 Spirit of Sectarianism

1.	I’ve always been a firm believer in the inerrancy and infallibility of Scripture
	A.	That was until I ran upon the passage at Gal. 5:19-21
	B.	Let me read it to you, and I think you’ll see what I mean that there’s some mistake here somewhere:

 “Now the deeds of the flesh are evident, which are: immorality, impurity, sensuality, idolatry, sorcery, enmities, strife, jealousy, outbursts of anger, disputes, dissensions, factions, envying, drunkenness, carousing, and things like these, of which I forewarn you just as I have forewarned you that those who practice such things shall not inherit the kingdom of God.”

	C.	Now, the 1st part of that passage is obviously true: immorality … sorcery
	D.	And the last two items: drunkenness and carousing
	E.	But I can’t believe that Paul puts in the same camp with them as such innocuous things as “enmities, strife, disputes, dissensions, and factions”
	F.	Now, we all know that you can’t have church without those things
		a.	There’s nothing wrong with them
		b.	You have to dispute error, and you have to break off and start a new church if it won’t correct its errors
	G.	So what Paul thinking???

2.	I’m going to guess that by now you’ve caught on that I’m not serious
	A.	But, you know, the truth is that even though none of us would ever say what I just said in irony, it’s really the way that most serious-minded, Bible-believing Christians behave
	B.	They think that disputes, dissensions, angry arguments, and divisions are part of the kingdom life
	C.	After all, surely God doesn’t want us to compromise

3.	But is that what God says?
	A.	Go back over Gal. 5
	B.	1 Cor. 3:1-4:

1 And I, brethren, could not speak to you as to spiritual people but as to carnal, as to babes in Christ. 2 I fed you with milk and not with solid food; for until now you were not able to receive it, and even now you are still not able; 3 for you are still carnal. For where there are envy, strife, and divisions among you, are you not carnal and behaving like mere men? 4 For when one says, "I am of Paul," and another, "I am of Apollos," are you not carnal? 

3a.	Explain meaning of “haerisis”  HIRE-eh-sis

4.	Why do we do it?
	A. Because we think that nitpicky standards and theological definitions are at the essence of Christianity
		a.	We then project our back to God—as if these things are of importance to Him
	C.	However, the God that I see in the Bible is a God who cares primarily about two things: (1) Do we love Him with all of our heart and soul and (2) do we love our neighbor as our self

	D.	I think the 16th c. Christian writer, Richard Hooker described God accurately when he wrote:

“God is no nitpicking theologian, eager to trip us up whenever we say something amiss, but a courteous teacher, ready to adjust what, in our weakness or our ignorance, we say in error, and eager to make the most of what we do say correctly.” (1564-1600)

	E.	What do we read in the life of Jesus that would make us think anything otherwise?
		a.	Did He go around correcting people on theological statements they made?
		b.	Did He add further definitions to the Law? Or did He say His burden was light?

5.	So what’s the answer? How do we break free from a spirit of sectarianism?
	A.	How do we avoid watering down the Gospel on one hand, and avoid being factious and argumentative on the other hand?

6.	I wish I had the answer.  
	A.	As far as getting all professing Christians back into one organic network of churches, I don’t think that can be done without a direct miracle from God
	B.	On the other hand, I do know that the early church was able to be one for several centuries
		a.	So at least it is possible for large groups of Christians to be free of sectarianism among themselves
		b.	For example, all conservative Anabaptist groups could be one—if they could free themselves of a sectarian, divisive spirit
		c.	I say that because—leaving out horse-and-buggy groups like the Old Order Amish—there are less than 75,000 conservative Anabaptists in the world
		d.	By “conservative” I mean what is known among Anabaptists as “plain churches”
		e.	But there were between 1 and 3 million Christians in the year A. D. 290—and they were all one organic body (with a few exceptions like the Novatianists)

7.	What I want to do is to first look at the early church and see some of the factors that enabled them to be one
	A.	Then we’re going to take a look at some of the false solutions Christians have tried in order to end divisions
	B.	Next, we’re going to look at an entire movement that was focused on restoring unity to Christ’s body
		a.	What they did right, and what went wrong
	C.	Finally, we’re going to look at what you and I can do to remove every vestige of a divisive, sectarian spirit from our souls


How the Early Christians Did It

2.	During the 1st and 2nd century, and to a large degree during the 3rd century, Christian churches were all independent.
	A.	No church had authority over another church
	B.	There was no hierarchy or organization beyond what existed at the local city level

3.	At the same time, all the churches were interdependent and cognizant of the fact that they made up one single organism, the body of Christ
	A.	When Paul wrote a letter to the church in Rome, you shouldn’t imagine that there was some huge meeting hall where all of the Christians met—and that there was a single church there
	B.	In fact, speaking about Aquila and Priscilla, Paul asks his readers to greet the “church that is in their house.” 
	C.	The church in Rome, or the church in Corinth or Ephesus, was made up of a lot of small congregations meeting in homes
		a.	Yet, they collectively made up one church in that city

