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CHAPTER 10  
THE SIN OF PATTERNISM— 

OR HOW DID WE GET OURSELVES INTO THIS MESS? 

When I was 12 or so, I remember listening to a sermon by our preacher and 

wondering—why are the Bible verses all jumbled up and out of order? Why not put all 

the verses on singing at church in one place? And all the verses on meeting on Sunday? 

And the verses on the Lord’s Supper? Why force people to read verses from a half dozen 

places and do a bunch of complicated reasoning to figure out what we have to do to go to 

heaven? 

Many years later, I became engaged and our friends in college threw a shower 

for us. My friends got together and gave me several Bible study books, including—

wonder of wonders!—a Nave’s Topical Bible. For the first time I had in my hands a book 

that takes all the verses in the Bible and re-arranges them topically!  

It wasn’t but a few months later that I found myself with time to dig into some 

serious Bible study, and the Nave’s was clearly the place to start. I went looking under 

“Instrumental music” and found—nothing. And nothing under “Tests of fellowship” or 

“Marks of the church” or “A cappella singing” or “Pattern of worship” and on and on. 

Well, quite logically, I concluded that as Nave’s had been edited by a denominational 

editor, he’d missed these central doctrines. It was probably intentional, I thought. 

Fortunately, I had also been given Cruden’s Unabridged Concordance, which 

indexed literally every word in the King James Version. And so, I again searched for all 

these terms. Now I grew up in a church that taught that we should “call Bible things by 

Bible names,” a very wise idea deriving from the teachings of Alexander Campbell 

himself. It never occurred to me that these terms weren’t in the Bible. We always used the 

Bible names for the concepts we discussed! But none of these terms were in the 

concordance. And this disturbed me greatly. 

A. The “Declaration and Address” 

The founding document of the Restoration Movement is generally considered 

Thomas Campbell’s “Declaration and Address.” This is a long and often difficult-to-

follow document, but Campbell simplified things for his readers by summarizing his 

conclusions in several numbered propositions. Four of these are pertinent here— 

6. 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, and evidently see that they are so; for their faith must 
not stand in the wisdom of men; but in the power and veracity of 
God—therefore no such deduction can be made terms of 
communion, but do properly belong to the after and 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. 
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7. That although doctrinal exhibitions of the great system of 
divine truths, and defensive testimonies in opposition to prevailing 
errors, be highly expedient; and the more full and explicit they be, 
for those purposes, the better; yet, as these must be in a great 
measure the effect of human reasoning, and of course must 
contain many inferential truths, they ought not to be made terms of 
christian communion: unless we suppose, what is contrary to fact, 
that none have a right to the communion of the church, but such 
as possess a very clear and decisive judgment; or are come to a 
very high degree of doctrinal information; whereas the church 
from the beginning did, and ever will, consist of little children 
and young men, as well as fathers. 

8. That as it is not necessary that persons should have a 
particular knowledge or distinct apprehension 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: but that, on the 
contrary, their having a due measure of scriptural self-knowledge 
respecting their lost and perishing condition by nature and 
practice; and of the way of salvation thro’ Jesus Christ, 
accompanied with a profession of their faith in, and obedience to 
him, in all things according to his word, is all that is absolutely 
necessary to qualify them for admission into his church. 

9. That all that are enabled, thro’ grace, to make such a 
profession [of faith in Jesus], and to manifest the reality of it 
in their tempers and conduct, should consider each other as 
the precious saints of God, should love each other as brethren, 
children of the same family and father, temples of the same spirit, 
members of the same body, subjects of the same grace, objects 
of the same divine love, bought with the same price, and joint 
heirs of the same inheritance. Whom God hath thus joined 
together no man should dare to put asunder.  

Proposition 6 tells us that we are not to deny fellowship or treat as lost those who 

disagree with us regarding inferences from the scriptures. Inferential truths are to be 

taught but not bound. Plainly, Thomas Campbell would never have condoned dividing 

over how to discern the silences of scriptures. 

Proposition 7 reiterates the point. As immature Christians will be saved, we 

cannot insist on a high degree of theological understanding as a condition to fellowship. 

Statements of belief are useful as teaching aids but not as tests of fellowship—written or 

unwritten. 

Propositions 8 and 9 says that a confession of faith and conduct that evidences a 

penitent heart is enough to demonstrate one’s saved state. (The Campbells reached their 

conclusions regarding baptism much later, and so baptism is not under consideration in 

this document.) 

Later, Thomas Campbell states, 
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A manifest attachment to our Lord Jesus Christ in faith, holiness, 
and charity, was the original criterion of christian character—the 
distinguishing badge of our holy profession—the foundation and 
cement of christian unity. 

