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AUTHOR’S PREFACE

“Are you going to write another book?” friends have continued to inquire. | usually answer,
“Not likely; I have already written a lot more than | know!”

Although | have published four volumes in this series, | have never really written a book. That
is, at no time have | set out to produce a volume on one theme. | began to write essays which
were published in journals. As I continued to write, the accumulation of those papers was put
into book form.

Those editors who have printed my stuff have encouraged me greatly. Use of my material could
easily put them on the endangered species list. Greatest use of my writings was made by Leroy
Garrett in his Restoration Review. Less frequent users, in descending order, were Firm
Foundation, Ensign, The Examiner, One Body, Kingdom Counsel, Integrity, and Refreshing
Waters. | am grateful that they would introduce my thoughts to you.

Since my retirement from the professional ministry, God has given me an outreach that | never
could have anticipated. He has sent the books over the world mostly by means of person-to-
person advertising. Readers have been generous and supportive. Many have become loyal
partners in ministry. | thank God for you continually.

Truthfully, I can repeat that | am amazed that people read my stuff. Many times when persons
have called to tell me how my efforts have affected their lives, | thank them for their kind words,
explaining, “God spoke through a donkey once before, and | suppose he can do it again!” But
the donkey deserves no credit for his speaking or her speaking, for Balaam’s donkey was female.

Rather than “taking a stand” on the “issues,” | continue to walk through them. There is no time
to stop investigation. Who wants to crystallize like a pillar of salt? Once a person is able to
break free of the yoke of law, every time he or she reads the scriptures, new meanings jump out.
And we wonder why we never saw them before.

Several chapters of this book deal specifically with our accepting others in Christ. It is my hope
in each theme to promote unity among believers. My sincere, but sectarian, attitude misdirected
me dreadfully. My rejection of others in my career as a preacher still haunts me. Now | am
happy to welcome all even as he has welcomed me for the glory of God. When we all practice
that, unity will prevail and God will be glorified.

Thank you for tolerating me. Thank you for recommending my books to others. Thank you for
continuing to pass the free copies of Free In Christ along to other searchers.

Every chapter in this book bears the refinement of Brian Casey, though you are not aware of it.
He graciously proofreads all of my materials. He goes much further than checking for typos. He
helps me with sentence structure, clarity of expression, agreement of verbs and nouns, and all
other aspects of grammar. Both you and | benefit from his diligent work. The errors you find in
this book are due to my revising the material after he sends it back to me.



http://www.freedomsring.org/fta

Lea is an equal partner in all our work together. For forty-eight years she has been my strongest
encourager and kindest critic.

Our kids, Paul and Mira Prince, have just bought equipment with which to set the type for this
project. Their willing skills will add some needed class to my work.

My prayers go with each book and with each reader.

Cecil Hook, November 1993
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Chapter 1

UNITING OR ACCEPTING

We are hearing of unity meetings in which the participants work to break down the walls that
separate our differing groups. Those efforts are to be commended and encouraged. What | am
about to say is not intended to be overly critical of them.

Instead of having unity meetings, however, should we not be having accepting meetings? God
has already created the unity. AIll who are in Christ are in one body. The church is one and
cannot be divided into two or more churches or bodies. When we separate into groups because
of our differences, we only become sectarian. The person who rejects other brothers and sisters
in Christ is sectarian in spirit and practice. It is not the meeting in different groups that is sinful
but it is the refusing to recognize others who are in God’s family. God put us in the same body;
let us learn to accept each other.

If we are in Christ, we are children of God and members of his spiritual family. He has only one
family. Our efforts should not be directed toward creating one family of God but to the
accepting of other brothers and sisters whom God has given us in the family he has already
created. It is a sin against the father to reject his other children.

In the parable about the prodigal son, the father had a united family even while the prodigal was
away and also after his return. The two sons were brothers in the same family of the same father
all the time. Upon the return of the profligate one, the older brother rejected him. They were
still brothers but one judged the other to be unworthy when he should have left the judging to the
father. The father had accepted him fully. We condemn ourselves when we judge and turn away
from our brother.

It was the brother who was so obedient, good, and right who was the greater disappointment.
His rejection of his brother, if sustained, would be more of a long-range threat to the family than
the sins of the flesh of the brother. The sins of immorality were repented of, but the parable
leaves us with a self-righteous older brother who thought he was too good to stoop to receive his
brother who had erred. That is the same kind of rejecting attitude that plagues the older brothers
in God’s family today.

To have accepted the errant brother back would not have given endorsement to his pigpen
conduct. Brotherhood did not originate from nor depend upon their conduct, but it was the result
of having the same father. Surely, the young son had lived a filthy life of which neither the
father nor the son could approve. But the father was the only one who could rightly judge,
disinherit, or disclaim him. The older brother was stuck with him!

In the dead church at Sardis there were a few good brothers who had not wandered into the far
country. “Yet you have still a few names in Sardis, people who have not soiled their garments.”
The delinquent ones were called upon to repent, but the older brothers were not called upon to
judge and reject them.
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Brothers do not decide to fellowship each other in order to unite in the father’s family. It is not
fellowship him and then unite with him, but rather recognize the fellowship that the family
relationship creates.

Should the Church of Christ accept the Christian Church, and vise versa? No, for acceptance is
an individual matter. Each of us must accept all the children of God without regard to the
particular names worn to distinguish their sectarian exclusiveness.

Children of God are separated into splintered groups. When the various individuals in these
churches accept other brothers and sisters across our divisive lines, we can come to appreciate
that there is one body, one church.

Since all who are in the one body do not accept each other, it seems appropriate that we have
accepting meetings in order to work toward healing the sores caused by our sin of alienation.
But since acceptance is not a corporate action, you need not wait for meetings to bring it about.
Just begin individually to accept all of God’s children with whom he has united you in one body.
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Chapter 2

WHO IS A CHRISTIAN?

Alexander Campbell’s response to this question raised in the famous Lunenburg Letter aroused a
long discussion by those who disagreed with him. The matter is still being debated.

Why cannot we lay this question to rest once for all? It is because there in no definition of a
Christian in the scriptures!

The scriptures do not say, “They called themselves Christians.” There is no record of a follower
of Jesus taking that designation for himself or applying it to others. Neither do we read that God
called them Christians. But we do read that “in Antioch the disciples were for the first time
called Christians” (Acts 11:26).

Somebody called the disciples Christians. Who was that somebody? Not other disciples. Not
God. Evidently, the populace of Antioch did. Agrippa used the term with a sneer (Acts 16:28),
but Paul avoided use of that name in his reply to Agrippa and in all of his writings. In their
persecutions believers were being called Christians disparagingly, in the same manner in which
some had been referred to as “the sect of the Nazarenes” before, and Peter urged them to accept
that supposedly derogatory designation unashamedly in a manner which would glorify God (1
Peter 4:16).

Who were being called Christians? Disciples. That is what they were disciples! But they were
being called something else. Why do we make such a big thing of calling ourselves Christians
and so seldom identify ourselves as disciples?

Who, then, is a disciple? After his resurrection Jesus sent the eleven disciples out to preach the
gospel. He told them, “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the
name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that | have
commanded you...” (Matt. 28:19f). Acceptance of the gospel made people disciples. The
disciples were to be baptized. Then they were taught as disciples. Belief in the gospel made
them disciples and then, after baptism, they were guided and nurtured toward maturity as
followers by the doctrines.

A disciple is a learner, believer, or follower. When a person develops a conviction about Jesus
that makes him want to learn more and follow him, that person is a disciple. He is a disciple
from the time of the germination of the seed into faith until he dies as one mature in Christ.

We are at different points on the road, but need we try to define certain stages on that
heavenward journey when one becomes acceptable to God — and to us? Where are those
definitive milestones between the start and the finish? Although there is a continuous process of
development between the conception of new human life and its senectitude, there is no period of
unacceptability. We recognize the living personhood all along the way. So it is with being a
disciple.
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Suppose that the follower holds to some error in the earlier stages of belief. Must we not reject
him or her? No, for all would be rejected. None of us ever reaches total freedom from error.
Jesus said to teach the disciples all his commands. Teaching is a continuous process needed
even by the most aged and mature of us.

Why are we so eager to define who is a Christian? Is it not to give some measurement enabling
us to accept or reject readily? We settle for artificial distinctions. Why are we so eager to reject
others? Is it to satisfy our smugness? Is it a fear that others may defile us? Fellowship with
immature learners is no more compromising than including infants in our society. To recognize
a person as a fellow disciple does not mean we approve his errors or misconduct; otherwise, we
would cut ourselves off from most of those in our congregations.

Baptism has been our hang-up. It is our line in the sand. We judge anyone who has not crossed
that line. While it is true that baptism is an essential command of Jesus, so are the rest of his
directives. But in his growth Christ’s student need not master the understanding and obedience
to all of them before he or she can find the favor of God. Who could ever claim such an
achievement? Upon learning and understanding any previously overlooked requirement, if the
lifelong student refuses to comply, then that person has ceased being a follower indeed. And that
is scary for all would-be achievers, for no one observes all divine instructions. So who are we to
judge others at their different stations on the same road?

Millions of the disciples with whom we will have no association have been baptized according to
their understanding of what baptism entails. Because they have not observed our scruples about
baptism, we have felt that we can rightly sit on the throne of judgment to declare them unfit for
our fellowship. Instead of considering them as fellow-learners who still need our loving
instruction, we have counted them as adversaries. We as servants of the Master judge his other
servants and exclude them as his enemies. Can you judgmentally refuse other disciples of Jesus
and expect his hearty approval?

The followers of Jesus in your congregation lack in points of understanding, do not hold identical
beliefs, fall short of perfect obedience, and fail in attitude and conduct, but you share the
common life with them. Why accept them while disdaining other followers who have similar
shortcomings?

Who is a disciple? Jesus gave us the identifying marks of disciples. “By this all men will know
that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another” (John 13:35). Jesus told some
believers, “If you continue in my word, you are truly my disciples” (John 8:31). And, “By this
my Father is glorified, that you bear much fruit, and so prove to be my disciples” (John 15:8).
Wonder why Jesus left baptism out? You may reply that baptism is included in “if you continue
in my word.” If true, so are all the other commands, and Jesus did not elevate baptism above the
rest as the crucial test. A sincere learner may be loving, continue in his word, and bear much
fruit without ever understanding and conforming to your or my scruples. God will judge
righteously; we are to accept lovingly.
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If you consider that disciples and Christians are identical, please consider this: disciples exist
before and apart from baptism. Then so must Christians! Disciples must continue to learn and to
obey as they are able to understand. Then so must Christians.
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Chapter 3

“WHY DON’T YOU LEAVE THE CHURCH OF CHRIST?”

While reading some of my material, one woman became so upset that she called me and angrily
demanded, “Why don’t you leave the Church of Christ? You hate it so much!”

Several other readers, expressing agreement with my writings, have inquired, “Have you left the
Church of Christ?” or “Are you still in the Church of Christ?”

Although these questions are similar, 1 am convinced that there is a great difference in the
understanding of those who asked them. A candid look into their questions in relation to the
nature of the church will reveal a contrast between Biblical unity and sectarianism. It may clear
some of the barriers to much-needed reformation and acceptance. Let me explore this with you.

On the “birthday of the church,” the word church is not even used. Acts 2:47 indicates that the
Lord added to their number (added to them or added together) day by day those who were being
saved. They became God’s congregation, or assembly, in its universal, or catholic, identity.
Although the word church is a mistranslation of ekklesia which means congregation or assembly,
we will accept its common usage in this treatise. Even if the saved were in different localities,
they had all been baptized by one Spirit into one body (1 Cor. 12:13). A body has members; the
church does not. The church is those who are in the state or condition of being saved, and the
saved have no members.

