








worship by Scripture. Often issues divide in which conclusions have to be
drawn by skilful inference rather than direct biblical statements. Another
source of needless division is church government. For instance we can
commend the plurality of elders but cannot make that principle mandatory.
Indeed to do so in some instances has proved disastrous. These and other topics
receive relatively little direct emphasis in Scripture. It is sad when leaders give
much of their lives to defending precisely the minor doctrinal points that make
their churches different from others. Is such effort really motivated by a desire
to bring unity of underst ding to the Church, or might it stem in some
measure from human pride, a desire to retain power over others, and an attempt
at self-justification, which is displeasing to God and ultimately unedifying to
the Church?

Fourth, there is the complex reality of denominations. John Frame provides us
with an excellent per :ctive on the development of denominations. These
need not be bad. Indee  tis by them that Christianity organises practical work
at home and abroad. Take away denominations and what will be left? There is
a very tiny segment of Brethren that disavows denominationalism but that
grouping is more denominationally distinctive in their disavowals and their
practice than most others! It is1 I that we look seriously at the way in which
denominations hurt Christianity.

Denominationalism has greatly weakened church discipline. When there is no
inter-denominational co-operation, people who are disciplined (especially
adulterers ¢ [ con-people who  zat on money), just hop from one church to
another where they repeat the damage.

Denominationalism has brought about an imbalance of gifts. Some denomina-
tions stress academic excellence and doctrine, others evangelism and missions.
The dangers of imbalance should be obvious.

Denominations tend to compete with each other and this hardens rather than
heals existi  divisions. It is muc  2asier to divide than it is to heal. Divisions
seldom escape the attention of the media whose reports further the cynicism of
the world about the validity of Christianity. The unity praye for by our Lord
was a visible unity ‘that the world might believe’. Often denominationalism
leads to pr and a competitive spirit as well as a fierce feeling of loyalty
which is 1 >lerant of others ¢ | thus injurious. This can apply among
Reformed Baptists as a grouping of churches (denomination). Martin Holdt of
South Africa claims that ‘we have done ourselves endless harm by our tunnel
vision. If T cannot accommodate someone who has a zeal for truth but may
have erred (without cc  ciously sinning), I reveal a narrow-mindedness which
Scripture does not sanction.’
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Saul he was the object of hatred; on one occasion the king tried to pin him
to the wall with his spear. Later Saul was to pursue him relentlessly through
the wilderness. Even when Saul died, David’s troubles were not at an end.
He was to be crowned king of Judah, but there was division amongst the
tribes of Israel and war between the tribes of Saul and David.

It would have been so easy for David to become bitter and resentful towards
Saul and his family. In a sense he had every right to feel outraged at the
animosity and injustice which had been shown towards him. Yet David was
a man who loved unity ar pursued peace. When on the run from Saul he
declined opportunities to ill his enemy. He desired reconciliation, not
vengeance. When Saul was finally killed by the Philistines we might have
expected a  out of joy from David, or at least a sigh of relief. But instead
we find him tearing his clothes and mourning, weeping and fasting. David
honoured the men of Jabesh Gilead for giving Saul a decent burial.

Here is a man who is remarkably free from the taint of bitterness. How we
are tempted to vow vengeance when we suffer far smaller wrongs either
within the sphere of 1 . local church, or in the wider Christian scene. We
divide into factions of ‘them’ and ‘us’. There are those who are for us and
those who are against us. The differences may be matters of doctrine or
practice; there may have been things said or done which have hurt us. And
our dream is for our opponents to be routed and our cause to be vindicated.
Yet none of us has been pinne > the wall with a spear! None of us-has
been pursued through the de ! David is an example of exceptional
forbearance and forgiveness. His desire is for reconciliation; there is no
bitterness, but only love.

Remember w Shimei cursed David, hurling abuse and stones at him and
his men. We might have relished the prospect of revenge; but when David
returns to J  1salem he showed a more generous spirit (2 Sam 19:21-23). If
this was not remarkable enoug David demonstrates yet more grace. Not
only does he spare his enemies and grieve at their downfall, but he positively
shows them grace and mercy. emember the kindness shown to Mephi-
bosheth. The antidote to hatred is not mere restraint, but love. It is repaying
good forev  showing grace to our enemies (Rom 12:21; Matt 5:43-48).

