Gentil es are brought
together in the bond of peace. It is for this unity that we are to strive

Unity in Operation

The unity of the Spirit is not nerely an abstract idea that cannot be
experienced, but is a principle that manifests itself in practical, tangible
ways. The reader of the book of Acts and the letters of the apostles ought not
fail to notice this. The very fact that the epistles were not always addressed
to individual congregations but in some cases to regional groups of churches is
itself evidence of unity at work.

When the inevitable divisions arose anongst churches, such as those in
Achaia, they were dealt with pronptly. Churches were separated geographically by
many mles of land and sea, but they did not sit in splendid isolation. Even
t hough they had their own cultural distinctives, and certainly their distinctive
probl ems, they were together. Spiritually and ecclesiastically they were one.

The New Testanent provides us with three conpelling exanples of this unity
at work.

1. Relief of the poor



An unm stakabl e feature of early church life was a conmendable liberality in
distributing nmaterial help to the poor. This was a duty enjoined on the early
churches, and on us, by the apostles. Paul drew on the words of the Lord Jesus
Christ Hnself to enforce the point: 'l have shewed you all things, how that so
| abouri ng ye ought to support the weak, and to renmenber the words of the Lord
Jesus, how he said, It is nore blessed to give than to receive' (Acts 20:35; cf.
| Cor. 16:1-4).

The early church took up its responsibility w th spontaneous enthusiasm
and sacrifice. The needy believers in Jerusalemand the pilgrinms who had
journeyed from afar at Pentecost found that their every need was net. 'All that
bel i eved were together, and had all things common; and sold their possessions
and goods, and parted themto all men, as every man had need' (Acts 2:44-45).

This passage is often misrepresented as teaching that the believers sold
and pool ed all their possessions in order to live in sonme kind of conmunal
arrangenent, but there is nothing to indicate that that was the case. The
selling and sharing was a continual activity. At no time did the believers reach
the point at which they had sold everything they owned. Acts 2 sinply tells us
that they were selling their possessions and sharing the proceeds with those
whom t hey knew to be in need, as those needs arose. They nost certainly kept
their houses because we read that they were 'breaking bread from house to house'
(v. 46).

This generosity of spirit was not confined to i rmedi ate nei ghbour hoods.

Al msgi vi ng extended to neeting the needs of those at a distance. In Acts 11 we
find the disciples at Antioch sending relief, every man according to his
ability, '"unto the brethren which dwelt in Judea' (vs. 29, 30).

Paul encouraged the believers in Corinth, and by inplication throughout
Achaia, to give generously in supplying the needs of the saints in Macedonia so
that 'your abundance may be a supply for their want, that their abundance al so
may be a supply for your want: that there may be equality' (Il Cor. 8:14).

The Macedoni an believers thensel ves were noted for their own liberality,
despite afflictions and 'deep poverty' (Il Cor. 8:2,4). Macedoni a covered an
area roughly equivalent to the northern half of nodern G eece, and we know of at
| east three churches within its borders: at Thessal onica, Philippi and Berea.
The Thessal oni an church is especially comended by Paul for its |ove of the
brethren "in all Macedonia' . He urges them 'but we beseech you, brethren, that
ye increase nore and nore' (I Thess. 4:9,10).

The churches of Macedoni a apparently collected their alnms, pooled them
and entrusted themto the apostle Paul, asking himto distribute themwhile on
his travels. Paul described this happy task as taking upon hinself 'the
fellowship of the mnistering of the saints' (Il Cor. 8:4).

On anot her occasion Paul went to Jerusalemsolely with the intention of
distributing alns: "But now |l go unto Jerusalemto minister unto the saints. For
it hath pl eased them of Macedonia and Achaia to nmake a certain contribution for
the poor saints which are at Jerusalem (Rom 15:25,26). Fromthis passage we
learn that all the churches in Geece were involved together in helping the
saints at Jerusal em

In order that he renain above reproach, Paul entrusted the gifts collected
in Macedonia to three nen, and it is instructive to note, in no fewer than three
verses, how these nen are described. Firstly, we are told in Il Cor. 8:18,19
"And we have sent with [Titus] the brother, whose praise is in the gospel
t hroughout all the churches; And not that only, but who was chosen of the
churches to travel with us with this grace'. Secondly, we read that these nen
were 'the nessengers of the churches, and the glory of Christ' (v. 23). Finally,
the Corinthians were to receive themw th affection, proving to them'and before
the churches,’' i.e., those churches who had sent them that the apostle's
testinmony concerning their |ove had been true (v. 24).



The point is that these three men were not sent by just one independent
church, nor yet by three churches acting i ndependently of each other and sending
one each, but by 'the churches' working together. There was evidently a
procedure in place whereby the churches could cooperate in choosing and
conmi ssioning the right men for the task. It has to be said that in these days
of fierce independency such an operation could never be undertaken, even if it
was consi dered desirable.

Clearly the early church took 'the daily ministration (Acts 6:1) very
seriously. It involved nmuch tine and | abour, so nmuch so that the apostles found
it was distracting themfromtheir primary task of prayer and the mnistry of
the Wrd (Acts 6:2,4). For this reason they commanded the church to choose seven
men ' of honest report, full of the Holy Ghost and wi sdom whom we nay appoi nt
over this business' of caring for the widows (Acts 6:3). Seven such nen were
duly chosen and appointed to the work, and therein we have the origin of the
of fice of deacon in the churches of Christ.

The office of deacon, like the office of elder, is a continuing office
Its work is a continuing work. The poor are always with us, and their needs
today are to be met by the dispensing of alnms just as they were in the churches
earliest times. That is the deacon's work, together with the visitation of the
sick and widows, bringing relief in the formof material help and words of
consol ation and cheer fromthe Scriptures. In Britain today the office of deacon
has degenerated into little nore than that of a caretaker who maintains the
material fabric of church buildings. Does it ever occur to the nobdern deacon
that his earliest counterparts did not have any church buildings to maintain?
VWhat did they do? They cared for the naterial needs of the church. That is a
crucial distinction but one that is |ost today.

The current neglect of the deacon's true work is a serious matter, and
that for three reasons. In the first place, the ingathering and distribution of
alms is the very purpose for which the office of deacon was created. It is the
deacon's raison d' étre and not to carry it out is to disobey the church's Head.
In the second place, the consequences for both the material and spiritual well-
bei ng of the poor in our churches are dire. The priestly mercies of Christ are
being denied them In the third place, and this is the salient point, the
churches are deprived of one of the nost inportant and certainly the nost
expressive and tangible signs of their unity. Wthin the body of Christ there
are materially prosperous churches and there are materially deprived churches.
Wien we have the exanple of the early churches to follow and the neans, in the
of fice of deacon, to fulfil it, what grounds do we have to negl ect the poor just
because they are not in our own |ocal church? 1t is the calling of prosperous
churches to collect alns and, through the deacons, dispense themto those in
need wherever that need may arise.

But there are further exanples in the New Testanent of unity at work.

2. Labouring together in the gospel
Qur second exanpl e can be found sprinkled liberally throughout the epistles, in
t he expressions of endearment used by the witers towards their fell ow
bel i evers. There was a deep bond of |ove and affection between them no matter
how far apart they happened to be geographically. Paul begins his letter to
Philenmon in this way, witing fromRone to Col osse: 'Paul, a prisoner of Jesus
Christ, and Tinothy our brother, unto Philenon our dearly bel oved, and
fell ow abourer, And to our bel oved Apphia, and Archi ppus our fellowsoldier'. The
same short letter ends: 'There salute thee Epaphras, ny fellowprisoner in Christ
Jesus; Marcus, Aristarchus, Demas, Lucas, ny fellow abourers’ (Philm 1, 2, 23,
24).

The sal utations with which Paul closes his Roman, Col ossian and first
Corinthian letters give the sane clear denonstration of the spiritual unity that
bound the saints and churches together. It was a unity that expressed itself in



| ove and nutual support anong fellow | abourers in the work of the gospel. They
were all in it together.

Paul often used the term 'fellow to describe his partners in the gospel.
Titus was his 'fellowhelper’ (Il Cor. 8:23); Tinothy, in addition to those
quot ed above from Philenon's letter, was Paul's 'fellow abourer' (I Thess. 3:2);
Epaphrodi tus and Archi ppus were his 'fellowsoldiers' (Phil. 2:25; Philm 2);
Epaphras and Tychicus were 'fell owservants' (Col. 1:7; 4:7), and in Col ossians 4
Paul |ists several 'fellowwrkers unto the kingdomof Cod" (v. 4). The work of
t he gospel was one work, and they were all fellows together in that work. They
were not working independently of each other.

This is wholly appropriate for an organism Churches and their nenbers are
to live, think, and work together as one, one body, the body of Christ, with one
heart and one soul. They are to encourage one another, |ove one another, care
for one another, and strive together as fellow | abourers in the work of the
gospel .

The reality and intensity of unity anongst the New Testanent churches is
clearly evident fromPaul's letters, by which they sent their united salutations
around the world. Hence we read in the letter to Corinth, 'The churches of Asia
salute you' (I Cor. 16:19), and in Paul's letter to Rome, a general greeting
fromall the churches together: 'The churches of Christ salute you' (Rom
16:16). There was a close '"famly relationship' between the churches, which
generated nutual |ove, an awareness of each other's needs, and a determnation
to hel p.

Not only letters, but believers too were sent and comended from one
church to another. Phebe, for exanple, went with Paul's comendation fromthe
church at Cenchrea to that at Ronme (Rom 16:1,2). Wen the apostle commended
Priscilla and Aquila, his '"helpers in Christ Jesus', to the church at Rone, he
expressed not only his own personal gratitude to themfor having 'laid down
their own necks' for his life, but the thanks of 'all the churches of the
CGentiles' (Rom 16:3,4).

Can one seriously inmagine such greetings and comendati ons as these being
sent today, even fromthe churches of one English county to those of another? In
I ndependency the |ines of such comunications are broken.

Soneti mes, however, questions arose in the churches. Invariably these
guestions concerned not just one church, nor even a nunber of churches, but al
of them Qur third exanple of unity in operation is concerned with how the
churches dealt with that kind of problem

3. The Jerusal em counci
When difficulties arose at Antioch over the place of circuntision in the new
di spensation, it was clear that the issue at stake was not just a local one. It
affected all the churches and therefore needed to be dealt with at a broader
I evel than the |ocal congregation. Thus we read in Acts 15 that the Antioch
brethren 'determ ned that Paul and Barnabas, and certain other of them should
go up to Jerusalemunto the apostles and el ders about the question' (Acts
15: 1ff.). True, these were apostolic days and therefore very different from our
own, but the point is that in seeking apostolic authority the church at Antioch
did not act alone. The brethren nmet with the elders at Jerusal em and a church
council was convened. They 'assenbled with one accord' and all the problens were
openly di scussed.

At the close of their deliberations em ssaries and letters were sent to
Antioch, Syria, and G licia to convey to the churches in those places the
aut horitative conclusion of the council. As Paul and Silas travelled 'they
delivered themthe decrees for to keep, that were ordai ned of the apostles and
el ders which were at Jerusalem (Acts 16:4).

W will return to these events later, but suffice to say now that here was
established a pattern for the churches to continue throughout the post-apostolic



era. There woul d be no apostles then because the canon of Scripture would be
conpl ete. When matters of common concern arose, the elders of the churches were
to meet together before the Wrd of God, which would be their sole authority in
all matters of faith and practice. Led by the Spirit of God into the truth the
churches woul d then continue in one mnd, speaking with one voi ce.

From these three exanples, then, we are able to see that the New Testanent
churches not only believed in the unity of the church but lived in unity and
| aboured in unity. They put their faith into practice in such a way as to nake
our present day Evangelical and Reformed churches | ook woefully and shaneful |y
defi ci ent.

2.

The Basi s
of Biblical Church Unity

VWhat was it, then, that held those early churches together? What was the basis
of their unity? What was the glue? Well, of course, it al nmbst goes without
saying that theirs was not the artificial unity of our nodern-day ecunenists who
are held together by conprom se. Neither was it that perfect unity for which the
Lord prayed in John 17, 'that they may be one, even as we are one' (v. 22). For
that we nust wait until we reach glory (Eph. 4:13). No, what united the churches
of those days was the truth: 'Therefore |love the truth and peace' says the
Scripture (Zech. 8:19), and therein lies the heart of the matter.

It is not a case of either/or but both/and - truth and peace. True peace
and Biblical unity cannot be bought at the expense of truth.