In other words, the tests of fellowship are faith, holiness, and love, and nothing 

more. 

But that all the members should have the same identical views of 
all divinely revealed truths; or that there should be no difference of 
opinion among them, appears to us morally impossible, all things 
considered. 

It’s impossible, he concludes, that we all agree on all “divinely revealed truths.” 

Of course, some would call all divinely revealed truths “faith” and insist that we must 

agree on them all. Only faith in Jesus is “faith.”  

Campbell continues— 

Nor can we conceive, what desirable purpose such a unity of 
sentiment would serve; except to render useless some of those 

gracious, self-denying, and compassionate precepts of mutual 

sympathy and forbearance, which the word of God enjoins upon 
his people. Such, then, is the imperfection of our present state.—

Would to God it might prove, as it ought, a just and humbling 
counterbalance to our pride! Then, indeed, we would judge one 
another no more about such matters. We would rather be 
conscientiously cautious to give no offence; to put no stumbling 
block, or occasion to fall, in our brother’s way. We would then no 

longer exalt our own opinions and inferences to an equality 

with express revelation, by condemning and rejecting our 
brother, for differing with us in those things. 

Campbell concludes that uniformity is not only impossible, it’s not even 

desirable, as we must be loving enough to look past such things (among baptized, 

penitent believers, of course). 

It’s astonishing, that many within the Churches of Christ have become exactly 

what Thomas Campbell condemned—people who condemn and judge each other based 

on inferences from scripture and matters other than the matters which save—faith, 

penitence, and baptism. 

One final note: some of the most legalistic, Pharisaical sermons ever preached 

have quoted extensively from this same “Declaration and Address.” The confusion arises 

from Campbell’s pointed teachings urging Christians to worship and practice as the First 

Century church worshipped and practiced. He forcefully taught that a return to First 

Century practice would help unite the denominations. 

However, he plainly and repeatedly argued that a return to First Century practice 

was not essential to salvation. Neither Thomas nor Alexander Campbell ever made First 

Century practices or even insistence on being silent where the Bible is silent a test of 

salvation. Rather, these teachings were enjoined for the purpose of realizing the practical 

unity of all Christians.  
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In other words, while we might recognize baptized, penitent believers who 

worship differently from us as fellow Christians, our unity would be imperfect if we 

couldn’t worship together or work side by side in evangelism and other good works. 

Hence, First Century practice becomes common ground on which we can all agree. 

Sadly, many of our Restoration Movement forebears ignored Propositions 6 

through 9 and just assumed that a violation of the Campbells’ teachings on how to 

worship or how to exegete scripture were salvation issues. Nothing could be further from 

the truth. 

B. Faith and Opinion 

It has been customary in the Churches of Christ since the time of Alexander 

Campbell to define fellowship based on the famous saying of Alexander Campbell’s— 

In faith, unity 
In opinion, liberty 
In all things, charity 

It is my experience that many in the Churches define “faith” as anything 

addressed in scripture, and “opinion” as anything else. Hence, the doctrine of divorce and 

remarriage or the age of the earth becomes a matter of “faith” and hence not opinion. 

Thus, we must agree on these issues or else consider the other damned. Of course, most 

of our splits are precisely over the question of whether an issue is addressed in scripture! 

One side says its faith, the other says its opinion. By this reasoning, Campbell’s slogan 

brings only division. 

Of course, this definition of “faith” has several problems. The first is that this 

means we have to agree on everything the Bible says and every inference from the Bible 

or else break fellowship—and this very viewpoint has divided the Churches of Christ 

many, many times. 

Second, it’s just not what the Bible says “faith” is. Neither is it what Campbell 

meant to say. Campbell himself plainly meant by “opinion” anything that’s not faith, and 

by faith, he meant faith in Jesus as the Christ and Lord, accessed through baptism.  

This is very evident from his writings, especially his book of systematic theology 

The Christian System
37

— 

But the grandeur, sublimity, and beauty of the foundation of hope, 
and of ecclesiastical or social union, established by the author and 
founder of Christianity consisted in this, - that THE BELIEF OF 
ONE FACT, and that upon the best evidence in the world, is all 
that is requisite, as far as faith goes, to salvation. The belief of this 
ONE FACT, and submission to ONE INSTITUTION expressive of 

                                                 

