
Chapter 14: “Unity and Separation”

Chapter 14

SEPARATION and UNITY

Having underscored the importance of fellowship, I must now draw attention to one of the biggest problems in the Christian church today. Many Christians do not seem to understand biblical teachings about unity and separation. The New Testament teaches both and there is no discrepancy. 

God Demands Perfection

God cannot tolerate or overlook sin of any kind!  If you disagree with that statement, I invite you to show me an exception from the Bible. If you agree with me, then you must also admit that there is either no true biblical fellowship of believers, or the fellowship of believers exists between fallible and imperfect Christians. 
The Pharisees were the most legalistic Jewish sect in the times of Jesus, and they were very hard on the common people because they didn’t keep the law as dictated by their own strict interpretations. Collectively, the Pharisees prided themselves on being better, purer and godlier than others, and the more fault they could find in others, the more righteous they felt themselves to be. The measure of their own “godliness” was thus determined by their separation from the “less godly,” and unity among the Pharisees was enhanced by their contempt for others. The Pharisees, Sadducees and Herodians were normally enemies, but they found unity in their common hatred for Jesus and his followers. 

In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus told his disciples, For I say unto you, that except your righteousness shall exceed the righteousness of the scribes and Pharisees, ye shall in no case enter into the kingdom of heaven (Matthew 5:20). Imperfect people don’t become perfect by separating themselves from other imperfect people. The believer’s faith is not measured by the strictness of his separation, but by his eagerness to be forgiven and to forgive. 

Jesus concluded his discourse in Matthew 5:48: Be ye therefore perfect, even as your Father which is in heaven is perfect! That is strikingly similar to the “New Commandment”, A new commandment I give unto you, That ye love one another; as I have loved you, that ye also love one another (John 13:34). 

Romans 3:23 declares that we are all imperfect—sinners who have fallen short of God’s standards.  The Apostle John wrote, If we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us… If we say that we have not sinned, we make him a liar, and his word is not in us (I John 1:8 and 10). 

Notice that I left out a verse as indicated by those three little dots. Sandwiched between verses 8 and 10 is verse 9: If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins, and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness. John tells us what to do about sin. Confess it and leave it! And John also tells us what God does: He cleanses us from all unrighteousness.

God Desires Unity

And now I am no more in the world, but these are in the world, and I come to thee. Holy Father, keep through thine own name those whom thou hast given me, that they may be one, as we are  (repeated three times in this prayer!).

Only perfect individuals can “be one” - like Jesus and the Father, yet we are sinners. How can we even have fellowship, let alone unity? Unity, fellowship and salvation are not obtained by isolating ourselves from sinners, but rather in seeking the Lord’s will for us individually and collectively. This includes God's forgiveness and our forgiving one another. 

We are the redeemed of the Lord! Ephesians 6:1 says, To the praise of the glory of his grace, wherein he hath made us accepted in the beloved. It is through God’s grace that we receive forgiveness and are made perfect, and it is by his grace that we are accepted into fellowship with God and Jesus Christ! Paul praises the glory of God’s grace because it opens the door to fellowship and unity. The “wonderful grace of Jesus” is also an effective testimony to the world, where grace and forgiveness is rare. 

Most people are impressed and even amazed at the wonders of nature, but they praise the glory of evolution or “Mother Nature.”  They don’t want to hear about a God who is Creator, let alone a Savior. Unsaved people can usually name nice, polite, generous and good-living people who are not believers. They probably consider themselves to be such, but “good” people see no need for grace.  When a sinner repents and is changed by God’s grace, however, people sit up and take notice! 

Our Lord wants his followers to be both sinless and unified. Here are the other three times that Jesus prayed for unity referred to earlier. In John 17:20-23 (ESV), Jesus prayed to his Father in Heaven, I do not ask for these only, but also for those who will believe in me through their word, that they may all be one, just as you, Father, are in me, and I in you, that they also may be in us, so that the world may believe that you have sent me. The glory that you have given me I have given to them, that they may be one even as we are one, I in them and you in me, that they may become perfectly one, so that the world may know that you sent me and loved them even as you loved me.