4.	This situation still existed in the year 200, when perhaps there were between 1/2 million to 1 million orthodox Christians
	A.	They all made up one united church
	B.	Yet, today, committed, kingdom Christians have trouble staying united in house churches as small as 5 or 6 families
	C.	Or in conferences consisting of only 5000 Christians

5.	So what was the secret of the early Christians?
	A. What they had wasn’t brought about by human wisdom or by some ingenious organizer
	B.	It was brought about by the Holy Spirit

6.	So let’s look at some of the characteristics the Holy Spirit built into the early church 

#1. 	We’ve already talked about one characteristic:  independent congregations who were interdependently connected
	A.	Am I saying it’s wrong to have a church conference?
	B.	No, typically the early churches in a given geographical area would work closely together and the ministers would meet together from time to time to discuss issues and to try to have some measure of uniformity in church discipline and church practices in that area

# 2.	Simple theology that covered the essentials
		A.	Apostles Creed

I believe in God the Father Almighty, Creator of heaven and earth; and in Jesus Christ, His only Son, our Lord, who was conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of the virgin Mary, suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, dead and buried. He descended to Hades, on the third day rose again from the dead, ascended to heaven, sits at the right hand of God the Father Almighty; from there He will come to judge the living and the dead. I believe in the Holy Spirit, the holy universal church, the communion of saints, the forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of the body, and the life everlasting.

		B.	Why isn’t that still the creed of churches today?
			a.	The creed was amplified to exclude this group, and then amplified again to exclude that group
			b.	And every time you amplify it to be more specific, then you put in language that someone else can’t agree with
			c.	So you have all the things the Spirit talks about in Gal. 5: “strife, outbursts of anger, disputes, dissensions, and factions
			d.	It’s inevitable
			e.	The issue isn’t so much that you’re amplifying that specific creed. The problem is that you are invariably amplifying the words of the New Testament 
			f.	You’re trying to define things with more precision that does the New Testament

#3.	They didn’t nullify any New Testament commandments
		A.	When a church doesn’t uphold Jesus’ commandments or other specific commandments in the New Testament, it puts serious Christians in an awkward situation
			a.	Often, the church doesn’t force you to break the commandment
			b.	But it creates an unhealthy spiritual atmosphere for kingdom Christians
			c.	This usually leads to divisions

#4	.	They didn’t add any new commandments, either
		A.	Plain churches and Kingdom Christians today are often over-zealous in defining the New Testament commandments more specifically than did the Holy Spirit
		C.	But, just like in theology, when you add to the language of Scripture, you will create dissensions, arguments, and church splits
		D.	Is it wrong for a church to make applications of New Testament commandments? …
			a.	Voluntary agreements are ok, but …
			b.	Need to be very, very careful
	
#5.	They saw unity as something that was not negotiable
	a.	They saw division for what it is—an extremely serious sin that will keep us from inheriting the K of God



The Exciting Vision of the Restoration Movement

I would like to now talk about an exciting and serious effort that many Christians in the early 1800s made to end divisions in the body of Christ.  The movement came to be known as the Restoration Movement. One of the early leaders was a Presbyterian minister named Thomas Campbell
	A.	I would like to read you some excerpts from his “Declaration of Address” (1809)

“That ministers and people should consider the fact that there are no divisions in the grave, nor in the world which lies beyond it. There, our divisions must come to an end. We must all unite there. If only we could find in our hearts to put an end to our short lived divisions here; that so we might leave a blessing behind us; even a happy and united Church.

That although the Church of Christ upon earth must necessarily exist in particular and distinct societies, locally separate one from another, yet there should be no schisms, no uncharitable divisions among them. They should receive each other as Christ Jesus has also received them, to be the glory of God.” [end quote]  


3.	What Campbell saw as the problem:

That (in some instances) a partial neglect of the expressly revealed will of God has been the cause of division. And (in others) an assumed authority for making the approval of human opinions and human inventions as a term of communion, by introducing them into the constitution, faith, or worship of the Church, are and have been, the immediate, obvious, and universally acknowledged causes, of all the corruptions, and divisions that ever have taken place in the Church of God.” [end quote}


4.	His proposal to end divisions:

“That in order to do this, nothing ought to be imposed upon Christians as articles of faith; nor required of them as terms of communion, but what is expressly taught and commanded of them in the Word of God.

That with respect to the commands and ordinances of our Lord Jesus Christ, where the Scriptures are silent as to the exact time or manner of performance—if there are any—no human authority has power to interfere in order to supply the supposed deficiency by making laws for the Church; Nor can anything more be required of Christians, in such cases, other than that they observe these commands and ordinances in such a manner as will obviously fulfill the declared and obvious purpose of their institution. Much less has any human authority power to impose new commands or ordinances upon the Church.

That although inferences and deductions from Scripture premises, when fairly inferred, may be truly called the doctrine of' God's holy word, yet are they not formally binding upon the consciences of Christians farther than they perceive the connection, 

Therefore, no such deductions can be made terms of communion, although they do properly belong to the progressive edification of the Church. Hence, it is evident that no such deductions or inferential truths ought to have any place in the Church's confession.

