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PREFACE 

I’ve been a member of the Churches of Christ for nearly as long as I can 

remember and happily remain a member today—despite the fact that I’m about to 

criticize the teachings of some within the Churches. There are many noble, profoundly 

correct and righteous ideas found within our Churches. Unfortunately, among some, 

they’ve been adulterated with very false, very dangerous errors. But before we consider 

our faults, let’s reflect briefly on what’s good and right about the Churches.  

1. We have a wonderful history that, unfortunately, we often ignore. Indeed, I 

grew up in the Churches and attended one of our affiliated colleges and was not once 

taught about our history other than “We are not Campbellites!”—a term I’d never heard 

and didn’t understand. 

The fact is we are a part of the Restoration Movement founded by Barton W. 

Stone, Thomas Campbell, and his son, Alexander Campbell. These men founded two 

independent movements in the American frontier in the early 19
th

 Century. Western 

Pennsylvania, West Virginia (Virginia, then), Kentucky, Ohio, and Illinois were key 

regions of early Restoration Movement activity. The movements merged around 1830 

(different times in different locales) into what is generally called the Restoration 

Movement. 

As important as those men are, just as important is Walter Scott, a missionary of 

the Movement who proved to be a brilliant sloganeer. He converted the Campbells’ 

highly scholastic and (frankly) often hard-to-read teachings into easily understood 

slogans that have stood the test of time.  

Much of the teachings of these men is summarized in the following sayings: 

• We speak where the Bible speaks and are silent where the Bible is silent.
1
 

• We refer to Bible things by Bible names.
2
 

                                                 

1
 I will occasionally criticize how we’ve applied this principle, but the principle itself is sound. It is 

just a restatement of the Reformation’s sola scriptura, Latin for “Scripture only.” The slogan means that 

the Protestants refused to be bound by traditions, church council, Papal decrees, or the writings of 

uninspired Christians. In the Restoration Movement, it was observed that the Protestant churches had left 

this founding principle by being more insistent on adherence to their creeds than to the Bible itself. In fact, 

Thomas Campbell went so far in his Declaration and Address (1809) to insist that not even inferences from 

Scripture, correctly inferred (!), should be terms of fellowship. The Declaration and Address, available at 

http://www.mun.ca/rels/restmov/texts/tcampbell/da/DA-1ST.HTM, is considered one of the founding 

documents of the Restoration Movement. 

2
 Alexander Campbell wisely observed that many of the fights that divide Christians arise from an 

insistence on inventing terms and concepts not found in the Scripture. Thus, for example, he and Stone 

disagreed regarding the doctrine of the Trinity (a word not found in Scripture), but agreed on all that the 

Bible explicitly says on the subject. As their disagreement was over matters of inference rather than the 

explicit teachings of Scripture, they had no trouble accepting one another as brothers and merging their 

movements.  
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• We are Christians only but not the only Christians. 

• We have no creed but Christ.
3
 

• In faith unity, in opinions
4
 liberty, and in all things charity. 

Moreover, Scott invented the “five-finger exercise”: to be saved, all you have to 

do is 1. believe, 2. repent, 3. confess, 4. be baptized, and 5. receive the gift of the Holy 

Spirit.
5
 

Now, you may have already noticed some theological trends from the changes in 

our slogans. For example, we now say that to be saved you must 1. hear, 2. repent, 

3. believe, 4. confess, and 5. be baptized. Someone dropped the reference to the Holy 

Spirit, I suppose because many within the Churches began to deny “the direct operation 

of the Holy Spirit” on the heart of the Christian. I’ll note more later in this book. 

You’ll also notice that many now say, “We have no creed but the Bible,” and then 

apply this slogan by imposing as tests of fellowship inferences taken from the Bible. 

Stone, the Campbells, and Scott intended to teach that the test of salvation is whether one 

is in Christ, not whether one agrees on certain inferences from Scripture. 

These slogans demonstrate some of our other better traits. 

2. As originally conceived, the last thing that anyone would say about the 

Restoration Movement is that we think we are the only people going to heaven. Indeed, 

the call of the founders was for Christians (meaning saved people) to leave the 

denominations because the denominations believed that they were the only people going 

to heaven. Creeds in the early 19
th

 Century were used as tests to determine who was 

saved. If you couldn’t agree with all the statements of your denomination’s creed, you 

wouldn’t be given communion and you’d be considered a, literally, damned heretic. 

Stone and the Campbells labored mightily to end this state of affairs. This is precisely the 

meaning of being “Christians only but not the only Christians.” We are to drop the 

trappings and exclusiveness of denominationalism and become nothing but Christians. 

                                                 

3
 Quoting again from the Declaration and Address— 

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. 

4
 By “opinions” they meant anything that is not “faith,” as the New Testament uses the term. We will 

find the New Testament’s (and early Restoration Movement’s) usage later on. 

5
 See James DeForest Murch, Christians Only (Cincinnati: Standard Publishing Co. 1962), 103.  
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3. The Movement is and always has been very Bible-centered. Generally, the 

level of Bible knowledge in Churches of Christ is quite remarkable. There is a strong 

emphasis on the need for each believer to study the Scriptures for himself to reach his 

own conclusions. This valuable tradition grew out of a call to urge our friends to leave 

the divisiveness of denominationalism behind, and so we had to ask them to study the 

Word for themselves. In so doing, we obligated ourselves to do the same. 

4. Around 1906 the Movement split over a number of issues, most significantly 

the practice of a cappella singing. The Churches of Christ do not use instruments in their 

assemblies, and so are often accused of “not liking music”—but the opposite is the case. 