If David had chosen » do so, doubtless he could have united Israel by
subjugating his enemies by military might. He was a mighty warrior,
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There is a specific requirement in the law that the oil should anoint both
Aaron and his robes so that bc  would be holy (Ex 29:21). It is as if the
anointing ¢ symbolising the consecration and blessing of God, should
reach his whole person. So the blessings of God’s people are to flow to
every part (cf 1Cor 12:13). There is to be no factionalism or rivalry. Rather,
the blessings are to be shared amongst all. We belong together, jus s
Aaron belongs with his priestly garments. The oil flows freely and ...e
fragrance rises up ric. 7 in a demonstration of abundance and a generous
anointing of blessing. So the same spirit of generous abundance pervades
brethren who live in unity. There is no small-mindedness or mean-spirited-
ness which -asps tightly our blessings so that they might be denied to
others. There is no na »w outlook which views with suspicion all who do
not dot our i’s and cross our t’s.

This same spirit of blessing being universally shared and enjoyed extends to
the illustration of the dew of Hermon (proverbial for its heaviness) falling
on Mount Zion. Ther¢  the sense of the abundant supply of blessing given
to the greater mountain (Hermon) flowing to the lesser (Zion), so that all
share in God’s provision. The dew would bring refreshment and fruitfulness
to the dry ground. The application is clear: if there are areas in which we feel
that we have been blessed in greater measure than other sections of the
Church, this is not to be a cause for self-righteousness or roud boasting.
Rather it implies a responsibility to share our blessings with those who lack
them. In return we are open to others who may have blessings to share with
us. If we : gratef for the Lord’s work amongst us, we will also
acknowledge thathis| ssingr sht have fallen in other circles, too. We are
after all members of the same f 1ily. The blessings which touch every part
of God’s work come from :c¢ . Spirit.

The illustrations of oil and dew remind us that it is the Holy Spirit himself
who is the author and giver of unity. This theme is taken up in the New
Testament where our Christian unity is associated so often with the third
person of the Trinity: it is the unity of the Spirit. And where such unity is
enjoyed, there the blessing of the Spirit rests.

We are called to celebrate the unity which we enjoy with God’s people, and
to strive to extend an strengthen the bonds of fellowship with all those
who are our brethren in Christ.

-—— e W |







This collection of money became for Paul a marvellous opportunity to
demonstrate to the Jerusalem church and Jewish believers everywhere that
even as there was one Lord and one gospel, so also there was one people of
God.*

The Histori | Background to the Collection

Now, in the letter to the Romans, mention of the collection comes in the midst
of Paul’s informing the Romanb  zvers of his travel plans. Before he came to
them on his way to Spain, he told them, ‘T am going to Jerusalem to minister to
the saints. F it pleased those from Macedonia and Achaia to make a certain
contribution for the poor among the saints who are in Jerusalem. It pleased
them indeed, and they are their debtors. For if the Gentiles have been partakers
of their spiritual things, their duty is also to minister to them in material things.
Therefore, when I have performed this and have sealed to them this fruit, I
shall go by way of you to Spain’ (Rom 15:25-28).¢

This collection of money, Paul tells us here, was for ‘the poor among the saints
who are in Jerusalem’. But who were these poor saints and how did they come
to be poor? What were the historical circumstances that prompted Paul to
begin making such a collection as this in the first place?

To answer these questions we have to go back to the earliest days of the
Jerusalem church when, soon after Pentecost, the first Christian community
exuberantly sold their real estate and their personal possessions, ‘had all things
in common’, and sought to ensure that there were no poor among them (Acts
2:44-45). In doing this, these believers were not seeking to obey any explicit
commandment from Christ. Rather, they were simply motivated by a desire to
make manifest and plain for all to see that in Christ they had ‘one heart and one
soul’ (Acts 4:32).7

In disposing of their financial reserves in this way, however, the community
placed itself in a highly vulnerable position. Persecution — such as that
described in Hebrews 10:33-34, where the loss of material >ssessions and
goods is involved — would only ave aggravated this situation. Moreover,
during the 40s there were a series . food shortages in Palestine and then a par-
ticularly severe famine in AD 48 v  ich appears to have made the bad financial
situation of = Jerusalem irch even worse.® Thus, when the apostle Paul




went up to Jerusalem in the very year that this famine struck he was specifi-
cally asked by the leaders there to ‘remember the poor’ (Gal 2:10). In making
this suggestion they little knew how it would become a major part of Paul’s life
and ministry for nearly a decade.

