
Psalm 133:1 ESV  Behold, how good 

and pleasant it is when brothers dwell in 

unity!                                                                                             

Near to the heart of God is unity in 

His church, His family. We know this 

because Jesus prayed for unity. He 

prayed for unity so that the world may 

believe that God sent Him. And so that 

the world would know that God loves 

them, as He loves Jesus. The necessary 

inference is that disunity contributes to 

unbelief. We must not only avoid, but 

repudiate anything that creates division. 

Unity is a big deal. Since Jesus prayed for 

it, and since it impacts the eternal 

des+ny of souls, we must give it highest 

priority, never surrendering to the no+on that it is unachievable 

or unnecessary. Jesus did not pray for the impossible or trivial. 

Promo+ng unity is not easy. Neither is it automa+c. 

Especially to those who are commi,ed to upholding the 

authority of Scripture. Promo+ng and preserving unity demands 

concentra+on and determina+on. Pursuing and maintaining 

unity is much like a balance beam rou+ne. Unity is enjoyed as 

we strike a balance between two equally important emphases; 

as we equalize the tension of two biblical influences. On one 

side is the emphasis upon the authority of the Bible, God’s 

Word. On the other side is the emphasis upon unity. This unity 

involves nice things such as inclusion, harmony and peace. 

Although inaccurate and unfair, many people view the one 

emphasis as being cold and impersonal and the other as warm 

and personal; the one as restric+ve and exclusive and the other 

as open and inclusive. It is inherently and fundamentally wrong, 

however, to think of Bible teaching in that way. Bible teaching 

is not contradictory. It is mistrea+ng God’s revela+on, 

therefore, to even think in terms of having to choose either of 

these influences as being more important or weighty. Unity 

results when each is given equal weight. When performing on 

the balance beam, the gymnast must not allow more weight to 

be given to one side or the other, lest she falls off the beam. 

When it comes to rela+ng to others in the body of Christ, we do 

not want to fall off the beam! 

We must make every effort to provide an environment 

where unity may thrive. That environment cannot be contrived 

mechanically through programs. It is born and nurtured in the 

mind, which influences the prac+ce. In other words, biblical 

unity occurs from the inside out, not the other way around. 

Unity is not programmable. It develops in the heart, one aspect 

of the transforma+on effected by the renewing of the mind, of 

which Paul writes (Rom. 12:2). 

Unity was the founda+onal appeal among godly people in 

various religious fac+ons at the beginning of the 19
th

 century, 

not only in the American colonies and on the American fron+er, 

but also in the old country, such as Scotland and Ireland. The 

divisions were not all related to biblical differences. Some were 

actually related to differing poli+cal philosophies. You may be 

able to conceive how na+onal poli+cs 

could create division within the church 

context. But the division to which we are 

referring was over poli+cal issues in 

another country – in the old country!! 

When immigrants came to the United 

States, they brought with them those 

religious divisions based upon poli+cal 

par+es. As ridiculous as this seems, we 

could cite equally disturbing examples of 

division in our own context on 

numerous other bases that should not 

enter into the spiritual realm, much 

more affect rela+onships in the spiritual 

family. We reiterate. Unity is neither 

easy nor automa+c. Unity must be 

guarded and maintained; pursued and nurtured. 

 The emphasis upon unity is evident in the earliest days 

of the church. The threat and existence of division within the 

body of Christ was addressed by the apostles in the first 

century. Division in the religious world fiAeen centuries later 

prompted The Protestant Reforma+on. That which makes the 

Restora+on Movement that began in the early 1800s unique, 

however, is its emphasis upon the twin founda+ons of the deity 

of Jesus and the absolute authority of the Bible. But it is also 

unique in that its purpose is not to create a new en+ty that 

competes for membership or loyalty. Its mo+va+on is not 

poli+cal or ecclesias+cal clout. Nor is it for bragging rights on 

the basis of numbers or influen+al members. In its pure form, 

the Restora+on Movement adopts the mo+va+on of Jesus, 

Himself, Whose interest is the evangeliza+on of the lost – that 

all will believe that God sent Him and loves them. It is not our 

desire to become another in a long line of rival denomina+ons 

compe+ng for the a,endance, membership and support of a 

growing and more influen+al cons+tuency. That which compels 

us is not to become a mega force or megachurch for self-

gra+fica+on or glory, but to glorify Christ by adorning His 

beau+ful bride, the church, with garlands of grace formed by 

His diverse and submissive children joined in heart and hands 

to con+nue His mission of redeeming the lost. Our goal is not 

earthly but heavenly; not of this world or age, but of the next. 