In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus got very personal with his followers. He let them know that true discipleship is not following legalistic rules, doing or not doing things, or separating ourselves from those with whom we have differences.  Jesus wants his disciples to keep fellowship with him and one another. He delights in us when we have the same heart and his desires. All who seek to do his will have fellowship with their Lord and each other. 

Not Solidarity!

The Babylonian King Nebuchadnezzar had a vision (Daniel 2). He saw the giant image of a man, with a head of gold, breast of silver, thighs of bronze, legs of iron and finally, feet of iron mixed with clay. The image of King Nebuchadnezzar’s dream was made of strong materials and it certainly looked very impressive from the top down, but feet of iron mixed with clay does not make a solid foundation. A “rock not made with hands” fell upon the feet of the image and it collapsed in a cloud of dust ("chaff") which the wind blew away. 
Worldly unions are all like that. They are made up of individuals who share a common purpose or seek to attain a common goal. There are labor unions, sport unions and political unions such as the Unites States, European Union and United Nations Organization. We have all heard the expression, "A chain is only as strong as its weakest link." The image in King Nebuchadnezzar's dream was made of materials that in themselves were strong, but they were all different and incompatible. 

The kingdom of God is built from the foundation upwards. The foundation is God's Word, the truth. Those who carry important duties and the weight of responsibility in the kingdom of God are willing and dedicated servants. Weaker believers are carried and nourished until they too become strong. 

The image in the vision of Daniel 2, however, was built from the top down as most worldly unions are. A strong, charismatic and influential leader is at the top who keeps subjects working in unity by offering rewards or threatening discipline. Those at the bottom are the slaves who, like peasants in the middle ages, had few rights and little freedom.  These may at some point rebel, causing the entire structure to collapse. 

In the prayer of Jesus recorded in John 17, he didn't pray for "unity" among believers, but complete oneness with God and Christ! Jesus Christ founded his church on a rock that was not made with hands, on the Word of God – truth. The church will withstand all efforts of wicked men to destroy it. The gates of hell shall not prevail against it. Jesus said, I am the way, the truth and the life; no man comes to the Father except through me. That is a very dogmatic statement and Jesus allows no room for tolerance.

Not Tolerance!
The world attempts to solve the problem of disunity with what is calls “tolerance” or "political correctness." By practicing tolerance,  many modern people believe that we can all live peaceably in a global community in spite of differences.  That is why schools now have anti-bullying rallies for the children. The kids are taught to show respect for all kinds of sexual views, for differing religious beliefs and worldviews. More recently, the emphasis has shifted from showing respect for such differences to embracing them. Instead of unity, the doctrine of toleration has bred a violent aversion towards anyone who stands for truth and purity. 

An anti-Christian sitcom, The Real O’Neals,  was released in 2016. It was co-produced by sex columnist and gay-rights activist Dan Savage and ABC. ABC has become a leading proponent of violence, sexual promiscuity, and godlessness, yet it is owned by Disney Media Networks, which once claimed to be all about decency and clean family entertainment. ABC has unofficially declared war on Bible-believing Christians who are pro family and pro life. Dan Savage, who has a reputation for vulgarity, bigotry and hatefulness, gave an anti-bullying speech in 2012, in which he began to attack Christianity and traditional family values. Several students objected to his diatribe and quietly left the auditorium. Savage reacted by shouting insulting names after them. He obviously believes that it is OK to bully Christians!

Tolerance is not the road to unity and it cannot resolve differences. No one is happy in a setting where people simply tolerate each other!  There is no such thing as tolerance without a value, norm or standard.
I recall the words of an Austrian tour guide in the former Nazi concentration camp, Mauthausen. He told his tour group, “From all that you have seen here today, I hope that you have learned to practice toleration.” Everyone seemed to approve of his advice, but I asked, “Do you mean that we should tolerate death camps and gas chambers?”

Tolerance has its place, but without truth, we can’t have tolerance. The verb “tolerate” demands an object. If a policeman says that traveling 10 mph over the limit will be tolerated, we must assume that there is a speed limit. In manufacturing, there are certain given tolerances or allowances of departure from an absolute norm. People who reject truth may prefer to speak of “facts” or “standards,” but tolerance always denotes a departure from what one holds to be true and proper. 