Support from the churches in Galatia, Macedonia and Achaia

As Paul planted churches in the north-eastern region of the Mediterranean,
especially in Galatia, Macedonia and in the province of Achaia, where Corinth
was located, he encouraged these fledgling congregations to embrace his
vision of the collection as their own. Thus we read, for instance, in
1 Corinthians 16:1-2: ‘Now concerning the collection for the saints, as I have
given orders to the churches of Galatia, so you must do also: On the first day
of the week let each one of you lay something aside, storing up as he may
prosper, so that there be no collections when I come.” Money was to be put
aside in the church treasury for the ‘saints’, that is, for the poor believers in
Jerusalem. Moreover, this collecting was to be done in an orderly fashion once
a week on the Lord’s Day, when the church met for worship.

From this passage in 1 Corinthians we also learn that money was not only
being collected at Corinth but also among the Galatians. And in 2 Corinthians
8:9 we find that the churches in Macedonia, which would have included the
believers at Philippi and Thessalonica, were also deeply involved in giving to
this collection. In fact, so eager were they to help the poor in Jerusalem that
they were willing to impoverish themselves.

‘And now, brothers, we want you to know about the grace that God has given
the Macedonian churches. Out of the most severe trial, their overflowing joy
and their extreme poverty welled up in rich generosity. For I testify that they
gave as much as they were able, and even beyond their ability. Entirely on their
own, they urgently pleaded with us for the privilege of sharing in this service
to the saints’ (2 Cor 8:1-4 NIV).

The Macedonian believers had fully embraced Paul’s vision of the collection
and made it their own. They ‘were freely willing’ to contribute money, he tells
the Corinthians.










dedicated to his philosophy. In the late second century, Montanus, who
claimed (but failed to convince the Church as a whole) that he brought new
revelations from God, attracted many churches to his teaching.

In the mid-third century, however, an event occurred that le o a distinction
between heresy and schism. During the Decian persecution, many believers
renounced - faith. Afterward, Novatian, a learned priest and theologian,
opposed any readmission of these people into the Church. The Church,
however, he  that reconciliation could be granted upon repentance. A Roman
synod excommunicate Novatian, who then set up his own church, which
lasted to the eighth century. The status of the Novatianist Church was a matter
of some discussion in those days. Those in the Catholic Church agreed that
schism-departure from the one true Church and establishing a rival church was
a serious sin. Cyprian, Bishop of Carthage, went so far as to deny the validity
of Novatianist baptisms, but his principle was not upheld by the Church in later
years.

Novatian was not considered a heretic, though he did hold a view with which
the Church did not concur. In general, he was recognised as orthodox in
theology, indeed a very competent exponent of Christian truth. He was
therefore an ‘orthodox schismatic’. ‘Heresy’ and ‘schism’ were no longer
virtually synonymous. Heresy was considered a sin against truth, schism a sin
against unity and love. zrsecution in AD 303 gave rise to another schism. As
in the earlier case, ce in peo . believed that those who denied the faith
under persecution were being treated too leniently by the Church. Led by
Donatus, these people formed a schismatic denomination that claimed to be, in
fact, the one true Church. They r aptised those who came from the Catholic
Church. The Donatist Church existed until around 700. In the original Church,
this group, like the Novatianist group, was considered generally orthodox
though schismatic.

Another schism developed in the wake of the Council of Chalcedon (451),
which declared Christ to be one person in two natures, fully God and fully
man. The Council’s statement was unacceptable to the Egyptian and Syrian
Churches, and eventually fellowship was broken. That division continues to
exist today.

The Eastern Orthodox Churches, under the Patriarch of Constantinople, and
the Roman Catholic Church, under the Pope of Rome, broke fellowship in
1054 over the claims of papal ¢ hority and the Western insertion into the
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Nicene Creed of the statement maintaining that the Holy Spirit proceeds from
both the Father and the Son (Latin, filiogue.) Patriarch and Pope excommuni-
cated one another. That division also continues to the present.

The excommunication of Martin Luther (1521) marked the beginning of a pro-
liferation of divisions: Protestant from Catholic, Protestant from Protestant,
sectarian from sectarian. Bucer, Melanchthon, Oecolampadius, and Calvin
sought unity among the Reformation churches, but without success.

