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CHAPTER 7  
THE PART WHERE I HOPE I’M WRONG 

I well remember being a member of an evangelistic Bible study group where we 

met weekly with several friends of ours to study the Bible with friends who hadn’t been 

saved. At one meeting, when no visitors were present, we asked each other how well we’d 

been doing in evangelizing our lost friends. One couple gave a hesitating response. 

They’d been studying with a Presbyterian friend of theirs, with a genuine faith, but who’d 

been wrongly taught about baptism. Eventually, he’d come to accept their teaching and 

he submitted to scriptural baptism. But they weren’t sure whether he’d been saved. You 

see, he refused to leave the Presbyterian Church. In fact, he insisted that he could be of 

much more use to God there as he had hundreds of friends in the Presbyterian Church 

whom he couldn’t in good conscience abandon because they needed to learn the truth of 

baptism. 

Well, we were presented with a perfect example of a contradiction in our 

doctrine. On the one hand, we’d been taught that all that one must do to be saved is hear, 

believe, repent, confess, and be baptized. And yet we also were taught that to be saved 

you must join a congregation of a church that has a scriptural name, scriptural worship 

service, and scriptural organization. We struggled for weeks to decide if we should get 

credit for a conversion. Those who’d converted him ultimately concluded that they’d 

failed. 

If you grew up in the Churches of Christ, the following chart is likely very 

familiar to you: 
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 Churches of 

Christ 

Baptist 

Church 

Methodist 

Church 

Presbyterian 

Church 

Name Found in 

Scripture 

Not found in 

Scripture 

Not found in 

Scripture 

Not found in 

Scripture 

Organization Plurality of 

elders as 

required by 

Scripture and 

plurality of 

deacons as 

required by 

Scripture 

Not found in 

Scripture 

Not found in 

Scripture 

Not found in 

Scripture 

Worship Five acts as 

required by 

Scripture, 

including 

weekly 

communion and 

a cappella 

singing as 

required by 

Scripture 

Not found in 

Scripture 

Not found in 

Scripture 

Not found in 

Scripture 

Founder Jesus Christ 

acting through 

the apostle 

Peter 

Roger Williams John Wesley John Knox 

We taught that the way you can tell which of the churches is the one true church 

described in the Bible is to look for “marks of the church.” These marks were those very 

items listed in the chart, and so it became clear that only one church has all the marks of 

the New Testament church, only one church is the New Testament church, and that being 

a member of any other church is to join the wrong church and so to be lost.
28

 Indeed, 

plainly the lesson was that only those in the Churches of Christ, or the rare independent 

church that bore the identical marks, would go to heaven. 

So what’s wrong with this? Well, first of all, it contradicts one of our fundamental 

teachings, which is that you cannot join a church. Rather, when you are saved, you are 

added to the only church that there is! And this is right, being the plain meaning of Acts 

2:47.  

                                                 

28
 A classic work along these lines is Alvin Jennings, Traditions of Men versus the Word of God (Ft. 

Worth, Tex.: Star Bible Publications, 1973).  
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When someone scripturally hears, believes, repents, confesses, and is baptized in 

a Baptist Church by a Baptist pastor with a Baptist organ playing—that someone is added 

to the only church that there is—Christ’s church—by God himself. That person is saved. 

A baptism “takes” regardless of whether the “baptizer” is saved and regardless of whose 

baptistry it is.  

Paul says that if you add any law to the gospel as a condition to salvation, then 

you’ve made yourself accountable for every law as a condition to salvation, and thereby 

you’ve fallen from grace. Thus, it’s perfectly all right to insist on worshipping a cappella 

as following the New Testament pattern. It’s okay to insist that a cappella music is 

mandated by Scripture and God. It’s not okay to declare that all who worship with an 

instrument are outside the church and therefore damned. It’s okay to insist on 

congregational autonomy, to teach it, to practice it, to believe it. It’s not okay to teach 

that those who believe or practice in non-autonomous church structures are damned for 

so doing. Understand that being wrong and being lost are two very different things, and 

we sometimes get them confused. If being wrong damns, then there is no grace and 

Christ died for nothing. 