We have al ready established that the unity of the church is no less than
the unity of Christ, in whomthere is no division. What the ecunenists forget,
though, is that Christ also declared Hnself to be '"the truth' (John 14:6). In
H mthere is no fal sehood or deviation, for He is the pure and absol ute Truth.
Therefore, just as the church is in Christ united, so she is also in Christ pure
and undefiled. This nmeans in practice that as the church mlitant, the church in
the world, seeks to express the unity of the body, she can do so only by keeping
herself in the truth. Only the truth can formthe basis for genuine unity and
| ove amongst the people of God, as we learn fromthe exanple of the apostle
John: ' The el der unto the wellbel oved Gaius, whom!| love in the truth" (111
John 1; cf. v. 8).

Common Belief in the Truth

The teaching that the Lord Jesus Christ inparted to Hi s disciples throughout His

mnistry was truth in all its pristine glory, untainted by even the suspicion of
error. Hs words to Pilate are the Scriptures' own confirmation of that, 'To
this end was | born, and for this cause came | into the world, that | should

bear wi tness unto the truth' (John 18:37).

That truth Christ had received fromH s Father in heaven: 'My doctrine is
not mne, but his that sent ne', He says (John 7:16). 'I do nothing of nyself;
but as ny Father hath taught me, | speak these things' (cf. John 8:28-32;
12:49,50; 14:10,24; 15:15). Christ is "the faithful witness' (Rev. 1:5).



Everything He said was in perfect harnony with Hs Father, so there was no
contradi ction or discrepancy between the Father and the Son. The Son added

not hing of Hinself, nor left anything of the Father's unsaid. He is 'the Anen,
the faithful and true witness' (Rev. 3:14), speaking with a 'verily, verily',
"truly, truly'. His testinmony could therefore be relied upon as bei ng not hi ng
short of the very truth of God.

This divine truth, this pure doctrine from heaven, was |earned by the
disciples at the feet of their Master, and in it they were all united. On the
day of Pentecost they were 'together', they were '"with one accord" (Acts 1:14;
2:1, 44, 46). Such was the visible unity of the Lord s disciples.

This sane truth the apostles then took with them and preached wherever the
Spirit of God sent them Paul, the apostle born out of due tine, assured the
Corinthian believers that what he had preached to them he had been taught by no
| ess a teacher than the Lord Hinmself: 'For | have received of the Lord that
which also | delivered unto you' (I Cor. 11:23).

Simlarly, to the Galatians he wote, '"But | certify you, brethren, that
t he gospel which was preached of ne is not after man. For | neither received it
of man, neither was | taught it, but by the revelation of Jesus Christ' (Gal
1.11,12).

Each apostle received fromthe Lord the sane body of doctrine and preached
the sane CGospel wherever he was sent. Wiether in Athens, Rome, or Jerusalemthe
same Christ was presented, the sane nessage of salvation declared, and the same
doctrines expounded, wi thout contradiction, just as the apostles thensel ves had
been taught by the Saviour.

VWhat did Tinothy hear fromthe |lips of Paul? He heard 'the form of sound
words', to which he was to hold fast (Il Tim 1:13) and in turn preach to
others. He too preached exactly the sane nessage. Paul sent Tinothy to Corinth
so that his "son in the faith' could rem nd the believers there 'of ny ways
which be in Christ, as | teach everywhere in every church' (I Cor. 4:17).

Noti ce what Paul says: 'as | teach everywhere in every church.' He did not
attenpt to adapt the content of his nessage to his various hearers: 'And so

ordain | in all churches' (I Cor. 7:17). "As | have given order to the churches
of Galatia, even so do ye' (I Cor. 16:1). 'God is not the author of confusion
but of peace, as in all churches of the saints' (I Cor. 14:33; cf. | Thess.
2:14).

Fromall of this it follows that the entire early church, that first
generation of new di spensation believers, was grounded in the truth, even as
t hough they had heard it fromthe |lips of the incarnate Truth Hi nself. In fact
Paul explicitly tells the Ephesians that they had heard Christ. O course, they
had not seen himin the flesh nor heard H m speak; but, neverthel ess, through
the voice of the apostle they had heard Hm They had been taught by Hm"'as the
truth is in Jesus' (Eph. 4:20,21). This was because Paul had preached to them
the word of truth (Eph. 2:13), which is the word of Christ (Col. 3:16).

The apostles were able to do this because, in the comng of the Holy Ghost
at Pentecost, He cane who would 'bring all things to your renenbrance,
what soever | have said unto you' (John 14:26). Even though the Lord was no
longer with themin body, Hs Spirit was present, guiding theminto all truth:
' Howbeit when he, the Spirit of truth, is come, he will guide you into al
truth: for he shall not speak of hinself; but whatsoever he shall hear, that
shal | he speak: and he will shew you things to cone. He shall glorify ne' (John
16: 13, 14).

Here then is the bond, the glue, that held those early believers together.
They were united in the same systemof truth, the faith once delivered unto them
by the Lord's apostles, that apostles' doctrine in which they were to continue
steadfastly (Acts 2:42; Jude 3). That was the bond. The basis of their unity was
truth. It is the truth, both then and now, which binds the Lord' s people



toget her such that they are all of one mnd. That is the essence of Biblica
church unity: it is to share a common belief in the eternal, unchangeable truth.

Doctrinal Succession

VWhat we nust realize is that that same body of truth which united the churches
of Galatia and Achaia with those of Jerusal em and Ephesus, every succeedi ng
generation of the Lord' s people have had in their possession. It was not unique
to the days of the apostles. They were inspired by the Holy Spirit to wite it
down for us, so that we have it now in our own hands w thout alteration, no nore
and no | ess. Therefore the unity that they experienced in their day is no |ess
accessible to us.

The church today has no excuse for disunity nerely because she has cone
such a long way in tine fromthe gol den age of the apostles. W have the sane
faith, the same apostles' doctrine, the same word of truth as the early church
possessed. This is the true apostolic succession - not a succession of office or
authority but a succession of doctrine, of truth down the ages. Never has the
church been without it: 'l have given themthy word', said Christ, "thy word is
truth' (John 17:14,17).

The church in our day has received the truth as a glorious heritage. From
generation to generation that heritage, |like the athlete's baton, has been
handed down until we are entrusted with it for safe keeping in these closing
years of the twentieth century.

The consequence of this succession is that we enjoy a bl essed organic
unity with the saints of forner days. It nust be said that this is not
sufficiently appreciated by us, if at all. If we are united with the saints of
past generations in a comon belief in the truth, being guided by the sane
Spirit of truth, that is a great blessing and we can live, or should live, in
the consciousness of it. W should live in conscious fellowship with the church
of the past. No individual believer, no |ocal church or denom nation of churches
can sit in historical isolation, any nmore than it can in geographical isolation,
because all are nenbers together of the sane body.

Maybe one of the reasons why this consci ousness has been lost is the
church's ignorance of her history, but | believe there is another even nore
i nportant reason. W live today in an age of unashaned i ndividualism The
"rights' and desires of the individual are considered paramunt. He is
i ndependent. He is responsible only to and for hinself. He sets his own goals
and et hical standards in isolation fromall that has gone before, and even to
the disregard of others around him He goes his own way and seeks his own ends
for his own personal fulfilnment.

I ndependence is the spirit of the age. Wves seek independence fromtheir
husbands. Husbands want i ndependence fromtheir wi ves. Parents want to be
i ndependent fromtheir interfering children, and when the children grow up they
want to be independent fromtheir aged, burdensone parents. The results of this
in society are clear to see as abortion, child abuse, neglect of the elderly,
and ot her social evils abound.

Needl ess to say, such individualismhas no place in the church of Jesus
Christ. Followi ng the exanpl e of our Saviour, who 'pleased not hinself', 'we
then that are strong ought to bear the infirmties of the weak, and not to
pl ease ourselves' (Rom 15:1-3; cf. | Cor. 8:13; Gal. 6:2; Heb. 10:24). Each
menber of the body, each living stone in the building, occupies a position in
relation to all the others, irrespective of tine and place. W hold the truth in
relation to both those who have gone before and to those who will cone after us

This is a principle brought out clearly in Paul's letters to Tinothy. Pau
wites that he had received the gospel, the 'glorious gospel' he calls it, as a
sacred trust (I Tim 1:11). It was committed to himfor safe keeping. He in turn
passed it on to Tinmothy with the command that he was to hold on to it: 'hold



fast the formof sound words, which thou hast heard of me, in faith and | ove
which is in Christ Jesus. That good thing which was comrtted unto thee keep by
the Holy Ghost which dwelleth in us" (Il Tim 1:13,14).

Li kewi se Tinothy was to pass on the baton of truth to the generation after
him 'And the things that thou hast heard of ne anbng nmany w tnesses, the sane
commt thou to faithful nmen'. And what were those faithful nen to do in their
turn but 'to teach others also" (Il Tim 2:2).

In a simlar vein, Paul wites to the brethren at Thessalonica, this tine
using the term'tradition’ to enphasize the continuity of truth: 'stand fast,
and hold the traditions which ye have been taught, whether by word, or our
epistle (Il Thess. 2:15).

That which our fathers have taught us we in turn are to pass on to our
children, for they are the church of their generation. W have a responsibility
to them 'shewing to the generation to cone the praises of the LORD, and his
strength, and his wonderful works that he hath done.... That the generation to
cone m ght know them even the children which should be born; who should arise
and declare themto their children: that they mght set their hope in God, and
not forget the works of God, but keep his commandnments' (Ps. 78:4-7). In this
way each child of God, fromAdamto the |ast elect soul, is related to and
united with every other.

W are to 'hold the traditions'. W are to hold fast to the apostles
doctrine that has been passed down to us, the Wrd of God, for that is the bond
that unites us, just as it united the churches of two thousand years ago. It
unites the churches both anmong thenselves and with the church of past and future
gener ati ons.

There is a continuity of doctrine, originating in heaven, woven into the
very fabric of church history as an unbroken thread. Ever present, it unites the
whol e church until the gathering of the elect is conplete, for 'the Son of God,
fromthe beginning to the end of the world, gathers, defends, and preserves to
H nmself by Hs Spirit and Wrd, out of the whole human race, a church agreeing
intrue faith' .1

Truth D vides?

The objection is often nmade, however, that rather than unite, truth divides,
doctrine divides. There is certainly a sense in which that is so. Truth does
divide - it divides fromthe Ilie. The churches of the New Testanent were not
only to unite in the truth but also to shun those who were in error: 'nmark them
whi ch cause divisions and offences contrary to the doctrine which ye have

| earned; and avoid them (Rom 16:17). He who preaches 'another gospel', 'let
hi m be accursed’ (Gl. 1:6-9).

To the Thessal oni ans Paul issues a strong and what may appear to us a nost
unl ovi ng command, 'in the nane of our Lord Jesus Christ, that ye withdraw
yoursel ves fromevery brother that wal keth disorderly, and not after the
tradition which ye received of us'" (Il Thess. 3:6). This is what marks out true
unity fromthe false unity of the ecunenical novenent. \Wen the truth is
rejected, the lie nust be w thstood and shunned.

The cause of disunity is always error, never truth. In Philippians 3:2
Paul writes, 'beware of the concision.' He is warning the church of certain
Judai zers, 'evil workers' he calls them who were insisting that the rite of
circunti sion should still be performed, even on Christian converts. They were
putting value on the outward rite, while denying the inner reality of heart
circunctision (cf. Rom 2:28,29). By a play on words the Holy Spirit underlines
the very point we are making here. By their erroneous insistence on the cutting
of the flesh (circuntision), they were guilty of the nutilation (concision) of
the body of Christ. They were making a cut in the church, causing a tear and
di vision, rending the church apart (cf. Rom 16:17,18).



The approach of the liberal and the ecunenist is to say that the church is
in search of the truth and that different parts of the body find it in different
expressions. They then go on to argue that each such 'expression of truth' is
equally legitimate and therefore nust be respected by all. That road | eads only
to the blind alley of relativism where there is no truth and no error, where
everyone has the right to believe what he wants to believe

No, the church is not in search of the truth, she has the truth (cf.

Tim 3:15). She is the custodian of the truth. She has the Wrd of God and she
has the Spirit of truth as her Interpreter.

The church has indeed cone a long way in tinme fromthe age of the
apostles. Two thousand years is plenty of time to account for the multitude of
heresies, lies, and half-truths that plague the churches today. A tendency to
depart fromthe truth was evident very early in church history, so nmuch so that
it surprised even the apostle Paul (cf. Gal. 1:6). It was present even within
the apostolic band (cf. Gal. 2:11), and subsequent history is littered with
departures fromthe faith, pronpting what is the only Biblical response from
those who remain faithful: separation for the re-formng of the church anew
"\Wherefore cone out fromanong them and be ye separate, saith the Lord (11
Cor. 6:17). That is the Biblical pattern, of which the sixteenth century
Ref ormation is such a shining exanple

Yes, truth divides fromthose who oppose it, but it unites in a nost
beauti ful way, crossing geographical and historical barriers, all who love it
and who walk in its ways. In the church of Jesus Christ no one holds the truth
in isolation.