As I wrote in Chapter 11, The Greek word ekklesia denotes a select gathering of people for a specific purpose. It is generally translated “church.” Another word, koinonia, commonly translated “fellowship,” describes the interaction between individuals within the group. Neither of these are the purpose of the church, however. Jesus himself founded his church and gave it the Great Commission(s) described in this book. Believers are to preach or declare the gospel to every person in the world, and to teach “all things which Christ commanded us” to those who respond in faith. I have observed that those churches which are involved in evangelism and missions are less likely to split over differences. 
Christians must believe Christ and his stated purpose for the church in order to have good Christian fellowship and unity, but members do not need to be in full agreement. Jesus told his followers, By this shall all men know that you are my disciples; if you have love one for another (John. 13:35). He didn’t say that we should tolerate each other or that we had to agree. We are to love and forgive each other just as Christ forgave and still forgives us. 

Members of a volunteer fire company must be united in their purpose to prevent and extinguish fires, but they can disagree vehemently on matters unrelated to the purpose of the Fire Department. If there is disagreement on matters related to the company’s purpose, all members are expected to agree on a final authority.  Our final authority (truth) as believers is God’s Word and this should be made clear in a church’s constitution and doctrinal statement. Christians may have disagreements in interpretation but we should accept God’s Word as our final authority. We can even have and build unity as we collectively seek the Holy Spirit’s enlightenment on matters of disagreement. Separation of believers should always be a last resort.
Many Christians use the word “like-minded” to defend their separation policies but there is only one biblical definition of this term. Let this mind be in you which was also in Christ Jesus (Philippians 2:5). Paul didn’t write that we already have the mind of Jesus, but that we need to strive for this condition. And we must strive continually and collectively. And we are not to forsake gathering ourselves together with other Christians.

In America, there are many “church hoppers” or “church shoppers” who don’t need much of an excuse to leave one church and look for another. Quite often they have selfish motives that can hardly be considered “Christian.” They pick a church like they choose restaurants or shoes. It must be comfortable, attractive, and satisfy their tastes. 
Grace and Truth

John chapter 1 starts out much like Genesis 1, but thousands of years separate the two chapters. Much had changed in those years, and even more has changed since John wrote his gospel! God, however, who according to John is truth and light, has not changed.  

John 1:5-9 says,  In him was life; and the life was the light of men. And the light shineth in darkness; and the darkness comprehended it not.  There was a man sent from God, whose name was John.  The same came for a witness, to bear witness of the Light, that all men through him might believe. He was not that Light, but was sent to bear witness of that Light.  That was the true Light, which lighteth every man that cometh into the world. In verses 14-17 we read, And the Word was made flesh, and dwelt among us, (and we beheld his glory, the glory as of the only begotten of the Father,) full of grace and truth. John bare witness of him, and cried, saying, This was he of whom I spake, He that cometh after me is preferred before me: for he was before me. And of his fulness have all we received, and grace for grace. For the law was given by Moses, but grace and truth came by Jesus Christ (John 1:14-17).  

No matter how hard we try, we can never fully meet God’s expectations. We have all sinned and fallen short, but God is loving and gracious. He loves us so much, that he sent his Son to die for us in order that we might be forgiven. With forgiveness, comes light (I John 1:4-9). We are freed from darkness and walk in the light. The Light of the world is Jesus and his light is a guiding and not a blinding light. As forgiven individuals, we have fellowship and unity with fellow believers and with God himself!
Grace is God’s answer to man’s transgression of the truth, but there is a hitch, a condition. We must admit our sin, repent and turn from it. God’s forgiveness is free, but where man harbors his sin, there is no room for grace. Neither grace nor truth can tolerate sin. God can not tolerate evil and disobedience, but he loves all men and women. God MUST judge every departure from truth and He did just that! Jesus Christ, God’s Son paid for our sin!  

The central theme of the New Testament is forgiveness and that is what separates Christianity from all other religions. Jesus spent three intensive years with 12 men who didn’t meet his expectations. Jesus didn’t just tolerate them; he loved them and forgave them. He would have forgiven Judas, had he asked. Instead, Judas confessed his sin to a priest who had earlier bribed him to betray his Master. He hoped to erase his sin by giving back the money. There is nothing we can do to pay for our sins and make them good. All that we are and have is a gift of God, “grace for grace.” We have earned nothing but death, and so it was appropriate, that the betrayal money that Judas threw back into the temple was used to purchase a graveyard. 