Additional denominations came into existence when the denominations from
which they came were thought in some measure to be compromising the true
doctrine. Hence the many Reformed denominations of the Netherlands, the
many Presbyterian churches of Scotland, the many Baptist denominations of
the United States. Still others appeared when people carried their distinctive
traditions from one country to another. Often these immigrants wanted to
worship with others of the same language and nationality. Thus, in the United
States there is an Evangelical Covenant Church (Swedish), an Evangelical
Free Church (Norwegian, Danish), a Christian Reformed Church (Dutch), a
Russian Orthodox Church, a Korean-American Presbyterian Church, a Church
of God in Christ (African-American), a German Reformed Church (the
Reformed Church in the United States).

A survey for America was made in 1989 with the following results: The Pres-
byterians, after 284 years, have divided into a present total of 7 denominations.
The Reformed (Dutch and German) after 360 years into a total of 5 denomina-
tions. The Methodists, after 205 years, have divided into 11 denominational
groups. The Baptists, after 350 years, have divided into 14 different denomi-
nations. The Pentecostals after 103 years split into 24 denominations.’

Evaluating the Divisions

How shall we evaluate this complex chain of events? It is not an easy matter.
Some evaluations, to be sure, are fairly simple. I do not hesitate to join the
ancient Church in condemning the schisms of Marcion and Montanus. These
men certainly were heretics, and they had no justification whatever for forming
their own ‘churches’. On both counts they violated scriptural principles. The
same applied to Novatian and Donatus, though these were relatively much
more orthodox than Marcion and Montanus. The Church was right to reject the
‘rigorist’ position of these men. Novatian and Donatus should have remained
in the Church, conforming their views to Scripture and/or accepting the
Church’s discipline for their errors.
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The post-Chalcedonian schism, however, is a more difficult issue. I do believe
that the Council of Chalcedon was expressing an important biblical truth. At
the same time, its oper  ve language was philosophical rather than scriptural.
In my view, although philosophical language is not necessarily a wrong means
of expressing theological truth, it tends to raise as many questions as it
answers. The Council said that Jesus is ‘one person in two natures’ — but what,
precisely, is a ‘person’? What is a ‘nature’? How should we interpret the ‘one
person’ so as not to compromise the ‘two natures’, and vice versa? The
answers are not obvious. Lt zrans and Calvinists later accused one another of
different sorts of failure to do justice to Chalcedon, and that debate continues
to the present, with intelligent, learned and godly thinkers on both sides. Is this
issue really designed by God to be a test of orthodoxy?

In my Protestant bliss, I can say fairly complacently that the 1054 split between
East and West was due to papal arrogance. I think I can defend the Western
position, but I cannot see why it should be made a test of orthodoxy. Certainly
one can be a knowledgeable and effective minister of God’s Word whichever
position he takes.

Where is the One True Church?

The problem of evaluating these events means that today it is difficult, if not
impossible, to locate the ‘one true Church’ that Jesus founded in the first
century. It would be sc  ice if we could pick out one denomination today and
say, ‘This is the one.” No, there is no such entity. All denominations, so far as
I can tell, are guilty in some measure, at some point in their history, of schism
or of provoking at least a degree of schism.

The one true Church does, however, still exist. Jesus promised that he would
build his Church and the gates of hell would not prevail against it. But the true
Church exists today wi n many denominations rather than one. How can we
ever be comfortable with the bewildering array of denominations? The least
we can do it 1 be humble and mindful of our need of unity and of our Lord’s
prayer for the unity of his people.

Reference
I The Presbyterian Magazine [in England] Sept 1989. This magazine ceased in 1991.
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of God the Father for his Son and conversely the love of the Son for the Father.
It is by the work of the Holy Spirit that we are brought into union with the
Father and the Son (Jo  14:15-17; 2 Cor 1:21).

The union o e three Persons is a union of divine love, wisdom and purpose
which is utterly sublime. That glorious unity should be expressed in our
Christian unity, person to person, church to church, group of churches to group
of churches.

The three Persons dwell beside each other and work in perfect unity and
harmony and concurrence so that is appropriate when Jesus prays, ‘Father,
just as you are in me and I am in you... May they also be in us’ (John 17:21,22).
How close is our unity with Christ? Paul’s favourite description of the
Christian is a person ‘in Christ’, an expression he uses about 160 times. Our
union with Christ is illustrated by a number of analogies: marriage, the vine,
the unity of the human body and the unity of stones fitly joined together in a
building. The union is a spiritual  ion: living and experiential, comprehensive
and indissoluble.!