1 Heidel berg Catechism Lord's Day 21, Q/A 54.2

3.

The Expression
of Biblical Church Unity

To summarize thus far, we have sought to establish that the basis for church
unity is belief in the truth. W have noticed that this was the bond hol di ng
toget her the churches of the New Testanment. They were united in a conmon beli ef
in the truth of God as it had been delivered to themby the apostles.

We have noticed also that the truth is no less than Christ H nself, for He

said, 'l am.. the truth® (John 14:6). To believe in the truth is no |l ess than
to believe in Christ. That is faith. W can say, therefore, that the bond
uniting believers and churches is '"the faith'. "There is one body,... one faith

(Eph. 4:4-6). (bjectively, '"the faith' is that body of truth contained in the
Scriptures, it is that 'faith which was once delivered unto the saints' (Jude
3), while subjectively it is that which unites us to Christ. Understood in both
senses, faith is God's precious gift to us by H s grace. W believe 'according
to the working of his mghty power' (Eph. 1:19; cf. Col. 1:29 and Eph. 2:8-9).

The question we consider nowis howthis gift of God expresses itself.
Does faith stay silent? Does faith not speak? Scripture provides us with the
enphatic answer that, yes, faith does speak. It nust and it wll speak

Conf ession of Faith



Faith cannot remain silent: 'l believed, therefore have | spoken' confessed the
psal m st (Ps. 116:10). Faith has a voice that even all the enmty and
persecutions of the world cannot put to silence: 'W having the sanme spirit of
faith, according as it is witten, | believed, and therefore have | spoken; we
al so believe, and therefore speak' (Il Cor. 4:13).

It is out of the abundance of the heart that the nmouth speaks (Matt.

12: 34). The nouth provi des the evidence by which we know the spiritual state of
the heart, whether it is good or corrupt. If a nman has evil treasure in his
heart he will bring forth evil things fromhis nouth, but 'a good man out of the
good treasure of the heart bringeth forth good things' (Matt. 12:35).

Where there is faith, a heart indwelt by the Spirit of truth, there wll
be a nout h speaki ng wi sdom naking known the faithful ness of God to al
generations (Ps. 49:3; 89:1). Were the Lord God is sanctified in the heart
there will be a tongue ever ready to give an answer to every nman that asks a
reason of the hope that is in him(l Pet. 3:15).

Scripture calls this speech of faith the confession of faith. The believer
confesses his faith before nen. That truth which we believe we al so confess. The
Bi bl e constantly maintains a vital |ink between the heart and the nouth, between
faith and the confession of faith. It goes even so far as to identify that
confession with salvation itself, for where there is confession of Christ, there
must of necessity be faith in the heart. The two cannot be divorced: 'If thou
shalt confess with thy nmouth the Lord Jesus, and shalt believe in thine heart
that God hath raised himfromthe dead, thou shalt be saved. For with the heart
man believeth unto righteousness; and with the nouth confession is nade unto
sal vation' (Rom 10:9-10).

Credo

It is possible to distinguish three levels at which this confession of faith is
made.

1. First of all, as should be clear fromthe Scriptures we have already
referred to, confession is nmade at a personal level. W all as individua
bel i evers confess our faith before men. We testify of the truth that is in us,
of that which we believe.

Scripture has given us the confession of Peter, 'Thou art the Christ, the
Son of the living God' (Matt. 16:16); of Martha, 'Yea, Lord: | believe that thou
art the Christ, the Son of God, which should cone into the world" (John 11:27);
and of the Ethiopian eunuch, 'I believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of Cod'
(Acts 8:37).

But confession does not end there. It is not confined to the individual
Even Peter's confession can be understood as being the united confession of the
di sci ples, Peter so often acting as their spokesman.

This brings us to the second | evel at which confession is nmade: the |oca
chur ch.

2. A gathered conpany of the Lord's people, being of one mnd, confess
together 'we believe'. It was Paul's prayer for the church at Rone that they
mght "with one mind and one nmouth glorify God, even the father of our Lord
Jesus Christ' (Rom 15:6). In this manner each church becones a |ight set upon a
hill, a beacon shining out into this dark, sin-benighted world. Wth every
menber speaking the sane thing, she is like a trunpet giving out a sure and
certain sound, telling forth the truth of her Cod.

Now t here are sonme Christians for whomthe whole idea of a church creed or
confession of faith is anatherma. 'No creed but Christ' is their catchy notto.
Since this attitude stenms froma fundanental m sunderstanding of the nature and
character of a creed, we will digress to explain this in greater detail



For a Biblical description of a creed we need | ook no further than to Luke
1:1. Acreed is "a declaration of those things which are nost surely believed
among us.' It is inportant that we recognize a creed as having two aspects, both
of which can be identified in this text.

Firstly, it is a declaration. That is clearly understood. A creed is an
obj ective statenent declaring what a church believes to be true concerning God
It forns an answer to the question "Wat is truth? It is easy for us to assert
that we believe the truth, but it is also very glib. It does not say anything
There is not a church on the face of the earth, however apostate it has becone,
that will not say it believes the truth. The inportant thing is to state what we
understand the truth to be, what we understand the Bible to say. That is what a
creed or confession of faith does. It thereby serves as a standard by which a
local church is identified and around which its nenbers unite in opposition to
error and the world.

But if we leave our definition of creed there, | believe we will have
m ssed the nost inportant aspect, indeed the whole point of what is neant by
‘confession of faith'. A creed is sonething far nore than just an objective
standard. There is a prom nent subjective element. This is evident fromthe
expression 'nost surely believed , as found in Luke 1:1. A creed ought not to be
considered nmerely as a collection of doctrinal statements to which believers
give their mental assent, even assuming it is Scripturally sound. That may well
satisfy an enquirer as to a church's orthodoxy, but initself it is not enough
Ephesus was strictly orthodox, yet there was sonething of the utnost inportance
that she was |acking: her first love (cf. Rev. 2:1-7). She had | ost her zeal for
the Lord and H s truth.

Confession of faith is not a cold, clinical assent to a set of doctrines.
There is sonething far deeper and nore spiritual involved. Real confession
arises fromthe heart. It is living and vibrant. It is not just an intellectua

activity but is also a matter of the heart and of the soul. It carries
conviction and warmh as the living testinmony of the church. In her corporate
confession of faith a church is affirmng with all her heart, mnd and soul, 'WE
BELI EVE. . ..

A creed is not like a political manifesto that soneone draws up and calls
on others to endorse. A creed is the voice of a church's united faith. It is not
somet hi ng brought in fromoutside, but originates in the hearts of the menbers
t hensel ves - hearts indwelt by the Holy Spirit of truth. It has been well said
that 'the true use of a creed is not to set forth what men nust believe, but to
record what men do believe' (WH P Faunce).

Confession is the work of the Spirit. That docunment of objective doctrina
statenments which many so decry is a fruit of the Holy Spirit, a work of faith, a
spont aneous outpouring fromthe heart. It is the common confession of a conpany
of the Lord's people gathered together by Christ into a local church. It is
therefore to be maintai ned, outworked, and cherished by that church as a nobst
precious gift fromher heavenly Father. Wen a church is thus united in the
faith, giving expression to her unity by conmmon confession, that is truly
wonder ful and cause for thanksgiving to God.

But we rmust go further because, wonderful though that may be, it still
does not give full expression to the unity of Christ's body. There is a broader
unity, as we have seen, and that too is to be outworked in the life and
confession of the churches.

3. Wien a nunber of churches, perhaps scattered over |arge distances as
were those of the apostolic age, confess together the sanme confession, speak the
same thing, being united together in the truth also with the church of past
generations, that is nore wonderful still. That is a nore conplete reflection of
the unity of the body of Christ on earth. That is the unity of the Spirit. In
other words, it is Biblical church unity.



Paul besought the church at Corinth, together with "all that in every
pl ace call upon the nane of Jesus Christ our Lord" to 'all speak the sane thing
(I Cor. 1:2,10). The idea of confession therefore extends beyond the |oca
situation. Churches and saints covering | arge geographical areas who are united
inthe truth are required to make comon confession of that truth. It is their
calling to speak the same thing and not to contradict one another, causing
confusi on and m sunder standi ng and thereby bringing di shonour to the nane of the
Lord.

Clearly enunciating what they believe the truth of the Wrd of CGod to be,
churches are called to unite in common confession of their faith. They are to
identify with that confession, defend it against the attacks and sl anders of the
wor | d, oppose on its basis all errors and heresies, and give all the glory to
the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.

It is true that occasionally during the twentieth century this
responsibility has been recognized to a degree. Sone churches have sincerely
sought to express a broader unity by the forging of stronger ties between
t hensel ves. Invariably, however, these attenpts have been on the basis of wholly
i nadequate 'statenments of faith'. Presbyterianismtoo, if it is not applied
Bi blically, can give the appearance of being little nore than an acconmodati on
of I ndependency under a broad 'presbyterian' unbrella.

The point of Presbyterian and Reforned church governnent is not that it
can accommodat e heterodoxy. No, the point and the beauty of Presbyterian and
Ref ormed church governnent is that it unites churches of a commobn confession
This means in practice that a believer can travel fromone side of the world to
another and find a unity - a uniformty even - in church doctrine and practice
VWerever he may be he will find a spiritual home fromhorme. He will find
churches of one m nd speaking the sane things.

It is not without significance that the creedal standards of the
continental Reformed churches (the Hei del berg Catechism the Bel gic Confession
and the Canons of Dordrecht) are together called "the three fornms of unity’

The Historic Creeds

Again the inportance of the historic aspect to all of this needs enphasizi ng.
Since Biblical church unity enbraces the saints of every generation, we need to
express that historic unity by joining in common confession with our fathers.

The creeds and confessions that our fathers have handed down to us, right
fromthe early days of the New Testament church, are not just interesting
hi storical documents of no practical use or relevance, even though that seens to
be the prevailing view today. The fact that they are largely forgotten, ignored
or even disparaged in our day says a great deal about the spiritual condition of
the churches and their leaders. It is a sign of the times in which we |ive that
men will not endure sound doctrine, and the creeds are full of sound doctri ne.
On the one hand the ecunenical spirit of conprom se has displaced all zeal for
dogmatic theology. On the other hand a nystic subjectivism seen in its nost
advanced formin the charismati c novenent, but present in principle in nmany nore
orthodox circles, has undermined the churches' hold on the Scriptures as the
truth, the final and conplete revelation of God to Hi s people. These twn
scourges | eave no place for the creeds

But even anong those who acknow edge the historic creeds and confessions
as being of some value, it nust be said that they are given only |ip-service. By
m nisters they are considered as little nore than useful doctrinal handbooks and
reference tools to help in sernmon preparati on. Perhaps on the occasion of an
anni versary they are taken off the shelf and dusted, so to speak, but to the
congregation they nmean little and renmai n unread.

No one woul d deny that the confessions are useful aids to Bible study, but
to see this as being their only ré6le today is to nmss their real significance



They have | ong ceased to be what they should be: a Iiving confession rising from
the hearts of the Lord's people united down through history such that they
affirmw th one voice, 'we nost surely believe.

It has to be said that, in their understanding of the neaning and
significance of the creeds, the majority of churches today, and we are talking
now about conservative Evangelical churches, have mssed the point by a mle.
They have failed to see themfor what they really are. The creeds are not text
books. They are living confessions of living faith. Conbine this failure with an
i gnorance of and indifference to the church's historic unity, and the |oss of
visible unity beconmes inevitable, since it is through the creeds that it is
expr essed.

Many if not all of the creeds and confessions were fornulated in the heat
of intense theol ogical controversy. They were the church's response to heresy,
born out of a love and concern for the truth and a need to define and defend it.
The saints raised up their creeds as mghty bul warks agai nst the enem es of
truth. It was the heresy of Arianismthat gave rise to the Nicene Creed in AD
325. The other trinitarian creeds, the Athanasian and the Chal cedoni an, again
were witten in response to errors concerning the person of our Lord Jesus
Christ. But it was the Reformation that produced the fullest expressions of
reveal ed theol ogy. Fromthat work of God, by which He delivered H's church from
the evil darkness of nedieval popery, came such clear and systematic
decl arations of Christian doctrine as renmain unsurpassed to this day anong
uni nspired witings.

These points in history mark giant steps forward in the church's
understanding of the truth. But we nust ask ourselves, how did the church arrive
at such clearer understanding of truth? Was it not by the Holy Spirit Hinself?
"Waen he, the Spirit of Truth, is cone, he will guide you into all truth' (John
16:13). The creeds are the product of the Holy Spirit living and working in the
hearts and m nds of God's people, causing them often under severe physica
hardship, to see the truth with a clarity and declare it with a sharpness
hitherto not known or heard. The calling of the church today is to take hold of
that truth into which her fathers were guided, and confess it with them

Does the faith of the children differ fromthe faith of their fathers? God
forbid if that should be so! Has truth changed? It is not for each generation to
di scover the truth for itself, as the liberal and the nodernist would have us to
believe, but to receive it with thanksgiving fromthe hands of those who have
gone before, and confess it before nen.