One of the criminals who was crucified with Christ repented and asked for salvation. He didn’t get baptized, do any good works, pay money or join a church. But he is in heaven because he went to the right person, confessed his sin and asked Jesus to save him. Jesus is full of grace and truth. 

In what we call “The Lord’s Prayer” (actually an example for us), we are told to ask God to forgive us just like we forgive others. If we hold a grudge or are unwilling to forgive someone, we had better not pray that prayer! Forgiveness is much more than toleration. Tolerance doesn’t love, and separated from the truth, it has no value whatsoever. Grace and truth are found only in Jesus. 
Two Mistakes Christians Make
Truth without grace: Some Christians are big on truth but stingy with grace. Truth without grace is harsh and unfeeling. Transgression of truth must be punished with no exceptions, but that is not necessarily our job! In John 7:49, the scribes cursed the common people because they didn’t know the Scriptures. They thought that they “knew better” and with that “knowledge”, they crucified the Messiah! Without the love of God which melts stony hearts, preaching the truth is like swinging a hammer that shatters and destroys. 1 Corinthians 13:13 says, And now abideth faith, hope, charity, these three; but the greatest of these is charity (love).
There are Christians who feel that they are beyond reproach and tend to be quite critical of those who do wrong. Even after the perpetrator admits his sin and asks forgiveness, the response is more like the austere school teacher who says, “Well don’t let it happen again!” That kind of attitude hurts both the sinner and his critic. 

Truth and grace belong together. We can better help the sinner find forgiveness when we know that we too are forgiven sinners. All who seek to serve the Lord make mistakes. The Bible says, Where no oxen are, the crib is clean: but much increase is by the strength of the ox. (Proverbs 14:4).  Truth is intolerant, but the good news is that God loves us and desires to forgive and reinstate us into his fellowship.

Grace without truth: The second mistake that many Christians make is probably more common today. There are Christians who preach grace without truth. These individuals view grace as some sort of magic eraser for sin. They talk a lot about love and certainly, God is love, and he commanded us to love one another. God is also a God of truth and he is truth. He commands us to walk in the truth! Grace without truth is no better than truth without grace. 

God can not tolerate sin. If we repent and seek forgiveness, however, he gives grace because Jesus paid the penalty for our sin. Jesus said, I am the way, the truth and the life; no man comes to the Father except through me. His grace is sufficient to cover all our sins! As long as we are in the flesh, we are imperfect, but in Christ, we seek to learn and obey the truth, and to love and forgive each other even as Christ has forgiven us. That fellowship is the unity that Jesus desires.

Tradition
I need to mention the role of  tradition in relation to unity and separation. Truth is reality, knowledge, fact that never changes. Tradition is “the passing down of cultural elements from generation to generation.” It is easier to have unity in tradition than in truth, but tradition can hinder fellowship. Most religions and denominations are based more on tradition than truth. What church leaders past and present say about God is more important than what God’s Word says. The key to membership is acceptance of traditions. God’s Word is subject to church interpretation and tradition. The Catholic Church, the Mormons, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Muslims and most other religious systems change their teachings to adjust to various situations. Even their “holy books” can be altered accordingly. 

Traditions are not necessarily evil. We all have certain traditions that are helpful. Some people are by nature or choice anti-traditionalists, repulsed by all tradition. They can’t live without constant change! Then there are died-in-the-wool traditionalists, who stubbornly resist all change even when the truth stares them in the face. They can be anti-science, anti-education and anti-faith. An Austrian told me once, that in his observation, the difference between Americans and the British is that Americans change things until they can no longer change them, and then they tolerate them. The British tolerate things until they can no longer tolerate them, and then they change them. There may be some truth in that observation, but neither characteristic is desirable in the church.
Tradition is either in competition with, or in accordance with truth, but the two have always coexisted and no one denies that they are both important. Perhaps half of what we do is based on tradition. We don’t spend much time thinking about much of what we do. That is why most people stay with a certain brand. Under the motto, “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it,” we go through our daily routines without much thought. This saves a lot of time and helps to preserve our sanity, but it can create problems. If I make a false turn driving to a new destination, I tend to do it again next time and every time thereafter! Most accidents occur close to or in the home because we do things by habit or tradition - without thinking. 

