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CHURCHES OF CHRIST IN WESTERN AUSTRALIA

(Notes written by Keith Bowes, revised 2004)

PART A -UNDERSTANDING OURSELVES THROUGH OUR ROOTS

1 When and where did Churches of Christ begin?

At the beginning of the nineteenth century Churches of Christ began to be formed in the UK and the USA. At first they did not know of each other's existence, but in the 1830's links were formed. The two branches were somewhat similar in their overall approach, but there were some different emphases. One of the main connections was the writings of Thomas Campbell (father) and Alexander Campbell (son) from the USA (see below).

It was not long after this, in 1846, that Churches of Christ began in Australia (in Adelaide), coming at first from Britain via New Zealand and then others from Britain joined them. 

· The emphases of the British Churches of Christ were thus imported through people into Australia.

· The emphases from our American churches were also brought to Australia, first through the writings of the Campbells and then through American "evangelists" (ministers) who arrived in Victoria and SA during the 1860's and 1870's and provided strong leadership to the developing congregations.

· The Bible and especially the New Testament was fundamental to both influences and it continued to be the basis for influencing both of the heritage streams.

After SA, Churches of Christ were established successively in Victoria and NSW (1850's), Tasmania (1870's), Queensland (1880's) and then in WA in 1890. The move to Perth was the result of a decision of an inter-colonial conference the year before to send someone to do this.

Since these early days Churches of Christ in Australia have been influenced by developments and emphases in the universal church as well as in Churches of Christ in other countries (especially USA). However, Australian Churches of Christ have developed our own approaches. Some differences exist both within and between the various States, but the essential stance has been maintained. (More on this later.)

2 Why did Churches of Christ begin?

(1)
In the USA one of the main problems faced by our pioneers was division and sectarianism in the church. This was often caused because people were required to accept a denominational or other "confession" or "creed" before they could become members of that church, and others who could not accept those statements were regarded as unchristian.

Thus the first proposition stated in Thomas Campbell's Declaration and Address (1809) was that "the Church of Christ upon earth is essentially, intentionally and constitutionally one". He went on to state that all Christians should recognise each other as such.

Division ("a horrid evil") could be overcome only by a return to the simple essentials of New Testament Christianity.

The main points of this historic document can be summarised thus:

1 The church is essentially one.

2 The final authority for the church is the Bible, especially the New Testament.

3 Creeds are futile as a means to union.

4
The church needs to remove human innovations and be guided by universally accepted facts from the Bible and this will result in unity being expressed.

5
Christians of all denominations are "brethren" and should be in union with each other.

Alexander Campbell became the main guide as the new Movement sought to order its life according to the revelation of Scripture - first through his Christian Baptist periodical and then through his Millenial Harbinger. His Christian System brought into a book many of his major statements.

There were many issues that the new Movement addressed - baptism, Lord's Supper, ministry, confessions and creeds, but there was one overarching emphasis. His colleague and first biographer, Robert Richardson, stated: "This reformation was born of the love of union and Christian union has been its engrossing theme." His desire was to cooperate with all Christians on “the broad and vital principles of the new and everlasting covenant". "I will esteem and love you, as I do every man, of whatever name, who believes sincerely that Jesus is the Messiah, and hopes in his salvation."

In his debate with Rice, he outlined his goal as the church being truly catholic, having a catholic name, catholic creed, catholic baptism, catholic book and catholic table.

An Australian visitor to Campbell, Henry Hussey, stated that one theme consumed his thinking: Christianity - "its foundation is facts, not theory; its design the conversion of the world; and its great moving principles, faith and love".

One other important emphasis which comes especially from the American movement needs a mention. Not only does the New Testament need to be accepted as the authority for the church, but it also needs to be adequately interpreted. Alexander Campbell provided a set of guidelines for interpreting the Bible (see his Christian System, chapter 2)

•
While the Bible is unlike any other book (it is God's word), it needs to be interpreted like any other book, because God has spoken according to the ordinary meaning of words.

•
Christians need to consider the historical circumstances of a book (who wrote it? to whom? when? why?); and also the kind of writing any passage is (history, poetry, imagery).

•
For figurative language (parables, allegories, poetry), there is need to ascertain the point of resemblance and not go beyond that.

•
The context of any passage within the whole book and within the whole of the Bible must be considered.

•
There is a constant need to come "within the understanding distance".

Campbell and other pioneers also stressed that it is the New Testament that is the basis for the church: the Old Testament points to Christ, but it is Christ who is the final and complete revelation of God. Campbell's guidelines have not always been heeded - but rightly interpreting the Scriptures is part of the approach of Churches of Christ.

(2)
In the UK the approach was similar but different. Our pioneers there were part of a (relatively small) wider movement of Christians who believed that the essentials of Christianity were being lost in human-based ceremonies and in disputes about doctrines and practices. The only way to overcome this, they concluded, was to return to what was given in the New Testament. They spoke often about "restoring the New Testament church" (also a phrase frequently used in Australian Churches of Christ). The British pioneers did not speak as much as the Americans about unity. Where they mentioned it, they tended to see unity as being expressed when everyone came to really understand the New Testament (ie as they did). From this British background, our Australian pioneers called themselves the Restoration Movement.

In summary: Through their British and American roots, Australian Churches of Christ received two strands -

1
restoration of New Testament Christianity; and

2
Christian unity, 

but there were different ways these two strands were related.

For various reasons many within Australian Churches of Christ have emphasised the first and under-stressed or ignored the second.