This does not rule out devel opnent in our understanding of truth, and
continuing reformati on down the ages. As the Spirit builds on what has gone
before, the church grows in her know edge of the truth. But the truth itself
does not change, even as Christ does not change. He is 'Jesus Christ the same
yesterday, and today, and for ever' (Heb. 13:8), and Hys infallible,
unchangeabl e Wrd is always to be our supreme authority.

Agai nst those churches that take their confessional standards seriously,
the charge is sometinmes nade that they give theman authority equal to that of
Holy Scripture. There are two comments to be nmade in reply. In the first place,
it is doubtful whether the charge is ever actually true, but, in the second
pl ace, even if it were a valid charge, the objection is msdirected, since the
fault lies not with the confession, but with the individual, church, or
denom nation giving it the undue authority.

The authority of a creed is a derived authority and is therefore always
subordinate to that of Scripture. The creeds are not infallible, so with a
cl earer understanding of Scripture it is right and in order for churches to
amend t hem accordingly.

There is a parallel here with the situation we find in the opening verses
of Luke's gospel. The confessions are |ike those declarations to which Luke
refers, setting in order 'those things which are nost surely believed anong us.



They are subordinate to that witten by those, |ike Luke hinself, having
"perfect understanding of all things fromthe very first'. As at all tines when
we read or hear the words of uninspired nen, we nust search the Scriptures, so
that we mght 'know the certainty of those things, wherein thou hast been
instructed.' (Luke 1:1-4; cf. Acts 17:10,11).

But the danger today, in these tines of doctrinal laxity, lies not so nuch
in giving the confessions too nuch authority, as not enough. Once a church or
denomni nati on becones enbarrassed by its stated confession and quietly |eaves it
to gather dust on the shelf, or allows diversity of opinion on matters that are
judged to be unconcerned with 'the substance of the faith', then the eneny is at
the door, if not already ranpagi ng through the house. The churches no | onger
speak with one voice, and divisions, with all the disruption and pain they
incur, inevitably foll ow

By subscribing to the great definitions of truth fromfornmer days the
church maintains the vital link with the church of her fathers. She stands with
them and expresses her organic unity with them and thereby the church of the
present experiences conscious fellowship with the church of the past.

Doctrinal independence fromthe church of the past is the hallmark of
sectarianism Sects, by their very nature, reject and despise the creeds and
confessions. They thrive in a climte of theological individualism They
epitom ze the idea of all nen believing that which is right in their own eyes
and then drawing others after them In contrast, churches that 'hold the
traditions' will with gladness in their hearts join their fathers in comon
confession of the truth which they all as one believe

If church unity is to be Biblical, therefore, the churches nust be
conf essi onal churches

4,

The Keepi ng
of Biblical Church Unity

. The Common Teachi ng

VWen the Bible speaks of our calling with regard to church unity it never speaks
of creating unity or of becoming united. This is because unity already exists as
a principle intrinsic to the body of Christ. The idea of Christ's church being
di vided and having to 'cone together' is sonmething quite foreign to Scripture.
Qur calling is rather to '"walk worthy of the vocation wherewith ye are called..
endeavouring to keep the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. There is one
body and one spirit, even as ye are called in one hope of your calling; one
Lord, one faith, one baptism one God and Father of all, who is above all, and
through all, and in you all' (Eph. 1:1; 4:1-6).

The calling of churches, therefore, is not to manufacture the unity of the
Spirit but to keep it, to maintain it.

But that does not nean we nmay be passive. Keeping the unity of the Spirit
i nvol ves effort. The natural inclination of our hearts is toward error, self-
seeking, and pride. It is so easy to let the truth slip, to wander fromthe
central path and thus break the bond of unity. For this reason unity has to be
wor ked at. We can be so independent by nature, deceiving ourselves that we can
go it alone; but there is no place for independence in the body of Christ. W



are all related one to another as nmenbers of the same body and called to strive
toget her for the cause of the unity of that body.

The Philippians were to 'stand fast in one spirit, with one mnd striving
together for the faith of the gospel®™ (Phil. 1:27). So nust we in our day strive
together with one mnd, earnestly contending for the faith once delivered (Jude
3). There is work involved. There are battles to be fought: battles against the

flesh, the devil, and the encroachnment of heresy and worldly thought into the
chur ch.

Notice, in the first place, the verbs the apostles use: 'endeavour' (Eph
4:1), 'strive' (Phil. 1:27) and 'earnestly contend (Jude 3). These expressions
indicate activity and convey to us the difficulty of the task, the toil, the

sweat and tears, the spiritual graft entailed. It is not something that comes to
us naturally or without effort, but calls for |abour, as well as for grace and
hum lity.

In the second place we should notice that it is a task perforned within
the context of the local church. It is in the local church that the body of
Christ, with whose unity we are concerned, is manifest. Hence, we find that at
Ephesus it was not an ad hoc gathering of believers that was to endeavour to
keep the unity of the Spirit, but a local church properly organized, and
governed by ordai ned of ficers.

The significance of this becones clear |ater in Ephesians 4, where Paul
explains the nature of the work the church has been called to do. He tells us
how she keeps the unity of the Spirit:

" And he gave sone, apostles; and sone, prophets; and sonme, evangelists; and
some, pastors and teachers; For the perfecting of the saints, for the work of
the mnistry, for the edifying of the body of Christ: Till we all come in the
unity of the faith, and of the know edge of the Son of God, unto a perfect man,
unto the neasure of the stature of the fulness of Christ: That we henceforth be
no nore children, tossed to and fro, and carried about with every w nd of
doctrine, by the sleight of nmen, and cunning craftiness, whereby they lie in
wait to deceive; But speaking the truth in love, may grow up into himin all
things, which is the head, even Christ: From whom the whole body fitly joined
toget her and conpacted by that which every joint supplieth, according to the

ef fectual working in the neasure of every part, maketh increase of the body unto
the edifying of itself in love' (Eph. 4:11-16).

Thi s passage explains to us the principle nmeans by which the church
mai ntains the unity of the body: it is by the preaching of the Wrd. Since this
preaching is to be found only in the local church, the child of God nust becone
a nenber of a local church, as we shall now see

Church Menbership

The i nportance of church nmenbership cannot be overstated. Christ gathers H's
people into | ocal, organized, instituted congregations in the mdst of whom He
dwells. Private worship in the secret place, famly worship, and listening to
t ape-recorded sernons all have their appropriate place in the believer's life.
They are all, to varying degrees, beneficial to his spiritual well-being, but
none of them may be considered a substitute for church nenbership and attendance
at the neans of grace, chief of which is the preaching of the Wrd. None of them
may be considered a substitute for the corporate worship of God and the
experience of the comuni on of saints, confessing together the one faith. This
i s because in church nmenbership a principle is at work.

The world has a saying that 'no man is an island'. This idea surely finds
its highest expression in the church of Jesus Christ. Christians are not
i ndependent: they are interrelated and interdependent as nenbers together of the



one body of Christ. Wien a believer joins a local church he is giving expression
to his nenbership of that body, i.e., that he is a Christian. A believer who
wilfully remains outside of the local church is a paradox. He is saying, in
effect, 'I ama nenber of the body of Christ, but not a nenber.' Such a one will
find no support in Scripture for his position.

The seriousness of this case becones cl ear when we consider the position
of sonmeone who | eaves the |ocal church. In withdrawing fromthe | oca
mani festation of Christ's body he is indicating to all around himthat he is not
a nmenber of the body, i.e., not a believer. Indeed, that is the principle
underlying the final step in church discipline, exconmunication. A mernber who
refuses to repent shows all the signs that he does not belong to Christ's body,
hence he may no | onger continue as a menber of its local manifestation

No Christian has the right or authority to voluntarily w thdraw and absent
hinsel f fromthe [ocal church and naintain an i ndependent existence. He is duty
bound as a nenber of the body to join hinself to the local church. "And |l et us
consi der one another to provoke unto | ove and to good works: Not forsaking the
assenbl i ng of ourselves together, as the manner of sone is' (Heb. 10:24,25).

Anyone is free to "attend church', but a believer will seek to follow the
exanpl e of Saul of Tarsus who, not |long after his conversion, 'assayed to join
hinself to the disciples' at Jerusalem (Acts 9:26). The word 'join' here
i ndicates that he did not wish sinply to attend the disciples’ neetings, but to
cenment or glue hinself to their nunber, and be one with themin a corporate
body. This was in contrast to a nunber of people in Jerusalemwho had earlier
refused to join, or cenent, thenselves to the disciples (Acts 5:13).

As the structure of the New Testanent |ocal church took shape, church
offices were instituted. Pastors, elders and deacons were ordained to fulfil, in
the nane of Christ, the teaching, ruling and priestly functions in the church.
The Scriptures teach us that it is the Lord's will for H's people to acknow edge
these officers, honour themand submt to them 'W beseech you, brethren, to
know t hem whi ch | abour anobng you, and are over you in the Lord, and adnonish
you, and esteemthemvery highly in love for their work's sake' (I Thess.
5:12,13). 'Let the elders that rule well be counted worthy of doubl e honour
especially they who | abour in the word and doctrine' (I Tim 5:17). 'Cbey them
that have the rule over you, and submit yourselves: for they watch over your
soul s, as they that nust give account...' (Heb. 13:17). Al these are the
responsibilities of menbership. Mere attendance is not enough.

A believer nust search out and join hinself to the purest manifestation of
the church that he can find in his nei ghbourhood, a |local church that keeps
herself united on the line of truth, one in mnd and confession. It is only as a
menber of such a local church, that a Christian can even begin to experience and
appreciate the unity of the body of Christ.

The nmost inmportant reason for this is the necessity of preaching, and only
in the local church will the believer find preaching.

The ' Chi ef Sinew

At this point we nust stop to ask ourselves the question, Wat is preaching? O
to put it slightly differently, What constitutes a preacher? Perhaps the

rel evance of this is not inmediately apparent, but hopefully will beconme so as
We progress.

Briefly, the Scriptures teach us that a preacher is a man through whom
Christ Hinself is pleased to speak and be heard. In Romans 10: 14 the apostle
wites, 'How then shall they call on himin whomthey have not believed? and how
shall they believe in him[of]1 whom they have not heard? and how shall they
hear wi thout a preacher?" A preacher does not speak in his own private capacity
but as the nout hpiece of Christ, so that it is Hs voice that is heard in the
preachi ng. W have already nentioned this in relation to the Ephesians, whom



Paul says had, through his preaching, heard and been taught by Christ (Eph
4:20-21). It is Christ, no less, who speaks, calls, instructs, and builds up H's
church through the preacher, as the apostle is telling us in Il Corinthians
5:20: 'Now then we are anbassadors for Christ, as though God did beseech you by
us: we pray you in Christ's stead, be ye reconciled to God.' The Lord says to
Hi s preachers, 'He that heareth you, heareth ne' (Luke 10:16).

Cal vin understood this perfectly, saying that Christ 'uses the mnistry of
men to declare openly his will to us by nouth, as a sort of del egated work, not
by transferring to themhis right and honour, but only that through their nouths
he may do his own work - just as a workman uses a tool to do his work.'2

This being so, it should be evident that Christ does not speak through
every believer, giving all the right to preach, but only through those whom He
calls, ordains, and sends to be H s anmbassadors or heralds. As the apostle said,
"And how shall they preach, except they be sent? (Rom 10:14). The unavoi dabl e
inplication is that without this sending forth it is inpossible for a man to
preach, however naturally gifted he may be (cf. Jer. 23:21).

There are serious shortcom ngs in the popul ar understandi ng of preaching.
It is usually understood that if a man (or even woman these days) has a
reasonabl e know edge of the Scriptures and of Christian doctrine, and sone
conpetence in public speaking, then he has all that is required to nake hima
preacher. But that is not what we learn fromthe Scriptures. Even if a man has a
strong desire and heart-felt conviction that he is called to preach, that is
still not enough

VWhen Christ sends forth a man to preach He never does so independently of
the church. The church is the pillar and ground of the truth, and it is to her
that the task of preaching the gospel has been given, being a part of her great
conmi ssion (Matt. 28:19-20). She fulfils this task through those whom she calls
to serve as mnister in the local church, setting themapart by the 'laying on
of the hands of the presbytery', as in the case of Tinothy (I Tim 4:14; see
also Acts 13:1-3). Only one who is called in this way by the church, has any
rightful claimto be a preacher, and to be heard as one sent by Christ.