In consideration of the different aspects of their essence, these saved were referred to as the
disciples, the believers, the saints, the body, the church, the assembly of God, the church of God,
the church of the Lord, etc. and various localized groups were identified as churches of Christ
and churches of the saints. None of these descriptive designations of the saved ones was used as
a title or proper name for either the church as a whole or for local assemblies.

People did not associate themselves with the church of their choice, for the Lord has only one.
He sets all the saved into his one body. But people were not baptized into the church at
Jerusalem, Corinth, Antioch, or any other locality. The Lord does not add us to individual
congregations but to his universal assembly.

Local groups may go astray. They may become misdirected, corrupt, divisive, exclusive, and/or
sectarian-spirited. When a group excludes other disciples because of doctrinal convictions (other
than those that deny the basis of the gospel), that group becomes sectarian and divisive. When a
group distinguishes itself from others by a name, even a Biblical designation, it becomes a
denomination. To name is to denominate. Thus a segment of the saved within the universal
congregation becomes a sectarian denomination by its exclusive stance.

The Lord does not add us to local groups, nor does the Spirit baptize us into them. We choose
fellowship in them. This is a point that our people generally have failed to grasp. We have
believed that when we are baptized, we are automatically added to the local congregation. But
we have never faced the perplexity that God would be adding people to sectarian groups which
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will tolerate no fellowship with each other. Some are able to admit that God adds saved ones to
various splinter groups as long as they wear the denominating name Church of Christ. But if
they wear some other distinguishing name like Christian Church, Community Church, or Church
of God, no way!

This presents a special problem for our time of sectarian divisions. Where is that universal
church to which the Lord adds the saved? There may be some unnamed nonsectarian house
churches or independent assemblies of it, but it is not in any identifiable organized form on this
earth. Generally, the saved ones have identified with various congregations of people who are
imperfect in understanding, misdirected, in error (including you and me!), sectarian spirited,
divisive, and are eager to perpetuate their particular party. There are no perfect congregations or
organized groups! Not one! There never has been one! There never will be one! All the
brothers we have are brothers in error! We are all in company with our own kind!

Can a person remain saved in one of these divisions? Yes, not because he is in it but in spite of
his being in it. You can, and do, live in association with liars, thieves, drunkards, adulterers,
proud people, misdirected people, and sectarian-spirited people without approving or partaking
of their sins. You are not accountable for that which you disavow and decry. In younger days I
would look out over the congregation and think how pure and proper all those good people of
God were. But | have lived long enough now to know that all the abovementioned sins can be
found in most any sizeable congregation. And it may not have to be too sizeable! Can God’s
saved be among them? Certainly, for there is no other situation in which he finds his disciples.
One is called upon to refrain from all corruption of morals, doctrine, and practice, but no one can
do it perfectly. All are sinners. We are sinners saved by grace. The church is God’s collection
of sinners saved by grace. Their only claim to perfection is that God counts them as though they
have no sins. He credits Christ’s sinlessness to their accounts. Paul would have us meekly to
judge ourselves rather than our brother (1 Cor. 11:27-32; Rom. 14).

Briefly, | have pictured the situation all the saved are in. We have refused to look at this reality,
denied its truthfulness, and resisted those who teach it. While garnishing the tombs of Stone,
Campbell, and the pioneers of our Movement, we stone those who currently teach these very
things they taught.

Those friends who ask, “Are you still in the Church of Christ?” are aware of the difference in the
church of Christ in its universal sense and the Church of Christ in its local entities. They know
that the Lord added me to his church by saving me, and they are not asking if | have left that
fellowship, nor are they accusing me of losing my salvation. These inquirers understand that,
after the Lord saved me, | became a part of a segregated group called the Church of Christ. They
correctly understand that by the one Spirit | was not baptized into a local group that was less than
the whole. | joined one. All right, for you who abhor the word joined, | placed membership!

Both membership and placing membership are unscriptural terms. One does not hold
membership among the saved, and if one did, it would not be something that could be placed
somewhere. We devised both euphemistic expressions to accommodate our joining with divided
groups.
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The Lord adds us to the one body, but we then align ourselves with distinctive groups like the
Church of Christ, the Christian Church, or others. We even have a menu of choices of different
kinds of Churches of Christ with which to become affiliated. The Lord doesn’t add us to all of
them or any of them. We choose them without divine directive. Such choices make sectarian
denominations. Our fellowship in the universal church is not an at large membership in all the
splintered groups.

When we exclude others of God’s children from our group, we become sectarian. When we give
that fellowship a name to distinguish it from others, we designate it as a denomination. Who can
deny, while maintaining integrity, that each segment of the Church of Christ and Christian
Church fits the definition of a sectarian denomination?

Using a Biblical term to distinguish the group does not alter the case. Accepting church of
Christ instead of Church of Christ does not remedy the error, either. That violates proper
grammar because church of Christ is being used as a proper noun on the sign, bulletin,
letterhead, church and telephone directories, and in conversation. That evasion fools no one but
ourselves, and some of us are catching on! A local, exclusive church of Christ is not identical
with the universal church of Christ. It is high time for us to recognize that, eat our humble pie,
and begin to make correction.

So when these people ask me if | am still in the Church of Christ, they are asking if | have
changed my membership from one sectarian group to another. They realize that there is no one
true church in organized form out there somewhere for me to join.

In answer to them I say that | am still in a sectarian-spirited Church of Christ, but I denounce its
exclusive claims and accept disciples across our denominational lines. What other alternative do
I have?

I had no lengthy discussion with the sincere woman who asked why | do not leave the Church of
Christ, so the things I say here are my conjectures. She holds the traditional view that the Lord
adds the saved to the universal church of Christ, which is identified as the Church of Christ
congregations. She thinks she never joined a splinter group when she placed membership where
she attends. It could not be sectarian. But she betrays her own ambiguity, as we shall see.

Let me ask her and you a question. If | should want to leave the Church of Christ or church of
Christ, how would I go about it?

Give me a Bible answer. If it is the church that the Lord added me to, how may | get out of it?
Since the Lord added me to it, only he can subtract me from it! He may do that at the judgment,
but not before. When we presume to put people out of the church or exclude them from it, we
are most arrogant. If we consider the congregation as identical with the universal church, then
we are presuming to put people out of, or excluding them from, the Lord’s church!

Was she really asking me if | had left the universal church? | think not. She was thinking of my
joining another sectarian group. Without her realizing it, this woman indicated that she thought
of the Church of Christ as an entity which we may choose to join or leave. That can happen only
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in a sectarian division. But the Lord does not give me that choice. By his choice | was added to
his one church; by my choice | was added to a local, exclusive church. I can remove myself from
the local, sectarian group; only he can cast me out of his church.

In answering her question, | will say that I am still in the church of Christ (universal) and also a
Church of Christ division. | remain in the latter because it is my heritage and | have not found a
better one, but not because | think all of God’s saved are in it. | recognize my fellowship with all
of the saved regardless of where they are. God still has only one “assembly of the firstborn who
are enrolled in heaven” even though its constituents are separated from each other in exclusive
parties.

I am convinced that | have pictured the only practical course for unity. Too long we have
presumed that God demands total conformity of faith and practice in congregations of identical
pattern-perfect people in a perfect church! The church is composed of imperfect people whom
God has called together and saved. But they are still imperfect. And when you assemble a group
of them together, you have an imperfect congregation. There have been no exceptions, and there
never will be. As lifelong sinners saved by grace, we must continue to “welcome one another,
therefore, as Christ has welcomed you, for the glory of God” (Rom. 15:7). Thus we “maintain
the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace.” May his grace bring you peace.
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Chapter 4

THE INIQUITY OF THE FATHERS

Does our just God hold children accountable for the sins of their parents? An emphatic and clear
answer is: “The soul that sins shall die. The son shall not suffer for the iniquity of the father, nor
the father suffer for the iniquity of the son” (Ezek. 18:20).

If that were all that is written on the subject, the answer would be concise and simple. But God
himself declared, “For I the Lord your God am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers
upon the children to the third and the fourth generation of those who hate me” (Exo. 20:5). In
search for harmony of these seemingly contradictory declarations, let me offer a few thoughts
and make a specific application for us today.

The statement from Exodus is a part of the Ten Commandments forbidding idolatry. God had
chosen a nation to uphold his name in a pagan world. He was jealous of any straying of their
affections toward other gods. If they should turn to idols, which they often did, His disciplinary
punishments would be felt by succeeding generations until they returned to him. Inspired history
reveals that Israel turned away many times, and succeeding generations felt the jealous wrath
brought by the iniquity of the fathers.

This was a national punishment which did not necessarily relate to the personal sins of each
individual. No doubt, even in the time of total national abandonment into idolatry, there were
individuals who were not guilty. God always has a remnant — seven thousand who do not bow
down to Baal. Although these persons would suffer the national chastisement, their souls would
not be lost.

Here is where Ezekiel’s statements fit in. Jerusalem’s unfaithfulness was bringing God’s wrath
on Judah. The people developed a proverb of complaint against God: “The fathers have eaten
sour grapes, and the children’s teeth are set on edge” (Ezek. 18:1-4). They were complaining
that the children were bearing the sins of the parents, but God spoke of their individual
accountability: “Behold, all souls are mine; the soul of the father as well as the soul of the son is
mine: the soul that sins shall die.” This is speaking of loss of the soul due to personal guilt rather
than corrective punishment brought on the nation.

From this we can conclude that people may suffer various temporal consequences of the sins of
their parents, but they do not bear the guilt of their parents. If they continue in the sins of their
forebears, they will be guilty because of personal sins. If they do not embrace the sins of their
fathers, there is no personal guilt.

While we conclude that God still works within nations, we are not to think that he has a chosen
nation today nor that America is a counterpart to Israel. We who are subjects of Christ are the
spiritual Israel. As such we are not judged as a church but as individuals.

In time various corruptions have affected the universal church. From our fathers we have
inherited a sectarianized, divided community of believers which we did not create. Even though

-10 -
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we are adversely affected by these organized divisions. This sin of sectarianism cannot be laid to
our account.

Just as there were righteous, God-fearing people like Elijah and the seven thousand in the times
of Israel’s idolatry, there are non-sectarian people in our divided communities of believers. The
children of God are scattered among these divided groups. They did not form them, but they
inherited the results of the sins of others. There is no such thing as an organized “one, true
church” to be found with which you may align yourself.

For many years | reasoned that | only obeyed the gospel and let the Lord add me to his universal
church, and that | never joined a sectarian group. But | came to see that when a group of
disciples refuses fellowship with others in Christ, it becomes a sect. When it accepts a name to
distinguish itself from other children of God, it becomes a denomination. Did God add me to the
local Church of Christ (or church of Christ, if you prefer) which rejects other Christians and
wears a distinguishing name? | had to be honest with myself. God added me to his one
universal church, but I joined a local group which is a sectarian denomination. | could explain
that | did not join a church but that I just placed membership. What is the difference other than
terminology? | aligned myself with an exclusive group. And therein is the problem.

Most of those Christians in the various parties believe in the correctness of their distinctive
groups and give their consent and energy to protect and promote them. Although they do not
bear the guilt of their predecessors, they incur their own guilt be perpetuating a sectarian spirit
which maintains their exclusiveness.

