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Preface 

 

For over a decade, I preached a very strict message that strained out a gnat and swallowed a camel. 

Like many other religious people, I was more concerned with proving why I was right and why 

everyone else was wrong. I could give you book, chapter and verse for everything I believed, and would 

defend the tenets of my faith with a combination of logic and zeal that would either amaze or frustrate 

my opponents. 

But I missed the heart of the Gospel. 

Because my expectations were so high and my judgments so narrow, there finally came a 

point where I buckled under this unbearable yoke of bondage. I had a “crisis of faith” that nearly led me 

away from the ministry and from faith in Christ. Through intense study and prayer, the fog eventually 

lifted and I rediscovered my faith. 

A person who stubbornly persists in an unhealthy lifestyle might find the motivation to change 

when he has a near-fatal heart attack. My “crisis of faith” was my spiritual heart attack. It jarred me 

from my sense of complacency and inspired me to reexamine all the tenets of my faith to ensure that 

what I believed, practiced and preached was indeed the truth. 

The result? I came to realize that, in many ways, I was like the Pharisees of Jesus’ day. I elevated 

human traditions to the level of divine commandment. I made myself a judge of men. I missed the heart 

of the Gospel. 

This leg of my spiritual journey has been agonizingly uncomfortable. It’s one thing to adjust 

your beliefs on peripheral issues – we all do that all the time. It’s another thing when the very 

foundations of your faith are called into question, because it forces you to change the way you 

see everything. 

This book is dedicated to explaining the Gospel as I have come to understand it. And the verse 

that best sums that up is James 2:13… 

 

“For judgment is without mercy to the one  

who has shown no mercy.  

Mercy triumphs over judgment.” 

 

Maybe you have already drawn many of these conclusions and I’m just “catching up” to you. Or, 

maybe, you’re where I once was – very confident of your strict beliefs, and very critical of those who 

disagree with you – and the material on this site will come across as wildly heretical. Either way, my 

hope and prayer is that you will consider this material with an open mind, and that, in some way, your 

faith will be enriched. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Backstory, Context &  

What to Expect 

 

In most  cases, when you go to the theater to see a movie, you have already seen the trailer. The 

trailer not only serves as an advertisement for the movie, but as a preview of what the movie is 

essentially about. Is it a horror movie or a romance? What’s the basic storyline? Without the trailer, or at 

least a summary or synopsis of the movie from a friend or movie review, you’d walk into the theater 

blind. 

There’s a good chance that those who know me already know my backstory. However, there 

may be people who don’t know me, and who don’t know anything about me. For those people, picking 

up this book without knowing my backstory is about like going to a movie without seeing the trailer. So 

I’d like to briefly give you my backstory as well as the context of this book so that you can know what 

to expect in the pages that follow. 

I’ll keep this brief… 

I didn’t grow up in a religious home. Both of my parents (who divorced when I was very young) 

did believe in God, but I only went to church a few times a year when me and my sister spent the night 

with my grandparents in Louisville, Kentucky. It was a Baptist Church. 

As an unchurched kid, I was more concerned with aliens, super heroes and video games. 

Eventually, my interests turned more to basketball and girls. Sure, I had a basic understanding of who 

Jesus was, but it was very basic.  

After middle school, I moved from Illinois to Kentucky to live with my dad. Again, he wasn’t a 

church-going man, but my grandparents, aunts and uncles all were. Desperate to fit in with my extended 

family, I eagerly accompanied my aunt, uncle and cousins to the Baptist Church every Sunday. There 

was never a moment where I intellectually chose to accept the message of Christianity. I 

just…assimilated.  

It didn’t take long for me to become a very active and committed member of the youth group. I 

went to church camp almost every summer, attended as many church activities as I could, requested off 

from work on Sundays so that I could be at church, invited my friends to church activities, played Jesus 

in the Easter skit, read my Bible and prayed, and did my best to live the kind of life that would please 

Jesus.   

When I entered my senior year and began looking ahead to college, I even seriously considered 

going to seminary to become a youth pastor. I had the application in hand. I was very serious about God. 

I was the kind of young man that parents wanted dating their daughter.  

Instead of going to seminary, I chose to enroll at the University of Kentucky to major in Animal 

Science. When I moved to Lexington in the summer of 2003, I was fully aware of the temptations that 

were present in the college environment, and I was determined to avoid those temptations and remain 

faithful to God. To remain pure, I knew I needed to find a solid church with a good youth group. You 

can imagine, then, how providential it felt when I “just so happened” to room with a young man that was 

a committed, churchy Christian. When I asked him if I could tag along with him to church on Sunday, 

he was thrilled. I invited myself before he could invite me. 

As it turned out, my roommate was a member of the Church of Christ. I knew nothing about the 

Church of Christ at the time, but I assumed that it was just another church. At the time, the name on the 

sign didn’t matter. Coming from a denominational background, worshiping with different kinds of 

churches was nothing new. I was just excited to check it out. 

I remember my first Sunday at the Church of Christ. It was a large congregation on campus with 

a lot of young people (including some pretty girls, which was a major bonus). The people were very 

welcoming, and I was immediately drawn to them. The preacher was dynamic and easy-to-follow. The 



service was very encouraging. All in all, it was a great experience. I felt blessed to have quickly and 

seamlessly found such a great church. 

Having said that, I did notice some differences between the Church of Christ and the churches I 

was accustomed to attending. The first thing I noticed was that they didn’t use instruments in their 

worship – no guitar or piano, no praise team, no choir; just the whole congregation singing hymns 

together. It was different, for sure, but I loved the vocal harmony. I soon noticed that they observed the 

Lord’s Supper every Sunday, too. But other than these few differences, it seemed like just another 

church. 

My perception of the Church of Christ changed drastically when I started dating a gal who had 

spent her whole life in the Church of Christ, and whose father was a Church of Christ minister in eastern 

Kentucky. I quickly fell in love with this young woman, and enjoyed every waking moment that I spent 

with her…but the more that we got to know each other, the more we started arguing about our religious 

differences. That’s when I realized that the Church of Christ was not just another church. 

In my experiences up to that point, denominations and churches had their differences, but they 

still worked and fellowshipped together. The Baptists didn’t condemn the Methodists to hell because 

they practiced sprinkling instead of immersion. The Southern Baptists didn’t condemn the Free-Will 

Baptists because they rejected Calvinism. I remember going to a birthday party at a Greek Orthodox 

Church, spending my summers going to Catholic Church picnics, playing basketball for the Methodists 

and volleyball for the Baptists. Instead of condemning one another for their differences, they found unity 

and commonality in Jesus and the heart of the gospel message. 

Not only did the Church of Christ basically take a “my way or the highway” approach, they had 

an unusually strict belief system that baffled me. They took a very narrow position on baptism that 

essentially put most people in the religious world on the outside looking in. They condemned the use of 

instrumental music in worship, the religious celebration of Christmas, the use of denominational names, 

and most of the things that I had long associated with church life. It was their belief that anyone who 

failed to follow the strict pattern of the New Testament (as they understood it) were lost. As the reality 

of their belief system began to dawn on me, I was flabbergasted. 

I argued with my girlfriend almost daily about our differences. I argued with my roommate about 

our differences. And eventually, I studied the Bible with the man that would soon become my father-in-

law. I looked for ways to prove them all wrong. I studied harder than I had ever studied in my life. I 

studied so much that I neglected my college education and failed all but one of my classes. But the more 

I studied and the more I argued, the more I realized that I was wrong and they were right. 

Finally, in October of 2003, I made the decision to be re-baptized “for the remission of my sins.” 

It was a Friday night. We called one of the church’s elders, and I was baptized in front of a small 

gathering of people. It was a wonderful night…and a night that would drastically alter the course of my 

life. 

When I made the decision to be baptized that night, I gave up on my Baptist beliefs and even 

accepted the awful and uncomfortable truth that all of my old Baptist friends and family members were 

lost. If the Church of Christ was right – and I had come to believe that it was – the Baptists were lost and 

needed the truth just as badly as I had needed it. 

In the month that followed, my family in Louisville learned of my decision to be re-baptized. In 

their eyes, I had joined a cult. They cried for me as if they had lost me forever. We studied together, and 

it wasn’t always pretty. But I held on to my new convictions. They didn’t bend, and neither did I. 

I remember feeling almost angry that I had been “deceived” for so long by the Baptist Church. I 

remember feeling sad for all these people who thought they were right, but who were ignorantly 

marching down the broad path to destruction.  

By late November, I was beginning to feel a strong pull to full-time ministry in the Church of 

Christ. I worked it out with my soon-to-be father-in-law to “train” as a preacher at the small Church of 



Christ in eastern Kentucky that he had established years earlier. I dropped out of college and was 

preaching my first sermons in early January of 2004. 

I would spend the next 13 years as a full-time minister for “conservative” Churches of Christ. I 

trained for five months in eastern Kentucky, before accepting my first full-time position for a Church of 

Christ in central Wisconsin. I spent a year in Wisconsin, and then moved to the mountains of North 

Carolina where I preached for a Church of Christ for four years. In 2009, I took my wife and three kids 

back to Kentucky. I preached for a year at one Church of Christ, then for two and a half years at the 

church where I had trained back in 2004. In 2012, we made the drastic decision to move to Nevada to 

work with a Church of Christ in Sparks (just outside of Reno). I preached there for three years before 

moving to eastern Idaho where I now live. 

My wife and I had three more children over the years – two biologically and one by adoption. 

That’s a total of six. We experienced the usual ups and downs that life throws at all of us. The only real 

difference with us was that my work as a preacher brought a little more drama and conflict into our 

home – dealing with disagreements with brethren, feeling the brunt of any church controversy, helping 

others with their personal issues, and feeling the pressure that all preachers and preachers’ wives feel. 

This is where my story turns… 

I spent the first ten years of my preaching career believing and preaching basically the same 

things. I was a very conservative and strict man, and I articulated traditional, conservative Church of 

Christ doctrine as well as anybody, both in my oral preaching and my writing (especially my writing). I 

took some difficult stands and wasn’t afraid to be in the minority. Anyone who knew me during that 

time will attest to this. 

But that slowly began to change in 2009-2010 when we lived in eastern Kentucky. I started to 

notice some things in the Bible that didn’t seem to jive with traditional Church of Christ doctrine (or my 

doctrine). At the time, I just made mental notes of these issues. Nothing really changed in my preaching. 

When we moved to a more liberal and free-thinking culture in Nevada, my teachings were 

challenged more openly than ever before. The folks I studied with – both in and out of the church – 

didn’t accept my explanations as easily. I started to dig and study even harder to answer their questions 

and strengthen my case, but that only caused me to have more questions.  

Back in the “Bible Belt,” almost everyone agreed on the basic message of Christianity. This 

meant that all of my conflicts and arguments were with fellow believers about particular doctrinal issues. 

We had all the time in the world to argue about the jots and tittles of the law. But in Reno, I dealt with so 

many serious issues that I had never dealt with before – issues such as Islam, Mormonism, atheism, 

agnosticism, gambling and pornography addictions, etc. I spent a lot of time spreading the gospel in a 

university setting and was interacting regularly with a number of atheists, Muslims, Wiccans, and others. 

Gradually, all of our arguments and issues in the Church of Christ seemed so petty. We were arguing 

about whether churches may or may not scripturally have fellowship halls, and meanwhile, there were 

people all around us wallowing in serious sin…and wanting guidance. My priorities began to shift. 

Then, in the winter of 2014-2015, I had a “crisis of faith” that nearly destroyed my faith in 

Christ. Even though I reclaimed by faith, the experience changed me. I became much more willing to 

reexamine my beliefs. I didn’t want to take anything for granted. So this was another impetus for 

theological and philosophical change in my life. 

Not long thereafter, I endured the most difficult and painful trial of my life – perhaps even worse 

than my “crisis of faith.” Without saying much, my wife and I came into major conflict with church 

leadership, and our eyes were opened to even more problems with traditional Church of Christ practices. 

When we moved to Idaho in the fall of 2015, we were both reexamining and rethinking a lot of the 

beliefs that had defined our lives for so long. 

As you can see, this was a very gradual process for me that involved many different instigators – 

most of which I’ve said very little about, and some of which I have not even discussed. This is important 



because I don’t want you to think that there was one negative experience that caused me to go down this 

path, nor was it a change of direction that I made suddenly, in the heat of the moment.  

I’ll spare you the rest of the details. Some of them I will discuss throughout this book. What I 

won’t spare you from is the end-result of my questioning and studying... 

In October of 2016, I made the drastic decision to leave the ministry and to walk away from the 

Church of Christ. 

This book is intended to explain to you the conclusions that caused me to make such a drastic 

decision… 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



My Four Conclusions 

 

Early in 2016 (well before I left the Church of Christ), I decided to articulate the conclusions that 

were at the heart of my spiritual transformation. These were conclusions that I had begun to reach while 

I still lived in Nevada, but because of the conflict we had with the church’s leadership, I was never able 

to sit down and really study the issues out. When we moved to Idaho, I could finally breathe again. At 

the time, I was still “conservative” in a lot of ways, and very much a proponent of the Church of Christ. 

I had my concerns all along, but it wasn’t until I had the time and energy to study and piece together my 

thoughts that I began to realize how serious things were. 

While some have since questioned my heart and motives, I can assure you that my only desire 

was and is to uncover the truth, no matter the consequences. After all, the truth is what makes us free 

(John 8:32). It was not easy to reach these conclusions because they were so contradictory to what I had 

believed for over a decade. These were things I preached against for years, and mindsets that I worked 

hard to demonize. I reached these conclusions, not because of some inner worldliness or carnality or an 

attitude of compromise, but because I came to firmly believe that these conclusions were absolutely, 

biblically true. 

And if the truth really does set us free, then it’s always worth the pain and discomfort and 

persecution that may come as a result. 

So here are my conclusions… 

 

Conclusion 1:  

We Don’t Have To Get It All Right 

 

When I was preaching in North Carolina, I remember sitting down for a Bible study with two older 

women who had called the church asking for money. I don’t remember exactly what we were studying, 

but I remember one of them saying that we really don’t have to get it ALL right in order to go to heaven. 

I responded by quoting James 2:10 which says, “For whoever shall keep the whole law, and yet stumble 

in one point, he is guilty of all.” One of the ladies responded, “I didn’t know that verse was in there.”  

The reality is that I was taking James 2:10 slightly out of context. Yes, we ought to make every 

effort to follow ALL of God’s word; we can’t ignore one commandment and say, “Yeah, but I’m 

keeping all the others.”   

However, verse 13 says, “For judgment is without mercy to the one who has shown no mercy. 

Mercy triumphs over judgment.” You see, even though our attitude should be to submit to all of God’s 

commandments, we have to humbly admit that we fail miserably at times. First John 1:8 says, “If we say 

that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us.” Therefore, because we struggle so 

much and are so imperfect, we must show mercy to those around us, rather than be so harsh in our 

judgment. 

James 2:10 wasn’t written to be used as a baseball bat to force those around us to “get it all 

right.” That’s how I was using the verse, and I was wrong. The point isn’t that we must get it all right or 

else. The point is that while we must all have obedient hearts, recognizing the importance of every 

teaching, we must be honest about our own failings, and our need for MERCY. 

 

Examples of Imperfect Obedience 
 

What I’m about to say may sound extremely heretical if you’re a committed member of the 

Church of Christ. Are you ready? Here it is: we don’t have to get it all right to be saved.  

In fact, I can say with complete confidence that we can get quite a bit wrong and still be saved. 

Consider a few examples from the Bible with me… 



The Jews were instructed in the Law to offer sacrifices ONLY at the appointed place, within the 

Tabernacle (Deut. 12:1-7). And yet Samuel offered sacrifices/offerings in the land of Zuph, perhaps 

where the Tabernacle was located at that time (1 Sam. 9:12), but then later offered sacrifices and 

offerings at Gilgal (1 Sam. 10:8). Elijah famously offered a sacrifice at Mount Carmel in 1 Kings 18. 

Yes, the fiery response from heaven vindicated the prophet’s decision and granted approval, but that was 

after the fact, and it was still not in strict keeping with the Law.  

Kings were not permitted to multiply wives for themselves (Deut. 17:14-17). David not only was 

a king, he was a man after God’s own heart. No one can deny that he was justified before God. And yet 

David was married to Michal (1 Sam. 18:20-27), Abigail (1 Sam. 25:39), Ahinoam (1 Sam. 25:43), 

Bathsheba (1 Sam. 11:27), and then Maacah, Haggith, Abital and Eglah (2 Sam. 3:2-5). Solomon had 

700 wives and 300 concubines (1 Kings 11:3). While it’s true that Solomon fell away from God, 

Ecclesiastes implies that he later repented. There’s no record that he divorced all of his wives except the 

first one. 

Adulterers were to be put to death (Lev. 20:10; Deut. 22:22), and yet David was never put to 

death after committing adultery with Bathsheba (1 Sam. 11). 

Circumcision was mandatory (Gen. 17), but the second generation of Jews following the exodus 

wasn’t circumcised until they entered the Promised Land (Josh. 5:2-5). 

From the days of Joshua to the days of Nehemiah, the people of Israel had failed to keep the 

Feast of Tabernacles (Neh. 8:14, 17). This was a feast that the Jews were commanded to keep, and yet 

great men such as Samuel, David, Elijah, Isaiah and countless others never kept it. Not once. 

 

Was God More Lenient in the Old Testament? 
 

Throughout the Old Testament, we find examples of godly men and women who were justified 

before God, despite the fact that they were not fully obedient to His word.  

Over the years, I noticed these and other such examples. I wondered why and how these men 

were not only justified, but held in such high esteem by the Lord, when they were not fully obedient to 

His word. Isn’t sin defined as transgression of God’s law (1 John 3:4)? Didn’t these folks transgress 

God’s law when they left certain commandments undone, or when they did things that violated the Law? 

Even though I always found these examples disturbing, I did find an explanation… 

In Acts 17:30, Paul indicates that, “these times of ignorance God overlooked, but now 

commands all men everywhere to repent.” I would make the point from this verse that God was more 

lenient in the Old Testament period than He is today. In the Old Testament, God “overlooked” the 

ignorance and imperfection of the people, but today, we’re all expected to repent and be fully obedient. 

The problem with this is that Paul, in Acts 17:30, wasn’t talking about the Jews of the Old 

Testament dispensation; he was talking about the Gentiles. The Jews were never ignorant! In fact, the 

whole point of Romans 2-3 (esp. Rom. 3:1-2), is that the Jews’ greatest advantage over the Gentiles was 

that they had full access to “the oracles of God.” 

It was the Gentiles who were ignorant. They didn’t have the oracles of God; they didn’t have a 

written, tangible law that they could read and study and obey. Romans 1:20-2:16 tells us that all the 

Gentiles had was “the law written in their hearts.”  

This is the context in Acts 17. Paul was preaching to the pagan Gentiles in Athens. His point in 

verse 30 is that God overlooked their ignorance in the Old Testament period. But now, His law – i.e. the 

Gospel – was made available, not only to the Jews, but to the Gentiles as well…and they were expected 

to repent and submit to Christ. 

Another passage that I would have cited is Hebrews 2:2-3, where it says, “For if the word spoken 

through angels proved steadfast, and every transgression and disobedience received a just reward, how 

shall we escape if we neglect so great a salvation…?” I would always interpret this to mean that God 

was super-strict with the Jews in the Old Testament, but is even stricter with us! 



For what it’s worth, we can’t use both this passage and Acts 17:30-31 to explain away the Old 

Testament examples of disobedience, or imperfect law-keeping. The one in Acts says that God 

overlooked their ignorance while this one says He punished every transgression. Clearly, we’re getting 

one or both of these texts wrong. I already addressed the text in Acts. Now let’s focus on this one. 

The interpretation of Hebrews 2:2-3 that I mentioned two paragraphs back is obviously flawed in 

light of the many examples of disobedience and imperfect law-keeping previously cited. It’s clear that 

God did not mete out eternal justice on “every transgression and disobedience.” 

There are two possible explanations… 

The writer here could be speaking of physical judgment, or discipline, rather than spiritual 

judgment. In Hebrews 12:3-11, we read about how God disciplines His children in this life. So it’s not 

that their salvation was lost when they disobeyed and/or failed to perfectly keep His law, but that He 

chastised them during their earthly lives. 

If this interpretation is true, then the point still stands that we do not have to be fully-obedient to 

God in order to go to heaven. A person may fail to keep certain commandments, and God may yet save 

them by His mercy…even though He may still punish them in this life. This is a strong possibility. 

A second possibility is that the Hebrews writer is not speaking of single acts of disobedience, or 

ignorance, or a failure to keep all of the commandments. Rather, he could be speaking of a lifestyle of 

willful disobedience, or an attitude of rejection. 

Notice that the contrast is between “every transgression” and those today who “neglect so great a 

salvation.” Are we neglecting the redemption offered by Christ when we get one thing wrong, or 

struggle in our Christian immaturity? No, of course not. In Hebrews 10:28-29, the writer describes those 

who “rejected Moses’ law and compared them to those today who have “trampled the Son of God 

underfoot.” Again, it’s a rebellious attitude that’s being condemned, not imperfect law-keeping. 

Both of these explanations make sense to me. 

Neither Acts 17:30-31 nor Hebrews 2:3-4 can be used to teach that God is super-strict with 

Christians today and punishes us for “every transgression and disobedience.” What this leaves us with is 

the inevitable conclusion that we do not have to be fully-obedient to all of God’s word to be saved. This 

is a point that is echoed even in the New Testament.  

The Corinthian church had all sorts of major problems – too much human wisdom, suing one 

another, tolerating open sin in their midst, abuses of liberties, perverting the Lord’s Supper and assembly 

– and yet Paul was not only willing to work with them for years on end, he called them “saints” and 

considered them to be “sanctified in Christ Jesus” (1 Cor. 1:2). 

The same can be said for the churches in Galatia and Colossae. And what about the seven 

churches in Asia spoken of in Revelation 2-3? 

It’s true that these churches were instructed to repent – and perhaps they did, we don’t know – 

but it cannot be overlooked that these were God’s people and could be fellowshipped even though they 

got a lot wrong. 

We are ready to condemn a church because they have one or two practices that we believe are 

unauthorized. We are ready to condemn an individual who goes to the wrong church or has a practice 

that we disagree with. If a member of our own church strays from the status quo or traditional thinking 

even in one area, we’re ready to throw down and initiate disciplinary procedures. And yet in all of this, I 

can’t help but acknowledge that God is so much more lenient and merciful than we are. 

 

“I Desire Mercy, Not Sacrifice” 
 

I’m reminded of Matthew 12:1-8. The Pharisees accused Jesus and His disciples of violating the 

Sabbath, and they were ready to judge and condemn him for it. In response, Jesus brings up two 

examples: (1) David eating the showbread in the Tabernacle, and (2) the priests working on the Sabbath. 



Both are examples where the Law was technically violated. David wasn’t permitted to eat the 

showbread. The priests were technically violating the Sabbath law. 

Jesus’ conclusion in verse 7 says it all: “But if you had known what this means, ‘I desire mercy 

and not sacrifice,’ you would not have condemned the guiltless.” In other words, even though a case 

could technically have been made against David and the priests, God considered them to be “guiltless.” 

What’s the lesson for us? Perhaps, instead of being so quick to condemn others, we ought to stop 

and consider their circumstances – their spiritual maturity level, their background, their perspective. And 

maybe, just maybe, we ought to focus more on the heart of the law rather than nitpick everyone’s 

choices. 

 

Leaving Judgment to God 
 

Here in America, there are laws in place that we must follow. If a person breaks a law, they are 

technically guilty and in danger of judgment – maybe it’s a fine, jail-time, or even prison. If a person 

breaks the law by speeding (let’s say 80 mph in a 65 zone) and is forced to appear in court, does the 

judge have the right to impose a fine on them? Yes, of course! But it’s common for judges to consider 

the individual’s circumstances and make the choice to show leniency. 

Does this mean that the judge failed to uphold the law? No. It’s the judge’s right to pardon or 

condemn! We all understand this. Similarly, God, as our Judge, not only has the right to save people 

who are guilty of breaking His law or failing in some way, He has shown throughout the Scriptures that 

He is prone to doing just that. 

None of this means that we can show pardon on behalf of God. In other words, we can’t assume, 

based on these scriptural examples, that we can willfully ignore certain commandments, or take people 

who themselves are in error, and preach them into heaven. What this does mean, however, is that we 

must be careful about condemning folks. And if Paul’s example teaches us anything, it is better to err on 

the side of fellowship and mercy than on the side of disfellowship and judgment. 

The solution is that we must strive to obey God’s word the best we can and to teach God’s word 

to everyone we can all the while leaving eternal judgment to God. 

So again, we do not have to get it all right to be saved, and neither do others. When I finally 

decided to stop explaining away all of these scriptural examples and accept the conclusion that I just 

shared with you – I was completely floored, not only by the beauty of this truth, but by the practical 

applications of this truth: 

I have always taught that folks who worship with instruments are in sin. Maybe they are – but 

maybe they are not. 

I have always taught that folks in denominational churches are in sin. Maybe they are, but maybe 

they are not. If the Corinthians could be saved, we’d better be careful about condemning whole churches 

and their members! 

Now, if you’re like me, you have such a strong disposition against denominations that you really 

struggle to accept the fact that there may be Baptists and Methodists and others like them whom God has 

accepted. But the same case we might build against them, could also have been built against so many of 

the Jews of the Old Testament. These were folks who did things that were unscriptural and 

who didn’t obey all of God’s teachings, and yet were not just shown leniency. Some of them were the 

most praised characters of biblical history! 

And why were these folks justified? Not because they perfectly obeyed God’s law, but because 

they were men and women of sincere faith and integrity! 

Let me clarify something one more time: I’m not saying that we ought to justify 

denominationalism or any unscriptural practice. We must teach the truth no matter what! But that 

doesn’t mean we have the right to condemn folks and assign them to hell. Teach the truth and practice 



the truth, but leave judgment to God…and understand that we may very well have brethren – and 

probably do have brethren – who worship and work within denominational churches. 