Our purpose is to remove the huge obstacle of religious division 

that is a hindrance to evangelism.  

Unity is not the object, therefore, but the means. We must 

be one so the world will be won (Jn. 17:21). Unity is not so 

much about the here and now as it is about the hereaAer.  

Uni+ng God’s People is not merely a nice by-line or clever 

marke+ng slogan. It is an evangelis+c appeal. Uni+ng God’s 

People is an acknowledgement that we are not the only 

Chris+ans, but that we want to provide and nurture an 

environment wherein all God’s people may serve and worship 

as one. Some scoff at the appeal, contending that it is 

unrealis+c and una,ainable. It isn’t idealis�c, but rather the 

ideal. It isn’t some ethereal philosophy or theological theory for 

the sweet by and by but rather a prac+cal and tangible reality 

John 17:20-23; Ephesians 4:1-7, 11-13 

Inherent in the discussion of unity is the danger of misinterpre+ng, misrepresen+ng, misquo+ng and mischaracteriza+on. We warn against all. Recognizing this 

danger, I have tried to be very careful in expressing these ideas in a presenta+on that is suitable for a church congrega+on audience, both in content and length. 

Many of the statements contained herein could become discussions all their own. We encourage the discussion. 



for the here and now.  

Ironically, however, our zeal has been misdirected or 

misappropriated, resul+ng in more fac+ons, fractures and 

fissures. This has occurred, in large part, due to our lack of 

smarts, skill and will in the ma,er of unity. We have fallen off 

the beam because we have given an unbalanced emphasis to 

either biblical authority or unity. Some within the Restora+on 

Movement have fallen off the beam because they have given 

unequal weight to the authority of the Bible at the expense of 

unity. This fac+on tends toward isola+on, which is effec+vely 

sectarian. Others have fallen off the other side of the beam 

because they have given unequal weight to unity at the 

expense of biblical authority. They have become a full-fledged 

denomina+on in every sense of the term. The so-called “unity” 

they have embraced is not founded upon biblical teaching. The 

remainder of those associated with the Restora+on Movement 

is not without fault. The best we can say about them, perhaps, 

is that they have not gone to the extremes of the others. 

Instead, they either fluctuate between the two or se,le at 

some mid-point along the con+nuum. While these in the 

middle may not have adopted blatant sectarian prac+ces (e.g., 

tou+ng exclusive qualifica+on for heavenly dwelling or 

denomina+onal trappings), they are just as guilty in terms of 

adop+ng a mindset that proudly touts a dis+nc+ve sanc+fied 

brand.  

Unity is not about shared loyalty to a brand. It isn’t even 

commitment to a dis+nc+ve designa+on, other than that of 

belonging to Christ. Unity is definitely not about adop+ng 

similar styles and forms rela+ng to the manner in which the 

family gathering is conducted (e.g., liturgical v. non-liturgical, 

tradi+onal v. contemporary, formal v. informal, etc.). Loyalty to 

a congrega+on is not required to enjoy unity. Uni+ng God’s 

people is not about geJng people in the same building. It is the 

pursuit of the Lord’s eternal mission of reconciling sinners to 

Himself shared by people whose commitment to the authority 

of Scripture and the deity of Jesus overrides differing opinions 

and convic+ons. 

Many ma,ers may be se,led by a clear statement by the 

Lord or His apostles. These are what we would classify as 

ma,ers of faith. They are non-nego+ables; issues that are not 

debatable. Certainly among them is the fundamental teaching 

that Jesus is the sinless Son of God, Who alone has the 

authority to forgive sins and in Whose Name alone is salva+on. 

This is an example of a point at which we must part company 

and fellowship with those who will not accept it. Another in this 

classifica+on is the truth that the Bible is the absolute authority 

in all ma,ers pertaining to our rela+onship with God. On our 

congrega+on’s website is a folder labeled, “Beliefs.” It contains 

two sentences. “Jesus Christ is the Son of God, Whose atoning 

sacrifice makes it possible for sinners to be forgiven and 

reconciled to God.” And, “The Bible is the revela+on of God’s 

will for all people, the standard by which we will be judged 

when Jesus returns.” Another folder on the website is labeled, 

“Salva+on.” It, too, is very succinct, direc+ng people to the 

Bible. The brief paragraph preceding a list of the accounts in the 

Bible when people became Chris+ans reads as follows. 