It is not just the Amish who hold fast to traditions. If you were reared on a farm, your traditions are different from the average person living in a big city. Much of what we believe in our evangelical churches is tradition. Some traditions have their roots in truth while others were adopted from heathen cultures (Christmas and Easter customs for example). Preferences and rules in music, food, drinking, dress codes, politeness, social conduct etc. vary from country to country and culture to culture. Traditionalists can’t be effective foreign missionaries, for they will simply try to change the people’s traditions. We must encourage others to recognize and accept truth (the gospel and God’s Word), applying it in their daily lives. That will only happen if we too follow this advice. 
A legal battle over grave markers can serve as an example of how tradition sometimes replaces truth. Organized atheists are urging the Supreme Court to deny positioning of a cross on graves of war veterans because it is a religious symbol.  Christians across our nation have responded in an uproar of protest.  Neither Christians nor atheists are willing to give in, but what is the truth? The cross is a man-made symbol of death. Hundreds if not thousands of people were crucified on crosses. Pirate ships purportedly displayed flags with the skull and crossbones symbol. A cross warns motorists of danger at railroad crossings. Adolph Hitler adopted the broken cross for his National Socialist Party symbol. The international symbol used to designate death is a cross and when people other than the Swiss see a red cross, they think of an international organization involved in emergency aid and rescue efforts. Christians have adopted the cross both as a symbol of worship and superstition. They make jewelry crosses to hang around their necks, mount crosses on steeples, hang them over altars and place them on graves. We should examine our own traditions in the light of scripture. Most Christians view the cross like the Jews viewed circumcision (see Romans 2:25-29).   

Separation and Fellowship

Christians face daily dilemmas when it comes to the matter of truth. Where God’s Word is clear and all are in agreement, we can have wonderful fellowship, but there are plenty of situations in life and even in the church that are not so clear, yet demand or at least deserve a proper response. I will attempt to give a practical example. 

A woman suffers from carpal tunnel syndrome in her right wrist. When she enters the church, an usher greets her with a hearty handshake. Each person reacts, but quite differently. The woman writhes in pain while the usher is suddenly apologetic.  There is a big difference between a response and a reaction. A reaction may lead to pain, embarrassment or even anger and separation, but a proper response on both sides can enhance fellowship and both learn an important lesson. The usher learns to be more careful when shaking hands and the woman learns to warn people and not extend her hand so readily until the other is aware of her situation. 

Our responses to different positions or understandings should never be reactionary, but bathed in love and grace. If we choose to separate from fellow believers who have differing views or varying interpretations of scripture, fellowship vanishes or is at least diminished. This is where love and grace are so important. When a passage of scripture is understood differently, that point of difference can lead to enhanced fellowship as the Holy Spirit leads us in the truth. No one should assume the role of the Holy Spirit who leads us in all truth. In effect, we would be saying that we no longer need the Holy Spirit, A person who thinks he or she knows it all can not learn. The major teachings are clear if we study the Word carefully and the Holy Spirit will guide us and others in recognition of all truth. Pilate asked the primary question of Jesus that we also need to ask: “What is truth?”

We are not to neglect fellowshipping together.  Not forsaking the assembling of ourselves together, as the manner of some is; but exhorting one another: and so much the more, as ye see the day approaching, encourage each other, especially in the end times  (Hebrews 10:25). No two Christians here on earth are 100% like-minded, but if we are striving to be like Jesus, we can have great fellowship as we grow in grace. 

Paul wrote in Ephesians 4:1-6,  I therefore, the prisoner of the Lord, beseech you that ye walk worthy of the vocation wherewith ye are called with all lowliness and meekness, with longsuffering, forbearing one another in love; endeavouring to keep the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. There is one body, and one Spirit, even as ye are called in one hope of your calling; one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all, who is above all, and through all, and in you all. 