Moreover, it is inportant to understand that when Christ calls a man to
preach He calls himto office, the preaching office of the church. The
separation of the activity of preaching fromthe office of preaching has led to
many unbi blical practices over the years, such as |lay preaching, and itinerant
evangelism In Ephesians 4:11 the apostle lists offices - some tenporary, such
as apostle, and prophet, but also the continuing office of pastor and teacher.

It is striking, and sobering to reflect on the fact, that the New Test anent
provides us with no instance of preaching other than by a man hol ding a teaching
of fice. Indeed, anyone el se would not be speaking with Christ's voice and
authority, but nmerely as an inpostor acting out the part.

But what does all this have to do with the unity of the church? W wll
let Calvin answer fromhis Institutes: 'nothing fosters nmutual |ove nore
fittingly than for men to be bound together with this bond: one is appointed
pastor to teach the rest, and those bidden to be pupils receive the comon
teaching fromone nouth.'3 He says again, '"this human mnistry... is the chief
sinew by which believers are held together in one body.'4

Calvin's expression 'the common teaching' is a striking one. The Lord
speaks with just one voice, and when Hi s del egated, sent mnisters fulfil their
calling faithfully, they too will speak with one voice so that the teaching they
give will be common to all. They will speak the words of H mwho sent them Wen
"preachers' are nerely self-appointed, free agents not having been ordai ned by
CGod and set apart by the church to office, then they are not the nout hpi eces of
Christ, cannot speak with the authority of Christ, and underm ne the unity of
t he church.

Where the teaching mnistry is at variance with the churches' faith and
confession there can only be confusion and disruption; but where there is a



comon faith, confession, and teaching, all under the supervision of Godly
elders, there is a triple cord that cannot easily be broken.

The Unity of the Spirit

Unity is the work of the Spirit of Christ, as through faithful preaching by Cod-
appoi nted pastors and teachers He works to perfect the saints, to edify the body
of Christ, till all cone in the unity of the faith and of the know edge of the
Son of God unto a perfect man. Put sinmply, the unity of the church is maintained
through the mnistry of the Wrd. It is in the preaching that Christ speaks by
Hs Spirit and continues Hs earthly mnistry, bringing to H s people the
eternal Wrd of Truth that has been handed down to them

That divine truth that Christ received fromHi s Father, which He inparted
to His disciples, and which they in turn preached to Gentile and Jew in the
early years of the New Testanment church, is taught and heard today where true
preaching is practiced. And just as that truth united then, so it unites now.
Just as it is the Spirit who guides us into all truth and by whom we confess
that truth, so it is by the Spirit that unity is maintained in the church. The
Holy Spirit is the unifying force, maintaining the purity of the gospel
ensuring that what is preached is no nore and no | ess than 'the formof sound
words' given to the apostles, and that the confession of the church today is at
one with her confession down through the ages as she gives voice to the truth
that is in her.

Littl e wonder that what we are dealing with is called "the unity of the
Spirit'. There is nothing of man in it. Not even the mnister of a church can
create or enforce unity anmongst his flock. Unity is not forced upon believers
agai nst their stubborn, independent wills but is worked in them by the gracious,
powerful mnistrations of the Holy Spirit. He works in the churches to naintain
and bring to expression the glorious unity of the body of Christ.

To be disunited, to be tossed to and fro, carried about with every w nd of
doctrine, says Paul, is to be like children, inmmature. That is invariably the
situation one finds where there is failure or inconpetence in the pul pit. That
was the situation at Corinth. Unity, on the other hand, fostered by a regular
faithful pulpit mnistry, indicates maturity, the saints having 'grown up' into
H m

Now, quite obviously, it is no easy task for sonme of the Lord' s people to
find such a faithful local church: large tracts of the British Isles are
spiritual wastelands. But still the believer is not discharged of his
responsibility. This may nean that he will have to travel several mles to find
a church. If that is not possible he may have to join a church that falls short
in sone neasure. In this case it is his duty to seek the reformation of the
church using all the nmeans at his disposal within the rules of government of
that church. If reformation proves inpossible, then it may be practicable for a
nunber of |ike-m nded believers to cone together and work for the establishment
of a separate church

If none of these things proves feasible then the |lonely believer, while
deserving our synpathy, may well question whether he should be living in such a
spiritual desert.

1 The preposition of is not present in the Geek.2

5.
The Keeping of Biblical Church Unity

Il. Biblical Ecunenism



As nmuch as it is the calling of the individual believer to belong to a |oca
church, is it not also the calling of |local churches to nanifest the broader
unity of Christ's body?

It is at this point that we introduce the question of institutional or
organi zati onal church unity, and there is surely an irony in that this is
probably the npbst contenti ous aspect of our subject. Where there exists anpngst
churches a unity of both faith and confession, ought not that spiritual, organic
unity be reflected in an institutional unity?

It is our purpose to show that institutional unity is to be a feature of
the churches, as a Biblical and | ogical consequence of all that we have said
thus far. In this chapter we will confine ourselves to a few general principles
before, in the final chapter, considering a specific case drawn fromthe New
Test anment .

O der

The only church institution recognized in the New Testanent is the |ocal church.
We have al ready di scovered, however, that the exhortations to unity found in the
epi stles reached out far beyond the confines of any one | ocal congregation. W
have noticed too that there was a day-to-day, practical unity. The early
churches clearly understood that their corporate life and responsibilities did
not end with the official worship services of the Lord' s Day, but continued

t hrough each day of the week to become manifest in practical ways, touching the
lives of fellow believers in far-away congregati ons. Wile the churches were
clearly autonompus, i.e., self-governing under the rule and authority of Chri st
al one, they were not independent of each other.

In Chapter 1 we noted that the church is the body of Christ (Eph
1:22,23). A body is a living, united organism and in nuch the sane way as a
body is structured and organi zed, so the church in the world has structure and
order: 'For as we have many nenbers in one body, and all menbers have not the
same office: So we, being many, are one body in Christ, and every one nenbers
one of another' (Rom 12:4,5).

Simlarly, the church is a building, 'Ye, as lively stones, are built up a
spiritual house' (I Peter 2:5), and in |like manner the church has order and
unity.

The Iife of the church is to be outworked through | ocal congregations in
such a way that there exists anongst thema unity of faith and purpose, as we
find in the New Testanent - churches bound together by the truth for the work of
the gospel. On view ng the church scene one woul d hope to see decency and order,
not a confused eccl esiastical hotchpotch

In some Christian circles the very idea of organization nmeets with
abhorrence, as though there is sonething intrinsically super-spiritual about
di sorgani zation and disorder. But in all of H s works our God is the God of
order, not of confusion. This is strikingly evident in creation. W know t hat
history too is not a haphazard sequence of chance happeni ngs, but follows the
perfect order of God's eternal decree.

Israel, the church of the Add Testanent, was highly organi zed and
structured in all aspects of her life; and when we | ook into the New Testanent
we find again that there is firmenphasis placed upon order in the churches. The
church at Corinth comes in for particular attention in this regard: 'Let al
t hi ngs be done decently and in order’ (I Cor 14:40; cf. v.33; 16:1). Paul
rejoiced to see the order in the church at Col osse (Col. 2:5), while exhorting
Titus to "set in order the things that are wanting' in the churches on Crete



(Titus 1:5). Simlarly, the reason why the apostle gave Tinmothy instruction
concerni ng el ders and deacons, was 'that thou mayest know how thou oughtest to
behave thyself in the house of CGod, which is the church of the living God, the
pillar and ground of the truth' (I Tim 3:15).

These passages were witten concerning specific | ocal congregations, but
their effect was to put into place a common practice throughout the early
church, thereby establishing an order that becane a further expression of her
unity. The church order the apostle was at pains to teach Titus, Tinothy, and
the Corinthians was no different fromthat which he rejoiced to see at Col osse.
He wites, 'For this cause have | sent unto you Ti notheus, who is ny bel oved
son, and faithful in the Lord, who shall bring you into renenbrance of ny ways
which be in Christ, as | teach everywhere in every church' (I Cor. 4:17; cf.
7:17; 11:16; 14:33; 16:1; Il Cor. 11:28).

There was a degree of organi zati on anongst the New Testanment churches. By
this we do not nean a hierarchical structure, far fromit, but a practical unity
for the cause of the gospel of Christ, and for the mutual benefit of the
churches. They were organized to the extent that all the churches in G eece were
able to bring together their alns for Paul to take to Jerusalem (Rom 15:25, 26).
They were organized to the extent that, collectively, the Macedoni an churches
were able to choose three nen to acconpany the apostle with their gifts (1l Cor.
8:18-24). They were sufficiently organi zed to convene a council of apostles and
el ders at Jerusalem to deal with doctrinal and practical problens at Antioch,
probl ems that concerned all the churches (Acts 15). These things seemto have
been achieved with very little difficulty, despite the lack of nodern-day
transport and conmuni cation systens.

One of the chief characteristics of Evangelical and Reformed church life
in this country today, contrasting sharply with New Testanent practice, is its
| ack of common order. One can visit a town, and search out an Evangelical or
Ref ormed church, and enter its doors on the Lord's Day with very little idea of
what one will find inside. Even two churches in the sane town, bearing the nane
"Evangelical ', may have very different doctrinal beliefs, fornms of governnent,
and styles of worship.

Thi s being the case, the kind of practical organization that took effect
in apostolic times is no | onger possible. Indeed, without there first being
unity in faith and confession, it is not even desirable

Should it not concern us that we have becone so far renoved fromthe New
Testanment pattern? In this country, over the last forty years, a |arge nunber of
Evangel i cal s have taken to the |ifeboats and separated fromtheir apostatizing
nmot her denoni nations, only to disperse across the wide sea of ecclesiastical and
t heol ogi cal opinion. Each church has becone a denom nation of one, and as tine
passes we see themdrifting ever further apart in faith, government, and order.
Are we content with this state of affairs? Is it Biblical and God honouring?

Commbn concerns

There are several inportant, practical areas of ecclesiastical life that are of
common interest and concern to all the churches, and for which a nmeasure of
organi zation is necessary. For many churches, particularly small ones with
l[imted resources, it is not possible to performthese alone. Even in

I ndependency this is recogni zed. The training of nen for the mnistry,

m ni sterial support, and the sending and support of missionaries and their
famlies, are three such areas. The usual solution to this problemis to resort
to i ndependent Bible colleges, mnisterial aid societies, and m ssionary

soci eties. Against this, however, is the conplete | ack of Biblical warrant for
such para-church organi zations. Al of these responsibilities have been given by
Christ to H's church, and within that body He has established and recogni zes
just one institution: the local church. Al these responsibilities, therefore,



fall on the local churches as their comon concern, and that necessitates their
wor ki ng together in federation, following the exanple of Il Corinthians 8

On a note of application, experience tells us that small congregations
must bear far greater financial burdens than | arge ones, and must give nore in
proportion to their size for the support of the mnistry. Large congregations
woul d do well to renenber this fromtine to time, and also their responsibility
to 'Bear ye one another's burdens, and so fulfil the law of Christ' (Gal. 6:2).
It is sad that small, struggling, independent churches can be left to |anguish
on their own, with l[ittle assistance proffered by their |arger, stronger,
weal thier, and simlarly independent nei ghbours.

It is at this point that we cone to the nub of the controversy:
denom nationali sm |ndependency has the ascendancy at the present tine because
churches have rejected the principle of the denom nation. But perhaps we shoul d
calmy reflect, for a nonent, on the question of what is a denom nation. ldeally
a denom nation is a nunber of churches, being of one m nd and one voice, that
voluntarily federate together to experience the same unity as that so manifestly
enjoyed by the churches of the New Testament. They are churches that know and
| ove the conmuni on and fell owship that only a common faith and confession can
give. They are churches that know the unity of the Spirit, living in peace and
striving together for the faith of the gospel. They are churches that have begun
on earth to reflect the perfect unity of the body of Christ that they shall know
in heaven. Unfortunately, in our experience of denom nations they rarely live up
to that high ideal

Denom nati on or church?

To dispel sone of the misconceptions that often arise regarding
denomi nationalism it nmust be stressed at the outset that a denomination is
conpri sed of churches; she herself is not the church. She is not an ekkl esia.

The termekklesia is the Geek word translated ' church' throughout the New
Testament (Aut horized Version), and is the source of our English word
"ecclesiastical'. It refers to "the called out, separated congregation or
assenbly' of God's people.

A careful reading of the New Testanent will reveal the usage to which
ekkl esia is put, and broadly speaking we find it is used in just two senses. In
the first place, it can refer to the invisible church, i.e., the universal body
of Christ throughout all ages, as in Matthew 16: 18 where Christ says 'I wll
build my church' (cf. Matt. 16:18; Eph. 1:22,23; Eph. 5:23-32 and Col. 1:18,24).