“Salva+on is God’s to give. The church belongs to Him, by virtue 

of the fact that He purchased the church with the blood of His 

Son. The Bible clearly states how sinners may be added to His 

church and relates several occasions when people received 

salva+on. We invite you to read the Scripture, therefore, to 

learn the Bible answer to the most important ques+on of 

receiving salva+on.” We have been deliberate in keeping those 

statements as brief as Bible teaching requires, communica+ng, 

thereby, our commitment to uni+ng God’s people on the basis 

of what the Bible says as opposed to our fleshed-out 

explana+ons of what the Bible means. 

Unfortunately, not every well-inten+oned and devout 

person will agree upon the precise meaning or applica+on of 

every Scripture. This is when unity is tested. This is where the 

tension between biblical authority and unity is most keenly 

experienced. How may two people who disagree about 

important ma,ers enjoy unity? Is it too bold to say that there is 

not any one of us who can draw the line of separa+on with 

authority; the line that has to be recognized and accepted by 

all? Do you know how hard it is for a “black and white” thinker 

to ask that ques+on? Would you consider it heresy to suggest 

that the line of separa+on is not as easily drawn as most of us 

think? Or that each of us must determine for ourselves where 

that line is? Do you know how hard it is for a champion of 

objec+vity to consider such subjec+vity? 

The prac+ce of unity must be guided by principles, not rules. 

Would it be accurate to say that the lis+ng of rules 

(denomina+onal dogmas) is what has created the divided 

family? The unity for which Jesus prayed cannot be realized by 

everyone agreeing to get along on the basis of the least 

common denominator. In other words, the place to start is not 

with figuring out what all of us can agree upon. That may result 

in union. But that is not unity. That is the approach that has 

contributed to denomina+onal division. The basis is not ours to 

define. The basis for unity has been provided by God. We 

cannot enjoy unity by whi,ling down the list of essen+als 

according to our reasoning or magnanimity – nego+a+ng terms 

of what we will agree is necessary. We will enjoy unity only as 

every one of us sincerely commits to measure up to the divine 

standard. Unity is not ours to manufacture, but to maintain. 

Unity is not created in the mind of man, but in the mind of God. 

We have to begin at the same point and travel together to 

arrive at the same des+na+on. That beginning point must be 

what the Bible says. Traveling together means we avoid the 

detours of specula+on and opinion. The des+na+on is God’s 

heaven populated by as many people we can reach and 

embrace with the message of reconcilia+on (2 Corinthians 

5:20).  

Unity does not result from compromise but from 

commitment; not from a compromising of terms, but from a 

commitment to the standard. We must stay on the road 

prescribed by Scripture alone. 

Unity does not necessitate uniformity, either in thought or 

prac+ce. Unity does not mean we must adopt a uniform 

understanding of everything the Bible says. It is more a studied 

and unequivocal acceptance of biblical authority and a 

surrendered commitment to biblical truth and the lordship of 

Jesus Christ as the unique, one-of-a-kind Son of God. This basis 

is defini+ve and restric+ve, excluding those who will not submit 

to the authority of the Bible and the deity of Jesus. But it also 



acknowledges there is significant la+tude, allowing for 

significant liberty. For example, there are individuals within our 

local fellowship who have different viewpoints regarding 

various topics addressed in the Bible. But this does not threaten 

unity. All par+es are likewise commi,ed to the authority of the 

Bible and to the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. 

What principles should guide us in the prac+ce of unity? 

To enjoy unity we must   [list from Dean Mills, p. 172-175] 

Separate doctrine from opinion.  Z.T. Sweeney, in a Restora+on 

Congress in St. Louis, October 20, 1922, said, “A sectarian 

presenta+on of Chris+anity will never convert a heathen 

world. The Chris+an world owes it to God, to itself, and to 

an unbelieving world to get down upon its knees and pray 

and study +ll it finds what is essen+al and universal in 

Chris+anity, and with united voice present that, and only 

that, to the heathen.” [cited by Harvey C.  Bream, Jr., “Unity Through 

Restora+on” Restora+on Herald, October 1991] 

Be devoted to Scripture as opposed to specula$on. Focusing 

on subjects in the realm of specula+on or conjecture does 

not contribute to unity. Unity is served when teaching is 

presented as, “The Bible says,” rather than, “It is 

conjectured.” 

Sort out revealed truth from ra$onalized beliefs (convic$ons). 