There are Christians in Babylon, however, who decry the division caused by the rejection of
others in Christ. They accept God’s children without regard to denominational boundaries.
They are caught in a circumstance that suffers from the results of division, just as all present-day
disciples are, yet they are not sectarian in attitude. Such people are guilty of neither inherited sin
of division nor personal sins of judgmental rejection of fellow believers.

There is no such thing as a pure congregation of the Lord’s people because they are all composed
of erring brethren. Each man is to examine himself rather than his brother. A person is not
guilty of his brother’s sins unless he approves them. Fellowship is not approval, but it is sharing
life in Christ. The Lord sets us in that fellowship. We do not choose our brothers, judge them,
or bear their sins. “The righteousness of the righteous shall be upon himself, and the wickedness
of the wicked shall be upon himself” (Ezek. 18:20).

Israel was always called upon to reform and return, but never to start a new nation. Because
congregations are composed of misunderstanding and erring humans, we must be in a continuous
process of reform. There is no advice from an inspired pen, however, for Christians to abandon
erring brethren and start a pure church. Not even the sin-plagued Corinthian fellowship or the
seven churches of Asia with their glaring iniquities. That remedy for purity was devised by
partisans. It is a work of the flesh, not a refinement of the Spirit.

Let us repeat: You and | do not bear the guilt for the divisions brought into existence by our
forefathers though we suffer many ill consequences of their sins. We are individually

-11 -
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accountable though for our perpetuation of the sectarian spirit shown in rejecting brothers in
Christ.

-12 -
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Chapter 5
OUR JUDICIAL SYSTEM

Even though it probably was boring to you then, in your high school class you were taught that
there are three functions of civil governments: the legislative to make the law, the executive to
enforce the law, and the judicial to interpret the law.

In our country these are separate branches of government. In countries with a monarch, the
responsibilities have been distributed variously. Where a dictatorship prevails, the entire system
may be tightly controlled by one person.

What sort of rule prevails in the spiritual realm? Are there legislative, executive, and judicial
functions ruling the church?

God, working through Christ and the Holy Spirit, is the legislator and executor in the Kingdom
of Heaven. Although his will has been made known through Spirit-guided men, no man has ever
been delegated to make laws or enforce them. Inspired men offered help in interpreting and
applying the will of God in some specific instances through their epistles.

From those inspired men we may discern principles for judging many questions that arise in our
effort to do what God wants. But our modern issues are not all addressed by the inspired men.
For instance, the Scriptures do not mention church owned property, contraception, voluntary
abortion, or the clapping of hands in the assembly. Who is to judge questions about such things
today? Who is authorized to define right and wrong on current issues? Whose interpretation is
to prevail?

Under the code of law given through Moses, there was no question that God required Israel to
remember the Sabbath. That command can serve as an example to make our point. All could
agree that they should not work on the Sabbath, and all sincere Israelites were eager to keep the
day holy by refraining from labor. But the Law did not define work! Who was to judge and
declare what was work and what was not?

The Jews believed there were two kinds of law given to Moses, the written law and the oral law
known as the Torah. Both were accepted as equally authentic. The concept of oral law was not
devised to evade or compromise the written law. Their sincere purpose was to determine the
intent of the law as it applied to specific questionable cases after Moses was gone. Through
succeeding generations, spiritual leaders made judgments of how the law applied in current
situations not described or defined in the written law.

Those judicial decisions of the fathers were respected as being definitive on points where the law
was not. In a similar manner, when a constitutional case is tried in our civil courts, the decision
becomes a precedent that is respected in later trials. The accumulation of their interpretations
came to be known as the Traditions of the Fathers.
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Jesus’ conflict with the rabbis, scribes, and Pharisees was not over the Law but over the
traditions, which they bound as law. The judiciary had usurped the legislative! David W.
Chadwell has given us a most helpful study of this development in his Beware of the Leaven of
the Pharisees (Quality Publications, P.O. Box 1060, Abilene, Texas 79604).

The Roman Catholic concept and practice is similar to that of the Jews. They accept the Bible as
the inspired written law, but they declare a need of a judicial system to interpret the law in each
generation. Beginning with the supposed primacy of Peter, they have established the papacy and
hierarchy as the living voice of God on earth through which God gives the oral law. Through
this means, the church has added new interpretations through the generations which have become
equal in authority with the Scriptures. Thus the church usurped the legislative powers. Their
compilation of Canon Law is larger than the Bible.

Believing these rules to be the official judgments of the living voice of God, the individuals felt
no concern about interpreting and understanding the Bible. They were catechized in the
teachings of the church to enable their proper obedience. In fact, any attempt of an individual to
interpret the Bible was considered to be a sinful affront to the church. Not only did the Catholic
system develop a judiciary role, it also claimed an executive, enforcing power which it exercised
by penances, excommunication, interdiction, and even executions. By this means that we have
described, it was able to preserve an enforced unity by conformity. There could be no splinter
groups who accepted the papacy. (In fairness to the Catholic Church, let me say that much
change is currently taking place and their people are encouraged now to study the Bible.)

Private Interpretation

The Protestant Reformation put things in a different light. The reformers accepted the Bible as
the only guide from God, with him as both the Lawmaker and Enforcer. But what of the
judiciary role? It was returned to the disciple! They advanced the right of individual
interpretation along with the priesthood of the believer. Of course, we are speaking of our
discerning the intent of God’s message for ourselves rather than judging others. God has
delegated all condemnatory judgment to the Son.

Although that is an exciting concept, in view of what we have already reviewed, we can see
caution flags go up immediately! Confusion lies ahead!

In seeking to apply the will of God to their own situations, people will judge the meaning of the
Scriptures influenced by many variables. All will not have equal access to the Scriptures.
Intelligence and literary training will vary widely. Each believer will be influenced and
conditioned strongly by his culture which is molded by nationality, political climate, great
thinkers, educators, and philosophers, and the period of history in which he lives. Even his
emotional makeup of right brain/left brain dominance will affect his judgments.

In view of these factors, there is no possibility that all people will reach the same understanding
in applying the Scriptural teachings. Will people with differing judgments, opinions, scruples,
convictions, and practices be acceptable to God? Or must the community of believers develop a
judicial system to determine the intent of God’s message in each problematic situation?
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Historically, those who have tried to interpret for the rest of us have differed and divided. They
have developed creeds which serve as fences and boundaries. Is unity hopeless?

Some clarifications concerning justification are in order at this point. The first covenant
involved a code of law, the Law of Moses. Historically, the Catholic Church has held a more
legalistic concept of the New Covenant scriptures. So they have emphasized justification by
keeping works of law. Strict legal details of rituals have been demanded to avoid infraction and
to gain the blessing sought.

Although that approach is being moderated in this generation, it prevailed in the time of the
Protestant Reformation.

The Motivating Principle

The reformers directed us to the Scriptural concepts of justification by grace through faith rather
than by works of law or merit. We gain right standing apart from any system of law. Obeying
the gospel (2 Thes. 1:8) or becoming obedient to the faith (Acts 6:7) is not the submission to
another code of law but the acceptance of the grace offered to those who will identify with Christ
in his death, burial, and resurrection. In this essay, my theme does not relate to justification but
to our sanctification, our life of holiness, growth, and endurance. Are there rules or laws that we
must follow in our holy living? Yes, but these are no legal code. These may be boiled down to a
single principle of action.

Our motivating principle of action is love. That is the law of Christ, the law of liberty, the royal
law, the law which they had heard from the beginning of Jesus’ ministry, and the great
commandment which fulfills all “if there be any other commandment.”

When your actions are motivated by love, you are fulfilling God’s will. You need not seek
someone else to interpret that for you, for you alone are able to judge your motivation and action.
You accept your own judicial responsibility and are accountable only to God for your decision.

The Scriptures provide instructions, examples, exhortations, and warnings which give guidance
in expressing our love to man and God. Our responses to the scriptural instructions become
expressions of our commitment to God rather than efforts to gain his favor or right standing. As
simple as this seems to be for the individual, our judicial problem is not all solved yet.

Many sincere disciples have declared that we do not need to interpret the scriptures but that we
should just take them for what they say. That may sound good, but it is woefully simplistic. We
will consider the prohibition of killing as an example. This will illustrate the complexity of
deciding the intent of God’s will in countless other situations.

Thou shalt not kill was a part of a code of law. In our time it is still sinful to kill, not because we
break a code, but because our principle of action (love) would be violated in killing. Love
always fulfilled that law. But may a person with love kill another and remain innocent? Again,
things are not all so simple that we have no need to interpret what fulfills the intent of the
prohibition.
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Defining The Law

Since killing is not fully defined in the Scriptures, our individual judgment must determine what
would be an infraction. Would the following actions be killing which is condemned?

= taking the life of an animal?

= taking life in self-protection or in defense of country?

= executing a criminal or approving of capital punishment?

= preventing conception or voluntary abortion?

= destroying life in an auto accident you caused?

= causing a fatal accident by speeding or carelessness?

= allowing your child’s death by failure to buckle him up?

= withholding mechanical life-prolonging aid from the dying?
= allowing a child to drown in your unfenced, unguarded pool?
= discouraging a depressed person who then takes his life?

= Josing a patient, as a doctor, due to carelessness?

= encouraging a spouse’s smoking and diet that caused death?
= taking one’s own life while depressed emotionally?

= exposing a person to AIDS which takes his/her life?

= giving medical advice that causes a person’s death?

= refusing medical help in favor of prayer for a dying child?

= failing to rescue an endangered person?

= failing to send food to the starving in other lands?

= wishing for Saddam Hussein to be killed?

Who is to interpret the will of God and judge your guilt or innocence in any or all of those
circumstances? Who can define kill as prohibited in thou shalt not kill? As much as | might like
to do it, I cannot bind my judgment on you. | might offer you advice, but you are the only one
who can examine your own heart and determine if you were motivated by love with no selfish or
impure heart involved.

We have let killing stand as an example of the complexity of applying a rule. Paul used
circumcision, the eating of meats, and the observance of days as test cases. Read again Paul’s
liberating discourse in Romans 14.

When | would bind my scruples on you, he jolts me back to my senses with “Who are you to
pass judgment on the servant of another?”! Paul defends the right and responsibility of the
weakest of brothers by scolding the one who would judge him: “Why do you pass judgment on
your brother? Or you, why do you despise your brother? For we shall all stand before the
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judgment seat of God; for it is written “As | live, says the Lord, every knee shall bow to me, and
every tongue shall give praise to God.” So each of us shall give account of himself to God”’.

Through prayerful self-examination you judge your own heart and conduct in light of the
Scriptures. Thus you form your own opinions, scruples, conscience, and convictions. Then,
“The faith that you have, keep between yourself and God; happy is he who has no reason to
judge himself for what he approves.” For your conclusions, you are not accountable to me, the
preachers, the elders, the editors, or anyone else. They may aid your understanding, yet they
disagree and lead in different directions. Their only proper course is to accept you. If I am
responsible for my own decisions and you are responsible for yours, then neither of us can be
responsible for the decisions of the other.

A wide range of individual convictions is tolerated in most of our congregations. The freedom
allowed for open discussion of personal scruples varies in our congregations. They do not
become problems generally until a person tries to bind them on others. At that point, the one
who would make his opinion law thinks he is contending for the truth, but others will consider
him as divisive. And he will indeed be divisive if he rejects, or leads others to reject, disciples
who do not agree with his point of view.

James erects a STOP! sign: ““He that...judges his brother, speaks evil against the law and
judges the law. But if you judge the law, you are not a doer of the law but a judge. There is one
lawgiver and judge, he who is able to save and to destroy. But who are you that you judge your
neighbor?”” (James 4:11f).

