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A HISTORICAL STUDY 

OF 

THE DOCTRINE OF THE NATURE OF THE CHURCH 

AS RELATED TO 

TWENTIETH CENTURY MOVEMENTS 

TOWARD CHURCH UNITY 

CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

A. The Statement of the subject 

The twentieth century will perhaps be known a.s 

the great century of Christian union. The Church is face 

to face with a new paganism which threatens the basic ele­

ments of all communions. So long as the conflicts were 

within the Church, disunion and separatism W6Ee the ac­

cepted and seemingly desired condition of the churches. 

But when the conflict is with forces without the Church, 

as in this century, the Church seeks to realize and to 

emphasize her unity. It was for this purpose that the 

Edinburgh Conference on Faith and Order, the Oxford Con­

ference on Life and Work, the International Missionar.y 

Conference at Tambaram, and others, were held. 

- 3 -
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In his foreword to "The Church and Its Function 
·-

in Society" Visser 1 t Hooft states: 

During the proc:e-ss of .common thought and study 
which has been in prog~ess through the last few 
years on the relation between church, community and 
state, it has become increasingly obvious that at 
the heart of the whole discussion of these issues is 
a question of fundamental importance: What is the 
nature and mission of the church with whose attitude 
toward social and political problems we are concerned? 
Unless there is an understanding in regard to that 
basic question, the whole discussion must be involved 
in confusion, and those who participate in it must 
find themselves at cross-purposes. 

It is not our specific task to consider that ques­
tion with a view to the ultimate reunion of the 
churches. That is the special responsibility of the 
Edinburgh Conference on Faith and Order. But tbere 
are two reasons why we must face the problem of the 
church. One is that the real differences between 
the various conceptions of the church must be brought 
into the open, so that the misunderstandings may be 
avoided which would inevitably arise if it were taken 
for granted that all use the word 'church' in the 
same sense. The other one is that it must be made 
clear what the Oxford Conference itself means when 
it speaks of the church.l 

It is the purpose of this study to view the doc­

trine of the nature of the ch~ch as it is found in the 

New Testament, the Reformation era, and the present day, 

and to ascertain the importance of this problem to the 

twentieth centur,r movements toward church union. 

• • • • • 

1. w. A. Visser 't Hooft and J. H. Oldham: The Church 
and Its Function in Society,-p. 7 



- 5 -

B. Justification of the Study 

The importance of this problem is well stated 

by R. Newton Flew: 

For scme years now I have been occupied, both in 
private study and in public lectures, with the sub­
ject of 'The Idea of the Ecclesia in Christian The­
ology.' _It had become clear that there was only one 
great Christian doctrine, that of the nature of the 
Church, which really divided the different communions 
from one another •••• I believe that it is a mis­
take to set the divisive subject of the Christian 
ministry in the central arena of debate, unless the 
prior question has ~irst been faced: What is the 
natwe of that Bocy to which the various ministries 
belong, and which its ministers serve? How is the 
Ecclesia constituted, and What makes it one, in 
spite of all severances?"l 

Writing in Christendom, Flew states: 

We may remind ourselves that on the other doctrines 
of the Christian church there is no division of 
opinion which should be a barrier to union. Only bn 
the subject of the church, its ministers and its 
sacraments, are we deeply divided still. It is our 
hope that by proceeding on our present unity in 
Christ we may reach such agreement about the churCh, 
whiCh is his bocy, that we may be able to see our 
differences as to ministry and sacraments in a new 
light. 2 

Why shoUld this subject be studied when there 

are such monumental works on the Ecclesia as those of Hort, 

Flew, and others? This study is an attempt to relate the 

Ecclesia of tbe New Testament, the Reformation ideas, and 

the present-day views to one another and to the problem 

of churCh unity. These ba ve been cons :id ered and treated 

• • • • • 

1. R. Newton Flew: Jesus and His Church, pp. 9-10 
2. R. Newton Flew: flOur Next Task"; Christendom, Winter, 

1939, p. 63 
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separately but have seldam been viewed as developing 

ideas with a definite relationship to one another. 

c. Delimitation of the Subject 

This is not a comprehensive and thorough study 

of twenty centuries of thought on the nature of the church. 

This is primarily a historical study. It is only inci­

dentaJ.ly an exegetical study in that the meaning and use 

of the term ~~A must be considered. The relation of 

the 11 Israel of God11 to the nchurch of God, 11 the Old to 

the New, will be mentioned but bl."iefly. 

This study will not concern itself with tre l."e­

lationship of the "Kingdom of God" to the Church. Of 

this Hort says : 

We may speak of the Ecclesia as the visible repre­
sentative of the Kingdom of God, or as the primary 
instrument of its sway, or under other analogous 
forms of language,. But we are not justified in iden­
tifying the one with the othel.", so as to be able to 
apply dil."ectly the Ecclesia whatevel." is said in the 
Gospels about the Kingdom of Heaven Ol" of God.~ 

This study will center in three periods;: the 

New Testament, the Refor-mation, and tbe twentieth century. 

It will be concerned with the doctrine of the nature of 

the Church and not with the doctl."ine of the ministry Ol" 

the sacraments whiCh are so closely associated to the 

• • • • • 

1. Fenton John Anthony Hort: The Christian Ecclesia, p. 
19 
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study of ecclesiology. 

In most English works on the subject the ministry 
is given more attention than the Ecclesia itself. 
There are historica~ reasons in the Christianit.1 of 
Great Britain for this singular disproportion. Since 
the various communions are divided from one another 
by varying convictions of the ministry, it is as­
sumed that discussion must be concentrated on ques-
tions of the origin and nature of the ministry of 
the Church. But tbe New Testament shows us a better 
way. It is surely more important, both for the at­
tainment of historical truth and for the discovery of 
the way of reconciliation that attention should first 
be concentrated on the essential nature of the Church 
which the ministry serves, and only after that, on 
the relation of the ministry to the Church.l 

D. Method of Procedure 

In the second chapter a survey of the New Testa­

ment usage of the Greek term for "church" will be made 

under four divisions:: the Synoptics, the Fourth Gospel, 

the Acts,. and the Epistles. These, then, wil]. be· combined 

to give a total view of the New Testament Church. Chapter 

Three will have the Reformation period as focal, showing 

the beginnings of the divisions of thought as expressions 

of the Reformation temper, with particular reference to 

the Lutheran, Reformed, Anglican, and separatist thought. 

Chapter Four will relate the twentieth century doctrines 

of the nature of the Church as expressed by denominati ens 

and the ecumenical conferences and as exhibited in already 

• • • • • • 

1. Flew, op. cit., P• 180 
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achieved church unions, to the problem of church unity. 

E. Sources of Data 

The chief sources of this study are the New 

Testament, the creeds and confessions which have been 

for.mulated through the centuries, denominational state­

ments concerning the nature of the Church, and official 

reports of the Lausanne and Edinburgh Conferences; with 

statements in systematic theologies and histories of the­

ology, commentaries, ecumenical journals, and recent books 

and articles on church unity. A complete list of these 

will be found in the Bibliograpey at the close of this 

thesis. 
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CHAPTER II 

THE ECDLESIA IN THE NEW· TESTAMENT 

All communions claim to derive theixa doctrines 

or the nature of tm Church from the Scriptures. Because 

of this, there is a renewed emphasis in this decade upon 

a re-study of the Bible in an errort to arrive at a truly 

Biblical interpretation. Van Dusen, having stressed the 

need for a study of the Bible among the younger churches, 

adds: 

But for us, likewise, a recovery of the Bible is 
a strategic necessity for the church's thought. The 
objective of our next great advance is not an in­
digenous theology but an ecumenical theology. And 
a truly ecumenical theology can never be developed 
primarily f~om the thought of the Refo~ers, or 
Aquinas, or Augustine, far less any of the moderns. 
The only promising seed-plot is within the thought 
of the Bible where all the diverse branches and tra­
ditions claim their origin and seek their authority. 
Ecumenical theology, if not strictly Biblical the­
ology, must grow out of the soil of the faith of the 
Bible. Its precondition is a united re-study of 
Biblical faith.l 

A. The Use of · 'Ex:dTJoCcx in the Old Testament 

Two Hebrew words are used in the Old Testament 

as meaning an assembly of people, qahil and 'edhih. Hort 

• • • • • 

1. Henry Pitt VanDusen: ttMadras and Christian Thought"; 
Christendom, ~ring, 1939, PP• 212-3 

- 9 -
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finds that in the Septuagint :lxKA.7]ota is used from Deutel."­

onomy onward as the usual rendering of qabil and that 

ouvayooy~is the almost universa~ rendering of 'edhih, and 

of qihil in the earlier books of the Pentateuch.1 

'Eclhah (de:rived from a root y'dh used in tte 
Niphal in the sense of gathering together, special­
ly gathering together by appointment or agreement) 
is properly, when applied to Israel, a society it­
self, formed by tte cbil<hten of Israel or tbeil" 
representative heads; whether assembled Ol" not as­
sembled. 

On the otbel" hand qahal is properly their actual 
meeting togethel" • ~ • The special intel"est of this 
distinction lies in its accounting fol" the Choice of 
the rendering ~xKA.71oCaa ~ral is derived fl"om an ob­
solete root meaning to c or summon, and the re­
semblance to the Greek xa~loo naturally suggested to 
the LXX. translators the word:~xxA.'r]ata, d~rived fran 

2 xa>..loo (or rather ~xxa>..lro in pl"ecisely the same sense. 

• • • • • 

1. Of. Hol"t, The Christian Ecclesia, pp. 3-4 
2. Ibid., pp. 4-5. Hort continues: "There is no founda­

tion for the widely spread notion that· ~xxA.7]o(a means 
a people or a number of individual men called out of 
the world or mankind. In itself the idea is of cou:rse 
entirely ScriptUl"al, and moreover it is associated with 
the word and idea 'called,' 'calling, 1 1call.' But the 
compound verb ~xxa>..loo is never so used, and lx.xA.71a{a 
navel' occurs in a context \Vbich suggests this supposed 
sense to have been present to the wri tar's mind. Again, 
it would not have been unnatural if this sense of call­
ing out from a larger body had been as it were put 
into the word in later times, when it acquired religious 
associations. But as a matter of fact we do not :f1nd 
that it was so. The original calling out is simply the 
calling of the citizens of a Greek town out of their 
homes by the herald's trumpet to stmllllon them to the as­
sembly and Numb. x. shews that the summons to the Jaw­
ish assembly was made in the same way-. In the actual 
usage of both g,ihal, and ~xxA.71ata this primary idea of 
summoning is hal"dly to be felt. They mean simply an 
assembly of tm people; and accordingly in the Revised 
Version of the Old Testament 'assembly' is the predomi­
nant rendering of qahal. u 
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That this distinction between lxxA~oCa and 

<Ju vayooy'Yj is not always applied by the Septuagint translatox-s 

Joel ii.l6~ ouvay&ye~e lxKl~oCav. In both these phrases the 

substantive is qihi~, but the verbs ax-e diffex-ent.l 

B. The Use of 'EKKA~o(a in the New Testament 

The New Testament writex-s rejected the ter.m 

au va.yooy-,j and adopted the wox-d ·lxxA~oC a. Perhaps this was 

due to the cux-x-ent use of the fo~er word and disuse of 

the latter. 

Dulles designates two uses of the word: 

The Church is, in the universal and ideal sense~ 
nothing othex- than the total number of disciples or 
Christians, who ax-e also the heix-s to God's salva­
tion. In its secondary sense, both in the singulaX' 
and in the plural, it designates a particulax- com­
pany~ larger or smaller, o:f God's children who cane 
together in the :fellowship of Christian faith, hope 
and love.2 

Banner.man classifies all New Testament uses under three 

heads~ the church catholic invisible, the church catholic 

visible, and the local church.3 This is identical with 

the classification given by Van Pfke.4 Hort gives eleven 

• • • • • 
1. Of. Thomas Alexander Lacey: The One Body and the One 

Spirit, p. 230 
2. Allen .Maoy Dulles: The True Chux-ch, p. 81 
3. Cf. D. Douglas Banner.man: The Scripture Doctrine of 

the Chux-ch, pp. 571-4 
4. Cf. Henry J •· Van Dyke: The Church-Her Ministey and 

Sacraments, PP• 3-4 
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shades of meaning.l 

Thayer, in tracing the meaning of the word from 

the classical to the New Testament usag~gives the fol­

lowing:2 

1. Among tile Greeks from Thucydides down, an assem­
bly of people convened at the public place of council 
for the purpose of deliberating. 

2. In the Septuagint often equivalent to qaba~, the 
assembly of the Israelites ••• esp., when ga ered 
for sacred purposes. 

3. Any gathering or throng of men assembled by 
chance or tumultuously. 

4. In the Christian sense: 
a. An assembly of Christians gathered for wor­

ship. 
b. A company of Christians, or those who, hop­

ing for eternal salvation through Jesus Christ, observe 
their own religious rites, hold their own religious 
meetings, and manage their own affairs according to 
regulations for the body for order's sakea 

aa. Those who anywhere, in city or village, consti­
tute such a company and are united into one body. 

bb. The whole body of Christians scattered through­
out the earth; collectively, all who warship 
and honor God and Christ in whatever place they 
may be. 

cc. The name is transferred to the assembly of the 
faithful Christians already dead and received 
into heaven. 

1. The Synopti cs 

The word ~xxA~aCa appears in only two passages in 

the gospels, Matthew xvi.l8 and xviii.l7. This infrequen-

• • • • ••• • 

1. Cf. Hort, op. cit., PP• .116-8 
2. Joseph Henr;y Thayer: A Greek-English Lexicon of the New 

Testament, PP• 195-6 
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cy of use has led certain critics to reject these two pas­

sages as unauthentic, holding that they were put into the 

text in the second centur,y in order to give greater au­

thority to the church. There is no textual evidence to 

support the rejection of these two passages as forming a 

part of the original document. Albert Schweitzer, in 

discussing the eschatological nature of Jesus 1 teaching, 

concludes that these passages must be accepted as authen­

tic and as betng definitely Messianio.1 Hort, having con­

sidered the objections to the authenticity of these pas­

sages, states: "These doubts however seem to me to be in 

reality unfounded.n2 

A study of these·passages in their contexts will 

reveal something of the nature of the ecclesia as in the 

mind of Jesus. Both passages occur in the latter period 

of His ministr,y, the period in which He gave Himself in­

tensively to the training of the twelve. It was in the 

region of Cesarea Philippi that Jesus, aware that uhe 

must go unto Jerusalem, and suffer many things of the 

elders and the chief priests and scribes, and be killed" 

(Matt. xvi.21), sought to dete~ine the insight of His 

disciples into the nature of His work. The disciples 

having been asked by Christ, 11\Vho say you that I am? 11 

• • • • • 

1. Cf. Albert Schweitzer: The Mysticism of Paul the 
Apostle, PP• 103-4 

2. Hort, op. cit., P• 8 
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Peter, as the spokesman :for the twelve, declared, nThou 

art the Christ, the Son o:f tm living God." Jesus replied 

to Peter with a beatitude and three declarations. The 

beatitude was: 

Blessed art thou, Simon Bar-Jonah: :for :flesh and 
blood hath not revealed it unto thee, but my Father 
who is in heaven. 

The three declarations follows: 

1. And I also say unto thee, that ~hou art Peter, 
and upon this rock I will build my church; and the 
gates o:f Hades shall not prevail against it. 

2. I will give unto thee the keys o:r the kingdom 
or heaven. 

3. And whatsoever thou shalt bind on earth shall 
be bound in heaven; and whatsoever thou shalt loose 
on earth shall be loosed in heaven. 

Some theologians have attampted to draw a dis­

tinction between D~'tpo' and n~'tp<X in this passage, conclud­

ing that the latter ter.m re:fers to Peter's con:fession 

rather than to Peter. 11This view cannot be sustained by 

the linguistic evidence. There is only one word in Ara-

maio, and except when it is used as a man's name, it is 

always :feminine .ul In the Septuagint nl'tp<X is used ninety­

six times but n~'tpo, not at all. In the New Testament the 

masculine is used only when designating a man. It is 

scarcely valid to erect any theory on the interchange of 

gender in this passage. Christ is saying that upon Peter 

• • • • • 

1. Flew: Jesus and His Church, PP• 128-9 
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He will build His Church. 

The significance of this is to be found in the 

nature of the experience. Peter had received a special 

revelation from God, causing him to have insight into the 

Messianic nature of Jesus, and it was upon Peter as re­

cipient of this revelation that the Church was to be 

built. Other apostles and prophets might accordingly 

became the foundation (Eph. ii.20) as they too received 

this revelation from God of the Messiahship of Jesus. 

Other nliving stones" would be added from time to time, 

altogether forming the builded Church. But Peter was the 

first member of this Church. His was a primacy of time 

and not of authority. 

It is on Peter only as thus believing and confess­
ing, and as doing so in the name and as the spokes­
man of the other apostles and of the disciples 
generally, that the Church is to be built. It is to 
him only as the representative of such faith and 
such a confession that the blessing and the promise 
of Christ are given.l 

Nor does the second declaration, 11 I will give 

unto thee the keys of the kingdom of heaven," assign any 

special author! ty to Peter in the church. The kingdom 

of heaven is not to be considered synonymous with the 

church. The meaning of this promise must be found as ap­

plying out side the realm of the church. Flew, interpret­

ing the passage in the light of Luke xi.52 and Matthew 

• • • • • 
1. Bannerman, op. cit., P• 171 
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xxiii.l3,1 sees the key as a knowledge acquired by reve­

lation which makes entrance into the kingdom possible. 

The key is the spiritual insight which will enable 
Peter to lead others in through the door of revela­
tion through which he has passed himself. It is 
the true understanding of the open secret, the mys­
tery which has been hidden from the wise and under­
standing, and is now revealed unto babes. The power 
is not in its essence governmental authority •••• 
And this key is not the exclusive possession of Pe­
ter, though on the day of Pentecost b.1 common consent 
he was the first to use it. It belongs to every con­
fessor of the son of God.2 

other commentators combine the promise of the 

keys with that concerning bidding and loosing. Nor is 

this latter promise made to Peter alone. In the context 

of the other Matthean passage in which ~~~xA.'I}a(a is found, 

it is stated: 

Vel."Uy I say unto you, Wbat things soever ye 
shall bind on earth shall be bound in heaven; and 
what things soever ye shall loose on eal."th shall be 
loosed in heaven. (xviii.l8) 

On this occasion it is spoken to all the disciples. 

The terms "binding" and "loosing" wel."e familiar 

to the disciples as meaning ''forbidding'' and nallowing. u3 

These words were in current use in the Jewish synagogues. 

• • • • • 

1. Luke xi.52, "Woe unto you lawy-ers1 for ye took away the 
key of knowledge: ye entered not in yourselves, and 
them that wel."e entering in ye hin~ed." Matt.xxii1.13, 
nBut woe unto you, scl."ibes and Pharisees, bwPocritesl . 
because ye shut the kingdom of heaven against men: for 
ye enter not in yourselves, neither suffer ye them that 
are entering in to enter." 