There’s one more point that I want to make before I move on to the next conclusion that 

transformed my faith: Judgment is a burden that we were not meant to bear. 

James 4:12 says that “there is one Lawgiver, who is able to save and to destroy. Who are you to 

judge another?” God, and specifically Jesus, is the only true judge – it’s His job, and His alone, to 

separate the sheep from the goats and to mete out eternal punishment as well as eternal glory. It’s not 

our job! 

Earthly judges often struggle to carry the weight of judgment around; they have to not only 

determine the fates of so many people, but live with those impactful decisions every day. 

When we take on the roles of judge, jury and executioner, we are taking a burden upon our 

shoulders that God never intended for us to bear. But when we let go of this burden and leave judgment 

to God, that weight is lifted. Now, instead of spending my time drawing lines and making judgments, I 

can spend my time loving and teaching. 

In closing, folks can get a lot of things wrong; their lives may not reflect a complete or accurate 

understanding of God’s word, and yet God may justify them. As the old saying goes, there will almost 

certainly be people in heaven that we didn’t expect to be there. 

 

Conclusion 2:  

Discipleship is a Process 

 

For years, when I would set up home Bible studies with folks, I used the same series of Bible 

lessons that my father-in-law used with me before I was converted. It was a 6-lesson series that included 

the following lesson: (1) Bible authority, (2) Church History, (3) Worship of the Church, (4) Works of 

the Church, (5) Organization of the Church, (6) Plan of Salvation. I would try to average about one 

study per week, so this series was designed to last for six weeks.  

What this meant is that a person would agree to study the Bible, but wouldn’t learn about their 

need to be baptized for a month and a half! But at least when they were baptized! They had a good, solid 

foundation, right? 

My perspective changed while I was working with a church of Christ in North Carolina between 

2005 and 2009. While studying with a Jehovah’s Witness (over a period of months), the issue of 

salvation came up. 

The Jehovah’s Witnesses believe that in order for a person to be converted, they have to go 

through an in-depth series of studies and show their commitment to the Watchtower Society by 

embracing the material and being faithful in their church attendance. Then, after their “faith” and loyalty 

are clear, they can have a salvation experience. 

I remember pointing the Jehovah’s Witness to the conversion examples in Acts. Nowhere did the 

apostles or evangelists of the 1
st
 century take people through a drawn out series of studies that lasted for 

days or even weeks. Instead, what we see in Acts is that a basic sermon was given and people were 

converted in droves based on their faith in Jesus, their repentance, and their desire to become followers 

of Christ. 

Consider Acts 2 as an example. Three thousand people were baptized that very day. And did 

Peter explain the worship, works and organization of the church? No! And as I explained all of this to 

the Jehovah’s Witness, I began to make the application to my own approach to home Bible studies. I 

wasn’t any better than the Jehovah’s Witnesses! 

I’m pointing this out because I believe it’s a symptom of a greater problem: a lot of folks in the 

Church of Christ expect Christians to be advanced in the faith from the very beginning. They feel 

compelled to alert new converts to all of the denominational errors so that they don’t go on accepting 



and believing things that aren’t true. We want them to be committed to the right church, to the Church of 

Christ.  

And why is this? Because we have concluded that any misstep might cause one’s soul to be in 

jeopardy. 

Of course, we generally don’t feel the need to teach them about the dangers of greed, 

materialism, anger, lust or discontentment, but we stress the need to understand all the defining 

characteristics of the one true church. NOTE: I know that this is an over-generalization and that not all 

Churches of Christ are this way. But it was almost always my experience. 

It scares us to think that we might convert people and bring them into our fellowship who have 

different beliefs about instrumental music, denominationalism or the frequency of the Lord’s Supper. 

We want to eradicate all differences immediately and swiftly. 

That experience with the Jehovah’s Witness caused me to not only rethink my approach to home 

Bible studies, but my overall outlook on Christianity as well. 

 

A Journey, Not a Destination 
 

As the years went by, I came to another, very similar, realization: the realization that Christianity 

is a journey, not a destination.  

You see, when I was a young preacher, it was so easy for me to think that I had it all figured out 

because my understanding of the Bible was simplistic, and I had very few experiences with people with 

whom I disagreed. I wasn’t challenged. But as time went on, my knowledge of the Bible grew 

exponentially and I began to encounter other points-of-view – in Bible classes at church, in online 

discussions with other preachers, and even in home Bible studies and correspondence. I found myself 

changing my positions on a number of issues over the years and actually – GULP – admitting that I was 

wrong. While some of these issues were peripheral and academic, others were more relevant. 

After 13 years of preaching, you can imagine how many times I’ve had to change my positions 

on a wide range of issues. Looking back, I can’t help but think, “Man, was I ignorant,” and then, “Man, 

was I arrogant,” – because I always thought I was so right…when I was so wrong. 

Even though I have been wrong time and again, I have always believed, and still do, that I was a 

faithful Christian.  

Furthermore, if I’ve been wrong so many times in the past, the chances are good that I’m 

probably wrong on some things even now, and that I’ll be wrong in the future. But again, I see myself as 

a faithful Christian. 

What I’m about to say is a major point of this chapter, so listen carefully and take note: I’m 

thankful that God and brethren have been patient when me, even when I’ve been wrong or misguided. 

Therefore, I MUST be patient with others even when they’re wrong…and KNOW that God is patient 

with them just as He is patient with me. 

I think we all agree with this in theory, but the only way that the force of this conclusion is really  

going to hit us is if we make it practical.  

Are you ready to feel uncomfortable? 

What if the difference is gambling? You condemn it outright but another Christian doesn’t see 

anything wrong with buying a lottery ticket, for example?  

What if the difference is drinking? You condemn all forms of drinking, but another believer sees 

nothing wrong with having a glass of wine with their dinner?  

What if the difference is instrumental music? You condemn it as unscriptural, but a convert from 

the Baptist church sees absolutely nothing wrong with it?  

It’s easy for us to be patient and tolerant in areas that we deem peripheral, but when we deem the 

issue important, we quickly become impatient and intolerant. The problem is that we all place different 



values on different issues. An issue that might be important to me may not be important to you, and vice 

versa. What do we do with this? 

I want you to consider this question with me: By what standard do you label one issue critical 

and another issue non-critical? Is it okay to be wrong about ‘praying to Jesus’ but NOT okay to be 

wrong about buying lottery tickets? Is it okay to be wrong about the covering of 1 Corinthians 11 or the 

qualifications of elders but NOT okay to be wrong about God’s teachings on Marriage, Divorce & 

Remarriage? 

Moreover, brethren everywhere – and even gospel preachers as we’ll soon see – disagree on 

almost every issue you can think of. Mature Christians often come down on different sides of the same 

issue – and they can argue and debate and each be just as strong in their own respective positions at the 

end of it as they were at the beginning. Good, honest brethren cannot agree on everything. It’s a fact of 

humanity that only the naïve will deny. 

 

All Preachers Are Heretics 
 

For a long time, I was in a discussion group online that consisted of preachers from 

“conservative” Churches of Christ. This was a group that discussed biblical questions and controversial 

issues. For the most part, these were sincere, God-fearing men. I remember being so amazed, not only 

that these men disagreed on a great many things, but that they could intelligently, passionately and 

sincerely debate their positions…and still disagree. This was amazing to me because I had always been 

under the false impression (from 1 Corinthians 1:10 and Matthew 7:7) that honest people who honestly 

study the Bible will agree. 

What do you do when two preachers that you respect disagree on a pretty important issue? Do 

you conclude that one of them must be dishonest or closed-minded? I couldn’t bring myself to make 

such a judgment of good men. What I realized – and this is one of the conclusions that transformed my 

faith – is that it’s unreasonable to expect Christians to agree on everything. And that’s okay. 

Again, Christianity is a journey, not a destination. Therefore, we must be patient with other 

believers who have different upbringings, different experiences, different personalities, different quirks, 

different cognitive biases, and different relationships. We are all on our own individual journey to truth. 

 

Giving People Room to Grow 
 

Here’s another unavoidable conclusion that we can draw here: we must allow people room to 

grow. This implies that we must allow people room to be wrong, and not just on the issues that we deem 

unimportant. 

I’d like to examine two passages that address this point from slightly different angles. 

Read Hebrews 5:12-14 for me. I’m not going to write it out for you, so I need you to really open 

your Bible and read it.  

Have you read it? 

Notice that there are babes in Christ who are only able to digest the milk of the word. Then there 

are mature Christians who ARE able to digest, not only the milk of the word, but the meat of the word. 

There are two conclusions that I’d like to emphasize: 

First of all, not all Christians are the same. There are going to be strong, mature Christians in the 

church who have a thorough understanding of the Bible and a great degree of personal wisdom. But 

there will also be weaker Christians who are very ignorant and very unwise. We cannot expect everyone 

to be mature in the faith. 

Second, not only are there different levels of knowledge among Christians, there are 

different capacities for knowledge among Christians. Do we expect a 1
st
 grader to understand calculus? 

Do we expect a welding apprentice to have the same abilities as a journeyman or an expert? When I tell 



Jenna (who is 11) to clean her room and Shilah (who is 4) to clean her room, do I expect the same 

results? Likewise, there are Christians who cannot grasp certain spiritual concepts. It’s not that they 

won’t, but that they can’t. And we are only going to frustrate them and discourage them if we expect 

them to “get it all right” immediately.  

And if we expect them to just “trust us” and do it anyway, we’re asking them to put their faith in us, 

rather than Christ which is the very thing we criticize denominational folks for doing. 

Is it frustrating when someone doesn’t understand a concept that you easily grasp? Yes! Try 

explaining basic math to a child. It’s so easy, and yet they struggle to grasp it. But we must be patient 

and allow them room to grow. If we force too much on someone, we’ll only frustrate them, and we’ll 

quickly rob them of the joy of learning God’s word. They’ll see Bible study as a source of frustration; 

they’ll see learning as an impossible task. 

Now turn your attention to Romans 15:1 where Paul contrasts “weak” and “strong” brethren. 

Going all the way back to Romans 14:1, Paul’s point here is that we must allow for differences among 

brethren. There are folks who feel comfortable doing certain things (the strong), and then there are folks 

who feel that those things are wrong (the weak). Rather than force others to agree with us, we’re 

instructed to basically let them work out their own faith with fear and trembling (Phil. 2:12). 

Notice the plain message of Romans 15:1 – “bear with” the weak. The message isn’t, “Make the 

weak agree with you so that everyone has the same belief system.” No! It’s a message of tolerance, of 

patience, and of trust. 

In Romans 14:1, we’re told to “receive one who is weak in the faith, but not to disputes over 

doubtful things.” Don’t be argumentative with folks who are weaker or stronger than you. Don’t judge 

them or force them to change. Rather, “Let each be fully convinced in his own mind” (vs. 5). 

We do have to recognize that, to a large extent, we are each accountable to God, not to each 

other. Yes, we must love each other and work together, but ultimately, Christ is our judge; we are not 

the judges. 

 

There Are Standards 
 

Before I conclude this point, I just want to clarify that yes, there are standards and that no, we 

cannot just accept anything and everything that brethren want to do. There is such a thing as rebuke, 

correction, and even discipline in the church.  

All I’m saying is that we have to be patient. We have to acknowledge different levels of maturity 

and growth. We have to focus less on individual missteps and ignorance, and more on patterns of 

behavior that may be reflective of wicked hearts. 

The reality is that we must extend the same patience and mercy to others when they’re wrong 

just as others have extended us patience and mercy when we’ve been wrong. Because Christianity is a 

journey, not a destination. And this realization ought to dramatically change the way we view others – 

from the people within our church to the people around us in the denominational world. 

 

Conclusion #3: 

Weightier Matters of the Law 

 

In Matthew 23, Jesus publicly condemned the scribes and Pharisees. Over and over again, He said, 

“Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites!” 

Notice with me verses 23-24: “Woe to you scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you pay tithe 

of mint and anise and cumin, and have neglected the weightier matters of the law: justice and mercy and 

faith. These you ought to have done, without leaving the others undone. Blind guides, who strain out a 

gnat and swallow a camel.” 



Jesus plainly says here that there are certain spiritual concepts (biblical teachings) that are more 

important than others. They are the “weightier matters of the law.” By way of contrast, the weightier 

matters are “justice and mercy and faith,” while an example of a lighter matter is the paying of tithes 

(the example given in the text). 

For years, I resisted this conclusion by pointing out what Jesus goes on to say in verse 23. Jesus 

told the Jews that they still had an obligation to pay tithes. I would draw the conclusion that even though 

some issues might be more important in theory, every issue is equally important when it comes to 

practice; we still have to submit to every teaching. Whether it’s weighty or light is irrelevant, practically 

speaking. 

While it’s true that we ought to pay attention even to the teachings of Scripture that might seem 

less important, we cannot escape the fact that, in Jesus’ own words, some teachings are more important 

than others. 

The question is: what does it mean that certain teachings are more important than others? 

If we must give the same attention to every teaching, then we cannot say that any are more 

important than the rest. If God holds us just as accountable to every teaching, then we cannot say that 

any are more important than the rest. So the inescapable conclusion here is that we must give more 

attention to the weightier matters of the law, recognizing that God deems them more important, and will 

therefore hold us more accountable to them than the others. 

This principle is echoed in other places… 

 

The Heart of the Law 
 

What does Matthew 22:37-40 say? “Jesus said to him, ‘You shall love the Lord your God with 

all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind.’ This is the first and great commandment. And 

the second is like it: ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ On these two commandments hang all 

the Law and the Prophets.” 

The greatest commandment is to love God. The second greatest commandment is to love others. 

Read 1 Corinthians 13:1-3. The last verse of the chapter says, “And now abide faith, hope, love, these 

three; but the greatest of these is love.” When Paul says that love is “the greatest,” he is agreeing with 

Jesus that it takes precedent! And then Colossians 3:14 says that love is the bond of perfection. If you 

read through the book of 1 John, the message is the same – love, love, love! 

Going back to the passage in Matthew 22, I remember arguing that the commandments to love 

God and others encapsulate the whole law – and therefore, every specific law is critical.  

But here’s the problem: if we argue that every teaching is equally important, than it cannot be 

said that any one law is “the greatest.” And yet that’s exactly what Jesus says. 

Also take a look at Matthew 12:7. In His response to the Pharisees who condemned Him for 

“breaking” the Sabbath, Jesus said, “But if you had known what this means, ‘I desire mercy and not 

sacrifice,’ you would not have condemned the guiltless.” 

This was probably a quote of Proverbs 21:3. But a very similar point was made by King David in 

Psalm 51:16-17. David prayed to God, “For You do not desire sacrifice, or else I would give it; You do 

not delight in burnt offering. The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit, a broken and a contrite heart – 

these, O God, You will not despise.” 

All three of these verses say the same thing, which is that in the Old Testament context, God 

cared more about mercy and humility than He did offerings and sacrifices. 

Now…were offerings and sacrifices commanded in the Old Testament? Absolutely, they were! 

So we can’t say that David and Solomon and Jesus were saying that offerings and sacrifices weren’t 

important. But we CAN say, based on all the verses we’ve read so far in making this point, that God was 

more concerned about mercy, justice, faith and humility. 



Are some issues more important than others? Without question! And I think if we’re all honest, 

we can see a very obvious pattern in terms of what the “weightier matters” of God’s word are and what 

the lighter matters are. 

If we take anything from this, it’s that God is concerned more about capturing and conquering 

the heart of man than He is about perfect submission to the outward rites and rituals of religion. The 

more that I’ve studied the Bible over the years, the more obvious this has become. 

The Sermon on the Mount is focused on the “weightier matters of the law.” In this sermon – 

which most consider the greatest sermon ever preached – the focus is clearly on the weightier matters of 

the law – the inclination of our hearts, how we treat God, and how we treat others. 

Now let’s shift our focus to Matthew 25:31-44. Here, Jesus gives an incredible explanation of 

Judgement Day. He’s the King and Judge, sitting on His throne of judgment and all of mankind is in 

front of Him. Jesus then separates the sheep from the goats, the righteous from the unrighteous.  

What I want you to notice here are the reasons Jesus Himself gives when He condemns the 

unrighteous. All of the reasons involve loving and serving our fellow man. Stop reading for a moment 

and let that sink in. He could have listed anything. 

We spend so much time debating the right kind of music in worship and whether church 

benevolence is general or limited; we spend so much time condemning folks who drink an occasional 

glass of wine or buy a lottery ticket – and yet Jesus says absolutely nothing about any of that here, or 

anything like it. 

What He does focus on is feeding the poor and visiting folks in prison. Are you ready for a good 

old fashioned toe-stompin’? Okay, answer this question: how often do we talk about these things? How 

often do we DO these things? 

Conclusions From Romans 4 
 

The next passage of Scripture that I am about to discuss was at the heart of my transformation. 

The conclusion that I reached after restudying this text was explosive for me, and changed my outlook 

significantly. 

Here in Romans 4, Paul is contrasting law/works and faith/grace. More specifically, he’s arguing 

that we’re righteous because of faith, not works. 

Before I restudied the text, I took the position for years that, in Romans 4, Paul is contrasting the 

Old Law (works) and the New Law (faith/grace). In other words,  it’s not that works don’t save us; it’s 

that the Old Law doesn’t save us. But when I restudied the text, I realized that Paul is NOT contrasting 

the Old Law and the New Law, but is in fact contrasting personal works and personal faith. 

Read Romans 4:1-4.  The statement in vs. 3 that “Abraham believed God, and it was accounted 

to him for righteousness” is from Genesis 15:6 when Abraham believed God’s promise that he would 

have a son. So we’re dealing with personal faith here, which would mean that the “works” are also 

personal works, not the Old Law. The point is that Abraham wasn’t justified by works; He was counted 

righteous because of his faith! It was an attitude and lifestyle of faith that caused him to trust and obey 

God, but again, he was counted righteous, not after he proved his faith by obedience, but at the point of 

faith itself. 

Now read Romans 4:5-8.  

In verse 5, Paul isn’t discouraging obedience. He’s really dealing with an attitude 

of depending on works for salvation; the notion that God’s favor can be earned if you do works. 

Salvation cannot be earned by one work or 1,000. So Paul says, again, that we’re blessed and righteous 

at the point of faith – when we trust God. And I really like what Paul does in vs. 7-8: we’re saved, not 

because we’re good, but because we’re forgiven. 

Now, here’s where things get interesting.  

Read Romans 4:9-12 (with a special emphasis on verse 11). Paul’s greater point here is that 

salvation always has been and continues to be available to everyone – Jew and Gentile alike. But the 



evidence/reason he gives – the reason all can be saved – is that we’re counted righteous by faith. Not 

a system of doctrine that is best summarized by faith (i.e. the New Testament). No, faith itself – again, 

the disposition of belief and trust in God. And Abraham – this man that the Jews practically revered – is 

the prime example of this. 

Reread vs. 11. Circumcision was given as a command to Abraham in Genesis 17. It was “a sign 

of the covenant” (Gen. 17:11) between Abraham and God, like the rainbow back in Genesis 10. It was 

something physical that would serve as a constant reminder of the covenant/promise. 

And it was commanded. God told Abraham that every male had to be circumcised (Gen. 17:10). 

He even said that “the uncircumcised male child, who is not circumcised in the flesh of his foreskin, that 

person shall be cut off from his people; he has broken My covenant” (vs. 14). It wasn’t optional; it was 

mandatory. 

But in Romans 4:11, Paul makes the point that the outward “sign of circumcision” was a “seal of 

the righteousness of the faith which he had while still uncircumcised.” In other words, this 

outward work, as important as it was, was only a confirmation of his faith. And when was he counted 

righteous? When he believed, not when he was circumcised in Genesis 17. 

Finally, read Romans 4:13-16. Paul here is addressing the greater context of history and God’s 

scheme of redemption – that even though there has always been law and MUST be law (for without law 

there is no sin), faith is really the focus and the priority. But notice vs. 16. A dependence on law/works 

negates grace, but faith does not. This is why faith and grace are so often tied together in the Scriptures – 

even though faith is a condition of salvation, it does not threaten grace. Works can threaten grace – 

depending on our attitude. 

Are we trusting in our works to save us? Are we trusting in our vast, accurate knowledge 

(remember, “knowledge puffs up, but love edifies”)? If so, then we’re struggling against God’s grace. 

But if we view our works simply as an outcome of our faith – like in the case of Abraham – and 

if we make faith the focus, then there is no conflict with grace. 

Now follow this: Paul’s point here in Romans 4 means nothing if it doesn’t apply to us. So 

what’s the application to us? If righteousness is rooted in our faith, not our works, and if God is really 

after the heart, then we’re going to focus more on building our inward faith rather than on getting all the 

outward stuff right. And if we focus on building our faith, the outward stuff will take care of itself. 

Otherwise, we run the risk of doing what the Ephesian church did – being right on target when it comes 

to our beliefs and practices, but leaving our first love. 

We’re also going to be more lenient with others who clearly have faith in God – and we’re 

talking here about the kind of faith Abraham exhibited (a deep-seeded, trusting faith), not the intellectual 

faith that even the demons have (James 2:19) – even though their outward works do not match due to a 

lack of knowledge or a different perspective. What about the person who clearly loves the Lord and 

trusts Him, but sincerely believes that instrumental music is acceptable or believes that baptism is an 

outward sign of an inward grace? It’s not that these things don’t matter at all, but clearly, God has 

shown again and again that He is more interested in the heart than He is perfect obedience or perfect 

knowledge of His will.  

Maybe you can see why Romans 4 has had such a huge impact on my faith in the last couple of 

years. The message of Romans 4 is not exactly a conventional one for members of the church of Christ, 

because we’re so attached to this idea of perfect, or near perfect, obedience to the “New Testament 

pattern” (i.e. the right church, the right MDR views, the right eschatological views, the right views on all 

hot-button issues, etc.). But now, these things, although important, become secondary.  

 

Finding Unity in Diversity 
 

Before I conclude this point, I want to challenge you to do something: read the entire New 

Testament (or skim through it) and make two lists – one list of all the passages that pertain to the heart 



and disposition of man (i.e. love, mercy, justice, faith, humility, transformation, etc.), and a second list 

of all the passages that pertain to the outward rites of religion, especially the ones that are so strongly 

emphasized in Churches of Christ (i.e. the name of the church, worship of the church, works of the 

church, organization of the church, church discipline, etc.). 

In other words, I want you to look for what is most emphasized in the New Testament. 

Most believers across denominational lines are probably going to agree on the bulk of what the 

New Testament says, at least in theory, if not in practice. The heart of the law – the “weightier matters 

of the law” are not at all controversial, even though they are extremely difficult to apply on a personal 

level. Most of the disagreements that the Church of Christ has with the denominational world have to do 

with a small minority of texts, or even with inferences and/or complex cases that are NOT easy for most 

people to see. 

For example, consider the weekly observance of the Lord’s Supper. Every denomination believes 

in and observes the Lord’s Supper, but the Church of Christ is known for asserting that it must be 

observed every Sunday. They go so far as to condemn those who observe it once a month or once a 

quarter, rather than once a week. 

And yet the entire case is built, not just on one verse (Acts 20:7), but on an inference from that 

verse. The disciples in Troas came together on the first day of the week to break bread, and so the 

argument goes that because there is a first day of every week, we MUST observe the Lord’s Supper 

every Sunday. An example is taken, and then inferences are drawn from that example and a universal 

commandment is made. More on this topic later. 

We do similar things with instrumental music, with the name of the church, with principles of 

modesty, drinking, gambling, dancing, and a whole slew of other issues. 

My point is that we ignore the fact that we agree with most denominations on the heart of the 

New Testament, and even a majority of its teachings, and instead focus on drawing lines of fellowship 

and assigning people to hell based on different interpretations or ignorance of certain religious 

rites which are predicated on a minority of passages. 

We need to develop a much greater appreciation for the “weightier matters of the law,” the 

“greatest commandment,” and the heart of the law. And we need to recognize that by getting these 

things right – by emphasizing personal faith and love for God and neighbor, the rest will take care of 

itself or become secondary. 

 

Conclusion 4:  

Recognizing Liberty 

 

Throughout this book, I’ve spoken of different turning points in my faith…points at which a 

singular epiphany in my study of the Scriptures challenged my belief system so much that I developed a 

new perspective that was counter to traditional Church of Christ thinking. I had another such epiphany a 

few years ago. 

While preaching in Nevada, I remember studying the text of 1 Corinthians 8 and noticing 

something that rocked my spiritual world and changed my understanding in a major way. 

Before we get to 1 Corinthians 8, I want to introduce the point… 

When ‘conservative’ preachers address moral issues from the pulpit, it’s common to point, not to 

a single text that plainly condemns the act, but to a series of principles that MAY be violated by 

committing the act. Consider with me two examples: 

There is no verse in the Bible that condemns gambling, but we often condemn gambling as sinful 

on the following grounds: 

 

 Covetousness is wrong (Col. 3:5); gambling reflects poor stewardship. 



 We earn our money by working for it (Eph. 4:28, et al), not by gambling for it. 

 Gambling involves winning at someone else’s expense, and yet we’re told to love even our 

enemies (Mt. 5:44). 

 We’re told to be shining lights in the world (Phil. 2:15). 

 

On these grounds, it’s argued that it’s sinful to buy lottery tickets, play a slot machine, or even 

buy raffle tickets (according to many brethren). 

There is no verse in the Bible that condemns dancing, but we often condemn dancing on the 

following grounds: 

 

 The word “lasciviousness” in Galatians 5:19 is a work of the flesh and is defined in some 

dictionaries as “immodest bodily movements.” Much dancing is predicated on movements of 

the body that are certainly immodest. Even the Hokey Pokey is called into question because, 

after all, we’re told to “shake it all about.”  

 Lust is wrong (Mt. 5:24), so we shouldn’t do anything – like dancing – that might cause 

someone of the opposite sex to lust. 

 We often pull quotes from various secular sources that speak to the romantic nature of even 

ballroom dancing. Because all dancing can have romantic overtones, dancing is sinful because it 

uses immodest bodily movements to arouse feelings of lust and wantonness. 