That it is not necessary that persons should have a particular knowledge or distinct understanding of all Divinely revealed truths in order to entitle them to a place in the church; neither should they, for this purpose, be required to make a profession more extensive than their knowledge; 

Lastly. That if any circumstances indispensably necessary to the observance of Divine ordinances are not found upon the page of express revelation—then only such things that are absolutely necessary for this purpose should be adopted under the title of human expedients without any pretense to a more sacred origin. Therefore, no subsequent alteration or difference in the observance of these things should produce any contention or division in the Church.”  [end quote]

From what Thomas Campbell said it’s easy to see why the motto of the Restoration Movement became:  “We speak where the Scriptures speak and we are silent where the Scriptures are silent.”

His son, Alexander Campbell, eventually became one of the main leaders of this Movement. In the magazine he published, called The Christian Baptist, he wrote : 

“This plan of making our own nest, and fluttering over our own brood; of building our own test, and of confining all goodness and grace to our noble selves and the “elect few” who are like us, is the quintessence of sublimated pharisaism. The Pharisees of old were but babes in comparison to the modern. And the longer I live, and the more I reflect upon God and man—heaven and earth—the Bible and the world—the Redeemer and His church—the more I am assured that all sectarianism is the offspring of hell.”

“All differences about words, names, and opinions—hatched in Egypt, Rome, or Edinburgh—are like the frolics of drunken men. Where there is a new creature, or a society of them, with all their imperfections, frailties, and errors in sentiment, views, and opinions, they ought to receive one another. The strong should support the infirmities of the weak.”  [end quote]


V. Why the Restoration vision failed   

1.	Vision changed from working to restore unity to restoring the perfect church
	A.	They imagined that they had eliminated divisions by referring to everyone else as the “denominations” while they constituted the one true church

2.	The movement came to focus primarily on doctrine and church order
	A.	Exactly what William Law said about this type of movement came true:

“A zeal based solely on doctrines can only do for Christians what it did for the Jews: it will murder the person and purposes of Christ.”  (p. 30)

“I believe that every group of Christians whose religion stands upon this ground, however ardent their zeal may seem to be in such matters, will sooner or later find that their evil, ungodly nature is at the bottom of it. They will soon enough discover a selfish, earthly, overbearing pride in their own definitions and doctrines.”  (p. 30)

“He who places any value in theological arguments or opinions that are held about the biblical doctrines of faith, justification, sanctification, election, and reprobation, depart from the true worship of the living God within him. In fact, he sets up an idol of ideas to be worshipped.” (pp. 29, 30)

3.	The movement didn’t stay true to its own motto
	A.	Split over instrumental music in church; multiple cups
	B.	Didn’t require—in fact, discouraged—keeping specific NT commandments:  
			Head covering, holy kiss, lifting hands, nonresistance, 
	
4.	Their eventual “solution”:  There’s only one true church, and we’re it
	


So what we can do individually to be free of the spirit of Sectarianism?

First,	as far as it depends upon us, we can be at peace and unity with all Christians who love God and have made Jesus their Lord. I like the position that William Law took. He said:


“I am neither Protestant nor Catholic. I cannot say that I belong only to one society of Christians, separate and distinct from all others; to do so would be hurtful to me. The defects, corruptions, and imperfections in all churches do not hinder my communion with the church in which I am now a member, nor do they hinder my being in full union and hearty fellowship with everything that is Christian, holy, and good in every other church. I am part of both the inward church and outward church.” (p. 158)

“The one true proof that we are living members of Christ’s church on earth, is nothing else but our having the inward nature and the outward behavior that Christ manifested to the world.”  (p. 151)

“Educated people within the church have given us what they call the marks of the true church. However, whether a person is educated or uneducated, the only proof that he can have as to his own membership in Christ’s church is his being dead to all sin and alive to all righteousness.”  (p. 127)

#2	We can Believe Jesus when He tells us what the two greatest commandments are
	
As William Law said:
 “The true and sufficient mark of our outward church membership is found only where the outward form of Christ’s loving behavior toward all men is seen.”  (p. 151)

#3.	We can also Believe what Jesus said about Judgment Day  (Matt. 25)
	A.	Not going to ask a doctrinal quiz  (“Why should I let you into heaven?”)

#4.	We can build bridges with other like-minded Christians

I would like to close this message with a quotation from Benjamin Franklin. This was at the end of the Constitutional Convention. What he said there I think applies equally well in the kingdom of God. He said:

[bookmark: _GoBack]"I don't entirely approve of this constitution at present. I am not sure I'll ever approve of it. But I am also not sure that I am right. I have lived a long time; and the longer I live, the more I begin to doubt my own infallibility, and the more I begin to respect the judgment of others. We've collected together men, who not only have great wisdom but also prejudices, selfish views, and local interests. From such an assembly we can't expect a perfect production. It astonishes me that we have come as close to perfection as we did. It will astonish our enemies... who think of our separate states coming together only to cut each other’s throats. So... I consent to this constitution because... I expect no better and because... I'm not absolutely convinced... that it is not... the best."
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