A further summary can be given in terms of several "slogans" which were used to express their convictions. (These were frequently used in earlier days in Australian Churches of Christ and are still quoted by some.)

· "No creed but Christ"
This indicates that the essence of Christianity is commitment to the person of Christ. Churches of Christ have no official statements of doctrine to which a member must subscribe. This needs to be understood, however, in relation to the second statement. (In recent years a few congregations have moved away from this and have issued statements about what a person needs to believe to become a part of that congregation.)

· “No book but the Bible"
The church determines its faith and life according to the revelation of God recorded in Scripture, supremely in the revelation of Jesus Christ as expressed in the New Testament.

· "Where the Bible speaks we speak, and where the Bible is silent we are silent"
This slogan can be linked to the previous one, but with the added dimension that Christians are not "required" to believe or practice what is not clearly stated in Scripture. (As we shall see, the slogan was interpreted by some in a narrower way to mean that the contemporary church can practise only what was reported in the New Testament church eg organs or Sunday Schools can't have a place.)

· "In essentials - unity; in non-essentials liberty; in all things love"
On the one hand, this reinforces the point that Scripture makes clear what the essentials are and these unite us.

On the other hand, we do not divide because of differences of interpretation of Scripture and of differences of understandings about how to put the principles of Scripture into practice. What we seek is commitment by God's people to the revealed Christ and to the Spirit of love. (This "slogan" requires that there be discussion and agreement on what are essentials and what are not. In practice some congregations and members have not accepted some differences of interpretation or practice because they have seen them as in the realm of "essentials". )

· "We are Christians only, not the only Christians"
Churches of Christ do not claim that we are "The Church", only that we are a Movement within the church. We gladly affirm other Christians and seek to express our oneness in Christ with them. (In the past some within Churches of Christ have ignored this dimension and made exclusive claims. This is not very prevalent now, although some still do not express in their attitudes and practices the conviction underlying this "slogan".)

3
American Divisions

Regrettably our American churches divided into three streams. While personalities were involved, one of the main reasons for the divisions was difference about the way restoration and unity were understood and related to each other.

The first division came about mainly because some were interpreting the slogan "Where the Bible is silent we are silent" to mean that the modern church could not introduce anything not mentioned in the New Testament. The key issue was the use of an organ in worship. The Church of Christ (a cappella, or non-instrumental) decided that they could not stay linked to those congregations that were introducing what they regarded as non-Biblical innovations.


[The use of an organ was an issue for a while in Australia, as were Sunday Schools and Christian Endeavour Societies, but over a period of years our churches decided against a narrow interpretation of "restoration".]

The second division came about because some believed that many congregations were interpreting the Bible in a way that was not strict enough; because they opposed the development of a Conference structure; and because they opposed close relationships with other Christian communions.


[In Australia our churches early on agreed that it was important for cooperation to have a Conference structure, but with Conference having no authority over the local congregations except as a congregation determined. Differences have occurred about the interpretation of what is involved in "restoration" and about relationships with other Christian communions, but in Australia this has not led to a formal division.]

This potted history is a reminder of two points.

•
First, agreement that the New Testament is the authority for the church does not automatically lead to consensus about essentials, let alone non-essentials, and does not guarantee the exercise of love.

•
Second, it requires maturity to keep in tension the various key dimensions of the church so that congregations do not move off at a tangent.

PART B - THE BASIS FOR MAKING DECISIONS

Understanding this is fundamental, because we are then able to work through to conclusions about all issues on which the church needs to make a decision, rather than appeal to a tradition (including a Churches of Christ tradition).

It is not claimed that Churches of Christ are unique in our approach. In this, as with so many other matters, we share much in common with other Christian streams.

1 God is the authority for the church. It is not “our” church, it is His.

2 God revealed Himself supremely and finally in Jesus the Christ.

3 Knowledge of this revelation is available to us now in the inspired Scriptures. He may reveal Himself in other ways (eg through nature and through direct activity of His Spirit), but any claim concerning such revelation must be consistent with and be judged by Scripture.

4 The New Testament is the basis for the life of the Christian church. The Old Testament is inspired and points us to Christ, but it is a partial revelation and must always be checked against the final revelation in Christ. Anything in the Old Testament that is not in accordance with Christ is not God's word for the church today. (Matt 5:21ff; Mark 7:19; John 4:20-24; Acts 1:6-8; 2 Cor 3:6-11; Gal 3:24; Hebrews 8:7ff are important passages about this point.)

[Some evangelical Christians do not make this distinction between the covenants. On the other hand, some within our Movement have made too much of the distinction with such slogans as "the Old Testament is a way of law but the New Testament is a way of grace". What is needed is a mature approach that does justice to all the biblical passages.]

5 The Bible needs to be "rightly interpreted". It is not a book of isolated texts but a series of books that need to be understood in context.

The Hebrew basis for words and ideas also needs to be understood. It is wrong to read modern understanding of words and thought patterns into "ancient oriental literature".

[Unfortunately some evangelicals with a high view of Scripture ignore these important facts.]

We need also to remember that verse and chapter divisions were not part of the original writings. (Paul would never have understood someone quoting eg 1 Cor 14:33-34 without having read all that preceded that statement, including 11:5)

We need to keep in mind also that the people to whom these books were written listened to rather than read the text: that helps us focus on the overall progression of thought.

6
To determine what are the essentials of the faith and of practice we need to take into account "the consensus of consecrated Christian scholarship". This does not imply that "ordinary Christians" cannot understand what God is saying through the Bible, but it does warn that we need to beware of taking positions that are not supported by those who have particular skills in interpreting the Bible. None of us comes to the Bible with a blank mind, for we all have pre-dispositions through personality, experience and our overall theological stance. Thus we need to check out that our conclusion is not an individualistic reading of the text.