Fitting Into The Congregation

So far, we have considered individual judgments only. Now we will get into the really sticky
stuffl  'Who is to decide the intent of God’s message in questions that relate to the entire
congregation?

In the Stone-Campbell Movement major issues have been made of such matters as the function
of women in the organized work and the assembly, unleavened bread or leavened bread, grape
juice or wine, one cup (a glass) or individual cups (plastic “glasses”), singing groups,
instrumental accompaniment to singing, congregational cooperation, Sunday schools, support of
Christian colleges, the hired minister, various matters relating to elders, and other debatable
items. People holding opposing convictions about these practices simply cannot serve and
worship in the same assembly without offending the conscience of some or curtailing the liberty
of others.

The disciple convinced that the use of individual containers in the communion is sinful is not
obligated to violate his conscience for the sake of conformity, yet he must not jump from his
judicial privilege to the legislative function in an effort to bind his conviction on all others.

In like manner, the woman who cannot sing conscientiously with mechanical accompaniment
cannot be expected to sing where instruments are employed. Although this sincere sister judges
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that she is right, she cannot make a law which overturns the judgment of equally sincere sisters
who think they are right.

These are but two illustrations of the problem of conformity in all the debatable areas mentioned
above. Those who disagree may study and discuss, but neither group may rightly seek to
override the judgment of the other and bind its decisions on them.

Charitable concessions may be made out of respect for the ones who hold certain convictions. A
congregation may give up individual containers, Sunday school, or instrumental accompaniment
in order not to offend members who believe those things to be wrong. That can be a generous
gesture. But must each congregation give up all practices and teachings which some persons
object to?

Some who object to instrumental music still call upon the people who use instruments to give
them up for the sake of unity. In doing so they try to blame the instrumentalists for keeping our
people apart. If a congregation wishes to heed that plea as an irenic gesture, that is fine. But will
the non-instrumentalist make that same concession for unity with those who oppose paid
ministers, multiple cups, Bible classes, congregational cooperation, church-owned property, and
many other controversial practices? Surely not! The shoe doesn’t fit the other foot!

Does sincere endeavor to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace demand that we
give up all individual liberties for the sake of peace? It does not. Paul was willing to refrain
from eating meat and drinking wine for the sake of his weak brother. But after he informed the
brother, he was no longer the weak brother, though he might be the stubborn brother. Paul
cherished his right to eat and drink (1 Cor. 9:3). He would not allow the vegetarian, the keeper
of days, or the contender for circumcision to make a law of his judgmental decisions on such
matters. He would not permit the church to be hobbled forever by the binding of every man’s
convictions on all. The “objector’s rule” is a tyranny that usurps the judicial role of all. The list
of conscientious objections is limitless. There was room in the fellowship for the sincere ones on
both sides of those and other issues. One had no permission to condemn the other, nor was the
latter permitted to disdain the former. Read Romans 14 again!

Is Unity Possible?

In view of all this, is unity impossible? Our traditional concept of unity is impossible. | fear that
we have not really understood the kind of unity Jesus prayed for and created.

It is unrealistic to think that all of us will ever come to understand everything alike. That has
never been the case, even under the tutelage of the apostles. And it is not necessary. Each can
serve according to his or her own beliefs with others who have similar convictions. No one is
called upon to violate his conscience in order to conform to a group. People who tremble at the
thought of singing with a piano may assemble with those of like mind. The person who is
shocked by a woman leading singing may gather where men lead. The disciple who demands
that one cup be used in the communion may meet with those who believe likewise. Those who
are convinced that the church must wear a certain name may serve in a church that wears that
name.
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We may apply that principle to those in each of the diverse groups of disciples. But you may
protest that | am justifying the very divided state that we live in; however, that is not exactly
right. There is a valid distinction that | am making.

Although there is no mention of separate groups meeting to accommodate different convictions,
we would not rule out the possibility that the Grecians met separately in Jerusalem. The same
could be true of those who contended for circumcision, those who continued to keep the Law of
Moses, the disciples of John, and the Samaritans. Those who refused to observe days could
hardly have participated in the activities of those who were observing them.

A group may find it expedient to write out a statement of its beliefs, aims, practices, and
procedures. There is nothing improper about stating what you believe and practice. It does
become disastrously wrong, however, for the person or group to demand that all others must
conform to the stated judgment. To refuse and reject those who do not conform to it is to
become divisive separatists.

Yes, we may rightly serve with others with whom we are comfortable. Our right of private
interpretation demands that. But we must recognize the same right given to all brothers in Christ
and must continue to share with them in God’s family. Regardless of the set of scruples a group
is built around, its members have no right to reject equally sincere brothers in the other groups.
It is not meeting in separate assemblies that is divisive and sinful; it is the rejecting of others
whom the Lord has added to his body that is inexcusably sinful. Rejection is a violation of the
love that binds us together.

It is time for us to look over our walls and to reach over our fences to others in Christ saying,
“With your interpretation of God’s will on some issues, we cannot agree. But we do not impose
our convictions on you or make unkind judgments against you. You are our brothers. We are
one in the Lord. We love you, pray for you, want to associate with you, and stand ready to work
with you in promoting his cause on earth.” Such loving gestures would soon crumble our
separating walls and dissolve our party loyalties.

Please bear with me a little longer. Jesus did not labor under delusions about the nature and
ability of man. When he prayed for unity, he knew that there would never be total conformity
and agreement in even a small group of people. But his prayer for unity was fulfilled! We have
missed the focus of his prayer.

Jesus’ Prayer Was Fulfilled!

Jesus prayed “that they may all be one; even as thou, Father, art in me, and | in thee, that they
also may be in us, so that the world may believe that thou hast sent me. The glory which thou
has given me | have given to them, that they may be one even as we are one, | in them and thou
in me, that they may become perfectly one...”” (John 17:21f). He and the Father are one. We are
in the Father and the Son. We are one in them. Beginning on Pentecost, all the saved are united
in them. Through his grace they become “perfectly one!” That is the unity of the Spirit, “for by
one Spirit we are all baptized into one body.” There is only one body. Disciples may reject
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others in it and separate from them to their own condemnation, but man cannot divide it for
oneness is an essential nature of the church.

Our revered pioneer, Thomas Campbell, grasped that profound truth and expressed it to us long
ago: “The Church of Christ upon earth is essentially, intentionally and constitutionally one;
consisting of all those in every place that profess their faith in Christ and obedience to him in all
things according to the Scriptures, and that manifest the same by their tempers and conduct.”

The Campbells understood that God’s saved people were not limited to some exclusive group but
that, though they were scattered among the separated groups, the Church of Christ had not lost its
essence of being one in God and Christ. They recognized that constitutionally the ekklesia is
one. They set out to unite the disciples in all the sects. By that they were not calling them from
their churches to form a new “undenominational” one. Their plea was for all to cease rejecting
those in churches other than their own. To their shame, succeeding generations lost that
perception of true unity and made a one hundred and eighty degree reversal.

Fellowship is not with doctrines and practices but with Christ. As it relates to us, fellowship is a
noun denoting relationship, not a verb identifying something we do. Fellowship is not something
we extend or withdraw but it is the relationship granted by God of being one with God and Christ
and all who are in them. It is not an approval of the beliefs, practices, or sins of others. All who
are in Christ are imperfect, sinful people who are in error on various issues. Fellowship, then,
actually equals unity, for all who are in Christ are one. God makes us to stand by his grace in
spite of our deficiencies and misdirections. That is our only hope. And what need we more!

Jesus knew that all of us could not understand and apply law in all situations of the dedicated
life; so he did not subject us to another legal system. Therefore, we need not develop a new sort
of Talmud, Canon Law, or Traditions of the Fathers. Sadly, however, we have tended to do that
very thing in our misunderstanding and misdirection, and it has led to our rejection of others for
whom Christ died.

What | am saying here does not mean that we must sanction the flagrantly, impenitent immoral
person, the one who denies the basis of our hope, or any who are divisive.

Only One Measure

Jesus gave us only one principle of action by which to measure each response in life. That
law/principle is not obedience to a code or rituals, but it is love which determines every proper
action in the committed life. You, and only you, can discern your motives so as to judge your
own conduct. That is Jesus’ wise provision!

These expressed truths may lead you further than you are ready to go. Although we have
professed to believe in the right of individual interpretation, our mindset has been to edge on
over from the judicial seat to usurp the legislative authority in binding our own convictions on
everyone else. Thus we have become more at ease in rejecting others than in accepting them.
That is the deadly disease of a divisive, sectarian spirit which is destroying us.
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Brothers and sisters of my beloved heritage, is it not high time for us to recognize our sinful,
rejecting attitude and to begin accepting and loving all of God’s people?

The responsibility of individual interpretation is the judicial system that God entrusted to the
citizens of his kingdom. That precludes the right that any may claim over your faith. Only in
respecting that right given to each of us will we ever come to realize the unity that God created
in Christ. He put us in one body. Let us respect it that way.
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Chapter 6

“YOU ARE MY PEOPLE NOW!”
This will not be another doctrinal discourse. | want to tell you about a man named Earnest Pitre.

Being supported in a mission effort in New Iberia, Louisiana, Lea and I , with our six-weeks-old
Sol, moved there in 1951. That was Cajun Country in the middle of southern Louisiana. There
the descendants of the French Acadians, who were once driven out of Canada, lived. Those
unfortunate people had taken refuge in the then worthless marshlands bordering the Atchafalaya
Basin. Longfellow popularized their sad story in “Evangeline,” and the Evangeline Oak still
stands at nearby St. Martinville.

The genteel and industrious Acadians drained the marshes and developed a prosperous
agricultural industry while nurturing their flavorful French-Catholic culture in relative isolation.
When we moved there, many of the older people could speak no English. World War 1l and the
development of their rich oil reserves began to change all that.

Soon after we arrived in New lberia, a second radio station began operation. We managed to get
a seven-day per week broadcast in prime time. After some time, I was told of a man in
Loreauville nine miles away who was very interested, but | was given no name. On Sunday,
September 9, 1953, this man came to our assembly for the first time and was baptized. How
could I have known of the traumatic emotions tearing at his heart that day?

Thus | met Earnest Pitre, aged 64, a blacksmith and welder who could neither read nor write.
Though he was illiterate, he was intelligent. He had even patented a rotary hoe used in the
cultivation of sugar cane, the main crop of the area. No paved road had come to his town until a
year or so before.

The influence of the Catholic religion was incredibly strong among the “Cajuns.” When
Earnest’s younger brother was christened, the priest mistakenly spelled and pronounced his last
name differently. As a result, the brothers went through life with different last names! He was
taught from childhood that it was a sin to read the Bible.

Eventually, Mr. Pitre came into conflict with his church. After his wife had left him for another
man, he remarried without the approval of his church. He could not tolerate the injustice of his
consequent rejection for his marriage. So for years he had listened to various radio broadcasts in
search of an answer offering him hope. My lessons seemed to offer the truth this unknown
listener sought. As he learned, he began to talk with his wife about their obeying the gospel.
She was in agreement; that is, until her children found out about it! Then she became adamant in
her opposition. Finally, unable to live with his conscience any longer, he told her he was going
to the church to be baptized. She warned him that if he did, she would leave him. He expressed
his love for her, and concluded, “Well, then you will just have to leave me!” Knowing nothing
of that, little could I have realized what a courageous step he was taking that morning.
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To his relief, his wife did not follow through on her threat. However, her children initiated a
write-in campaign to the radio station to get me off the air, but the station manager stood by me.

After his conversion, he was a happy man, loving all and loved by all. He was at each service,
and when greeted with, “Brother Pitre, how are you?” he would always reply, “Lovely, just
lovely!”