2. Flew, op. cit., PP• 132-3 
3. Cf. ibid., P• 134; Bannerman, op. cit., P• 177 
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To Peter and to the disciples was given the power to for­

bid or to allow~ to decide what was to be in the ncongre• 

gationtt and their decision was to be regarded as authori­

tative in heaven, or in the dwelling place of God. The 

context of the latter passage (Matt. xviii.l7) indicates 

that the decisions are not according to human wisdom 

alone but that persons meeting in Christ's name Will be 

led of Him. Thus to the disciples as the first Christian 

ecclesia is given the power to apply the principles of 

Christ to the communit,y. 

In Matthew xvi.l7 Christ speaks of the Church 

in no local sense. The disciples must have been reminded 

of the congregation of God as they heard the word come 

from His lips. His ecclesia was not entirely new; .it had 

its roots in the congregation of God in the Old Testament. 

It benomes Christ's church because He has bought it, ran­

somed it with His ow.n blood. (Acts xx.28) In this sense 

it is His Church. 

The latter passage (Matt. xviii.l7) refers to a 

local congregation. Some have attempted to apply this 

passage to a local Jewish synagogue. However, it is 

scarcely possible that Matthew xviii.l9-21 could have 

been spoken of the synagogue.1 Rather it would seem that 

Jesus is here speaking in anticipation and is visualizing 

• • • • • 

1. Cf. John A. Broadus: Commentary on the Gospel of Mat­
thew~ p. 388 
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a local ecclesia, "congregation, n a portion of the general 

ecclesia mentioned in Matthew xvi.l7. 

In conclusion, in these two passages Jesus bas 

clearly indicated that He bas purposed to build a Church, 

a congregation, the foundation of which is Peter and other 

apostles who have received the revelation from God con­

cerning Christ, and which is to be governed by the decisicn 

of those persons signified by the disciples in these pas­

sages. That the disciples are seen as representing the 

Christian ecclesia rather than a~ apostolic order within 

the ecclesia is inferred 1n the institution of the Lord's 

Supper. Hort states: 

Of whom then in after times were the Twelve the 
representatives that evening? If they represented 
an apostolic order within the Ecclesia then the Holy 
Communion must have been intended only for members 
of that order, and the rest of the Ecclesia bad no 
part in it. But if, as the men of the Apostolic age 
and sUbsequent ages believed without hesitation, the 
Holy Communion was meant for the Ecclesia at large, 
then the Twelve sat that evening as representatives 
of the Ecclesia at large1· they were disciples more 
than they were Apostles. 

2 • The Fourth Gospel 

Though the word ;~xxAt}al ex is never used in the 

Fourth Gospel, there is much material o:f import to a study 

of the nature of the Church as in the mind of Jesus. 

• • • • • 

1. Hort, The Christian Ecclesia, p. 30 
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Professor E. F. Scott views it as having been written with 

definite ecclesiastical aims, and as being one of the most 

important documents for tracing the development of the idea 

of the Church.1 Two of the five great metaphors applied 

to the Church are found in this Gospel, that of the Shep­

herd (Ch. x) and that of the Vine (Ch. xv). These two 

passages together with the Lord's final pr~er in Chapter 

xvii and His post-resurrection appearance to those who 

sat behind closed doors in Chapter xx constitute the chief 

interest in this document for present study. 

Lange and Meyer see two parables in Chapter x, 

that of the Door (x.l-9) and that of the Good Shepherd 
2 (x.l0-18). The first relates to the ministry and the 

second to Christ. In the former is given the necessity of 

the shepherd minister to approach his flock through Christ, 

the Door. In the latter Christ is portrayed as the Good 

Shepherd after whom the shepherds are to pattern their 

lives. Two main objections which may be urged against 

this interpretation are the break between verses 5 and 7, 

and the problem of•applying verse 9 to the ministry. 

Godet bas better interpreted the passage by 

finding in it three parables, that of the Shepherd (1-5), 

• • • • • 

1. Cf. E. F. Scott: The Fourth Gospel (2d ed.} p. 104 
2. Of. John Peter Lange: The Gospel According to John, PP• 

317-25; Heinrich August Wilhelm Meyer: Critical and 
Exegetical Handbook to the Gospel of John, pp. 317-26 
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the Door (7-10), and the :.Good Shepherd (11-18) ~ The first 

parable describes the manner in which the Messianic flock 

is fo~ed as contrasted with the manner of false messiahs. 

It is a picture of Christ, through the HOly SPirit (porterb 

calling to Himself His s beep and. then lEi/ading them forth 

from the fold of Judaism. It is a morning scene. The next 

parable, a mid-day scene, describes the life of the flock 

when formed and led by the Messiah.2 Salvation, safety, 

and abundance are to be found in Christ who is the Door. 

The contrast again is between Christ and false saviors. 

The third picture is that of the Good Shepherd as contrast­

ed with him who serves only for gain, the hireling. Christ 

lays down His own life for His sheep. He gives His life 

not for the Jewish flock (church) alone but also for an­

other flock, the Gentiles. ~he former flock bad already 

been for.med and consisted of the disciples to wham He was 

speaking. The Gentiles too would hear His voice and they 

together with the Jews would become one flock, one Church, 

having one Shepherd, One Lord Jesus Christ. 

Tbis passage presents the method by which the 

Church is secured, the way in which persons enter the 

Church, and the .universality of the Church. The Church is 

secured or purchased by Christ entering the sheep-fold and 

• • • • • 

1. Cf. Fr~d6ric Louis Godet: Commentary on the Gospel of 
John, Vol. II, PP• 140-154 

2. Ct. ibid., P• 145 
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calling it out. Persons enter the Church through Christ 

as the Door and in so doing are saved and have their abode 

in H:im.. The Church which is called by Christ and abides 

in Him is to extend beyond the Jewish race and bring to­

gether both Jew and Gentile into one fellowship. 

The second passage in the Fourth Gospel is that 

of the vine (xv.l-8). In this theJunion of Christ and the 

church is set forth in the metaphor of the vine and the 

branches. 

The Church is not a mere structure rising only by 
additions from without, but a living tree growing and 
bearing fruit by its own inherent vitality, each twig 
growing out of an earlier branch and drawing nourish-

1 ment and growth through other branches from the root. 

The writer of this Gospel was interested in showing the 

close union of Christ and His disciples and has recorded 

this discourse of Jesus for that purpose. It is a spirit­

ual view of the unity and relationship of Christ and the 

Church, giving to God the power to exclude dead branches 

from the fellowship. 

The final prayer of our Lord, after the Last 

Supper, is the third passage in which Jesus reveals some­

thing of His thought conceming the Church. Having prayed 

for the disciples, the~n-existing Church, He prayed for 

those who would believe, the future Church, that they all 

might be one. Others were to believe through the word of 

• • • • • 

1. Joseph Agar Beet: A Manual of Theology, P• 344 
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the disciples and through the unity of these believe~s 

the wo~ld would know the natu~e of the mission of Christ. 

The goal was not the union of the believers with one an­

other alone, butt he union of all believers as one in 

Christ, and through C~ist, one with God. Here again is 

pictured the unity and ~elationship of Christ and the 

Church. 

The last passage is the occasion, after the 

resurrection, when Jesus appeared to the group which had 

locked itself within a room. He breathed on them the Holy 

Spirit and bestowed on them the powe~ to forgive and re­

tain sins (xx.l9-23). "The disciples" were gathered to­

gether, or, as Luke puts it, "the eleven, and they that 

were with them." Weiss and Meyer hold that only the ten 

disciples were present. Plummer, Godet, Bannerman, and 

Westcott, among others, hold that there is nothing in the 

context to indicate that the group was limited to ten but 

that there were others present. 

It was to this larger group, the disciples and 

others, that He gave the commission, the Holy Spirit, and 

the power to forgive and retain sins. Westcott states: 

There is nothing to limit the pronoun to 'the ten.' 
It appears from Luke xxiv.33, that there was a general 
gathering of the believers in Jerusalem •• 1 

And again: 

• • • • • 

1. B. F. Westcott: Commentary on St. John's Gospel, p. 294 
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There is nothing in the context, as has been seen, 
to.shew that the gift was confined to any particular 
group (as the apostles) among the whole company 
present. The commission therefore must be regarded 
properly as the commission of the Christian society 
and not as that of the Christian ministry. • • • The 
great mystery of the world, absolutely insoluble by 
thought, is that of sin; the mission of Christ was 
to bring salvation from sin, and the work of His 
Church is to apply to all that which He has gained.l 

Plummer adds that 

the power being conferred on the community and never 
revoked, the power continues so long as the communi­
ty continues. While the Christian church lasts it 
bas the power of remitting and retaining along with 
the power of spiritual discernment which is part of 
the gift of the Spirit. That is, it has the power 
to declare the conditions on which forgiveness is 
granted and the fact that it has or has not been 
granted. 2 

This passage bears a striking similarity to the 

two references to "bindingll and "loosing" in Matthew. The 

first of these confers the power on Peter as having re­

ceived the revelation of God enabling him to became the 

first confessed member of the Christian ecclesia. The 

second confers it upon the disciples as constituting the 

Christian eoclesia. This passage in John confers it upon 

the eleven and the other disciples, the persons consti­

tuting the Christian ecclesia. 

• • • • • 

1. Westcott, op. cit., p. 295 
2. A Plummer: The Gospel According to St. John, P• 363 
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3. Su.mnuu-y 

The concept of the Church in the mind of Jesus 

may then be said to include the following: 

1. It is a structure of living stones which He will 

build, the foundation stone, or the first living stone 

in the standpoint of time, being_Peter. 

2. This structure or Church is a universal Church 

embracing all those who have received a revelation 

like unto that received by Peter as to the Messiah­

ship of Jesus. 

3. This Church will be composed of many local con­

gregations or churches, whose existence in no way im­

pairs the unity of the whole. 

4. The Church is secured by an act of Christ through 

which there is given Him both Jews and Gentiles. Both 

become one Church with one Lord. 

5. Individuals enter the Church through Christ and, 

having entered, have their place of abode in Him. 

6. The Church stands in union with Christ as revealed 

in His progressively referring to the Church as the 

flock of which He is the Good Shepherd, as the branches 

of which He is the Stem-vine, and as being One with 

Him and with His Father. 

7. To this Church under the Spirit of God is given 

power to direct and manage its material affairs of 

discipline, membership restrictions, standards, etc. 
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8. This Chu:ttchis inclusive of all who believe in 

Ch:ttist, not as manifest in outward ce:ttemonies and 

rituals, but as revealed by God. 

3. The Acts of the Apostles 

The Acts is of interest in this study chiefly 

from a histor~cal point of view. In it is found the unity 

of the Church in the midst of growth and extension. With 

this growth the:tte is a corresponding development to meet 

the evolving needs • 

. 'Exxx,1crtOL is used twenty-three times 1n this 

Lukan document. Three of these occur in the story of the 

mob in Ephesus (Acts xix.32, 39, 40). It is used by Ste­

phen as :tteferring to the "congregation in the wilderness" 

(vii.38). Of the remaining nineteen usages, two refe:tt to 

the whole Church and seventeen to local churches such as 

the church at Jerusalem. From this classification it is 

evident that the Acts is concerned primal:'ily with local 

churches, in a practical manne~ rather than with theories 

concerning the nature of the Church. Its chief contri­

bution, therefore, is historical and p:ttaotioal. 

lnthe first two chapters of this na:tt:ttative there 

is pictured the life of the church at the time of Pente­

cost. Having fulfilled the command of the Lord to retu:rn 

to Jerusalem and remain in prayer, they received the p:ttam­

ised Holy Spirit. 'F'hereupon, Peter preached and three 
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thousand were added to the church, having signified their 

belief in Ghrist by baptism. Luke gives, in this second 

chapter, eight characteristics of this early church: 

1. It was characterized by the presence of the Holy 

Spi~t on each member. 

2. It was entered by repentance and baptism in the 

name of Ghrist. 

3. The public teaching was that of the apostles. 

4. They continued in fellowship, 

conduct expressive of and resUlting from the strong 
sense of fellowship with the other members of the 
brotherhood, probably public acts by which the rich 
bore some of the burdens of the poor.l 

5. They continued in the breaking of bread, 

the observance of common evening meals (Luke xxiv.30), 
which, after the manner of the last meal of Jesus, they 
concluded with the Lord's Supper.2 

6. They continued in prayers, probably spontaneous 

Christian prayers together with certain of the Messi­

anic psalms and prayers of the synagogue. 

7. They had all things in common. 

8. They continued in attendance in the temple. 

Certain of these practices are obviously dis­

carded in the later development of the Christian ecclesia. 

The relation of the church at Antioch and the 

church at Jerusalem forms the crucial point in the preser-

• • • • • 

1. Hort, The Christian Ecclesia, p. 44 
2. Heinrich August Wilhelm Meyer: Critical and Exegetical 

Handbook to the Acts of the Apostles, p. 68 
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vat ion of the unity of the Chw.-ch. The Antioch church 

came into being through the activity of no apostle. It 

owed its beginnings to the dispersions of the Christians 

which came after the death of Stephen. It was to this 

church that Barnabas went at the appointment of the ~urdh 

in Jerusalem, Paul 1 ater joining him. The import of the 

Antioch church is seen in the antiochian mission. The 

Antioch church, under the direction of the Holy Spirit, 

with the l~ing on of hands, sent forth Paul and Barnabas 

on their first missionary journey. This project was 

launched without the authority or commission of the Jeru-

salem church. 

Through all this there was developing a second 

center of church interest, Antioch. The Judaizing ten­

dencies of certain ones in Judea inevitably found their 

way to Antioch, involving the question of the authority 

of the Jerusalem church. The Antioch church sent Paul 

and Barnabas and others to Jerusalem for consultation. 

They were well received by the ecclesia at Jerusalem, the 

apostles and the elders. The decision of this council 

preserved the unity of the Church. Hort says of it~ 

It is enough to say that on the two points at is­
sue, circumcision and the bindingness of the Jewish 
law, they give no support to the demands of the 
Judaizars.I. 

• • • • • 

1. Hort, op. cit., pp. 70-71 
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A letter was sent to the congregation at Antioch which 

was gratefully received. The Church remained a unity not 

because of an organization effected but because of a 

frank recognition of the distinct sphere of operation of 

each of the two centers and a realization of their one-

ness in the Christian mission. 

In the Acts there is an increasing organization 

in local churches to meet the needs of the group. This is 

illustrated by the appointment of the seven and the elders. 

The multiplication of the duties of the Twelve, 

in direct proportion to the growth of the church, made it 

necessary that helpers be appointed. The Grecian Jews 

were complaining that their widows were being neglected 

in the daily ministrations. The Twelve, therefore, called 

together the ecclesia and suggested the group select 

seven men of good repo.rt, full of the Spirit and of 
wisdom, whom we m$1 appoint over this business (vi.3). 

The suggestion found favor with all the multitude. 
They chose out seven, in_cluding a proselyte from 
Antioch, and set them before the Apostles, who 
prayed and laid their hands on them. It is impos­
sible not to connect this act with tbe laying of the 
contributions at the Apostles' feet. As being thus 
constituted stewards of the bounty or the community 
they were in a manner responsible for the d1stribu­
tion of the charitable fund. But the task bad out­
grown their powers, unless it was to be allowed to 
encroach on their higher Divinely appointed functions. 
They proposed therefore to entrust this special part 
of the work to other men, having the prerequisites of 
devoutness and wisdom, to be chosen by the Ecclesia 
at large.l 

• • • • • 

1. Hort, op. cit., P• 51 



- 29 -

Elders are said to have functioned in Jerusalem1 

Ephesus, and the churches of Paul's first missionary jour­

ney. Those of Jerusalem are first mentioned in Acts xi. 

30 where they are said to have received the gift from the 

Antioch brethren. They are associated with the apostles 

in the affairs of the Jerusalem council. Paul and Barna­

bas appointed elders at Lystra, Iconium, and Antioch (xiv. 

23). Barnes says of xe~po"tov~atxv'te, (appointed)-: 

The word occurs but in one other place in the New 
Testament, 2 Cor. 8:19, where it is applied to .Luke, 
and translated, 'who was also chosen of the churCh 
(i.e. appointed by suffrage by the churches), to 
travel with us' etc. The verb properly denotes to 
stretch out the hand; and as it was customary to 
elect to office 1 or to vote, by stretching out or 
elevating the hand, so the word simply means to 
elect, appoint, or designate to any office. The 
word here refers simply to an election or appoint­
ment of the elders. It is said indeed that Paul and 
Barnabas did this. But probably all tm t is meant 
by it is, that they ~resided in the assembly when 
the Cb.oice was made. J. · 

This inte~retation is supported by Lange, Meyer, and 

Alexander.2 These elders were after the manner of those 

• • • • • 

1. Albert Bames: Notes Explanatory and Practical on the 
Acts of the Apostles, P• 211 

2. Cf. John Peter Lange (ed.): The Acta of the Apostles, 
p. 272; Meyer, op. cit. (Acta), P• 275; Joseph Addison 
Alexander: The Acts of the ·Apostles, Volo II, P• 65. 
E. H. Plumptre states (The Acts of the Apostles, P• 
230): 11 It is interesting here to note (1) that Paul 
and Barnabas, by virtue of the author! ty which as Apos­
tles they had received, primarily from the Chut'ch of 
Antioch (chap. xiii.3), exercised the right of appoint­
ing, or, in later phrase, ordaining, elders. (2) They 
plant among the Churches of the Gentiles the organisa­
tion which we have found in that of Jerusalem, and which 
was itself based on that of the Synagogue, not on that 



- 30 -

in Jerusalem, though they were appointed under the direc­

tion of Paul and Barnabas who had received their commis­

sion not from Jerusalem but from Antioch. 

The term "bishopsu or "overseerau is used only 

once in the Acta. In that instance it is applied by Paul 

to the elders of Ephesus as they were assembled at Mile­

tus (xx.28). From this passage Flew concludes: 

From this and the other New Testament passages, 
we see, first, that the presbyters are all bishops, 
episkopoi. The first title denotes their office, and 
the second their function •••• Second, there are 
several bishops in each local church, and there is no 
distinction of rank between them. Third, their ap­
pointment is ascribed to the Spirit of God. They may 
have been commissioned by an apostle, perhaps by Paul 
himself, or elected by the Church. But the decisive 
act is the divine working of the SPirit •••• Fourth, 
the Church for Which they are to care bas been con­
stituted by the ~edemptive work of Christ upon the 
Cross. The mini:stry of the Word is supreme for the 
Ecclesia.l 

In the midst of this increasing organization we 

are still aware that the Christian ecclesia is still a 

unique unit in which each member, having received the 

Holy Spirit, is a witness to the Word, an evangelist of 

the Way. The Master had taught the "inasmuchn of minis­

tering and His standard of service and witnessing was 

• • • • • 

of the Temple. (3) As this appears as the first ap­
pointment, it would seem to follow that the disciples 
had in the meanttme met, and taught, and baptised, and 
broken bread without elders. organisation of this 
kind was, i.e., important for the permanence of the 
life of the Church as such, but not essential to its 
being, or to the spiritual growth of individual members." 