 

On these grounds, it’s argued that school dances and proms are sinful, dancing at weddings is 

sinful, and even the Hokey Pokey ought to be avoided. 

In both cases, there is no verse that condemns the activity, but we still condemn the activity by 

appealing to generic principles that might be or could be violated by engaging in the activity. To varying 

degrees, we do this when we condemn all recreational consumption of alcohol (which I’ll address more 

fully later), mixed swimming, smoking, shorts higher than the knee, etc. – and these are judgments that 

most “truly conservative” brethren make. 

The question I want to pose to you here at the outset is: are we right in making judgments on 

these grounds? 

Now let’s turn our attention to 1 Corinthians 8:1-8… 

 

“Now concerning things offered to idols: We know that we all have knowledge. Knowledge puffs up, but 

love edifies. And if anyone thinks that he knows anything, he knows nothing yet as he ought to know. But 

if anyone loves God, this one is known by Him. Therefore concerning the eating of things offered to 

idols, we know that an idol is nothing in the world, and that there is no other God but one.
 
For even if 

there are so-called gods, whether in heaven or on earth (as there are many gods and many lords),
 
yet for 

us there is one God, the Father, of whom are all things, and we for Him; and one Lord Jesus Christ, 

through whom are all things, and through whom we live. However, there is not in everyone that 

knowledge; for some, with consciousness of the idol, until now eat it as a thing offered to an idol; and 

their conscience, being weak, is defiled. But food does not commend us to God; for neither if we eat are 

we the better, nor if we do not eat are we the worse.” 

 

Paul is describing a situation in Corinth where brethren had different perspectives and feelings 

about the eating of meat offered to idols. There were spiritually mature brethren who knew that the meat 

was just meat; they had no problem with eating meat that had been offered to an idol. 

Then there were weaker brethren whose consciences told them that by eating meat that had been 

offered to an idol, they were worshiping the idol. These were probably former idol-worshipers who had 



always viewed it as an element of pagan worship, so for them, they couldn’t separate the two (like a 

former gambler who cannot separate playing cards from gambling). 

 Paul is clear that “an idol is nothing in the world” (vs. 4) and that the meat offered to idols is 

still just meat. This was an issue of liberty! 

Now read with me 1 Corinthians 8:9-13. 
 

“
But beware lest somehow this liberty of yours become a stumbling block to those who are weak. For if 

anyone sees you who have knowledge eating in an idol’s temple, will not the conscience of him who is 

weak be emboldened to eat those things offered to idols? And because of your knowledge shall the weak 

brother perish, for whom Christ died? 
12 

But when you thus sin against the brethren, and wound their 

weak conscience, you sin against Christ. Therefore, if food makes my brother stumble, I will never again 

eat meat, lest I make my brother stumble.” 

 

The main point here is obvious to all of us, I’m sure: Even though you may have a right to 

something, you need to be willing to give it up if it’s something that might make a fellow Christian 

stumble. 

To relate this to the issue being discussed in this text: even though there is absolutely nothing 

wrong with eating meat that had been offered to an idol, if you have a brother who recently converted 

from paganism and who cannot separate the eating of that meat from the worship of that idol, then you 

really need to avoid eating that meat. Because if you continue to eat that meat, you may embolden your 

brother to do the same, even though in doing so, he will violate his own conscience. Romans 14:23 says, 

“For whatever is not of faith is sin.”  

 

An Epiphany in 1 Corinthians 8 
 

Everything I’ve said so far about 1 Corinthians 8 is easy for all of us to understand and agree on. 

However, a few years ago, something within this passage struck me. Not only is it plainly stated in this 

passage that the eating of meat offered to idols is a liberty, it is implied in this passage that going into the 

pagan temple itself was ALSO a liberty. Reread vs. 10. Apparently, there were places inside the temples 

to eat. 

Now, Paul is making the point here that going into the idol’s temple might cause a weaker 

brother to stumble, and draws the conclusion that we ought to avoid causing brethren to stumble…but 

the implication is that eating in the idol’s temple itself wasn’t inherently wrong. 

What if no one in the church had any qualms about going into the idol’s temple? Going into the 

temple would cause NO one to stumble. What if you were on vacation or a business trip and there were 

no brethren around you that could be caused to stumble by your actions? In such cases, eating in an 

idol’s temple would not be wrong. In fact, if we go back to the first half of the chapter, we could make 

the point that the ability to exercise this liberty without any guilt would have been a sign of knowledge 

and spiritual maturity. 

I had noticed this aspect of the text before, of course, but I remember all of a sudden thinking to 

myself, “How in the world could any Christian in the first century justify going into an idol’s temple, 

much less eating in one?” And then I remember thinking that if I were a preacher in the first century, I 

absolutely would have condemned the act of going into an idol’s temple. 

Think about it. Going into an idol’s temple would certainly give off the “appearance of evil” (1 

Thess. 5:22). People of the world might not realize that you’re just going in there to eat; they might draw 

the conclusion that you support idol worship. 

And then we’re told in 2 Corinthians 6:16, “And what agreement has the temple of God with 

idols? For you are the temple of the living God,” and in verse 17, “Come out from among them and be 



separate.” So, you see, we shouldn’t go into an idol’s temple because we’re told to separate ourselves 

from the world – to be holy rather than worldly. 

Oh, and let’s not forget that by going into an idol’s temple, you would be putting yourself in a 

position to be tempted. Yet Paul says in Romans 13:14 that we’re to “put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and 

make no provision for the flesh, to fulfill its lusts.” And 1 Corinthians 15:33 says that evil company 

corrupts good morals. 

Based on these principles alone, if I were living and preaching in the first century, I would have 

condemned the act of eating in an idol’s temple. If I had seen a fellow Christian going into the temple of 

Zeus, for example, I would have really been concerned about their soul, and would have felt compelled 

to confront them on the basis that they had sinned. And yet Paul did not condemn it…except in cases 

where it caused a weak brother to stumble. 

And that’s when it hit me like a ton of bricks: we cannot condemn something as inherently sinful 

on the basis of generic principles alone. We can certainly condemn the violation of the principle, but we 

cannot apply the principle to an unspecified activity and then condemn the activity. 

We can condemn lust because the Bible condemns it, but we cannot condemn mixed-swimming 

as inherently sinful on the basis that it may cause someone to lust. What if someone doesn’t lust at the 

pool? 

We can condemn covetousness because the Bible condemns it, but we cannot condemn gambling 

as inherently sinful on the basis that it may lead someone to covet. What if, for someone, covetousness 

has nothing to do with it? 

We can condemn lasciviousness because the Bible condemns it, but we cannot condemn ALL 

forms of dancing on the basis that some dancing arouses lust and immodest behaviors. What if it doesn’t 

in a particular  case? 

Isn’t this the epitome of “speaking where the Bible speaks and being silent where the Bible is 

silent?” The Bible condemns lust, so condemn lust. The Bible doesn’t condemn mixed-swimming, so 

don’t condemn it. Paul illustrates this concept perfectly in 1 Corinthians 8 by condemning the act of 

causing a weak brother to stumble, but not condemning the act of eating in an idol’s temple. It’s the 

violation of the principle that must be condemned, not the unspecified activity itself. 

 

Black, White…and Gray! 
 

To further this point, turn with me to Proverbs 7:1-5. 

Solomon is touting the value of wisdom. We often define wisdom as “applied knowledge,” but if 

that’s true, then wisdom is nothing more or less than obedience. For me, wisdom is not only obedience; 

it is the ability to understand and apply the principles and teachings of Scripture to the gray areas of life.  
Now read Proverbs 7:6-9. Solomon describes a young naïve man who walks through a bad part 

of town, right in front of a prostitute’s house. It’s implied that everyone knew about the immoral woman 

who lived there, even the young man. There were dangers in passing that house. But was it inherently 

sinful to pass “along the street near her corner” and to “[take] the path to her house in the twilight?” No! 

It was naïve, perhaps even foolish, but not inherently sinful. 

As the text goes on, we learn that the harlot came out of her house and enticed the young man, 

eventually causing him to yield. Read vs. 21-23. So in this case, foolish behavior led the young man to 

commit sin, but the foolish behavior – the steps leading up to the temptation and eventually, the sin – 

were inadvisable and foolish, but not necessarily sinful. 

What this passage teaches us – and the whole book of Proverbs, for that matter – is that “right” 

and “wrong” are not the only designations available to us. In other words, not everything is black and 

white. There ARE gray areas – areas of liberty and freedom in Christ – where we must employ wisdom 

to make the best decision. 



Gambling isn’t inherently sinful, but that doesn’t make it wise. Going to the prom isn’t sinful, 

but that doesn’t mean I’m going to encourage young people from going to prom. 

But inherent in the concept of wisdom and liberty – and this takes us back to the situation 

described in 1 Corinthians 8 as well – is that we cannot condemn brethren for choosing a different path 

than we might choose. We might see their actions as unwise or hazardous, and we might even warn 

them of the dangers, but the fact is, we cannot draw lines of condemnation and fellowship where God 

has not. 

 

A Few Other Lessons 
 

When we moved from Kentucky to Nevada, we had a certain belief about casinos. To us, casinos 

were about gambling, drinking and smoking, and we made the decision to never enter a casino for any 

reason, even if the local Christians were okay with it. (By the way, this is how most Christians from the 

south feel about casinos – they’re just gambling epicenters, and no Christian belongs in one.)  
It didn’t take long for us to realize that there is much more to casinos than slot machines and free 

alcohol; most casinos have hotels, spas, restaurants and all sorts of family activities. Casinos host gun 

shows, concerts, college graduation ceremonies and conventions. And so we came to the realization that 

casinos – perhaps like the idol’s temples of Corinth – are an inescapable part of Nevadan culture that 

offer a whole lot more than gambling. Our outlook on casinos changed, but it was always so funny when 

Christians from the conservative south would visit with the same views we once held. 

There was a time when I made the argument that going into a casino would give off the 

appearance of evil. After all, folks may not know that you’re going in there just to eat a cheap steak 

dinner and not to gamble. Why eat there when you can eat at a place like Applebee’s that isn’t filled 

with slot machines and video poker? Then I realized, “Oh wait, Applebee’s is a Bar & Grill.” If we can’t 

go into casinos because of the gambling, then we can’t go into Applebee’s because of the bar. It struck 

me in that moment that most brethren are very inconsistent, perhaps even hypocritical, when it comes to 

where and how they draw these lines. 

If gambling is wrong because it’s poor stewardship, then it’s also wrong to go to the movies or to 

a nice restaurant for dinner. Right? 

We condemn mixed-swimming and school dances because of the rampant immodesty and 

temptation to lust, but then we go to shopping malls and watch movies and television shows that are 

often just as inappropriate. 

If we were truly concerned about violating these principles, we would be consistent in our 

opposition of ALL such activities. And so it’s apparent to me that we’re either (1) that naïve, or (2) more 

concerned about the appearance of righteousness, perhaps even control (i.e. like the Pharisees of old). 

Finally, we cannot agree with these points but continue to guilt people into agreeing with us by 

judging them in our hearts, giving them disapproving looks, or treating them as somehow less-spiritual, 

less-godly people. This is where Romans 14 comes into play. The strong have to bear with the weak and 

the weak have to bear with the strong; there has to be tolerance and longsuffering from both sides. 

On a practical level, this conclusion is HUGE. Instead of a church environment where we erect 

such strict standards of judgment and brethren are constantly intimidated into submitting 

to our standards (not God’s), we can promote an environment within the church that allows brethren 

room to disagree and yet STILL love each other. Such an environment is necessary for spiritual health 

and true outward and inward growth. 

 

 

 

 



Why I Left… 

 

A few years ago, after preaching and practicing a very strict form of Christianity 

within conservative Churches of Christ for a long time, I began to undergo a transformation in my 

thinking.  I slowly began questioning a lot of the beliefs that I had held for so long, and entertaining 

certain beliefs that for so long I had considered heretical. 

What caused the change? I’ve thought about that question a lot over the last year or so, and I 

really don’t have a definitive answer. But I do have some good guesses: 

For most of my preaching career, I worked with very conservative Churches of Christ primarily 

in the “Bible Belt” of the country. I was surrounded by people who, for the most part, agreed with me 

and validated my strict message. I was praised for preaching strict sermons and for tenaciously going 

after denominations and their plethora of false doctrines. Any deviation from this very narrow form of 

Christianity was condemned, and so there was a lot of pressure to stay in line.  

When I moved out west to Nevada in 2012, however, I entered an environment that was very 

different. There was a lot more diversity out west, and instead of people constantly validating and 

reaffirming my strict message, I was forced for the first time to defend my beliefs again and again – to 

those on the outside, but especially to those on the inside, within my own church.  

Over time, I began to see that my reasoning simply wasn’t good. In a superficial way, I could 

make the same old arguments and convince certain people, especially those who may have already 

agreed with me. But on a deeper level, the holes in my logic were revealed, and eventually, I began to 

see and accept that very uncomfortable reality. 

From 2013-2014, I became very involved with a group of atheists in Reno. I interacted with them 

on the University of Nevada campus weekly, and attended their bi-weekly discussion groups on campus. 

I discussed deep philosophical and theological issues with them over coffee, helped them with podcasts, 

and even did a debate on evolution and creation at the University of Nevada in September of 2014.  

Having to explain and defend the core teachings of the Bible to these unbelievers forced me to 

delve deeper into the Scriptures than ever before. Hearing their perspective helped me to learn how to 

think more critically – how to better see and analyze issues from multiple perspectives. I think that this 

process helped me to better manage my questions and issues in other, more domestic areas of my faith. 

When I had my crisis of faith in 2014, my spiritual world was turned upside down. I think I used 

this illustration elsewhere, but it’s worth repeating here: a person can live with bad eating habits, a lack 

of exercise, and even symptoms of failing health for so long. But if that person has a heart attack, they 

are likely to suddenly be motivated to reassess their choices and change their lifestyle. My crisis of faith 

was like a heart attack. I was so shaken by the experience that I began to look even more critically at 

what I believed and why. I wasn’t just going to ignore the symptoms of bad theology and shallow 

reasoning anymore. 

In 2015, my wife and I came into conflict with the leadership of the church with which I was 

working. It was a nine month nightmare that caused my wife and I to cycle in and out of depression, and 

it damaged us so deeply that we have still not fully recovered to this day. Without getting into the 

details, I will simply say that this horrible experience revealed more than ever before the deep, systemic 

problems with the traditional Church of Christ arrangement that we had been a part of for over a decade. 

We began to realize that the problems we had already begun to recognize were not just academic in 

nature; there were real consequences and side-effects that not only diminished the intended effectiveness 

of the Church, but wrought havoc in the lives of Christians, especially the babes, the weak, and the 

struggling. 

Why did I undergo a transformation of faith? What caused my belief system to begin to change 

so dramatically over time? Again, I don’t have a definitive answer, but I think that these reasons are at 

least parts of the equation. 



Earlier, I explained four of the conclusions that I reached during my transformation. These 

fundamental conclusions struck at the heart of what I believed and caused major shifts in my thinking. 

As these conclusions began to set in, I began to feel more and more like a fish out of water. I no longer 

fit the mold or the expectations of my brethren in the Church of Christ. 

More than anything, it put me in a very awkward position. I knew that if I preached many of 

these conclusions on Sunday mornings, I would offend and upset some folks, and that there was the 

potential for major controversy. There were times when I felt an obligation to share my conclusions – 

and did. Then there were times when I felt an obligation to keep what I believed to myself for the sake 

of peace (like Paul in Acts 21). I began to feel more and more disingenuous and two-faced. I didn’t feel 

like I could talk openly and honestly about what I really believed, and that led to feelings of guilt and 

resentment. 

In the spring-summer of 2016, I began to pursue a secular career. I went to a four-month school 

to earn a trio of certifications that would enable me to finally provide for my family by other means. The 

best course of action, I thought, was to avoid the controversy and conflict altogether, to preserve the 

unity of the church, and to remove myself from the situation. I also hated feeling that I could not be 

honest about what I really believed lest I lose the ability to provide for my family. The pressure of 

towing the party line in order to keep my job and income was agonizing at times. It heightened my sense 

of guilt.  

All along, I continued to study and come to radical conclusions on specific issues. To make 

matters worse, I faced another crisis of faith that rivaled the one I had in the winter of 2014-2015. I was 

unable to land a job as quickly as I had hoped, and so my frustration grew to epic proportions. This 

perfect storm – my changing beliefs, my crisis of faith, and the feeling of being stuck behind the pulpit, 

pretending to be someone that I was not – led me to such dissatisfaction and depression that I made a 

very drastic decision. 

In mid-October of 2016, I decided to resign from preaching and to walk away from the Church 

of Christ. It was a horrible night that left me unemployed, with a knotted stomach and a feeling of 

numbness that lasted for weeks. 

I just didn’t feel like I could do it anymore – feeling disingenuous, having to pretend, having to 

skirt the issues so as to avoid conflict, wanting to avoid bringing more controversy to a church that had a 

history of division, feeling like I was contributing to a system that I could no longer endorse, feeling like 

this wasn’t New Testament Christianity, and feeling like my crisis of faith was going to spiral out of 

control if I didn’t get out of that position and that environment. 

So I left. 

After 13 years in the Church of Christ, I left it. 

If you’re reading this, it’s probably because you’re a member of the Church of Christ, have heard 

about my decision and want to know WHY I did what I did. I’ve put this book together to explain my 

decision and my reasoning. 

So far, I’ve given you a brief history of what led me to this critical point. What I’d like to do now 

is explain why I felt the need to leave the Church of Christ, and to do that, I really need to make two 

major points (with various sub-points): 

1. Why I disagree with the major doctrines and practices that distinguish Churches of Christ 

from all other churches and denominations. 

2. Why I believe the Church of Christ system, generally speaking, is contrary to God’s design, 

inhibitive to spiritual growth, and potentially destructive. 

 

My Objections to Church of Christ Doctrine 
 

In many ways, Churches of Christ are like a lot of evangelical and even denominational churches 

today. They affirm the inspiration of Scripture, the deity of Christ, the Trinity and other bedrock 



Christian beliefs. They meet on Sunday, practice water baptism, sing songs like “Amazing Grace,” 

evangelize the community, have full-time ministers, Bible classes (i.e. Sunday School), and so on. There 

are enough similarities to where a person can visit a Church of Christ service and walk away thinking, 

“Hmmm, except for a few differences, the Church of Christ is like a lot of other traditional churches I’ve 

visited before.” That was my initial thought when I visited a Church of Christ for the first time back in 

the summer of 2003. 

The fact is, however, that there are some major differences between the Church of Christ and 

most other churches. While I spent over 12 years believing and preaching that these distinctive qualities 

are exactly why we should all be active members of the Church of Christ, I have since reached very 

different conclusions and no longer feel an obligation to remain in the Church of Christ. 

In the next few pages, I will identify and explain a few of the distinctive doctrines of the Church 

of Christ, and then outline my objections. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Baptism For Salvation 

 

In 2003, after spending five years in the Baptist Church, I started going to the Church of Christ. It 

didn’t take long to realize that the Church of Christ viewed baptism very differently than the Baptist 

Church. 

Not only did they teach that baptism is “for the remission of sins” (Acts 2:38), they taught that 

anyone baptized for any other reason had not been baptized correctly, and was therefore lost. That 

included me! When I was baptized in the Baptist Church, it wasn’t for the remission of my 

sins…because I felt that my sins were already remitted. For me (at the time), baptism wasn’t about 

salvation or being born again. It was just an act of obedience to a Scriptural teaching, and “an outward 

sign of an inward grace.” 

My new friends in the Church of Christ didn’t just disagree with me on the issue of baptism (like 

I disagreed with my Methodist friends). They saw me as someone who still needed to be baptized the 

right way…the scriptural way…so that I could be saved. 

At first, I disagreed with them vehemently. But the more I studied it and thought about it, the 

more I realized that I needed to be re-baptized for the remission of my sins. Finally, on a Friday night in 

October 2003, I was baptized by one of the elders of the church in front of a small gathering of people. It 

was then that my views on baptism changed, and that the course of my life changed. 

 

The Church of Christ Argument: 
The Scriptural Purpose of Baptism 

 

Never in the New Testament is baptism presented as something that we do after we’re saved. 

You never see prospective converts being encouraged to receive Christ into their hearts and to pray the 

Sinner’s Prayer in order to be saved only to have their baptisms scheduled for a later date. 

Instead, the New Testament is clear (at least to me) that baptism is the final step in our 

conversion to Christ. First, we must hear the word of God (Rom. 10:17), and develop faith in Jesus 

Christ (John 8:24; Acts 8:37; Heb. 11:6, et al). Then, we must have a godly sorrow that leads us to 

repentance (Luke 13:3; Acts 2:38; 2 Cor. 7:8-11, et al). We must then confess with our mouths the Lord 

Jesus (Acts 8:37; Rom. 10:9-10). 

Finally, once we have put our faith in Christ, repented of our sins and confessed Christ, we must 

be baptized into Christ. 

Baptism is essential for salvation: 

 

 Baptism precedes salvation and is for salvation (Mark 16:16; 1 Peter 3:20-21). 

 Baptism is a part of being born again (John 3:3-5). 

 Baptism is where we obtain forgiveness of our sins (Acts 2:38; 22:16). 

 Baptism puts us into Christ (Rom. 6:3; Gal. 3:27). 

 We’re raised from baptism to walk in newness of life (Rom. 6:3-8). 

 Baptism is what adds us to the church, which is the universal assembly of saved people (Acts 

2:47; 1 Cor. 12:12-13). 

 

When the Jews on the day of Pentecost were told that they had crucified the Lord, they asked 

Peter and the apostles, “Men and brethren, what shall we do?” (Acts 2:37). Peter didn’t tell them to 

receive Christ into their heart or to ask God for salvation, or to pray the Sinner’s Prayer. Instead, he said, 

“Repent, and let every one of you be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins; and 

you shall receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.” (vs. 38) 



Not only were they told to be baptized – and they were baptized that same day (vs. 41) – they 

were told that baptism was “for the remission of sins.” Some translations use the word “forgiveness” 

instead of remission. It’s the same idea. In other words, the Jews were laden with sins, and to have their 

sins forgiven, they needed to repent and be baptized. 

Many of the verses I cited above agree that baptism is where our sins our destroyed (Rom. 6:6; 

Col. 2:11-12) and washed away (Acts 22:16). 

It’s not the means by which we join the local church. It’s not “an outward sign of an inward 

grace.” It’s not something we do so that we can fit in with our Christian friends, or to please our parents. 

It’s for salvation. 

 

The Church of Christ Argument: 
“That Form of Doctrine” 

 

Remember, the Church of Christ not only teaches that baptism is for salvation, and for the 

remission of sins, it teaches that everyone else in Christendom (the vast majority who have a different 

view of the purpose of baptism) is lost because they have not been baptized correctly, the scriptural way. 

I have always been very good at making this argument. 

In Romans 6, Paul teaches that baptism imitates the pattern of Jesus’ death, burial and 

resurrection. We’re baptized into His death, buried with Him in baptism, and raised up to walk in 

newness of life. It’s in baptism that “the body of sin might be done away with, that we should no longer 

be slaves of sin” (vs. 6). 

I would always ask, “What is it about baptism that saves us?” No, it’s not the water. Water is just 

the medium that God has chosen. Water is necessary, because God specifies water. But the water itself 

has no saving power. 

Then I would direct people to Romans 6:16-17… 

 

“Do you not know that to whom you present yourselves slaves to obey, you are that one’s slaves whom 

you obey, whether of sin leading to death, or of obedience leading to righteousness.  But God be thanked 

that though you were slaves of sin, yet you obeyed from the heard that form of doctrine to which you 

were delivered.” 

 

I would always point out that what saves us is not the water, but our obedient heart. Paul says 

that obedience here leads us to righteousness, resulting in our deliverance from sin. 

But notice what Paul specifically says. Our obedience is to “that form of doctrine,” or pattern of 

teaching. In other words, we’re saved when we obey a specific teaching on baptism – God’s teaching. 

It’s obedience to God’s instructions. 

Then I would ask people who had been baptized incorrectly, “When you were baptized ‘as an 

outward sign of an inward grace’ instead of ‘for the remission of sins,’ did you obey God’s teaching, or 

man’s?” I would go on to explain that the various denominational teachings on baptism are not the same 

as “that form of doctrine” – that is, the divine instructions on the mode and purpose of baptism. 

I would explain that the reason we’re baptized matters to God. If the reason didn’t matter, then 

we could just baptize anyone, anytime to save them. But the saving power isn’t in the water; it’s in our 

obedience to God’s word, and thus, to God Himself. 

To drive the point home, I would point people to Acts 19:1-5 where Paul re-baptized 12 men in 

Ephesus who had previously been baptized incorrectly by Apollos. I would use this text to show that 

those who are baptized for some other reason – who have not obeyed “that form of doctrine” – are still 

lost and need to be re-baptized. 



This was the case that was made to me back in the fall of 2003. This is what eventually 

convinced me that my baptism in the Baptist Church did nothing for me, that I was still lost in my sins, 

and that I needed to be re-baptized for the remission of my sins. 

And this is the case that I have made to countless people over the years. Many didn’t accept my 

conclusion, but many did. 

 

A Shift In My Thinking 
 

While there are a great many things that distinguish Churches of Christ from other 

denominational and evangelical churches, this is perhaps the most serious and difficult barrier to 

overcome. I’ve heard many members of the Church admit that God may not necessarily condemn folks 

for using instrumental music in their worship, or having social meals in the church’s building, or having 

a different name on the sign, but who could not see any hope for the vast majority of Christendom 

because the vast majority are not truly converted to Christ (based on the case I made above). This is a 

big part of why Churches of Christ see themselves as the only ones going to heaven, and why we’re so 

isolated from other churches. 

This is the “most sacred” of sacred cows in the Church of Christ, one that many cannot get past. 

Even though I made this case for at least 12 years, I have come to realize, in the last year or so, 

that it’s not as black and white as I previously thought. 