37
 Alexander Campbell, The Christian System 100-102 (Cincinnati: H. S. Bosworth 1866; reprinted 

Salem, NH: Ayer Company, Publishers, Inc. 1988) (emphasis in original), pages 101-102. Emphasis is in 

the original, except boldface, which is the author’s. 19
th

 Century spelling and punctuation has not been 

modernized. 
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it, is all that is required of Heaven to admission into the church. A 
Christian, as defined, not by Dr. Johnson, nor any creed-maker, 
but by one taught from Heaven, is one that believes this one 
fact, and has submitted to one institution, and whose 
deportment accords with the morality and virtue of the great 
Prophet. The one fact is expressed in a single proposition - 
that Jesus the Nazarene is the Messiah. … The one institution 
is baptism into the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the 
Holy Spirit. Every such person is a disciple in the fullest sense 
of the word, the moment he has believed this one fact, upon 
the above evidence, and has submitted to the above-
mentioned institution; and whether he believes the five points 

condemned, or the five points approved, by the Synod of Dort,
38

 is 
not so much as to be asked of him; whether he holds any of the 
views of the Calvinists or Arminians,

39
 Presbyterians, 

Episcopalians, Methodists, Baptists, or Quakers, is never once to 
be asked of such persons, in order to admission into the Christian 
community called the church. The only doubt that can reasonably 
arise upon these points is, whether this one fact, in its nature and 
necessary results, can suffice to the salvation of the soul, and 
whether the open avowal of it, in the overt act of baptism, can be a 
sufficient recommendation of the persons so professing to the 
confidence and love of the brotherhood. As to the first of these, it 
is again and again asserted, in the clearest language, by the Lord 
himself, the apostles Peter, Paul, and John, that he that believes 
the testimony that Jesus is the Christ is begotten by God, may 
overcome the world, has eternal life, and is, on the veracity of 
God, [freed] from his sins. This should settle the first point; for the 
witnesses agree that whosoever confesses that Jesus is the 
Christ, and is baptized, should be received into the church; and 
not an instance can be produced of any person being asked for 
any other faith, in order to admission, in the whole New 
Testament. The Saviour expressly declared to Peter that upon this 
fact, that he was the Messiah, the Son of God, he would build his 
church; and Paul has expressly declared that "other foundation 
can no man lay [for ecclesiastical union] than that JESUS IS THE 
CHRIST." The point is proved that we have assumed; and, this 
proved, every thing is established requisite to the union of all 
Christians upon a proper basis. … 

Unity of opinion, expressed in subscription to voluminous 
dogmas imported from Geneva, Westminster, Edinburgh, or 

Rome,
40

 is made the bond of union; and a difference in the 
tenth or ten-thousandth shade of opinion frequently becomes 

                                                 

38
 A meeting of clerics at which the five points of Calvinism were adopted. 

39
 Arminians reject Calvinism. In this sense, the Churches of Christ are Arminian, as was Campbell. 

40
 Headquarters, respectively, of Reformed, Anglican, Presbyterian, and Catholic Churches. 
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the actual cause of dismemberment or expulsion. The New 
Testament was not designed to occupy the same place in 
theological seminaries that the carcasses of malefactors are 
condemned to occupy in medical halls - first doomed to the gibbet, 
and then to the dissecting-knife of the spiritual anatomist. 
Christianity consists infinitely more in good works than in sound 
opinions; and, while it is a joyful truth, that he, that believes and is 
baptized shall be saved, it is equally true that he that says, "I know 
him, and keeps not his commandments, is a liar, and the truth is 
not in him." 

I apologize for this long quotation, but it important to understand Campbell’s 

thoughts and the vehemence with which he held them. The very essence of Campbell’s 

plea was to stop dividing over anything other than faith and repentance. We’ve very 

badly misunderstood his teachings. 

Another telling quotation from Campbell is— 

But men cannot give up their opinions, and therefore, they can 
never unite, says one. We do not ask them to give up their 
opinions—we ask them only not to impose them upon others. Let 
them hold their opinions, but let them hold them as private 
property. The faith is public property; opinions are, and 
always have been private property. Men have foolishly 
attempted to make the deductions of some great minds the 
common measure of all Christians. Hence the deductions of a 
Luther, and a Calvin, and a Wesley, have been the rule and 
measure of all who coalesce under the names of these leaders. It 
is cruel to excommunicate a man because of the imbecility of 
his intellect. 

In other words, the mere fact that man misunderstands some point or other of 

Scripture does not damn so long as he is man of faith in Jesus (including, of course, as 

Campbell always did, penitence and baptism). 

Notice that Campbell considers the statements included in the Reformation creeds 

as “opinions,” although some of these statement are unquestionably true and agreed with 

by Campbell—and all the statements address points of Biblical interpretation. The 

contrast isn’t between correct doctrine and false doctrine, it’s between faith (including 

penitence) + baptism and everything else that might be garnered from the Bible. 