[This approach, by the way, is the reason why Churches of Christ practise the immersion (baptism) of believers. The consensus of biblical scholars is that baptism in the New Testament was the immersion of a repentant believer, while it is not a consensus that infants were baptised or that sprinkling or pouring was involved. Our pioneers freely used this consensus, quoting Luther, Wesley, early church fathers and contemporary (non-Church of Christ) scholars to support their arguments.]

7
We need also to understand the New Testament in its living context, that is within the church. The church is not a barrier to faithfulness: it is part of God's plan. Certainly the church is not the judge of Scripture, but Scripture isn't adequately interpreted if it is separated from its context. 


[Unfortunately many of our pioneers portrayed the NT church as pure, into which error was introduced. We need to recognise that the early church didn't always either recognise or express all the implications of this new radical gospel of Jesus. For instance it took about 1800 years for the church to accept that slavery is contrary to the gospel.]


[Our pioneers also failed to appreciate that the New Testament church exhibited a variety in some aspects of belief and practice.]

8 Finally, we also need to understand the nature of the culture in which we live. Increasingly people are becoming aware that many of the ways we seek to express the Christian faith are greatly influenced by the culture in which we have been brought up. For instance, the Churches of Christ in PNG express their worship and Christian obedience in indigenous ways, at points quite different from in Australia. The same is true for sub-cultures within a country - such as the youth sub-culture.


We are learning that "restoring New Testament Christianity" is a dynamic matter in which there will be many differences. An appreciative knowledge of how other churches both in history and in other contemporary settings see and practice the Christian faith will assist us in not becoming captive to our own culture rather than being obedient to God.

Is this all too complex? No.

Part of the reason for congregations calling trained ministers is that they will be helped to look at depth at the big issues and not run off on tangents or push potted versions that modify the stance of the whole of Scripture. [Hopefully in their training they have been confronted with different points of view (including those that are different from their existing understanding) and with adequate methods for interpreting what the original writers said.]

If we do not do the hard work of considering prayerfully together what the Bible says, we easily fall into the temptation of getting stuck in a position that may have been helpful at one point in time in one congregation and then claiming that this is THE biblical position. All this says something about searching together across congregations (and denominations) rather than drawing together into parties according to those who agree with us.

PART C - DEVELOPMENTS IN WESTERN AUSTRALIA
1 The early years

(1)
During the 1880's Churches of Christ in Australia were experiencing a number of controversies and changes, partly due to the greater influence of the American strand of the Movement. Thus when Churches of Christ began in WA in 1890 it is not surprising that there were conflicting ideas and practices. The following attempts a summary.

(2)
The main issues.

Name -
Generally in Australia we chose to be called "Churches of Christ", although some buildings had "Christian Church" on the outside and they called themselves "Christians". Basically in this we followed British practice: the American preference was "Disciples of Christ" and "Christian". [Note that while a local congregation is called a "Church of Christ", as a Movement we are known as "Churches of Christ", not "Church of Christ", which can be misunderstood as an exclusive claim.]

Baptism was the immersion of a believer "for remission of sins". But note that baptism was seen as both inner and outer: most rejected baptismal regeneration, the claim that immersion in water saves a person.)

Closed communion was practised (ie only immersed believers were offered the bread and wine). This approach was rejected by some in WA, leading at first to great dissension and then to gradual change.

Money was not accepted from those not immersed. (This began to break down when Sunday Schools became popular.)

"Mutual edification" was an integral part of the morning service for "the saints". Any male member was invited to "exhort the brethren" if they had a word from the Lord. From the beginning in WA some wanted the minister to give a "sermon". Others strongly opposed what they regarded as a non-biblical innovation.

"The breaking of bread" was the focus of the morning service ("the central part of the service"), rather than teaching or preaching.

Elders - At first the egalitarian sentiment and small numbers led to virtually no organisation. This meant that prominent individuals exercised considerable influence - this was true in each colony. Some congregations appointed elders but there was division about their role. In the early years only a few congregations in Australia had elderships that really functioned.

Co-operation through a Conference of Churches was not an issue in WA because this question had been decided in the other colonies during the 1860's and 1870's. Each colony opted for a modified version of the British system (not the American which for decades rejected Conferences - some parts of the American Movement continue to reject them). Decisions of Conference were binding on congregations only in so far as the congregation wished that, but in general Conference decisions were regarded as very significant. (The WA Conference was begun in 1898.)

Unity - few emphasised it, with the main thrust being on restoring the primitive purity of the church. On the attitude to those not immersed, there was a greater openness than in Britain (partly because here there was no established church in Australia) but less openness than in many parts of our churches in America. Generally our pioneers believed that where other Christians differed from Churches of Christ they expressed "opinions", whereas Churches of Christ had the truth. Infant baptism was seen as the cause of "the sects" going wrong.

Creeds were opposed completely and not just as tests of fellowship (this followed the British rather than the American approach).

Evangelism (bringing non-believers to faith) was not pursued to any great extent. Increases came through the conversion of believers from "the sects".

(3)
It is important to appreciate that in these (and later) years our WA churches were seen very much as part of the Churches of Christ scene in Australia. (The Nullabor was NOT regarded as a barrier for the churches.) This was partly because of the widely read weekly paper The Australian Christian and books and pamphlets produced by the Austral Printing & Publishing Co (a private company owned by Churches of Christ members). It was also partly due to the movement of people (both members and "evangelists") who brought with them to Western Australia attitudes and ideas prevalent elsewhere in Australia.