Let me state emphatically that I still believe and teach that baptism is for the remission of sins, 

and for salvation. If I’m leading someone to Christ, I’m still going to instruct them to be baptized for the 

reasons stated in Scripture. 

What has changed is my broad assumption that everyone who is baptized for some other reason 

(e.g. as an outward sign of an inward grace) is automatically lost. In fact, I believe there are a great 

many people in denominational and evangelical churches who are probably saved, even though they 

were not baptized according to the strict pattern touted in Churches of Christ. I feel comfortable in 

having fellowship with many of these people, despite our differences on the issue. 

 

Romans 4 – Faith & Obedience 
 

As I begin to explain my subtle shift in thinking, I need to first make a broader point before I can 

address the specific issue of baptism. 

In Romans 4, the apostle Paul uses the example of Abraham to explain how we’re justified, not 

by works, but by faith. Paul says in verse 3, “For what does the Scripture say? ‘Abraham believed God, 

and it was accounted to him for righteousness.'” Abraham was an obedient man. This is evident in 

Hebrews 11. But even though his obedience was critical (I’ll explain this later), he was technically 

counted as righteous when he believed. 

Paul goes in to explain that “God imputes righteousness apart from works” (vs. 6). Instead, 

“Blessed are those whose lawless deeds are forgiven, and whose sins are covered” (vs. 7). We’re 

righteous, not because of our works, but because we’ve put our faith in God, and He has forgiven our 

sins. 

Now here’s the kicker… 

In Romans 4:9, Paul begins to tackle the issue of circumcision, an issue that was very 

controversial in the early church. His main objective here is to show that God always esteemed faith 

higher than a physical act, or rite, like circumcision. He drives the point home by again turning to 

Abraham. 

“For we say that faith was accounted to Abraham for righteousness. How then was it accounted? 

While he was circumcised, or uncircumcised? Not while circumcised, but while uncircumcised. And he 



received the sign of circumcision, a seal of the righteousness of the faith which he had while still 

uncircumcised” (vs. 9-11). 

Let’s get something straight. Circumcision was commanded! God told Abraham that it was a 

sign of the covenant between them (Gen. 17:11), and that those who were NOT circumcised had broken 

His covenant and were to be cut off from His people (Gen. 17:14). So it wasn’t a suggestion or even a 

request, but a command. 

And yet Paul’s point in Romans 4 is that circumcision was a “seal” of Abraham’s faith. In other 

words, it was a confirmation of his faith. And when was he counted righteous? Not when he was 

circumcised, but when he believed. 

To put it another way, as important as God’s commands are, He is ultimately looking for a heart 

of faith. And not just any faith (James 2:19), but the kind of faith, like Abraham’s, that is all-

encompassing, that is transformative, and that will prompt us to obey what God commands. This is the 

kind of faith we see in Hebrews 11. This is the kind of faith we see in James 2 – a living, saving faith, 

rather than a dead faith that lacks trust and obedience. 

 

The Application to Baptism 
 

Like circumcision, baptism is a physical act (or rite). And much like circumcision, baptism is 

what identifies us as God’s people, because it’s when we’re baptized that we’re “born again” (John 3:3-

5) into the family of God (1 Cor. 12:12-13; Galatians 3:26-27). In Colossians 2:11-12, Paul directly 

correlates circumcision and baptism, not because they are parallel in every way, but because both 

involved a kind of surgical operation and new beginning. 

In one sense, baptism is essential for salvation, just as circumcision was essential for salvation 

(identity with God) in the Old Testament. I’ve already made this case, and you know where I stand. 

But in another sense, we’re counted righteous because of our faith, with baptism being a seal of 

our faith. God commands water baptism, but it’s the heart of faith, not the outward rite itself, that God 

is ultimately after. Did Abraham have to be circumcised? Yes. Did all the Jews have to be circumcised? 

Yes. But Abraham was counted as righteous because he believed, not because he was circumcised. The 

same is true for us today. 

Now, if Abraham had refused to be circumcised, then he wouldn’t have been saved. But because 

Abraham was a man of faith, he submitted to God’s command. His obedience was the result and 

outpouring of his saving faith. 

If this is all true, I think it changes the way we see people who have been baptized in 

denominational and evangelical churches. If we’re truly counted as righteous because of our inward 

faith – if that’s what God is ultimately after – then perhaps the exact timing of our baptism, or even the 

exact reason for our baptism, is secondary. 

For example, if a person hears the gospel, believes it, is convicted of their sins, and wants to 

commit their whole life to Christ, then perhaps they are technically “righteous” before God on account 

of their faith. The fact that they’re baptized a week later “as an outward sign of an inward grace” is not 

in strict accordance with “that form of doctrine,” but perhaps it’s not a deal breaker. The faith is there. 

The heart is there. And that’s what really matters the most to God. 

This doesn’t mean that we ignore all of the misunderstandings and false teachings on baptism 

that plague Christendom, or that we must now assume that everyone in the denominational world is 

saved on the basis of their sincerity. What it does mean is that this isn’t a black and white issue, and that 

judgment is God’s. Just because someone wasn’t baptized immediately, and just because someone 

believed they were already forgiven before being immersed, doesn’t mean that they’re lost. 

If I meet someone and it’s evident that they have that heart of faith that has plunged them wholly 

into a life of discipleship, I might make the personal decision to extend fellowship to that person, even 

though they weren’t baptized with the full scriptural understanding of baptism. Judgment is God’s, but I 



do think we can make determinations on an individual basis such as this…all the while studying with 

such people and trying to bring them along to a more perfect understanding. 

In fact, I am at a point where I can worship with and have fellowship with people who do not 

teach that baptism is essential for salvation. It’s not that I view their doctrine or methods as ideal; it’s 

that God, I believe, regards the sincerity and heart of faith, and that there is much room for us to 

disagree on this and a host of other issues while still walking together on this journey to heaven. 

 

Circumcision – Case In Point 
 

In Joshua 5:1-7, we learn that the generation of Israelites born in the wilderness (during the 40 

years that transpired between the exodus and the conquest) had not been circumcised. It was then that 

the Lord commanded Joshua to “circumcise the sons of Israel again the second time” (vs. 2). 

I’ve already shown from Genesis 17 that circumcision was commanded, and that those who were 

not circumcised were to be cut off from God’s people. Those male children born among the Israelites 

were to be circumcised when they were just eight days old. Not only did the parents and leaders of Israel 

fail to heed this command while wandering in the wilderness, the young men failed to recognize their 

parents’ neglect and obey the command of their own volition. 

And yet, even though these men were commanded to be circumcised in Joshua 5, the implication 

is that they were still God’s people up to that point. 

This raises an interesting question about God’s dire warning in Genesis 17:14. When God 

describes the person who has broken His covenant and is to be cut off from His people, perhaps He is 

really condemning here a spirit of rebellion or outright disobedience. Perhaps in cases of ignorance or 

inability, God is lenient. 

I’m sure you can see the potential application to baptism. 

Yes, baptism is commanded, and yes, specific reasons are given in the New Testament for 

baptism. But in cases where a person of sincere faith commits himself to Christ and is ignorant 

concerning the exact purpose of baptism, perhaps God is lenient and flexible, just as He was with the 

wilderness generation in Joshua 5. 

 

Taking a Step Back – Seeing the Bigger Picture 
 

Although it’s a very different situation, the Passover observance that took place during the reign 

of King Hezekiah may shed some additional light for us. 

We’re told that “a multitude of the people…had not cleansed themselves, yet they ate the 

Passover contrary to what was written” (2 Chron. 30:18). They kept the Passover, and yet didn’t keep it 

in exactly the right way. But when Hezekiah asked God to provide atonement to these people who had 

prepared their hearts to seek God, God “listened to Hezekiah and healed the people” (2 Chron. 30:19-

20). 

When people make a sincere effort to obey God but do not get every detail right, it appears that 

God is lenient with them. 

I know that when I was first baptized in the Baptist Church, my understanding of baptism was far 

from complete, and yet like the people in 2 Chronicles 30:18-20, I had prepared my heart to seek God. Is 

it possible that God is lenient in such cases? Again, it appears that He at least can be; that it is within His 

nature to do so. 

This lines up with what we read in Psalm 51:16-17: 

 

“For You do not desire sacrifice, or else I would give it; You do not delight in burnt offering. The 

sacrifices of God are a broken spirit, a broken and a contrite heart –  

these, O God, You will not despise.” 



 

Did God command the Jews to make sacrifices? Yes. And on one hand, we read on a number of 

occasions that God did delight in the sacrifices (Gen. 8:21; Ex. 29:18, et al). But on the other hand, God 

was ultimately looking for hearts of humble submission, not sacrifices and offerings. 

Is baptism essential? Yes, just as the sacrifices of the Old Testament were essential, and just as 

His commandments today are essential (John 14:15; Col. 3:17). But as essential as it is, again we learn 

that God is really looking for that inward faith and humble spirit. Isn’t this exactly Paul’s point in 

Romans 4? 

 

What About Acts 19:1-5? 
 

A person might ask, “If it doesn’t matter why we’re baptized, then why were the 12 men in 

Ephesus re-baptized by Paul?” 

First of all, I’m not saying that it doesn’t matter why we’re baptized…as if we can just ignore all 

of the misunderstandings and false teachings that exist out there in the religious world. Did the case in 

Joshua 5:1-7 prove that the Jewish parents really didn’t have to circumcise their sons when they were 

eight days old, per the original command back in Genesis 17? Not at all! The exception doesn’t negate 

the rule. We still need to teach what the Bible teaches on baptism. My only point in this study has been 

to show that we need to (1) take a deeper look at faith, (2) recognize that it’s not always black and white, 

and (3) leave ultimate judgment to God. 

But there are three points worth noting in Acts 19:1-5. 

These men didn’t misunderstand the purpose of baptism. What they misunderstood was the 

nature of the Godhead. When Paul initially taught them, their response was, “We have not so much as 

heard whether there is a Holy Spirit.” That was a serious problem that needed to be addressed. 

We’re never actually told that these men had to be re-baptized because they were lost. To say 

that they were lost is an assumption. Even if they were lost, it is an assumption to argue that they were 

lost because they were baptized for the wrong reason. Again, what the text specifies is their 

misunderstanding of the Godhead. 

Finally, Paul never commanded them to be re-baptized. These men made the personal decision to 

be re-baptized when Paul clarified the nature of John’s baptism and the Holy Spirit. 

If I have the opportunity to sit down with a Baptist and show them the difference between the 

Baptist Church’s teaching on baptism and the scripture’s teaching on baptism, I’m going to make the 

most of that opportunity every time. 

I may not condemn the person because I see in them a heart of faith and an unwavering, total 

commitment to Christ and His word. I may not tell them that they are automatically lost because they 

were not baptized for the same exact reason expressed in scripture; I may be open to extending 

fellowship to that person. 

But I would still hope that the person would see the errors of Baptist doctrine and, like the men 

in Acts 19, choose to be re-baptized. I certainly wouldn’t discourage such. 

 

Another Look at “That Form of Doctrine” 
 

In Romans 6:17, the point is made that we’re delivered from sin when we obey “that form of 

doctrine.” Earlier, I explained how I used to interpret this to mean that we must obey the exact Scriptural 

pattern regarding baptism to be saved. It’s the obedience to God, not the water itself, that saves us, right? 

Members of the Church often interpret this to mean that in order for an individual’s baptism to 

be valid, they must go down into the water with the understanding that they are still lost, and that being 

baptized will wash their sins away and thus initiate their Christian life. While this is technically the strict 

pattern of Scripture, are all of these details necessarily implied in “that form of doctrine?” 



Over the years, I’ve talked to many denominational and evangelical people about baptism. It was 

almost always my goal to convince them that they were still lost and needed to be re-baptized the 

scriptural way. I was very insistent and unbending, and convinced many people of their need to be re-

baptized. 

But there were others who didn’t see the difference. 

Some would explain how they were saved when they asked Jesus into their heart and how they 

were baptized at a later date with a group of people (like a monthly baptismal service). To me, it seemed 

obvious that they were not baptized for the remission of their sins. However, when I would ask them if 

they were baptized for the remission of their sins, they would answer in the affirmative. They didn’t see 

a contradiction. 

Oddly enough, there are a lot of people in the religious world who understand that baptism is a 

part of being “born again” according to John 3:3-5 even though they do not teach that baptism is 

essential for salvation. One could argue that they’re just that ignorant blind. Or, just maybe personal 

salvation isn’t that simple in their judgment. Along these same lines, I’ve heard religious people 

describe baptism as a burial and argue that baptism is when we’re raised to walk in newness of life (per 

Romans 6)…even though they believe we’re saved before we’re baptized. 

Most in the religious world teach that baptism is very important. They see it as an act of 

obedience that is absolutely necessary. They just do not believe it’s necessary for salvation…and 

technically, if the content of this article is remotely true, they have a point, at least as far as God’s 

judgment is concerned, if not also man’s. 

I’m not suggesting that the reason for baptism doesn’t matter. Obviously, we can’t just snatch 

people up and force them under the water and pronounce them saved. But when Paul says that we’re 

saved when we obey “that form of doctrine,” is it essential for a person to have a full understanding of 

every aspect of baptism in order for the baptism to be effective? 

We often say that baptism must be preceded by faith (Mk. 16:16), repentance (Acts 2:38) and 

confession (Acts 8:36-37). We argue that baptism is an act of obedience that is modeled after the death, 

burial and resurrection of Christ, per Romans 6. What if a person believes, repents and confesses their 

faith in Christ, understands that baptism signifies a new beginning, and is therefore baptized to obey 

God? Have they obeyed “that form of doctrine?” Or are we going to condemn them for not being 100% 

right, even though in the vast majority of cases, they have not studied the issue nearly to the extent that 

we have? 

I don’t think that a person has failed to obey “that form of doctrine” just because there is one 

aspect of that “form” that they misunderstood. 

And yet the Church of Christ can be so strict in the demands it places on others. 

Years ago, I preached for a church where a woman attended who had grown up in the Baptist 

Church. There was a bit of controversy because she was never re-baptized. Some of the members 

legitimately questioned her salvation. But you see, she was convinced that she had been baptized for the 

remission of her sins, and didn’t see a need to be re-baptized. Brethren struggled to accept her 

conclusion simply because she had a Baptist background, and the Baptist Church teaches error on 

baptism. 

I’ve studied with many people who were not convinced in the end that they needed to be re-

baptized. They heard my explanation and understood my conclusions, but sincerely believed their 

baptism was sufficient. At the time, I had my doubts. Maybe those doubts were merited, I don’t know. 

At some point, we have to understand that all we can do is explain the Scriptures to people, and 

that it is their obligation, and theirs alone, to work out their own salvation with fear and trembling (Phil. 

2:12). Especially in light of Romans 4 and the overall message of this article, we need to give folks 

leeway to judge their own circumstances, rather than force our opinion of their circumstances on them. 

 

Conclusion 



 

I understand that circumcision and baptism are not completely parallel. Very few illustrations – 

even biblical illustrations – are perfect. 

I also understand that it’s not hard to reject the overall message of this article. All you have to do 

is find the imperfections in the comparison between circumcision and baptism, and return to a very 

technical explanation of Romans 6 and the many texts that teach the necessity of baptism for salvation. 

Over a decade ago, many of these same points were made to me by my Baptist uncle, and that is how I 

responded. 

But I’ve become convinced that even though the scriptures’ teachings on baptism – its mode and 

purpose – are abundantly clear to me, my judgment of people who have been baptized for other reasons 

is not so clear. 

Let me reiterate that when I give an invitation at the end of a sermon, or when I attempt to bring 

someone to Christ, I’m still going to stress the need for baptism. In fact, you’d probably never notice the 

difference in my ministry if you hadn’t read this article. All that’s changed is how I view folks in the 

religious world who have already been baptized (for other reasons), and who exhibit that kind of 

transformative faith we read about in places like Romans 4 and Hebrews 11. 

This doesn’t lead to broad acceptance of religious people, because in reality, such faith is not as 

common as you might think (even in the Church of Christ). But it does lead us to reconsider the broad 

judgments that we make about people who are not members of the Church of Christ. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



There is One, True Church 

 

The Traditional Argument 
 

In Matthew 16:18, Jesus said to His apostles, “On this rock I will build My church.” Not only does 

this prove that the church is a divine institution (in that Jesus, not man, would build it) but that the 

church here is spoken of in the singular sense. Jesus did not promise to build churches (plural). He did 

not say, “Upon these rocks (plural) I will build My church” or “My churches.” Jesus promised to build 

one church – His church. 

Jesus kept His promise in Acts 2 when, on the day of Pentecost, His church came into existence. 

After 3,000 people heard the gospel and were saved, verse 47 says that “the Lord added to the church 

daily those who were being saved.” Again, only one church was established – the church Jesus promised 

to build – His church. 

Later, Paul would write the following to the church in Ephesus… 

 

“There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were called in one hope of your calling; one Lord, one 

faith, one baptism; one God and Father of all, who is above all, and through all, and in you all.” (Eph. 

4:4-6) 

 

In Ephesians 1:22-23, the body is said to be “the church,” so when Paul says that there is “one 

body,” He is really saying that there is just one church. This must be the church Jesus promised to build, 

and the church He did build in Acts – His church. 

In Romans 16:16, we learn that the early churches were known as “churches of Christ.” Sure, 

there were other designations like “church of God” (1 Cor. 1:2), but even then, the term “God” refers to 

Christ. After all, it was God the Son who shed His blood for His church (Acts 20:28). So the church is 

still OF Christ (God the Son), in that it’s His church and belongs to Him (per the teaching of Matthew 

16:18). 

In 1 Corinthians 1:10-13, Paul makes it clear that not only does God demand perfect unity from 

His people, but also that the mindset of denominationalism is wrong. 

 

“Now I plead with you, brethren, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that you all speak the same 

thing, and that there be no divisions among you, but that you be perfectly joined together in the same 

mind and in the same judgment…Now I say this, that each of you says, ‘I am of Paul,’ or ‘I am of 

Apollos,’ or ‘I am of Cephas,’ or ‘I am of Christ.’ Is Christ divided? Was Paul crucified for you? Or 

were you baptized in the name of Paul?”  

(1 Corinthians 1:10, 12-13) 

 

The saints in Corinth had a denominational way of thinking. They were identifying themselves, 

not simply as Christians, but as disciples of various men. The same thing is happening today, but with 

different names. “I am Lutheran.” “I am Presbyterian.” “I am Baptist.” These are divisions that ought not 

exist! Paul is pleading with all of us to be “perfectly joined together.” Remember, the early disciples 

were called Christians (Acts 11:26), and were members of “churches of Christ” (Romans 16:16). We 

ought to find unity in Christ and call ourselves after Christ alone! 

So not only is there just one church rather than many churches, but the denominational system is 

said to be contrary to Christ and even “carnal” (1 Cor. 3:1-4). 

This is an argument that many people will make, and that I made for over a decade. The intended 

takeaway: the Church of Christ is the one true church, and all other churches are wrong. 

 



Imitating New Testament Christianity 
 

I remember in the past explaining that Peter didn’t establish Methodist Churches in certain cities 

while Paul established Baptist or Episcopal Churches in other cities. And I remember arguing that if you 

worshiped with the church in Antioch one Sunday and the brethren in Thessalonica the next Sunday, 

you’d have the same basic experience – you’d hear the same doctrine presented, and you’d experience 

the same acts of worship. 

Yes, this was, in large part, the intent of the apostolic writings and the goal for churches, but it 

wasn’t the reality. 

The church in Jerusalem had a strong Jewish presence, to the point that there were members of 

the Jerusalem church who had taken a Jewish vow and were going into the Temple to be purified (Acts 

21:17-25). This would not have been the environment in the churches in Corinth and Ephesus where 

there was a much stronger Gentile influence. 

In 1 Corinthians 9:19-23, Paul affirms that such differences are okay. “To the Jews I became as a 

Jew that I might win Jews…to those who are without law, as without law…I have become all things to 

all men, that I might by all means save some.” One of the greatest attributes of Christianity is its 

flexibility, which allows it to exist in any culture. What this means is that churches in one area might be 

very different from churches in another area, and that’s okay. 

Of course, the Corinthian church had a whole slew of problems. 

 

 A reliance on human wisdom (1 Cor. 1-2). 

 Sectarianism within the church (1 Cor. 3-4). 

 It tolerated repugnant sexual immorality (1 Cor. 5). 

 Members were suing one another (1 Cor. 6). 

 There were misunderstandings about marriage (1 Cor. 7). 

 Some misunderstood the nature of God (1 Cor. 8:7-8). 

 Selfishness when it came to Christian liberty and rights (1 Cor. 8-9). 

 A failure to recognize proper roles of women (1 Cor. 11:1-16; 14:34-35). 

 Abuses of the Lord’s Supper (1 Cor. 11:17-34). 

 Using spiritual gifts for personal glory (1 Cor. 12, 14). 

 Its assemblies were disorderly and unedifying (1 Cor. 14). 

 Misunderstandings about the resurrection (1 Cor. 15). 

 

Would you have voluntarily worshiped at the Corinthian church in light of all its problems? If 

you were a member there, would you have stayed, or would you have started your own “sound” church 

on the other side of Corinth? I firmly believe that if the Corinthian church existed today, it would be 

marked as extremely “liberal,” and not only would we refuse to worship there, we would condemn its 

members. 

And yet Paul was willing to devote years of his life to working within the Corinthian Church. He 

even said: 

 

“I thank my God always concerning you for the grace of God which was given to you by Christ Jesus, 

that you were enriched in everything by Him in all utterance and all knowledge, even as the testimony of 

Christ was confirmed in you, so that you come short in no gift, eagerly waiting for the revelation of our 

Lord Jesus Christ, who will also confirm you to the end, that you may be blameless in the day of our 

Lord Jesus Christ. God is faithful, by whom you were called into the fellowship of His Son, Jesus Christ 

our Lord.” (1 Corinthians 1:4-9) 

 



Wait, what? 

How is it that Paul could work with such a “liberal” and unfaithful church? How could he refer 

to them as “saints” (1:2) and thank God for them? By extending fellowship to the church in Corinth, 

wasn’t he endorsing sin and error (2 John 9-10)? 

And did the Corinthian church fall under the umbrella of the “one church” spoken of in 

Ephesians? How could it when it was so contrary to the ways of Jesus? 

Someone might respond by saying that Paul was working with the Corinthian church to correct 

its errors. They might point to 2 Corinthians to show that Paul’s work paid off! After all, 2 Corinthians 

has a much more positive tone. Yes, it’s true that the Corinthian church made a number of 

improvements, but it still had some serious issues. Paul even wrote to them… 

 

“But I fear, lest somehow, as the serpent deceived Eve by his craftiness, so your minds may be corrupted 

from the simplicity that is in Christ.”(2 Cor. 11:3) 

 

“If I come again I will not spare…” (2 Cor. 13:2) 

And yet he would write just a few verses later… 

 

“Finally, brethren, farewell. Become complete. Be of good comfort, be of one mind, live in peace; and 

the God of love and peace will be with you.” (13:11) 

 

The “liberal” Churches of Christ today, and even many denominational churches, are not half as 

bad as the Corinthian church was in the first century. However, if I attend any church that isn’t a 

“conservative” Church of Christ that has traditional teachings, I might as well not go to church in the 

eyes of some. 

Time doesn’t permit me to delve into the problems that existed in the churches in Galatia, 

Colossae, Ephesus (1-2 Timothy), and Rome. Of the seven churches addressed in the book of 

Revelation, five of the seven had serious problems. Not only did Jesus exhibit patience with these 

churches, he told the faithful members of these congregations, not to leave and worship elsewhere, but 

to hold fast (Rev. 2:24-26; 3:4-5). 

These Scriptural examples tell me that many Christians today are way too inflexible and harsh in 

their judgments. 

We talk so often about imitating New Testament Christianity, but it’s obvious that many of us do 

not understand fully what that entails. The early churches weren’t completely united. The early churches 

had problems, and sometimes very serious problems. And the apostles worked with these churches, 

worshiped with these churches, and considered them fellow saints. 

 

A Quick Takeaway 
 

It’s true that God desires unity based upon the Word (1 Cor. 4:6-7), and that division and 

sectarianism are both wrong (1 Cor. 1:12-13). We are right in teaching against the concept of 

denominationalism (i.e. Baptist, Lutheran, Pentecostal, etc.). 

But if the examples I cited above teach us anything, it’s that we don’t solve the problem by 

separating ourselves and creating yet another division, even if our “division” is more right than all the 

others. I’ve always wondered why Paul, when he chastised the brethren in Corinth for their sectarianism, 

mentioned the claim, “I am of Christ” along with the other claims. Perhaps this is the reason: we can be 

just as sectarian and prideful in claiming a special association to Christ over others. Maybe this is what 

Paul means. 

The early churches were plagued by Judaizing teachers, Gnosticism, asceticism, and a great 

many other errors. There were differences between them, and many of the early Christians had a 



denominational way of thinking. And yet, as we have seen, these were still considered God’s people, 

and efforts were made from within those churches to strengthen and correct them. 

The answer isn’t to instigate our own movement with our own churches and say to everyone 

else, “Hey, we’re the one true church.” That’s not what the apostles did. The answer is to render change 

from within these churches. 

Here’s another way of looking at it… 

In order for Christians to be the “salt of the earth” (Matt. 5:13), we have to be in the midst of the 

world and worldly people. We rightly criticize the Amish for withdrawing from society to form their 

own peculiar sub-culture. Likewise, if we want to correct religious division, we need to work from 

within. Instead, we too often act like the Amish by separating ourselves from mainstream Christianity to 

form our own sub-culture (even if our sub-culture has attributes that are more biblical). 

This doesn’t mean that we should latch onto anything that wears the Christian name, or claims to 

be part of the Christian faith. And is there a difference between churches that are adrift and churches that 

have been entrenched in systematic error for centuries? I imagine so, yes. But what we’ve studied so far 

ought to show us that this isn’t a black and white issue, and that we ought to be much more tolerant and 

patient than maybe we previously thought. 