In the second place, ekklesia can refer to the visible church, i.e., the
church on earth at any one tinme. This second neani ng can be di stingui shed
further into a general sense and a specific sense. It is the general, or world-
wi de, visible church of apostolic tinmes that is spoken of by Paul in |
Corinthians 12:28, 'And God hath set sone in the church, first apostles,
secondarily prophets, thirdly teachers....' Also in Galatians 1:13 this genera
sense is in view There Paul confesses to his readers, 'beyond neasure
persecuted the church of God, and wasted it'.

But in the vast majority of cases, where ekklesia refers to the visible
church, it is meant in a specific, local sense. As exanples we may cite the
follow ng selection: 'And when they had ordai ned elders in every church...' (Acts
14:23); '...all the churches of the Gentiles' (Rom 16:4); 'The churches of
Christ..." (Rom 16:16; cf. vs. 1); "For first of all, when ye come together in
the church, | hear that there be divisions..." (I Cor. 11:18); 'Unto the angel
of the church of Ephesus wite...' (Rev. 2:1).

The point is that at no tine do the New Testament witers use the term
ekkl esia in a manner whi ch corresponds to what we know as a denomination. It is
the I ocal congregation that is the church, the ekklesia. Therefore, that
congregation nust jealously guard her autonony, recognizing no authority over



her but the authority of Christ, exercised through elders. Many of the fears and
prej udi ces directed toward church federation stemfrom pai nful experience in
denomi nations that have thought they were a church, and have exerci sed nore
power and authority than was rightly theirs.

Apart fromthe rare occasions that we have nentioned above, the New
Test ament speaks of only two 'churches': the universal church of all ages,
conprised of all the elect, and the church local, the latter being the visible,
institutional manifestation of the fornmer. Christ has given the mnistry, the
keys of H's kingdom the sacranments, and the authority to exercise discipline,
to local churches, not to denominations. This is what defines the limts of
denom national activity, making it wong for a local church to surrender those
Christ-given responsibilities to a denom national gathering, such as a synod
The ordination and calling of a mnister, for instance, rests with the |oca
church. H's credentials should be held by that church, so only that church, not
a denom national 'court', can depose himfromoffice

For this reason, | believe the word 'church’' may not be used legitimtely
to describe a denomination. Wiile it is proper to speak of a denom nation of
churches (plural), to speak of, for exanple, 'The Methodi st Church' or 'The
Lut heran Church', or 'The Church of \Werever' is to abuse the word, giving it a
meani ng the Spirit of God has not authorized.

Even if The Westmi nster Assenbly, in its Formof Church Governnent, was
right to state that the churches of Jerusal em and Ephesus were each made up of
several congregationsl - which is by no neans proven - that does not nmean that a
nati on-wi de or even regional denom nation of churches nmay be called 'one
church'. Jerusal em and Ephesus were not | arge geographical regions |ike England,
Scotland, or the U S.A Even if they did constitute nore than one congregati on,
then at nost we may call themcity churches, i.e., several congregations under
one city-w de government; but when Paul wote to the Gal ati ans, covering a much
| arger geographi cal area, he addressed 'the churches of Galatia (Gal. 1:2).

Li kewi se he refers to 'the churches of Asia' (I Cor. 16:19), 'the churches of
Macedonia' (Il Cor. 8:1), and 'the churches of Judaea' (Gal. 1:22; | Thess
2:14), all in the plural (cf. Rev. 1:20-3:22). Let us keep to this Biblica
practice and termn nol ogy.

Denomi nations in history

Hi storically denom nati ons have arisen largely as a necessary consequence of the
church's divisions. It could be objected that we read nothi ng of denom nations
in Scripture, and that is quite true. It was to be a thousand years before the
first major division took place in the church. But we do read many commands to
separate fromerror and apostasy, and separation by its nature causes a

di vi si on.

An interesting passage in this regard is to be found in I Corinthians
11:18-19: 'For first of all, when ye conme together in the church, | hear that
there be divisions [ Geek: schisns] anong you; and | partly believe it. For
there nust be al so heresies [ Geek: sects] anong you, that they which be
approved may be nade mani fest ampbng you.' Paul is saying here that it is to be
expected that divisions should occur in the church. They cannot be avoi ded, such
being the present fallen state of human nature. Divisions are caused not by
those who follow after truth, order, and peace but by the enem es of truth
order, and peace; and, painful as they are, they nmust take place so that 'they
whi ch be approved may be made manifest'. Here already we have a foretaste of
what was to cone.

For many centuries after Pentecost there was only one institutiona
"denom nation' of churches. Not until the year 1054, with the separation of the
Eastern churches fromthe Western, did this situation change. Five hundred years
| ater saw another major division with the Protestant Reformation, heralding the



begi nning of the fragnmentation of the visible church into the bew | dering

mul titude of denom nations we find today. O course, this does not nean that the
church as an organi sm has been torn asunder. Such is the spiritual nature of her
unity that we can always confess by faith, in the |anguage of the Apostles
Creed, 'l believe an holy, catholic church'. But it does nean that her unity
goes unexpressed.

On a practical level, as a consequence of this fragnentation, there is a
danger that churches might |ose sight of the broader picture, forgetting that
the body of Christ is much |arger than any one denom nation. |nward | ooking,
exclusive attitudes can develop, as easily in Presbyterian and Reforned church
governnment as in |Independency. \Were churches or denom nations have arisen al ong
different historical routes, but are united in the faith, they should make every
effort to establish institutional unity, so that all the churches m ght go
forward together in the work of the gospel, to the glory of Cod.

Fal se ecuneni sm

Any institutional unity must always be on the basis of a common understandi ng of
the truth. In stark contrast to this, what may be called Biblical ecunenism
stands the fal se ecuneni smof the ecunenical novenent. This struck ne with sone
force recently as | listened to a cleric speaking during a radi o broadcast. He
defi ned the ecuneni cal nmovenent as a com ng together of churches of different
faiths. Biblical ecunenism | would contend, is the expression of unity by
churches of the sane faith.

The ecuneni cal novenment is an attenpt to cover up all the historica
divisions and create a single vast world-wi de church institution. \Watever
success it nmay be deened to have by its supporters, however, the final product
of all its efforts can only be a grotesque nonstrosity, a caricature of the true
church. Way is this? Because in its folly it has forsaken truth. Jerusal em has
becone Babyl on, the church of the Antichrist (Rev. 17).

The only conceivabl e way in which the main-line churches and denom nati ons
of today can return to the true unity of apostolic days is by retracing two
t housand years of history. This neans taking the path of confession and
repentance before God for the errors and heresies that caused the divisions in
the first place, and returning to His blessed truth as it is in Christ Jesus.
That they will never do.

The all-consuming drive for institutional unity at any price that we see
across the worl d today, exposes the grave danger of seeking unity for its own
sake. When the search for institutional unity is el evated above | ove and
jealousy for the truth, it becones an unbiblical distraction that will |ead the
churches ever deeper into apostasy, and will ultimately destroy them There can
be no true, God-glorifying unity without the truth. This is why the enphasis in
Scripture is not on unity but always on truth. Truth begets unity. Love for the
truth is first; unity follows. Unity is the servant of truth, not its naster.

But however much institutional unity has been corrupted over the
generations, or however bitter our own experiences of it may have been, we may
not shun it. Indeed we nmust pronote it. W nust not | et experience cloud our
judgnent or determne our church practice for us, but we nmust go back to the
Scri ptures.

We have a Biblical exanple to followin the council of apostles and elders
that nmet at Jerusal em and whose proceedings are recorded for us in Acts 15.
This chapter provides us with the clearest guidance on not only the true nature
and formof institutional unity, but principally its purpose in preserving the
churches' order and unity in the truth.



1 The Form of Presbyterial Church Governnent: 'O O assical Assenblies'. In:
Confession of Faith and Subordi nate Standards. Free Church of Scotland, 1973
(reprint); 178-179.2

6.
The Keeping of Biblical Church Unity

[11. Unity and Autonony

The beauty of confessional unity, unity in the truth such as that experienced in
apostolic times, is that the people of God enjoy a unity of doctrine and a unity
of worship. Cccasionally, however, unforeseen problens arise. Doctrina
controversies erupt on subjects that are not adequately covered by the churches’
creeds, if at all. Exanples may include nmarriage, divorce, and remarri age;
headshi p; and the sign-gifts of the Spirit.

One such problemthat arose at Antioch, during the tine of the apostles,
concerned the place of circuntision in New Testament churches. Visitors from
Judea were saying to these Gentile believers, 'Except ye be circuntised after
t he manner of Mbses, ye cannot be saved.' (Acts 15:1). This was a grave
departure fromthe truth, adding a condition of human nerit to the gospel of
free grace and unconditional salvation. This is why Peter found it necessary to
rem nd the gathering, 'But we believe that through the grace of the Lord Jesus
Christ we shall be saved, even as they' (Acts 15:11). A nore serious issue could
hardl y be inagi ned.

Thi s dangerous teaching threatened to destroy the order and unity of the
Antioch church, causing 'no snall dissension and disputation' (Acts 15:2; cf. v.
7). While unity is based upon the truth of God's Wrd, this was a lie. This was
her esy.

VWhat is of interest, however, is that it was not left to the church at
Antioch to sort out the problemby itself, even though both Paul and Barnabas
were in the city at the tinme. Wiy was this? After all, Antioch was a well
est abl i shed, autononous | ocal church that had benifited for a whole year from
the teaching of Barnabas and Saul, as he was then called. (Acts 11:26; 13:1). In
the New Testanment each |ocal congregation is held up as a church in its own
right, the body and tenple of Christ (I Cor. 3:16; 12:27), accountable to Chri st
al one, without as much as a hint of subordination to any other, perhaps |arger,
church. Even small house-churches are granted the distinction of being called a
church (Rom 16:5; | Cor. 16:9; Col. 4:15; Philm 2). In each one, regardl ess of
size, Christ is present preaching, giving the sacranments, and gathering into and
cutting off fromH s kingdom As one witer has put it, 'each church, even the
smal | est and meanest, owes its origin and existence solely and directly to
Christ and His Spirit.... Every church is, accordingly, a church of Christ, and
is not a subdivision or branch of another church, be it in Jerusalem in Rone,
or el sewhere."1

Why, then, was it decided by sone in the church at Antioch, that 'Paul and
Bar nabas, and certain other of them should go up to Jerusalemunto the apostles
and el ders about this question' (Acts 15:2)? Was not the apostle Paul qualified
and able to deal with the situation? Indeed he was. He coul d have decl ared the
truth with infallible, apostolic accuracy, settling the matter there and then,
wi t hout further ado. So why the journey to Jerusal en?



The answer, | believe, lies in the unity of the church, as understood by
the believers at Antioch and throughout the early church. The churches were
aut ononous, and yet they recogni zed that they were one, each being in spiritua
unity with all the others. Together they made up the visible church of Jesus
Christ, one in faith and confession, having one Spirit, one hope, one Lord, one
faith, one baptism one CGod and Father of all, who is above all, and through
all, and in all (Eph. 4:4-6).

The circuntision question was an issue affecting far nore Christians than
those in Antioch. It threatened to drive a wedge right down the centre of the
churches and re-open the age old distinction between Jew and Gentile, the
di stinction which Christ had for ever abolished "in his flesh' (Eph. 2:11-22,
Gal. 3:28). If the error took hold it would travel like wildfire wherever the
gospel spread.

In our own day too, we do not need to be reni nded that heresies and
strange doctrines still spring up and have the potential to weak havoc anobng
the churches. And sone do weak havoc. Teachers of fal se doctrine never confine
thenmsel ves to their own little sect and nei ghbourhood. They go about pandering
to mal contents, those with ears itching for sonmething new, and spread their
her esi es wherever they can gain a hearing, disrupting the unity of the churches.

Neither is heresy sonething that comes into the churches only from
without. It cones fromw thin too: 'A so of your own selves shall nen arise
speaki ng perverse things, to draw away di sciples after them (Acts 20:30).

The question is, How are we to deal with it?

The problem at Antioch was handled in precisely the manner that woul d be
expected of churches conscious of their unity, and anxious to preserve it.

Aut ononous churches have a wealth of accunulated wisdom and it is right and
proper that they share that wi sdomfor the good of the church as a whole. Apart
fromanything else, it is an expression of the communion of saints

VWhat was at stake at Jerusal emwas not just the orthodoxy of the Antioch
church but the united faith and confession of all the churches. The truth on
which their unity was based was under threat, hence they all had to be invol ved
in dealing with the problem They all nust be represented at the assenbly and
they all nust recognize its binding authority. Thereby the truth woul d be upheld
and unity woul d be nuai ntai ned.