1. Flew, Jesus and His Church, P• 197 
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kept aJ.i ve in the Church. 

Fl'om this bl'ief survey of Acts the rapid growth 

of the Church as manifested by the establishing of many 

local churches and the increasing organization bas been 

noted. The Chul'ch, faced with a gl'eat problem which might 

have brought disunion, realized that each local chul'ch was 

a portion of the Chul'ch and preserved that unity for which 

Christ bad prayed. 

4. The Epistle a 

A. B. Bruce sums up Paul's conception of the 

Church as follows: 

It is a society of men united by a common faith in 
Jesus Christ as the Saviour, and a common devotion 
to Him as their Lord, gathered togethe~ from all 
classes, conditions, and races of men.l 

Paul uses ~xxA~aCa to denote an individual church or 

chul'ches and to denote the universal Church. The latter 

usage is found only in Ephesians, Colossians, end two pas­

sages in I Corinthians. 

On only one occasion does Paul use the phrase 

11 churches of Christ" (Rom. xvi.l6), but in several in­

stances he refers to the "Chul'ch of God." This may be at­

tributed to his desire to associate the ChUl'ch with the 

11 congregation of Israel u which too was the uchurch (con-

• • • • • 
1. Alexander Balmain Bruce; St. Paul's Conception of 

Christianity, p. 368 
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gregation) of God." 

Paul's conception of the Church is embodied chief­
ly in five important metsp hors • The Chureh is the 
temple of God, the body of Christ, and the bride of 
Christ. The Kingdom of God is onee spoken of as en 
olive tree. And in a reported address of Paul tbe 
Chureh is called a flock.l 

It is the figure of the Church as the body of 

Christ whieh is the great contl:'ibution of .Paul to the doc­

tl:'ine of the nature of the Chul:'ch. This be proelaims in 

I Co.t'inthians xii.22 from the practical viewpoint, and in 

EPhesians as a doctl:'inal interest in regard to the exal­

tation of Christ. It appears also in Romans xii.3-5 and 

Colossians i.l8. Stevens says of it: 

In Ephesians the headship of Christ over the 
Church as his body is yet mere explicitly asserted 
in contrast to modes of though which degl:'aded Christ 
fl:'om his preeminent position, and which had become 
l'ife in the churches in. Asia Minor, although the 
Apostle does not here draw out the practical lessons 
regarding the function of each member of the body 
which are so fully developed in I Cor. xii.l2-3l. 
Here it is a doctrinal interest l:'egarding the nature 
and dignity of Christ •a person, while there it was a 
pl:'actical concern for the harmony and peace of the 
Corinthian Church, which determined the course of 
his thought. It is the Divine purpose "to sum up 
all things in Christ"; that is, to unite all things 
under one head (&.vcxxecpa.A~tf.<~ocxoecxa. ), in union with 
Christ (Eph. i.lO). Christ is the unifying bond of 
all saving powers and processes •••• It results 
from Christ's position and work that mankind, who 
were befol:'e divided into Jews and Gentiles, al:'e now 
united into one body by the reconciliation whiCh 
Chl'ist has accomplished by his death (ii.l6). It 
follows that it is the duty of the Christian man to 

• • • • • 
1. Joseph Agar Beet: A Commentary on St. Paul's Epistles 

to the Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians and to Phile­
mon {2d ed.), P• 388 
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fulfil the function of a member of Christ, and so 
to promote the strong and heal thy growth of the body 
(iv.l6; Col. ii.l9), or, disregarding the figure, to 
grow in likeness to Christ, to approach ever nearer 1 to the standard of his perfectness (Eph. iv.l3,15). 

Beet adds: 

This metaphor is the fullest and richest picture 
of the Church in the New Testament. And it affords 
the noblest ideal of tbe Christian life. In a heal­
thy body every member is active, moved and controlled 
bY one spirit, each member putting forth its powers 
in harmony with all the others, for the good of the 
whole. Ever,vthing in us contrary to this ideal is 
spiritual disease tending to death.2 

Thus in the writings of Paul there is the pres­

entation of the universal Church in her union with Christ 

and the individual churches as expression of the universal 

Church. His early epistles abound in references to in­

dividual churches, his prison epistles are rich in doc­

trinal statements concerning the Church, his later epistles 

deal largely with the oversight of the churches. The 

characteristics of the members of these churches are sum-

marized by Hort: 

The universal Ecclesia and the partial Ecclesiae 
alike were wholly made up of men who had each for 
himself believed, whose baptism was for each the 
outward expression of what was involved in his be­
lief, for his past and for his future; and who had a 
right to look on the fact that they bad been parmi tted 
to be the sUbjects of this marvellous change, as evi­
dence that they bad each been the object of God's 
electing love before the foundations of the world were 
laid. 3 

• • • • • 

1. George B. Stevens: The Pauline Theology, pp.322-3 
2. Beet, op. cit. {Commentary), P• 390 
3. Hort, The Christian. Ecclesia, pp. 169-70 
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There is little additional material in the epis­

tles regarding the organization of the churches. There 

are still deacons ani elders, or bishops. Titus and Tim­

othy are given the power to appoint elders but the power 

is temporary. Lightfoot says: 

It is the conception of a later age which repre­
sents Timotcy as bishop of Ephesus and Titus as 
bishop of Crete. st. Paul's own language implies 
that the position they held was tem.porary.l 

In Titus i the terms 0 elder" and 11bishop11 are 

used interchangeably, and the qualifications for this of­

ofice correspond with those given for "overseers" in I 

Timothy where again the two terms are used interchange­

ably. Though the number of churches was increasing, Paul 

was using the same organization as in his earlier churches. 

c. Conclusion 

It was the problem of this chspter to study the 

use of ~K>d.'IJa(o. in the New Testament in an effort to de-

tennine the teaching of the New Testament on the nature 

of the Church. 

The ecclesia or congregation or church is not a 

concept peculiar to the New Testament but is found in the 

Septuagint. In the New Testament it is seen to be a struc­

ture of living stones, composed of all those who have 

• • • • • 

1. J. B. Lightfoot: Saint Paul's Epistle to the Philip­
pians, p. 199 
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received the revelation of the Messiahsbip of Jesus. It 

is secured by an act of Christ. The several congrega­

tions, are expressions of the one universal congregation, 

a unity expressed metaphorically as the !:lock, the branches 

of a vine, a temple, and the body of Christ. The Church 

is a unity. Paul adds nothing which Christ bas not already 

expressed or implied concerning the nature of the Church. 

The epistle are but the unfolding of that which had been 

taught by Christ. 

There is increasing organization to meet the 

needs of the growing community. The apostles are accorded 

a certain supremacy by virtue of their having seen Christ 

and witnessed the resurrection, a supremacy which could 

not be ~d was not passed on to any successors. There 

were elders and deacons in the churches, these persons 

elected, at least in most instances, by the congregations. 

This organization is nowhere set forth as a pattern for 

the church of subsequent centuries. The permanent princi­

ple which may be derived is that organization be made to 

meet the need which calls it ~orth. 

The Church of the New Testament is an organism 

giving its full allegiance to Christ and living His life 

in the world. It is 

essentially the embodiment of an idea based on God's 
final revelation of His purpose for mankind, an idea 
which combines the principle of leadership and the . 
principle of sharing, the idea of a divine authority 
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and the idea of freedom for the individual to do 
the will of God in the service of all mankind.l 

. . ~ . . 
1. Flew~ Jesus and His Church, p. 13 
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CHAPTER III 

THE REFORMERS' DOCTRINE OF THE NATURE OF THE CHURCH 

The simplicity of the New Testament church, as 

set forth in the previous chapter, stands in bold contrast 

to the Holy-·catholic Church at the beginning of the six­

teenth century. Once it bad been the communion of the 

saved, now it had became the sole agent of salvation. A 

tradition of apostolic succession, a well-defined hierar­

chy, and other highly organized forms becamse the essen­

tial character of tb:J Church. The Church was a visible 

organization to which had been given all spiritual power. 

It is the primary problem of this chapter to consUier the 

views of the Reformers concerning the nature of the Church. 

The secondary problem is to indicate the historical proc­

ess by which the Christian community of the first century 

developed into the hierarchy of the sixteenth century. 

A. The Development of the Idea of the Church 

to Augustine 

Harnack states: 

The essential character of Christendom in its 
first pe~od was a new holy life and a sure hope, 
both based on repentance towards God and faith in 
Jesus Christ and brought about by the Holy Spirit. 
Christ and the Church, that is, the Holy Spirit and 
the holy Church, were inseparably connected. The 

- 38-
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Church, or, in other words, the communit,r of all be­
lievers, attains her unity through the Holy Spirit. 
This unity manifested itself in brotherly love and 
in the common relation to a common ideal and a com­
mon hope. • • • There was as yet no empirical 
universal Church possessing an outward legal title 
that could, so to speak, be detached from the per­
sonal Christianit,y of the individual Christian.l 

Schaff gives further indication of the early 

thought concerning the Church, stating: 

In both the ecumenical symbols, as even in the 
more indefinite creeds of the second and third cen­
turies, on which those symbols are based, th~ church 
appears as an article of faith, presupposing and 
necessarily following faith in the Father, the Son, 
and the Holy Spirit; and as a holy fellowship, with­
in which the various benefits of grace, from the 
forgiveness of sins to the life everlasting, are en­
joyed. 

Nor is any distinction made here between a visible 
and an invisible church. All catholic antiquity 
thought of none but the actual, historical church, 
and without hesitation applied to this, while yet in 
the eyes of the world a small persecuted sect, those 
four predicates of unity, holiness, universality, 
and apostolicity, to which were afterwards added ex­
clusiveness, infallibility, and indestructibility.2 

The old catholic doctrine of the Church gradual­

ly developed through the works of Ignatius, Tertullian, 

Irenaeu~and Cyprian. Ignatius emphasized primarily the 

unity of the Church, which unity centers in the episco­

pate. Irenaeus goes further than Ignatius, calling ths 

Church 

the haven of rescue, the way of salvation, the en­
trance to life, the paradise in this world, of whose 

• • • • • 

1. Adolph Harnack: History of Dogma, Vol. II, pp. 72-3 
2. Philip Schaff: History of the Christian Church, Vol. II, 

PP• 169 
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trees$ to wit$ the holy Scriptures, we may eat, ex­
cepting the tree of the knowledge of good and evil., 
which he takes as a type of heresy.l 

Tertullian, though himself a schismatic, compared the 

Church to the ark of Noah, out of which there was no sal-

vat ion. 

ncyprian starts from the unity of the church: 

and this is not a spiritual unity of faith and hope in its 

ever-living Head, but the visible unity of a visible so­

ciety. u2 He believed the catholic church to be founded 

upon Peter, not because Peter was greater than the other 

apostles but in order that unity might be preserved. This 

concept of unity was not spiritual but organizational and 

visible, out of which there was no salvation. The epis­

copal succession assures the preservation of this unity. 

Schaff says of this view,: 

It blindly identified the spiritual unity of the 
church with the unity of organization, insisted on 
outward uniformity at the expense of free develop­
ment, and confounded the faulty empirical church, 
or a temporary phase of the development of Chris­
tianity, with the ideal and eternal kingdom of 
Christ • • • The Scriptural principle: 'Out of 
Christ there is no salvation, I was contracted and 
restricted to the Cyprianic principle: 'Out of the 
(visible) church there is no salvation;' and from 
this there was only one step to the fundamental er­
ror of Rom.anism; •out of the Roman Church there is 
no salvation. 13 

This concept that out of the visible church 

• • • • • 

1. Schaff, op. cit., Vol. II, P• 171 
2. Henry Melvill Gwatkin: Early Church History to A.D. 

313, Vol. II, P• 280 
3. Schaff, op. cit., Vol. II, P• 174 
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there is no salvation gave to the church a greater power. 

If she is ·the institution which, according to Cyp­
rian, is the indispensable preliminary condition of 
salvation, she can no longer be a sure communion of 
the saved •• l 

The visible church became the medium of salvation, the sole 

agency through which redemption may be secured. Instead 

of being a communion of the redeemed the visible church be­

came the agency of redemption. 

This absolute identity of the visible church with 

the Church universal could not long be accepted by the en­

tire church. The Donatist controversy, which called forth 

the opposition of Augustine, was specifically directed at 

this concept of the church. The issue in the controversy 

is most clearly set forth by Schaff: 

The Donatist controversy was a con·flict between 
separatism and catholicism; between ecclesiastical 
purism and ecclesiastical eclecti~; between the 
idea of the church as an exclusive community of re­
generate saints and the idea of the church as the 
general Christendom of state and people. It re­
volved around the doctrine of the essence of the 
Christian church, and, in particular, of the predi­
cate of holiness. It resulted in the completion by 
&ugustine of the catholic dogma of the church, which 
had been partly develop~d by Oypman in his conflict 
with a similar schism. 2 

The Donatists subordinated the efficacy ~f the 

sacraments to the holiness of the one administering them 

and the holiness of the church to the individual holiness 

of its members. They held a spiritual view of the church. 

• • • • • 

1. Harnack, op. cit. P• 113 
2. Schaff, op. cit., Vol. III, P• 365 



- 42 -

The church was a communion of saints and was not to be 

perfectly realized in this present world. This struck at 

the center of the Cyprianic concept of the church. 

Augustine, as a defender of the church, further 

defined the position of the Catholic Church. The seven 

characteristics which Augustine assigns to the church are, 

according to Harnack!unity, holine~s, catholicity, apos­

tolicity, infallibility, indispensableness, and permanence. 

Love exists only in and is basic to the unity oft he church 

and without this love, therefore without the church, there 

is no redemption • 

Salvation is not to be found outside the Church, 
for s ince love is confined to the visible Church, even 
heroic acts of faith, and faith itself, are destitute 
of the saving stamp, which exists through love alone .2 

The holiness of the church is derived from its 

union with Christ rather than fram the holiness of its mem-

bers. The church is, moreover, a mixed body. The unholy 

are members of the church though they do not stand at its 

center. They are in the church and may become spiritual 

but they do not constitute the soul of the church. A ugus­

tine did not go further in defining this "mixed body." It 

is certain that he identified the entire body with the 

visible Catholic Church. However, in his idea of the 

ttmixed body11 is seen the forerunner of the Protestant 

• • • • • 

1. Cf. Harnack, op. cit., Vol. v, pp. 143-68 
2. Ibid., p. 146 
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distinction between the visible and invisible Ohurch.l 

The catholicity of the church is a proof of its 

truth. Augustine argued that the Donatists could not be 

considered as a church because they were confined to Africa 

and, therefore, did not have catholicity. The true church 

could exist only by union with Rome. 

The possession of the writings of the apostles 

and the ability to trace its descent from the apostolic 

communities gave to the Catholic Church the element of 

apostolicity. The Bishop of Rome held the chair of Peter 

and$ in consequence, held first place in the church, though 

Augustine was not entirely clear on the relation of the 

episcopate to the councils. 

The ·-remaining three elements, infallibility, in­

dispensableness, and permanence did not occupy a major 

role in his thinking because he was never called upon to 

defend them. 
• • • • • 

1. Cf. Schaff, op. cit., pp. 369-70. He notes: ttwith some 
moa1fication we may find here the ge~ of the subse­
quent Protestant distinction of the visible and invisi­
ble church; which regards the invisible, not as another 
church, but as the eccesiola in ecclesia (or ecclesiish 
as the smaller communion of true believers among the 
professors, and thus as the true substance of the visi­
ble church, and as contained within its limits, like 
the soul in the body, or the kernel in the shell. Here 
the moderate Donatist and the scholarly theologian, Ty­
chonius, approached .Augustine; calling the church a two­
fold body of Christ, of which the one part embraces the 
true Christians, the other the apparent •••• But nei­
ther he nor Augustine pursued this distinction to any 
clearer development. Both were involved, at bottom, in 
the confusion of Christianity with the church, and of 
the church with a particular outward organization ... 
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The church, in the mind of Augustine~ was always 

to be regarded as the visible Catholic Church, One Holy 

Catholic Apostolic Church~ outside of which there was no 

salvation. The episcopacy, with the Bishop of Rome in the 

place of first rank, was the very center of the church. 

The sacraments, though administered by unholy clergy, had 

efficacy for the recipient so long as they were administered 

by those of the apostolic tradition. This view of the 

church was the bulwark of the Roman hieral:'cb:y. 

But there was another emphasis in the teaching of 

Augustine. Though he repeatedly identified the Church with 

the Roman church, yet he could not fail to believe that 

the Church was spiritual. His doctrine of grace implied 

that the Church was the number of the elect both past, 

present, and future, and that in this regard the church 

was spiritual. However~ he did not coordinate his doctrine 

of grace with his doctrine of the nature of the Church and 

these spiritual elements were subordinated, in his writ­

ings, to the visible Catholic Church. 

B. The Idea of the Church from Augustine 

to Huss 

Between Augustine and Huss two trends 'are note­

worthy. First, there was a strengthening and enlarging 

of the hierarchical concept of the church and, second, 



- 45 -

there was a pre-Reformation emphasis upon the spiritual 

Church. 

1. Development within the Catholic Church 

As early as the fifth century there began a di­

viding of the "one church.u The Montanists, Novatians, 

and Donatists had been separatist groups not claiming to 

be the "one ch~ch. tt But the fifth century saw the begin­

ning of the existence of rival catholic churches. Gradual­

ly there became three divisions, those of the Ger.mano-Roman 

West (Rome), those about the Egean Sea (Constantinople), 

and those of the East split into Nestorianism and Monoph­

ysitism.1 

In the ninth century the visible Catholic Church 
was divided into two rival Catholic churches, -the 
patriarchal church in the East, and the papal church 
in the West. The former denied the papal claim of 
universal jurisdiction and headship, as an anti­
Christian usurpation; the latter identified the 
Church Catholic with the dominion of the papacy, and 
condemned the Greek Church as schismatical. Here­
after, in Western Christendom, the Holy Catholic 
Church came to mean the Holy Raman Church.2 

During this period the Augustinian view of the 

Church continued to be held, but there was an ever-increas­

ing acceptance of the hierarchy of the church with the 

Bishop of Rome as the supreme authority. Harnack notes 

• • • • • 

1. Cf. Harnack, History of Dogma, Vol. III, pp. 238-9 
2. Schaff, History of the Christian Church, Vol. VI, p. 

524 
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four leading thoughts in this development:1 

(1). The hierarchical organization is essential 
to the 6hurch, and in all respects the Christianity 
of the laity is dependent on the mediation of the 
priests ('properly ordained'), who alone can perfo.rm 
ecclesiastical acts. 

(2). The sacramental and judicial powers of the 
priests are independent of their personal worthi­
ness. 