Many Christians can readily quote scripture to support their position on separation while simultaneously beating on other Christians who also quote scripture to support differing positions. Unbelievers laugh in derision. Probably the most frequently quoted verse on separation follows on the heels of the Apostle Paul’s admonishment to unity quoted above. In Ephesians 5:11 we read, And have no fellowship with the unfruitful works of darkness, but rather reprove them. This verse refers to works, not the perpetrators. The usual Greek word translated “fellowship” is koinonia, but in this verse it is a combination of two Greek words, "sugkoinoneo" and "may" which denotes “absolutely no participation.” The ESV translates the verse as follows: Take no part in the unfruitful works of darkness, but instead expose them.  The verse is consistent with II Timothy 2:19, which states, Let everyone who names the name of Christ depart from iniquity.  We are to seek fellowship with believers and separate ourselves from evil. This may be difficult, but with God, all things are possible. 

There are many passages that warn us about forming associations with unsaved or wicked persons. We should openly oppose false teachers. Those who continue in sin after personal and collective admonishment are to be excluded from the fellowship. But I find no verses that command us to break fellowship with other believers just because they have sinned or because we disagree on some interpretation of scripture. This is not to say that those differences are not important. It just shows how important and precious the fellowship of believers is to God and how hard we should work to achieve and preserve unity. We should do all things to edify or build up. Turning that around, we should do all we can to prevent divisions among believers. 

If we study scriptures carefully, it becomes clear where that line of separation should be drawn. We must strive for unity in the fellowship of believers but exclude unbelievers from our fellowship. I am appalled at how narrow some “separated Christians” can be towards fellow believers who hold to a different interpretation of certain scriptures, yet at the same time invite godless people into their church fellowship in hopes that they might get saved. The Bible warns of wolves disguised as sheep who attempt to sneak into the church, but many professing Christians willingly and knowingly welcome the ungodly to join their fellowship.  Unbelievers can’t see much difference between the church and the world, and sadly, neither can many believers. 

There is certainly such a thing as “biblical separation,” but some Christians, like the Pharisees, apparently believe that they are infallible and avoid all association with anyone who isn’t. Not a few take separation to the next levels and refuse to fellowship with anyone who fellowships with someone who fellowships with…  The end result is seclusion and isolation driven by a fear of getting “tainted” or criticized by peers.  

The Lord’s followers are sent as lambs among wolves into the world to preach the gospel (see Chapter 16 of this book), but only believers belong to the body of Christ. God’s line of separation is clearly shown in our Lord’s prayer recorded in John 17:14-19: I have given them thy word; and the world hath hated them, because they are not of the world, even as I am not of the world. I pray not that thou shouldest take them out of the world, but that thou shouldest keep them from the evil. They are not of the world, even as I am not of the world. Sanctify them through thy truth: thy word is truth. As thou hast sent me into the world, even so have I also sent them into the world. And for their sakes I sanctify myself, that they also might be sanctified through the truth. 

The central theme of the “Sermon on the Mount” is stated in Matthew 5:17-19 where he says, Think not that I am come to destroy the law, or the prophets: I am not come to destroy, but to fulfil. For verily I say unto you, Till heaven and earth pass, one jot or one tittle shall in no wise pass from the law, till all be fulfilled. Whosoever therefore shall break one of these least commandments, and shall teach men so, he shall be called the least in the kingdom of heaven: but whosoever shall do and teach them, the same shall be called great in the kingdom of heaven. 
Matthew 7:23 says,  And then will I profess unto them, I never knew you: depart from me, ye that work iniquity. (Also Luke 13:27).  Matthew 23:28:  Even so ye also outwardly appear righteous unto men, but within ye are full of hypocrisy and iniquity. Matthew 13:41:  The Son of man shall send forth his angels, and they shall gather out of his kingdom all things that offend, and them which do iniquity.    

There are three possibilities for dealing with differences and error in the church. We patiently work to correct the error or come to a mutual understanding. If that is not possible, the fellowship may decide to remove the offending person(s). If this does not happen and a believer feels that his own and the church’s testimony is being seriously hampered, he may prayerfully and lovingly remove himself from the fellowship. Because unity among Christians is so important to God, this measure should be painful and a last resort. 