Certainly, Campbell had his on opinions on Calvinism, Arminianism, etc., and held his 

views firmly, but he distinguished those doctrines from the doctrines that save.  

Hence, when Campbell spoke of “opinions,” he wasn’t discussing the color of the 

meetinghouse foyer, he was discussing such issues are predestination, substitutionary 

atonement, and the Trinity. In fact, Campbell was very much an Arminian (as rejecting 

the five main points of Calvinism). Nonetheless, he refers to the rejection of 

predestination, etc. by the Arminians (including himself) as “opinions,” as he considered 

these to be matters other than faith.  
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You’ll recall that the Campbells actually initially split with the Presbyterian 

Church over their rejection of Calvinism, and yet Alexander Campbell declares both 

Calvinism and its opposite, Arminianism, to be “opinions.”  

When Barton W. Stone and Raccoon John Smith had a unity meeting in 

Lexington, Kentucky, Campbell and Stone disagreed on many, many issues including the 

nature of the Trinity, the nature of atonement, whether Christians should treat the 

unimmersed as in full fellowship, whether ministers or congregations had the authority to 

ordain, and whether converts should be called Christians or Disciples of Christ. They 

chose to treat one another as brothers anyway. This plainly shows the meaning of 

“opinion” in Campbell’s thought. 

It’s admittedly confusing for Campbell to use “opinion” to refer to matters that 

may be so well established by Scripture as to not be in any serious doubt, but this is how 

he used the word (perhaps its meaning was different in the early 19
th

 Century). 

Doubtlessly, it has confused many of his readers over the years. I have had to spend a lot 

of time searching his writings to sort this out, but it is quite clear.
41

  

Of course, Campbell’s use of “faith” as “faith in Jesus” is perfectly Biblical, and 

our modern use of “faith” as “any truth found in scripture” is just as wrong as can be. For 

example— 

(Rom. 3:22-24)  This righteousness from God comes through faith 
in Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is no difference, 23 for 
all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 24 and are 
justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by 
Christ Jesus. 

(Rom. 10:9-10)  That if you confess with your mouth, "Jesus is 
Lord," and believe in your heart that God raised him from the 
dead, you will be saved. 10 For it is with your heart that you 
believe and are justified, and it is with your mouth that you confess 
and are saved. 

If we use New Testament language, then “faith” can have but one meaning, and 

that is acceptance of Jesus as the Christ and as Lord, crucified and resurrected. Moreover, 

as Romans 10:9-10 plainly indicates, faith is not just mental assent to Jesus being the 

Messiah, it is also acceptance of his Lordship, meaning repentance. Hence, repentance is 

part of faith as Paul uses the word. Campbell and Paul agree.  

Paul sees no contradiction in declaring us saved by faith and also insisting on 

baptism, as Galatians 3:26-27 indicates. Hence, Paul, like Campbell, and for that matter, 

Martin Luther, all agree that baptism is not a “work” and insistence on baptism is not to 

insist on a works salvation. Some Baptists make this argument, but it’s bad Bible, bad 

Protestant theology, and bad Restoration theology. (It’s the Calvinists who separate 

                                                 

41
 Noah Webster’s 1857 dictionary defines “opinion” as “the judgment formed by the mind; notion; 

sentiment” and “opine” as “to think.” Meanwhile the current American Heritage Dictionary defines 

“opinion” as “A belief or conclusion held with confidence but not substantiated by positive knowledge or 

proof.” This is clearly not Campbell’s use of the word. 
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baptism from the moment of salvation, falsely claiming this is essential to preserve 

justification by faith.) 

In Luther’s “Larger Catechism,” he explains, 

For to be baptized in the name of God is to be baptized not by 
men, but by God Himself. Therefore although it is performed by 
human hands, it is nevertheless truly God's own work. From this 
fact every one may himself readily infer that it is a far higher work 
than any work performed by a man or a saint. For what work 
greater than the work of God can we do? … 

Therefore it is pure wickedness and blasphemy of the devil that 
now our new spirits, to mock at Baptism, omit from it God's Word 
and institution, and look upon it in no other way than as water 
which is taken from the well, and then blather and say: How is a 
handful of water to help the soul? Aye, my friend, who does not 
know that water is water if tearing things asunder is what we are 
after? But how dare you thus interfere with God's order, and tear 
away the most precious treasure with which God has connected 
and enclosed it, and which He will not have separated? For the 
kernel in the water is God's Word or command and the name of 
God which is a treasure greater and nobler than heaven and 
earth. 

Hence, even Luther, famous for his “faith only” teaching, considered baptism 

essential and by no means a contradiction to salvation by faith in Jesus and not works.  

