
 The First Century Church -  

 The Unity of the Church 
 
 
Introduction:  An outstanding characteristic of the early church was its unity.  It was Christ's intention that 
the church be one, not divided into competing, opposing sects or denominations.  Division makes it hard 
for people to believe in Christ or receive his teachings, but unity and love in the church demonstrate the 
gospel.  If we love Christ, we will hate division in his body and do all we can to prevent it. 
 
 
1. Jesus established one church, his body, and intended that the church remain one - Matthew 16:18; 

Ephesians 1:22, 23; 4:4. 
 

A. Jesus, the apostles, and New Testament writers all speak of one church and never of 
denominations.  The "branches" in Jesus' parable in John 15:5 are not denominations but 
individual Christians.  When the New Testament mentions "churches", as in Galatians 1:2, it 
is not speaking of denominations but of local congregations of the one universal church. 

 
B. Jesus and the apostles prayed and taught that the church be united - John 17:11, 20, 21; 

10:16; 1 Corinthians 1:10-13; Ephesians 4:1-3; Philippians 2:14-16. 
 

C. Causing division is a grievous sin. 
 

1) God hates the sowing of discord.  God unites but Satan divides - Proverbs 6:16-19. 
 

2) Division and the attitudes and actions that go with it are sinful works of the flesh which 
will bar those guilty of them from the kingdom of God - Galatians 5:19-21.  About half 
the sins listed in that passage are present when churches divide. 

 
3) Those who divide the church are to be put out of the fellowship and avoided - Romans 

16:17,18;  Titus 3:10,11. 
 

D. Every person who has been "born of water and the Spirit" is a brother or sister in the family 
and kingdom of God - John 3:3-5. 

 
1) Every such person is added by God himself to the church - Acts 2:38, 41, and 47. 

 
2) Obviously only God can know the full extent of the church and the total number of 

those who are his - 2 Timothy 2:19; 1 Samuel 16:7; Romans 2:28, 29.  The 
membership of the "invisible church" extends far beyond those whom any individual 
Christian knows or works with - Luke 9:49, 50.  At the same time, there are many who 
appear to serve Christ who are not really his - Matthew 7:21-23; Matthew 22:14.  Only 
God sees inside hearts. 

 
3) There are cases where the scriptures command us to break fellowship with a person, 

but to reject a person on any lesser ground is to risk rejecting our Father also - 1 John 
4:20,21;  Matthew 5:23,24;  Luke 15:25-32. 

 
 
2. Root causes of division: 
 

A. The carnal or fleshly mind with its selfishness, jealousy, pride and promotion of self at the 
expense of Christ and others - 1 Corinthians 3:1-4;  Galatians 5:19-26. 

 
1) The carnal person always has to be the greatest and to have his rights - Luke 22:24-

26.  He resents anyone who stands in the way of his selfish ambitions or infringes on 
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his rights, and will only work in unity with those who do not.  He cannot become a 
humble servant of others because he has not "made himself nothing" or crucified self 
after Christ's example - Philippians 2:5-11;  Romans 15:1-3;  Matthew 16:24,25.  The 
carnal Christian will often divide the church so he can have prominence or leadership, 
or because he is too concerned with how others have treated him.  The carnal 
Christian will always rationalize some other cause for his divisive behavior, but his 
carnal spirit is the real root. 

 
2) Many divisions which appear to be over doctrine or wrongdoing really have carnal 

selfishness or a struggle for power as their root cause.  If the Spirit of Christ had 
motivated those on both sides, the surface causes would have been solved and unity 
preserved. 

 
3) The carnally minded person wants all unity to be visible and organic (compare Mark 

9:38-41), and will make judgments beyond scriptural foundation in order to define the 
church's limits visibly.  He is often unwilling to leave some judgments to God which 
ought to be left to God - Romans 14:4 

 
B. Substitution of human authority and teaching for that of God. 

 
1) This is a form of rebellion, and Jesus said it makes our worship useless - Matthew 

15:8, 9. 
 

2) The word of God is one authority for all people, but human creeds and traditional 
interpretations are many and conflicting.  As long as creeds (written or unwritten) are 
made equal with the Bible in authority, and as long as creeds and traditions, rather 
than scripture, are allowed to determine who is in and who is out, divisions are 
perpetuated. 

 
3) Church leaders such as popes and councils do not have the right to make rules of faith 

for the church.  It is the work of the church to obey Christ's commandments, not to 
legislate. 

 
C. Making other things more important than the crucified Christ. 

 
1) The Corinthian were dividing because each party elevated its favorite church leader 

more than Christ -1 Corinthians 1:10-13; 3:1-9.  Following Christ, they had been one; 
following teachers, they could have as many divisions as there were favorite teachers. 