The Bible does not always tell us where to draw the line. As in the parable of the wheat and tares and the parable of the fish net (Matthew 13), the good and the bad sometimes remain together until the Lord sorts it out in the harvest. 

A couple of my acquaintance once asked me for advice. Their church was drifting into areas of teachings which they felt were unbiblical.  They were members of long standing and had many friends in the church who were also disturbed about this trend. They asked if I thought that they should leave the church. I shared my own experiences in similar situations. I said, “If the ship you are on is damaged and taking on water, you should do all you can to repair and rescue it. Just keep bailing! If you see that you are losing the battle, you had better get out.” I then gave them another illustration: “If sitting on a block of ice is causing it to melt, try to sit a little longer, but if you are beginning to freeze, it is time to get off.” I followed up these illustrations with one of my favorite verses of scripture. Jewish leaders questioned the teachings of Jesus. He responded by saying,   If any man will do his will, he shall know of the doctrine, whether it be of God, or whether I speak of myself  (John 7:17). This verse has often helped me to make good decisions. If my heart’s desire is to DO God’s will, the Holy Spirit will lead me in the proper decision. Even if I am not completely certain, I can trust God to lead me and know that he will not be angry with me for doing what I believed he wanted me to do. If, however, I am seeking to preserve my own image, looking for approval of others or just want to win an argument, I cannot expect God to lead me in making the right decision.   
There are often heated debates between Christians over the issue of fellowship and separation when the participants should be lovingly and prayerfully seeking to resolve differences and establish unity. There is no perfect Christian and therefore no perfect church, but we all have a perfect God and Savior, Jesus Christ. If our focus is becoming like him, obeying and serving him, separation will be a last resort.  Fellowship and unity can best be restored by working together to share the gospel of Jesus Christ and praise the glory of His grace.

In Revelation 2 and 3, the Lord has messages for seven historic churches, but they can also represent Christian churches today. He finds fault with five of the seven churches and commends all but one of them. What amazes me is the fact that Jesus still identifies with each church! Laodicea makes him want to vomit, but he pleads with the people to repent and restore fellowship with him.  

At some point in their careers, every pastor, missionary and evangelist becomes a false teacher. The very first sermon I preached in German was heresy! I preached on the feeding of the five thousand and used a wrong verb form. Instead of saying that Jesus “fed” the 5,000, I said that he “devoured” them! Then I added that only the men were counted. Christ may have “devoured” that many women and children as well. Only after a church member asked if Jesus had the women and children for dessert, did I recognize my mistake and recant. 

I have heard many excellent Bible teachers in college, at conferences, on TV, over radio and the internet. If I hear them often enough, I can usually find some point on which I would disagree. Unfortunately, there is seldom a possibility for interaction with the speaker. Most have a website where you can buy their books, DVDs or make monetary contributions, but you can seldom establish personal contact with the speaker. This is understandable because “popular” speakers also need some privacy and there are listeners who feel important when they get an audience with such well-known personalities. Unfortunately, however, it is equally difficult to discuss the sermon with pastors of some small churches. 

When we arrived in Austria, 90% of the population was Roman Catholic and all evangelical churches combined made up less than a tenth of one percent of the population. When believers had a dispute or difference with fellow members, they couldn’t look for another church. Even many cities of 5,000-10,000 had no evangelical church. We viewed this as a blessing because it forced believers to seek resolution of differences. In America most towns have more than one church, but if there was complete harmony between them, there would probably only be one. No matter what church you belong to, there will not be complete agreement between all members—and probably not between any two members! 

The glue that binds believers together in Christian fellowship is not agreement, but the very opposite! We recognize that we are imperfect and need each other.  Just as education depends upon recognizing our lack of knowledge, so Christian unity is only possible where believers realize that they are not always right. Listen carefully to the conversations of people who are enjoying good fellowship. They discuss opinions, doubts and preferences. If all have the same opinions and convictions, there is little to discuss.  Many Austrians who became followers of Christ testified that it was the fellowship of believers—in spite of differences—that drew them to Christ. Even the manner in which differences are resolved or the way sinners are lovingly dealt with can be a positive aspect of a church’s testimony in the community. Unfortunately, few American churches practice biblical church discipline. I frequently hear unbelievers say, “The church is full of hypocrites” and sadly, it is too often true.   