His new-found relationship offered so much joy that he was eager to share the gospel with family
and friends. But to his dismay, one by one they distanced themselves from him.

Now that he was no longer afraid of the Bible, he had another dream. He wanted to learn to read
it for himself. But his age and poor eyesight made that seem but a dream.

This was before the time of cassette recordings, but | purchased for him a record player and the
recorded New Testament scriptures. He was in heaven! To say that he played them over and
over does not tell the story. He lived with the scriptures. Also, by obtaining an extra-large print
New Testament, he was then able to find corresponding places in the scriptures and the record
and follow along. In his devotion to this learning experience, he wore out the set of records so
that they had to be replaced. He almost memorized the entire Book. Maybe it was more the
memorization than actual reading, but he taught himself to read the Bible.

By the time he had learned to read, | had gotten a tape recorder for my broadcasting use. So |
invited him to come to our home to read some for recording. It was a proud moment for him and
a touching one for Lea and me to hear him read in his strong Cajun accent, “There is therefore
now no condemnation to them which are in Christ Jesus, who walk not after the flesh, but after
the Spirit,” and other passages as well. Here was on illiterate man with failing eyesight
approaching the age of seventy who had taught himself to read the Bible!

His continued rejection by his former church, family, and friends prepared him for another
painfully emotional experience which led him to an enriching realization.

A grandson of Brother Pitre was killed in an auto accident. A half dozen of us went to Jeanerette
for the funeral. We took our seats about midway in the building of the Catholic Church. Then
came the procession with the body followed by the family, as their custom was. As Brother Pitre
entered with the family, he immediately turned to the back wall and stood with a forlorn look of
dejection that tore at the heart. He no longer belonged with his family, his church, his people, his
culture. There he stood in loneliness and rejection.

As soon as the family was seated, | arose and went back to him. When he saw me, it was as
though his spirit had returned to his body. He came and sat with us, and then stood with us for
the final ritual in the churchyard cemetery. None of our group had spoken a word. Then as the
crowd was dismissed, he turned to us and said simply, “You are my people now.”

What a profound expression of the real meaning of the fellowship of the community of Christ!

Earnest Pitre has been gone many years. Louisiana has changed. The Catholic Church has
changed. I have changed. But the need for acceptance has not changed.
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May we never let age, or fears, or costs, or pressures, or hindrances stop us from learning and
growing. And out of all the wounds and rejections of life resulting from misunderstandings,
prejudices, or arrogance, let us accept, and find acceptance with, all of God’s community of
believers. Then in God’s support group, let us treasure on another, saying simply, “You are my
people now!”
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Chapter 7

SERVING “OTHERWISE THAN AS PRESCRIBED”

When the twenty-five year old Hezekiah came to the throne in Judah, the house of the Lord was
closed, defiled, and in disrepair; the priesthood was no longer sanctified; the ceremonies of the
Law had been abandoned; and the kingdom had long been divided. This youthful king ordered a
restoration of the house of God and an observance of the Passover. Then he sent an invitation to
the remnant of the divided brethren.

In making their plans for the Passover, some technical problems came to light. Because the
priests could not consecrate themselves properly in time for the lawfully prescribed fourteenth
day of Abib, they set a date in the second month. And “a multitude of the people, many of them
from Ephraim, Manasseh, Issachar, and Zebulun, had not cleansed themselves, yet they ate the
Passover otherwise than as prescribed” (2 Chron. 30).

How could they have dared to disregard God’s laws in such a bold manner! Did God respond to
their presumption with some awesome vengeance?

They had acted neither presumptuously nor in disregard to God’s laws. Prior to the Passover,
“Hezekiah had prayed for them, saying, ‘The good Lord pardon every one who sets his heart to
seek God, the Lord the God of his fathers, even though not according to the sanctuary’s rules of
cleanness.” And the Lord heard Hezekiah, and healed the people” (v. 1820). Even though they
respected God’s code of law given through Moses, they were made to recognize that there are
overriding principles which can make arbitrary law flexible.

The enjoining of the Sabbath rest was an arbitrary law deriving from the authority of God, for
example, yet Jesus commended their showing mercy to an unfortunate animal on the Sabbath
even though it involved labor on the Sabbath.

From this incident relating to Hezekiah and the Passover, we can learn that God is more
concerned about “everyone who sets his heart to seek God” than about lawful details through
which he is sought. This points to a principle that is greater than the law intended to promote it.
God is more concerned with man than with law. Whatever laws and regulations are given are
intended to aid man in finding and worshiping God rather than hindering. God loves man more
than his law. “The Sabbath was made for man,” Jesus explained, “and not man for the Sabbath.”
The law was made for the good of man, but man was not made to conform to arbitrary laws. In
the instance under study, the keeping of the regulations which were meant to encourage
worshipful expressions of the heart would have prevented that very worship.

If this principle prevailed under the legal code of Moses, how much happier it is with us since we
are justified through the principle of grace through faith instead of lawful rituals.

You may protest that they received a special dispensation from God through a direct answer to

Hezekiah’s prayer; that we do not receive such communications today; therefore, we must not
trifle with God’s laws. We are not suggesting that we trifle with his message, but we are
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emphasizing the discernment of the principles that govern God’s dealing with us. We do not
hear voices like Hezekiah might have heard, but we can learn of God’s dealing through the Old
Testament scriptures. Paul told Timothy that the writings could make him wise unto salvation.
Can we not also discern that wisdom?

Accepting the principle of this text, we can believe that God excuses circumstantial inadequacies
such as ignorance when one sets his or her heart to seek him. That’s good news for me, and it
should be to you, for no one can know and understand all of God’s message perfectly. The
person who may think he masters all does not even recognize his own ignorance.

Through the centuries, the men of greatest mind and sincerest dedication have not come to
common understanding of such basic matters as the triune divinity, the nature of Christ, the
nature of the kingdom, justification, predestination, election, the communion, baptism, the work
of the Holy Spirit, the return of Jesus, and countless other fundamental subjects. Yet they set
their hearts to seek God.

Which is more important, legal correctness or the proper heart? Do you say that both are
necessary? We need not strive for legal correctness because we are not serving under a legal
system. The demand for complete knowledge and detailed observances is the breeding ground
for endless divisions.

If Jesus gave us a set of lawful details concerning the Lord’s supper, for instance, involving a
proper time, one cup or multiple cups, wine or grape juice only, leavened or unleavened bread,
etc., we would be obligated to observe them accurately in order to be “well-pleasing in Thy
sight.” But whom could we trust to have all the right answers? And would confusion about any
detail of such a pattern prevent one from properly remembering the atonement? Those with
various scruples about these things have set their hearts to seek God and they serve to the best of
their understanding. That is as much as any of us can do. This same application can be made
widely to the things we fail to agree upon, or even agree upon in our misunderstanding.

The purpose of the Passover was not to test Israel’s ability to keep rituals in detail, but it was to
remind them that God called and delivered them. In like manner, the Lord’s supper is not a ritual
established to test our ability to understand and keep detailed specifications, but it is to call to our
remembrance regularly the very basis of our salvation in Christ. The principle overshadows any
confusion about the details.

We err when we try to limit God’s grace or demand that he dispense it through law.

This essay is not intended to give license to anyone for willful omission, rebellious disregard, or
deliberate change of any instruction God has given us. We do insist, however, that God meets
man in his circumstance when he sets his heart to seek his Creator and will accept him out of
love instead of out of the person’s ability to know, understand, and perform proper rituals, even
when “otherwise than as prescribed.”
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Chapter 8

DOES BAPTIZE REALLY MEAN TO IMMERSE ?

What? Another hassle about immersion? Perhaps you have studied about baptism enough and
are not ready to change your fixed convictions about it. You already know that baptize means to
immerse. So what’s the problem? Let’s take a look.

Words evolve. The current usage of a term may not convey the thought of the original word
from which it developed. To ascertain the present-day sense of words, we go back to their root
meanings, a sort of discovering their roots. We have done this in regard to baptism. But do we
follow this procedure consistently with other words? Let us do a little exercise here to test our
intellectual honesty.

Baptism and baptize come from the Greek root bapto which means to dip. So, that real meaning
is undeniable by anyone who respects the authority of the Lord expressed in the Scriptures. Or is
it?

We are instructed to “Abhor that which is evil” (Rom. 12:9). Abhor is a translation of the Greek
word apostugeo which means to shudder. Then should it not have been translated shudder
instead of abhor? Who dares to change the prescribed form of expressing detestation of evil? If
we go back to the root meaning, shuddering becomes essential in obeying God. Yet, | have
never shuddered at evil. Woe is me!

Our translators have rendered oikodomeo as edify. But the root meaning is to build a house.
Disciples are taught to edify each other (1 Thes. 5:11; 1 Cor. 14:26). Efforts are made to obey
this through teaching and encouraging, but who ever built a house by teaching and encouraging?
Who has the authority to change the prescribed procedure?

We all must worship God. Agreed. In many passages the word worship is rendered from
proskuneo whose root meaning is to kiss toward. Thus the root word specifies the essential form
of our approach to God as kissing toward God. Do you kiss toward God, or do you substitute
some other method in your effort to worship him?

These three examples of root meanings are enough to make the point. You may check these
words out in An Expository Dictionary of New Testament Words, by W.E. Vine.

If you are still with me, you are probably wishing to remind me that the current meanings of
these words are adapted from the root words rather than being literal translations. Agreed!
Except for one of the words!

The etymology of these words had already evolved by the time the New Testament Scriptures
were written. We can agree readily that a strong detestation of evil is what God wants rather
than a literal bodily shudder. And we can understand that building each other up by teaching and
encouragement is a modification of the idea of building a literal structure. Also, the bowing and
kissing toward a person or object would indicate veneration and love. Veneration and love
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expressed to God is worship even though it takes other forms of action. So, the evolved meaning
abandons the mode of kissing toward.

When it comes to baptism, however, we have clung to the original root connotation of dipping
and have resisted modification of the meaning of the word. The literal form has been kept sacred
so that the meaning must always be to dip. On the other hand, we have accepted some
adaptation. To dip more literally means to put a vessel into a liquid in order to lift some out. We
have accepted a modification to make it mean to plunge, immerse, or submerge. But those are
literal meanings. Does baptism have only a literal meaning of dipping, or could it be that time
and usage had developed another more general connotation? Let us now consider evidence that
both the form of the ritual and the meaning of it had already changed when John, Jesus, and the
apostles came on the scene.

A Pouring Out

In describing the falling of the Holy Spirit on the apostles on Pentecost, three times that baptism
is referred to as a pouring out of the Holy Spirit (Acts 2:1619, 33). In fact, it was “distributed
and resting on each one of them” (2:3). Its falling in such a dispersed manner looks more like
sprinkling or aspersion than immersion! In other references, the falling, pouring out, and
receiving of the Holy Spirit are all related to the baptism of the Holy Spirit (Acts 10:4447,
11:15f; Titus 3:5f). The giving of the Spirit which enabled disciples to know the truth was called
an anointing rather than a burial (1 John 2:20, 26; John 14:26).

The pouring out of the Spirit spoken of by Joel was identified by Peter as the outpouring, falling,
or baptism (See Joel 2:28; Acts 10:44f; 11:1517). Paul speaks of Israel’s being under the cloud
while passing through the parted waters of the sea as a baptism (1 Cor. 10:1f). Again, Paul
speaks of “the washing of regeneration and renewal of the Holy Spirit, which he poured out upon
us richly through Jesus Christ our Savior” (Titus 3:5f; compare Eph.5:26; 1 Cor. 6:11; Heb.
10:22) Saul’s baptism involved a washing (Acts 22:16; Lk. 11:38). So are we not forced to
conclude that Biblical usage reveals prior evolution of the original meaning of bapto?