It is the application of this abiding principle that is sadly m ssing
anongst Evangel i cal churches today, contributing much to the ecclesiastica
nmuddl e in which we find ourselves

In order to understand how this principle my be applied, we need to take
a closer ook at the events recorded in Acts 15, and see how they relate to the
l'ife and governnment of the churches.

W will focus on a nunmber of key words and ideas found in the passage.

The Jerusal em Counci

1. Elders

The first thing we should note is that the responsibility for deciding the issue
at Jerusalemfell on the apostles and elders. This is enphasized throughout the
passage. The question was referred to 'the apostles and elders' (Acts 15:2); the
assenbly that cane together to consider it was nmade up of 'the apostles and

el ders' (v. 6); the decrees 'were ordai ned of the apostles and elders' (Acts
16:4). This establishes a pattern for the entire New Testament age. Wiile it was
necessary for the apostles to be present, for reasons we shall give below, it is
the presence of elders that provides the key to the council's significance for
our own day. Elders formthe ruling body of the |ocal church, being charged with
the oversight of the flock of God throughout the new dispensation (Acts 14:23;
20:17, 28-32; | Tim 5:17; | Pet. 5:1).



What Acts 15 is teaching us, therefore, is that when el ders face a
situation in the local church that they cannot resolve alone, or that concerns a
matter common to all the churches, then they are to seek advice froma wi der
circle of wisdom Mreover, this is to be done in a certain, proper manner. It
is not to be done by nmeans of an informal, private correspondence between
el ders, or friendly tel ephone calls, but by a formal and public assenbling of
church | eaders.

This principle is inherent in what is known as 'Preshyterian' or, on the
continent of Europe, 'Reformed" church governnent.

The words presbyterian and its alternative, presbyterial, are soundly
Bi blical ternms being derivatives of the Geek presbuteros, nmeaning 'elder’

Oten in the Scriptures the word refers sinply to an el der person, such as the
el der brother in the parable of the prodigal son (Luke 15:25), but it is also
used to refer to nen raised up by God to a specific office and function in the
church, as here in Acts 15. The el ders who cane together at Jerusal emwere
presbuteroi (v. 6), i.e., presbyters. On the one occasion when the word refers
to the body of elders in a local church, it is sinply transliterated in the
Aut hori zed Version as 'presbytery’ (I Tim 4:14). W would do well to restore
these ternms to our ecclesiological vocabul ary.

New Testament church governnment is presbyterian church governnent in its
primitive sinplicity and purity. That is to say, it is governnent by preshyters,
i.e., elders. W do not pretend that everything bearing the nane of Presbyterian
today is Biblical, any nore than every church claimng to be Evangelica
bel i eves and decl ares the true evangel, but we do maintain that churches seeking
to be Biblical in their governnment will strive to follow the New Test anent
presbyterian pattern

Recent years have seen wel cone noves in Evangelical circles toward a nore
Bi bl i cal concept of eldership, notably to a plurality of elders in the |oca
church. But this has taken place very nmuch within the context of |ndependency.
VWhat is needed next is a formal expression of unity between churches that are
one in faith and confession, with the facility to call elders together as and
when needed, to oversee nmatters of common concern. That woul d constitute a
wel cone return to New Testanent church order.

2. Extraordinary

The second feature of the Jerusalemcouncil we should note is that it was
occasi oned by a specific case, nanely, the demands of certain Jew sh converts
for the circuntision of CGentile believers. It is safe to assune that if these
fal se teachers had not arisen, then what we know as 'the Jerusal em counci |
woul d not have taken place

There is nothing in Acts 15 to suggest that the council at Jerusalemwas a
part of the ordinary, on-going governnent of the churches. On the contrary,
everything seens to point to it being an extraordi nary gathering. The expression
"being assenbled', found in verse 25, nmeans sinply that they 'cane into being',
or 'becanme', indicating that as a formal body the council had not existed prior
to these events, and had no continuing authority over the churches. Thus the
principle of |ocal church autonony was not viol at ed.

The ordinary governnment of the churches was, and continues to be, by
elders ruling in the local congregation. The Jerusal em council assenbled to dea
with a specific question affecting all the churches, and one that, in any case,
the local church at Antioch was not able to settle (v. 2). The council
therefore, was not a standi ng body but a tenporary assenbly, existing only for
as long as it was in session. It had the virtue of protecting |ocal church
autonony, in that only issues put forward by the Antioch church itself was
di scussed, while at the sane tine providing a forumfor appeal to a wider circle
of wi sdom Wen the appeal had been nade, heard, and answered, the assenbly was
di ssol ved.



3. Dispute

There was genui ne debate at Jerusalem The Scriptures tell us that there was
"much disputing' (Acts 15:7). Inits Geek original, this word 'disputing
carries with it the idea of 'seeking' . In other words there was a genuine
searching after truth. W may think this strange and unwarranted seeing there
were apostles present, who, by a single statenment, could have given the
authoritative mnd of God on the whole matter. That being so, why the

del i berating and di sputing? Wthout turning the entire episode into sone kind of
charade, there can be only one expl anati on. The apostles were show ng, by way of
exanpl e, how the churches were to behave in all simlar circunstances. In the
future, when issues threatening their unity arose, their | eaders were to
assenbl e, and together they were to search out the truth fromthe Wrd of Cod

4. Spiritua
It may be sonething of a digression fromour subject, but an inportant one
nonet hel ess, to stress that the case pronpting the convening of the council was
a spiritual one. The apostles and el ders were not concerned to pass resol utions
on the social problens of first century Antioch, or the political policies of
t he Roman government. Their concern was solely for the church - her doctrine,
and her unity.

One is reminded of an incident in later church history - the occasion in
1655 when a nunber of mnisters in the county of Devon net to establish what
becanme known as ' The Exeter Assenbly'. Anong the Articles of Association they
formul ated was one concerned with this very issue: 'In our consultations and
debates we will not nmeddle with civil or secular nmatters, or any state affairs,
nor go beyond the bound of our calling, but treat of those things only which
concern us in our Mnisterial function for the discharge of our duty, and
seeking the spiritual good of the souls of the people conmtted to our charge.'2

5. Authority

It is essential to recognize that the Jerusal emcouncil carried authority. So
often it is this question of authority that proves to be the stunblingbl ock for
us, even when the nandate for broader church assenblies is granted. The nature
and extent of the council's authority becones clear froma nunber of

consi derati ons:

i. The council was made up of apostles and elders (Acts 15:6). The
objection is sonetines nade that the presence of the apostles, which of course
the church does not have now, made it an event unique to those tinmes of
apostolic authority, and was therefore unrepeatable. In response it is sonetines
suggested that the apostles thensel ves were present in their capacity as elders
(cf. I Pet. 5:1; Il John 1), and of course elders too wield authority in the
church. The Holy Ghost has nade them 'overseers' in the church (Acts 20:28; |
Peter 5:2). They are the church's spiritual rulers whomwe are exhorted to obey
(Heb. 13:17). They are over us 'in the Lord" (I Thess. 5:12), neaning that they
are Christ's servants, through whom He exercises His kingly rule in the church

However, one does not need to divest Peter, Janes, and Paul of their
apostleship in order to establish grounds for synodical church councils. In
fact, | amnore inclined to believe not only that they were present as apostles,
but necessarily so

The presence of apostles does not nmeke the Jerusal emcouncil a one-off,
unrepeatable event. Wile it is true that the church no | onger has the office of
apostle, it is also true that she now has the conplete canon of Scripture, and
while the elders net at Jerusalemwith the O d Testanent and the apostles, today
they will nmeet with the conplete Wrd of God before them They will neet to
search the Scriptures, prayerfully seeking to be guided into all truth by the



Spirit. Then, when they have arrived at a know edge of the truth, they wll
convey it to the churches as settled and binding 'decrees’ to be received, as at
Antioch, with joy (Acts 15:30-31). The authority of any such assenbly,
therefore, is not the authority of nen but of Scripture and its divine Author,
al beit nediated through men. This is the New Testanent pattern. This is the
pattern for us today. How closely are we adhering to it?

We should note, in passing, that the el ders were not present at the
council merely as spectators, while the apostles nmade the decisions. It was
necessary for themto be there as representatives of the Jerusal emchurch. It
was a council that was constituted by the churches, and with authority that came
from the churches

ii. "And as they [Paul and Silas] went through the cities, they delivered
themthe decrees for to keep, that were ordai ned of the apostles and elders
whi ch were at Jerusalem (Acts 16:4). The Greek word translated in this verse as
"decrees' is the word dogma, a word that has entered the English | anguage to
nmean an opi nion or body of belief, 'fornulated and authoritatively stated' .3
There are just five other occurrences of this word in the New Testanent, falling
into two groups. In Luke 2:1 and Acts 17:7 it is used to nean the [aws of civi
rulers, and in Eph. 2:15, Col. 2:14 and Col. 2:20 the references are to the
cerenonial |laws of the old covenant. The inplication is that the decrees issued
by the Jerusalemcouncil carried at |east as nuch wei ght as the decrees of the
Caesars, and even as much as God H nself in giving the cerenonial laws to
Israel. They were not to be treated lightly.

iii. It appears that when the council had finished its work, there was
only one thing left for the churches to do: they were to keep the decrees (Acts
16:4). They were not told to discuss themfurther at the local church level, or
subject themto a process of ratification, but sinply to keep them The talking
and di scussi ng was over, the decisions had been nade.

The decrees were not nerely advisory or reconmendatory, to be accepted or
rejected as a matter of choice, but were authoritative and binding on the
churches. Indeed it was necessary for the council to carry this degree of
authority for the unity of the church to be maintained. A nere tal king shop,
whi ch produced resolutions for further ratification, wuld have taken the
churches nowhere. Some churches voting to ratify, and others not, would have
resulted in total confusion and the breakdown of the very order and unity they
were seeking to preserve

6. Subm ssion

Fol | owi ng the decision of the council, the elders and apostles, '"with the whole
church' at Jerusal em chose Silas and Judas Barsabas to accompany Paul and

Bar nabas back to Antioch (v. 22). Letters were witten to the churches in
Antioch, Syria, and Cilicia, outlining the assenbly's conclusion (vs. 23-29).
These, Paul and his conmpanions took with themfor the brethren in those churches
to read. The reaction at Antioch is described to us in verse 31: 'when they had
read, they rejoiced for the consol ation.

After spending sone tinme at Antioch, Paul and Silas 'went through Syria
and Gilicia, confirmng the churches' (v. 41). W are told, 'as they went
through the cities, they delivered themthe decrees for to keep, that were
ordai ned of the apostles and el ders which were at Jerusalem And so were the
churches established in the faith, and increased in nunber daily' (16:4,5).

The churches recogni zed the council's authority and submtted to it
Wi thout question. This spirit of subm ssiveness was evident already at Jerusal em
for we are told, in the first place, that imediately followi ng Peter's speech
"all the multitude kept silence' (15:12). The heated di scussions and di sputes
wi th whi ch the proceedi ngs had begun were now over as the Spirit of God reigned



t hroughout. He so worked in the hearts and m nds of the antagonists that their
argunents were defeated and their mouths stopped.

In the second place, although the decrees had been ordai ned by the
apostles and el ders, the private nenbers or 'brethren' of the Jerusal em church
concurred in their decisions. The letters sent were witten in their nanme too
(v. 23).

At Antioch the church 'rejoiced for the consolation' (v. 31), receiving
the judgnment of the apostles and elders in a spirit of happy subm ssion. They
were glad, not only that the burden of the Jew sh cerenoni es had been renoved
but al so that the disputing was now over and unity was preserved

As for the churches of Syria and G licia, we do not read that any of them
rebel | ed agai nst the Jerusal em deci sion, but rather that as a consequence of it
they were all 'established in the faith, and increased in nunber daily' (Acts
16:5).

VWhat is the significance of all this? It is that while these churches were
aut ononmous churches, they were clearly not independent. The church at Antioch
was an autononous church, but that did not stop her fromreferring her problem
to a broader ecclesiastical assenbly. The church at Jerusal em was an autononous
church, but that did not stop her fromreceiving the del egati on from Anti och
nor her elders fromentering into discussion of the problem and issuing
authoritative 'decrees'. The churches throughout Syria and Clicia were
aut ononmous churches, but that did not stop them together with the churches at
Antioch and Jerusalem fromjoyfully submtting to the authority of that broader
assenbly, such was their concern for unity in the truth. Autonony does not
precl ude interdependence

O course, there were very good reasons for the churches' subm ssiveness.
In the first place, they were subnmitting to God's Wrd. In the second place, it
was the churches thensel ves that had called the council into being, and it was
their own elders that had sat on it. In rejecting its findings the churches
woul d have rebell ed agai nst those elders, in clear contradiction of Scripture.
The responsibility of church nenbers is to ' Gbey themthat have the rule over
you, and submit yourselves' (Heb. 13:17), and that applies when mnisters and
el ders neet in the churches' broader assenblies as nuch as when they do in the
| ocal church. As nuch in synod as in the session or consistory roond of the
I ocal church, "they watch for your souls, as they that nust give account' (Heb.
13:17).