(3). The Church is a visible community with a con­
stitution given to it by Christ (even as such it is 
the body of Christ (corpus C~isti)); as a visible, 
constituted community it has a double power, namely, 
the potestas spiritualis and the potestas temporalis 
( spil:'i tual and temporal power) • Through both is it, 
as it shall endure till the end of the world, super­
ior to the transitory states which al:'e subordinate 
to it. To it, therefore, must all states and all 
individuals be obedient de necessitate salutis (as a 
necessary condition of salvation); nay, the power of 
the Church extends itself even to heretics and hea­
then. 

(4). To the ChUl:'ch has been given, by Christ, a 
strictly monarchical constitution in His representa­
tive, the successor of Peter, the Roman Bishop. Not 
only is all that is valid with regard to the hierar­
chy valid in the first instance of the Pope, but to 
him all powers are committed, and the other members 
o:r the hierarcey are.:only chosen in partem solieitu­
dines (for purposes of oversight). He is the episco­
pus univel:'salis (universal bishop); to him belong, 
there :fore, both swords, and as every Christian can 
attain salvation only in the Church, as the Church, 
however, is the hierarchy, and the hierarchy the Pope, 
it follows that de necessitate salutis all the world 
must be subject to the Pope. 

This hi~archical church in which the New Testa­

ment church is so scarcely discernible was the heritage 

of the Reformers. It bad developed not along theological 

lines but out of practical events. Whatever of theological 

• • • • • 

1. Harnack, op. cit., Vol. VI, pp. 119-22 
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bases there were, they were supplied preeminently by Oyp-

rian, Augustine, and Aquinas. 

2. The Contribution of Wyclif an.d Huss 

The Reformers had another heritage, that fram 

V~clif and Huss. wyclif revived the Augustinian idea of 

the church as a "mixed body" and differentiated between 

the visible and invisible Church. "He defined the true 

church to be the congregation of the predestinated, or 

elect, who will ultimately be saved.ul Christ is the sole 

head of this church out of which there is no salvation. 

The Pope is head of only one part of the church and that 

only if he follows the commandments of Christ. 

Wyclif held that the Scriptures were to be ac­

cepted in preference to tradition. He objected to the 

forms of worship which had developed, the system of indul­

gences., and the high view of the papacy. Much stress was 

laid on the law of Christ but little on faith. 

Huss adopted the views of Wfclif and made them 

known through his book, 12,! ecclesia. In it he says: 

The unity of' the catholic church consists in the 
unity of predestination, inasmuch as her separate 
members are one by predestination and in the unity 
of blessedness, and inamnuch

2
as her separate sons 

are finally united in bliss. 

• • • • • • 

1. Schaff, loc. cit. 
2. John Huss: The Church, P• 14 
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Schaff, in his introduction to his translation 

of~ ecclesia, lists the following effects of Huss' def­

inition of the church upon the accepted views of the 

CathOlic Church:l 

(1). The pope and the cardinals do not constitute 
the Church. 

(2). The church is not confined to the body over 
which the apostolic see has jurisdiction. 

(3). The Church is not inerrant. 

(4). Pope and prelates are not necessarily in au­
thority by reason of appointment or election to of­
fice. 

The chief contribution of this Hussite movement 

was to call into question the hierarchical church. Though 

it did not work the reform which was necessary, it pre­

pared the way for those Reformers who were to follow. 

c. Reformation Views of the Church 

The rigid hierarchy of the Catholic Church had 

been challenged by the spiritual view of the Church p~­

pounded by Wyclif and Huss. It remained for Luther and 

Calvin to develop and extend the spiritual view to the 

point of separation from the Catholic Church. 

• • • • • 

1. Huss, op. cit., pp. xiii-xiv 
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1. Luther's Doctrine of the Church 

Huss had questioned the validity of the hierar­

chy but only to the extent that the hierarchy failed to 

follow after the commandments of Christ. That is, he did 

not denounce the papacy as such but denied that the incum­

bent of the papal chair was any more righteous by virtue 

of his position. Luther called into question and openly 

attacked the very fundamentals of the Catholic Church. 

His idea of the Church is positively stated in 

seven marks which he set forth in his The Councils and 

the Church published in 1539.1 

First, the Church is known by its possession of 

God's Word though some persons may have the truth of it 

to a greater degree than anothers. This is the orally 

preached Word left to the Church by Christ. 

Wherever, therefore, you bear or see this Word 
preached, believed, confessed, and acted on, there 
do not doubt that

2
there must be a true ecclesia 

sancta catholica. 

Second, the Church is known by the~crament of 

baptism when rightly administered, believed, and used. 

The efficacy of the baptism is not dependent upon the one 

administering it, for it belongs to the person who is re­

ceiving baptism and not to the baptizer. 

Third, the Church is known by the sacrament of 

• • • • • 

1. Cf. Works of Martin Luther, Vol. V, PP• 270-287 
2. Ibid., p. 271 
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the Lord's Supper when it is !"ightly administered6 be­

lieved, and received. Here again the value of the sacra­

ment is not dependent upon the one administering it but 

upon the one receiving it. 

Fourth, the Church is known by its use of t·he 

keys, public and private. This use of the keys is in re­

gard to discipline within the fellowship. 

The keys belong, not to the pope, as he lyingly 
says, but to the Church, that is, to Christ's people, 
God's people, the holy Christian people throughout 
the world, or wherever there are Christians •••• 
As Baptism, the Sacrament, and God's Word do not be­
long to the pope but to the. Church, so with the keys, 
they are claves ecclesiaea, not claves papae.l 

Fifth, the Church is known outwardly by its min­

istry. He rejects the gradations of the ministry developed 

by the Roman Church, particularly the papacy. 

Sixth, the Church is known by pr~er, thanks­

giving, and praise. The praying of the Lord's Pr~er, the 

use of psalms and spiritual songs, the repetition of the 

Creed, Ten Commandments 6 and the Catechism -all these are 

outward marks of the Church. 

Seventh, the Church is known by its possession 

of the holy cross. This is the possession of suffering, 

the experiencing of persecution for the sake of Christ. 

Through this suffering, bearing the cross, the Church be­

canes increasingly holy. 

• • • • • 

1. Works of Martin Luther, p. 275 
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The Church is the communion of saints,1 a com­

pany of C~istlike men and women, 2 in which the Word of 

God is preached and the sacraments rightly administered, 

believed, and received. In his Brief Explanation of the 

Creed, he states: 

I believe that there is on earth, through the 
whole wide world, no more than one holy, common, 
Christian Church, which is nothing else than the 
congregation, or assembly of the saints, i.e. the 
pious, believing men on earth, which is gathered, 
preserved, and ruled by the Holy Ghost, and daily 
increased by means of the sacraments and the Word 
Of God. 

I believe that no one can be saved who is not found 
in this congregation, holding with it to one faith, 
word, sacraments, hope and love • .3 

Luther, as indicated above, stressed the unity 

of the invisible Church, the true Church. This unit.y is 

not organizational but spiritual. In his !!.'! Argument _!!! 

Defence of All ~ Articles of ~ Martin Luther Wrongly 

Condemned in !E! Roman Bull, published in 1521, he writes: 

John Hus does not deny that the pope is sovereign 
in all the world; he only says that a wicked pope is 
not a member of the holy Church, • • • he must either 
be holy or become holy. But I say that if St Peter 
himself sat in Rome today, I would still deny that he 
was pope and over all other bishops by divine right. 
The papacy is a human invention of which God knows 
nothing. All churches are equal, and their unity 
consists not in this one sovereignty, but as st.Paul 
says, in Ephesians iv, in one faith, one baptism, one 
Lord, even Christ, and these things are all the can-

• • • • • 

1. Of. Works of Martin Luther, Vol. II, p. 372 
2. Of. Thomas M. Lindsay= A History of the Reformation, 

Vol. I, P• 485 
3. Luther, op. cit., Vol. II, p. 373 
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mon and equal property of all the parishes in the 
world.I 

Luther did not identify this One Church with the 

external church. He differentiated between them, calling 

one the spiritual, inner Christendom, and the other the 

bodily, external Christendom. Membership in this external 

Christendom does not insure salvation for there are al-

ways the true and false Christians in it. The true Chris­

tians from all the various external churches make up the 

spiritual inner Church. They are the soul of the body. 

The bodily, external church is not identified 

solely with the Roman Church, but exists wherever the 

afore-named seven outward characteristic marks of the 

Church are found, and especially the preaching of t:t::e Word 

of God and the right administration of Baptism and the 

Lord's Supper. 

His doctrine of the Church was incorporated in 

the Augsburg Confession, Articles vii and viii: 

Article vii. Of the Church. Also they teach that 
one holy Church is to continue forever. But the 
Church is the congregation of saints (the assembly 
of all believers), in which the Gospel is rightly 
taught (purely preached) and the Sacraments rightly 
administered (according to the Gospel)o 

And unto the true unity of the Church, it is suf­
ficient to agree concerning the doctrine of the Gos­
pel and the administration of the Sacraments. Nor is 
it necessary that human traditions, rites, or cere­
monies instituted by men should be alike everywhere, 
as, St. Paul saith: 'There is one faith, one baptism, 
one God and Father of all.' 

• • • • • 

1. Works of Martin Luther, Vol. III, p. 98 
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Article viii. What the Church Is. Though the 
Church is properly the congregation of the saints 
and true believers, yet seeing that in this life 
many hypocrites and evil persons are mingled with 
it, it is lawful to use the Sacraments administered 
by evil men, according to the voice of Christ (Matt. 
xxiii.2): 'the Scribes and Pharisees sit in Moses' 
seat, 1 and the words following. And the Sacraments 
and the Word are effectual, by reason of the institu­
tion and commandment of Christ, though they be de­
livered by evil men. 

They condemn the Donatists and such like, who de­
nied that it was lawful to use the ministry of evil 
men in the Church, and held that the ministry of evil 
men is useless and without effect.l 

2. Calvin's Doctrine of the Church 

Calvin made the same distinction as Luther be­

tween the visible and invisible Church. The true Church, 

that is, the spiritual, invisible Church, is known only to 

God since it is made up of the elect and only God knows 

the elect.2 This company of the elect, past, present, and 

fUture, forms the body of Christ. 

The visible church is composed of the multitudes 

throughout the world who have professed to believe in 

Ghrist, have been baptized, partake of the Lord's supper, 

consent to the word of God, and support the ministry. In 

this church there are many hypocrites who remain in it 

either due to a laxity of discipline or because they can­

not be legitimately convicted. He writes: 

• • • • • 

1. Philip Schaff: The Creeds of Christendom, Vol. III, 
pp:.;. 11-13 

2. Gf. John Calvin: Institutes of the Christian Religion, 
Vol. II, p. 222 
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Hence the visible Church rises conspicuous to our 
view. For wherever we find the Word of God purely 
preached and hearcl., and the sacraments administered 
according to the instit~tion of Christ, there, it is 
not to be doubted, is a Church of God •• 1 

He gives four steps in order to have a clear un­

derstanding of the subject: 

That the universal Church is the whole multitude, 
collected from all nations, who, though dispersed in 
countries widely distant from each other, neverthe­
less consent to the same truth of Divine doctrine and 
are united by the bond of the same religion; that in 
this universal Church are comprehended particular 
churches, distributed according to human necessity in 
various towns and villages; and that each of these 
respectively is justly distinguished by the name and 
authority of a church; and that individuals, who, on 
a profession of piety, are enrolled among Churches of 
the same description, though they are really strang­
ers to any particular Church, do nevertheless in some 
~espect belong to it,2till they are expelled from it 
by a public decision. 

Calvin did not deny that the Roman Church was 

one of the expressions of this universal Church3 but as­

sails the anti-Christian character of the papacy.4 He 

never considered himself a sdlismatic. He condemned 

schism, such as that of the Anabaptists, upon the crimi­

nality of separating from a church in which the Word was 

preached and the sacraments administered even though cor­

ruption and sin be prevalent among its members.5 

• • • • • 

1. Calvin, op. cit., Vol. II, P• 230 
2. Ibid., P• 231 
3. Of. George Park Fisher: History of Christian Doctrine, 

p. 304 
4. Of. Schaff', 

P• 532 
History of the Christi~~ Church, Vol. VI, 

5. Of. Fisher, loc. cit. 
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Calvin stressed the distinction between the 

visible and invisible Ch~ch, making the visible church 

known through the preaching of the Word and the adminis­

tration of the sacraments and the invisible Church known 

only to God. 

3. The Anglican Doctrine of the Church 

The English Reformation, in its beginning, was 

so decidedly political that there was little doctrinal con­

troversy with the Roman Church. Lindsay notes that the 

separation from Rome was essentially in the matter of con­

trol, giving to the Kings of England a complete control 

over the church. He says: 

Nor was there at first any change in derinition of 
doctrines. The Church of England remained what it 
had been in every respect, with the exception that 
the Bishop of Rome was no longer recognized as the 
Episcopus Universalis, and that, if appeals were nec­
essary from the highest ecclesiastical courts in 
England, they were not to be taken as formerly to 
Rome, but were to be settled in the King's courts 
within the land o:f England .1 

The English ch~ch retained the episcopate, put 

the English Bible into the hands o:f the people, gave to 

the people the Book o:f Common Prayer, and substituted the 

authority of the Crown :for the authority of the pope.2 

During the progress of the Reformation there was 

• • • • • 

1. Lindsay, op. cit., Vol. II, p. 332 
2. Cf. George Kennedy Allen Bell: A Brief Sketch of the 

Church of England, p. 56 
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an increasing fellowship with the Protestant churches on 

the continent. The issue of the episcopacy was not of 

importance among the Refonners. The Protestant doctrine 

of the Church so influenced the English divines that the 

definition in the ~hirty-nine Articles is essentially 

similar to the Protestant definition. It is as follows: 

The visible Church of Christa, is a congregation 
offaythfull men in which the pure worde of God is 
preached, and the Sacramentes be duely ministrad, 
according to Christes ordinaunce in all those 
tbynges that of necassitie are requisite to the 
same. 

As the Church of Hierusalem, Ale~ndria, and 
Antioche haua erred: so also the Church of Rome hath 
erred, not only in their liuing and maner of cere­
monies, but also in matters of fayth.l 

This later view of the Church, expressed in the 

Thirty-nine Articles, has existed side by side with the 

view held earlier in the English Reformation. That is, 

the Church of England retained within it persons who held 

the doctrine of the Raman Church and others accepting the 

doctrine-of the Protestant churches. Those holding the 

doctrine o£ the Roman Church identified the continuitw of 

the church with the episcopacy rather than the papacy. 

The Anglican Church retained the episcopate and the claim 

to apostolic succession. It supposedly occupied a posi­

tion midway between Catholicism and Protestantism, a posi­

tion which it feels · " renders 1 t qualified to bring about 

the reunion of Christendom. 

• • • • • 

1. Schaff, The Creeds of Christendom, Vol. III, P• 499 
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4. The Separatist Doctrine of the Church 

Through the centuries there had.arisen small 

groups of believers who contended that the visible church 

should be pure, composed only of the regenerate. The No­

vatians, Montanists, Donatists, and Waldensians were in 

this tradition. During the Reformation this view was ad­

vanced and defended by the-several Anabaptist groups, 

often at the cost of human life. 

They insisted that an Evangelical Church must dif­
fer from the Roman Church in this among other things, 
that it should consist of members who had made a 
personal profession of faith in their saviour, and 
who had vowed to live in obedience to Jesus Christ 
their Hauptmann.l 

They did not speak of the visible and invisible 

Church. Their desire was to make the visible church a 

pure and holy church. The invisible Church was of little 

importance. They resembled the Roman Church in that each 

stressed the visibility of the Church, though for the 

former the visibilit.1 was dependent upon the personal 

holiness of the believers and for the latter it was inde-

pendent of this personal holiness which need not, in fact, 

be a characteristic of believers. 

The church and state were to be separated. They 

could accept neither the universal Roman Church nor the 

state Protestant churches. 

• • • • • 

1. Lindsay, A History of tbe Reformation, Vol. II, PP• 
445-6 
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This separatist idea of the Church was a reaction 

against the worldliness of the church and has lived in 

various groups a;J.l through the history of the Christian 

Church. 

D. Conclusion 

In this chapter the development of the doctrine 

of1he nature of the Church has been considered down to the 

end of the sixteenth century. The conclusions may be sum­

marized under three fundamental concepts of the Church 

which are existent at the close of that century. 

First~ the Roman Church continued to stress the 

universal, visible church of which Rome was the center and 

the Roman pontiff the head. Out of this Roman Church there 

was no salvation. This, then, defined the church as the 

one~ holy, catholic, apostolic Raman Church. 

Second, the state or Reformation churches~ in 

England and on the continent, made the distinction between 

the visible and invisible Church, contending that the in­

visible Church is known only to God and the visible church 

is·known to men by the preaching of the Word and the ad­

ministration of the sacraments. They were united in making 

the marks of the church to consist in the preaching of the 

Word and the use of the sacraments. The differences be­

tween them were practical and national more than doctrinal. 



- 59-

Third, the separatist churches believed that 

the visible church should consist only of the regenerate. 

There was no place in the church for the unregenerate, 

the unholy. The church rp.ust be kept as pure and holy- as 

is possible by- human discipline. Separation from the 

state was necessary- to separation from the world. 
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A Prayer for Uhit,r 

0 God$ the Father 

of our Lord Jesus Christ, 

our only Saviour, the Prince of Peace; 

Give us grace seriously to lay to heart the great 

dangers we are in by our unhappy d1 visions • Take 

away all hatred and prejudice, and Whatsoever else 

may hinder us from. godly union and Concord: that, as 

there is but one Body, and one Spirit, and one Hope 

of our Calling, one Lord, one Faith, one Baptisn, 

one God and Father of us all, so we may henceforth 

be all of one heart and of one soul, united in one 

holy bond of Truth and Peace, of Faith and Charity, 

and may w1 th one mind and one mouth glorify Thee 

through Jesus Christ our Lord. 

Amen. 

The Book of Common Prayer 



CHAPTER IV 

TWENTIETH CENTURY DOCTRINES 

OF THE 

NATURE OF THE CHURCH 

AND 

THEIR REIATICN TO THE REUNION OF CHRISTENDOM 

The twentieth century is outstandingly a century 

of ecumenies. Denauinations are,. in many instances,. re­

thinking their doctrine of the nature of the Church as it 

relates to church unity. Movements which had their ori­

gins in the nineteenth centul"Y' have, in this centul."1,. de­

veloped into the Christian Council for Life and work,. the 

World Conference on Faith and Order, and the International 

Missionary Conference with their meetings at eonstance 

(1914) 1 Geneva (1920), Stockho~ (1925), Lausanne (1927) 1 

Edinburgh and oXford (1937}, and Madras (1938).1 Church 

unions have been achieved, such as the United Church in 

Canada,. the Church of Christ in China, and the Methodist 

Church in the United States. 