Back in the seventies, we worked with youth in the industrial city of Linz, Austria. The drug culture was coming on strong but authorities were slow to recognize that it was a serious problem. We had a core group of believing youth in a downtown church who actively helped in evangelistic outreach. We went into the streets and parks with our youth, witnessing, singing gospel songs and inviting kids to evangelistic youth meetings in the Catacomb Tearoom. We counted over 40 decisions for Christ in the summer of 1972! Several drug addicts accepted Christ and were freed from their addictions. These were exciting times for us.

In 1973, we took a short furlough and shared a slide presentation of what God was doing with supporting churches. The pastor of one church called us aside and said that his church would have to drop its support of our ministry.  “Some of the male youth in your pictures had long hair” was his explanation. I said that many young people who came to the center were unsaved. He replied that no boy with long hair would be permitted in their youth meetings. 

That same church had “Solomon’s Head of Christ” printed on its offering envelopes and there was an almost life-size painting of Jesus, the Good Shepherd holding a lamb, on the back wall of the sanctuary. Jesus had long hair in both pictures! 

The pastor sincerely believed that denying access to long-haired youth and removing missionaries who don’t from the church’s mission roster was a proper step of biblical separation required by God’s Word. He did not take the matter lightly either. He and my wife were classmates from kindergarten on and he and I were good friends throughout Bible college, graduating in the same ministerial class. 

Unfortunately, the issue of “biblical separation” also resulted in a number of long-time members and even leaders of his church removing their memberships. When the pastor lay dying of cancer a few years later, he told his wife that she was the only friend he had left on earth! 

We viewed our youth ministry as discipleship, preparing and mentoring young people to reach the lost for Christ. The church that dropped our support viewed its own youth ministry as a means of keeping the children of members off the street or from becoming infected by the world. When we meet again in glory, we will no longer see through a glass darkly, but then face to face: now I know in part; but then shall I know even as also I am known (I Corinthians 13:12).
Unity can only be found and achieved when two or more persons are wholeheartedly seeking the truth and willing to at least concede the possibility of error. That which is accepted as truth provides a basis for unity and a willingness to be corrected strengthens that unity. This same principle is the foundation of education and science. A person who knows it all cannot learn. The scientist conducts experiments based upon that which is accepted as fact. This is how they explore and research new frontiers in science and medicine. This can only be accomplished if the scientist recognizes that some of his opinions or beliefs may be erroneous or incomplete. The gospel of Jesus Christ is based on the principle of recognition, acceptance and following truth. This, however, is coupled with recognition of, departure from and forgiveness of sin. 

That is the difference between law and grace and it is why we must “speak the truth in love” (Ephesians 4:15, ). The “unity” that the ecumenical crowd seeks is different from that which God demands and expects. Ecumenists purposely ignore, overlook or tolerate differences. And because it tends to cause division, they are also reluctant to wholeheartedly embrace truth. True Christians exhort and admonish each other to the edification of both believers and the church. There is an oikumene (world) of difference!

Separation Should be Painful for All Concerned

Jesus came to seek and to save that which is lost. He suffered and died for the salvation of these people and it is not easy for him to turn them over to their deserved judgment. Nevertheless, Jesus pronounced woes upon those who heard and witnessed the power of God through the Holy Spirit, yet rejected him. He told his disciples, And whosoever shall not receive you, nor hear your words, when ye depart out of that house or city, shake off the dust of your feet. Verily I say unto you, It shall be more tolerable for the land of Sodom and Gomorrha in the day of judgment, than for that city. Matthew 10:14-15 (see also 11:23-24). 
The story of the lost sheep in Matthew 18 is not about evangelism. It is about a member of the church who has responded to the gospel and had some teaching of the Word. For whatever reason, the sheep has wandered away from the flock. The Good Shepherd left his 99 obedient sheep in the fold to search for that one. Many churches have evangelistic meetings to reach the lost and spend time counseling and teaching those who respond to the gospel, but when members stop attending or leave the church, are they missed? If their departure is known, does anyone go after them, hoping to restore them to fellowship? 
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