I quote Luther because (a) I like his reasoning and (b) many of our preachers have 

condemned Luther’s teaching, presuming that he taught against baptism because he 

taught salvation by faith, not works. It’s just not true.  

Now, if “faith” in the New Testament is faith in Jesus, the benefits of which are 

appropriated through the institution of baptism, what is “opinion”? Plainly, everything 

else. 

Hence, if we unite on faith (which included penitence and baptism) and grant 

liberty in opinion, that is, everything else, we find Campbell and this book very much 

aligned. 

C. Restoration Roots of Legalism 

Why is it that we have fallen so deeply into the sin of legalism? The early 

Restoration Movement was not legalistic at all. But even during the life of Alexander 

Campbell, his followers were beginning to condemn those who disagreed on minutiae of 

doctrine. The problem arises from our allowing the two leading principles of the 

Restoration Movement to contradict. 

1. The foremost principle of the early Restoration Movement was the rejection of 

all creeds, declaring that we have “no creed but Christ.” In the early 19
th

 Century, creeds 

not only defined the beliefs of a denomination but also defined who would be treated as a 

fellow Christian. Thus, when our forefathers rejected creeds, they were rejecting any 

standard for deciding who is a Christian other than Christ himself—meaning the gospel. 
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Indeed, Alexander Campbell declared that all that was required to make one a Christian is 

faith in the gospel facts and submission to the institution of baptism.  

2. But another distinctive doctrine of the Movement was its insistence on a 

restoration of the First Century practices of the Christian church, sometimes known as the 

“New Testament pattern,” the “Old Paths,”
42

 or “the Ancient Order.” Thus, for example, 

weekly communion was practiced because that was the practice of the early church. Of 

course, many within the Movement insist on a cappella worship as this also was the First 

Century practice.
43

 

As stated in Thomas Campbell’s “Declaration and Address”— 

the New Testament is as perfect a constitution for the worship, 
discipline and government of the New Testament church, and as 
perfect a rule for the particular duties of its members; as the Old 
Testament was for the worship discipline and government of the 
Old Testament church, and the particular duties of its members. 

Now, the difficulty of these two principles is that Principle 2 can easily swallow 

Principle 1, and indeed, that’s exactly what happened. Soon, “no creed but Christ” 

became “no creed but the Bible,” and “no creed but the Bible” meant we only recognized 

as Christians those who agreed with our interpretation of the Bible—especially when it 

comes to church government and worship. But clearly if doctrinal perfection is required 

in organization and worship, then why not all other doctrine? And over time, we added 

more and more doctrines to the “pattern,” and Campbell’s simple faith + baptism became 

faith + baptism + worship according to the pattern + organization according to the pattern 

+ every other doctrine that anyone chose to dispute over. Indeed, our “no creed but 

Christ” became “our creed or no Christ,” and we became guilty of the very creedalism 

that the Movement was founded to escape! 

Our legalism has led to our becoming highly creedal. Thus, many of those of us 

who remember this slogan often reinterpret it as meaning “We have no written creeds but 

the Bible,” which is neither true nor very impressive. And the only argument I’ve ever 

heard supporting this supposed virtue is that a written statement of doctrinal positions 

would either be the same as Scripture (and hence useless) or inconsistent with Scripture 

(and hence wicked). But how do we then explain the libraries of books on doctrine 

written by our brothers and sisters from all segments of the Churches, including the most 

legalistic? In his Declaration and Address, Thomas Campbell argued that written creeds 

are useful for education and training but not as standards for who is saved— 

As to creeds and confessions, although we may appear to our 
brethren to oppose them, yet this is to be understood only in so far 
as they oppose the unity of the church, by containing sentiments 
not expressly revealed in the word of God; or, by the way of using 
them, become the instruments of a human or implicit faith: or, 

                                                 

42
 Jer. 6:16: a call for the Israelites to return to God from idolatry. 

43
 The instrumental music controversy barely touched the generation of Alexander Campbell and 

didn’t create division until decades after his death.  
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oppress the weak of God’s heritage: where they are liable to none 
of those objections, we have nothing against them. It is the abuse 
and not the lawful use of such compilations that we oppose. 

Now there’s nothing at all wrong with insisting on First Century worship and 

organizational practices. Indeed, there is much wisdom, I believe, in this position. Yet we 

cannot make adherence to ancient patterns as important as the gospel or else we destroy 

the gospel.  

Nothing more shows the distinction between our founding ideals and the present 

situation than the corruption of another early slogan of the Restoration Movement: “We 

are Christians only but not the only Christians.” This slogan was popular until quite 

recently, and it plainly reflected Campbell’s ideals (based on Jesus’ prayer in John 17 

quoted earlier). 