 

“One Body” – What It Means and Doesn’t Mean 
 

On one hand, the Scriptures tell us that there is just one church, and that religious division and 

sectarianism are both condemned. But on the other hand, the same New Testament describes a number 

of very divided and error-laden churches that were aided, fellowshipped, and even praised by the 

apostles. 

How can we reconcile these two perspectives? 

A part of the problem is that we have misunderstood Paul’s statement in Ephesians 4:4. 

When Paul wrote to the Ephesian church, “There is one body,” (with the body being the church), 

we often interpret that to mean that there is one kind of church – the “Church of Christ” – and that all 

other kinds of churches are not the right kind of church. We use this to condemn all the denominations 

and to promote our church as the one true church. 

But this can’t be precisely what Paul meant in Ephesians 4:4 because it is predicated on a new, 

more denominational definition of the church. How does the New Testament define and use the word 

“church?” 

It can be used to describe the local church, of which there are many. There was, for example, the 

church in Corinth (1 Cor. 1:2) and the churches of Galatia (Gal. 1:2). The local church can’t be the “one 

church” of Ephesians 4:4 because, again, there are many, many local churches, not just one. 

Then there is what we call the universal church. This is the collection of all the saints in every 

place. It’s the church Jesus promised to build (Matt. 16:18). It’s the church that Paul describes in 

Ephesians 2:11-22…a church (gathering) consisting of all the saved in every place, Jew and Gentile 

alike, united in Christ. And guess what? There is just one universal church (Eph. 1:16, 22-23). 

The New Testament never uses the word “church” to describe a network of churches. The local 

churches were independent and autonomous. When referring to a plurality of churches, the apostles 

called them churches (plural), not “the Church of Christ.” 

To say that the “one church” in Ephesians 4:4 is a network of churches that fit the same mold is a 

denominational way of thinking. To refer to all of the churches in our own network (i.e. “conservative” 

Churches of Christ) as “the church” is, again, a denominational way of thinking. 

How, then, are we to define the one church of Ephesians 4:4? In the local, denominational or 

universal sense? 

It doesn’t refer to the local church, or to a network of churches, but to the universal church – the 

collective of all the saved in every place! 



Understanding this is how we reconcile the two aforementioned perspectives. The concept of 

“one church” doesn’t depend on a collection of churches that are exactly the same. This is why Paul 

could work within very different, and often divided, churches; because he was working with members of 

the universal church, the “one church,” and the “one church” isn’t limited to the barriers and 

lines we erect between different kinds of churches. 

Did you know that the members of denominational and evangelical churches (at least those who 

are biblically literate) affirm that there is “one church?” Yes, it’s true! You might be thinking to 

yourself, “How can they affirm that there is ‘one church’ when denominationalism is predicated on 

MANY churches?” It’s because, ironically, they don’t define the church in denominational terms, as a 

network of cookie-cutter churches. They recognize one universal church, with the members of that one 

church worshiping in a number of local churches that happen to be different in certain ways…kind of 

like in the first century. 

Now, I want to be clear that I disagree with the concept of denominationalism, and with the 

denominational construct itself. There ought not be different brands of Christianity (i.e. Methodist, 

Catholic, et al) and different headquarters and creeds and diocese and synods representing different 

church networks. Such a system is contrary to Scripture on a number of levels. 

My main point here is that the Scriptural reality of “one church” isn’t necessarily violated by the 

existence of different kinds of churches. Nor can we say “Our network of churches is the one true 

church, but denominationalism is ‘many churches.'” Such is contradictory and, I believe, potentially 

hypocritical. 

 

Conclusion 
 

The New Testament teaches us that even though unity and uniformity is the goal, we have to 

learn how to deal with the reality of unity in diversity. Churches in the first century had differences as 

well as their own struggles and errors, and yet the apostles and early saints were willing to work 

patiently within these churches, praise the good, and seek to correct the bad. They understood that the 

“one body” (church) was about the existence of God’s family in every place, and in every church, not 

one kind of church. 

I think we’d do well to follow this pattern today. In fact, if our goal is to imitate New Testament 

Christianity as we claim, this is a must! 

We can identify the problems with religious division and teach the importance of Biblical 

authority and unity in Christ without drawing the conclusion that God has rejected every church that 

doesn’t look like ours, and every member of every church that doesn’t look like ours. 

If Paul could extend fellowship to the church in Corinth, and if Jesus could accept the members 

of churches as bad as Thyatira and Sardis, then we need to learn how to be a little more lenient and 

tolerant today. 

Just imagine what would happen if faithful, knowledgeable Christians who believed in a strong 

adherence to the New Testament, were working from within these other churches, seeking to bring about 

revival? Instead, we have, like the Amish, separated ourselves from the rest and become, at least in their 

eyes, just another Christian denomination. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



A Narrow Definition of Fellowship 

 

The vast majority of modern Christians extend fellowship to the members of other churches who 

may believe differently, worship differently, and practice certain elements of Christianity differently. 

For example, a Baptist might disagree with a Methodist on a number of issues, and yet will believe that 

the Methodist has the same salvation in Christ and the same hope of heaven. For most people, being a 

Christian is about believing in Jesus and committing their lives to Him. Salvation isn’t contingent on 

affirming a particular, strict interpretation of the New Testament or attending the right kind of church. 

While there are certainly some in Churches of Christ who share this more simplistic and 

ecumenical view of Christianity, those within Churches of Christ typically have a much more narrow 

definition of fellowship. 

 

 We’re saved by and sanctified as God’s people by the truth (John 8:32; 17:17), and God’s word 

is truth (John 17:17). Therefore, any deviation from God’s word is a deviation from the truth and 

what identifies us as God’s people. 

 Those who deviate from New Testament doctrine (i.e. those who disagree with “us” who 

“rightly” understand the truth)  are to be rejected (Rom. 16:17; 2 John 9-10). 

 Sin is defined as transgression of God’s law (1 John 3:4). Therefore, anyone who deviates from 

the truth as we understand it are guilty of sin and have lost fellowship with God (1 John 1:5-7). 

 The only way that we can stand complete before God is to adhere to the strict pattern set forth in 

Scripture (2 Tim. 3:16-17). When someone deviates from some element of Scripture, our 

obligation is to preach the word and use the word to rebuke such people (2 Tim. 4:2). 

 Finally, because the Word can be understood (Eph. 3:4), and because God promises that those 

who seek shall find (Matt. 7:7), those who are not completely following the pattern set forth in 

the Word are ignorant in the very least, and potentially dishonest and rebellious. 

For these and other similar reasons, most members of the Church of Christ believe that they 

alone properly understand the truth, and that those in the denominational world who differ from them in 

doctrine and practice are lost in sin and error. There is a reason that those in the denomination world 

criticize those in the Church of Christ for believing that they are the only ones going to heaven. 

It is so bad that even Churches of Christ who have minor differences condemn each other and 

refuse to extend fellowship to each other. For this reason, those on the outside often accuse the Church 

of Christ of being hypocritical – preaching unity to the denominational world all the while being just as 

divided. 

Now, I understand that many Church of Christ members will freely admit that God is the 

ultimate judge and may therefore hesitate to definitively assign the members of other churches to hell 

(although many do). But this concession rings hollow when the members of other churches are seen as 

lost and fellowship is not extended to them. At the end of the day, there is still the feeling and 

impression that “we are the only ones going to heaven.” 

Now that I’ve explained the traditional Church of Christ thinking here, I’d like to explain why I 

strongly disagree with this thinking. Below, I am going to include a few articles I’ve written on this. I 

know it’s a lot of information, but please patiently work your way through it to get the full picture. 

 

Drawing Lines of Fellowship 
 

I wasn’t “raised in the church,” but I did spend the last 13 years preaching for churches of Christ 

across the country – in Wisconsin, North Carolina, Kentucky, Nevada, and Idaho. I’ve noticed that 

brethren everywhere draw very different lines of fellowship, which raises the question of how arbitrary 

these lines of fellowship actually are. How should we determine fellowship? 



Many brethren will refuse to extend fellowship to those who engage in “liberal” practices such as 

institutionalism or church-sponsored social meals, but they will extend fellowship to “ultra-

conservative” brethren who believe that women cannot wear pants, or that they must wear an artificial 

veil on their heads.  

In both cases, the brethren in question are supplementing the Scriptures with their own ideas or 

innovations, and yet we will be more condemning of the one and more lenient toward the other. 

Over the years, I have met brethren who equally oppose moderate or social drinking, gambling 

(even buying a lottery ticket), and modern dancing. They will take swift action against the brother or 

sister who drinks the occasional glass of wine, but they will turn a blind eye to the family who allows its 

children to go to school dances and the prom. 

Some will appeal to biblical principles to condemn gambling, but they will reject that same 

approach when others condemn dancing, television or even military service. Why? 

Many brethren get hot-under-the-collar when it comes to differences on the topic of Marriage, 

Divorce & Remarriage (MDR) to the point that those who differ in their understanding are promptly 

marked as false teachers. But these same brethren can be much more tolerant of differences of opinion 

when it comes to various aspects of the marriage roles (e.g. wives as homemakers, the unconditional 

nature of the marriage roles, the principle of 1 Cor. 7:9, etc.). 

Some churches allow women to speak up during the announcements, while others see such as a 

direct violation of 1 Corinthians 14:34. Some believe that it’s sinful to use lethal force, even in self-

defense, while others believe it’s their right to do so. 

I know of a “conservative” church of Christ that has elders. One of the elders was appointed even 

though one of his children fell away from the faith. And I know “conservative” Christians who refuse to 

worship with that church because it has appointed an “unqualified elder,” in their judgment (based on an 

interpretation of Titus 1:6). And this doesn’t even touch the many other disagreements surrounding 

elders’ qualifications. 

May Christians listen to “Christian music” on the radio? May Christians get tattoos? Must we 

dress up for worship? What about the second serving of the Lord’s Supper? Are we forsaking the 

assembly if we miss even one assembly? What about Theistic Evolution? Brethren come down all over 

the place on these issues and countless others. 

It’s easy for me to think that my understanding of the Scriptures is right, and to have the 

expectation that other brethren ought to believe as I do and draw the same lines of fellowship that I 

draw. Meanwhile, other Christians have a different combination of beliefs on these hot-button issues and 

yet the same amount of conviction that I have. 

And if we’re not careful, we can quickly become hypocritical. We can expect others to 

tolerate our quirks and to allow us our liberties while refusing to tolerate their quirks or allow 

them their liberties. 

So what do we do with this? As far as I can see, there are three responses that we can choose 

from: (1) We demand that everyone else signs on to our unique combination of beliefs and dis-

fellowship the rest; (2) we throw our hands in the air and refuse to draw any lines of fellowship 

whatsoever; or (3) we find a balance between uniformity and tolerance, leaving ultimate judgment to 

God. 

We can rule out option #1 because passages such as Romans 14 teach that there can be unity in 

diversity, at least to a point. We can rule out option #2 because passages like 1 Corinthians 5 and 

Revelation 2-3 teach us that there are indeed standards of fellowship. What we are left with is option #3 

– we must find a balance between uniformity and tolerance, leaving ultimate judgment to God. 

First Corinthians 1:10, which urges us to “speak the same thing” and be “perfectly joined 

together in the same mind and in the same judgment” is not telling us that we must literally agree on 

everything. In the context, Paul is chastising brethren who were saying, “I am of Paul” and “I am of 

Cephas,” and so on. They were to “speak the same thing” in that they all said, “I am of Christ.” But the 



principle of unity is stressed throughout the New Testament (Acts 18:24-26; 1 Cor. 4:17; 16:1; 1 Tim. 

4:6, 15-16; Titus 1:5, et al). 

But again, even if uniformity is the ideal, some degree of diversity is inevitable. Brethren who 

disagree can “each be fully convinced in his own mind” (Rom. 14:5). Rather than demand that others 

agree with us, we’re instructed to “bear with” one another and leave ultimate judgment to God (Rom. 

14:4, 10-13). 

I’m not necessarily justifying any of the practices listed in this brief article, nor am I turning a 

blind eye to God’s call for unity. My main point is that unity is about forbearance as much as it’s about 

uniformity. To argue otherwise will inevitably cause us to either exclude everyone from our fellowship, 

or to draw inconsistent and arbitrary lines of fellowship. 

 

Imitating [Divided] 1st Century Christianity 
 

In most Churches of Christ (Romans 16:16), there is a common appeal to first century 

Christianity. We can often be heard contrasting the myriads of ‘Christian’ denominations that exist 

today with the one church that existed in the days of the apostles (Ephesians 1:22-23; 4:5). We condemn 

all of the modern divisions that plague Christianity as antithetical to our Lord’s will (John 17:20-21) and 

insist that unity can be achieved by a common allegiance, not to human doctrines and manmade 

churches, but the Word of God (1 Corinthians 4:6-7, et al). 

This is an appeal that we ought to make! And these are all valid points that far too many 

religious people today have failed to grasp. But I wonder sometimes if we who stand on this soapbox 

even understand the nature of New Testament Christianity – and what the New Testament says to us 

and shows to us about Christian unity. 

It’s true that Jesus desires the unity and fellowship of His people. While on earth, He prayed that 

His disciples remain unified (John 17:20-21). Paul once wrote, “Now I exhort you, brethren, by the 

name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that you all agree, and let there be no divisions among you, but you be 

made complete in the same mind and in the same judgment” (1 Cor. 1:10).  

The theme of unity is interlaced throughout the New Testament. There is hardly a book that does 

not in some way promote Christian unity – unity in spirit as well as in doctrine and practice. Those of us 

in ‘churches of Christ’ are right in stressing the importance of such unity. 

But we often ignore the overwhelmingly obvious fact that even the first century churches 

struggled with division constantly! 

The Corinthian church was plagued with every kind of division imaginable. Sects had formed 

within the church (1 Cor. 1:11-13). There was an ungodly tolerance of immorality (1 Cor. 5). They were 

suing each other (1 Cor. 6:1-8). They weren’t united in their observance of the Lord’s Supper (1 Cor. 

11:23-34). The assembly, regrettably, wasn’t a time of encouragement and worship, but a time for 

gloating and selfish ambition (1 Cor. 14). 

This was a church where the members didn’t get along and the assemblies were an 

embarrassment to the name of Christ…and yet Paul still thanked God for them (1 Cor. 1:4), considered 

them sanctified (1 Cor. 1:2), and continued to work and worship with them. 

Paul didn’t condone their divisiveness or their immaturity, but neither did He alienate them or 

refuse to associate with them. He didn’t react by saying, “I just can’t be encouraged by a church that has 

so many problems…and so I’m going to go where I can be encouraged.” He didn’t make it about him. 

Instead, he recognized that this was the Lord’s church in Corinth and was willing to do whatever it took 

to help them. 

Now, there were other churches that did bring Paul much greater joy. For example, he had a 

great relationship with the brethren in Philippi (Phil. 4:15-19). Likewise, there are churches today that 

are strong just as there are churches, like the Corinthian church, that have plenty of issues. You might 

walk out of some church assemblies feeling like you’re on cloud nine, but then walk out of other church 



assemblies feeling empty or upset. 

And while it’s true that churches ought to promote unity (Phil. 4:2-3), be sources of joy and 

comfort to us (2 Cor. 2:3), and conduct assemblies and studies that encourage us in our walk with Christ 

(Heb. 10:24-25), we must also understand that churches are filled with flawed people…people with a 

very broad spectrum of personalities and problems. 

And therefore, we must cherish the unity we have when we have it, and soak up all of the 

encouragement that we receive from our brethren and from our assemblies, but we must also accept the 

reality of the battle we’re all fighting and resolve to stand with our fellow soldiers of Christ through 

thick and thin, remembering that Satan is our “adversary” (1 Peter 5:8), not we ourselves. 

That’s what real unity looks like! It’s not this idealized scene of Christians holding hands and 

singing Kumbaya while also remaining in perfect unity on every doctrine and principle of Scripture. 

Real unity is the shared willingness to stand together and remain committed to each other through every 

trial, every disagreement, every personality clash as we seek greater unity. And even when divisions 

occur and brethren have to part ways for the sake of the work (Acts 15:36-40), such chasms need to be 

quickly and eagerly bridged (Col. 4:10). 

On a more practical level, when your church is stained by scandal or infighting or controversy, 

don’t react by saying, “This isn’t what we find in the New Testament.” No, it’s exactly what we find in 

the New Testament. You may be discouraged and even reach a point where “going to church” is no 

longer enjoyable. But remember, Paul wrote that “Love never fails” (1 Cor. 13:8). 

And what did John say about it? “In this is love, not that we loved God, but that He loved us and 

sent His Son to be the propitiation for our sins. Beloved, if God so loved us, we also ought to love one 

another” (1 John 4:10-11). Our brethren are sometimes not worth loving, and we may want to give up on 

them. But we weren’t worth loving and God should have given up on us…yet God did love us and 

did not give up on us.  

And this is the kind of unrelenting love we’re told to imitate within the church. Let that sink in. 

We need to remain committed to our brethren – fellow sons and daughters of God with whom we 

hope to one day spend eternity in His house – because they are our brethren, not because they are 

perfect. Like with any family, we need to work through our problems and continue to love each 

other…because that’s what families do.  

It’s sometimes ugly. And maddening. And disheartening. But the bond we share is worth 

fighting for! And the joy we bring each other at the end of the day – because of that bond – is sweeter 

still than any temporary pain or discomfort we sometimes inflict on each other. 

And as we fight these battles together in the trenches of this spiritual war, and as we sometimes 

even fall prey to friendly fire, we learn more and more the true meaning of love and sacrifice. This is 

New Testament Christianity; this is true Christian unity – not the Kumbaya nonsense. 

Sometimes, discipline has to occur within the family (1 Cor. 5). Sometimes, we have to publicly 

denounce error that is being touted by fellow saints (Acts 15:1-2). Things can get ugly. But our goal, 

through it all, is to work through these problems together (1 Cor. 5  2 Cor. 2; Acts 15:1-2  the rest 

of the chapter) and emerge from the trenches more unified, still walking hand in hand.  

Yes, we ought to imitate the first century churches, but in doing so, we’re necessarily imitating 

[divided] first century churches. The hope today, just as it was two thousand years ago, is that we will 

remain unified through it all so that, in the end, we can bring glory to our God. 

“I do not ask in behalf of these alone, but for those also who believe in Me through their word; 

that they may all be one; even as Thou, Father, art in Me, and I in Thee, that they also may be in Us; that 

the world may believe that Thou didst send Me.” (John 17:20-21) 

 

Continual Cleansing 
 



I was unable to find a textbook definition of Continual Cleansing, so I will explain it to the best 

of my ability. Continual Cleansing is the belief that the occasional sins and failings of committed 

Christians do not necessarily sever us from God on the basis that Christ’s blood is continually applied to 

those who are walking in the light. 

Consider with me an illustration. Let’s say that a committed Christian is arguing with his wife 

and loses his temper. He has violated principles set forth in Ephesians 4:31-32 in that he has given in to 

wrath, anger and clamor and has failed to display kindness. Because his emotions are high, he may not 

acknowledge his sin for many hours. Let’s say an entire day passes before he repents to God and his 

wife. The doctrine of Continual Cleansing would say that this man isn’t automatically and immediately 

condemned because of his sin. Because he is a committed Christian with a sincere heart, and because he 

makes it his practice to walk in the light, the blood of Christ covers this man’s sin and protects Him 

from God’s judgment. 

The doctrine of Continual Cleansing is vehemently opposed by many in Churches of Christ. 

Instead, they argue for what I am going to call Conditional Cleansing. Advocates of this position argue 

that once a Christian commits a sin, he is immediately severed from God, and in order for him to be 

restored to God, He must meet the conditions set forth in Scripture, namely repentance (Acts 8:22) and 

confession (1 John 1:9).  

Those on this side of the issue would reluctantly admit that the aforementioned husband lost his 

salvation the second he lost his temper and that if he had died before meeting the stipulated conditions, 

he would have faced God’s wrath. 

It’s worth clarifying that Continual Cleansing is not equivalent to the Once Saved, Always 

Saved doctrine taught in many Baptist churches. Advocates of Continual Cleansing affirm that salvation 

can be lost. They are not defending a life of sin. If a person abandons a lifestyle and practice of faithful 

Christian living, they have forfeited their salvation. 

To add some emotion to the discussion, consider the parent/child relationship. Am I going to discipline 

my children for every transgression? No. Am I going to cast them out of the family every time they mess 

up? When they disobey my instructions or do the wrong thing, am I going to ban them from all family 

activities until they apologize? Absolutely not! And this is true whether my children are five, fifteen or 

fifty! Now, if they choose to totally abandon my standards and expectations and reject our family’s 

identity, then you’d better believe that more drastic action would be taken. Can you see the difference? 

While there are a number of verses relevant to this debate – which we’ll consider later in this 

chapter – 1 John 1:5-10 is ground zero; this is where the debate is centered. Interestingly enough, when I 

would argue against the doctrine of Continual Cleansing in the past, this passage undergirded my case. 

Only recently did I discover that this is the main proof-text for Continual Cleansing. Go figure. 

I’ll begin by quoting the entire passage here. Then I’ll explain the passage in light of both 

positions and give you my reasons for leaning more toward the doctrine of Continual Cleansing. 

“This is the message which we have heard from Him and declare to you, that God is light and in Him is 

no darkness at all. If we say that we have fellowship with Him, and walk in darkness, we lie and do not 

practice the truth. But if we walk in the light as He is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, 

and the blood of Jesus Christ His Son cleanses us from all sin.
 
If we say that we have no sin, we deceive 

ourselves, and the truth is not in us.
 
If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive us our sins 

and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness. If we say that we have not sinned, we make Him a liar, and 

His word is not in us.”  

(1 John 1:5-10) 

 

Those who advocate the Conditional Cleansing position will emphasize two points in this text in 

support of their position. First, they will point out that because darkness in this passage represents sin, 

and because there is “no darkness at all” in God, we are necessarily removed from the light of God’s 



fellowship when we sin. Second, they will point out the conditional nature of forgiveness in verse nine – 

“if we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all 

unrighteousness.”  

Continual Cleansing advocates, on the other hand, will emphasize verse eight specifically to 

support their own position. The point is made that the blood of Jesus will cleanse us from “all sin” so 

long as we “walk in the light.” In other words, if one’s life is characterized by faithfulness to God – 

which does not preclude regular struggles with temptation and focus – then they will be “continually” 

cleansed by Jesus’ blood. Such a person is not perpetually and helplessly moving in and out of the light 

at every indiscretion and subsequent confessional. Rather, God’s mercy and grace, through Jesus’ blood, 

passes over those sins, so long as the individual is walking in the light (a lifestyle). 

As I explained earlier, I have transitioned in the last year away from the Conditional 

Cleansing position to the Continual Cleansing position. At this point, I’d like to address the arguments 

made in support of the former, and add more substance and weight to the arguments made for the latter. 

When Conditional Cleansing advocates make the point that because there is no darkness in God, 

we are immediately removed from God’s fellowship when we sin, they don’t seem to take into account 

John’s exposition in verse six. Notice: “If we say that we have fellowship with Him, and walk in 

darkness, we lie and do not practice the truth.” While I agree that any act of sin is characterized by 

darkness and not light, John’s point here seems to be that the kind of darkness that removes us from the 

light of God’s fellowship is the continual practice of darkness (i.e. walking in darkness), not a singular 

act of it. And if it’s true – which we’ll get to this in just a moment – that God does offer “continual 

cleansing” to those who are walking in the light, this objection raised by Conditional Cleansing 

advocates seems to fall well short. In other words, if the occasional sins (acts of darkness) are 

continually cleansed, then it cannot be affirmed that our darkness remains in the light 

of God’s fellowship. 

The second argument is that verse nine makes our forgiveness conditional. Again, John says, “If 

we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all 

unrighteousness.” This is certainly a conditional clause. So the conclusion seems certain, doesn’t it? If 

we sin as Christians, we must confess our sin to God in order to be forgiven. This is the essence 

of Conditional Cleansing and would destroy the doctrine of Continual Cleansing. 

But the question here is this: is John teaching that we must confess every sin specifically in order 

to be forgiven, or is he teaching a lifestyle of humility and contrition before God? 

David wrote in Psalm 19:12-13, “Who can understand his errors? Cleanse me from secret faults. 

Keep back Your servant also from presumptuous sins; let them not have dominion over me. Then I shall 

be blameless, and I shall be innocent of great transgression.” Many of us understand today as David did 

then that we are not always aware of our sins. “Who can understand his errors?” This is true on a 

number of levels: 

Perhaps we lose sight of our sin in the heat and/or passion of the moment. 

A person who is spiritually weak or new to the faith may not “have their senses exercised to 

discern both good and evil” (Hebrews 5:14). A new Christian might know that foul language is wrong 

(Ephesians 4:29; Colossians 4:6), but because he has been in the habit of using foul language most of his 

life, he may not always recognize when those four-letter words roll off his tongue. 

And then, of course, there is the issue of ignorance. Can a person repent of something if he’s not 

aware that it’s sinful to begin with? On countless occasions, Christians have come to me with questions 

about issues ranging from anger to church attendance. As it turned out, many of these folks had no 

knowledge that their actions may have been wrong. 

Again, “who can understand his faults?” For a great many reasons, we are not proficient at 

judging when we drift in and out of the light, if indeed we do drift, as the Conditional 

Cleansing advocates contend. 



All of this talk about our ignorance, aloofness and lack of discernment makes me think of my 

precious children and their coloring habits. In my house, it’s common for the younger children to rush 

excitedly toward me with a coloring page that they’ve colored for me. They hold it up and say 

something like, “Daddy, I colored this for you.” When I look at it, I do see various streaks of red, green 

and blue. But coloring in the lines? Forget about it. They might as well have been coloring while riding a 

jackhammer. 

The point is this: my children don’t realize that they’re not coloring inside the lines. Their work 

is far from perfect. But their attitude is, “I love my daddy and I want to please him!” While their abilities 

improve as they get older, the fact of the matter is, I am more concerned with their attitude than I am the 

precision of their coloring. Likewise, when I read 1 John 1:9, it seems to me that John is encouraging a 

humble, penitent, confessional lifestyle just as he is encouraging a lifestyle of walking in the light. It’s 

about attitude. He isn’t saying that we must confess every sin in order to be forgiven of said sin and 

regain access to God. 