The above trends lead to a study of the doc­

trines of the nature of the Church as bald by denominations 

tcxiay 1 as formulated am acted upon in the church unions 

• • • • • 
1. Of. Charles s. Macfarland: Steps Toward the World Coun­

cil, PP• 12•28 
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which already have been achieved, and as stated by the 

ecumenical conferences. In this is ·round the relation of 

this study concerning the doctrine of the nature of the 

Church to the reunion of Christendom. 

A. Present-~ Denominational Doctrines of 

the lfatut'e of the Church 

The doctrines of the nature of the Church cur­

rent today are, for the most part, developmED ts .from those 

of the Reformation. The catholic and protestant distinc­

tion bas continued. The distinction between the visible 

ehul'ch and the invisible Church continues. Modem denomi­

nations might be elassif'ied under the three types mentioned 

in the summary of Chapter Three of this thesis. However, 

it is of' import to consider the differing views to discover 

the continuity with the past, to become familiar with the 

general lines of division in the pl'esent, and to dete~ine 

their !'elation to church Dnity. 

1. The Roman Catholic Church 

The desire of the ecumenical movements of our 

centu:ey is that there might be the ultimate reunion of the 

Roman Catholic Church and the Protestant churehes.1 This 

• • • • • 

1. Of. Macfarland, op. cit., PP• 72-4; Leonard Hodgson (ed.): 
The Second World Conference on Faith and Order, p. 196 
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desire has been expressed by the Roman Church,l though 

her bases for union are distinctly different from those 

cbel'isbed by the leaders in the ecumenical movement. 

William Adams Brown summarizes the Roman Catho­

lic view of the Church as follows: 

According to Ca tnolic theory, the channel through 
which the influence of Christ is mediated to the 
world is the organization rather than the personali­
ties who compose it. The ethical and fl)iritual marks 
of the church, while insisted on, are subordinated to 
those which are external. The proof of the troe 
church is not p~imarily the Christlike character of 
its members, but direct descent from the apostles, 
and the possession of an unchanging ecclesiastical 
tradition. Hence the first condition both of knowl­
edge and of salvation is subnission to ecclesiastical 
authority.2 

This ecole siastical au til.ori ty is, of course, 

centered in the hierarchy of the church. 

The Church of God received fran Christ a special 
form and constitution. Besides a more ample reve­
lation, the Church obtained from Christ, as its 
Author, the pet-feet o.rganization of a supernatural 
society, viz • ., a hierarchy by which it was to be 
ruled and taught, and the sacraments by which it 
was to be sanctified. Henceforth men would adhel'e 
to Christ as their Head just· in so far as they we1'e 
united to and subject to the hierarchy instituted 
by Him. • • • · As the form g:1 van to the Church bJ. 
Christ is a necessary mode of the Church of Christ, 
it remains clear that after the time of Christ, the 
true Church could not continue to exist without the 
form given by Christ. The1'efore, no one can belong 
to the true Church of God, who is outside the ChurCh 
of Christ. 3 

• • • • • 
l. Cf. Charles H. Brent (ed.): Can the Churcbes United? PP• 

66-82 -
2. w. A. Brown: Christian TheOlogy in OUtline, pp. 65-6 
3. Conde B. Pallen and Jobn J. Wynne (edd.): The New 

Catholic Dictionary, P• 214 
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As ,_.egards the visibility of the Church, the 

s~e source continues: 

The question of the visibUi ty of the Church of 
Christ lies at the root of sll the controversies be­
tween the Catholic Church and Protestantism. For if 
we retain the Catholic notion or the visible Church~ 
it follows that the whole defection of tb9 16th cen­
tury, and all the sects which have arisen from. that 
time on, are nothing more nor less than revolts 
against the definitely visible Church of Christ •• 
• • Against these errors, the Catholic Church teaches 
that the Church, as instituted b.1 Christ, is essen­
tially visible •••• The Ca~olic doctrine refers 
not only to the material visibili'IU of the Church, 
but a~so to its formal visibility. That is to s~, 
not only can men see those things which go to make 
up the Church (such as the persons involved, the 
rites used, the ministry ruling, etc.); but they can 
also see and know that these persons,. rites, and 
this ministry are the very Church of Christ.l 

The Roman Catholic Church is then the only one, 

holy, catholic~ apostolic Church2 and is identified abso­

lutely with the Church of God.3 Outside this Church there 

can be no salvation. 

The Reverend Martin J. Scott, s. J., in a prepa­

ration book for the World Conference on Faith and Order, 

explains the aloofness of the Roman Church to the ecumeni­

cal conferences in this way: 

For the simple reason that Christian unity must be 
according to Christ's plan of unity; and, since she 
is convined that His plan of unity postulates the 
acceptance of all. that He taught and as He taught it, 
she can take no step that implies oom.promise on His 
teaching or concession to any doctrine opposed to it.4 

• • • • • 

1. Pallen and wynne, op. cit.~ PP• 1006-7 
2 • Of • 'T Hooft and Oldham: The Church and Its Function in 

Society, p. 19 
3. Ct. DavidS. Scbatf: Our Fathers' Faith and Ours, P• 203 
4. Brent, op. cit., P• 67 
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He continues: 

Believing as she does that she bas the whole truth 
of Christ. and nothing but the truth, the Catholic 
Church is not narrow nor bigoted nor at all incon­
siderate or unfriendly in declining to make doctrinal 
concessions with a view to Christian unity-.1 

One of the central doctrines of which this repre­

sentative of the Catholic Church writes, and which the 

Roman Church refuses to submit to conference, is her doc­

trine of the nature of the Church with the hierarchy at its 

center. identified absolutely with the Church of God. the 

one, holy, catholic, apostolic Church outside of Which 

there can be no salvation. 

2. The Eastern Orthodox Church 

The Eastern Orthodox Church lays great stress 

on the episcopal office as held in apostolic sueces:s1on.2 

It accepts tradition as an organ of divine revelation. 

The Church is the Dcy"stical and sacramental un1 ty' 
of.all believers, past. present and future, with one 
another and with the only Head of the Church, Jesus 
Christ.3 

The continuity of the hierarc~, apostolicitu as evidenced 

by the possession of apostolic tradition, catholicity in 

that the church belongs to all times -these are the marks 

of the Church. 

• • • • • 

1. Brent, op. cit., p. 79 
2. Of. Henry c. Sheldon: SJ"a'tem of Christian Doc trine, 

P• 500 
3. Cf. 'T Hoott. op. cit., P• 22 
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The attitude of the Orthodox Church towal'd other 
churches is characterized b.f a combination of two 
convictions. On the one hand, the Orthodox Church 
is the tl'Ue church, the only holy catholic and apos­
tolic church which is confessed in the creed. On 
the other hand, it recognizes other churches fS real. 
though imperfect parts of the bo~ of C~st. 

The Orthodox Church has cooperated fully in the 

ecumenical conferences though it has insisted on its po­

sition as the true church. They have stated that nno re­

union could be achieved except on the basis of the common 

faith of the undivided church of the seven ecumenical 

councils. n2 

3. The Anglican Church 

The Anglican Church today includes both catholic 

and protestant elements and generally considers itself to 

be the meeting ground upon Which, ultimately, Christendom 

will unite. Though the Thirty-nine Articles express the 

Reformation doctrine of the Church, yet the AnglLcan Church 

views Catholic and Protestant Churches alike as deflections 

from the true Church. Its position is described by George 

Hodges as follows: 

The Roman Catholic Church continues (like the Rus­
sian and other eastern churches) in the ancient Ch:ris­
tian society; to whose order it has added the pope and 
various objectionable doctrines. The Protestant 
Churches are modern Christian societies, separated 
fran the ancient order by their subtraction of the 

• • • • • 

1. 'T Hooft, op. cit., P• 24 
2. Loc. cit. 
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bishop. The Episcopal Church is Catholic in organi­
zation, conti~uing in the ancient order; it is Prot­
estant in spirit, believing in the independence of 
the individual, as well as in the value of the in­
stitution, and exalting the freedom of the truth over 
submission to authority. 1 

Though the Anglican Church retains a creedal 

definition of the Church which is similar to that of the 

Reformed churches, sne differs from them in her insistence 

upon the historic episcopate. The church is essentially 

visible and one of its most impoxatant marks is the episco­

pacy. Through this the church has continuity with the 

Church founded by Jesus and the apostles. In this respect 

the Anglican Church is more truly classified as one of the 

catholic churches (together with the Russian and eastern 

churches) rather than with the Protestant churohes. The 

claim to exclusiveness as evidenced in a continuous or-

ganization is the common claim of all catholic churches. 

This catholic affinity is indioated in the type 

of church unions in which the Anglican Church bas success­

fully participated. From the splendid work of H. Paul 

Douglasa2 it is discovered that the Anglican Church has 

been unsuccess~ in her endeavors toward church union in 

all instances in Which the plan included non-episcopal 

churches. She has been successful in establishing inter­

communion in two out of three attempts w1 th catholic church~s. 

• • • • • 

1. George Hodges: The Episcopal Chuxach, PP• 158-9 
2. H. Paul Douglass: A~.Decade of Objective Progress in 

Church Unity, 1927-1936 
3. These successes of the Anglican Church have been in 
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She did not participate in any one of the four great unions 
. 

of unrelated t,r.pes of denominations which have been 

achieved.1 

The Anglican Church~ in practice, follows the 

standard of the catholic element of the sixteenth centUl'Y, 

stressing the visible organization and identitfing the con­

tinuity of that organization with the historic episcopate, 

the safeguard of tradition. 

4. The Lutheran Churches 

The Lutheran concept of the Church today is 

practically identical with that of the Refonnation period, 

having been formulated in the Augsburg confession. The 

indisputable marks of the Church are the possession of the 

Word and the administration of the sacraments. 

Lutheranism starting again from the Word of God 
makes it the creative power in the founding and con­
tinuation of the Church. The Church is not conceived 
of as an organization, or a visible community. It be­
comes visible wherever the Word is preached and the 
sacraments are celebrated. Through these audible and 
visible media the Church can be recognized. In its 
real essence it exists in the hearts of those who be­
lieve in Christ.2 

• • • • • 
establishing inter-communion between the Church of Eng­
land and the Old catholic Churches~ and the Church of 
England md the Eastern Orthodox Church. For further 
details~ see H._Paul Douglass: ADecade of Objective 
Progress in Church Unity, PP• 122-3. 

1. The Church of England is attempting to negotiate with 
the Church of Christ in China, the churches of Japan, 
the United Church of canada, and the South India United 
Church. 

2. Vergilius Ferm: What is Luthel:'anism? p. 180 



- 70 -

There is no par~ieular ~phasis upon the organi­

zation and polity of the Church. 

With Lutherans, as with Luther, the organization 
and polity of the Church are not matters of divine 
revelation. They ~re secondary matters and are to 
be determined in each case b,y practical considera­
tions •••• 

Lutheranism, therefore, distinguishes between the 
Church and the Churches, between Christian.~uni ty and 
Church union, between denominations and sects, be- . 
tween the communion of the saints and the co~oration 
of the saints. Lutherans do not believe that external 
Church union is required by the word of God, or by the 
logic of history, or b,y the modern necessity of co­
operation among Christians against a common enemy ••• 
• • Accordingly, Lutherans do not try to devise a vis­
ible corp~ation of believers, but prefer to recognize 
Gospel Christians as their brethren in Christ, no mat­
ter under what roof they dwell or by what name they 
are k:nown.l 

Lutherans are willing to recognize all church 

forms but stress the necessity of confessions of faith 

which must always be tested by the Word of God. They 

continue to emphasize, fundamentally, justification by 

faith alone. This may be taken as definitive of the pos­

session of the word. Therefore, whereas episcopacy forms 

an obstacle to union on the part of the Anglicans, the 

confessions are an obstacle for the Lutherans. They do 

recognize "tbat the true church is also present in other 

particular- chllrches. tt2 ttWherever, in any of the other 

churches, Christ is present, there the .:church is. n3 

• • • • • 

1. Fe~: op. cit., PP• 97-8 
2. 'T Hoeft, The Church and its FUnction in Society, p.32 
3. Loc. cit. 
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Church unity movements in the United States 

among the Lutherans have been confined to those intemal 

to Lutheranism. They have actively participated in the 

ecumenical conferences. 

5. The Reformed Churches 

The Reformed Churches, though many in number, 

are in substantial agreement as regards the nature of the 

Church. They follow closely the doctrine of Calvin,st~ss­

ing the distinction between the visible church and the in­

visible Church. "The visible church consists of all those 

who profess the true religion together with their children.',! 

In this visible church there are, of course, ~ocrites 

and unregenerate. Special emphasis, as indicated by Hodge, 

is made of the proposition that the children of believers 

are members of the visible church.2 However, the invisi­

ble Church is composed of the elect, past, present, and 

future. It is the true Church, transcending all denomina­

tional and temporal bounds and including all the elect of 

God. 

EcClesiastical tradition is the object of mis­

trust and not only is that rejected which seems to be in 

contradiction to scripture but also that which is human 

• • • • • 

1. Charles Hodge; Systematic Theology, Vol. III, p. 545 
2. cr. ibid., PP• 545-58 
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addition to Scripture.l At this point, including, as it 

does, a !'ejection of the episcopacy, they stand in marked 

contrast to the Anglican dhurch. 

The Reformed chtuaches have achieved unity in 

sevel'al instances among theil' own several denominations. 

There have been three outstanding mergers of Pl'esbyterian 

bodies. The Reformed Church in the United States achieved 

a union with the Hungarian Reformed Church in America in 

1924 and with the Evangelical s,rnod of North America in 

1934. A.bout two-thirds of the Presbyterians in Canada 

united with the Methodists and Congregationalists to form 

the United Church of Canada in 1925 o The remaining third 

became continuing Pl'esbyterians. 

6. The Congregational Churches 

a large proportion of the membership of the 

Protestant groups is in churches which, to a large extent, 

adopt the Calvinist theology but are influenced by the 

Anabaptist view of the Church. Examples of these are the 

Congregational and Baptist .Churches. 

Congregationalists believe that any local asso­

ciation of Cbl'istians forms a church and that each such 

church is independent or other churches. It is the 11gath­

eredn concept of the church defined by Harris Franklin 

• • • • • 
1. Cf. 't Hooft, op. cito 1 p. 36 
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Ball as follows: 

The Church-is for them no mere association of 
well-intentioned people •••• It is the fellowship 
of those that have heard the Word and are united 
with those who hold this faith and bear the Witness 
and follow this way. They are not averse to other 
associations in cammon.effort for ends related to 
human welfare, but these are not the Christian 
church.l 

The Congregationalists, while interested in 

church unity, do not see it as essential to the unity of 

the body of Christ. The personal experience of the be­

liever is the standard of membership in the church rather 

than the confession of a creed. 

This attitude is based on the conviction that the 
church is essentially a community of believers rather 
than a community of belief, that is, of corporate 
faith.2 

The church is not an institution but a community. 

The merger of the Congregationalist and Chris­

tian churches is their most ~portant achievement toward 

church unity. They are interested in unity from the 

practical standpoint and, particularly, on a non-creedal 

basis. 

7. The Baptist Churches 

The Baptists are congregational 1n polity but 

are more creedal than the congregational churches. In 

• • • • • 

1. Harris Franklin Rall: "The Church: Given or Gathered?" 
Christendom, Spring, 1939, p. 172 

2. 'T Hoot£, op. cit., P• 42 
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them, again, are obsel."Ved the Calvinist and Anabaptist 

inrluences. The Church is a divinely appointed institution, 

and, at the same time, a voluntary association. 

They only can properly be members of the local 
chu.l'ch, who have previously become members of the 
church universal,--or, in other words, have become 
regenerate persons. 1 

The creedal element is found in the strict in-

te.rpretation of New Testament teaching. The importance of 

this as relates to church unity is seen in the proceedings 

relative to uniting with the United Church of canada. Hav­

ing concluded that they held distinctive emphases which 

union would compromise, the denomination in Ontario and 

Quebec split into a number of groups resulting from con­

troversies in attempting to define the distinctive em­

phases.2 The only serious attempt of the Baptists in the 

United states to unite with an unrelated denomination was 

unsuccessful. 3 The one successful union was that of the 

Noi"tthern Baptist Convention and the.Free Baptist Church, 

achieved in 1911, and now known as the Northam Baptist 

Convention. A barrier to unity with other denominations 

is the demand of the Baptists that baptism be by immersion. 

• • • • • 
1. Augustus Hopkins Strong: Systematic Theology, p. 897 
2. Of. Ola.ttis Edwin Silcox: Church Union in Canada, PP• 

131-2 . 
3. Cf. H. Paul Douglass: Church Unity .Movements in the 

United States, P• 54 
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a. Tbe Methodist Churches 

The Methodist churches, though descendants of 

the Anglican Church, cannot be classed as either Anglican, 

Refo~ed, or Congregational in their doctrine of the 

Church. This is defined in the Articles of Religion as 

follows: 

The visible Church of C~st is a congregation of 
faithful men in which th~ pure Word of God is preached, 
and the Sacraments duly administered according to 
Christ's ordinance, in all thos! things that of neces­
sity are requisite to the same. 

Methodism is Reformed in its emphasis upon the 

visible and invisible but congregational in its stress 

upon personal experience as a prerequisite for church 

membership. It is Angliean in its retention of three or­

ders of the ministr,y, reformed in its belief in the uni­

versal priesthood of all believers, and congregational in 

its rejection of any priestly virtue inherent 1n the office 

of the ministry-. Its primaey emphasis is upon personal 

experience as the one condition of church membership. This 

is clearly set forth in the Historical Statement of the 

Methodist Episcopal Ohurch.2 

Though Methodism has been divided into many com­

munions, much progress has been made toward internal re-

union. This is illustrated by the union of the Methodists 

• • • • • 

1. Doctrines and Discipline of the Methodist EPiscopal 
Church, 1932, P• 14. (See note 1, page 76.) -

2. cf. ibid., p. 10 
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in Australia in 1907, in England in 1933, and in the United 

Sta tea in 1939 • 

9. The Separatist 6hurches 

Each period in the history of the church has 

bad small groups, often known as the sect type, who have 

stressed holiness of life in separation from the world. 