There were a number of people who had given leadership elsewhere in Australia (especially in Victoria and South Australia) who moved to Western Australia and gave strong leadership in WA. These included D A Ewers, T J Gore, M W Green, T Hagger, G B Moysey, W B Blakemore, H J Banks and W H Clay - and later W R Hibburt, who was the first WA State Organiser.

(4) The following statement by David Ewers indicates the overall approach and emphases during the first 30 or so years of Churches of Christ throughout Australia.

OUR PLATFORM

We believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the living God, and that this truth was THE CREED of primitive Christianity and the foundation of the first Church – Matt 16:16-18.

We contend that SALVATION from sin is to be found only in the acceptance of Jesus as the personal Saviour – Acts 4:12 – and a loving obedience of His will, and that this will is fully revealed to us in the new Testament, which we accept as our SOLE AND ABSOLUTE AUTHORITY in all matters of faith and practice – 2 Tim 3:16-17.

We therefore instruct all unsaved enquirers TO REPENT AND BE BAPTISED in the name of Jesus Christ unto the remission of sins – Acts 2:38. And when we say “baptised” we mean immersed. We settle this question definitely by an appeal to the Scriptures, which assert that in baptism we are “buried” – Rom 6:4 – and by the Scholarship of all ages, which affirms that the Greek word ‘baptizo’ means to dip or immerse.

We teach that all Christians should “on the first day of the week COME TOGETHER TO BREAK BREAD”, as did the early disciples, in loving commemoration of the great sacrifice of Christ – Acts 20:7.

We advocate the adoption of SCRIPTURAL NAMES for the people of God, as Christian or Disciple of Christ for the individual – Acts 11:26 – and Church of Christ or Church of God for the Assembly – Rom 16:16.

We plead for the UNITY OF CHRISTIANS for which Christ so earnestly prayed, and which can only be attained by the abandonment of all sectarian creeds, names, and usages – John 17:20-21.

We hold that in the Kingdom of God there are no such distinctions as “Clergy” and “Laity”, but that ALL CHRISTIANS ARE PRIESTS unto God – 1 Peter 2:9 – and that while those best qualified should be entirely supported in the ministry of the Word, each disciple according to ability is to preach and teach privately or publicly.
We maintain that in the matter of opinion – matters not distinctly revealed – and in matters of expediency and methods of labour, there should be ENTIRE LIBERTY of expression and practice, providing always that everything is done in subjection to the all-important law of love – 1 Cor 13.

Finally, we affirm that orthodoxy is valuable only as it finds expression in life. No amount of doctrinal soundness in theory or sanctimoniousness in speech can atone for covetousness, laziness, commercial dishonesty, or other sin. We plead for “whatsoever things are TRUE, whatsoever things are HONOURABLE, whatsoever things are JUST, whatsoever things are PURE, whatsoever things are LOVELY, whatsoever things are of GOOD REPORT – Phil 4:8.

2
The Main era
(1)
A R Main was a powerful influence especially during the period 1910-1939. He was the Principal of The College of the Bible (Glen Iris, Victoria) where virtually all our ministers were educated, and he was editor of The Australian Christian.

(2)
His book First Principles was the most studied book after the Bible - and this was true also during the 1940's. A number of his emphases in that book have continued in what can be termed "traditional Churches of Christ thinking" to this day, although, as we shall see, other influences have modified some of his emphases.

The following summarises the points he made in First Principles.

a.
Main stressed the differences between the old and new covenants (pp9-12).

b.
He placed emphasis on the person and work of Christ, particularly in dealing with sin (pp13-25).

c.
The Holy Spirit works on an unbeliever normally through His Word - and not normally by a special quickening, as taught by Calvinists (pp27-30).

d.
Baptism in the Holy Spirit and the miraculous gifts of the Spirit were limited to the apostolic age and we should not lament their loss (pp30-32).

e.
The gift of the Spirit to believers is for understanding the teachings of Christ and for sanctification (pp34-39).

f.
Faith, repentance and making "the good confession" mark the beginning of being saved and they are related to baptism (pp41-53).

g.
The action of baptism is immersion, the subject of baptism is a believer and the significance of baptism "into the name" of the Father, Son and Spirit is related to salvation and to obedience to the teaching of God (pp54-61).

h.
Membership of the church is by faith, repentance, confession and baptism and these lead on to being "Christian" in one's behaviour (pp63-69).

i.
Worship needs to be "in spirit" ("not merely formal") and "in truth", (in harmony with the truth revealed in the Bible). This is expressed each Lord's Day as members break bread, offer prayers and praise, listen to teaching and make contributions to God's work (pp70-75).

j.
Apostles and prophets were part of the ministry of a now gone day. The present ministry is expressed through evangelists and, in the local scene, elders and deacons, although there were references in Scripture to deaconesses, widows and helps (pp75-79).

In hindsight, A R Main helped produce an attitude which equated the contemporary ideas and practices of Churches of Christ with what the Bible said (a blanket conclusion with which Main did NOT agree). While he himself used "a catholic understanding of the Bible", in First Principles he did not explicitly urge this or right methods of interpreting Scripture. A generation of members were not prepared adequately to deal with changes which swept the world with WW2 and after, nor with new questions about faith (eg spiritual gifts) and practice (eg new forms of worship).

(3) 
The older British restorationist approach continued during this period, including the regarding of unimmersed people as probably non-Christians and certainly members of sects. (Main, by contrast, was at the forefront of urging conversations with other Christian communions.)