To summarize, then, the Jerusal em council was an authoritative assenbly,
convened by the churches to consider a specific ecclesiastical problemreferred
to it by the church at Antioch. The pattern set for us, therefore, is for
synodi cal assenblies, nmeeting as and when necessary - which could well be
annually - to deal with particular cases that arise within the churches but that
cannot be resolved by the |l ocal elders alone. However, there is no mandate in
this passage for an on-going, overall governing body of the churches. The only
seat of government in the church is the |ocal el dershinp.

In passing, it is striking to notice the clear relationship that exists
bet ween the church's visible unity and her governnment. Each of the offices has
its rdle to play. Wiere church governnent is soundly Biblical, unity will not be
a problembut will follow as surely as day follows night. This surely highlights
t he inportance of church government, a subject all too often dism ssed as
secondary, or even as one on which the Scriptures do not speak with a clear
Voi ce.

Hi erarchy
The exanpl e of the Jerusal em council was followed nany centuries |ater by what

have become known as the ecunenical or general councils, such as those at N cea
(AD 325), Constantinople (AD 381) and Chal cedon (AD 451). In addition to these



general councils were others called by churches in particular districts to dea
with problens specific to their own areas. Anong these were the Ante-N cean
Councils held at Antioch (AD 269) and Rone (AD 313). Both of these were convened
to consider the energence of heresies, nanely the proto-Socinianismof one Paul
of Sanobsata, and Donatismrespectively.

However, by this tine in church history episcopacy had becone wel |
establ i shed. Bi shops had taken to thensel ves nore power than they possessed by
right, and a hierarchical structure was beginning to take shape. The seeds of
t he papacy had been sown.

This | eaven of hierarchy is nowhere to be found in the Wrd of CGod. It is
rightly shunned and feared by all for whom Scripture is the sole authority in
matters of faith and practice. There was no hierarchy in Acts 15. The only
authority submtted to there was the authority of Christ as it cane to the
churches through the Scriptures, by the Holy Ghost, nediated by the apostles and
elders. And it was because the decisions of that council were thus stanped with
divine authority that they were binding on the churches represented, i.e., al
the constituted churches of that tine.

In seeking to restore this practice today, a nunber of churches that are
bound together in common faith and confession as we have described will also
toget her hunbly submt to the Wrd of God. When their mnisters and el ders neet
in an official capacity, representing the churches, to search the Scriptures

concerning a doctrine or practice common to themall, then their conclusions
will carry the authority of Christ and be binding on all those churches. That
will be true even if for some reason a local church is not represented in person

(cf. Acts 16:4).

But there will be no hierarchy. The authority of a synodical assenbly or
council is the authority of Christ in the Scriptures, and the el ders present
represent churches who unitedly submt to that authority.

A hierarchy is like a pyram d. The |ocal churches formthe base of the
pyram d, while above them are nunerous tiers of ever increasing authority until
eventual Iy one reaches the top to find the highest authority of all. This is the
way in which the Roman Catholic systemis structured, with the Pope at the top
as its head. Quite clearly, in this kind of arrangement the l|ocal church has
very little say in its governnent. The local church is |ost under a vast weight
of external authority; it has |long ceased to be aut ononous

Neither, in my judgnent, can Presbyterianism as it has been historically
applied, always escape the charge of hierarchy. By all accounts, this very issue
caused 'nuch disputing’ at the Westminster Assenbly, which is not surprising
since it was conprised of both Presbyterians and | ndependents. Yet, the outcone
was still a structure of tiered assenblies: congregational, classical
provincial and national, each being in 'subordination' to the higher.5 Thus it
is common in some Presbyterian circles to speak of 'higher' and 'l ower' church
‘courts', but this termnology is as regrettable as it is unbiblical

Needl ess to say, the Scriptural pattern is not of a pyramd. In Scripture
the local church is always central. The Jerusal emcouncil, and any other such
assenbly, can be likened to a circle formed around the church, a circle made up
of all the other churches represented. It does not represent a higher authority,
for there is none but Christ. Rather, it represents a broader unity. Each |oca
church may thus see itself as at the centre, yet also represented on the
concentric circles around it in the churches' broader (larger) assenblies

Perhaps if this distinction had been nade clear at Westninster during
1644, the debates woul d have been | ess protracted, the outcone nore Biblical,
and the ensuing course of British church history far different, following a nore
Cod-glorifying, peaceful, and united |line

Arguably the worst formof hierarchy is where one man, a virtual pope
el evates hinself to a position fromwhere he donm nates all that is said and done
in a church or denomination, and none is able to challenge him Like D otrephes



of old, he Ioves to have the pre-em nence in the church, and will not receive

the servants of truth (cf. 11l John 9). But, let it not be thought that this is
an inherent weakness or fault of institutional unity. It can happen in
I ndependency as easily as in Presbyterianism It does illustrate, however, the

care with which churches nust apply the principle of federation. The Wrd of Cod
is careful to put in place certain checks and bal ances to prevent such

hi erarchi cal tendencies devel oping, notably equality of the offices, mutual rule
of office-bearers, and crucially, the autonony of the |ocal church. The churches
i gnore these bal ances at their peril. One needs only to | ook at the probl ens
experienced today in sonme Presbyterian circles to see how far fromthese

Bi blical principles they have departed, and the price they are having to pay.

An additional check on the devel opment of hierarchical tendencies is the
limted remit and authority that the churches' broader assenblies possess,
nanely to those matters that are of the churches' common concern. For instance,
it is not for a synod or district preshytery to exercise discipline over church
menbers, and appoint or dismiss mnisters. Such matters are for the | ocal church
al one, through the oversight of her elders, her 'presbytery' (Matt. 18:15-17; |
Tim 4:14). However, there are occasions when, as at Antioch, |ocal churches get
into difficulties and find thenselves in need of spiritual or doctrinal counsel,
or perhaps help of a nore practical nature. In such circunstances they are not
left isolated, wthout recourse to advice, for the Lord has graciously provided
means whereby fellow churches can cone to their aid.

Now it may be that on occasion a church will find herself in disagreenent
with the outcone of one of the broader assenblies. It is appropriate therefore
that there should be nechani snms for appeal and opportunity for the
reconsi deration of the Scriptures. However, if a church continues at odds with
her sister-churches, then unity has been broken and ipso facto the church has
separated herself fromthemand can play no further part in denom national life.

Qoviously a church's withdrawing herself fromfellowship in this way is a
serious matter and one not to be taken lightly. It nmust be a neasure of | ast
resort, taken only when all attenpts at reconciliation have failed. Wen it
occurs, it is an occasion for nuch pain and sadness on the part of al
concerned, but also for ongoing prayer that unity mght be restored.

Finally, it has to be said that institutional unity is no guarantor of
truth; but then, neither is |Independency. However, Biblical institutional unity
enbodies the principle that '"in the nultitude of counsellors there is safety’
(Prov. 11:14; 15:22 and 24:6), whereas the earlier part of that verse gives a
grave warning to those of an independent spirit: 'Wiere no counsel is, the
people fall'. In Acts 15 God has given Hi s people a clear exanple of this
principle at work, an exanple that in its day established churches in the faith
and increased their nunber daily (Acts 16:5). Qur calling is to follow that
exanpl e, in obedience and gratitude to the Lord, both for the good of the
churches and for our own spiritual well-being as nmenbers.

1 Herman Bavi nck. Qur Reasonabl e Faith. Baker Book House, 1977

(reprint); 534.2

Concl usi on

We live in days of small things. Evangelical churches in the U K, churches that
separate thenselves fromthe charismati c and ecumneni cal novenents, are



relatively few, usually small, and widely scattered. In such circunstances
i solation can often beconme an unavoi dable way of life. W grow used to being
al one.

Mor eover, such churches are invariably |Independent in their governnent. A
formal, institutional expression of unity is viewed with anything from suspicion
to outright horror. Isolation can becone al nost a virtue.

The consequences of this are clear to see in the diversity or, it should
be said, disorder and confusion that characterize the churches of our day. Wile
each clainms to identify with Biblical Christianity and to possess the truth,
each is also manifestly different fromthe other in both doctrine and practice
Where present, fellowship is informal and intermttent rather than official and
ongoi ng.

Hopeful Iy the reader understands by now that this situation is far
different fromthe one that the apostles knew While |ocal church autonony is a
fundamental principle that nust be jealously protected, it is not the whole
story. It does not present the conplete picture as we see it in the New
Testament. Those early years of the New Testament church provide authoritative
testinmony to the desirability and propriety of visible unity on a nmuch broader
scal e.

According to Scripture there is no virtue in being isolated. There is no
virtue in being alone and separated fromone's brethren. Psal m 133 begins,

' Behol d, how good and how pleasant it is for brethren to dwell together in
unity!" (Ps. 133:1). To dwell in unity is good; that is, it is conmmendabl e and
beneficial, something to be desired and actively sought.

Unity is pleasant. It is precious, |like the sweet-snelling ointnment used
in the anointing of the High Priest. Just as the perfume fromthat holy oil was
a delight to all who snelled it, sois unity to those who dwell in it. And not
only to them but to God also, for central to this unity is H's presence and
bl essing as He dwells with Hi s people in covenant fellowship. As He bl essed
Mount Hermon and Zion with life-giving dew, so will God bl ess those who dwell in
unity. He will command the blessing, 'even |life for evernore' in H s house, the
everlasting tenple that is H's church.

The psal m st describes those who dwel |l together. This is no casua
acquai ntance or | oose association that he is talking about. This is 'dwelling' .
This is permanent co-habitation, |iving under one roof, in one house. And this
"dwel ling" is both good and pleasant. It is not sonething to be condemmed and
shunned but val ued and cherished as precious and a thing of great beauty. Cod
Hi nsel f has said so! Yet so many of us are strangers to that beauty.

Thi s begs the question, Wy? Wiy are we strangers to that beauty? If it is
true that unity is both good and desirable, why is it so little in evidence?

There is no sinple answer to this question. Part of the answer may lie in
i gnorance, but perhaps it lies chiefly in unbelief. The problemis that we do
not believe that there can be any goodness and beauty in a formal church unity.
Rat her than keeping our eye fixed on what God has said in Hs Wrd, we |ook away
and formour judgment fromthe ugly caricature that is the ecunenical novenent.
W see the growi ng apostasy of the | arge denom nations and the relentl ess
advance of world ecunmenismand retreat into what we perceive to be the safety of
| ndependency.

Institutional unity does not work, we say. It is a recipe for problens and
eventual disaster. It neans |ocal churches nust sacrifice their autonony,

i nevitably become involved in doctrinal conpronise and tainted with the

devi ations of others with whomthey are associated, and thus |lose their purity.
VWhat is nore, there are bound to be dissentions and di sputes. Wy, then, becone
involved in the first place? |Independence is the better way. |ndependency is the
safer way: it works.

Al this is sheer pragmati smand unbelief. It is a denial of the power of
grace. As | have tried to enphasize throughout, believers and churches are not



united by man but by the power of divine grace. Christ by Hs Spirit works unity
in the hearts and mnds of H's people to create a church of unparalleled beauty.
Envy, jealousy, strife, resentnment, etc., all those sinful traits that cause

di vi sions between nmen are naturally present in the heart of every believer and
in every church, but as the Spirit of Christ works in our hearts and churches He
causes us to love Hm to love Hs truth, and to | ove our fellow saints,
agreeing in true faith. He makes us gracious and | ongsuffering toward one
another, so that as new creatures in Christ we are made willing and able to
dwel| together in unity. Do we believe that?

Unity is all of God, and therein lie our hope and confidence, for 'Except
the LORD build the house, they labour in vain that build it' (Ps. 127:1). Let us
by faith ook to Hmto do His work in H's churches, that He may nake us of one
mnd in the truth, speaking with one voice and submtting together to the
authority of Christ our Saviour and Head. To do | ess woul d be unbeli ef.

VWhat | have attenpted to do in this study is to set out the rel evant
Bi blical principles as | understand themand as clearly as | know how. From a
practical, human point of view the situation |ooks dire and the future bleak as
churches draw yet further apart with the passage of time. If there is to be any
attenpt to restore Biblical church unity today it nust be by way of a return to
the truth, and a common confession with our fathers of the historic Christian
faith. That neans a return to the church's historic creeds and confessions. And
it means a return to Biblical, Presbyterian church governmnent.

For a great many this will involve the pai nful abandonment of [ong and
sincerely held views, but only by taking these bold steps of faith can we hope
to see, experience, and enjoy again that dwelling together in unity of which the
Scriptures speak so alluringly, but that is so rarely known today.