This has involved separation from the larger churches, 

which are usually considered, by these sects, to be 

churches of- the worldmther than of God. These bodies 

make a personal religious experience basic to members~p 

in the church, as 4o the Congregationalists, Baptists, and 

Methodists, but insist that this personal religious exper­

ience must be followed by a type of life radically dif­

ferent from that of the world. To this group belong the 

numerous Mennonite, Dunkard, and Holiness churches, the 

latter alone having a membership of approximatelY one and 

a half million persons.2 Though they are seldom included 

• • • • • 

1. "The Methodist EPiscopal Church bas always believed 
that the only infallible proof of the legitimacy of any 
branch of the Christian Church is its ability to seek 
and to save the lost, and to disseminate the Pente­
costal spirit and lite. The chief stress has everbeen 
laid, not upon the fonns but upon the essentials of 
religion. It holds that true Churches of Christ may 
differ widely in ceremonies, ministerial orders, and 
government. Its members are allowed freedom of choice 
among the debated modes of Baptism. If any member bas 
scruples against receiving the Lord's supper kneeling, 
he may receive it standing or s i tting. !-' 

2. Based on the statistics of the Yearbook of American 
Churches (1937 edition), H. c. Weber, editor. 
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in the ecumenical movements, they are Christian churches 

and are of importance 1n the reunion of Christendan. If 

corporate union of all Christendom is essential to the 

fulfilling of out' Lord's prayer "that they all may be 

one, u any church, whether its membership be .five thousand 
-

or five million, will, in remaining out of this corporate 

union, continue to divide the body of Christ. The minor­

ity church cannot be relegated to a place of unimportance 

merely by calling it a sect type. 

For these groups the ohurch is the communion of 

redeemed persons Who are living a life separated from the 

world. This separated life may be expressed in manner of 

dress, abstinence from certain amusements, or in other 

ways. The central element is the personal experienoe with 

Christ. It is granted that true Christians are found in 

all the churches of Christendom, but it is believed that 

the majorit,y churches do not exhibit the holiness of life 

becoming to the Churoh of Christ. For them the holiness 

of the church is not dependent a~ upon the holiness of 

the Head but also upon the holiness of the membership. 

The attitude of these groups toward the ecumen­

ical movement is indioated by the pronouncement of one 

of the larger groups. 

To the ecumenical move~ent, Free Methodism opposes 
a clear-cut denominationalism. Free Methodism is 
not sectarian since it freely accords fellowship to 
every sinoe.t>e Christian group, but it is dEnomination­
al in its insistence that its distinctive oontribution 
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to the Christian testimony can be made only by means 
of its denominational implements, and that its ef­
fectiveness would be blunted by surrender of its 
denominational standards to the leveling processes 
of the ecumenical movement.l 

The differences of interpretation of what con­

stitutes the holy life have led to many divisions within 

this group. They are only only in their protest against 

the worldliness of the majorib,r church and in their desire 

to make the church visible conform to as great a degree as 

possible to the Church invisible. 

10 • summary 

This brief statement of the doctrines of ~e 

nature of the Church which are current in Christendom re-

veals four main divisions., the catholic, the reformed., the 

congregational; and the separatist. 

The catholic type includes the Roman Catholic 

Church, Eastern Orthodox Church, Old Catholic Churches, 

and the Anglican Church. This type is charactEi'rized by 

the belief., held by each church in the group, that it is 

the true historic church of Christ and that the continu­

ity of this church is in organization rather than faith. 

It is preserved by tbe continuity of the apostolic succes­

sion, the retention of the historic episcopate. Though 

• • • • • 

1. "Our Church in This Age" (The 1939 Pastoral Address 
of the Bishops of the Free.Methodist Church), P• 12 



- 79 -

the Anglican Church retains a Reformed statement of the 

nature of the Church in the Thirty-nine Articles, in prac­

tice she is catholic, seeking the reunion of C~stendam 

by bringing all other societies into the historic chut'ch 

by wa;y of the Angl.i can Church. 

Despite many differences ~ong the catholic churches, 
they all agree in conceiving the living church as 
the locus of the saving relation between God and man.1 

The reformed type includes those churches which 

retain in theory and, to a great degree, in practice, the 

Reforma·tion doctrine of the nature of the Church. This 

group includes the Refor.med churches, Presbyterian churches, 

and Lutheran churches. Though the Refor-med and Presbyter­

ian churches are one with the Lutheran churches in the 

theoretical definition of the Church, they are, to some 

degree, divided as regards the definitions within. that 

major definition~ particularly as rega~s the sacrament 

of the Lord's supper. They are all of one type in their 

emphasis upon the visible church and the invisible Church, 

and in defining the marks of the visible church to consist 

in the preaching of the Word and the administration of the 

sacraments. The visible church is composed of all those 

who have made a profession of Christ and have received the 

sacraments, though among these there are always some who 

• • • • • 

1. Charles Clayton Morrison: "The Church, Catholic and 
Protestant"; Christendom,. Spring, 1937, pp. 274-5 
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are unregenerate 1 not numbered with the elect. The visi­

ble church is made to include believers and their fam!USs. 

The invisible Church is composed of the elect of all ages. 

They reject ecclesiastical tradition and the episcopate, 

holding to the universal priesthood of all believers. They 

believe that the oh~eh is both given and gathered but 

that it is not given in an ecclesiastical and hierarchi­

cal sense but as an object of faith. 

The Congregational type includes the Congrega­

tional churches, the Baptist churches, and, as regards the 

nature of the Church, the Methodist churches. They com­

bine the reformed definition of the nature of the Church 

with the separatist emphasis upon personal religious exper­

ience as the requirement for church membership. For them 

the church is more gathered than given, it is the commun­

ion .of those who have had an experience with Christ. It 

is composed not of believers and their children but of 

believers only. 'T Hooft, having written concerning the 

three churches as a group, says:: 

It is typical of the denominations described in 
this section that in their attitude toward other 
churches they demand first of all genuine Christian 
experience, and second the largest possible liberty 
of interpretation of the meaning of creeds, sacra­
ments and ministry, rather than uniformity of order 
or the adoption of the same confessions. This atti­
tude is based on the conviction that the church is 
essentially a community.of believers rather than a 
community of belief, that is, of corporate faith. 
In the language of Troel tsch, they are not so much 
churches as "sects," a point which does not mean that 
they are more Vsectarian' than other Christian group~ 
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but that the voluntary element in th
1
eir structure is 

stronger than the institutional one. 

The separatist type, while maintaining the con­

gregational emphasis upon personal experience, require 

that this experience be followed by holiness of life. 

differences as to what constitutes this separated life are 

responsible for many of the divisions in this type. One 

example of this multiplicity of divisions may be seen in 

the Mennonites in the United States. There are fourteen 

Mennonite denominations having a total membership of 110,-

000 persons, nine of these divisions having less than four 

thousand members each.2 or the 62,678,177 church members. 

in the United States in 1937, 1,465,179 are members of 

159 denominations, each one having less than 50,000 mem­

bers. In contrast, 61,212,998:persons are mEillbers of 49 

denominations. 3 The majority of the smaller groups are 

separatist churches. 

In Christendom today is seEna division of the 

visible church into fourmajor types, the catholic, re­

formed, congregational, and separatist. 

• • • • • 
1. 'T Hooft, The Church and Its Function in Society, p. 42 
2. Of. Weber, Yeal:'book of the American Churches, 1937 edi· 

tion, p. 10 
3. or. ibid., PP• 6-12 
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B. Chux-eh Unions Achieved in the TWentieth Centuey 

as They Relate to 

The Doctrine of the Nature of the Chul'ch 

1. Types of Divisions and Union 

There have been at least twenty'-nine impol'tant 

church unions al!'eady in the twentieth centuey. These 

achievements are of signi.ficance to the furthel' reunion of 

Christendom. 

a. Types of Divisions 

In the foregoing section .four majol' groupings 

were discovered as relates to the nature of the Church~ 

the catholic~ reformed, congregationa~ and separatist. 

Within each o:f' these types there is a wide latitude of 

opinion such as the differences between the Anglican and 

Roman Churches regarding thep:>pe, the Presbyterians and 

the Lutherans concerning the sacrament of the Lord's sup­

per, the Congregationalists and Baptists in !'elation to 

baptism, arid both of these and the Methodists as to church 

gove!'nment, and, finally, the multitude of dif.ferences 

among the separatist churches. However, basically, the 

foul' types are distinguishable. 

Other distinctions have been made such as the 

Catholic versus Protestant, Church versus sect, objective 

versus subjective, cox-porate versus individualistic, 

natul'al versus voluntar,y, given versus gathe!'ed.1 ·The 
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application of each of these to the previous section is 

readily seen. Each expresses the extremes of catholic 

versus separatist. The four-fold classification suggested 

sees the Protestant group divided into three lesser groups, 

the refor.med, congregational, and separatist. In some 

way, if complete organic unit,y is to be achieved, allthese 

differences must be made a pa~t of one comprehensive doc­

trine of the nature of the Church. It is the purpose of 

this section to determine the contribution of the church 

unions which have been already achieved to this problem. 

b. Types of Union 

Three types of union are generally recognized 

today: 11 (1) the Unity of Co-operative Action, (2) the 

Unity of-Mutual Recognition, and (3) Corporate Union.•t2 

The unity of co-operative action is a unity in work and 

service in which doctrinal differences are not considered. 

Unity of mutual recognition takes into account the differ­

ences and likenesses and then, having recognized one an­

other as substantially identical, intercaumunion is es­

tablished. Corporate union means that two or more denomi­

nations unite into one ecclesiastical body. The unions of 

the second and third type are considered in this thesis. 

• • • • • 

1. Of. Rall, nThe Church: Given or Gathered?"' Christendom, 
Spring, 1939, p.l65 

2. Douglass, A Decade of Objective Progress in Church 
Unity, P• XV. 
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The unions will be considered under three class­

ifications: (1) those involving related denominations~ 

(2) those including unrelated denominations within one of 

the four~es designated in the previous section~ and (3) 

those involving churches of unrelated t.ypes.l 

2. Church Unions of Related Denominations 

The negotiations for union between related de­

nominat1ona2 comprise forty-six per cent of the total 

proposals. HOwever~ unions between related denominations 

comprise seventy-two per cent of the total successes. 

Only eleven per cent of the total number of rejected pro­

posals were between related denominations. Eighty-one 

percent of such unions attempted were successfully 

achieved. 

In these mergers there was no p.roblem as to the 

nature of the Church. Not only was the definition of the 

Church agreed upon~ but the definitions within that defin­

ition were bald in common. The nature of the ministry 

which serves the Church and the sacraments which are the 

marks of the Church was agreed upon before the proceed-

• • • • • 

1. Data for this section and for the TABLES are taken 
largely from- H. Paul Douglass: Church Unity Movements 
in the United States~ and A Decade of Objective Prog­
ress in Church Unity; Gaius Jackson Slosser: Christian 
Unity; and the Yearbook of the American Churches (H. 
c. Weber, ed.). 

2. See _TABLES I, II~ III 
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TABLE I: UNIONS ACHIEVED BETWEEN RELATED DENOMINATIDNS 

Year Location ______ D~e~n~o~m~in~a~t~i_o_n~s~------- Present Name 

1900 Scotland Free Church, Scotland United Free 

1906 u. s. 

1906 Canada 

1907 Canada 

United Presbyterian Church Church 

Presbyterian Church, U.S.A. 
Cumberland Presbyterian 

Congregational Union of Nova 
Scotia and New Brunswick 

Congregational Union of 
Ontario and Quebec 

Ontario Conference of the 
United Brethren in Christ 

The Congregational Union 
of Canada 

Presbyterian 
Church, u.s .A. 

The 
Congregational 

Union of 
Canada 

The 
Congregational 

Union of 
Canada 

1907 Austra- Primitive Methodist Church 
Wesleyan Methodist Church 
Methodist .F.£1ee Churoh 

The Methodist 
Church of 

Australia 

1911 u. s. 

1917 u. s. 

1918 u. s. 

1920 u. s. 

1922 u. s. 

Northern Baptist Convention Northam 
Free Bapti at Churches Baptist 

Hague's Norwegian Evan­
gelical Lutheran Synod 

Synod of the Norwegia.n 
Evangelical Lutheran 
Church of America 

United Norwegian Lutheran 
Church in America 

General Synod of Evangelical 
Lutheran Church, u.s.A. 

General Council of the 
Evangelical Lutheran 
Church in North America 

United Synod of the Evan­
gelical Lutheran Ch~ch 
in the South 

Presbyterian Church, U.S.A. 
Welsh Calvinistic Methodist 

Evangelical Association 
United Evangelical 

Convention 

Norwegian 
Lutheran 

of 
America 

United 
Luthe:r:-an 

Church 

Presbyterian 
Church, u.s.A. 

Evangelical 
Church 
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Year Location Denominations Present Name 

1924 u. s. Reformed Church in the u. s. Reformed Ch. 
Hungarian Refor-med in Amer. 1n the u. s. 

1924 u. s. Congregational Congregational 
Evangelical Protestant 

1926 Korea Korean M. E. Church Korean Math-
Korean M. E. Church, south odist Church 

192'7 u. s. Independent Baptist Independent 
Scandinavian Free Bapt. Soc. Baptist Ch. 

1929 Scotland Ohurch of Scotland The Church of 
United Free Church o:f Scotlaxl Scotland 

1930 u. s. American Lutheran Church American 
Augustana Synod Lutheran 
Norwegian Lutheran Ch~rch Conference 
Lutheran Free Church 
United Danish Ev. Luth. Ch. 

1930 u. s. Lutheran Synod of Buffalo American 
Evangelical Lutheran Synod Lutheran 

of Iowa and other states Church 
Evangelical Lutheran Joint 

Synod of Ohio and other 
states 

1930 Mexico M. E. Church (Mexico) The Methodist 
M. E. Church, South (Mexico) Church of Matico 

1932 England Wesleyan Methodist Church Methodist 
Primitive Methodist Church Church of 
United Methodist Church England 

1932 u. s. Orthodox Friends Religious Soci-
Hicksite Friends ety o:f the 

Friends 

1939 u. s. Methodist Episcopal Church The 
Methodist Episcopal Church, Methodist 

South Church 
Methodist Protestant Church 
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TABLE II: UNIONS UNDER CONSIDERATION BETWEEN RELATED 
DENOMINATIONS 

Proposed Location _____________ D_e_n_am=-in_a~t_i_o~n~s~-----------

1907 u. s. Presbyterian Church, u. s. A. 
United Presbyterian Church of N. A. 

1927 u. s. African Methodist Episcopal Church 
African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church 

1932. France Reformed Church 
Refor.med Evangelical Church 

1935 China English Methodist Churches 1n China 

TABLE III: UNIONS REJECTED BETWEEN RELATED D!liCMmATIWS 

Negotia-
tions Location Denominations 

1904- u. s. Presbyterian Church, u. s. A. 
1905 Presbyterian Church, u. s. 
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ings began. The historic episcopate was not involved in 

any of these mergers. 

3. Church Unions of Unrelated Denominations within Types 

Proposals for church union~ involving unrelated 

deno~inations within certain types1 comprised ~wenty-eight 

per cent. pf the total pxaoposals, fourteen per cent of tbe 

total successes, and s~ty-six. per. cent of the total. fail­

ures. Of the four successful churcll unions in this class-

if1cat1on, the ca1gregational type contr,.buted three and 

the reformed type one, wbile of the rejected unions the 

congregational had two and the refoxmed had four. 

In these, again, there were not outstanding dif­

ferences as to the nature of the Church. 

4. Church Unions between Denominations of Unrelated Types 

Proposed church unions between unrelated types 

comprised twenty-six per cent of the total proposals, four­

teen per cent of the total successes, and twenty-two per 

cent of the total failures. Of the fifteen unions pro­

posed between denominations of unrelated types, twenty­

seven per cent were achieved, thirty-three per cent faile~ 

and forty per cent are still under consideration. 

Church unions in this classification are of 

• • • • • 

l. See TABLES IV, V; VI 
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TABLE IV: UNIONS ACHIEVED BETWEEN. UNRELATED DENOMINA­
TIONS WITHIN TYPES 

Year Location Denominations Present Name 

1924 u. s. Congregational Congregational 
Evangelical Protestant 

1931 u. s. Congregational Congregational 
Christian (General and Christian 

Convent ion) 

1931 Puerto Congregational (P.R.) Iglesia 
Rico Christian (P.R.) Evangelica de 

United Brethren (P.R.) Puerto Rico 

1934 u. s. Evangelical Synod of Evangelical 
North America and Refol'm3 d 

Reformed Church in the 
United States 

TABLE V: UNIONS UNDER CONSIDERATION BETWEEN 'UNRllL ATED 
DENOMINATIONS WITHIN TYPES 

Proposed Location ------------~D~e~n~om==in~a~t~i~o~n~s~-----------

1928 Bulgaria Methodist EPiscopal Church 
Congregational Church 

1930 Europe Anglican Church 
Church of Finland 

1930 Europe Anglican Church 
Eastern Orthodox Church 

1931 India Methodist EPiscopal Church 
United Church of North India 

1933 Austra- Methodist Church 
lis. Congregational Church 

1935 u. s. Evangelical Church 
Church of tb3 United Brethren in Chr.t at 
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TABLE VI: UNIONS REJECTED BETWEEN UNRELATED DENOMINA­
TIONS WITHIN. TYPES 

Negotia-
tions Location Denominations 

1903- u. s. Presbyterian Church, u. s. A. 
1931 Presbyterian Church, u. s. 

1904- u. s. 
1934 

1925- u. s. 
1933 

1928- u. s. 
1929 

1928- u. s. 
1931 

1933- Germany 

Uhited Presbyterian Church 
Reformed Church in America 

Presbyterian Church, u. s. 
Associate Presbyterian Reformed Synod 

Universalist 
Unitarian 

Northern Baptist Convention 
Disciples of Christ 

Presbyterian Church, U. S. A. 
Reformed Church in America 

Lutheran Church 
Reformed Church 

(Proposed by Hitler--rejected by 
churches.) 

TABLE VII~ UNIONS RF.JECTED BETV\'EEN DENOMINATIONS OF 
UNRELATED. TYPES -

Negotia-
tions Location Denominations 

1928- u. s. Evangelical Synod of North America 
1930 Church of the United Brethren in Christ 

Reformed Church in the United States 

1932- Great Church of England 
1934 Britain Church of Scotland 
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chief interest in the study of the doctrine of the nature 

of the Church. The failures as well as the successes in-

dicate vital principles whiCh must be recognized in the 

study of the reunion of Christendom. 

a. Unions Rejected 

Two unions have been definitely rejected.1 The 

one between the Church of England and the Church of Scot­

land failed due to disagreement over the question of the 

historic episcopate as determining the continuity of the 

Church. 

The proposed union between the Evangelical Synod 

of North America, the Church of the United Brethren in 

Christ, and the Refor-med Church in the United States was 

rejected by the vote of the Reformed Church because of 

the Arminian doctrine of the United Brethren in Christ. 

Following this rejection, negotiations were immediately 

begun between the Evangelical Synod and the Reformed 

Church, denominations within a type, and resulted in a 

successful union. 

b. Unions Still under Consideration 

Of the unions which are theoretically still 

under consideration,2 a number are progressing very slow-

• • • • • 

1. See TABLE VII, p. 90 
2. See TABLE VIII, P• 92 
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TABLE VIII: UNIONS UNDER CONSID.ERATION BETWEEN DENOMINA­
TIONS OF UNRELATED TYPES 

P~oposed Location Denominations 

1907 South Congregational Church 
A:f'rica Methodist Church 

P~esbyterian Ch~ch 

1919 India .Anglican Chu~ch 
Wesleyan Methodist Chu~ch 
South Indian United Church 

1927 I~an Anglican Church 
Presbyterian Church, u. s. A. 

1928 u. s. Methodist Episcopal Church 
Presbyterian Church, U. S. A. 

