
 

PART I 

DO WE TEACH ANOTHER GOSPEL? 
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CHAPTER 1  
INTRODUCTION 

One of my earliest memories is of attending Sunday School in the old downtown 

church. I well remember the feeling when I had to leave my friends when my church split 

because the old church refused to support orphanages out of its treasury. For several 

years, we met in a warehouse so we could care for orphans. 

Yet many of my best Church-of-Christ friends were the children of preachers for 

the local non-institutional
7
 Churches of Christ. Indeed, I had a crush on the daughter of a 

non-institutional preacher, who wouldn’t let her date me because my parents were 

“liberal.”  

It’s been over 30 years since I left my home town. Not a single church split has 

been healed since I left. There’s at least one more congregation in town though. My first 

home church had a second split shortly after I left for college. 

I guess you could call me a “lifer,” as in I’ve been in the Churches of Christ all 

my life—born and raised. And I’m an extreme lifer, at that. I’m third generation. My 

undergraduate degree is from David Lipscomb College (now University). I’m an elder of 

my home church (third generation on that one, too). Most of my friends growing up were 

Church of Christ members.  

Even before getting to college, I’d had a large dose of the legalism and division 

that characterizes much of the recent history of the Churches of Christ. I guess it’s not too 

surprising, then, that I’ve spent a large portion of my adult life studying the Scriptures to 

see if there’s a way for good Christian people who disagree to get along without splitting 

churches and tearing up families. 

My study has led me to a great many observations and conclusions, but there’s 

one conclusion that troubles me greatly, and I write this in hopes of being proved wrong. 

I know that’s an odd thing for an author of a religious book to say. Indeed, we church 

authors just about always write to prove ourselves right and our opponents wrong, but I 

find myself wishing to be wrong. 

You see, I’m of the opinion that Galatians teaches, and teaches quite plainly, that 

adding any command to the gospel—that is, making any law beyond obedience to the 

gospel a requirement to be saved—causes one to fall from grace, indeed, to be alienated 

from Christ. If this is so, many within the Churches of Christ are in jeopardy of their 

souls, as it is nearly universal in the Churches of Christ to add commands to the gospel as 

further requirements to be saved. 

                                                 

7
 In the 1950’s, many Churches of Christ divided over the “institutional” question, being whether a 

congregation may support an orphanage, among other related questions. The argument against orphanages 

is that the Bible creates a model for raising orphans—the family—and that orphanages are outside the 

scope of the authority of an eldership. Those favoring such support often refer to those opposed as “anti’s,” 

while those opposing support for orphanages often refer to those favoring it as “digressives” or “liberals.” 

The current, less pejorative terminology, is “non-institutional” and “institutional.” 
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Now this is a difficult subject to discuss, as those in the Churches of Christ 

disagree over a great many things, not the least of which are the meanings of “gospel,” 

“faith,” and “grace”—not to mention whether the Holy Spirit personally indwells each 

Christian. With so many fundamentals in dispute, it is difficult to construct an 

unambiguous sentence—much less a book—that will be understood the same by all 

factions within the Churches. 

Thus, after covering some background, I will attempt to define these terms as the 

New Testament uses them. I will then begin an explanation of the true nature of 

Christianity, and then I’ll undertake an exposition of key portions of Galatians. I will 

finally propose an application of Galatians to the modern problem of legalism in the 

Churches of Christ.
8
 

A. Background 

Within the Churches of Christ, we have a serious dispute over our understanding 

of grace. Indeed, we have brothers who argue quite vociferously that Christianity is a 

works-based religion. For example, 

We are required to keep every specific of the law of Christ, if we 
receive spiritual blessings, which include forgiveness and the 
promise of eternal salvation. …  

The grace of God guarantees our final salvation. This, of course, 
does not mean grace alone, but grace accessed by faith, which 

includes works of obedience.
9
 

and 

God will not do for man what man can do. God performed only 
that which man could not do. The commands of grace are obeyed 

by faith. Works perfect faith, otherwise it is dead.
10

 

and 

However, man’s reception of God’s gifts is not the work of grace 
alone. Man must cooperate with God in order to benefit from the 
rich provisions of grace. This principle embraces both physical 
and spiritual matters. Physical sustenance is a gift of grace; yet, a 
tremendous amount of human effort must be exerted by the 
farmer in order to receive this gift. The consumer must then match 
the farmer’s effort with sufficient work to accumulate the funds 

                                                 

8
 The author’s book The Holy Spirit and Revolutionary Grace (Nashville: PowerSource Productions, 

1995) addresses many of these issues in much greater depth and anticipates many objections that space 

does not permit handling here.  

9
 H. A. (Buster) Dobbs, “Does Grace Guarantee Final Salvation?” The Firm Foundation (September 

1996). <http://www.bible-infonet.org/ff/editorials/grace/111_09_02.htm> 

10
 Goebel Music, Behold the Pattern (Colleyville, TX: Goebel Music Publications, 1991), 508. 
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necessary to purchase the food grown and harvested by the 
farmer.