 
2) By the same principle, we could divide from others by elevating a particular name, 

location, custom, method, opinion, interpretation, program, publication, etc., as our 
standard of loyalty rather than Christ. 

 
 
3. How we can overcome division and have unity in Christ 
 

A. Unity is of the Spirit - Ephesians 4:1-3. 
 

1) It is the nature and function of God's Spirit to create fellowship - 2 Corinthians 13:14.  
Those filled with God=s spirit long for unity with other believers. 

 
2) The attitudes produced in us as fruit of the Spirit make unity possible - Ephesians 4:1-

3; Galatians 5:22, 23. 
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3) The Spirit enables us to "put to death" the sinful and divisive actions of the fleshly or 
carnal nature - Romans 8:13. 

 
4) It follows that we can find unity by seeking and being filled with the Holy Spirit - 

Ephesians 5:18; Luke 11:13. 
 

B. We can come together by following the same authority, God's word, and abandoning human 
authorities such as traditions, creeds, councils, "modern revelations" or earthly heads of the 
church. 

 
1) The scriptures are God's word and they are all-sufficient to guide God's work - 2 

Timothy 3:16, 17. 
 

2) The faith was revealed "once for all" and completely in the time of the apostles, and 
any modern "revelation" of other "saving truth" is both false and divisive - Jude 3; 
Galatians 1:8, 9. 

 
3) Every local congregation of the church, under Christ, can be guided by the scriptures 

alone and test every teaching or suggestion by them - Acts 17:11; 1 John 4:1-3; 1 
Thessalonians 5:21. 

 
C. We can unite by accepting as brothers and sisters all who have been "born of the water and 

the Spirit" and are under the same Lordship of Christ.  We must accept whomever Christ has 
accepted – Romans 15:7. 

 
D. We can unite by exalting Christ in our loyalty above our loyalty to a favorite preacher, 

publication, name, location, tradition, interpretation, method, etc. 
 

E. We can unite by requiring uniformity only on basic doctrinal principles, while allowing for 
honest difference of judgment and interpretation on matters less central and less clearly 
revealed. 

 
1) We must recognize the existence of some doctrinal truths so basic that the church 

could not exist without them.  The problem is deciding which truths are this basic and 
essential.  Our personal lists might differ, but Paul has given us an inspired list in 
Ephesians 4:4-6; compare 1 Corinthians 15:3-8. 

 
2) We must equally recognize the inability of sinful and imperfect human beings, different 

in maturity, background and experience, to ever agree perfectly in their interpretation 
of doctrinal matters that are less central, less clearly explained, and more subject to 
the judgment of the interpreter.  Paul guides us in the handling of such “disputable” 
matters in Romans 14:1-23; 15:1-7; 16:17, 18.  We are not to form separate sects 
because of such differences, and we sin against the body of Christ if we do. 

 
Where there is a difference in interpretation, the person on the more liberal side 
usually views the difference as a matter of opinion, while the person on the 
conservative side sees it as a matter of God's clearly revealed will.  Undoubtedly the 
vegetable-eater and the keeper of feast days in Romans 14 felt they were obeying 
God's revealed laws.  But Paul still expected them to work together with those who 
saw no law there, leaving the judgment up to God, and to recognize room for honest 
difference of judgment on these matters. 

 
If we are to apply the principle of Romans 14, we must have the humility, courage and 
realism to admit that some of the less central matters that we see as law might 
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nevertheless be subject to various judgment by honest believers.  And we must be 
willing to receive each other in spite of "imperfections" (as we view it) just as Christ 
receives us - Romans 15:7.  Unity will only come when we love unity for Christ's sake 
more than proving our own rightness in all matters.  There are many matters that can 
be left to God's judgment while we get on with obeying Christ in what we all know he 
wants.  Of course every person must carefully obey his own conscience as far as his 
own life is concerned, though he does not bind his conscience on others. 

 
 
Conclusion:  During World War II when the nation was conserving fuel and materials, many cars had a 
window sticker which asked, "Is this trip necessary?"  We are at war spiritually with survival at stake.  We 
need to ask ourselves, "Is this division necessary?"  Can we afford the weakness and hindrance to the 
gospel brought on by division?  We must never value unity more than essential doctrinal truths.  But to 
create unnecessary division by requiring a uniformity beyond the basics expressed in God's word is a sin 
against the prayer and will of Christ for the church.  Keeping a soul from Christ because of unnecessary 
division is far more dangerous than extending fellowship to a brother with whom we differ in a matter of 
doctrinal judgment.  Christ has condemned the former (Luke 17:1, 2) and has commanded the latter 
(Romans 14, 15). 
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