Following our hermeneutic of approved example, or any other hermeneutic, from the above
considerations, are we not authorized to define baptism as pouring, sprinkling, washing, or
anointing as well as dipping? We have tried to evade this point by explaining that the baptism of
the Spirit was an overwhelming or submerging of the person by the Holy Spirit. But the
Scriptures still say that the Spirit was poured out and fell on them in a distributed manner.

There is no definitive example of immersion in the Scriptures. In the case of the Ethiopian
eunuch, the going into and coming out of water were not a part of the baptism. Whatever
baptism is, it was performed between the going into and coming out of the water. Let us suppose
that baptize meant to wash one’s wounds. It would then read that they both went into the water,
both Philip and the eunuch, and he washed his wounds, and they came up out of the water.
Would that exemplify immersion? Unless baptize meant immersion only, the baptism of the
Ethiopian could not be an unquestioned example of dipping. Philip went into and came out of
the water also, but he was neither baptized nor partially baptized. While I may assume that the
Ethiopian was immersed, the text does not prove it.
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When we were baptized into Christ and his death, “we were buried therefore with him by
baptism into death” (Rom. 6:34; Col. 2:11f). That passage does not picture burial in water. In
baptism we are buried with Christ in his tomb rather than Jesus being buried with us in water.
Whatever baptism is, in it we are buried symbolically with Jesus in his tomb nineteen centuries
ago. Again, I may assume that Paul refers to our immersion, but it is not proven. We are to be
crucified, buried, and raised with Christ in obeying the gospel. It is with Christ symbolically, not
like Christ literally in his water baptism. Why accept a figurative crucifixion and resurrection
and demand a literal burial?

Baptismos, denoting a ceremonial washing of articles, is given that meaning in Mark 7:4 and
Hebrews 9:10. In Hebrews 6:2 it is variously translated baptisms (KJV); baptisms, or washings
(ASV); ablutions (RSV); and cleansing rites (NEB). These uses and renderings definitely
indicate a variation from the meaning of the root word bapto. So much for the form; now let us
consider the meaning.

The Meaning

When John came preaching baptism, he did not have to explain it as though it were a new thing.
It was already practiced among the Jews. Throughout their history, circumcision was a mark of
identification of a Jew. When a Gentile would convert to Judaism, the proselyte not only
accepted that fleshly identifying mark, but in later times, he was also baptized as a public
expression of initiation and commitment. Leroy Garrett wisely reasons that the Jews understood
the meaning of baptism to be initiation. Please read his convincing presentation in Chapter 37 of
my edited book, Our Heritage Of Unity And Fellowship.

John was calling for a change of life and a public expression of commitment to the approaching
Kingdom of Heaven. Jesus demonstrated his allegiance also by submitting to that ceremony.
The meaning of the ritual was understood as an initiation into the family of Israel and a
commitment of citizenship. The concept was not so much that a person obeyed a ritual of
dipping as that one had submitted to a ceremony expressing allegiance, acceptance, and
dedication.

Evidently, Nicodemus, as a circumcised and committed Jew, thought he would have ready
acceptance in Christ’s kingdom on those grounds. Jesus informed him in veiled language that he
would have to be born into his kingdom. That would require a new circumcision symbolized by
baptism (Col. 2:11f). And his commitment and initiation as a proselyte into this new kingdom
would be expressed in a public ceremony called baptism. Assuming that the ritual involved
immersion, the core meaning of it was not to become dipped but to be initiated and express
commitment.

When Jesus asked James and John if they would be able to be baptized with the baptism with
which he was to be baptized, he was asking about their commitment to be crucified with him
(See Lk. 12:50; Mk. 10:38f; Matt. 20:22f) rather than a willingness to undergo some ritual of
immersion.
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When the Pharisees rejected the purpose of God, having not been baptized of John, they were not
rejecting the form of a ritual, but they were refusing acceptance of the kingdom John was
proclaiming. The person who is sprinkled today considers his initiation important rather than the
form of the rite by which he declared it.

To make Ephesians 4:5 read “There is one immersion” would be to miss the meaning that Paul
was expressing that there is only one initiation into Christ’s community for all people.

Concluding, even if we admit that John, Jesus, and the apostles immersed believers, there is no
clear example of their doing so. We cannot deny that the evolution of language allowed inspired
writers to speak of the form of baptism as also including pouring, dispersing upon, washing, and
anointing. The rite necessarily took a form, but without emphasis of the form, they looked upon
baptism as a public initiation and commitment.

By this essay, | am not urging anyone to be sprinkled. | was immersed and would advise all
believers to follow that undeniably safe course. My aim is to encourage you to become less
condemning of the majority of Christ’s followers who accept a ritual of initiation without
emphasis upon the form it takes. They feel as scripturally sound as you or | do.

With my background and strong conditioning, it has been very difficult for me to reach this
conclusion. But I must accept other disciples and let God do the judging.
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Chapter 9
OUR RELATIONSHIP THROUGH BAPTISM

Please stay with me through one more discussion of baptism. This can be a profitable exercise
because so many partisan viewpoints have confused us in our search for truth.

On one extreme, baptism is viewed as a necessary sacrament through which life is given to the
sinner, while at the other extreme, it is looked upon as a nonessential rite which is often spoken
of with disdain. The first concept developed through legalistic interpretation of the will of God.
Reformers, reacting against any idea of necessary works of law or merit, attributed justification
to faith apart of any acts of acceptance, thus developing the latter belief. With no middle ground
of agreement, the polarized dogmas developed.

As | have expressed in my books, | consider that the scriptures present a balance between those
extremes. Life begins when one is begotten by the gospel through faith, and baptism confirms
and transposes that life rather than giving it. Although life begins at conception, it cannot
continue without a birth. Just as birth initiates life into a different stage of development, so
baptism becomes an essential initiation into fuller life. It is an entrance into a spiritual
relationship with God and all of his redeemed. If a believer refuses the initiation, he is refusing
the fellowship.

In saving man, God uses faith to change the heart, repentance to change the life, and baptism to
change the state or relationship.

After reading the preceding chapter concerning immersion, Col. Ray Willcox, a friend who is an
elder stationed at Shalimar, Florida, wrote offering some good insights. He commented, “I
reasoned (based in large part on having become freer, if not free in Christ) that it is the
heart/attitude/motivation of the candidate undergoing baptism that is of prime importance rather
than the rite itself.” Then he adds, “So what is the benefit of baptism? Well, I’m obviously out
into the shallow water of human reasoning, but the main benefit is that finite man operating in
finite space and time can participate in a rite of initiation that signifies in physical terms a
spiritual transaction that is infinite. In other words, | can put a mark on the calendar and say,
“That’s when | became a child of God.” It gives me physical symbols that represent spiritual
realities. And since | cannot see spiritual realities, | need the symbols.”

While we deny that baptism has saving powers, we do not deny the need for the ritual. We are
not inclined to limit God’s extension of grace. He can save whomever he wishes, including the
pagan who has the law written on his heart and the pious unimmersed who are innocently
uninformed. He may accept the newly begotten learner in the earliest stage of belief, if he so
wills. But as the disciple learns of Christ’s desire for him to be baptized, if he refuses to comply,
he will cease to have the heart of a true disciple. Even though | do not begrudge that God may
give special dispensations of his grace, | must teach the message that is meant for all learners. In
being true to my calling, I must teach you to comply with the plainer, general rule rather than
relying upon the more vague exception.
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Although many of us of the Stone-Campbell heritage have held an extreme position on baptism,
others of us have been calling disciples in all the churches back to a scriptural balance. Our aim
has been to show that the salvation by grace through faith is accepted and appropriated by
obedience to the gospel which includes baptism. In this symbolic ceremony one identifies with
Christ in his death, burial, and resurrection, which is the basis of our salvation.

For the remainder of this discussion, | will use a lesson that | have presented many times through
the years with the aid of a chart which is duplicated in part here. Please note the expressions
listed and encircled: IN CHRIST, IN THE BODY, IN THE CHURCH, SINS REMITTED, SAVED,
NO CONDEMNATION, RECONCILED, NEW CREATURE, BORN AGAIN, CHILD OF GOD,
IN THE KINGDOM. Beside these terms are listed scripture references with connecting lines
between each reference and the expressions that relate to it.

Even though all of those terms are not synonymous, each of them relates to the disciple’s state or
relationship. To enjoy one of those relationships is to enjoy them all! To illustrate, to be in
Christ is the same as to be in the body, in the church, etc. on down the list.

To be in God’s favor means to be in the proper state, or relationship with him. By sin we
become separated from God (Isa. 59:2). How may this fellowship with him be restored?

Affected Through Baptism State or Relationshi We are accepted in Christ,
Eph. 13 all spiritual blessings in Christ the source of all spiritual
Acts 4:12 salvation is in no other \ blessmgs _ (I_Eph. 1:3).
John 14:6 come to the Father only by Him Salvation is in no other
Eph 2:18 access to the Father by Him IN CHRIET (Acts 4:12), for no one
Gal 3:27; Rom. 6:3 baptized into Chrisi? IN THE BODY comes to the Father but by
him (John 14:6), and our
1 Cor. 12:13 'haptized inio one hody & TN THE CHURCH access to the Father is
Eph. 4:4  themw i one hody . i
Col 1:18  hody is the church SIN REMITTED through him (Eph. 2:18).
(For the sake of brevity, I
Acts 2:38  hapitized to remdt sins SAVED i i
Acts 22:16 wash away sins z will . not give full
NO CONDEMNATION | | guotations.  You are
Mark 16:16  helieve, haptized, saved Pl invited to read these
RECONCILED references giving study to
Acts 2:47  Lord adds saved together e their int ?t' g y
NEW CREATIRE eir interrelation.)
Rom. 8:1 no condemnation in Chris /‘
s BORN AGAIN Belief does not establish
2 Cor. 5:18-12  reconciled in Chris that relati hio in Christ
Eph.2:16  reconciled inone hod CHILD OF GOD at refationsnip n LS
/ without baptism, “for in
1 John 1:3; 1 Cor. 1:0 £Towship MINTHEKINGDG‘M Christ Jesus you are all
BB e e sons of God, through faith.
Romw 6:3-4 newness of life For as many of you as
John 3:3-5 horn again wer tized into Christ
Gal. 3:26-27 child of God ere baptized into Chris

have put on Christ” (Gal.
3:26f; See Rom. 6:3f).
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In being baptized into Christ, we are baptized into the one body, which is the church (1 Cor.
12:13; Eph. 4:4; Col. 1:18). So you cannot have fellowship with Christ, the source of all spiritual
blessings, without also being in his spiritual body, which is the church (the universal
congregation, assembly).

One of the purposes for baptism is for the remission of sins (Acts 2:38; 22:16). Jesus promised
that those who believe and are baptized will be saved (Mark 16:16). So we are forgiven, or
saved, by the same process that establishes our relationship in Christ in his church.

Out of Christ, one is still condemned, but for those who have been baptized into Christ for the
remission of sins, there is no condemnation (Rom. 8:1). In taking away our sins, our alienation
is no more. We are reconciled to God in Christ (2 Cor. 5:18f). That reconciliation is in one body
(Eph. 2:6). And that body is the church. All the reconciled are in the church. The church does
not save, but it is the saved, for the same procedure that saves us puts us into his saved group.

Being reconciled to God, we are in fellowship with him. That fellowship with God is shared
with all whom he has forgiven.