If you’re struggling to accept these conclusions, bear with me. A year ago, I would have been 

skeptical as well. But something happened that caused me to immediately reexamine my position on 1 

John 1 – an “aha” moment, if you will. What caused me to reexamine my position on 1 John 1:5-10 was 

actually 1 John 3:4-9. 

“Whoever commits sin also commits lawlessness, and sin is lawlessness. And you know that He was 

manifested to take away our sins, and in Him there is no sin. Whoever abides in Him does not sin. 

Whoever sins has neither seen Him nor known Him. Little children, let no one deceive you. He who 

practices righteousness is righteous, just as He is righteous. He who sins is of the devil, for the devil has 

sinned from the beginning. For this purpose the Son of God was manifested, that He might destroy the 

works of the devil. Whoever has been born of God does not sin, for His seed remains in him; and he 

cannot sin, because he has been born of God.” 

 

The similarities between this passage and 1 John 1:5-10 are striking! The chart below illustrates 

this well. 

 

1 John 1:5-10 1 John 3:4-9 

“in Him is no darkness at all” (vs. 5) 

 

We must “walk in the light” (vs. 6-7) 

 

“If we say that we have fellowship with Him, 

and walk in darkness, we lie and do not 

practice the truth” (vs. 6) 

 

“But if we walk in the light as He is in the 

light” (vs. 7). 

“In Him there is no sin” (vs. 5) 

 

“Whoever abides in Him does not sin” (vs. 6) 

 

“Whoever sins has neither seen Him nor 

known Him” (vs. 6) 

 

“He who practices righteousness is righteous, 

just as He is righteous” (vs. 7) 

 

In the past, when I would explain 1 John 3:4-9 to people I had to assure them that John was 

speaking of the ongoing practice of sin, not a single instance of sin. The statement “whoever sins has 

neither seen Him nor known Him” doesn’t make sense otherwise. While all Christians sin, we ought to 

be suspicious of anyone who goes through the outward steps of becoming a Christian and yet does not 

abandon his worldly ways. Even though the text doesn’t specifically say “the ongoing practice of sin,” it 

is necessarily implied. The passage is completely and totally illogical otherwise. 

It’s true that in 1 John 3:7, those who “practice righteousness” (an ongoing practice) are 

contrasted with those who sin (vs. 8). We can therefore deduce that the term “sin” has in mind a lifestyle 

rather than a single act. But isn’t this also true in 1 John 1:5-10? John affirms that “in Him is no 



darkness at all” but then alludes to “walk[ing] in darkness.” 

The main point is this: if we’re going to say that the “sin” of 1 John 3:4-9 is a lifestyle, not a 

single act, then to be consistent, we must say that the “darkness” of 1 John 1:5 is a lifestyle as well. To 

put it another way, if the Conditional Cleansing proponents are right and any act of sin removes us from 

the light of God’s fellowship based on 1 John 1:5, it would seem to me that they must take the position 

in 1 John 3 that any act of sin is sufficient evidence that a person was never actually saved to begin with. 

Along these same lines, Jesus taught that “he who walks in darkness does not know where he is 

going” (John 12:35). One is not walking in darkness because he has fallen to the temptation of the 

moment. A person can falter but still have a spiritual mind and solid sense of spiritual direction. It is the 

person who loses his way by putting his trust in himself or in the world rather than God who has left the 

light and is walking in darkness. Jesus adds in verse 46 of the same chapter that, “I have come as a light 

into the world, that whoever believes in Me should not abide in darkness.” Abiding in darkness is 

equated with disbelief, or a lack of trust in Christ. Conversely, abiding in the light is equated with belief, 

or a lifestyle of trusting Christ. Can one abide in the light and trust Christ while giving in to human 

weakness and momentary temptation? I would say so. 

In Romans 13:12, Paul writes, “The night is far spent, the day is at hand. Therefore let us cast off 

the works of darkness, and let us put on the armor of light.” This is a call to action. We’re being 

instructed here to overcome the apathy and worldliness that often beset us and recommit ourselves to the 

cause of Christ. The question we must ask is: does a single sin negate our commitment to cast off the 

works of darkness and live in the light? Conditional Cleansing proponents would have to answer in the 

affirmative here, that any sin puts us back into the darkness, back into the night. 

I would encourage you to also read Ephesians 5:8-11; Colossians 1:12-14; 1 Thessalonians 5:4-6. 

These passages help us to better understand what it means and doesn’t mean to walk in the light. The 

consistent theme, as we’ve seen, is that our continual abiding in the light is not negated or undone by 

single sins. 

And so after ten years of adamantly opposing the doctrine of Continual Cleansing, this 

comparative study of 1 John 1:5-10 and 1 John 3:4-9 prompted me to switch sides. The point in 1 John 

1:5-10 is not that any act of sin will remove us from the light of God’s fellowship. John is speaking here 

of the continual practice of sin. 

 

“No one, having put his hand to the plow, and looking back, is fit for the kingdom of God.” (Luke 9:62) 

 

“Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal body, that you should obey it in its lusts. And do not 

present your members as instruments of unrighteousness to sin, but present yourselves to God as being 

alive from the dead, and your members as instruments of righteousness to God. For sin shall not have 

dominion over you, for you are not under law but under grace.” (Romans 6:12-14) 

 

“…but Christ as a Son over His own house, whose house we are if we hold fast the confidence and the 

rejoicing of the hope firm to the end…Beware, brethren, lest there be in any of you an evil heart of 

unbelief in departing from the living God; but exhort one another daily, while it is called ‘Today,’ lest 

any of you be hardened through the deceitfulness of sin. For we have become partakers of Christ if we 

hold the beginning of our confidence steadfast to the end.” (Hebrews 3:6, 12-14) 

 

“‘Now the just shall live by faith; but if anyone draws back, My soul has no pleasure in him.’ But we are 

not of those who draw back to perdition, but of those who believe to the saving of the soul.” (Hebrews 

10:38-39) 

In each of these passages, we’re being instructed, directly or indirectly, to remain focused and 

faithful. We’re not to return to our old ways. We’re not to let sin reign in our bodies. We’re to hold fast. 

We’re not to draw back. 



This seems to be the message in 1 John 1. So long as we “walk in the light” and maintain our 

spiritual resolve to follow Christ – even though we will falter and even fail at times – “the blood of Jesus 

Christ His Son cleanses us from all sin.” 

 

Examples That Deny Continual Cleansing 
 

In the past, I remember joining with other Conditional Cleansing proponents in emphasizing 

examples in the Scriptures of men and women who were condemned by God for only committing one 

sin. Here are a few of the notable ones: 

 

 Adam and Eve were cast out of the Garden of Eden after eating the forbidden fruit (Genesis 3). 

 Nadab and Abihu, the sons of Aaron, were struck dead for one act of unlawful worship 

(Leviticus 10:1-3). 

 Moses was banned from entering Canaan after just one incident (Numbers 20:10-13). 

 Ananias and Sapphira were struck dead for lying (Acts 5:1-11). 

 Simon the sorcerer was guilty only of coveting the power of the Holy Spirit, yet Peter said he 

was “poisoned by bitterness and bound by iniquity” (Acts 8:18-23). 

 

It’s easy to see why these examples are used to reject the doctrine of Continual Cleansing, but 

there are a few possibilities that I’d like for you to consider with me. 

First of all, I think we’re being overly-simplistic in concluding that God was punishing them 

because of one sin. In each one of these cases, it may be that there was sin in the heart long before God 

judged the outward expression of it. 

I’m reminded of what happened at the National Corvette Museum in Bowling Green, KY back in 

February 2014. Do you remember the story? One morning, eight Corvettes, including two Corvette 

ZR1s, were swallowed by a sinkhole that grew to be 40 feet wide and 20-30 feet deep! While the events 

on the surface happened quickly, the fact is, the ground beneath the museum had been gradually 

weakening over time. 

Isn’t that how sin often works? It starts in our heart, then festers and infects our minds, and 

eventually comes out in our actions. In the cases of Nadab and Abihu, Ananias and Sapphira, and Simon 

the sorcerer, this especially seems to have been the case. I highly doubt – although I cannot be dogmatic 

here – that God struck them dead because of one momentary lapse in judgment. It seems more likely, 

and certainly plausible, that sin had taken hold of these individuals long before it reared its ugly head in 

their actions. 

In the cases of Adam and Eve and Moses, I think the focus in the text is less on the spiritual 

consequences of their actions and more on the physical consequences of their actions. Must we conclude 

that Moses lost his salvation on the basis that he lost his ability to enter the Promised Land with the 

people of Israel? I don’t think so. 

Having said all of that, I would like to make a concession. 

This is really important. 

Even though I have argued that one sin (even multiple sins; a “bad day” if you will) will 

not necessarily sever us from God, I am willing to concede that one sin can sever us from God. Maybe 

that’s what we’re seeing in some of these examples. Does this contradict what I affirmed earlier? I don’t 

think so, and here’s why: God is the Judge and has full authority to condemn a person for one sin if 

that’s what He chooses to do. Maybe the circumstances elicit a different reaction from God. Maybe 

God’s reaction depends on the personalities involved. Even though all sin is sin, God may judge certain 

ones more harshly based on their level of knowledge. “To whom much is given, much shall be 

required.” 



In other words, it’s perfectly reasonable to take the Continual Cleansing position while also 

affirming that, in certain cases, God may condemn a person for only committing one sin. He is God and 

he knows the hearts of men.  

Have you ever wondered why God gave up on King Saul after just two bad judgment calls (1 

Samuel 13, 15) and yet put up with King David despite sins of adultery and murder that brought shame 

on the kingdom (1 Samuel 12:14)? The answer is that David, unlike Saul, was a man after God’s own 

heart. But there can be no doubt that from a purely human standpoint, God was more patient with David 

than Saul. And that’s the point, isn’t it? God is the Judge and has the right to make these determinations. 

 

Repentance & Confession 
 

Before I conclude this article on Continual Cleansing, I’d like to return to the conditional clauses 

(for forgiveness) found in Acts 8:22 and 1 John 1:9. 

Here they are… 

 

“But Peter said to him, ‘Your money perish with you, because you thought that the gift of God could be 

purchased with money! You have neither part nor portion in this matter, for your heart is not right in the 

sight of God. Repent therefore of this your wickedness, and pray God, if perhaps the thought of your 

heart may be forgiven you.” (Acts 8:20-22) 

 

“If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all 

unrighteousness.” (1 John 1:9) 

 

As I pointed out earlier, Conditional Cleansing advocates use these two statements to teach that 

when we sin (and separate ourselves from God), we must repent and confess (in prayer) our sin in order 

to regain access to God. The argument here implies that a Christian who sins in any way will not only 

separate himself from God but will remain separated from God until he voices his repentance to God.  

Before I address the two verses above, I want to make something very clear: the Continual 

Cleansing position does not eradicate the need to repent of our sins and confess them to God. I’m not 

saying that we are “once saved, always saved,” that we cannot fall out of the light, and that our 

continued salvation is unconditional. All I’m saying – all that the Conditional Cleansing position teaches 

– is that God is patient with us. 

My children make a lot of mistakes. Sometimes they disobey my explicit instructions. 

Sometimes they fall short of my expectations. Sometimes they have bad attitudes. Sometimes they are 

cranky or on edge because they didn’t sleep well or they’re sick. Now, when any of my kids do the 

wrong thing – whether they mistreat one of their siblings or disobey me – I expect them to ‘fess up and 

make it right. My kids understand what it means to apologize and even make restitution. But, do I expect 

them to apologize for everything they do wrong? Do I watch them closely after they mess up to look for 

signs of penitence? Sometimes I do, yes. But this isn’t always the case. Depending on the circumstances, 

the misdeeds, the personalities involved and any other number of factors, I often choose to let these 

things go, because I know their hearts; I know that they’re imperfect; I know that they’re trying. 

In Matthew 6:8, Jesus said in regard to prayer, “For your Father knows the things you have need 

of before you ask Him.” As David teaches in Psalm 19:12-13, all of God’s children ought to live with a 

penitent and contrite hearts. It should be our focus and objective to grow in our faith and live in such a 

way that brings glory and honor to God. If we have this attitude, must we specifically confess every sin 

to God in order to obtain His forgiveness? Again, He “knows the things [we] have need of before [we] 

ask Him.” 



Furthermore, if we have an attitude of repentance, we will repent of the sins we know we commit 

and willingly confess those sins to God. The Continual Cleansing position does not mean that 

we shouldn’t do these things. We should regularly pray for God to “forgive us our debts” (Matthew 

6:12). We should confess our sins to Him (1 John 1:9) and even to one another when the circumstances 

demand it (James 5:16). 

Based on a deeper, more thorough examination of the Scriptures, the good Lord is patient with us 

as we stumble and struggle in our spiritual journey. We should always seek His mercies and forgiveness; 

we should turn to Him when we falter and lose focus. But the wounds and scars we suffer in our daily 

battle with the flesh are not always terminal. 

 

Conclusion 
 

One afternoon a while back, I was sitting on my bed with my oldest daughter, Jenna. I had spent 

much of the afternoon working on this very chapter. When she asked me what the chapter was called, I 

told her, “Conditional Cleansing vs. Continual Cleansing.” Much to my surprise – because I’m still not 

accustomed to her being old enough to process complex issues – she asked me what these terms mean. 

So I told her. I explained to her the differences. She then asked me which one I accepted as true. 

“The Continual Cleansing position,” I said. To which she replied – and get this – “Yeah, me, too. It 

makes more sense.” 

Out of the mouths of babes, right? 

I immediately thought of Matthew 19:14: “Let the little children come to Me, and do not forbid 

them; for of such is the kingdom of heaven.” 

It just didn’t make sense to my daughter that our heavenly Father would condemn us every time 

we sin and fall short. What made sense to my daughter is that the good Lord is patient with us…just as I 

am patient with her. 

In the end, all of God’s children should confess their sins to Him and seek His mercies on a daily 

basis because we want to draw near to Him. That’s faith. And more to the point, that’s grace – unmerited 

favor! To say that we are constantly in and out of the light and that we must constantly live with this 

uncertainty and fear that perhaps we’ve overlooked a sin or don’t have complete knowledge of what is 

and isn’t sinful sounds an awful lot like the “works-based salvation” Paul condemns in Romans 4. 

Whether you want to call it Continual Cleansing or God’s patience, I think my daughter was 

right when she said “it makes more sense.” 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Command, Example & Necessary Inference (CENI) –  

Is it a Scriptural Hermeneutic? 

 

When I met the girl who would eventually become my wife, I was still a member of the Baptist 

Church. She was a lifelong member of the Church of Christ, and her father was a very conservative and 

knowledgeable preacher for the Church of Christ.  

Amber and I argued about our differences a lot. We debated issues ranging from baptism to the 

use of instrumental music in worship. I soon began a series of formal Bible studies with her and her dad. 

I remember the Bible studies so vividly – the lighting, the mood, and the topics. 

In our first study, we looked at the topic of Bible authority and how we can know whether or not 

something is acceptable to God. It was a foundational study that set the tone for the rest of our studies – 

studies on denominationalism, the work of the church, the worship of the church, the organization of the 

church, and finally, biblical salvation. That study on Bible authority would reshape my view of the 

Scriptures and of religion for over a decade. 

Here’s basically how that study went… 

The question was: how do we know whether or not something is acceptable to God? In other 

words, how do we know what God authorizes? Even though so many religious people do what feels 

good and right, the Scriptures tell us that there is a way that seems right to a man, but it results in death 

(Prov. 14:12). In Matthew 7, Jesus spoke of religious people who felt that they were right with God 

because they had done so many good works. And yet Jesus rejected them because they hadn’t obeyed 

God’s will. So it doesn’t matter what we feel is right; we must do what is right. 

What about traditions? Is something right because it has been a long-standing church or family 

tradition? Jesus said that the commandments and traditions of men cause our worship to be worthless 

and empty (Matt. 15:1-9). So even if instrumental music has been used in church worship for 1,500 

years, that doesn’t make it right in the sight of God. The same is true with the religious celebration of 

Christmas and a host of other long-standing traditions. 

And in Matthew 7:13-14, we learn that something isn’t right just because the majority of people 

are doing it. Jesus Himself said that the majority of people are marching down the broad path to 

destruction. We must not support something because it’s popular, but because it’s right…even if it puts 

us in the minority. 

So if something isn’t acceptable to God just because it feels right, is a long-standing tradition 

(i.e. what we’ve always done), or the majority opinion, than how do we know what is acceptable to 

God? Well…we know what God wants and doesn’t want because He tells us in His word. 

 

“Sanctify them in the truth; Your word is truth.” (John 17:17) 

 

“All Scripture is inspired by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, for training in 

righteousness; so that the man of God may be adequate; equipped for every good work.”  

(2 Timothy 3:16-17) 

 

“Anyone who goes too far and does not abide in the teaching of Christ, does not have God; the one who 

abides in the teaching, he has both the Father and the Son.” (2 John 9) 

 

These are just a few of the verses that instruct us to make God’s word the guiding authoritative 

standard in our lives, not our feelings, our traditions, or the majority opinion. If we want to please God – 

and if we claim to love Him, of course we want to please Him – then we must ensure that we only do 

what is acceptable to Him, and the Scriptures are what tell us what is and isn’t acceptable. 



When these points were emphasized to me in that first study, I had no qualms or objections. 

Even as a Baptist, I understood the importance of reading and following the Bible, and knew that our 

ultimate goal should be to please and honor God.  

But our study didn’t end there. My soon-to-be father-in-law went much deeper than I ever would 

have gone on my own. Once he had established that the Bible is our sole standard of authority, he went 

on to ask the question, “How do we know what the Bible authorizes?” This was a question of 

hermeneutics, or biblical interpretation. 

To make a long story short, he went on to explain that we can know that something is authorized 

if it is commanded in the scriptures, proven to be acceptable by examples in scripture, and/or necessarily 

inferred to be right and acceptable. This hermeneutic is known as CENI – Commands, Examples, 

Necessary Inference – and it is the traditional hermeneutic employed by most folks in “conservative” 

Churches of Christ. As an interpretive standard, it holds us to a very strict and narrow adherence to the 

words of the Bible, and especially the New Testament. Not only are our religious activities relegated to 

what is authorized by this system, it encourages us to comb through the New Testament (with a very 

fine-toothed comb) to seek out specific or general authority for every little thing that we do. What is 

commanded – whether specifically or generically? What do the examples of Scripture teach us in terms 

of how to carry out these commands? And what is necessarily inferred? 

We can know that this method of interpretation is right because Jesus and His apostles used it. 

Jesus cited commands and examples of the Old Testament throughout His ministry to impart spiritual 

lessons.  

He even drew conclusions based on what was necessarily inferred. In Matthew 22:29-33, Jesus 

proved the resurrection by explaining (1) that God is the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, and that (2) 

He is not the God of the dead, but of the living. He necessarily inferred from this that Abraham must yet 

be alive in some sense, thereby proving the concept of a spiritual afterlife, and the resurrection. 

In Acts 15, when the leadership of the church in Jerusalem came together to settle the dispute 

over circumcision, the apostles appealed to commands (vs. 15-18), examples (vs. 12), and necessary 

inference (vs. 7-10) to make the case that the church could not mandate that the Gentile converts be 

circumcised. 

Of course, we’re told to obey the commandments of God in places like Matthew 28:19-20 and 

John 14:15. Also, the examples set for us by the apostles and early church are of great benefit 

(Philippians 3:17), and there are many other places in the New Testament where the apostles necessarily 

inferred certain truths. 

The Church of Christ makes a strong appeal to CENI (Command, Examples, Necessary 

Inference) when defending their many theological positions and church practices.  

For example, in Acts 20:6-7, we see Paul assembling with the church in Troas on Sunday to 

“break bread.” The Church of Christ today takes this example (which is predicated on the command to 

observe the Lord’s Supper), and draws the “necessary” inference that the Lord’s Supper must be 

observed every Sunday. After all, there is a first day in every week, right? And didn’t the Jews observe 

every Sabbath? The conclusion is thus drawn that to observe the Lord’s Supper only once a month or 

once a quarter is contrary to the Scriptural pattern and therefore sinful. Based on one inference from one 

example in Acts, the Church of Christ, by and large, condemns the vast majority of modern 

Christendom. More about this in the next chapter. 

Because instrumental music is never specifically mentioned or authorized in the New Testament 

(according to traditional Church of Christ thinking), the Church of Christ believes that we must abstain 

from instruments and engage in congregational singing only.  

Because the first century churches sent financial aid directly to those in need, it is sinful for 

churches to send money to human institutions like orphanages, colleges and missionary societies to do 

good work.  

Because Paul referred to the “churches of Christ” in Romans 16:16, and because names like 



“Church of God” have been hijacked by modern charismatics, churches today wishing to follow the 

New Testament pattern should be known as “Churches of Christ.” Other names are seen as unscriptural. 

Those in Churches of Christ pour through the New Testament, examining everything from the 

narrative of Acts to the personal greetings extended to the churches in places like Romans 16, to nail 

down every command, every example, and every inference, to determine what is authorized and what 

isn’t. And then they use these conclusions to condemn the beliefs and practices of modern 

churches…and often each other as well. 

If God told Noah to build an ark out of gopher wood, Noah had to use gopher wood alone. If 

God commanded the priest to use a certain kind of incense in their worship, and they used a different 

kind of incense, then those rebellious priests deserved to die. Ain’t that right, Nadab and Abihu (Lev. 

10)? If God told Moses to speak to the rock to bring water out of it, then Moses was sinning when he 

struck the rock contrary to God’s command (Num. 20).  

So we, if we want to be obedient, absolutely must follow the pattern of Scripture…every 

command, every example, and every necessary inference. If we fall short, we’re not obedient. If 

someone disagrees with our conclusions, then either they are wrong or we are wrong. Talk about a tight 

rope. 

 

The Good of CENI 
 

Even though I have come to disagree with the hermeneutical framework that I ardently touted for 

over 12 years, I do think that there are benefits to such a framework. 

 The main benefit, in my judgment, is that it really forces you to think about every detail of 

God’s word, to look at every text and story, and to take it all very seriously. In a society that is plagued 

with biblical illiteracy, I am so thankful that I served and worshiped in a church culture that instilled 

within me a deep respect for and knowledge of God’s word. 

 Jesus had regard for every jot and tittle of the Old Testament (Matt. 5:18). He cited well-known 

stories as well as the more subtle stories to make key points. He was constantly asking people, “Have 

you not read…?” And Hebrews 5:12-14 implies that we must not accept a shallow or superficial 

knowledge of Scripture, but pursue a mature understanding of even the more complex theological issues. 

CENI encourages us to look at every example and to ask, “what does this example teach us?” 

While most Christians, it seems, believe that simple faith and goodness are sufficient, those in Churches 

of Christ are developing deep, rich faiths…and that is in large part due to this strict view of Scripture, 

and CENI is so often at the center of that. 

And before I go on to discuss “the bad of CENI,” I want to make it clear that I do believe that the 

commands, examples and implications of Scripture have incredible value. My concerns, as I will 

explain, have less to do with CENI and more to do with how this system is used to make such harsh 

judgments, and how its adherents seem so blind to its imperfections. 

 

The Bad of CENI 
 

As I mentioned before, CENI does have some upsides. It forces us to take every detail of the 

Bible seriously, which forces us to study more deeply and to know our Bibles more fully. And again, it 

can be shown from Scripture that Jesus and the apostles made appeals to commands, approved examples 

and even necessary inferences to determine what was acceptable to God. But do these upsides mean that 

the way folks in the Church of Christ use CENI is automatically the right and only way for religious 

people to approach biblical authority?  

No. 

I’d like to focus for just a moment on each component of CENI and expose the flaws and 

imperfections of the system. 



 

Commands 
 

I believe that we can have the most confidence in the clear commands of Scripture. When God 

specifically says that this is something we must do, or something we must not do, and especially when 

consequences of disobedience are listed, we can rest assured that God means business. 

In Matthew 6:14-15, Jesus tells us that we must forgive those who have wronged us. Then He 

clarifies that if we do not forgive those who have wronged us, God won’t forgive us. This is a clear 

command that is further buoyed by listed consequences. 

In Galatians 5:19-21, Paul lists the works of the flesh and says that “those who practice such 

things will not inherit the kingdom of God.” Now, folks may sometimes wrangle over what is actually 

being condemned here (i.e. what constitutes drunkenness, etc.), but the fact remains that there is little 

room for Christians to dismiss such a dire warning. 

I could go on, but I’m sure you get the point. When we’re specifically told what to do or not to 

do, and especially when consequences (or rewards) are listed, we can rest assured that God’s authority is 

on display and that we are being called to submit to His will. 

And listen, this should be obvious because we are told time and time again to obey God’s 

commandments. 

 

“Make disciples of all the nations…teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you…” (Matt. 

28:19-20) 

 

“If you love Me, keep My commandments.” (John 14:15) 

 

“The one who says, ‘I have come to know Him,’ and does not keep His commandments, is a liar, and the 

truth is not in Him.”  

(1 John 2:4) 

 

Having said that, one thing we have to keep in mind about commands is context. Of course, this 

is always the case. Context is key. Context, context, context. 

I think all Christians understand that just because God commanded Noah to build an ark, we are 

not all required to build an ark. That command was given to Noah a very long time ago for a specific 

reason.  

Even in the New Testament, we find commands that were for specific people or circumstances 

and therefore do not apply directly to us. Maybe they no longer apply because the circumstances were 

very unique then. Or maybe certain commands were limited to a certain culture. 

In Romans 16:16, Paul said to the brethren in Rome, “Greet one another with a holy kiss. All the 

churches of Christ greet you.” We often hang on to that last part, and take great pride in the fact that we 

identify ourselves just as the first century churches identified themselves – as churches of Christ. But 

what about the bit about greeting one another with a holy kiss? Most freely admit that Paul was not 

commanding all Christians for all times to literally greet one another with a kiss. This was a cultural 

practice of the first century that may still go on in certain cultures around the world, but most certainly 

not in America. While we don’t require obedience to this “command,” we do focus on the principle of 

the statement – that we need to remain holy and pure in our dealings with one another. 