You see, in teaching that certain doctrines other than the gospel are essential to 

salvation, we’re effectively saying that to be saved, you not only must hear, believe, 

repent, confess, and be baptized, you must also join a congregation with a scriptural 

name, with a scriptural organization, and with a scriptural pattern of worship. Thus, if 

your home church has an elder who might not be properly qualified, or your church does 

something in worship that might lack authorization, you must change congregations or 

else lose your soul! I know Christians who have left their local congregation and take 

communion weekly at home rather than risk damnation by joining an unscriptural Church 

of Christ. 

I fail to see how insisting on these rules as conditions to salvation is any different 

from insisting on circumcision as a condition to salvation. Either way, you’re insisting on 

obedience to a law in addition to the gospel. The gospel is meant to take us away from 

legalism, and the imposition of any rule as a requirement for salvation—even a single 

morally neutral rule—beyond the gospel is a return to legalism and damnation.  

As the Churches of Christ have more than amply proven, legalism breeds division 

and bitterness. Which of all the divisions we’ve suffered has ever been fully healed?
29

 

Which fight proved to be worth the cost? What verse in Scripture more pointedly speaks 

to the Churches of Christ than Galatians 5:15? 

If you keep on biting and devouring each other, watch out or you 
will be destroyed by each other. 

                                                 

29
  While I know of no healed divisions, I do know of two that are healing. See Thomas A. Langford, 

“An Insider’s View of Non-Sunday School Churches of Christ,” Restoration Quarterly, vol. 45, no. 3 

(2003); Lindy Adams, “ICOC Posts Major Apology,” Christian Chronicle (March 25, 2003) 

<http://www.christianity.com/partner/Article_Display_Page/0,,PTID25485|CHID127205|CIID1538130,00.

html>. 
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Does this mean that most members of the Churches of Christ are lost? It’s a fair 

question. And it’s not inconsistent for me to question the salvation of those who’ve added 

to the gospel while I simultaneously urge us not to condemn one another. After all, Paul 

is quite plain in declaring that adding to the gospel makes the gospel “no gospel at all” 

and that his readers have “fallen from grace” and have been “alienated from Christ.” In 

fact, Paul pronounces a curse on the false teachers— 

(Gal. 1:9) As we have already said, so now I say again: If anybody 
is preaching to you a gospel other than what you accepted, let him 
be eternally condemned! 

But nowhere does Scripture deny salvation to those who worship with an 

instrument, or speak in tongues, or create a missionary society. Such actions may indeed 

be unauthorized, but it’s an impermissible leap to go from “unauthorized” to “damned.” 

We should be silent where the Scriptures are silent. 

Fortunately, Galatians does admit of a different interpretation. For example, in 

Galatians 3:26-27, Paul declares that his readers are “all sons of God.” In several verses, 

he calls his readers “brothers.” Perhaps the key verse is 5:10— 

I am confident in the Lord that you will take no other view. The one 
who is throwing you into confusion will pay the penalty, whoever 
he may be. 

Paul does not consider his readers lost—yet—but urges them with the strongest 

words and greatest passion possible to turn from an extraordinarily dangerous path. But 

Paul squarely condemns the false teachers, while declaring that his readers are in real 

jeopardy of hellfire if they don’t turn away from this error— 

(Gal. 1:6-8) I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting the 
one who called you by the grace of Christ and are turning to a 
different gospel—which is really no gospel at all. Evidently, some 
people are throwing you into confusion and are trying to pervert 
the gospel of Christ. But even if we or an angel from heaven 
should preach a gospel other than the one we preached to you, let 
him be eternally condemned! 

(Gal. 5:2) Mark my words! I, Paul, tell you that if you let yourselves 
be circumcised, Christ will be of no value to you at all. 

(Gal. 5:15) If you keep on biting and devouring each other, watch 
out or you will be destroyed by each other. 

Nowhere else does Paul write with such fervor, with such urgency, with such fear for his 

readers’ souls.  