As stated in the “Declaration and Address”— 

the church of Christ upon earth is essentially, intentionally, and 
constitutionally one; consisting of all those in every place that 
profess their faith in Christ and obedience to him in all things 
according to the Scriptures, and that manifest the same by their 
tempers and conduct, and of none else as none else can be truly 
and properly called christians. 

Now, however, the right wing of the Churches of Christ have expressly rejected 

this ideal and claim quite plainly that we are the only Christians.
44

 Thus, only members of 

the Churches of Christ are going to heaven, and of them, only those few who get the 

authors’ preferred doctrines right. 

D. Patternism 

Now the essence of our traditional claim is that the New Testament established a 

“pattern” of worship, organization, and such that we must replicate perfectly to be the 

true church. Thus, we’re saved by believing, repenting, confessing, and being baptized, 

but stay saved by being a member of a church that replicates the New Testament pattern 

of worship and organization. 

Yet the New Testament very plainly rejects any notion that pattern-keeping might 

be the path to salvation. For example, the theme of Hebrews is the contrast between the 

old covenant of the Law of Moses and the new radically different covenant of Christ. 

Recall the passage from Jeremiah that prophesies the New Covenant given through Jesus, 

which forms the basis for the author’s discussion in chapter 8 and following: 

(Heb. 8:10) This is the covenant I will make with the house of 
Israel after that time, declares the Lord. I will put my laws in their 

                                                 

44
 For example (among literally hundreds of articles and books), Thomas B. Warren, Christians 

Only—and the Only Christians (Jonesboro, Ark.: National Christian Press, Inc., 1984), and Bert Thompson, 

Non-Denominational Christianity: Is Unity Possible? (Montgomery, Ala.: Apologetics Press, 1984). 
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minds and write them on their hearts. I will be their God, and they 
will be my people. 

The Hebrews author demonstrates the weakness of Old Testament worship and 

the necessity to replace it with something vastly superior as follows: 

(Heb. 8:13-9:1) By calling this covenant “new,” he has made the 
first one obsolete; and what is obsolete and aging will soon 
disappear.  

Now the first covenant had regulations for worship and also an 
earthly sanctuary. 

Characteristic of the “old,” “obsolete,” and “aging” covenant are “regulations for 

worship” and an “earthly sanctuary”! The presence of regulations for how to worship is 

evidence of the inadequacy of the Law of Moses. The new worship derives from laws 

written on hearts (8:10), not fixed patterns that bind our hearts with regulations.  

The writer then describes the old temple worship laws, in order to conclude— 

(Heb. 9:10) They are only a matter of food and drink and various 
ceremonial washings—external regulations applying until the time 
of the new order. 

“External” is translated “carnal” in the King James Version. The Greek word is 

usually translated “fleshly” in the King James. Now it was God himself who commanded 

the regulations for the temple service. The practices weren’t fleshly because they were 

contrary to God’s will; they were fleshly because they were physical, made up of things 

here on earth and so cannot be perfect—hence, only a perfect temple, worshipped in 

perfectly, with a perfect sacrifice will do. No longer are we to try to emulate perfection 

by following a pattern, as patterns can only be imperfectly replicated— 

(Heb. 9:11-14) When Christ came as high priest of the good things 
that are already here, he went through the greater and more 

perfect tabernacle
45

 that is not man-made, that is to say, not a part 
of this creation. He did not enter by means of the blood of goats 
and calves; but he entered the Most Holy Place once for all by his 
own blood, having obtained eternal redemption. 

God designed the tabernacle and oversaw its construction through the Holy Spirit, 

and yet the writer calls it “fleshly,” because as part of the creation, it is necessarily 

imperfect. The only perfect sanctuary is in heaven. Nothing man-made is good enough. 

Nothing that is a part of this fallen Creation is good enough. Rather, Christ perfected our 

salvation by achieving the only possible perfect sacrifice in the only perfect temple there 

can be! 

                                                 

45
 Under the Law of Moses, the center of worship was originally the tabernacle, literally a very 

elaborate tent at which sacrifices were made and ceremonies practiced. Under David the tabernacle was 

replaced with the temple in Jerusalem on Mount Zion. The Holy of Holies or Most Holy Place was 

originally in the tabernacle and later in the temple. 
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Now the Hebrews writer’s point is critical. How do we know that the Mosaic 

pattern is obsolete and inadequate? Because it’s imperfect. And how do we know that? 

Because it’s something humans do on earth and hence is necessarily imperfect. And how 

else? Because it is governed by “external regulations.” Rule-keeping, ritual, and pattern 

following cannot save. Indeed, such practices are supplanted by the perfection of the new 

covenant written on our hearts! 