Now, here’s where this gets a bit tricky. If the command to greet one another with a holy kiss 

does not have to be strictly obeyed today because of culture, can we take the same approach to other 

commands that we think might have cultural limitations? This is where disagreements often arise. What 

about the head covering of 1 Corinthians 11? What about the limitations placed upon women in 1 

Corinthians 14:34-35? What about the concept of elders governing the church (a system which some 



believe was based on a first century Jewish model)? What about fasting? 

In the past, I really struggled with this question. Whenever someone asked me if we should wash 

each other’s feet or greet one another with a holy kiss, I struggled to give them an answer without 

feeling that I was somehow compromising my unmitigated devotion to the authority of Scripture. 

When I argued that foot washing was more or less a custom of first century culture (even though 

Jesus commanded His apostles to wash each other’s feet), a few questions logically arose, either within 

my own mind, or within the minds of those with whom I was studying.  

First, on what basis could I dismiss the specific command to wash feet as merely a cultural 

practice? I mean, in John 13, Jesus never said, “Hey guys, this whole foot washing thing is only going to 

be important for a while. Once the culture changes, only the principle behind foot washing will matter.” 

If the practice of foot washing is never identified in the New Testament as a cultural practice, are we not 

being presumptuous when we dismiss it as such? The same is true for the other things I mentioned 

above. 

The second question is this: if we presume (perhaps on good grounds; perhaps not) that certain 

commands no longer apply for cultural reasons, shouldn’t we take great care not only in how we 

approach scriptural commands, but in how we manage our differences with others? The Church of 

Christ might tout its scriptural name while calling out the Baptist Church for its unscriptural name, and 

yet there are Baptist Churches who have foot washing services. The Church of Christ might criticize 

evangelical churches for their basketball gyms and kitchens, but many of these same churches anoint the 

sick (James 5:14) and raise holy hands in praise of God (1 Tim. 2:8). 

I’m not suggesting that we can dismiss God’s commandments simply because some commands 

have cultural limitations. Personally, I think we have to take them on a case by case basis. My only point 

is that the second we acknowledge that certain commands (like the holy kiss) no longer apply because of 

cultural limitations, we open the door for this same logic to be applied to other commands – and this is 

where disagreements often arise. This is a reality that we must humbly confess. And I’ll tell you this: 

when we tell people that we must obey all the commands of God, but then we explain away the holy 

kiss, foot washing, and other commands, we do sometimes appear hypocritical. So yes, we need to obey 

God’s commands, but we need to also acknowledge the concept of culture. 

But it’s not just cultural context that we have to consider; it’s the textual context. We bind a 

weekly collection based on Paul’s instructions in 1 Corinthians 16:1-2 even though Paul states in verses 

2-3 that this was a specific collection for a specific need. Those in conservative Churches of Christ 

condemn the practice of church sponsored meals because of 1 Corinthians 11:22, 34, even though, in 

context, Paul was condemning, not fellowship meals, but the perversion of the Lord’s Supper. We use 

verses like Ephesians 5:19 to mandate non-instrumental music in worship (because only singing is 

specifically mentioned) even though Paul’s point had nothing to do with what kind of music is or isn’t 

authorized. More on this in a later chapter. 

It’s absolutely true that we must obey God’s commandments to be His faithful servants. And it’s 

absolutely true that if we love Jesus, we’ll keep His commandments, but it’s not a simple, 

straightforward process. There is a lot of study and discernment that has to go into it, which means that 

we need to be extremely patient with one another when disagreements arise. Remember, “mercy 

triumphs over judgment.” 

 

Examples 

 

Do examples from the Bible have authoritative value? I think that while they can have 

authoritative value, it’s more accurate to say that they have instructive value. What is the difference? 

The difference is this: the examples of Scripture are there for a reason and there is something for us to 

learn from every example – from both the Old and New Testaments. But I don’t believe that the 

examples of Scripture inherently establish patterns of acceptable and unacceptable behavior for all 



Christians for all times. In this sense, they are not necessarily authoritative even though they are 

instructive. 

Think about it. In 1 Corinthians 10:11, we’re told that we ought to learn from the bad examples 

of Old Testament Israel. And in James 5:10, we’re told that the prophets of old serve as an example of 

“suffering affliction, and of patience.” Jesus, according to Peter, left us an example of how to endure 

suffering (1 Pet. 2:21). Jude 7 says that the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah are “set forth as an example” 

of what happens when we openly rebel against God. Timothy was to set a good example for the brethren 

in Ephesus (1 Tim. 4:12), and Paul told the church in Philippi to follow his example and “walk 

according to the pattern” of his steps (Phil. 3:17). 

In each of the above verses, it’s clear that the examples of the Bible have instructive value. We 

ought to read them carefully to determine who God is, how He deals with us, and what it looks like to be 

godly or ungodly. But where is the verse that tells us to treat all scriptural examples as a kind of pattern 

for religious practice? The closest is Philippians 3:17, but in that context, Paul is talking about heavenly 

hope, not what rites the church may or may not engage in in worship. Again, the issue is not whether or 

not these examples have value, but whether or not we must treat examples as a pattern for church 

doctrine and practice. 

I’d like to use Jesus’ own treatment of Old Testament examples to illustrate the point. Obviously, 

Jesus cited a number of Old Testament examples and stories to make very important points in His 

teaching. He cited the example of David and the showbread from 1 Samuel 21 to make a point about 

mercy. He cited the original institution of marriage from Genesis 3 to address a 1
st
 century question 

about divorce. He referenced the stories of Jonah and Noah and many others. That Jesus viewed the Old 

Testament examples as instructive is clear. 

But did Jesus view examples the way so many in the Church of Christ today view examples? Did 

He analyze each of them to determine a pattern of acceptable and unacceptable religious service? Did 

He look at the example of David dancing with all of his might before the Lord in 2 Samuel 6 and 

conclude that we must dance in worship? After all, it’s clearly an “approved” example of an act of 

worship. Or did He challenge the religious leaders of his day to a contest on Mount Carmel on the basis 

that Elijah did it in 1 Kings 18?  

I could go on and on listing positive Old Testament examples like these that the Jews of Jesus’ 

day did not view as patterns to be imitated. In many cases, these stories merely record what God’s saints 

did in particular circumstances and had nothing directly to say about what was acceptable or not. 

Does the example in Acts 20:6-7 of the church in Troas breaking bread on Sunday indeed teach 

us that we must observe the Lord’s Supper every Sunday? Was that the intent of the text? Did the 

inspired physician Luke intend for Christians in the 21
st
 century to view that as a pattern for the 

frequency of the Lord’s Supper? More on this in the next chapter. 

There’s also the issue of subjectivity, or selectiveness. The Church of Christ is quick to demand 

obedience to the example set forth in a text like Acts 20:6-7, and to view as unfaithful any Christian who 

fails to observe the Lord’s Supper every week. But what about the example of the early Christians in 

Jerusalem selling all of their possessions to help out their brethren? “Oh, but those were unique 

circumstances?” many will argue. Okay, I get that…but could there not have been unique circumstances 

in Acts 20:6-7? What about all the examples of churches meeting in homes? What about the example of 

foot washing in John 13 that Jesus plainly told the apostles to imitate? Need I go on? 

Examples are instructive on many levels, but they are not patterns of acceptable and 

unacceptable behavior for all Christians for all times. My point here is that we often understand 

this…until it comes to our pet examples. 

 

Necessary Inferences 
 



I don’t have a lot to say about Necessary Inference for the simple reason that there are so few 

instances where major issues hinge on Necessary Inference. Furthermore, I really don’t disagree with the 

proper use of Necessary Inference. With both Examples and Commands, there are so many variables 

that are so often ignored that lead to abuses and judgments that do much harm, I believe, to God’s 

church. I don’t feel the same way about Necessary Inference. 

My only concern with Necessary Inference is that I think brethren often use the word 

“necessary” too liberally.  

Back when I was a strong advocate for CENI, I ardently defended the validity of Necessary 

Inference and clearly distinguished between inferences and Necessary Inferences. In other words, I 

argued that we can only bind those conclusions that are necessary, or obvious, not those conclusions that 

are unnecessary or weighed down by opinion or presumption. As hard as I tried to only bind those 

inferences that are necessary, I now realize that I still often went way too far. 

Take, for example, the account of the breaking of bread in Acts 20:6-7. Paul came together with 

the brethren in Troas on Sunday to “break bread.” Then he preached to them until midnight. I once 

argued – and most in the Church of Christ still do – that we can necessarily infer that the breaking of 

bread here is the Lord’s Supper because (1) they waited all week to come together, and (2) it was done 

in a spiritual context that included preaching. I also argued that because there is a first day of every 

week, and because the Jews observed every Sabbath, not just one Sabbath a month, it’s a necessary 

inference that we must observe the Lord’s Supper every first day of the week. 

But are these conclusions really necessary? To put it another way, are these conclusions 

inescapable? I want you to really, honestly think about this. All we have is an example of brethren 

coming together on Sunday to break bread, and from that we draw the conclusion that the Lord’s Supper 

must be observed every Sunday or we’re not obeying the Scriptural pattern. I’ll say more about this in 

my next chapter on the Lord’s Supper, so I’ll save my added commentary until then. In the meantime, 

please continue to think about this major Church of Christ doctrine honestly and openly. 

Back to Necessary Inference… 

Again, I think that we all have to draw conclusions from the biblical text; we all have to read in 

between the lines a little and use our God-given common sense. We just have to make sure that we’re 

not turning our opinions, traditions or presumptions into Necessary Inferences that we then bind on the 

rest of Christianity. 

If Not CENI, Then…What? 

 

We see the following scenario play out in politics all the time: one party wants to pass new 

legislation on something like health care, but the other party passionately opposes the legislation and 

complains that it’ll ruin the country. Then, inevitably, the question is posed by the initiating party, “If 

you don’t like what we’ve put forth, what is your alternative?” In other words, if you’re going to 

complain about something, make sure that you have a new idea, or an alternative. Otherwise, you’re just 

complaining, and no progress is made. 

I’ve explained in this chapter why I disagree with CENI as it is traditionally taught in Churches 

of Christ. I’ve pointed out that there are many complicated layers to the issue of Divine Commands. 

Regarding the Examples of Scripture, I’ve explained that while examples can be instructive, they are not 

always authoritative. Yes, Jesus and the apostles teach us that there are powerful lessons to be gleaned 

from the Examples of the Bible, but they never took the position that we must view all of these 

Examples as patterns that teach us how we must act in every circumstance.  

There is a lot of truth in CENI, at least in theory. But by no means is it a perfect interpretative 

framework for understanding what God authorizes. 

Going back to the previous illustration, the question then becomes: if CENI doesn’t work, what 

does? How are we to interpret the Bible, if not by this traditional method? By what means may we 

determine what is right and what is wrong? 



Let me just say that this could be a book in and of itself. There is no way that I can adequately 

answer that question here and now. What I can do is share with you a few of my thoughts. Then, I’ll 

include an article I wrote on this subject for your consideration. Perhaps you can take this little bit of 

information and flesh it out in your own life, and in your own studies. 

Consider these concepts… 

 

Concept #1: The Law of Moses was structured as a rigid and complicated code of regulations. It was so 

stringent that Peter called it an unbearable yoke in Acts 15. Paul described the feeling of utter 

hopelessness that swept over those who tried to keep it perfectly (Rom. 7:14-21). Christians are no 

longer under such a system. The New Testament is not structured this way. Paul says that we have been 

set free from this yoke of bondage (Galatians 5:1). My point is NOT that we do not have law today, but 

that we cannot and must not treat the New Testament like a Christian Torah. If we do, we risk falling 

into the same despair and hopelessness that Jesus came to deliver us from. 

 

Concept #2: As I explained earlier, Jesus emphasized the spirit of the law over the letter of the law 

throughout His ministry. While the Pharisees and Jewish leaders were busy squabbling over their 

interpretations of the letter of the law, Jesus was focused on the big picture; He was pointing them to the 

heart of God’s word, to the point that He hangs all the law and the prophets on the commands to love 

God and love our neighbors (Matt. 22:37-38). When reading through the epistles of the New Testament, 

we need to focus on the bigger picture of what God wants us to see rather than get bogged down by 

useless arguments. For example, in the early chapters of Acts, is God trying to convey to us how the 

church may and may not collect money, or who the church may and may not help? Or is He showing us 

a powerful example of what happens when people are transformed by the gospel? Let’s not miss the 

forest for the trees. 

 

Concept #3: I think that if we’re going to truly speak where the Bible speaks and remain silent where it 

is silent, we need to avoid tying things to eternal salvation that the Bible does not. There are plenty of 

verses where God does tie certain behaviors and practices to salvation, where He does clearly say that 

we must do certain things or not do certain things to have eternal life. An example of this is Matthew 

6:14-15. Or check out Galatians 5:19-21. Or the entire book of 1 John – where John emphasizes 

obedience, love, faith, and the proper understanding of Christ. If the Bible says that we cannot please 

God without faith (Heb. 11:6), or that adulterers will not inherit the kingdom of God, or that those who 

profess Christ but continue living in sin are not really saved…then we are safe in drawing those lines in 

the sand. Of course, judgment still belongs to God, and thankfully, He is a merciful Judge, but I do think 

that we have to take these kinds of texts very, very seriously. However, don’t condemn others based on 

mere inferences from select examples of the Bible. Don’t string together a handful of verses from 

different books and then use your clever conclusion to condemn huge swathes of Christendom. Leave as 

much judgment to God as possible, and only draw lines where God clearly draws lines in His word. 

 

Concept #4: Do not forget the principle of “unity in diversity” that I have emphasized at various points 

throughout this book. Don’t forget Romans 14. Don’t forget that the first century churches had major 

problems, and yet were still God’s churches. Don’t forget that the apostles called these messed up 

people saints, and sought fellowship with them while they helped them draw closer to the truth. Don’t 

forget that we are each obligated to work out our OWN salvation with fear and trembling (Phil. 2:12). 

As you study and try to determine what is right and wrong, be humble and patient with those around you 

who have reached different conclusions, or who are at different places in their spiritual journey. 

 

Like I said, the subject of biblical authority requires its own book. I do, however, want to turn 

your attention to an article I wrote earlier this year that I think fits in well here. 



 

 

Rules Guiding Emphasis & Judgment 
 

As citizens of the Kingdom, we need to have the same regard for God’s law that Jesus Himself 

had when He was alive on the earth. We need to be concerned about the entire law of God, not just 

select parts of it that we have deemed more appealing or convenient (Matt. 5:17-20). We need to answer 

religious questions and address spiritual matters by turning to the Scriptures, not to our feelings or 

opinions (Matt. 12:1-3; 19:1-4, et al). We need to not only see the importance of direct commands, but 

also the value of Scriptural examples (Matt. 12:1-3) and even need to have a common sense grasp of 

what the Word implicitly teaches (Matt. 22:29-32). We need to encourage others to heed and obey 

God’s revealed will (Matt. 23:1-3). 

On an individual level, each one of us should have such a love for God that we strive to 

understand and obey His will as closely as possible. We shouldn’t be flippant or dismissive. Rather, the 

Word should be a lamp to our feet and a light to our path (Psalm 119:105), guiding our way as we 

journey toward heaven. 

But I think there is a difference between how we personally understand and follow the Word of 

God, and how we judge other people and other churches. In this study, I’d like to outline a few rules that 

should impact what we emphasize and how we judge. 

 

Is it a Weighty Matter? 
 

In Matthew 23:23, Jesus chastised the Pharisees because they emphasized the outward rites of 

religion such as tithing but “neglected the weightier matters of the law; justice and mercy and faith.” 

What this text shows us is that while we ought to give attention to ALL of God’s law (vs. 23b), 

there are scriptural matters that hold more weight. The fact that these issues are weightier implies that 

God places more weight on these issues in His judgment of us, and therefore, we ought to place more 

weight on these issues in our personal lives, and in our judgment of others. 

What are these “weightier matters?” Here, Jesus mentions “justice and mercy and faith.” In 

Matthew 12:7-8, He emphasizes the attitude of mercy over the outward sacrifices (rites) of religion. In 

Matthew 22:37-40, we’re told that the greatest command in the law is to love God with all our heart, 

soul, mind and strength. It would seem, then, that the weightier matters are those matters that have to do 

with one’s inward disposition toward God – his heart and attitude. 

We must deny self and follow Christ (Matt. 16:24-26). We must be transformed by the renewal 

of our minds (Rom. 12:1-2). We must have such faith and trust in God that we seek to devote our lives 

to His will and purpose (Rom. 4; Heb. 11). Our lives must be governed by the Spirit, not our flesh (Gal. 

5:16-26). We must have love (Matt. 22:37-40; 1 Cor. 13:1-1-3; 1 John). 

In our own lives, we must first pursue a deeper love for Christ, and a more transformative faith in 

Him, based on His word. We may not understand all the technical aspects of Christianity. We may not 

understand all of the “-isms” and the differences between major theological systems. We may not attend 

the perfect church. But these are all things that we can iron out as time goes on.  

The more that we grasp God’s love and the more that our heart is captured by Christ, the more 

we’ll understand these other, more peripheral issues. 

In our judgment of others, we must first ask whether a person’s life has been sincerely and 

wholly transformed by Christ, even if they do not believe exactly what we believe or practice exactly as 

we practice. King David, for example, multiplied wives for himself, which the Law specifically forbade. 

When he committed adultery with Bathsheba, the Law of Moses commanded that he be put to death, and 

yet he wasn’t. The Law commanded the observance of the Feast of Tabernacles, but David never once 

observed it (Neh. 8:17).  



Clearly, David wasn’t a man who perfectly kept God’s law. There were certain divine 

instructions that he violated, and others that he left undone…but we’re told that David was considered a 

man after God’s own heart, and was righteous before God. 

Do you see the point? 

Other people don’t have to get it all right. In our judgment of others, let’s not hyper-analyze their 

lives; let’s examine their hearts. Do they truly trust in Christ, and does their life reflect the heart of the 

law? 

 

Is it a Doubtful Matter? 
 

In Romans 14:1, Paul instructs us, “Receive one who is weak in the faith, but not to disputes 

over doubtful things.” If you’ve studied the Scriptures, you know that while some issues are very clear, 

others are not. 

Most Christians agree on the basic structure of “the gospel.” The death, burial and resurrection of 

Christ (1 Cor. 15:1-5), a scripture-based life, the promise of heaven, the importance of morality, of faith, 

of the church – these are all broad areas of the Christian faith where there is, for the most part, 

agreement.  

But other issues are more “doubtful.” Perhaps these are issues where the disagreement is reduced 

to a petty or technical argument over words (1 Tim. 6:4). Perhaps these are issues where the argument 

hinges on a single text, rather than a plurality of “witnesses” (Matt. 18:6; 1 Cor. 13:1). 

I believe it’s safe to say that the more clear an issue is, and the more frequently it’s taught in the 

scriptures, the more important it is. On the other hand, those issues that are truly difficult to understand, 

where there are multiple interpretations and sincere convictions on both sides, I think we need to be 

more patient and flexible. 

It’s worth noting that you can disagree with a practice without necessarily condemning or 

judging those who engage in it.  

 

Is it a Personal Matter That Doesn’t 

Directly Impact the Collective? 

 

We ought to exhibit even greater leniency with folks when the issue in question is not only 

“doubtful,” but personal in nature. 

“One person esteems one day above another; another esteems every day alike. Let each be fully 

convinced in his own mind…I know and am convinced by the Lord that there is nothing unclean of 

itself; but to him who considers anything to be unclean, to him it is unclean.” (Rom. 14:5, 14) 

The three issues mentioned in Romans 14 – the eating of meat, the observance of days, and the 

drinking of wine – are all personal, not collective, matters. Paul’s point seems to be that we as Christians 

need to allow other individual Christians some leeway to work out their own faith and salvation with 

fear and trembling. For example, if an individual feels compelled to abstain from wine, and another 

individual justifies the drinking of wine, there can be “unity in diversity.” 

Because these are personal matters that are worked out on an individual level, it’s implied that 

these weren’t issues that impacted the collective group. So one individual can engage in something – 

something that, in the grand scheme of things, is “doubtful” and personal in nature – that has no direct 

impact on the lives of other Christians. Their personal decision doesn’t result in a lifestyle or belief that 

is then thrust upon their brethren, or enforced on a church-wide level. 

Take the issue of instrumental music in worship as an example of a collective activity. If one 

individual brings a guitar to worship because he wants to play his guitar during the singing, everyone 

else is now subject to a different style of worship that they may or may not be comfortable with. This is 

not okay, and it’s not the kind of thing that Romans 14 is justifying. In such a case, the congregation 



needs to study and discuss the issue together and make a decision together  based upon their 

understanding of the word of God (e.g. Acts 15:6-22). 

So even if a matter is “doubtful,” if it is a matter that directly involves the collective work and 

conduct of the local church, it needs to be handled differently than if it is a strictly personal matter. One 

cannot say, “Oh, this is a ‘doubtful’ matter, so therefore, the church has to tolerate this new style of 

worship or organization or whatever.” 

If it’s a personal matter – and especially a doubtful matter – we need to give all the leeway and 

leniency possible to one another to work these matters out on an individual basis, without any judgment 

of the church or of other brethren imposed upon them. 

 

Is it Plainly Connected to Salvation 

or Eternal Principles? 
 

All astute Bible students understand that certain concepts are plainly connected to our salvation. 

It’s obvious, I think, that these are issues that we can stress more than others. 

Consider… 

“Do you not know that the unrighteous will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be deceived. 

Neither fornicators, nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor homosexuals, nor sodomites, nor thieves, nor 

covetous, nor drunkards, nor revilers, nor extortioners will inherit the kingdom of God.” (1 Cor. 6:9-10) 

“Now the works of the flesh are evident, which are: adultery, fornication, uncleanness, lewdness, 

idolatry, sorcery, hatred, contentions, jealousies, outbursts of wrath, selfish ambitions, dissensions, 

heresies, envy, murders, drunkenness, revelries, and the like; of which I tell you beforehand, just as I 

also told you in time past, that those who practice such things will not inherit the kingdom of God.” 

(Gal. 5:19-21) 

“But he who hates his brother is in darkness and walks in darkness.” (1 John 2:11) 

There are many other examples, but I’m sure you get the point. Issues that God specifically ties 

to salvation are probably issues that we ought to really stress. 

And then there are issues that relate to eternal principles, or to God’s eternal design. 

 Marriage (Matthew 19:3-9) 

 Roles of men/women (1 Cor. 11:1-16; 1 Tim. 2:8-15) 

 Our sexual identity (Rom. 1:26-27) 

 Brotherly love (2 John 5) 

These are issues that God has always deemed important, and that are clearly not rooted in ever-

shifting cultural traditions. 

 

Conclusion 
 

In the end, there is only one Lawgiver who is able to save and destroy – Christ (James 4:12). We 

cannot create our own standards of judgment, nor can we impose eternal judgment on anyone. All we 

can do is the very best we can do to follow God’s word and share it with those around us…all the while 

remaining humble and open to correction. 

Even though each one of us should try to follow God’s word as best we can, there are few 

overarching rules that, I believe, govern our emphasis and judgment. 

 Is the issue at the heart of the law? 

 Is the issue clear, rather than doubtful? 

 Is the issue personal in nature, rather than collective? 

 Is the issue directly tied to salvation? 

 Is the issue related to eternal principles? 



If, when examining a specific issue, we can answer the above questions in the affirmative, I think 

we can place more weight on that issue. If not, we need to be more flexible and leave ultimate judgment 

to God. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Must the Lord’s Supper Be Observed Weekly? 

 

One of the practices that distinguishes Churches of Christ from most other churches and 

denominations is its weekly observance of the Lord’s Supper. Most churches partake of the Lord’s 

Supper once a month, or once a quarter; some even once a year. 

As I’ve explained numerous times throughout this book, it’s not a matter of preference to the 

Church of Christ. They condemn all other churches that do not observe it weekly. If a church got 

everything else right, but observed the Lord’s Supper once a month, rather than once a week, that church 

would be skewered and marked as an apostate or unfaithful church. 

 

Where We Agree…and Disagree 
 

Most religious people agree on the fundamental facts of the Lord’s Supper: Jesus instituted the 

Lord’s Supper (Matt. 26:26-30). The Lord’s Supper consists of bread, which represents the body of 

Christ, and fruit of the vine, which represents the blood of Christ (Matt. 26:26-28; 1 Cor. 11:23-26). It’s 

also known as the “communion” (1 Cor. 10:16). It’s a memorial of the death of Christ (1 Cor. 11:26). 

It’s a time to examine ourselves (1 Cor. 11:27-28). It’s not to be treated as a common meal (1 Cor. 

11:20-34). 

At the same time, there are many differences in how churches view or observe the Lord’s 

Supper. Some churches use leavened bread and/or fermented wine, while others use unleavened bread 

and grape juice. Some churches believe in using one physical cup, while others use small, individual 

cups. The Catholics tout the doctrine of Transubstantiation, which is the belief that the bread and wine 

literally become the body and blood of Christ in your mouth, while most other churches view the 

emblems as emblematic  of the body and blood of Christ. Some believe it should only be observed once 

on Sunday, but most believe that it may be served during both Sunday assemblies. And, of course, there 

are a variety of what you might call delivery methods. 

While churches often differ when it comes to the frequency of the Lord’s Supper, the Church of 

Christ is fairly unique in that it condemns other churches that fail to observe it weekly. On what basis 

does the Church of Christ argue that it must be observed each and every Sunday? 

 

Must it be Observed Weekly? 
 

It may come as a shock to you that there is only one verse that mentions the observance of the 

Lord’s Supper on Sunday. The entire case is predicated on this one verse: 

 

“But we sailed away from Philippi after the days of Unleavened Bread, and in five days joined them at 

Troas, where we stayed seven days. Now on the first day of the week, when the disciples came together 

to break bread, Paul, ready to depart the next day, spoke to them and continued his message until 

midnight.”  