11
  

These authors seem driven to this conclusion by two concerns—a desire to 

preserve baptism and repentance as essential to salvation and a fear that if works aren’t 

required to be saved, there would be no reason for Christians to live righteously. I will 

shortly address both concerns. 

On the other end of the spectrum, there are prominent Church of Christ 

personalities such as Rubel Shelly— 

Salvation rests upon and arises from the grace of God. We don’t 
deserve it. We can’t be worthy of it. It will always be a free gift. Yet 
it remains the case that not everyone who is offered the free gift 
will be saved, for some remain in unbelief. Faith as trust, 
submission, and obedience to God is the means of access into 
grace. Then, justified by grace through faith, our lives are given 
over to the pursuit of good works that give God glory. These good 
works are “Thank Yous” from redeemed people and contribute 
nothing to the ground of our salvation. They are rather the natural 
outcome of a redemptive work that is being done in our hearts by 
the indwelling Spirit of God. As he lives within us, our lives bear 

the lovely fruit that testifies to his presence.
12

 

To similar effect is Max Lucado— 

There is never a point at which you are any less saved than you 
were the moment he first saved you. Just because you were 
grumpy at breakfast doesn’t mean you were condemned at 
breakfast. When you lost your temper yesterday, you didn’t lose 
your salvation. Your name doesn’t disappear and reappear in the 
book of life according to your moods and actions. Such is the 
message of grace. “There is now no condemnation for those who 
are in Christ Jesus.” (Rom. 8:1 NIV). 

You are saved, not because of what you do, but because of what 
Christ did. And you are special, not because of what you do, but 

because of whose you are. And you are his.
13

 

It’s amazing that authors with such diametrically opposed views on such a central 

issue coexist in the Churches of Christ at all. After all, those who view grace as Shelly 

and Lucado do see no room at all for works as a basis for salvation, while Music, Dobbs, 

and Chesser see works as absolutely essential. Clearly, one camp or the other is teaching 

error. 

                                                 

11
 Frank Chesser, “Liberalism and Grace,” The Spirit of Liberalism, quoted in Seek The Old Paths, vol. 

13, no. 5 (April 2002), <http://www.eastcorinth.org/stop402.htm#LAG>. 

12
 Rubel Shelly, “Grace, Faith, and Works,” RubelShelly.Com (April 14, 1992) 

<http://rubelshelly.com/content.asp?CID=10478>. 

13
 Max Lucado, In the Grip of Grace (Dallas: Word Publishing, 1996), 148. 
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But the Churches of Christ don’t divide neatly into a grace camp and a works 

camp. In fact, the situation looks something like this— 

 

 

In the far left, there are the “100% grace” advocates, while on the far right are the 

“100% works” advocates. In between, there’s a near infinity of mixtures of some grace 

and some works. In fact, there is likely no one entirely on the far right. I know of no 

author who denies the necessity of some grace. And yet as the preceding quotations 

show, some get very, very close.  

As we look at the graph, we can imagine that those on the right are more likely to 

find a particular doctrine a question of salvation than those on the left. Thus, there are 

those on the leftward side who practice weekly communion but don’t see the choice to do 

so weekly as essential to salvation. Toward the middle are those who not only practice 

weekly communion, they see it as essential to salvation. And a bit further to the right are 

those who not only see weekly communion as essential to salvation, they see believing 

that weekly communion is essential to salvation as itself essential to salvation. Numerous 

other issues follow the same pattern. 

I have books on my shelves that contend that one’s salvation depends, in addition 

to “hear, believe, repent, confess, and be baptized,” on having the author’s understanding 

of the doctrine of divorce and remarriage or agreeing with the author as to the age of the 

earth. Of course, countless authors have added having a scriptural form of congregational 

organization, having a scriptural name, and having a worship service consisting of only 

the right five acts of worship.  

I could make literally hundreds of examples. The point is that, except for those on 

the very left edge, all of us within the Churches of Christ see some matter or other as a 

law essential to salvation in addition to the simple “hear, believe, repent, confess, and be 

baptized.” We often take comfort in the fact that there’s always some brother or sister to 

our right more legalistic than ourselves, and so we feel free from the accusation of 

legalism. But those on our left look rightward and see us as legalists. In fact, we’re nearly 

all legalists, just to different degrees.  

GRACE 

WORKS 
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Hence the question arises: is there a correct position somewhere between the 

extremes where we insist on the right laws and only the right laws as requirements to be 

saved? And if so, just which laws are the essential ones, and how do we tell?  

Discussion questions— 

1. Where would you place your congregation on the author’s Grace/Works chart? 

2. Where would you place yourself? 

3. In your congregation, which doctrines are taught as essential to salvation? 

Which are taught but not as essential to salvation? 

4. Where in the Bible is there a statement distinguishing which doctrines are 

essential to salvation and which are not? Or are all doctrines essential to salvation? 

5. In your class, does everyone agree on every single doctrine? Does the class 

always agree with the teacher? The preacher? The elders? 

6. Have any of the Churches of Christ in your county resulted from a split? What 

was the issue? What Scripture makes that issue one that requires dividing a church? 

7. Was God’s work of extending the borders of the Kingdom of Heaven in your 

community helped or hurt by the split? 