We are baptized into Christ, and “if any one is in Christ, he is a new creation” (2 Cor. 5:17).
Each new creation/creature received this newness of life upon arising from baptism (Rom. 6:3f).
A person in newness of life is the one born of the water and the Spirit (John 3:35). In this rebirth
of the water and the Spirit one becomes a child of God entering the Kingdom of God (See Gal.
3:26f again).

Now, please answer these questions for yourself. Are we saved by faith apart from any action on
our part? Are we saved by praying? Are we saved apart from the church? Will meeting Bible
requirements put one into a sectarian group? Will meeting manmade requirements put one into
the Lord’s church? Does God add the saved person to the church of his choice? Do the saved
have an option about being in the Lord’s church?

After reading and relating each of these references, can you deny the importance of baptism?
Without baptism to change his state or relationship, can you honestly declare that one is in
Christ, in the body, in the church, in remission of sins, saved, free from condemnation,
reconciled, a new creature, born again, a child of God, and in the kingdom of God? These
references give God’s answer!

If you were hopelessly in need and someone gave you a check that could pay your every debt,
would it do you any good if you neither accepted or appropriated it? Would you earn it or
deserve it because you accepted it, took it to the bank, cashed it, and appropriated the money?
Would you be benefited if you just believed that the check was good but did not accept it?

Baptism is not a work of obedience to law, as though we are under a legal code. It is not a work
of merit, as though in baptism we are performing some deed that puts God in our debt. It is an
expression of our faith in accepting the blessings offered by God through the gospel. No gift
benefits unless it is accepted and appropriated. God’s grace is in vain for the person who is
unwilling to receive it on the terms offered.
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Having come into fellowship with God by our having accepted his grace through faith, “let us
leave the elementary doctrines of Christ and go on to maturity...” (Heb. 6:1).
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Chapter 10
THOSE GOSPEL MEETINGS

If you were converted thirty-five or more years ago, chances are that you “responded to the
invitation” during a gospel meeting. During my childhood and the greater part of my life in the
Church of Christ, the gospel meeting was a tried and true method of evangelism. Most of the
additions were in response to the convincing messages of an imported preacher and the arousing
invitation songs at those exciting gatherings.

That eagerly awaited annual effort was the highlight of the year. Before the days of air
conditioning and buildings large enough to accommodate the crowds, the services were
conducted outdoors where | grew up in West Texas. Through the years the duration of those
efforts has shrunken from two or three weeks to two or three days, or none at all.

Other churches had revival meetings; we had gospel meetings! You do not read of revivals in the
Scriptures, but you read about the gospel. Never mind that gospel was never used to describe a
meeting. Never mind that the very persons we hoped to attract understood what a revival
meeting was but might be unclear about a gospel meeting. But we gained a satisfaction in
splitting that hair.

In the preceding remarks, | wrote of gospel meetings with supposedly evangelistic purposes. As
I think back now, | question our understanding then of what gospel preaching and evangelism
were. The Good News of salvation through Jesus Christ was like the third stanza of the songs
which is often skipped over. The gospel gave way to doctrinal disputes and hobby-riding in our
effort to convert the Baptists and Methodists to a different set of doctrines of our exclusive
brand.

One night of each series was always devoted toward convicting others that instrumental music in
worship would send them to hell.

It seemed of vast importance that the sinner be convinced that the church began on Pentecost, not
before or after. Jesus was necessarily mentioned, but the highlight was on the church.
Sometimes, to head off premillennial thinking, a sermon labored to show the identity of the
church with the kingdom, both being started on Pentecost, and both being the Church of Christ
rather than the Baptist Church, the Methodist Church, or any other. Most of the preachers
denounced other churches by name, often in scorn and contempt and with arrogant challenges.

There always had to be a lesson on the identity of the church-its founder, time of beginning,
terms of entrance, worship, work, organization, name, etc. showing that those marks identified
our segment of the Church of Christ as the true church. Jesus got passing mention in contrast to
Joseph Smith, Martin Luther, John Calvin, and other such “false” teachers. Those lessons made
it seem that salvation was dependent more in being in the rightly patterned organization than in a
personal relationship with God in Christ.
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I can still visualize those blackboard diagrams, which | also used for many years, depicting our
concept of the original church, the foretold apostasy (obliteration of the church), the misguided
efforts of the Reformation, and our restoration of the one true church. Of course, our segment of
the splintered Restoration Movement was it!

No gospel meeting would have been complete without at least one effort to convince the sinner
that faith was not enough to save him but the declaration that works of obedience, primarily the
five steps, was the gospel bringing salvation. The saving faith was made to be more a faith in
right works than belief in Jesus as the Lord to whom one surrendered his life.

Our religious neighbors testified to having had saving experiences and the Pentecostals claimed
gifts of the Spirit. This made it imperative that one lesson be given in ridicule of those claims
and to convince all that the Holy Spirit completed his work nineteen centuries ago and left us the
New Testament scriptures, and that through that word alone he touches our lives and is in us, his
temples.

Regardless of its subject, in each lesson baptism was emphasized. But that was not enough. One
session had to be devoted to baptism to make sure that all listeners knew the purpose and mode
of baptism and who were candidates for it, and to know their previous baptism was not to be
trusted.

In most any discourse on any subject there were places where the insert key could be tapped to
bring in points about baptism, faith only, instrumental music, or whatever the preacher was
contentious about. He could inject these points selectively depending on who was in the
audience.

Thinking back on the history of our rural congregation, I recall about a dozen men from it who
became preachers or missionaries and half that number of women who married preachers or
missionaries. | was among those who grew up under that sort of tutelage. We carried those
unbalanced, misguided concepts into our various ministries. The lessons given in those meetings
were the model for those delivered from the pulpit the rest of the time. We were all caught up in
the reactionary preaching of our first decades of existence as a separate body. Fighting for our
identity as a separatist group, we unwittingly turned the gospel of salvation into doctrinal
disputes concerning the church.

It is with dismay that I recall having accepted that sort of format for my efforts. 1 had been
taught it by the sincerest servants of God whose honorable names many of you would recognize,
and its pattern had been imprinted in me almost indelibly. My painful review of these things
here is not out of bitterness or to belittle God’s servants. | would have us to see more clearly
how our wrong emphasis laid a foundation for an exclusive group which depends more on right
forms, doctrines, patterns and procedures than upon a personal belief in Jesus and a living
relationship with him by faith. Such preaching reinforced our convictions of exclusiveness from
all other Christian groups including the various splinter groups of the Church of Christ.

Perhaps you are protesting in your mind that we cannot have Christ apart from his church. You
are correct in that, but being in the church is a result of accepting salvation in Christ. Salvation

-36 -



http://www.freedomsring.org/fta

does not come from finding the right church. God adds the saved to it without their search for it.
The Lord does not add all the saved to an exclusive, organized group. We must not proclaim
such a group as an element of the gospel of salvation!

Those gospel meetings were not entirely devoid of the gospel. They were unbalanced. That is
my point here. It was, and continues to be, a matter of misplaced emphasis. | am pleased than
many in this generation are recognizing that problem. The church in change is correcting that
misdirection.
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Chapter 11
A PRELUDE TO WORSHIP

You go to the usual Sunday assembly. The usual speaker arises to give the usual welcome. But
what he says this time is very unusual. He begins: “We welcome you into this gathering of
disciples to up-build each other and to offer formal worship to God. There is one qualification,
however, to this welcome. If you can think of anyone, whether it be your neighbor, business
associate, wife, child, parent, or anyone else, who holds any just grievance against you which
you have not resolved, you are urged to leave this assembly immediately and make right the
wrong you have done. Then please return to participate with us.” You cannot believe what you
just heard!

How would you react to that? Would you be embarrassed, or even infuriated, or would you
humbly examine yourself in penitence which demands corrective action?

Jesus was talking to people who worshipped God through Mosaic rituals when he issued this
startling announcement: “So if you are offering your gift at the altar, and there remember that
your brother has something against you, leave your gift there before the altar and go; first be
reconciled to your brother, and then come and offer your gift” (Matt. 5:23f). That is awesome!
It should get our attention. It bears repeating regularly as a prelude to worship.

In our efforts to make our assemblies God-centered, we have emphasized the keeping of rituals
with hairsplitting correctness. Such scrupulous detail might be observed, however, by a
worshipper in the same assembly with someone whom he has treated unjustly. He might try to
bind the strictest of scruples concerning performance of details while offending others in the
process. He may attack and reject brothers in Christ who disagree with him. Do you have the
audacity to worship our Father while denying that others of his children are your brothers! A
judgmental, sectarian spirit is a sin against our fellow disciples. The rejected brother has aught
against you! Is God so pleased with your rituals of worship that he will overlook your divisive
spirit?

Jesus said our religion must first be man-centered! John would shame us who think we can love
God whom we have not seen while failing to love our present brother.

Just who are those brothers who have something against you? It may be the wife or husband
who is suffering from your abusive language or mistreatment, or whom you have lied to,
deceived, or betrayed. What of the child who has been scolded, abused, or left without child
support? It includes the person whom you scorned, reviled, cursed, stole from, lied to,
defrauded, or slandered. Also, there is the long list of Christians in other churches whom you
have sought to exclude from the kingdom of God.

Looming high as a barricade to your acceptable worship is the lack of forgiveness of the person
whose pleas for pardon you have disdained. “If you do not forgive men their trespasses, neither
will your Father forgive your trespasses” (Matt. 6:1215). “First go and be reconciled!” Jesus
demands.
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The prelude to worship is not a musical rendition; it is a clearing of conscience.

God dealt with Israel’s similar misdirection. The impressive God-centered, God-ordained rituals
of worship in Micah’s time could not mask their lack of love for one another. Micah cried out,
“*With what shall I come before the Lord, and bow myself before God on high? Shall I come
before him with burnt offerings, with calves a year old? Will the Lord be pleased with thousands
of rams, with ten thousands of rivers of oil? Shall I give my firstborn for my transgression, the
fruit of my body for the sin of my soul?” He has showed you, O man, what is good; and what
does the Lord require of you but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with
your God?” (Micah 6:68). What a farce it is for unloving, unjust, proud people to perform
religious rituals as a claim to righteousness!

Jesus was talking about just grievances, not groundless complaints. Some persons will not be
reconciled, and some wrongs cannot be corrected, but we must do what we can to bring about
peace. “If possible, so far as it depends upon you, live peaceably with all” (Rom.12:18). But
efforts of reconciliation must come before worship. Heeding Jesus’ exhortation to be
peacemakers would erase the shame of hypocrisy in worship, eliminate the sin of division, and
create a true sense of fellowship with man and God.

We have been referring to the prelude to ritualistic worship as prevailed under the Law of Moses.
Our worship is not limited to formal exercises. Since we are called upon to give ourselves as
living sacrifices, your entire life is a worship, a service, an offering. So, each day and at all
times, you must be right with your fellowman.

Our justice, mercy, and humility are not only a required prelude to formal worship but also to a
righteous life. God sees our righteousness of heart in our loving behavior rather than through our
repetition of meticulous ritualistic details of formal worship.

Formal expression of worship is an outgrowth of the righteous heart rather than the means of
gaining it. The cleansing of the heart is a necessary prelude to worship.
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Chapter 12

WORSHIPPING “IN SPIRIT AND TRUTH”

Jesus informed the Samaritan woman that God wants mankind to worship him “in spirit and
truth.” What does that mean?

In our search for a clear understanding of what Jesus said, let us consider the setting again. The
context is John 4. In Jesus’ encounter with the woman at the well, the old question surfaced as to
which worship was authentic, that of the Jews or Samaritans.