The believer’s union with Christ and the Trinity is expressed in baptism. The
disciples were to baptise ‘them [all nations] in the name of the Father, and of
the Son and of the Holy Spirit’ (Matt 28:19) ‘The name’ in Scripture stands for
everything represented by a person. To be baptised into ‘the name’ of the
Father is to be united to him com tely and without reservation. Likewise to
be baptised o ‘the name’ of the Holy Spirit is to be one with the Holy Spirit
in such a way as to share with him in his person and work fully.

In the early Church theologians used the Greek word perichoresis, literally
meaning ‘aroundness’. It refers to the unity of the three Persons of the
Godhead. Each Person is beside, with and toward the others. We catch a
glimpse of this in John 1:1, ‘In the beginning was the Word and the Word was
face to face (pros ton Theon) with God.” This unity of love and purpose is the
model of unity between individual believers and believing churches.

Does Christian Unity apply to Inter-Church Relationships?

But does the unity prayed for by our Lord apply to churches as well as
individuals? We accept that we  : to love one another and keep the unity
giventous :does this unity apply on an inter-church basis? I suggest that it
applies equally to inter-church relationships. The apostles always acted con-
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sistently with the idea that there was only one Church of Christ as Paul said,
‘There is one body’ (Eph 4:4). Thus we observe the apostles showing the same
prayerful and practical concern for all the churches irrespective of secondary
doctrinal issues. For instance Paul said, ‘I face daily the pressure of my
concern for all the churches’ (2 Cor 11:28). Titus was chosen not by one
church but by the churches (plural) to accompany Paul (2 Cor 8:19) to
distribute gifts gathered by churches to alleviate the needs of other churches
(1 Cor 16:1-4). Paul’s letter to the Colossians applied equally to the church at
Laodicea to whom they were required to send it (Col 4:16). When there was a
problem of doctrinal interpretation which affected all the churches, a Council
was convened at Jerusalem and the consequent commendation was sent to and
recommended to all the churches (Acts 15). This confirms that the early
Christians esteemed the Church to be one.

This unity prayed for by our Lord applies only to Christians who have a
credible profession of faith. For the subject of ‘What is an Evangelical?’ 1
recommend the book with that title by Martyn Lloyd-Jones.” The doctor was
correct in his warnings about the Ecumenical Movement. With its minimal
truth base the Ecumenical Movement has become increasingly ‘inter-faith’ in
character. By inter-faith is meant the equality of religions. The idea is that in a
mysterious inexplicable way salvation is inclusive. That is, even though people
do not know it, the merits of Christ apply to them. The Ecumenical Movement
is illustrated by the building inspector who discovers that the floor rafters are
riddled with dry or wet rot. Wherever he probes with his pencil he finds no
resistance. The structure is rotten and dangerous. The Ecumenical Movement
is doctrinally rotten because it seeks to organise unity without truth. We have
noted Ephesians 4:4-6. It is impossible to have fellowship with nominal
Christians who do not know what it is to pray and who have no spiritual life.
You cannot mix light and darkness. Herbert J Pollitt’s book The Inter-Faith
Movement — the New Age enters the Church illustrates the utter chaos that
results when the doctrinal foundations of Christianity are abandoned.’

At every turn we are compelled to discern between true Christianity and false.
When the evidence is sufficiently positive, either in individuals or churches, let
us make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit.

References

1 For exposition of the subject of union with Christ, and thereby implictly with the Trinity, see
Reformation Today 118 and 144,

2 Martyn Lloyd-Jones, What is an Evangelical? Banner of Truth, 1992.

3 Herbert ] Pollitt, The Inter-Faith Movement, 206 page paperback, Banner of Truth, 1996.







Christian has been anointed with the Holy Spirit to understand the Scriptures
and discern the truth about Christ (1 John 2:20 and 27). Perhaps the greatest
source of division today is about the Holy Spirit. One huge sector seeks to
make exceptional experience mandatory and speaks the language of ‘You
Must’, while the other sector makes no allowance for power experience or
exceptional experiences and tends to talk the language of ‘You Cannot!”’