We cannot worship our way into heaven. We cannot perform any Sunday ritual 

that will satisfy God. But (praise God!) we don’t have to. Jesus has gone into the ultimate 

temple and presented the ultimate sacrifice so that we are freed from having to honor 

external regulations in an earthly sanctuary as a means to salvation. 

After all, as the New Testament so frequently teaches, we cannot be perfect and 

so we can’t be saved by our works (even our doctrinal works!), and so we must be saved 

through the perfect work of Jesus in the perfect sanctuary where he followed the 

regulations perfectly. 

Hebrews plainly refutes the very notion behind salvation through pattern-

keeping— 

(Heb. 8:5) [The priests under the Law of Moses] serve at a 
sanctuary that is a copy and shadow of what is in heaven. This is 
why Moses was warned when he was about to build the 
tabernacle: “See to it that you make everything according to the 
pattern shown you on the mountain.” 

The writer’s contrast is between “what is in heaven” and what is on earth. What is 

on earth is only a “copy and shadow” of heavenly perfection. And the point the Hebrews 

writer makes is that the very fact that the tabernacle was made according to a “pattern” 

shows that it’s only a copy, imperfect and insufficient. Only the original is good enough 

to save. 

(Heb. 9:23-24) It was necessary, then, for the copies of the 
heavenly things to be purified with these sacrifices, but the 
heavenly things themselves with better sacrifices than these. For 
Christ did not enter a man-made sanctuary that was only a copy of 
the true one; he entered heaven itself, now to appear for us in 
God’s presence. 

The Most Holy Place in the temple was but a copy of the true Most Holy Place in 

heaven. The temple itself was but a copy of the temple in heaven. And the sacrifices 

offered by the priests were but copies of the only perfect sacrifice.  

Copies are clearly inferior to the real thing and hence inadequate. But the NIV 

translation I just quoted conceals part of the lesson. The King James Version translates 

the word for “copies” more accurately—”patterns.”  

(Heb. 9:23) It was therefore necessary that the patterns of things 
in the heavens should be purified with these; but the heavenly 
things themselves with better sacrifices than these. 

“Patterns”! What could possibly be wrong with following a heavenly pattern? 

Everything. Flawed humans make copies from patterns, and seek to earn salvation by 
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replicating something that is perfect. It cannot be done. Pattern theology is necessarily a 

works-based theology. And if the Law of Moses was proven inadequate by its insistence 

on pattern-keeping, surely the same is true of any pattern-keeping. After all, the problem 

isn’t the inadequacy of the pattern—the pattern has always been perfect—it’s the 

inadequacy of humans to truly replicate the pattern! 

I must address Philippians 3:17, “Join with others in following my example, 

brothers, and take note of those who live according to the pattern we gave you.” One 

might argue that this, and other similar passages, tell us that we are saved by pattern-

keeping and that Paul’s teachings are a pattern. But, of course, Paul does not contradict 

Hebrews! Rather than just assuming that the “pattern” is a pattern of worship or church 

organization, we should look at the context to determine what Paul has in mind. And, 

quite plainly, it is salvation by grace:  

(Phil. 3:8b-9) I consider them rubbish, that I may gain Christ and 
be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes 
from the law, but that which is through faith in Christ—the 
righteousness that comes from God and is by faith.  

And it’s humility in not believing that we’ve earned or even could earn our 

salvation, but having a desire to nonetheless strive to become more and more pleasing to 

God— 

(Phil. 3:13b-15a) Not that I have already obtained all this, or have 
already been made perfect, but I press on to take hold of that for 
which Christ Jesus took hold of me. Brothers, I do not consider 
myself yet to have taken hold of it.  

Paul certainly isn’t teaching that the being saved is a matter of getting a pattern of 

worship or church organization exactly right. 

I must digress only slightly to refer to a badly misused passage, Joshua 22:24, 

which declares, “Behold, the pattern!” (KJV). This passage has become something of a 

rallying cry for many in the rightward congregations of the Churches of Christ. Indeed, it 

is the theme of a book decrying much of what is written here.
46

 But the passage itself 

proves the point of the Hebrews writer and contradicts the notion of basing salvation on 

following a pattern of worship. 