The key influence here was E C Hinrichsen. He made a tremendous impact in Australia (including WA) - and also Britain - through the tent missions he conducted. Thousands of people made "decisions" under his preaching, most being baptised and joining a local congregation. In a number of localities a small handful of members grew into a thriving congregation. A number of preachers modelled themselves on his manner and message. His successes reinforced attitudes that were different from the more open approaches which were emerging at the end of the Main era.

Hinrichsen was strongly pre-millennialist concerning the Return of Christ and he and others seemed to make this a test of orthodoxy (compare the earlier treatment of such issues as matters of opinion).

Hinrichsen strongly expressed a revivalist approach and this linked with the growing use of Alexander and Sankey hymn books by local congregations (as well as a number of hymns from those sources being included in the Churches of Christ hymn book).

(4)
While there were some differences, a basic uniformity continued during this period.

One expression of this was the morning service that, in spite of minor differences, was virtually the same from one side of Australia to the other, including the words used to introduce aspects of the worship.

There was a similar uniformity with gospel services on Sunday nights. Sunday Schools met Sunday afternoons, with anniversaries and picnics great annual events. Mid-week meetings for Bible study and prayer were held on Wednesday evenings. Youth work was undertaken through Christian Endeavour societies. For many these features became the essence of being “New Testament Christians”.

4 More recent developments

(1)
Fundamentalist literature from the USA reinforced the conservative restorationist attitudes. Ironically, fundamentalism differs markedly from some major understandings of Churches of Christ - especially that Biblical texts are to be read in their context and interpreted according to ordinary rules for understanding any literature and that there is a distinction between the Old and New Covenants.

In addition, not all fundamentalists are immersionists, so fundamentalism often ignores the importance of baptism in the New Testament.

Those within Churches of Christ who have responded to the stress of the Campbells that the New Testament calls for the expression of a "visible unity" of the church also see fundamentalism as contrary to the teaching and spirit of "our Movement".

Others, on the contrary, see it as saving the Movement from liberal heresy (even though there has in fact been very little "theological liberalism" of the USA kind within Australian Churches of Christ).

(2)
The establishment in the late 1940's by the NSW Conference of the Woolwich Bible College (later the Churches of Christ in NSW Theological College located at Carlingford and now part of the Australian College of Ministries) clearly reflected the opposition by Hinrichsen and others to what they perceived to be the "liberalism" of the federal college (then The College of the Bible and now the Churches of Christ Theological College - Mulgrave). Some in WA supported Woolwich from its inception, but support increased when Dr Elliott joined the faculty - he later became Principal. Many ministers from Woolwich reinforced the more conservative restorationism.

The Queensland Conference in the late 1960's established a third college, Kenmore Christian College (now also part of the Australian College of Ministries). This was avowedly conservative and anti-ecumenical. Some in WA have supported Kenmore.

Over the years graduates from the three colleges have been and are ministering in WA. Tensions between the Colleges have been fostered by some supporters of each college and this has made difficult a sense of unity among Churches of Christ in WA. Others have deliberately sought to draw together people from different backgrounds and training.

(3)
Non-denominational movements (eg Keswick Convention and Bible Institutes) also had a major influence on our WA churches. A number have equated the plea of Churches of Christ with this kind of evangelicalism, whereas at similar points to those mentioned under fundamentalism there are some significant differences. Graduates of non-Church of Christ colleges have become ministers and some of these do not seem to have understood the heritage of Churches of Christ.

(4)
Membership of Councils of Churches became an issue that divided people in WA. The debate suggested that, while there were other factors, some do not see (visible) unity as part of our plea, but that our plea is solely restorationism. [Interestingly the evangelical Lausanne Movement has been grappling with many of the issues that were the cause of much opposition to Councils of Churches during the 1960's and 1970's.]

(5)
The big changes of the past 35-40 years have caused many tensions in our churches. Many traditional Churches of Christ people found the charismatic movement and the use of contemporary music very difficult issues. They have also found it difficult that many of the newer members of our congregations, and some ministers, show little or no commitment to our Conference work or to our heritage.

Another related change is that increasingly people are reflecting the individualistic culture of the day in having no sense of being linked with the rest of Australian Churches of Christ.  Some regard our churches elsewhere as being not just different but suspect.

(6)
A number of factors (eg the charismatic and church growth movements and especially the involvement of Christians from many backgrounds in local congregations) have made many in Churches of Christ more aware of our relationship with other Christians. Some of the former prejudices are being broken down. In some congregations real attempts are being made to express a unity with other Christians.

It is the conviction of the writer of these notes that the witness of Churches of Christ has contemporary relevance as the church deals with the changing scene.

PART D - SOME KEY ISSUES FOR CHURCHES OF CHRIST

These notes do little more than suggest a few directions. What we need to do is to understand the consensus of Christian scholarship and then to seek to know God's will for our situation.

1 The basis for our faith and life

Our pioneers were sure that the Christian faith rests on commitment to Jesus the Messiah (eg Barton Warren Stone).

The key verse for them was the confession of Peter in Matthew 16:16 - "You are the Christ, the Son of the living God." On this confession the church is built. The context makes it clear that this is a commitment to the person of Christ, rather than primarily an intellectual assent (although clearly we need to understand something about who Jesus is).

A R Main and others referred to Romans 10:9, 1 Cor 12:3, Acts 2:36, but they did not conclude that the confession "Jesus is Lord" is basic. (Strangely they did not refer to Phil 2:11.)