We love music—so much so that we want to make music, not listen to music. Churches 

of Christ are filled with sight singers who can read four-part harmony (and many who can 

improvise a harmony when the sheet music is missing), resulting in true congregational 

singing that needs no accompaniment. Indeed, an organ would be as out of place, as 

Alexander Campbell once remarked, “as a cowbell in a concert.” 

I’ve been to services in some of the world’s great churches: the 20,000 member 

Saddleback church in Southern California with its very contemporary music, St. Peter’s 

Basilica in the Vatican, and St. Paul’s Cathedral in London, and there’s no contest. 

There’s nothing like the harmonies of the Churches of Christ. 

5. The teaching of the Churches of Christ has long stressed the importance of 

baptism as the occasion of salvation, of immersion as the New Testament mode of 

baptism, and believers as the proper recipients of baptisms. I believe that all these 

doctrines are correct. In fact, the baptism of infants has been productive of great harm as 

those churches that do so have often failed to convert those they’ve baptized. The New 

Testament practice is to convert and then baptize. 

6. The Churches have long insisted on church autonomy, meaning that there is no 

national or international supervising body telling the local congregations what to do and 

how to conduct their affairs. One of the strengths of this lack of hierarchy is that each 

congregation is free to seek out its own interpretation of Scripture. In fact, the similarities 

of the Churches after 200 years of existence is far more remarkable than their increasing 

dissimilarities.  

When a single congregation is affected by heresy, that heresy cannot become an 

enforced orthodoxy by a vote of some central controlling board. When congregations 

dispute over doctrine, they do so in church periodicals, if not in person, but rarely in the 

public eye. And this has allowed from some experimentation but has also preserved the 

Churches free from the theological liberalism
6
 that has infected many of the mainline 

denominations from the top down. Indeed, para-church organizations, such as colleges, 

                                                 

6
 We greatly misuse the term “liberal” in the Churches of Christ, I’m afraid. In serious theological 

conversation, “liberal” refers to someone who rejects the divinity of Christ as the literal Son of God, 

incarnate in real space-time in the First Century, and rejects the inspiration of Scripture. Think of the Jesus 

Seminar as an extreme example of liberalism. I try not to use the term in any other sense. Indeed, to call 

someone who is a devout believer and who accepts Scripture as inspired a liberal is slander, contrary to 

many Scriptures. 
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cannot become bastions of liberalism, as they rely on hundreds of individuals and 

congregations for support, not a single national body that can be taken over by heretics by 

majority vote. 

There is a downside to autonomy. Small churches have difficulty raising up and 

supporting missionaries by themselves, and many churches struggle with how to 

cooperate with other churches without violating their understanding of autonomy. Also, 

the tendency is for a town with multiple churches to have a congregation for each 

variation of Church of Christ doctrine, so no one is ever required to hear a lesson from 

someone with a different mindset. Rather, each one of us picks out a congregation that 

affirms all that we believe every Sunday. Hence, autonomy tends to preserve division 

along doctrinal lines. And because we tend to overemphasize the importance of 

autonomy, we don’t make much effort to work or fellowship with other Churches of 

Christ even in our own community. 

7. We are a restorationist movement, and this is a good thing to be—when we do 

it right. We want to be as much like the First Century church as possible. However, we 

have sometimes erred by over-emphasizing the First Century modes of worship and 

organization over the First Century understanding of evangelism, sacrificial living, care 

for the needy, grace, and the Spirit. However, wanting restoration of the early church is a 

vital ideal, as it gives us a common benchmark to compare how we’re doing with how we 

ought to be doing.  

I believe that there are good reasons why God has preserved our Movement to this 

day, and I’m confident that he has plans that will bless the world through us beyond our 

imagining. Personally, I’m looking forward to it and hope to live long enough to be part 

of it. 

Unfortunately, many within our Movement have, sadly, descended into legalism 

(or, if you prefer, creedalism), making their preferred doctrines not only tests of truth but 

tests of salvation. Increasingly, many of us are insisting that you have to get all the 

doctrines right to be saved! Thus, any variance in belief on, say, divorce and remarriage 

is not only wrong, but damnable. This has produced a strident subset of those who 

contend that we are indeed the only Christians—and that even many of us aren’t 

Christians—only the select few that happen to agree with a particular spokesman on 

every point. 

This state of affairs greatly saddens—and increasingly—angers me. And yet I’m 

also unhappy with many of my more broad-minded brothers—who more correctly 

understand grace and yet feel no duty to reach out to the right wing of the Churches to 

correct their thinking. Increasingly, we are being polarized into two camps that have 

nearly no communication at all. And I’m not too surprised, as those on the most legalistic 

fringe of the Churches have often very caustic in their criticism of those less legalistic 

than they. It can surely get tiresome talking to people who speak so harshly of you. 

Yet I’ve found that those on the left—more grace-filled—side of the controversy 

often just don’t take the time to explain their position in terms that can be understood by 

those on the right—more legalistic—side of the Movement. And our brothers on the right 

make arguments that, though sometimes in error, are fervently believed to be sound and 
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true, and those of us more to their left should respect their sincerity enough to reply in 

terms that speak to their concerns. 

Hence, I have two desires in writing this book. First, even among those on the 

leftward side of the Movement, we still retain many vestiges of legalism, and as we don’t 

have a well-articulated doctrine in this area, we tend to be content with just being less 

legalistic than “the church down the road” or where we grew up. That’s just not good 

enough. 

Second, for those who remain convinced by the arguments of those on the right—

such as the publishers of The Firm Foundation and Seek The Old Paths—here’s why 

many of us disagree. And more importantly, here is what the Bible says may be the 

consequences of being a legalist. 
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