(Acts 20:6-7) 

 

The argument is that the disciples waited all week for Sunday to roll around. When it was 

Sunday, they came together to break bread, or observe the Lord’s Supper. In other words, the Lord’s 

Supper was their primary purpose for assembling on Sunday. Because there is no scriptural evidence 

that the early church observed the Lord’s Supper on any other day, Sunday is the only authorized day for 

observance. 

And because there is a Sunday in every week, we must assemble every Sunday to partake of the 

Lord’s Supper. I remember arguing that when the Jews in the Old Testament were commanded to 



“Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy,” (Ex. 20:8), they understood that to mean every Sabbath, 

not just one Sabbath a month or one Sabbath a quarter. Therefore, if the early church met on Sunday to 

observe the Lord’s Supper, the necessary inference is that we must observe it every Sunday. To do 

otherwise is to disobey the word of God. 

That’s basically the case for the weekly observance of the Lord’s Supper. 

An inference from an example. 

 

Problems With This Reasoning 
 

I have come to believe that this argumentation is based on a number of assumptions, or 

unnecessary inferences. 

First of all, while I do personally believe that the breaking of bread here is the Lord’s Supper, it’s 

NOT an open and shut case. The breaking of bread can refer either to a common meal (Matt. 14:19-20; 

Acts 2:46) or to the Lord’s Supper (Matt. 26:26; 1 Cor. 10:16). In fact, in Acts 20:11 – just a few verses 

after our main text – the breaking of bread undoubtedly refers to a common meal. 

How do we know that the church didn’t come together to enjoy a common meal together and 

listen to Paul preach simply because it was his last day with them in Troas? It might not be quite the 

same thing, but I know that when preachers move from one town to go and work with another church, 

the brethren often have a potluck, or a goodbye party, right before he leaves. Isn’t it possible that the 

brethren in Troas were doing something like that here in Acts 20:6-7? 

If there is another possible explanation of the text, we cannot argue dogmatically for one 

particular interpretation. 

Let’s continue our critical approach to the text… 

How do we know that the church in Troas did this every Sunday? All this text tells us is that the 

church in Troas assembled on that particular Sunday. What if they assembled to partake of the Lord’s 

Supper once a month, and Paul happened to be there that Sunday? Or what if they decided to observe the 

Lord’s Supper because the apostle Paul was with them that week? Do you see that there really are a 

number of possible explanations apart from the explanation that it was a weekly ritual for the early 

churches? 

What about the fact that Jesus instituted the Lord’s Supper on Thursday? Why doesn’t that 

become authoritative? Can we now partake of it on Thursday or Sunday? Or Thursday AND Sunday? 

Why can we so quickly brush aside the example of Jesus in favor of the example of the Troas church? 

Also, on an unrelated note, I’ve always found it rather comical that we are so insistent and 

particular that the Lord’s Supper must be observed on Sunday because of the example in Acts 20:7 and 

yet most churches observe the Lord’s SUPPER in the morning. Not only is it the Lord’s Supper, not the 

Lord’s Breakfast, the example in Acts 20:7 would seem to imply an afternoon or evening 

observance…unless Paul preached from 10:00 in the morning till midnight. So if we’re going to be that 

particular, then shouldn’t we insist on an evening observance of the Lord’s Supper? I’ve known of 

brethren who refused to sing “Are you coming to Jesus tonight?” on a Sunday morning (because it’s not 

night) only to then partake of the Lord’s Supper in the morning. 

It’s my humble opinion, based on these questions and points, that we cannot dogmatically bind a 

weekly, Sunday observance of the Lord’s Supper. There are just too many assumptions, and too much 

room for other reasonable interpretations. 

 

Exodus 20:8 – Commands vs. Examples 
 

What about the argument I mentioned earlier that compares the Sabbath command in Exodus 

20:8 to the example of the Lord’s Supper in Acts 20:7? Because the Jews interpreted that command to 

mean every Sabbath day, must we also interpret the example in Acts 20:7 to mean every Sunday? 



Even though apostolic examples may carry authoritative weight – in that they show what was 

approved or acceptable in the first century – it is my belief that examples do not necessarily carry the 

same weight as divine commands. I touched on this in the last chapter when I argued that examples are 

more so instructive than they are authoritative. While a command is inherently authoritative, an example 

merely shows what was done in a particular case. 

To illustrate the point, consider the fact that the church in Troas met in an “upper room” to 

partake of the Lord’s Supper. We all understand that this aspect of the narrative is not authoritative, that 

we are not obligated to meet in upper rooms today when we partake of the Lord’s Supper. This is an 

incidental detail, right? Right! But what if the command was given by the apostle, “The church must 

observe the Lord’s Supper in an upper room.” Then we would all know that an upper room is 

mandatory. 

I’m not suggesting that we ought to ignore the examples of scripture. No, examples can be 

extremely valuable in showing what was done and how it was done in the early church. But when we 

take a single example – not a plurality of examples, but a single example – and elevate certain inferences 

from that example to the level of divine commandment, I think we go too far. 

 

Conclusion 
 

Since leaving the Church of Christ, I’ve had friends from the Church who are now concerned for 

my soul contact me and ask, “Casey, you know that we’re commanded in the Bible to observe the 

Lord’s Supper every week! How can you attend a church that doesn’t do this?” To them, this is one of 

the strongest and most compelling reasons that we need to all be members of the Church of Christ. To 

them, this is one of the clearest evidences that most other churches are in error. 

I understand the argumentation and concern because not long ago, it would have been the way I 

argued and felt, too. I don’t fault folks in the Church of Christ for thinking and feeling this way, because 

for most of them, it’s how they’ve been taught to reason. And in most cases, it’s a belief that is very 

sincerely held. 

I’m not here to say that folks in the Church of Christ can’t have their convictions about the 

weekly observance of the Lord’s Supper, or that they have no right to be concerned about a brother who 

has drifted from what they perceive to be the truth. I’m only asking for an open mind, and for an honest 

restudy of the issue.  

Is it really logical to argue, based on Acts 20:7, that every church that fails to observe the Lord’s 

Supper on a weekly basis cannot be the Lord’s Church? Is it really a strong case? There was a time when 

I felt that it was, but now I feel that my thinking all along was warped. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Instrumental Music in Worship 

 

If I remember correctly, the first thing that stood out to me when I attended a Church of Christ 

assembly was the fact that they didn’t use instrumental music in their worship. Instead, the entire 

congregation sang hymns together without instrumental accompaniment. As strange as it seemed at first, 

I couldn’t deny the beauty of it. Who was I to object? 

But in time, I came to realize that it wasn’t a matter of personal preference, but a matter of faith 

and doctrine. They believed that instrumental music in worship was wrong on the basis that it isn’t 

authorized in the New Testament. They believed that churches that used instruments in their worship 

were thus in violation of the New Testament pattern, and in their minds, this constituted SIN. 

At first, I couldn’t believe it. How could they make such a big deal out of such a small thing? I 

remember arguing this issue with a few of my peers in the Church of Christ. I even begged my then-

girlfriend to come with me to a Baptist Church service. “If you will just come and listen to the music 

and see the sincerity of the people, you will realize that it’s okay.” But she never would bend. None of 

them would. 

The time came, however, when the position I vehemently opposed became the position I ardently 

supported. Because instrumental music is never specifically mentioned in the New Testament in the 

context of church worship, and because the verses pertaining to music only specify singing (Rom. 15:9; 

1 Cor. 14:15; Eph. 5:19; Col. 3:16; Heb. 2:12; James 5:13), we are only authorized to sing, and the use 

of instruments in worship is unauthorized and sinful. 

That’s the argument made by those in the Church of Christ, and by this argument, the vast 

majority of Christians today are judged as disobedient, erring and lost. 

 

How We Interpret the New Testament 
 

First of all, I need to say something about how we should interpret the New Testament, because 

how we interpret the New Testament will inevitably shape how we reach conclusions about issues such 

as this. 

Is the New Testament meant to be viewed as a strict pattern, like a Policies and Procedures 

manual for the church? Does God intend for us to analyze every jot and tittle of the New Testament the 

way the Jews analyzed every jot and tittle of the Torah? 

Peter called the Old Testament law an unbearable yoke (Acts 15:10). It was an overly technical 

and complex document that made perfect obedience impossible, which led to spiritual frustration and 

perpetual guilt (Rom. 7:7-25).  

I feel like the Church of Christ has turned the New Testament into the same basic thing, and that 

as a result a lot of Christians today experience that same hopelessness, frustration and guilt. We’re 

constantly walking a tight rope, hoping that we understand it all rightly. If we stray even a little or are 

wrong in any way, we fear our salvation is in question. 

The thing is, Jesus came to deliver us from that law of bondage! He has given us a law of liberty, 

and we’re told to stand fast in this liberty (Gal. 5:1). While the Pharisees strained out a gnat and 

swallowed a camel (Matt. 23:23), Christians are encouraged to prioritize love above all else (Matt. 

22:37-38; 1 Cor. 13:1-8), to emphasize the heart of the law (Matt. 12:1-8), to have a spirit of patience 

and tolerance in the face of differences (Rom. 14), and to prefer mercy over judgment (James 2:13). 

I think we’re totally missing the point of the New Testament when we view it as a strict Torah-

like pattern. No doubt, there are commandments and explicit instructions given throughout the New 

Testament that ought to be obeyed, but when Paul wrote an intimate letter to the church in Philippi, did 

he intend for it be analyzed and interpreted as if it were the book of Leviticus? By turning these letters 

and epistles into a Christian Torah, are we not nullifying the concept of liberty, and missing the forest 

for the trees? 



When Paul wrote Philippians 4:14-16, was he really making a statement about the error of 

institutionalism? When Luke recorded Paul’s experience with the church in Troas in Acts 20:6-7, was he 

really making a statement about the frequency of the Lord’s Supper? When Paul told the Corinthian 

saints in 1 Cor. 16:1-2 to set aside money on the first day of the week so that when he arrived, their 

donation to the needy Christians in Jerusalem was ready to be picked up, was he really making a 

statement about the frequency of a formal church collection? When Luke tells us in Acts 11:28-30 that 

the church in Antioch sent relief to the needy brethren in Jerusalem, was he really making a declaration 

about who the church can and cannot help? 

Again, I’m not suggesting that there aren’t commands and instructions given in the New 

Testament, or that there is no law for Christians to follow. I’m simply suggesting that the New 

Testament is not the Old Testament, and that we ought not be forcing our way into contexts to extract 

laws upon which we hinge salvation. 

Now let’s make the application to instrumental music… 

 

Singing in Context 
 

We often cite Ephesians 5:19 as evidence that we are only authorized to sing in worship, but let’s 

notice that verse in context: 

 

“And do not get drunk with wine, for that is debauchery, but be filled with the Spirit, addressing one 

another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making melody to the Lord with your 

heart, giving thanks always and for everything to God the Father in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, 

submitting to one another out of reverence for Christ.” (Eph. 5:18-21) 

 

Sure, Paul here mentions singing, but is he making a point about what type of music is 

acceptable in worship and what type isn’t? No! He’s making the point that we ought to be the kind of 

people who encourage each other in the Spirit, people who are thankful and uplifting, NOT people who 

are wasting away in sinful living. 

And yet most Church of Christ members quote Ephesians 5:19 by itself solely to make the point 

that only one kind of music is authorized in worship. 

The same is true in Colossians 3:16: 

 

“And let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, to which indeed you were called into one body, and be 

thankful. Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, teaching and admonishing one another in all 

wisdom, singing psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, with thankfulness in your hearts to God. And 

whatever you do, in word or deed, do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the 

Father through Him.” (Col. 3:15-17) 

 

When Paul wrote these words to the brethren in Colossae who were beginning to drift toward 

worldly traditions and pagan thinking, was his intent to make a statement about what type of music is 

authorized in worship? As much as Church of Christ folks talk about the importance of examining the 

context, they sure ignore the context here when they focus on verse 16 and condemn instrumental music 

as unauthorized. Paul is making a point about thankfulness and edification, not music. 

Romans 15:9 is a loose quote from Psalm 18:49 and is a statement about the hope of the 

Gentiles, not music in worship. First Corinthians 14:15 is about worship being understandable, not about 

what kind of music is authorized. And James 5:13 simply tells those who are cheerful to sing praise; it’s 

not a statement about authorized acts of corporate worship. 

If we understand these verses in context, and focus on the intended messages of each text rather 

than forcing these statements to be Torah-like declarations, I think what we walk away with is the 



understanding that God really does not make any demands in the New Testament regarding what kind of 

music is authorized and what kind isn’t. The only concerns seem to be that our worship is 

understandable, coherent and edifying. 

It’s also worth noting that there are alternate explanations of verses like Ephesians 5:19. While 

the Church of Christ traditionally sees an absence of instrumental music in the verse, there are a lot of 

people, including many scholars, who see instrumental music in the verse. Whether it’s the argument 

that the Greek word for psalm implies the use of instruments, or the argument that instruments are an aid 

to singing, there are many legitimate arguments made by sincere people who sincerely believe that 

instrumental music is not negated by the verse we use to condemn it. 

This brings me back to Romans 14 and the patience and tolerance that God expects us to exhibit 

toward one another when differences exist. When it comes to “doubtful” matters, or matters that are 

unclear, we need to not only leave ultimate judgment to God, but to love and fellowship our brethren 

who differ from us. 

 

Another Argument 
 

I’ve heard the argument that instrumental music was a physical element of Old Testament 

worship, and that it was just a shadow of a better, more spiritual covenant. By including instruments in 

our worship, we’re reverting to an imperfect system. 

This argument has its roots in Hebrews 9. Here, the inspired writer explains that the physical 

elements of Old Testament service and worship pointed forward to “a greater and more perfect 

tabernacle not made with hands, that is, not of this creation” (vs. 11). Just as we don’t have a physical 

temple, or a veil, or incense, or a literal mercy seat, neither should we have instruments in our worship. 

This may be the strongest argument against instrumental music as far as I’m concerned. Not that 

it isn’t specifically authorized in the New Testament. Not that we’re only instructed to sing in places like 

Colossians 3:16. Not that it’s a denominational practice. But that it’s a reversion to a physical and 

imperfect Old Testament concept. If we’re going to use instruments in our worship, why not burn 

incense, too? 

First of all, this is a very deep and mature conclusion, and as such, there is bound to be more 

confusion and disagreement wrapped up in it. In my opinion, this makes it a “doubtful” matter, and thus 

warrants a Romans 14 treatment. 

Secondly, I do think that there is a difference between instrumental music and something like 

incense simply because Ephesians 5:19 may tie in instruments with singing. There is a potential 

argument, in other words, for instruments in the New Testament. There is not such an argument for 

incense. 

But most importantly, even though the Old Testament law was nailed to the cross, and we’re 

under a new and better covenant, Paul and the Jerusalem church clearly believed that there was a sense 

in which certain elements of the Old Testament law could be practiced in the church (see Acts 21). Such 

things could not be bound or made into requirements of salvation (Gal. 5:1-4), but that didn’t mean that 

they had to completely get away from each and every physical element of the old law. 

 

Conclusion 
 

Honestly, I prefer to worship without instruments, and I prefer a lot of the old hymns over the 

more shallow lyrics of contemporary worship songs. I love the vocal harmony and the engagement of 

the entire congregation in unified praise of God.  

As I’ve explained in this chapter, however, I think we go too far when we use verses like 

Ephesians 5:19 to condemn the use of instrumental music in worship. It doesn’t appear that God says 

anything either way about what type of music ought to be used in the worship of the church today. The 



main concern is that our worship is edifying and orderly, that we are spiritually-focused, and that our 

singing is heartfelt. 

We have to learn to distinguish between personal convictions and matters of clear, divine 

authority. Where there is doubt, we need to heed the message of Romans 14 and bear with those who 

differ from us. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Systemic Problems In  

Churches of Christ 

 

Perhaps you’re thinking that even if I disagree with these traditional, bedrock beliefs of the Church 

of Christ (listed above), that I can still assemble with Churches of Christ and be an active member. This 

is a valid thought, especially given the fact that I don’t necessarily agree with some of the doctrines and 

practices of other churches. Why not remain in the Church of Christ while I continue to study these 

issues? Why make the drastic decision to leave the Church of Christ altogether and upset so many 

people who love me and my family? Why not at least play it safe? 

I get that.  

At the end of the day, however, I feel that there are some systemic problems within the Church 

of Christ that validate the decision to leave. Unlike the previous section where I linked to rather lengthy 

articles, I’d like to more succinctly summarize my thinking here.  

 

A Spirit of Exclusivity and Judgment 
  

It doesn’t bother me that the Church of Christ observes the Lord’s Supper every Sunday or 

abstains from the use of instrumental music in worship. It doesn’t even bother me if a church believes 

that these are the most scriptural positions.  

What bothers me is that members of the Church of Christ tend to judge and condemn everyone 

else in the religious world who disagrees with their reasoning. What bothers me is that the Church of 

Christ takes such strict, inflexible stances to the point that it excludes nearly everyone else from its 

sphere of fellowship and acceptance. 

 

“He who justifies the wicked and he who condemns the righteous are both alike an abomination to the 

Lord.” (Proverbs 17:15) 

 

It is a very serious matter to condemn people that God justifies. God says He abominates or hates 

such a judgmental spirit. And yet the Church of Christ spends so much of its time accusing, judging, and 

directly and indirectly condemning a huge swathe of Christianity…over things as small as inferences 

and technical differences. 

I understand that just as we cannot condemn the just, neither can we justify the wicked. It may 

seem to you that I am going to the other extreme, but I carefully try to avoid that in my life. Even still, if 

we are going to err one way or the other, I think it is better to err on the side of mercy than the side of 

judgment. Remember, James 2:13 says that “mercy triumphs over judgment.” 

So, it isn’t the convictions that bother me, but the exclusive and judgmental spirit. They strain 

out gnats and swallow camels while refusing fellowship to those who don’t strain and swallow what 

they do, the way they do. This kind of atmosphere, I believe, is toxic. It’s an atmosphere that pushes 

sincere believers away on many levels and makes Christianity into an impossible quest for perfection 

that leaves people frustrated. It took a while, but it eventually had that effect on me, too. 

 

Walking a Tight Rope 
 

So many members of Churches of Christ feel like they are walking a tight rope over the fires of 

hell. If they slip or lose focus at any point, they will fall out of favor with God, out of favor with God’s 

people, and into a fiery abyss. 

Maybe you don’t feel that way right now, but I’ve talked to a LOT of church members over the 

years who feel this way. I can tell you that as a Church of Christ preacher for 13 years, there were 



countless times when I questioned a traditional belief but dared not bring it up for fear of being shut 

down. I can’t tell you how many times I refused to question what I was expected to believe because I 

didn’t want to risk being ostracized, accused of heresy, weakening, or caving. 

I’ve known other members of the Church who had to hide what they believed or practiced in 

their own personal lives because they knew that it would be World War III if anyone in the Church 

found out. And I’ve known people who felt like they weren’t free to question, to think critically, or to 

challenge what they perceived to be traditions, which left them feeling so frustrated and alone that many 

of them left the Church. 

The Church of Christ is always asking denominational folks to question their religious traditions 

and to pursue the truth. But when members of the Church of Christ begin to do the same, they are shut 

down. I’ve seen it so many times. I myself have been guilty of shutting folks down so many times. And 

I’ve been on the receiving end of this as well. It’s a horrible feeling when you cannot openly and 

honestly seek the truth or discuss it. 

This kind of environment runs counter to everything Paul said in Romans 14 about unity in 

diversity, patience, and tolerance. It runs counter to everything Paul said about love in places like 1 

Corinthians 13. It’s a dangerous, destructive mindset that is deeply embedded in the minds of many 

influential Church of Christ leaders and members. 

There came a point where I felt that if I wanted to thrive spiritually, if I wanted my family to 

experience New Testament Christianity, and if I wanted to be in a place where I could help others find 

Jesus and experience His love and grace, that I had to leave the Church of Christ. This isn’t intended to 

be an indictment of all Churches of Christ, or of all Church members. But it was my experience, and the 

experience of so many others. 

 

Stripping the Life Out of the Local Church 
 

Finally, it is my belief that as much as the Church of Christ strives to be the “New Testament 

Church,” it actually strips the life and divine purpose from the church. 

The Church isn’t supposed to be a corporation with a Policies and Procedures manual. It isn’t 

just a place where people go 2-3 times a week to follow a set of rituals. It isn’t supposed to be this 

formal entity that stands separate from our personal, day-to-day lives in the world.  

And yet that is what I feel we have made it into. We have our buildings, our signs, our meeting 

times, our approved church functions and our corporate leadership, and we are all expected to dress our 

best and play our part.  

And all the while, the real needs of people aren’t being met. We can’t be vulnerable. We can’t 

confess our sins. We can’t be real with each other. We can’t express our emotions and our passion lest 

we be confused with the Pentecostals. We can’t openly discuss theology and opinions for fear of 

deviating from this narrow definition of truth – and so we have to keep what we really think and feel to 

ourselves so often. 

God set the church up to be a source of fellowship and edification. In the book of Acts, the 

Christians were meeting on a regular basis throughout the week, sometimes meeting just to pray. They 

ate together and committed their lives to one another. Church wasn’t something that they did; it was 

their whole lives.  

And yet, in the Church of Christ, church is about pews and being quiet and dressing up. 

We’re told to bear one another’s burdens (Gal. 6:1-2), to confess our sins to one another (James 

5:16), to seek intimate fellowship and love (Eph. 4:16, et al). I have encountered so many people who 

feel that they are alone, that they cannot confess their innermost struggles for fear of being judged. And 

so they struggle all alone with their sins, their addictions, their insecurities and their fears. 

This is an environment that has burned too many people, including myself. And I just can’t be a 

part of it anymore. 



You know, as much as we criticize other churches for having functions and activities that we 

deem “unscriptural,” one thing that can be said about them is that they have made the church relevant 

and meaningful in every aspect of life. With their lock-ins, their Grief Share meetings, their fellowship 

meals, their schools, and their games, they have made church a safe place where people want to be, and 

where they can be themselves. Even Jesus fed the multitudes rather than turning them away at meal 

time. 

Worth thinking about. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Closing Thoughts 

 

There is so much more that I want to say. And perhaps I will later when I have more time, but I 

think what I have said in this section of the book gives a fair explanation of why I have left the Church 

of Christ. Before I close, I would like to clarify a few things. 

First, there are a LOT of people in Churches of Christ across the country that I love dearly. I 

want to make it clear that even though I strongly object to many of the beliefs, practices and attitudes 

found in the Church of Christ, I do not have any personal issue with most of the people I have been 

privileged to know through the years. It is my sincere hope that I will be able to keep a lot of these 

people in my life. As far as I am concerned, they are still Christians and we still share the same hope for 

heaven. 

After all that I have said against the Church of Christ, it may sound odd to you that I still identify 

many of the members as faithful Christians. If this sounds odd, it may be because you’re thinking in 

Church of Christ terms – that if I believe someone is wrong in what they believe, for whatever reason, 

that I must question their salvation. If I haven’t made it clear already, let me make it clear now: this is no 

longer the way I think. As far as I’m concerned, there are a lot of good, faithful, God-fearing people in 

Churches of Christ…just as there are good, faithful, God-fearing people in a lot of other churches and 

denominations.  

Yes, I take issue with many of the doctrines, and yes, I do not feel that I can remain in that 

environment any longer…but I believe that God is bigger than any one church, and anyone who 

sincerely and vigorously pursues Jesus and His truth has a hope of heaven. We all must work out our 

OWN salvation with fear and trembling (Phil. 2:12).  

I am only doing what I believe is right; and you must do the same for yourself and your family. 

There were brethren in Romans 14 who were more conservative and some who were more liberal, but 

both were to love each other and tolerate their differences, all the while leaving ultimate judgment to 

God. 

Even though I have “left” the Church of Christ, in no way does that mean that I will never return, 

or that I will not attend any Church of Christ assemblies. I know that not all Churches of Christ are the 

same, and the time may come when my family finds a Church of Christ that fosters a different, more 

positive environment. If we are given the choice between a Church of Christ like this and other kinds of 

churches, I can almost guarantee you that we will choose the Church of Christ. But after spending 13 

years in the Church of Christ and dealing for so long with many of the problems I’ve identified in this 

book, I felt that I needed to get out of that environment – at least for a while – to find my footing and 

clear my head. 

Maybe you’re thinking, “Casey, I’m sorry that this is the image you’ve developed of the Lord’s 

Church, but not all Churches of Christ have the problems you describe!” Maybe you attend a Church of 

Christ where brethren bear one another’s burdens, can be open and vulnerable with each other, and 

doesn’t have a judgmental spirit. I don’t doubt it. I know that there are some fantastic Churches of Christ 

out there. Again, let me make it clear that I am not indicting all Churches of Christ. Nor am I saying that 

everyone has had the same experiences that I’ve had. I can only share with you my observations and 

experiences. 

 

Finally… 
 

Even though I am eager and willing to remain close to members of the Church, I know that, from 

their perspective, I may now be an apostate, or even a heretic; someone who has fallen away from the 

faith and who has left the Lord’s church. I know how they may see me – how YOU may see me – all too 

well because I was once in the same position. You may feel an obligation to mark me as a heretic or to 



withdraw fellowship from me. I want you to know that if that is what you feel you must do, then do it; I 

will not hold it against you and will understand completely your reasoning. 

Finally, I want to say that this is really not something that I want to argue about.  

Sigh.  

I have been arguing with people for 13 years, and honestly, I am so done with it. This is actually 

one of the main reasons I wanted to put this book together. I wanted to explain my decision and my 

reasoning ONCE, rather than over and over again. I’m not saying that if you’ve read through all of this 

and have sincere questions for me, that you can’t reach out. Please do. But know ahead of time that 

while I will take your comments and questions into consideration, I do not intend to get into a drawn-out 

argument. 

I love you. I care about you. And I sincerely hope and pray that we can remain close. If what I 

have said in this book has caused you to rethink your beliefs, and/or if you need more clarification on 

something, please let me know. 

 

 