1929 u. s. Protestant Episcopal Church 
Methodist Episcopal Church 
Presbyterian Ch~ch, u. s. A. 

1930 England Church of England 
English Free Church 

1930 England Church of England 
Moravian Church 

1934 Nigeria Anglican Ch~ch 
Methodist Church 
Presbyterian Church 

1936 u. s. P~otestant Episcopal Chul'ch 
Preabytel'ian Church, U. S. A. 
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ly and show little hope of successful consummation, among 

which are those of the Church of England and the English 

Free Church;; the Church of England and the Moravian Church 

in England; the Anglican, Methodist, and Presbyterian 

Churches in Nigeria; the Anglican, Wesleyan Methodist, and 

South India United Churches in India; and the Anglican and 

Presbyterian Churches in Iran. In each of these the issue 

upon which they seem destined to fail is the Anglican con­

tention for the historic episcopate as essential to the 

Church, that the continuity of the Church is in the his­

toric episcopate. In this is seen the controversy between 

the catholic concept that the continuity is material and 

visible and the protestant contention that the continuity 

is spiritual. 

Negotiations concerning proposed unions between 

the Methodist Episcopal Church, the Presbyterian Church 

in the u. s. A., and the Protestant EPiscopal Church, and 

that between the Methodist EPiscopal Church and the Pres­

byterian Church, u. s. A., have been neglected in recent 

years due to the concentration of the Methodist body on 

the union of the Methodist churches. Though the proposals 

have never been formally rejected, it is not certain what 

the attitude ot the tlew Methodist Church will be toward 

continuing the negotiations. 
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c. Unions Achieved 

Of the four unions achieved in this classifica-
. 1 

tion, three are among the younger churches and one among 

the older. This latter, the United Church in Canada, is 

the only one in which a large minority refused to join. 

(1) The United Church of Canada. The United 

Church of Canada was formed in 1925 by the union of the 

Methodist, Presbyterian, and Congregational churches of 

Canada. All Presbyterians had united into the Presbyteri­

an Church in Canada in 1875, all Methodists into The Meth­

odist Church in 1884, and all Congregationalists into the 

Congregational Union of Canada in 1906. In this way prep­

aration had been made for the United Church of Canada. 

The three churches comprised 29.58 per cent of 

the total church population in 1921. The United Church of 

Canada contained only 19.44 per cent of the total church 

population in 1931, a loss of 10.14 per cent of the total 

church population. This loss is largely explained by the 

refusal of approximately one-third of the Presbyterians 

to join the United Church. This group of continuing Pres­

byterians made a larger proportional gain of members than 

did the United Church with the result that, While the 

Presbyterians comprised 16.04 per cent of the total church 

• • • • • 
1. See TABLE IX, P• 95 
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TABLE IX: UNIONS ACHIEVED BETWEEN DENOMINATIWS OF 
UNRELATED TYPES --

~ Location ------~D~e~n_am __ i_n_a_t=i~on=-s ______ __ 

1925 Canada The Methodist Church 
The Congregational Union of 

Canada 
The Presbyterian Church in 

Canada 

Present Name 

The United 
Church of 

Canada 

1927 China Baptists - Congregational~ The Church 
- Methodists - Presbyterians of Christ 
- United Brethren - United in China 

1929 Philip­
pines 

1934 Siam 

TABLE X: 

Church of Canada 

Presbyterian Church, U.S.A. 
Congregational Church 
United Brethren Church 

Siamese Presbyterian Church 
Chinese Presbyterian Church 

(Siam) 
Chinese B~ptist Church (Siam) 

SUMMARY ~ TABLES 1::12£ 

Unrelated 

United Evan­
gelic9.1·6hu.rch 
of the Philip­
pine Is. 

Church of 
Christ in 

Siam 

Related Denomi- Unrelated 
Denom.i- nations Types 
nations within 

Types 

Unions 
achieved 21 4 4 29 

Unions under 
cons ide ration 4 6 9 19 

Unions 
rejected l 6 2 9 - - -

Total proposed 26 16 15 57 
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population in 1921, they still had 8.39 per cent of the 

total church population in 1931, ranking fourth in size 

among all churches in Canada including the catholic church-

es. 

The Presbyterian Church is a member of the re­

formed type, the two others members of the congregational 

type. This union was, then, only partially successful in 

uniting two types. Before the union there were three 

churches representing two types. After the union there 

were two churches still representing two types. A union 

of the two types had been achieved only to a limited ex-

tent. 

Silcox, in listing the various factors Which 

kept this la~g~ minority from uniting, stresses, as a lead­

ing one, the differences between Methodism and Presbyteri­

anism. One of these was the oft-repeated expression among 

Presbyterians: tt Our Church is not a sect. tt 

Here we have essentially the influence in Canadian 
Presbyterianism of the Church of Scotland, which 
emerged as a church of the nation and not simply of 
a certain group within the nation.2 

In this is found the conflict of the inclusiveness along 

national lines of the refor.med churches in contrast to the 

congregational emphasis upon the voluntary association of 

• • • • • 
1. These statistics are taken fran Silcox, Church Union in 

Canada. 
2. Ibid., p. 205 
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believel's. 

Douglass expresses judgment concerning the doc­

trinal basis of the Union in much the same words as others 

when he says: 

The doctrinal statement of the United Church of 
canada represents rather a colourless compromise 
than any adventurous attempt at fresh thinking. Many 
leaders who most heartily approve of the union pri­
vately regard the statement of faith as embodying a 
rather low grade theology. Certainly it is no in­
spiring or creative restatement of the common faith 
and scal'cely functions as an actual bond of union. 
It makes no strong emoti~nal appeal and does not 
serve as a rallying cry. 

The legal battles before the House of Commons 

and the courts,2 the separation of fgmilies,3 the parting 

of friends, often with bitter words, the financial coer­

cion brought by central control boards upon mission sta­

tions to vote for the union4 -all these reveal the lack 

of the application 9f practical Christian idealism. 

The United Church of Canada represents but a 

partially successful attempt at a union of two types of 

churches, was united on a weak theology, and became the 

cause of much division and strife even in the midst of 

its profession of the spirit of unity. 

• • • • • 

1. Douglass: A Decade of Objective Progress in ChurCh 
Unity, p. 113 

2. Of. Silcox, op. eit., PP• 243-71 
3. cr. ibid., P· 275 
4. Of. ibid., P• 211 
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(2) The Church of Christ in C:q.ina. The Church 

of Christ in China, as also the smaller unions in the 

Philippines and Siam, represents a greater success, both 

in practice and spirit, than that of Canada. 

Beginning with a union of mission Churches represent­
ing Presbyterian and Congregational boards in England 
and the United States, the Church of Christ has added 
additional bodies to it a membership so that it now 
represents Baptist, Congregational, Methodist, .Presby­
terian, Refor.med, United Brethren, United Church of 
Canada and independent Chinese Churches of six English-. 
speaking nations representing the formerly divided 
Chinese Churches resulting from the work of thirteen 
separate missionary groups. 

This church now includes one third of the total 

church population in China. A strong body of liberal Con­

gregationalists and a similar group of conservative Pres­

byterians refused to go into the union because of its 

doctrinal position. There is little possibility that the 

Methodists will unite with the larger church in the near 

future because they are now preoccupied with a proposed 

union of their own ranks. The Anglicans, though profess-

ing to desire union with the Church of Christ, are at­

tempting to shift the negotiations to a consideration of 

sacraments and orders. It is impr-obable that the Church 

of Christ will yield to the high ecclesiasticism of the 

Anglican Church. The Church of Christ achieved its union 

lines extremely more simple and Biblical than the Anglican 

Church would readily accept. 

• • • • • 

1. Douglass: op. cit., pp. 117-8 
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The doctrinal bond of union consists in declar-

ing faith in Jesus Christ as Redeemer; in accepting the 

Holy Scriptures as the divinely inspired Word of GOd, and 

as supreme authority in matters of duty and faith; and in 

the "acknowledgement of the Apostles' Creed as expressing 

the fundamental doctrines of our co~on evangelical faith. ttl 

The bases of union are expressed in ttLet Us 

Unite" in a way that is the more meaningful because it is 

the expression of those who have achieved unity rather 

than wistfully desired it. 

There is a great diversity within the Roman ahurch. 
It finds its unity in the primacy of the Pope and the 
authority of the tradition of the Church and of the 
Church Councils. Granted lqyalty to these central 
principles, there is the widest scope to give expres­
sion to the individUal's faith and Christian life. 
• • • 

We do not believe that denominationalism is an es­
sential, nonnal or Wholesome expression of the Church. 
We dare not believe it is according to the will of 
God, or the purpose of Christ. We do not believe 
that as soon as some fl:'esh truth or some new emphasis 
on old truth is revealed to a group, be it small or 
large, it must separate itself from the rest to fonn 
a sect or denomination of its own •••• 

The Chul:'ch of Christ in China builds its unity on 
the Person of Chl:'ist, our divine Lol:'d and SavioUl:', on 
the acceptance of the Word of God as contained in the 
Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments, on the ac­
ceptance of the Apostles' Creed as adequately testi­
fying to those essential beliefs and experiences held 
in common by us with the Church Ecumenical. Unity 
built on such a foundation, affords adequate freedom 
to express in various ways our Christian faith and 
life on those matters where it is not only permissible 

• • • • • 

1. Let Us Unite (anon.), p. 21 
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to differ, but concerning which our very diversit,r 
servef to enrich the life and e.xpe rience of the whole 
body. 

This hope of unity is expressed again in a man­

na!' which reveals the soul of the Chinese people • 

A wise Christian leader o.f t~ West has remarked 
that Christian unity will not come by the way of 
balanced reasonings, a Claim bare and a concession 
there. But it will take place in obedience to some 
mighty and unanimous impulse in the hearts of those 
who find God. This unity perhaps will be achieved in 
consequence of some threatening from the side of the 
world which can be escaped only by some affirmation 
of faith and hope and love such as makes us one. Pe!'­
haps the Church is destined some day to find herself 
one, but it may be in the depth of a dark night that 
the Church will make that blessed discover.y. 

Some of us wonder if in China that dark night, the 
black darkness just before the dawning of Christ's 
hoped for, prayed for day, is not now .2 

The Chines churches were privileged in not hav­

ing formed within them century-old prejudices and concep­

tions of the doctrine of the Nature of the Church. They 

readily accepted as valid the ordination of the clergy of 

any church. coming into the union, recognized that the 

question of type of organization should be determined by 

the situation rather than by an attempt to discover a 

Biblical fo~ula, realized and declared that the Church is 

a living structure of living pe!'sons who, like Peter, have 

declared Jesus to be their Lord and Redeemer, their Chl'ist, 

and are living in joyous fellowship with Him. 

• • • • • 

1. Op. cit., P• 24 
2. Ibid., P• 49 
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5. Summaey 

This brief surve,-1 of the field of actual church 

unity movements indicates that: 

1. The earliest and most successful efforts are 

those between related dEilominations. In this the Metho­

dists have taken the lead and the congregational type bas 

contributed fifty-seven per cent of the s uccesaes. In 

such unions organization rather than doctrine is the pri­

mary concem. 

2. The union of denominations within one of the 

four types has not been so successful. Of the unions in 

this classification, seventy-five per cent of the sucess­

ful ones were in the congregational type and sixty-six 

per cent of the failures were in the reformed type. This, 

together with the observation concerning the union of re­

lated denominations, indicates that the congregational 

type has contributed the majority of tbe successes. 

3. Seventy-five per cent of' the unions between 

unrelated types were among the younger churches. The 

large number of such unions under considerat~bn is large­

ly attributed to the Lambeth Appeal of' the Anglican Church. 

The greatest obstacle to unions in this classification is 

the Anglican adherence to the historic episcopate, an ex­

pression of the catholic concept of the Church. 

• • • • • 

1. See TABLE X, P• 95 
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c. The Contribution of the Ecumenical Conferences 

to a Definition of 

the Doctrine of the Nattll'e of the Church 

The twentieth century bas seen t be r1 se of a 

new ecumenical movement ltlich has already contributed much 

to the definition of the doctrine of the nature of the 

Church. These conferences have served to show the points 

of agreement between the different communions and, at the 

same time, have clarified the problems which yet remain. 

The two outstanding ecumenical groups are the World Con­

ference on Faith and Order and the Universal Christian 

Council for Life and Work. 

1. The Universal Council for Life and Work 

The Universal Council for Life and Work had its 

beginnings in a conference at Constance, August 1, 1914, 

the very day war was declared. That ccnference was hur­

riedly concluded and plans were projected for another 

conference after the conclusion of the war. In 1920 there 

was a preparator.y meeting in Geneva, and the next great 

conference was scheduled for Stockholm in 1925. 

That the purpose of this Conference was not to 

discuss the nature of the Church was implied in the report 

of the Commission on Co-operative Movements as follows: 
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It is to be clearly understood at the outset that 
any agency that may be appointed shall not deal w1 th 
questions of creed or ecclesiastical organization, 
but that it shall strictly limit itself to the class 
of subjects~under consideration at the Conference, 
ngmely, the Life and Work of the Church of Christ, 
and in pa-rticular the assertion and application of 
Christian principles to those problems, international, 
economic, social, civic, with Which tie future of 
civilization is so vitally concerned. 

The question of the nature of the Ch~eh was not 

of primary concern at stockholm, yet it became clear that 

the theological differences needed to be faced. 1his is 

expressed by~ Hooft thus: 

The need for a theological clarification became 
even more clear as the Stockholm movement found it­
self confronted with secular philosophies whose sig­
nificance consisted precisely in the fact that they 
advocated, not merely a different moralit.y, but a 
wholly different outlook upon life which challenged 
Christianity at its very foundation. At the same 
time, it was increasingly felt that a body repre­
senting the churches would never be able to speak 
with any spiritual authority if it were to continue 
to eliminate from its discussions the basic ques­
tion of the nature and the function of the church. 
And so it has become inevitable that, as Dr. Oldham 
puts it, one of the questions of fundamental impor­
tance which are at the heart of the discussions on 
church, community and state, should be: What is the 
nature and mission of the church? 2 

This was the problem which confronted the Oxford 

Conference in 1937. It concluded that though the Churches 

are agreed on the fact of the Church, they are in disagree­

ment over the nature of the Church.3 FOr the most part, 

the task of defining the nature of the Church was left to 

the churchmen meeting ~t Edinburgh. . - . . . . 
1. Macfarland, St~ps Toward the World Council, p. 91 
2. 'T Hooft, The Church and Its Function in society, p.79 
3. cr. ibid., P• 83 
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2. The World Conference on Faith and Order 

The two World Conferences on Faith and Order, 

Lausanne {1927) and Edinburgh (1937), have proved of sig• 

nificance in the ecumenical statement of the doctrine of 

the nature of the Church. Both conferences presented a 

definition and a statement of the problems involved. 

a. The First Conference -Lausanne, 1927 

Qn August 19, 1927 the following definition of' 

the n~ture of the Church was received by the Conference 

on Faith and Order meeting at Lausanne: 

God who has given us the Gospel f'or the salvation 
of the world bas appointed His Church to w1 tness by 
life and word to its redeeming power. The Church of 
the Living God is constituted by His own will, not 
by the will or consent or belief's of men whether as 
individuals or as societies, though He uses the will 
of men as His instrument. Of this Church Jesus Christ 
is the Head, the Holy Spirit its continuing life. 

The Church as the communion of believers in Christ 
Jesus is, according to the New Testament, the people 
of the New Covenant; the Bo~ of· Christ; and the 
Temple of God, built upon the foundation of' the Apos­
tles and Prophets, Jesus Christ Himself being the 
chief corner stone. 

The Church is God's chosen instrument by which 
Christ, t~ough the Holy Spirit, reconciles men to 
God through faith, bringing their wills into subjec­
tion to His sovereignty, sanctifying them through 
the means of grace, and uniting them in love and 
service to be His witnesses and fellow-workers in 
the ·9.]£tension of His rule on earth until His Kingdom 
come in glory. 

....-/~ 

As there is but one Christ, and one life in Him, 
and one Holy Spirit who guides into all truth, so 
there is and c fn be but one Church, holy, ea tholic, 
and apostolic. 
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o,yril Charles Richardson says of this defini-

tion: 

While this measure of agreement with its emphasis 
upon the Church as a divine creation was significant~ 
it gave no possible criterion fox- the testing of op­
posing claims. It was the ilowest common denominator 
of belief about the Church, and not the norm.2 

The marks of the church as it exists on earth 

were given as the following: 

1. The possession and acknowledgement of the Word 
of God as given in Holy Scripture and interpreted 
by' the Holy Spirit to the Church and to the indi­
vidual. 

2. The profession of faith in God as He is incar­
nate and revealed in Christ. 

3. The acceptance of Christ's commission to preach. 
the Gospel to ever,y creature. 

4. The observance of the Sacraments. 

5. A ministry :for. the pa..Btoral office, the preach­
ing of the Word, and the administration of the Sacra­
ments. 

s. A :fellowship in prayer, in worship, in all the 
means of grace~ in the pursuit of holiness, and in 
the service of man. 3 

Certain problems arose concerning the definition 

o:f some of these marks of the Church. As to the first~ 

some held that the interpretation was given through the 

tradition o:f the Church, and others t bat it is gi van 

through the medium of the Holy Spirit to each believer. 

• • • • • 

1. H. N. Bate (ed.): Faith and Order, pp. 453-4 
2. Cyril Charles Richardson~ The Church through the Cen­

turies, p. 237 
3. Bate, op. cit.~ p. 454 
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There were differences concerning the significance of de­

naninations, some believing tba t every division has been 

due to sin and others holding that the divisions were in 

the providence of God due to varying gifts of the Spirit. 

The chief difference was concerning the nature 

of the ch'tll'ch visible and the Church invisible and their 

relation to ea<dl. other. The elements in this controversy 

are listed in the Conference as follows: 

1. Some hold that the invisible Church is wholly 
in heaven; others include in it all true believers 
on earth, whether contained in any organisation or 
not. 

2. Same hold that the visible expression of the 
Church was determined by Christ Himself and is there­
fore unchangeable; others that the one Church under 
the guidance of the Holy Spirit may express itself 
in varying for.ms. 

3. Same hold that one or other of the existing 
Churches is the only true Church; others that the 
Church as we have described it is to be found in 
some or all of the existing communions taken together. 