Recent scholarship is unanimous that "Jesus is Lord" is the basis for Christian faith and life. This maintains the right emphasis on who Jesus is and that faith is primarily an obedient relationship with him. "Faith" basically is trust and faithfulness, not intellectual assent (doctrinal belief), helpful though that is. Becoming a Christian does involve receiving salvation as a free gift from God, but it also involves a commitment to the person of Christ, a linking with Him as He undertakes His mission. In becoming a Christian a person becomes a disciple (Matt 28:19-20).

Emphasis on trust and faithfulness to the person of Jesus HAS been part of our approach, but recent practice has produced another emphasis. The commonly used confession of faith ("I accept Jesus as my personal Saviour") expresses a crucial truth (see 1 Timothy 1:15 and many other references), but interestingly the New Testament does not report this as the basic confession for a Christian.

One problem in using this confession (that Jesus is Saviour) without reference to him being "Lord" is that many interpret becoming a Christian as solely something a person receives, whereas it is a commitment to Christ and His lifestyle. [Another problem with the popular confession is that "personal Saviour" is seen by many in individualistic terms, whereas commitment to Jesus as Lord involves the whole of life not just for the individual but also for our relationships and treatment of the whole of God's creation.]

Related to this issue has been the stress on making "the good confession", which came to be something done in church (often "coming to the front during the singing of a hymn"). There is great value in declaring one's faith in the presence of Christians, but the context of the phrase in 1 Tim 6:12-13 is about the way one lives in the midst of a hostile world. This actually links with the confession of Peter, for Jesus states plainly that to follow him involves "denying oneself and taking up a cross DAILY" (Luke 9:23).

These comments are not playing with words. It is about helping people to understand what the Bible means by faith and what is involved in becoming a Christian. What the church should be stating is the clear emphasis of Scripture, not a traditional approach that has been modified to become one-sided.

While we can't determine how and when a person makes a response to God, our responsibility is to help the person know something about the fundamental facts of the gospel (eg 1 Cor 15:1-4) so that they then ask "What shall we do? (Acts 2:37) or "What is to prevent me being baptised?" (Acts 8:36). But note that in both these instances the context is declaration about who Jesus is.

2 The plea of Churches of Christ

(1) A number of understandings of our "plea" or "witness" have emerged during our history.
a.
restoration of New Testament Christianity (or the New Testament church);

b.
reformation of the church on the basis of the New Testament;

c.
unity of all Christians through the reformation/restoration of New Testament Christianity.
d.
a combination of the above, such as these words from the British leader James Gray:

"The purpose of God in Christ was to save the world - hence the imperative of evangelism.


The divisions of Christendom were the gravest of all hindrances to the effective evangelisation of the world - hence the imperative of Christian union.


The divisions of Christendom could only be healed by a return to the simple essentials of New Testament Christianity - hence the plea for the restoration of these essentials."

(2) What does "restoration" mean?
It does not mean restoring the church as if the church ceased to exist until Churches of Christ were formed.

It does mean ordering the life of the church according to the clear revelation of God in Christ as revealed in the New Testament.

In that sense it is a re-formation of the church.

It does not mean just getting structures right. Rather, it means being obedient in the whole of life to the Lord of the church.

It does not mean establishing an unchanging blueprint for all times. Rather, it is expressing the mind of Christ anew in every age and culture.

It does not mean a uniformity across the church in any one time, although there will be a number of aspects of faith which are so basic that they will characterise the faith and life of the church across cultures.

(3) What does "unity" or "union" mean?

Alexander Campbell was correct when he asserted that the Bible knows nothing of an "invisible church". (This was the invention of people post-Reformation to try to deal both with the Biblical imperative of unity and the new fact of competing churches.)

John 17 makes it quite clear that the unity for which Jesus prayed was a visible unity - "that the world may believe". This links with his words that "those who have seen him have seen the Father.

There are invisible aspects to our relationship with God and with each other in the church, but for the church to be visibly divided is as self-defeating as members of an abstinence society being habitually drunk.

From Jesus' prayer and Paul's question in 1 Cor 1:13, our pioneers concluded that "division is sin". (Paul asked: "Is Christ divided?" and the form of the question in Greek requires the answer "No". Paul then went on to state that anyone who fosters division is condemned - 3:17).

To those who say that people aren't interested in unity, the inspired words of Paul in Ephes 4:2 are relevant - "Spare no effort to express the unity that is God's gift to you".

To repeat the words of Thomas Campbell: "The church of Christ on earth is essentially, intentionally and constitutionally one".

Ways in which this unity should be expressed is a matter for joint consideration.

* The basis is obedience to Christ in all essentials, according to the Scriptures.

* This involves gladly acknowledging all who seek to be obedient to Jesus as Lord.

* It will surely include doing a lot of "walking together" (to use a phrase of W Hibburt).

* It can involve doing together all those things which in conscience we can do together.

* And allow God to change us. It is His church.

3 That the world may believe

Unless evangelism and other means of witness are to the fore, our "plea", however defined, bears little relationship with the New Testament.

In this as in other areas, Churches of Christ seek to understand and follow the consensus of Christian scholarship and then seek the guidance of the Holy Spirit to apply that consensus to contemporary situations.