Who were these Samaritans? After Jeroboam divided the kingdom, Samaria became the capital
of the Kingdom of Israel which consisted of ten tribes of Israel. Through succeeding
generations, the people became increasingly idolatrous and corrupt. In 722 B.C. God allowed
Shalmaneser, King of Assyria, to capture them and take the people away into captivity. He
repopulated the land with Assyrians. Because these new inhabitants were ravaged by wild
beasts, they assumed that they had offended the god of the land. So a captive priest was sent to
teach “how they should fear the Lord.” Thus, along with their own gods, they also feared God
and were instructed from the Pentateuch.

Generations later, as Judah returned from captivity and began to rebuild the temple, the
Samaritans wanted to help. Their help was refused. That further inflamed long-felt animosities.
A man named Manasseh, of priestly lineage in Judah, married a Samaritan and was expelled by
Nehemiah about 432 B.C. He went to Samaria and became high priest of a temple built on Mt.
Gerizim and there the Samaritans offered sacrifices of the Law. In their nationalistic zeal they
claimed that both their temple and their copy of the Law were greater than those at Jerusalem.
On the other hand, Jewish animosity was so entrenched that a traveler went around Samaria on
his journey from Judea to Galilee.

Presumably authorized by the Law, two mutually exclusive religions centered on Mt. Zion in
Jerusalem and Mt. Gerizim in Samaria, only a few miles apart. Sounds modern, doesn’t it? In
their attempts to keep the rituals of Moses, the Jews and Samaritans differed. The Samaritan
woman was eager to learn which side was right. So, as soon as she became convinced that Jesus
was a prophet, she put that question to him. Although Jesus assured her that salvation was of the
Jews, he did not let their dispute be the issue.

As related by John, “The woman said to him, “Sir, | perceive that you are a prophet. Our fathers
worshiped on this mountain; and you say that in Jerusalem is the place where men ought to
worship.” Jesus said to her, ‘Woman, believe me, the hour is coming when neither on this
mountain nor in Jerusalem will you worship the Father. You worship what you do not know; we
worship what we know, for salvation is from the Jews. But the hour is coming, and now is,
when the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth, for such the Father seeks to
worship him. God is spirit, and those who worship him must worship in spirit and truth’* (John
4:1924).
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Jesus gave that sinful woman a startling revelation. The time had come, he told her, when
worship would be centered in neither of those localities, but true worshipers would worship in
spirit and truth. But what does it mean to worship in spirit and truth?

The most common attempt to answer this question reveals our sad misdirection in legalism,
patternism, and ritualism. It urges that we must worship according to truth; that is, we must be
cautious to discern and keep the specific details and pattern of each of the ritualistic “five acts of
worship” in weekly assemblies. And we must go through these forms with meditation, mood,
and feeling (though not exhibited too exuberantly!) that supposedly lifts them above mere rituals.
It becomes ritual and emotion by command and demand.

In each locality they were ritually sacrificing fleshly, earthly offerings that only pictured the
truth. They offered the prescribed ritual sacrifices of the Law in order to gain God’s expressed
forgiveness, but these things could only depict in type and shadow what would be fulfilled in
Christ. Although truth from the Books of Moses was involved in guiding their actions, they were
not worshiping in truth. Whatever thing was offered, it only anticipated fulfillment in Christ
who is the true Passover lamb, sin offering, scapegoat, first-fruits, etc. depicted in their symbolic
ceremonies.

In contrast to God sending a code of law, “grace and truth came through Jesus Christ.” He was
“full of grace and truth.” He is the Truth, the fulfillment of the rituals and shadows, the forms
and types, through which both Jew and Samaritan sought to approach God. Happily, our
approach to God in relationship and worship is in Him, the Truth, not through another law but a
Person.

God, being spirit, is not localized in manmade temples, and his worship is spiritual communion
rather than ritual, in the heart rather than from a literal altar. No longer would the Temple visit
bring the disciple into the Presence, for he is a temple himself with the Spirit of God within him.
The Temple priest is superseded by the priesthood of the believer. The truth has fulfilled all that
foreshadowed it.

Now, Jesus was affirming, acceptable worship no longer depends upon regulated expressions at
certain places or specified times. There are no holy altars, rituals, and sacraments but sanctified
persons who are temples of his Spirit and whose hearts are holy altars offering continual
sacrifice.  Our worship/praise is thought, lived, spoken, and sung as a response to our
consciousness of God’s infinite qualities, his indwelling, and his love. We exchanged symbolic
rituals for a whole-life spiritual relationship in which we seek to honor him in every thought and
action. We worship him in truth and in spirit, that is, truly and spiritually, through the dedication
of our inner selves to God in Christ.

Jesus was not pointing the Samaritan woman to assemblies and “five acts of worship,” another
system regulated by law like the one her question was about. He did not bring us into bondage to
another set of demanded rituals, but he liberated our spirits to serve and praise in his presence at
all times and in every place.

Our temple fires never go out.
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Chapter 13
THE FORBIDDEN PRAYER

When his disciples asked Jesus to teach them to pray, he recited to them a brief prayer which is
used universally by Christians and is called The Lord’s Prayer. In the Church of Christ
generally, however, we have been turned away from using that prayer. Because of our aversion
to that petition, I suspect that most of us would have difficulty in repeating it from memory.

Two objections have been put forth in our effort to prohibit the use of Jesus’ prescribed model:
(1) we cannot rightly pray “Thy kingdom come” because the kingdom came on Pentecost and we
are in it, and (2) it is not prayed “in Jesus’ name” as Jesus later taught us to pray. Let us question
the validity of each of those objections.

From reading the gospels, we learn that the disciples looked for an earthly restoration of the
national kingdom of Israel throughout his ministry and also after the resurrection of Jesus. Even
though the misunderstanding disciples evidently prayed for a national kingdom, God did not
reject their prayers. He established his spiritual kingdom anyway. In view of their willingness to
let God’s will be done in their lives, God accepted their petitions. We can gain confidence that
he will also hear our prayers even when we do not fully understand that for which we ask.

Because we have been inclined to limit the identity of the kingdom to the church on earth, we
have failed to appreciate the broader concept of the kingdom. The kingdom of God will come in
its completeness only in the next world. Evidently, Jesus was teaching his disciples to pray that
the kingdom would be established and also attain its fullness or maturity which will be
accomplished only when it is delivered up to the Father.

In poetic fashion the Jews used many parallelisms where a thought is repeated in slightly
different words. Jesus used this literary device when he said, “Thy kingdom come; Thy will be
done.” Those statements mean the same thing essentially. And both clauses are modified by “on
earth as it is in heaven.”

The kingdom of God is the ruling of God in the hearts of his people. When his will is being
done, God is ruling. The purpose of God is never done fully on earth, but in heaven his reign is
perfected. On earth we still have sin, sorrow, pain, and death because the will of God is not
accomplished in its fullness here, but those things do not prevail in heaven. It should be our
constant prayer that we grow toward that mature state on earth. In our individual efforts to let
him rule, we ask for our daily sustenance, forgiveness of sins, and God’s help in withstanding
temptation.

In consideration of this desire to allow God to reign, should we not pray, “Thy kingdom come”?
This, by the way, in no way supports the concept of a premillennial reign of Christ on earth for
which many sincere disciples pray.

Now let us consider the matter of praying “in Jesus’ name.”
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“Whatever you ask in my name, | will do it, that the Father may be glorified in the Son; if you
ask anything in my name, | will do it” (John 14:13f). Other passages also emphasize that
promise of Jesus. What does that mean? Is this some sort of password without which our
prayers never reach the Father? Is it a part of a formula for a ritual of prayer?

In the name of someone means by the authority of or in behalf of the person whose name is used.
Jesus has mediated the way back to the Father so that when we are in him, there is no longer an
alienation. Coming by the authorization of Jesus we have direct access to the Father. In Christ
we are also in the Father and his Spirit is in us in a reconciled state. Our whole life is given to
the Father in his name!

In his name — by his authorization and in his behalf — we baptize (Acts 2:38), we sing (Eph.
5:18f), we gather (Matt. 18:20), and “Whatever you do, in word or deed, do everything in the
name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God through him” (Col. 3:17). That is all-inclusive (!)
and has nothing to do with saying in Jesus’ name at the end of a petition. It means that our
whole lives are dedicated to God through him in whom we are now reconciled to the Father.
Jesus does not relay our requests to the Father; we now have direct access to him.

If the Lord’s Prayer had been given to us for a rote prayer in a ritual, the wording recorded by
Matthew and Luke would necessarily have been identical (Matt. 6:9f; Luke 11:1f). But the
prayer can still be offered, even in unison, by thoughtful disciples in a manner far more
expressive than a ritual. If we wish to expand our prayer, we can still see in Jesus’ prayer an
outline to follow; however, it seems strange to me that he did not include thanksgiving in the
prayer.

Simplistic answers most always overlook deeper meanings. Our marking The Lord’s Prayer as a
prohibited petition has deprived us of some richer spiritual insights.
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Chapter 14

“I DIDN'T HEAR NOBODY PRAY!”

The sad refrain of an old hillbilly song lingers in my memory. The ballad tells of a tragic wreck
on the highway, and the lament was, “l didn’t hear nobody pray.” The victims met the trauma
with fatalism. It speaks of our inclination, even as believers, to face our most devastating
circumstances without asking for divine help.

The assembled body of believers should be “a house of prayer.” Disciples need the help that
comes through prayer and the strength that comes from those who pray with them. Assemblies
should help to fill our need by congregational support in prayer. Even though we may approach
God privately with our urgent requests, we may still feel lonely, forgotten, and ineffective
without the intercession of others.

I would like to know that the things I am about to mention do not apply in your congregation.
Traditionally, our prayers in assemblies have been impromptu without plan or forethought. Too
often, they are repetitious, generalized prayers led by the next person on the rotation list.
Because of such ineffectiveness, the disciple with a breaking, burdened heart can leave our
services unfulfilled, feeling that “I didn’t hear nobody pray!”

How many of the deep personal, national, and universal concerns are addressed in the prayers in
your assemblies? The checklist for petitions usually includes the sick and the afflicted, widows
and orphans, those who have lost loved ones, the preacher, and the elders, along with a few
variations. Little forethought is discerned in the prayer.

Consequently, a person filled with despairing anxieties, depression, stress, emotional instability,
or feelings of helplessness may leave the service feeling that “I didn’t hear nobody pray.”

Do we ever pray for those paralyzed by low self-esteem, the disgraced, the convicted lawbreaker,
or those in prison?

If the jobless, those burdened by debt, the destitute, or the homeless were to attend our services,
would they even receive any emotional support through our prayers?

A person whose faith is being tried by fire, or is overcome by temptation, or is fighting against
overpowering doubts, or is being driven by peer pressure should be able to find strength in our
prayer sessions together. But do they?

And what of those who came to the assembly in spite of disheartening marital problems,
problems with children, problems with parents, alienations, broken friendships, divorce, and
being victims of divorce? As to their needs being presented to the Lord, do they leave thinking,
“I didn’t hear nobody pray”?

Do we remember the lonely, those confined at home, those neglected helpless persons, and those
in nursing homes? Even though these individuals might have once been very active in the
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congregation, when they can no longer attend, we let them fade from our concern as non-
persons. Although we may not be able to attend to all their needs, we can remember them in
prayer. When | think of these forgotten people, | often recall the line from Coleridge’s “The
Ancient Mariner”: “Alone, alone, all, all alone, Alone on a wide, wide sea, A