There is one hope. ‘Just as you were called to one hope when you were called.” The fact
that all believers will soon be sharing the same inheritance should be a major motive for
unity. What each one of us is striving for is not something private to be defended but
something which is to be shared by us all. Together we look forward to a new earth of
heightened splendour to this one, one in which the desiructive forces of sin are removed.
Every particle of the new earth will be permeated with the glory of Christ, will be shared,
and will be for the praise of our Redeemer. With Jonathan Edwards I believe that
there will be diversity in responsibilities and diversity in rewards (Luke 19:11-27;
1 Cor 3:10-15) which enhance the new earth. Since everything we receive is by grace
there will be no possibility of boasting or pride. The anticipation of a glorified new earth
(Rom 8:22-25) is an added powerful constraint to share in and enrich the unity we already
possess, but which will be perfect in the new earth.

There is one Lord. Here we are reminded of our common personal relationship
and unity to him who is the Lord of glory. He is the source of our common
salvation. We are all united to him and from him we derive ongoing spiritual
life and by his intercession we are sustained. We all submiit to him as Lord. If
any person says he is a Christian but does not submit to the Lordship of Christ
and shows no obedience to Christ we reject that profession as hypocritical and
empty. We have no obligation of unity with that person.

There is one faith. Since each feature must apply to all believers, the faith here
must be that faith which saves and by which we adhere to the one Lord. When
the Philippian jailer asked what he must do to be saved, the answer was,
‘Believe in the Lord Jesus Christ and you will be saved.” Faith, which unites to
Christ, saves because Christ’s righteousness 1s imputed and Christ’s life is
given (Gal 3:2). Some are guilty of divisiveness by suggesting that only those
who believe in their system of doctrine will be saved. Paul did not say to the
jailer, ‘Believe in Jesus and in TULIP and you will be saved!”

There is one baptism. Again since this applies to all believers without
exception it must refer to the baptism of the Spirit referred to in Romans 6:4,
Galatians 3:27 and 1 Corinthians 12:13 where it says, ‘For we were all baptised
by one spirit into one body — whether Jews or Greeks, slave or free and we
were all given the one Spirit to drink.” The latter reminds us of the experi-
mental dimension of our faith. We have no right to set a special experience or
to set levels of experience but if a person shows no experience of the Holy
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Spirit whatsoever how can that person’s profession be credible? The NIV
Study Bible on Ephes s 4:5 suggests that those to whom the letter was
addressed would think of water baptism; ‘Paul would naturally refer to that
Church ordinance in which every new convert participated publicly. At that
time it was a more obvious mark - identification of Christians than it is now
when it is ¢ brated in different ways and often only seen by those in the
Church.’

There is one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all.
This passage builds up to describe our unity as the family privilege we share in
our adoption. We are all brothers and sisters in the same family. The supreme
transcendence of our Father is in focus together with his pervasive immanence
— through all and in all. This climax in Ephesians is reminiscent of that in
Romans 11:36: For from him and through him and to him are all things. To
him be the glory forever! Amen. All that Christ has achieved comes ultimately
under the sovereignty of the Father (1 Cor 15:24) to whom be glory forever.
We are the subjects which bring glory to the Father. Any breach of this unity
is a breach in the family which is always hurtful and harmful.

The Practical Applica m of E  esians 4:1-3

The amazing unity of Christians has been created by the Holy Spirit. The NIV
translation of Ephesians 4:2 is compelling. ‘Be completely humble and gentle.’
Most ruptures of unity have nothing to do with doctrine but arise out of disaf-
fection and personal antagonism. How many awful divisions do we know
which have nothing to do with doctrinal differences?

Much division has to do with vy g for power or leadership which always
- seems to be going on in the realm of politics. Calvin comments: ‘For he that
loves to exalt himself has to abase his fellows to make himself the superior.’

Occasionally we see personal ambition expressed in a campaign against some
error or another. The only right to fame that some individuals have is their
crusade against heresy. Our stand against heresy is mandatory (Gal 1) but that
is a side issue compared with the obligation we have to evangelise and build up
strong churches and promote missions.

A parallel passage to Ephesians 4:1-3 is Colossians 3:12-14:

Therefore as God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves
with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience. Bear with each
other and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one another.
Forgive as the Lord forgave you. And over all these virtues put on love, which
binds them all together in unity.
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grounded in a realistic biblical under-
standing of what the truth really is,
including Scripture’s teachings about
unity and about priorities. A con it
insistence that we achieve perfection
in some one area of church] : before
doing anything else is not a proper
zeal for the truth; rather, it is con-
tentiousness. Dwelling on the faults
of other denominations out of
proportion to their importance is
contentiousness.