The foundations for evangelism in the New Testament seem to be:

(1) the strong conviction that in Jesus God has altered the situation, by triumphing over all the powers opposed to Him, by forgiving people their sins and by breaking down walls which separate people from each other (see 1 Cor 15: 3-5; 2 Cor 5: 17-21; Ephesians 2: 4-18; Colossians 2: 13-15);

(2) the quality of life of believers (“eternal life” or "life of the quality of the Eternal One") which leads others to regard them with favour (see Acts 2:47; Philippians 2:14-16; Colossians 4: 5-6; 1 Peter 3: 1-2);

(3) telling people what God has done in Christ (see the various examples of evangelism in Acts, eg 2: 14-36; 4: 8-13, 33);

(4) the Holy Spirit is always reaching out to people before we go and He is the One who brings people to conviction (see John 16: 7-11).

Several emphases of our pioneers continue to be important because they are strongly biblical.

(1) They stressed that people, having heard the gospel, are able to respond to God. "Whoever will may come" was their statement, over against the calvinists who said that, because all are predestined by God either for salvation or rejection, one has to wait for God to quicken them with His Spirit.

(2) The way to respond is set out clearly in Acts 2:38. An early American evangelist, Walter Scott, summarised this in his "five finger exercise", which we can state as:


• people should repent, and


• believe on the Lord Jesus Christ.


• they should be baptised (literally "have oneself baptised" – baptism is both what God does and what people do)


• what God promises to do is that He will provide remission of sins and


• the gift of the Holy Spirit (or eternal life).

[Unfortunately later generations modified this summary to include "confession", meant as a public confession in a church service, and deleted the reference to remission/ forgiveness.]

(3) The Holy Spirit works supremely through His Word (see John 14:26 and many references in Acts). This is the reason why many of our pioneers rarely used people’s experience of God as a major means of evangelism.

(4) The visible unity of the church is an important dimension in evangelism, as the prayer of Jesus in John 17:20-21 indicates.

How these and other NT emphases are put into practice will vary somewhat from generation to generation and from culture to culture, but the basics must be maintained. To modify the basic content and approach may well involve modifying the gospel. (Examples of such modification are (1) when people are just asked to pray a prayer (and nothing more) and (2) when they are promised all kinds of good things like health and happiness and are not called to take up a cross daily and follow Christ.

4 Baptism

We need to place the emphasis where the New Testament does and not just on those aspects (important though they are) which we believe some Christians have not understood or practise.

We need also to talk about both the inner and outer dimensions of baptism. Unfortunately many within Churches of Christ do not speak of baptism as Alexander Campbell did. In 1837 he declared: "None of our brethren regard baptism as only outward". There is a combination of the outward submersion of the body in water and the inward submersion of the mind and heart into Christ. At a number of points Campbell said that, while the New Testament keeps both aspects together, if some people have the inner but not the outer dimension and others have the outer and not the inner, it is clear that the former is to be preferred. (See his Lunenberg Letter, quoted in Williams pp96-97). 1 Peter 3:21-22 clearly says that the inner dimension is the more important. But the New Testament assumes that both the inner and the outer are to be kept together.

The NT emphasises the meaning of baptism (most of the references in fact are directed to those who are already Christian).

(1) Baptism involves linking the believer with the death and resurrection of Jesus (the symbolism of baptism points people to this inner reality of what God has done and is doing). See Romans 6:4 & Colossians 2:12.

(2) Baptism involves a commitment to live the new life expressed in Christ. (Martin Luther when confronted by temptation would say to himself: "I am baptised”. Note that it was NOT "I was baptised" but "I am baptised” – the same way as we say "I am married" and not "I was married"). Baptism commits one to live a certain kind of life. It also means that we live in the power of the Holy Spirit, having been baptised by Jesus with "the Holy Spirit and with fire" as John the Baptist foretold. We need to note the language of Rom 6:4 and Col 3:5-14 – “put to death”, “put off”, “put on” and “clothe yourselves” are all references to baptism. (See also Luke 3:16 & Acts 2:38.)

(3) In baptism God joins the believer to the body of Christ. Membership of the church is not an optional extra, it is an integral part of one's baptism (1 Cor 12:13).

(4) Baptism commits the believer to a ministry to people according to the ministry of Christ. His death and resurrection was a part of God's overall mission to bring everyone and everything into a harmony with Him (Col 2:6-12, Ephes 1:10). When these dimensions of baptism are understood and expressed, we are confessing Jesus as Lord - and then we'll be involved in His ministry - as set out in point 5 below.

To summarise: the consensus of Biblical scholars is that baptism in the New Testament

(1) involved only those who confessed that Jesus is Lord; and

(2) was expressed outwardly in immersion.

That is the reason why Churches of Christ teach and follow those practices.

[The biblical evidence for this is set out in Williams pp61-69 and in many other books and leaflets.]

5 Ministry

There are so many aspects of ministry that it is easy to pick and choose some aspects. What is needed is that we are determined by the whole of the New Testament.

Our history should warn us to be careful about concentrating on organisational aspects. We have spend much time teaching about aspects which, while important in their own way, are not central to ministry - eg appointment of elders, deacons, deaconesses etc; whether we should have "ministers"; and ordination. Also, many have equated "mutual ministry" with "presiding at the Lord's Table" (as long as you’re a man!) rather than being involved together in the overall ministry of Christ.

Some suggestions about important passages concerning the nature and scope of ministry:

· John 20:21 ("In the same way as the Father has sent me, so I send you.") The church's ministry is to be determined by the ministry of Jesus. (This does not include of course what He alone could do - His life-giving death. It may also not include some of His signs intended to help people understand that He was the Messiah - a big topic that requires careful consideration.)

· Luke 4:18-19 – Jesus’ statement about His ministry.

· Ephesians 1: 9-10; 3:10-11; 4: 7-13

· Philippians 2:1-8. This passage about the manner of Jesus' ministry is critical, especially in this day when many Christians are emphasising "power". Linked with this passage is Luke 22:24-30 and 1 Peter 5:1-3.