People may arrive at different convic+ons as they consider 

per+nent Bible teaching. Maintaining unity involves 

gran+ng liberty to draw different conclusions as each 

Chris+an makes applica+ons. Unity does not require us to 

either compromise or impose our convic+ons.  

Allow $me for reordering convic$ons and reorienta$on. Dean 

Mills observes that we tend to show more concern for and 

have more pa+ence with an alien sinner than we do with a 

brother or sister with whom we disagree. He then says, “If 

some of the same kind of pa+ence would be extended 

toward those who hold some of the same Biblical 

convic+ons, much could be done to bring together the 

Bible-believing segments of our ruptured brotherhood.” P. 

174 This is a primary reason we abolished a congrega+onal 

membership list. Interes+ngly, it was an obstacle to 

evangelism, crea+ng an unbiblical and unnecessary hurdle 

or threshold many people were unwilling to abide. 

Removing it has provided people who share our dedica+on 

to biblical authority +me and space to gain a be,er 

understanding of Bible teaching. One leader of the 

Restora+on Movement, Alexander Campbell, adopted the 

biblical teaching about the prac+ce and purpose of bap+sm 

– the immersion of adults for the forgiveness of sins – aAer 

a significant period of +me, even as a prominent preacher 

and writer of restora+on principles. What should this teach 

us regarding our prac+ce of unity? 

Give evangelism top priority, specifically over maintenance of 

a pure body. When protec+ng purity becomes the singular 

purpose, we are so sensi+ve to any hint of differing 

convic+ons and opinions that may taint congrega+onal 

purity that we circle the wagons and fend off the feared 

threat. Dean Mills says, “Opinions become as cherished as 

revealed truth and will oAen be cherished above the 

purpose of God to evangelize the world.” – Dean Mills, 

Union on the King’s Highway, College Press, Joplin, MO, p. 

174-175  

Favor and focus on the saving Name as opposed to sectarian 

names and iden$fying labels. This relates to adop+ng the 

name of Christ to the exclusion of denomina+onal 

designa+ons. But it also applies to the prac+ce of refusing 

to use disparaging labels when referring to one another 

and the willingness to use familial designa+ons, such as 

“brother” and “sister.” 

Conclusion 

My professor expresses the balance about which we have 

been speaking in one succinct sentence. “We must avoid being 

too narrow in the area of biblical authority while at the same 

+me we avoid being too open in the area of Chris+an unity.” – 

Dr. James B. North, Union in Truth, An Interpre+ve History of the Restora+on 

Movement, Standard Publishing Co., Cincinna+, OH, 1994 
 

Recited by Isaiah Moore, Dean, College of the Scriptures to 

illustrate the impact Chris+an unity could make on our world: 

If all the men in the world were one big man, 

And all the axes in the world were one big axe,  

And all the trees of the world were one big tree, 

And all the seas in the world were one big sea, 

And that one big man would take that one big axe, 

And with that one big axe would chop down that one big 

tree, 

And that one big tree would fall into that one big sea, 

What a mighty big splash that would be! 

 

If we would make a mighty big splash evangelis+cally in our 

community and throughout the world, we need to make this a 

place where everyone works at uni+ng God’s people. That is a 

characteris+c for which we should want our congrega+on to be 

known. 

This unity movement in which we are engaged is focused on 

expansion to the glory of God and the praise of Jesus Christ. We 

are eager to welcome as brothers and sisters all who become 

united with Jesus Christ. The Bible teaches that the Lord adds to 

His church those who respond to Him in faith by repen+ng of 

sin and being immersed into Him, thereby becoming a member 

of His body, the church. 

Many of the concepts herein reflect the teaching of Dr. James B. North, Professor at Cincinna+ Chris+an University, as contained in his book, Union in Truth, An 

Interpre+ve History of the Restora+on Movement, Standard Publishing Co., Cincinna+, OH, 1994. I am indebted to him for his faithful teaching and friendly 

consulta+on. This message by Gene McCoy was delivered to the Chris+an Church of Mountain Home (AR) congrega+on in June, 2015. 

Prac$ce 

Apply the principles as they relate to the following topics that have challenged unity. 

Tobacco use 

Consuming intoxicants 

Women’s roles 

Musical instruments in worship 

Gambling 

Clothing standards 

End +mes theories 

Dura+on of hell 

Role of the Holy Spirit today 

Speaking in tongues 

Evangelical fellowship 

Biblical inerrancy vs. infallibility 