Contentious people believe the w it
about others, frequently t ng the
statements of others in the w it
possible sense, rather than giv ¢
others the :nefit of the dc
(‘innocent until proven guilty’).
Surely that has had much to dov h
the animosities underlying the
Church’s divisions.

Contentiousness is related to oversen-
sitivity; whe someone says an even
slightly critical word about a
contentious person, the latter will
rush to defend himself. He cannot
abide the idea of being wrong or of
being thoug wrong by others. Yet
there. is little consideration for the
feelings of those whom he wishes to
criticise. Although he considers
himself free to interpr their words
and deeds in the worst possible sense,
others are supposed to make all sorts
of allowances and excuses for his
excesses. Of such people it is often
said, ‘He can dish it out, but he can’t
take it.” Such a person will often have
a double st lard when evalua g
denominations: one standard for his
own, another for the ¢ zrs. He will

tend to defend his denomination as he
defends himself, while, without justi-
fication, finding all sorts of fault with
those outside. It can be difficult to
identify contentiousness in others, at
least to identify it well enough to
make them accountable to formal
discipline. But I am confident that
Christians can usually recognise it in
themselves if they call on the
indwelling Spirit to open their eyes.
The trouble is that our pride often
keeps us from even considering that
we might be guilty of such a seriously
sinful attitude. Let us heed the
Scriptures such as Peter’s
exhortation, ‘Seek peace and pursue
it.”?

3. Envy, jealousy.* Envy is not just
a desire to take unjustly what belongs
to others, but it is also what Nietzsche
called ressentiment, or hatred of
others for their accomplishments and
success. It is the reverse side of pride.
We wish to glorify ourselves, so we
hate those achievements that allow
others to glorify themselves, perhaps
at our expense. Thus, churches that
are strong in teaching but weak in
evangelism will often feel
constrained to find some fault in those
to whom God has given some evan-
gelistic success. The reverse is also
true, though in my experience to a
lesser degree.

4. Harshness, the opposite of
gentleness.” Harshness exaggerates
the faults and errors of others, both as
to the degree of evil and as to the
measures we should take against it.
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5. Xenophobia (fear of, or hatred of
foreigners), snobbery, rather than
welcoming hospitality to other
Christians (Rom 12:13; 1 Tim 3:2; Tit
1:8; 1 Pet 4:9). Frankly, we all have a
great desire to stay with what is
familiar, with our own people, our
own ways of doing things. We don’t
want to have to deal with other ethnic
or socio-economic groups in the
fellowship of our churches. We don’t
want to have to deal with the priority
concerns of those in other theological
traditions. We don’t want to have to
endure challenges from them or to be
answerable to them.

6. Party spirit (1 Cor 1-3). The
partisan mentality ignores our respon-
sibility to love all in the body. It
prefers to give allegiance only to its
own particular faction, which may be
united by respect for a particular
leader or leadership style or by
preference for some doctrinal or
practical emphasis.

7. Superficiality, immaturity.® We
need to grow in our understanding of
what God’s Word says about these
issues, willing to be taught and not
taking for granted what we have
heard in the past

8. Anger, wrath, bitterness,
vengeance.” There is godly anger, like
the zeal of Christ for the holiness of
God’s temple. But Scripture usually
presents human anger as a sinful or
even murderous lack of love. Anger
seeks to replace God’s vengeance
with our own. It holds grudges,

refusing to forgive (Matt 18:21).
There is much of this, I believe, in the
movement to perpetuate division in
the Church. God says in his Word that
anger should be dealt with quickly.
‘Do not let the sun go down while you
are still angry’ (Eph 4:26; cf Matt
5:23-26; 18:15-20). Reconciliation is
a high priority in God’s kingdom.
Instead, the nature of unrighteous
anger is to indulge itself, to put
off reconciliation, to harbor a
grudge.

9. Ambition, avarice (Titus 1:7; 2
Peter 2:10). Those who are interested
in personal power or advancement
often  reinforce  denominational
divisions. It is easier to achieve
prominence (by worldly means) in a
small group than in a large one, easier
in a human denomination than in
God’s trans-denominational church.
Rather than risk the end of their
prominence in the uncertainty
inherent in church merger, influential
denominational bureaucrat  types
often stand in the way of biblical
reunion. This is a large part of the
problem; for these are the types of
people most often appointed to
ecumenism committees, the ones who
most often must be satisfied with any
negotiation.