There is emerging a reasonable consensus that the purposes of the church's ministry can be summarised under five headings (the wording may vary of course).

(1)
Worshipping God together 

(2)
Loving and serving people

(3)
Witnessing and sharing the good news

(4)
Being a community of love

(5)
Growing in Christ likeness and maturity

God grants graces or gifts to His people so that ministry can be undertaken by the church.

(1) These gifts are distributed among His people so that every member is a minister.

(2) Some gifts are given to leaders who are to be shepherds, with the function to enable the people of God to be effective in their ministries (Ephesians 4:11-13).

(3) Other gifts are given to some who can be "helps" for others (especially leaders) in their ministries. [We need to recognise that our traditional identification of these as "deacons" led to a narrowing of this “helping” to looking after the property and church finances. In Romans 15:8 Jesus is referred to as a "deacon" (ie one who serves) and in Acts such "helps" were involved in feeding the hungry, teaching hungry minds, prayer, giving to Christians in need elsewhere, evangelism, being Christlike in the face of suffering etc.]

(4) Some are called to be representatives of the whole church in a local setting - those whom we call "ministers", even though that term tends to cut across the fact that all of us are ministers. See 1 Timothy 4: 6, 11-16.

6 Worship and the Lord’s Supper

Our pioneers were clear that when believers came together for worship, it was to "break bread" (Acts 2:42).

They were convinced that the New Testament spoke of the weekly observance of the Lord's Supper, although the evidence for this is minimal (Acts 20:7 and perhaps 1 Cor 11:20). They felt supported by extra-biblical evidence and "catholic" practice (Roman Catholics, Orthodox and Anglicans from their beginnings all practise weekly communion).

There is nothing in the New Testament which indicates who is to "preside". Our pioneers’ stress on "mutual ministry" and their rejection of "clericalism" meant that members were chosen to preside. Some sections of our churches limited this normally to the elders, others to selected males, while others again moved towards including all or many male members (seen by some as a "right"). In more recent times some congregations have made no distinction between male and female members who show that they have the necessary gifts for the leadership of worship.

In recent decades worship styles have changed, with the person who leads the "communion segment" being someone different from the one who is the "worship leader". This has reinforced a tendency to regard the Lord's Supper in isolation from the whole of the worship. There is nothing in the New Testament which directly indicates the content of a "communion service", although there are a number of pointers about what is involved in worship. The "catholic" experience of the church, however, should be noticed. It strongly suggests that the service as a whole should include such things as prayers (including adoration, confession, thanksgiving and intercession), Scripture, the unfailing use of the words of institution and, usually, a declaration of the faith in some form. This strongly suggests that in our modern practice Churches of Christ need to give serious attention to helping worshippers experience the full range of worship and to helping worship leaders know how to assist in this.

The meaning of the Lord's Supper is crucial. In our history the greatest emphasis has been on reflecting on the death of Jesus and using the time for quiet personal meditation (both valuable activities to be encouraged). The New Testament, however, provides a much richer understanding of the Lord's Supper.

(1) Our current way of "remembering" is often an individualistic one related to our feelings. This is quite different from the Hebrew understanding of the word Jesus used. For people in Jesus' day, to "remember" was to allow a past event to determine who you are and what you do in the present. (Consider the meaning of remembrance in the Passover meal.)

(2) This links with the covenantal dimension of the Supper. The covenant God made was with His people and while there are differences in the new covenant (being a Christian requires the commitment of the person), the community dimension is still present.

[A question: when was the last time in your congregation that the context of Paul's words about the Lord's Supper in 1 Cor 11 was given prominence (and not just the reporting of Jesus' words)? Paul criticised the Corinthian church for sharing in a "supper" which was "not characterised by the presence of the Lord" (the Greek is more than the basic phrase "the Lord's Supper"). Why? Because they failed to discern "the body", that is, the way this supper linked them with care for others in the Body. This was the reason they were unworthy and had to examine themselves. (The background was that they were making social distinctions of a nature contrary to the gospel of Christ.)]

(3) The biblical emphasis is on the nature of the person (Christ) who died and the fact that this was an act of God in forgiveness. [In contrast, often presidents seem to emphasise the suffering – which of course is a part of the message, but is rarely stressed by NT writers.]

(4) The biblical accounts stress the actions (eg "took and break") and the symbolism of those actions.

[For health reasons and quickness of serving people, many of our churches have done away with this symbolism. How many actually break the bread so that the thought of "the one loaf" in 1 Cor 10:17 is portrayed?] In earlier years churches of Christ decided to change from "one cup" because of health concerns, but do we adequately maintain that symbolism of unity by other symbolism? Some attempt to do this by having all drinking at the same time, but often the intention of that symbolism is not made clear.

To what extent is there symbolic expression of our union with all God's people?

(5) Also there seems to be a growing trend of not using Jesus' words in instituting the Lord's Supper. The symbolism is assumed rather than declared. New Christians, children and seekers are then not helped to understand what is happening.

(6) 1 Cor 10:16 describes the cup and loaf in terms of "participation in" the blood and body of Christ. Is this understanding often expressed?

(7) Is it enough to leave prayer of confession to individuals in their private meditation (which may or may not happen)? Should not there be both corporate expression of confession and a corporate declaration that God forgives all those who truly repent?

All in all, while there are many valuable aspects in our practices of communion, this may be an aspect where we need to consider how much we are determined by tradition rather than by biblical truths.
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