Joshua led the Israelites in conquering the promised land. He divided the land 

among the Twelve Tribes, with some tribes—Reuben, Gad, and Manasseh—remaining 

on the east of the Jordan River, while the others divided the land between the Jordan and 

the Mediterranean Sea. 
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 Goebel Music, Behold the Pattern! (Pensacola, Fla.: Goebel Music Publications, 1991). See also 

Grady Scott, “Behold the Pattern,” http://www.churchesofchrist.net/authors/Grady_Scott/pattern.htm 

(1995). Scott quotes Heb. 8:5 for the proposition “This passage, as part of the great study of the book of 

Hebrews, teaches that there is a pattern for the work of the people of God.” Scott never again refers to 

Hebrews in his lesson outline, just assuming that Hebrews is approving the fact that Moses was following a 

pattern, rather than using that fact to prove the inadequacy of salvation through pattern keeping! 
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As the remaining tribes crossed the Jordan River, they discovered that that eastern 

three tribes had built an altar following the pattern of the tabernacle’s altar. They 

assumed that the eastern tribes intended to worship at their new altar rather than at the 

tabernacle with the rest of the tribes. This so contradicted the Law of Moses, which 

permitted but one tabernacle, that the nine tribes were ready to put the three eastern tribes 

to death! 

The three eastern tribes defended themselves, saying,  

(Josh. 22:27b-29) “[We wanted to be sure that] in the future your 
descendants will not be able to say to ours, ‘You have no share in 
the LORD.’  

“And we said, ‘If they ever say this to us, or to our descendants, 
we will answer: Look at the replica [KJV: Behold the pattern] of the 
Lord’s altar, which our fathers built, not for burnt offerings and 
sacrifices, but as a witness between us and you.’  

“Far be it from us to rebel against the LORD and turn away from 
him today by building an altar for burnt offerings, grain offerings 
and sacrifices, other than the altar of the LORD our God that 
stands before his tabernacle.” 

The point of the passage is that the altar was a mere copy of the original—it 

followed a pattern—and therefore was inadequate and could not be used! It was only a 

reminder of the real thing. Had the eastern tribes intended to worship by following the 

pattern, they would have all been killed!  

Therefore, if those of us who are a part of the Restoration Movement wish to truly 

restore New Testament Christianity, it is entirely right and good for us to follow First 

Century communion practices and the like—but we cannot impose such practices as 

requirements to be saved or else we would no longer be New Testament Christians. 

Indeed, if we do this, we preach “another gospel”! 

E. Conclusion 

Our Movement began as a reaction against the creedalism of the early 19
th

 

Century denominations. Two hundred years later, we became fervent creedalists. Ironic, 

isn’t it?  

The mistake was in assuming that the desire to restore the practices of the First 

Century was the same as restoring the salvation of the First Century. But in the First 

Century, absolutely no one argued that a cappella singing, five acts of worship, or church 

autonomy were essential to salvation. And they are not. 

Even today, we assume that something can’t be a law unless a violation of the law 

is damnable. And we’ve compounded this error by insisting on very questionable 

inferences as God-given laws. Thus, conclusions never expressly stated in Scripture are 

insisted on as the very essence of salvation.  

But, of course, we have to be this way, as the grace we often teach is so 

parsimonious as to be worthless in the realm of doctrine. To feel safe in our salvation, we 

have to insist on any law that just might be true for fear of missing one of those that really 
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is true and so being lost. Thus, we are driven by fear toward creating more and more 

rules. As soon as some editor with a mailing list imagines a rule, we are afraid not to 

insist on it. After all, not only must we obey the rule, to go to heaven we have to believe 

the rule to be a rule. And so, our faith shifts from Jesus’ power to save despite our 

weaknesses to our faith in the truth of a large body of doctrine and our ability to perfectly 

understand God’s doctrinal will. 

We have sinned and sinned greatly. It’s time to repent. 

Discussion questions— 

1. Consider Campbell’s use of “opinion.” Give some examples of what he would 

call opinion and what he’d call “faith.” 

2. How would adopting Campbell’s definitions affect the 21
st
 Century Churches 

of Christ? 

3. Do you agree with Campbell’s teaching about faith and baptism? Are there any 

things you would add to those as requirements to be saved? 

4. What are the two fundament principles that define the Restoration Movement? 

Which is more important of the two? Or are they both the same? Which one or ones are 

found explicitly in Scripture? 

5. Does the Bible require us to accept one another on the terms that Campbell 

suggested? 

6. Does the Bible require us to worship, organize, and be named based on the First 

Century pattern? What if part of that pattern is not explicitly in the New Testament and 

has to be gathered from history written by uninspired writers? Are these salvation issues? 

What verses say they are or aren’t? 

7. Review the writer of Hebrews argument regarding patterns. What is Hebrews 

teaching us? Why does his inspired argument work? 

8. Are we ever guilty of the obsolete approach to patterns that Hebrews criticizes? 

9. Is there a lesson for today from the altar built by the three eastern Israelite 

tribes? If so, what? 