10. Lack of openness, honesty (John
15:15). Too often when representa-
tives of different denominations hold
discussions, there is a reticence, an
unwillingness to share what it is that
really stands in the way of union. We
need to remember again that in such
cases we are dealing with other
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Christian br ers and sisters, with
whom we can share family secrets
without embarrassment.

Revival and Reunion

In all of the above and other ways we
sin against God and against others
and thereby violate the law of love.
To put it differently, we create
adversary  relationships  between
ourselves and other believers, seeing
them as enemies to be conquered,
rather than as brothers and sisters to
be cherished.

How good it is to know that, unlike
angry and contentious human beings,
our God is a God of love and
forgiveness: ‘If we confess our s,
he is faithful and just and will forgive
us our sins and purify us from all
unrighteousness’ (1 John 1:9). May
this gracious God move us to confess
and receive forgiveness, 2
forgiveness bought with the blood of
his only Son.

Students of revival have often said
that revival begins with taking sin
more seriously, with people truly
mourning over the blackness of their
guilt before God. While I do not
believe God authorizes us to go
through periods of ck despair
without a sense of grace, it is
certainly true that we will not
appreciate the greatness of our
salvation until we have seen how

much our sins have offended God,
how truly wretched those sins are in
his sight.

And I rather think that reunion will
not come without revival. Revival
does tend to break down denomina-
tional barriers between Christians,
though often in the end those who
break free from the old denomina-
tions wind up in a new one! Perhaps
true reunion will depend on a revival
that does not die, that does not
fossilize itself into a new denomina-
tional program.

At any rate, Jesus’ concern for unity
demands that we all take a good look
at ourselves, a look that will have
beneficial effects in all areas of the
Church’s ministry.
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gation in which I worship was preaching on James’s description of heavenly
wisdom this ast Sunday: ‘Peacemakers who sow in peace raise a harvest of
righteousness’ (James 3:18). He observed that righteousness does not grow in
an environment of strife, comne on and hostility. Farming may not be as
exciting as 1 battlefield, but = patient planting and watering of reconcilia-
tion, patience, and forgiveness produce the fruit of righteous lives and attitudes
which delight our Father. Make it your goal to win over those who differ from
you rather than simply to win over them, and you will show that you are
pursuing the purpose of the F¢  =r.

b. As sons, peacemakers reflect e image of God’s Son. If you think uat
peacemaking is painful for you, look at Jesus. If you are hurting from the
criticism which you have had to absorb in your efforts to promote peace in
Christ’s Church, consider the rice he paid for our peace. Christ’s purpose
‘was to create in himself one new 1an out of the two, thus making peace, and
in this one body to reconcile t 1 of them to God through the cross, by which
he put to death their hostility’ (Eph 2:15-16). Peacemakers are blessed, despite
the pain and the criticism, because in them is reflected the peacemaking grace
of the Son of God, who gave himself to reconcile us to God and to each other.

[ have a dream. Actually, I have a lot of dreams for Westminster in California,
as many of us do. But here is one of mine: That when public awareness surveys
about seminaries are taken in future years, knowledgeable Christians will say
about Westminster in Califorr ~ ‘That school is committed to the Lordship of
Christ, the  hority of Scripture, the Reformed faith and high standards of
scholarship; and that school is committed to producing peacemakers. That
seminary is committed to a loving, patient, gentle, even tolerant pursuit of
peace with all kinds of Christians, even those who are not as committed as
Westminster is to Christ’s Lordship, the Bible, Reformed theology and
scholarship.” My hope is that the day will come when, if a church is facing
trauma and turmoil and is in need of healing, its leaders will say, “We need a
Westminster in California graduate to lead us by his example and his teaching
so that we v | learn to preserve the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace.’

It is complicated and painful, b it is also a blessed task to be peacemakers,
showing the gracious patience 0. i1e Son of God, who has made us God’s sons.
And it is your task as a disciple of Jesus the Son, the Peacemaker.

Notes

1 ‘Presuppositionalism’, ‘biblical-th~nlogical method’, ‘nouthetic counseling’ and ‘militant
Calvinism’ are known to be distir  ve emphases of Westminster Seminary in California.
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