4. Some, while recognising other Christian bodies 
as Churches, are persuaded that in the providence of 
God and by the teaching of history a particular form 
of ministry has been shoVttJ to be necessary to the 
best welfare of the Church; others hold that no one 
for.m of organisation is inherently preferable; still 
others, that no organisation is necessary.l 

In this report the conflict between the catholic 

and protestant views of the Church is clearly set forth; 

the former, represented at Lausanne by the Eastern Ortho­

dox and Anglican Churches, holding that the visible ex-

• • • • • 

1. Bate, op. cit., P• 465 



- 107 -

pression of the Church was determined by Christ and that 

only that church Which retains the historic episcopate is 

the true Church. 

b. The Second Conference -Edinburgh, 1937 

The second World Conference on Faith and Order 

defined the Church in this ma1ner: 

We are at one in confessing belief in the Holy 
Catholic Church. We acknowledge that through Jesus 
Chris·t, particularly tl:rough the fact of His resur­
rection, o:r the gathering of His disciples round 
their crucified, ll'1i:sen, and victorious Lord, and of 
the coming of the Holy Ghost,. God's almighty will 
constituted the Church on earth. 

The Church is the people of the new covenant, ful­
filling and transcending all that Israel under the 
old covenant foreshadowed. It is the household of 
God, the family in which the fatherhOod of God and 
the b rotbe rbood of man is to be real! sed in the 
children of His adoption. It is the body of Christ, 
whose manbers derive their life and oneness from 
their one living Head; and thus it is nothing apart 
from Him, but is in all things dependent upon the 
power o:r salvation which God has committed to His 
Son.l 

The problems which the Conference recognized as 

barriers to Church unity not met by the above definition 

and as needing further study are as gl'eat as the defini­

tion is unimpressive. 

1. A point to be studied is in what degl'ee the 
Christian depends ultimately for his assu!'anoe that 
he is in vi tal touch with Obr."i··st upon the possession 
of the ministry and the sacraments, upon the Word of 
God in the Church, upon the inwBrd testimony .of the 
Holy Spirit, or upon all these. 

• • • • • 
1. Hodgson: The Second Wo~ Conference, pp. 347-8 
2. Ibid., P• 316 



- 108 -

2. The relation or the Kingdom of God to the 

Church and the extent to which the KingdOm. is known in 

the present was of concern. 

3. Different churches were found to hold differ-

ing standards of church membership, some holding that all 

who have been baptized are to be regarded as mEmbers and 

others that only those who have made a profession of Christ 

and are exhibiting the spirit of Christ are members. 

4. The apostolicity of the church was recog­

nized as a subject needing further study. 

5. The position of the society of the Friends 

as regards the sacraments was clearly seen as an almost 

insurmountable barrier to Church unity. 

6. Apostolic succession, the historic episco­

pate, in fact, tbe entire doctrine of the nature of the 

ministry was admitted to be a very great problem in the 

way of Church unity. 

In the summary of the obstacles to church unity, 

given in the report of Section IV of the Conference, is 

the following: 

We find that the obstacles most difficult to over­
come consist of elements of 'faith'and 'order' com­
bined, as when some fonn of Church government or 
worship is considered a part of the faith. 

But we are led to the conclusion that behind all 
particular statements of the problem of corporate 
union lie deeply divergent conceptions of the Church. 
For the want of any more acc~rate teF.ms this divergence 
might be described as the contrast between 'authori­
tarian' and 'personal' types of Church. 
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We have, on the one hand, an insistence upon a 
divine givenness in the Scriptures, in orders, in the 
creeds, in worship. 

We have, on the otmr band, an equally strong in­
sistence upon the individual experience of divine 
grace, as the ruling principle of the 'gathered' 
Church, in which freedom is both enjoyed as a reli­
gious right and enjoined as a religious duty. 

We are aware that between these extremes many vari­
ations exist, expressed as well in doctrine as in 
organisation, worship and types of piety. These vari­
ations are combinations of the two contrasted types of 
Church to which we have referred. 

We do not min~ise the difficulties which these 
contrasted types of Church present to our movement, 
nor are we willing to construe them as being due 
mainly t9 misunderstandings or to sin. 

It is our hope and prayer that through the guidance 
of the Holy Spirit they may, in God's good time, be 
overcome.1: 

3. Summary 

The World Conferences on Faith and Order may be 

said to have contributed to a study of the doctrine of the 

nature of ihe church by giving a truly ecumenical defini­

tion and by clearly bringing before the consciousness of 

the churches the issues and problems which are barriers to 

Church unity, particularly as they relate to the ngiven" 

and "gathered, rr: the "catholic" and "protestant" views of 

the Church. llThe majority of those present were able to 

agree -to differ. tt2 

• • • • • 

1. Hodgson, op. cit., pp. 334-5 
2. Herqert Parrish: A New God for .America, p. 163 
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D. Conclusion 

The twentieth century has already seen the suc­

cessful union of many churches and the progress of a great 

world movement toward union. In this movement the doctr:hle 

of the nature of the Church as defined by the many denomi­

nations, as related to the specific church union pl'Opos­

als, and as expressed by the e cum.enical conferences is of 

great importance. 

Denominations today may be classified, as re­

gards their view of the Church, into four groups: the 

catholic, reformed, congregational, and separatist. The 

first is catholic, the other three are protestant. The 

first two stress the givenness of the Church, though in 

varying degrees, and the latter two the gatheredness of 

the Church. 

Church unions in this century have been most 

successful when limited to related denominations. The 

churches of the congregational type have contributed a 

larger portion of the s.tccessful unions than all others 

combined. In the unions involving unrelated denominations 

but denominations within a certain type, the congregation­

al type has contributed a great majority of the successes 

and a very small minority of the fail'llt'es. The unions of 

unrelated types have been successful, in a large wa:y, only 

among the younger churches though numerous such unions are 
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now under consideration. Most o~ those now being con­

sidered seem due to fail, chiefly because of Anglican in­

sistence on the historic episcopate. 

The world conferences of the ecumenical movement 

have contributed to a clarification of our common faith 

and our great problems. They have clearly drawn the is­

sues which must be considered by a church unity movement, 

most ofmhich are but expressions of the catholic versus 

the protestant, the given versus the gathered concept of 

the Church. The hopeful element or these conferences was 

that the differences were presented in a spirit of fellow­

ship among the members of the conferences and in the midst 

of allegiance to Christ. The Church has come a long way 

on the road toward mutual understanding, if' not corporate 

unity, when such a group of men from so many diverse com­

munions coUld have such fellowship as was experienced at 

both Oxf'ord and Edinburgh in 1937. In this spirit of 

fellowship they were recapturing something of the spirit 

of the New Testament Church, the Church before it was 

laden with organizational and political concepts of the 

nature of the Church. In the .fellowship, the New Testa­

ment life was discernible. In the differences were seen 

the product of twenty centuries of thought on the doctrine 

of the nature of the Church. 
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 



I AM THE CHURCHl 
The great Creator drew the plans for me within 

His heart of love; 
The Great ArChitect gave His dearest Possession 

that I might be created; 
My one and only Foundation is His Son -whose body 

was nailed to a tree; 
My Chief Comer Stone -the Stone which the builders 

rejected; 
My walls-placed without hammer's sound-are built 

by the martyrs of the centuries; 
My steeple points ever toward tbs..t Great .Architect­

Builder throughout eternit.y; 
From my belfry rings out the call for worship 

to countless multitudes of all ages; 
My door swings open to all of every race and everr 

age-bidding them welcome; 
In my sanctuary there is-

Peace for tired minds, 
Rest for weary bodies, 

Com.passi on for a uffering humanity, 
Forgiveness for repentant sinners, 

Communion for saints, 
CHRIST-for all who seek Him! 

I AM THE CHURCH! 
.All the love of God, the great Architect, 
All the sacrifice of Christ, the Great Builder, 
All tte dream of dauntless prophets, 
All the faith of hopeful pioneers, 
All the hope of countless millions, 
All the joy of conquering Christians 

are enclosed within my walls! 

I AM THE CHURCH l 
Without me, civilization must crumble! 
Within me is eternit,yl 

Beulah Hughes 

From--Cynthia Pearl Maus: Christ and the Fine Arts 



CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

The New Testament Church is a spiritual structure 

or living stones, a structure composed of all those per­

sons, who, like Peter, have received the revelation of the 

Messiahship of Jesus and have confessed Him to be the 

Christ. It was secured or purchased by Christ Himself. 

The several local churches are but expressions of the one 

universal Church, this universal Church being centered in 

no speciried for.m nor delegated authorit,y but in the liv­

ing Lord Jesus Christ, Head of the Church, the Great Shep­

herd of the Flocko 

This Church retained w1 thin it, in unity, even 

those persons who seemed to have a distinctive contribu­

tion. The seemibg dirference of the mission of Peter and 

Paul was not taken as a basis ror the forma. tion of dis­

tinctive groups. They and the Church realized that though 

a difference of anphasis existed there was a uni'Gf in 

Christ which transcended all difrerences and. that tm dir­

ferences only served to bring a greater fulness to the 

Body of Christ, His Church. Each person who had received 

this revelation of the Messiahship of Jesus had his cm­

tribution to make w1 thin the rellowship of the group. 

- 114 -
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The divisions o:f the visible chUl'ch are largely 

due to the elevation of same "distinctive element" to an 
-

objective position higher than the relationship to Christ. 

Thus, the hiera.l'cby becomes the objective for the Roman 

Catholic, the histo.ttic episcopate .for the Anglican, creedal 

confessions .for the Lutheran, Scripture :for the Presby­

terian and Re:formed, absence of creed for tba Congrega­

tionalist, baptism by immersion for the Baptist, entire 

sanctification according to a speci.fied mode for the Free 

Methodist, a specific mode of life for the separatist, 

and even the total rejection of sacrament for the Friend. 

These become substitutes for a vital, living .faith in 

Jesu~ Christ, or, at least, become the media without which 

this .faith in Christ is judged to be impossible. They be­

come, too often, the criteria by whiah a man is judged to 

be or not to be a Christian. 

These distinct! ve elements are the product of 

histor.r and experience, and, in the day of their beginning, 

did, to a great degree, contain truth. The difficulty has 

arisen when an element of truth, such as tbe need for or­

ganization, the value of creeds, the authority of Scrip­

ture, the meaning o.f baptism, and the like, have become 

the finished product of s cholaaticiam and are elevated· to 

a position of ju:lgment upon all who cannot yet agree to 

them as absolutely true. 
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As regards the nature or the Church, the church 

'is divided into two major groups, catholic and protestant. 

The latter group contains tbttee types: the reformed, con­

gregational, and separatist. The view of the church, 

though not always expressed, is basic to many of tre other 

expressions vhich divide the visible church into many de­

nominations. 

· The .fundamental premise of the twentieth century 

ecumenical movement is that denominational di visiQns mili­

tate against the effectiveness o.f the visible church and 

that corporate union o.f all Christian groups is the only 

way in which the prayer o.f Christ for unity may be an­

swered. It is believed that th9 Church for which Christ 

prayed is the visible church and. that the union for which 

He prey-ed was organic, corporate union. The emphasis is 

upon catholicity, upon the real as being possible only or­

ganically as in a visible church and not ideally as in the 

concept of an invisible Church. Charles Clayton Morrison 

contends that : 

Upon no realistic basis can it be claimed that 
protestantism has a church. In addition to the 
'church invisible,' which is no church at all, but 
only the idea of a church, it has denominations 
which it calls churches. But the church catholic 
was left behind at the Reformation-left behind, not 
so much in the break with Rome as in the positive 
ideOlogy of the Reformation 1uovement. In its place, k 

protestantism developed associations or societies of 
individual believers (in some cases including their 
children), for the expression and cultivation of the 
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personal graces of the gospel.1 

To the extent that the ecumenical movement iden-

tifies the visible organized church which it proposes, 

with the real Church of Christ it is in danger of commit­

ting the error of tm Roman Church. Organization does not 

insure salvation. 

It is believed by leaders of the ecumenical 

movement that a corporately' united church is the only 

means by which Christendom can. meet the threat of the 

twentieth centur,y's incarnation of Caesar. Nothing short 

of a corporately united church can speak with a united 

voice. The tendency is to meet national totalitarianism 

with a Christian totalitarianism, the latter to be at­

tained~ by the eorporate union of the churehes into one 

great church which shall have and exercise authority. 

To the extent that the ecumenical movement iden-

t;ifies the power of the church with the existence o:f' one 

great organization it is in danger of committing not only 

the error of the Roman Ca. tholic Church but of the tota.li-

tarian states. Material organization does not insure 

spiritual power. Christianity did not conquer the Roman 

Empire by pronouncements or pressure groups, but by a united 

witness to Christ. This united witness which is the goal 

• • • • • 
1. Charles Clayton Morrison: "The Church, Catholic and 

Protestant"; Christendom, Spring, 1937, p. 281 
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of the ecumenical movement need not be dependent upon a 

corporately united ebureh. 

The eeumenioal movement bas contributed to the 

spil'itual unity of the Church by making large sections of 

it conscious that their "distinctive elements" need not be 

a barrier to spiritual f'al.lowship and that there is a 

spiritual unity in Christ. The af'f'innation adopted by the 

Second World Conference on Faith and Order includes: 

We are one in faith in our Lord Jesus Christ, the 
incarnate Word of' God. We are one in all~gianee to 
Him as the Head of the Church, and as King of kings 
and Lord of lords. We are one in acknowledging that 
this allegiance takes precedence of any other alle­
giance that may- make claims upon us. 

This unity does not consist in the agreement of 
our minds or the consent of our wills. It is founded 
in Jesus C~st Himself, who lived, died and rose 
again to bring us to the Father, and who through the 
Holy Spirit dwells in His Church. We are one because 
we are all the objects of the love and grace of God, 
and called by Him to witness in the world to His 
glorious gospel.l 

This is the basis of true church unity. It al­

ready exists in frbrist. The realization of the fact of 

this unity by the church will have the immediate eff'ect of 

lowering our "distinctive elements" from positions of 

judgment upon other Christians and the elevating of the 

one distinctive elEill.en t of the Church which is Jesus 

Christ, incarnate God, our Savior, the Judge of the world 

and the Chureh. Representatives of the churches will be 

• • • • • 

1. Leonard Hodgson (ed.): The Second WOrld Conferenee on 
Faith and Order (1937), p. 275 
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able to confer concerning thei.xa diffe.xaenees in the spirit 

o:f1his one great unity. This was the spirit of Ox:ford 

and Edin'l:u rgh. 

Such a scrutiny of differences in the spirit of 

our basic unity will result in the achievement of many 

church unions. Progress already has been made. In those 

unions already consummated, certain standards and trends 

are observed. 

Firat, for effectual unity there must be belief. 

Silcox stresses this standard when he says:: 

To thrive, a church must believe something and act 
on the belief. It must worship a livin~ God, and ·not 
even Church Union (with capital letters) is an ade­
quate substitute for the Deity. Nor can social and 
economic radicalism take the place of a solid cor­
porate philosophy of life.l 

Even Pete.xa expressed a creed, full of meaning ~or a Hebrew 

of his age, when he said, "Thou art the Messiah, the son 

of the living God!"2 

The fo.xamulation of a o.xaeed will, to be sure, ex­

clude same who are active in the ecumenical movement. c. 

J •. Bleeke.xa, repl."esenting libel'al Cbxtistianity, has already 

expressed the belief that the Una Sancta, rraur Lord Jesus 

Christ as God and saviour," adopted by Utl."echt in 1938 as 

the creed for the world council of Churches, cannot be 

• • • • • 

1. Claris Edwin Silcox: "Ten Years of Church Union in 
Canada"; Cbristendom, Winter, 1936, PP• 358-9 

2. Matthew xvi.l6 
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accepted b7 liberals.1 It is inevitable that a creed, 

regardless of its simplicity, will be exclusive of some. 

It is as essential as it is inevitable. 

second, if church unions are to be achieved be­

tween churches having differing views of the Church as ex­

pressed in its polit7 and ministry, these elements must 

cease to be held as essentials to the nature of the Church. 

Edinburgh concluded that one of the great obstacles to 

unity is erected when matters of church government are 

considered a part of the faith. The principle of the New 

Testament that organization be detennined b7 the need which 

calls it forth must be recovered. s. Arthur Devan, a 

Baptist, in discussing this principle as it relates to 

reunion, says: 

So immersion is Scriptural, historic, logical, 
highly symbolic and spiri tuall7 effeeti ve. But­
after all-just how important is it? Other times, 
other mores. Jesus did not command immersion; it 
happened to be the only mode of baptism that Jewish 
people knew.2 

The distinction must be seen between that which is com­

manded in the New Tes"f?ament and that which is merely the 

first-centur,y method of doing a particular thing. 

The church unions which have been accomplished 

indicate that the immediate hope for organic unity is 

• • • • • 
1. Cf. c. J. Bleeker: ttnoes Liberal Christianity Belong to 

the Una.·~sancta?"; Christendom, Spring, 1939, pp. 229-38 
2. s. Arthur Devan: 11A Baptist 'tooks at Church Union"; 

Christendom, Winter, 1939, P• 77 
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through the unity of related denominations. Only one 

church union; namely, the Ohux-ch of Ohl'ist in China, has 

successfully brought into a unity denominations belonging 

to vaeying types, and in this instance the diffex-ing types 

were within the larger Protestant group. No unions ba ve 

been achieved Which involved both catholic and protestant 

churches. The basic differences between denominations as 

to their views of the Church have not faded. Though the 

Protestant forces unite, whiCh is not a very immediate 

probability1 there will yet remain the problem of bring­

ing the two widely different emphases1 Catholic and Prot­

estant1 into a unity. 

Need then the Body of Christ be divided until 

the time of the sol uti on of this problem? It is to be 

considered divided only if the true Church1 the Body of 

Christ, is identified with one, visible, organized church 

formed by men. We already possess a unity in Christ; we 

need only to recognize it and to practice it. Denomina­

tions may continue until the consummation of the ages, but 

there can nevertheless be a true unity in Christ. This 

spiritual unity, though it has existed since the beginning 

of the Church, is progressively realized as denominations 

and men increasingly elevate the Lord Jesus Christ as the 

great Head of the Church, and lower their individual "dis­

tinctive elements" to a position of glory to Christ rather 

than judgment of men. 
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'T Hoo£t, having discussed the many conceptions 

o£ the nature o£ the Church and the human impossibility o£ 

ever reconciling them all, concludes: 

There is no way out o£ this situation. For every 
so~called way out proves in £act to be an element 
which complicates the situation even more. We are 
therefore obliged to recognize the fact of our dis­
agreement as to the nature of the church as well as 
the £act of our agreement as to the reality o£ the 
church. This means, not that we should cease to 
work for unity, but that we shoUld cease to try to 
force the issue of unity. Our present impasse is a 
sign that unity cannot be made by men, but ~an be 
acknowledged and received only when God actually 
gives it. It is with unity as with all the gifts of 
God: we can prepare for it, we can pray for it, we 
can watch for it, but we cannot bring it into being. 
Unity is not achieved; but it hap¥ehs when men listen 
togethar

1
to God, and when he is w 11Ing to give it 

to them. 

• • • • • 

1. W. A. Visser :t t Hooft, The Church and Its Function in 
society, pp. 82-3 
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