I am not qualified to judge the fate of those among us who teach modern 

equivalents of circumcision, and less so to judge those who’ve been deceived by such 

teachers. I only know that having become aware of the problem, I must speak out and call 

for repentance—urgently—desperately. Out of love, not condemnation—out of concern 

for souls.  

It is not enough to be less legalistic than the church down the road. It’s not 

enough to be less legalistic than you used to be. There is only one gospel, and it won’t 
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admit of any additions at all. Nothing is required to be saved or to stay saved other than 

the gospel. Those who teach otherwise have been cursed by Paul in the most 

unambiguous terms. I pray daily for the souls of my brothers and sisters in the Churches 

of Christ. Please, let’s stop biting and devouring each other and learn to accept one 

another just as Jesus accepted us. 

A. Conclusion 

Consider how the history of the 20
th

 Century Churches of Christ would have been 

different had this teaching been widely accepted 100 years ago. We would not have split 

over instrumental music in 1906. Some churches would be instrumental and some would 

not, but we’d see one another as deeply loved brothers and sisters and would share a 

common fellowship. We may well still have disagreed over the one cup issue, 

premillenialism, institutional support for orphanages—and on and on, but we wouldn’t 

have seen those matters as salvation issues. And so we wouldn’t have divided over them. 

We surely would have found a way to accommodate one another’s scruples. (For 

example, the congregation I grew up in, while favoring church support for orphanages, 

took up a second collection for just orphanages, to submit to those who felt orphanages 

should not be funded out of the congregational treasury.) 

The Churches would have had a significantly different set of priorities. Rather 

than pounding pulpits to condemn the Church of Christ down the road, we’d have spent 

much more effort on evangelism and benevolence. We’d have enjoyed a vastly superior 

reputation in the community. And a better reputation would have made our evangelistic 

efforts far more effective. And who knows what impact we might have had on the greater 

community of believers. How many more souls would have been saved? I don’t know, 

but I think the number is in the millions. 

We are still in the dawn of the 21st Century. God willing, there’s still plenty of 

time to make this the century we again turn the world upside down. The first step is to 

replace division with acceptance, condemnation with love, and rivalry with cooperation. 

Yet I’m in agony of spirit, tortured by the thought of countless brothers and sisters 

destroyed by a perverted gospel. It’s a harsh thought, I know, but I can’t just wish 

Galatians out of the Bible. It’s there and it’s written in truly stark terms. I don’t judge my 

fellows—it’s not my place—but it has become my place to sound a warning. 

And I ache for those who’ve been taught a desiccated gospel, parched of its 

beauty and glory by the imposition of a second Law of Moses, just as burdensome as the 

one Jesus died to destroy. I know so many people who’ve never felt saved because 

they’ve been taught a bad-news gospel, a Spirit-less spirituality, and an enslaving 

freedom.  

I call on my fellow teachers and elders to repent, to teach the pure gospel, and to 

center your instruction on love and service—and to stop biting and devouring one 

another. Please. 

(Gal. 5:1) It is for freedom that Christ has set us free. Stand firm, 
then, and do not let yourselves be burdened again by a yoke of 
slavery. 
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Discussion questions— 

1. The author seems to take an extreme view of Galatians. Is it really fair to read 

Galatians as threatening the salvation of all who’ve added additional requirements to be 

saved to the gospel?  

2. Why does Paul refer to adding circumcision to the gospel as a condition to 

salvation as “another gospel”? Isn’t it just the same gospel plus one more condition? 

3. When is circumcision a “work” and when is it just a morally neutral health 

decision? 

4. What doctrines have we in the Churches of Christ added to the gospel as 

additional conditions of salvation? Why have we done that? 

5. Some argue that Galatians only condemns returning to the Law of Moses. 

Name some ways in which modern members of the Churches of Christ sometimes return 

to the Law of Moses. Which practices do we have to defend by using Old Testament 

passages?  

7. How do you think the history of the Restoration Movement and the Churches 

of Christ have been different if the author’s views had been taught throughout the 20
th

 

Century? Would this have been an improvement? 


