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 (The following three questions were asked by a brother in Nashville regarding 
how diversities of belief affect unity - prb) "I would like for you to consider the following 
scenario and let me know how you would handle the diversities of beliefs among 
members. Similar scenarios exist all over the country. Suppose you are going to move 
and begin working with another church. In the new church you find the following 
persons among the members." 
 1) "One member believes it violates Christ's teaching on love for a disciple to join 
the military and kill his fellow man. Such is sin. He holds this position very adamantly as 
a matter of faith and has done so for many years. He knows he is among a very small 
minority of members." 
 You have written that a member "believes" it violates... etc. What must be clearly 
understood is that what one believes about what is written when compared to what is 
actually written may be two different matters. The twelve Ephesian disciples believed in 
the baptism of John, but they were mistaken; Paul taught them the truth. Apollos knew 
only the baptism of John; Aquila and Pricilla instructed him further in the truth.  
 There is a single body of truth on the question of Christian participation in the 
military. The strong have apprehended that body of truth; the weak have not grasped it 
as yet. They misunderstand and misapply the teaching of the Lord in the Sermon on the 
Mount. The weak brother cannot involve himself without harm to his conscience. He is 
therefore admonished to refrain, until his faith and conscience catches up with what is 
written. Should he participate, the sin would be a result of failing to act on his faith 
(Rom. 14:21-23), not because it is a sin to serve one's country. 
 The fact that he believes it to be sin and a matter of doctrine does not make it so. 
One cannot elevate a scruple of conscience to the status of revealed doctrine simply by 
believing in it sincerely and strongly. One may believe with all of his heart that it is a sin 
for a Christian to go to any movie, but that doesn't make it part of the doctrine of Christ; 
it just makes it wrong for him to go. If he practices his scruple of conscience privately, I 
am going to be in fellowship with him, I am going to encourage him, I am going to love 
him, I am going to hold up his hands. If he teaches his scruple of conscience as if it 
were the binding, revealed doctrine of Christ, I am going to rebuke him for fomenting 
discord in violation of Romans 14. The weak brother is not permitted to judge the strong 
brother because he has not adopted the scruple of the weaker one. 
 2) "A husband and his wife had been married before and divorced without just 
cause. In their remarriage they know adultery was committed by both and repented of 
such action. They strongly believe the NT fails to teach that they must sever their 
marriage and therefore refuse to separate from one another. The membership of the 
church is divided on this matter." 
 First, it is necessary to get the terms of this discussion in line with Biblical usage. 
The situation begins with "a husband and wife had been married before and divorced 
without just cause." It is not correct to call them husband and wife. Romans 7:3 states: 
"If while her husband lives, she marries another man, she will be called an adulteress..." 
She has legally married another man, but God calls the first man her husband. 



Therefore, the scenario should perhaps read: "One woman's husband and another 
man's wife had been married before and divorced without just cause." The scenario 
uses the term "his wife." The scriptures say she is her first husband's wife, even though 
she is married to a second man. 
 Second the scenario states that a repentance took place, but the terms of 
repentance were not met. Scriptural repentance requires that all of these elements be 
present: 1) genuine godly sorrow for the sin, 2) resolve to cease the practice of sin, 3) 
cessation of the practice of sin, 4) restitution for the sin. One does not truly repent until 
he ceases the practice of sin. An alcoholic must stop drinking, a thief must stop stealing, 
an adulterer must cease the practice of adultery. To remain in a relationship that is not 
sanctioned in scripture is to persist in the practice of adultery. While baptism has the 
power to cleanse the sinner, it does not have the power to change an unscriptural 
marriage into a scriptural one. 
 As to how I would handle this situation... I would begin by admonishing the 
couple to complete their repentance by ending an unscriptural marriage that 
perpetuates adultery. If they refuse to repent, I would repeat my admonishment in the 
presence of two or three witnesses (Matt. 18:15-17). Should that measure fail, I would 
entreat the elders to initiate local church discipline to the end that the couple might fully 
repent and be saved.  
 If the local church is of two minds on this question, I would present thorough, 
scriptural sermons on the matter that challenge them to embrace the truth and stand 
united. If a portion of that local church refuses sound doctrine and insists on leaving, I 
would grieve and then continue onward with the work. 
 3) "A man and his wife are members. She believes it is wrong for the church to 
support an institution from the treasury. He was long associated with institutional 
brethren and sees no wrong in supporting an institution. He goes along with the 
teaching of the local church about not supporting institutions and does not attempt to 
teach otherwise. But, he believes such action as church supporting an institution is not 
sinful." 
 Again, Good Brother, what is written and what one believes about what is written 
may be two different things. The fact that he "sees no wrong" in supporting institutions 
from the treasury has no bearing on what is written. There is a body of revealed truth on 
this question, and the Divine expects hearers to apprehend that body of doctrine. 
 There are two circumstances that mitigate the situation presented here. First, one 
man cannot be guilty of violations of the scriptural work, structure, and worship of a local 
church. Supporting an institution of men from the treasury of the Lord is a collective 
action. An individual can be guilty of teaching error on this matter, but in order to 
practice this sin, he must do it in conjunction with other erring disciples. Therefore, if he 
is a member of a non-institutional church, he cannot be a participant in the sin of 
misusing the resources of the kingdom. Secondly, the scenario states that "he does not 
attempt to teach otherwise." One can conclude that he is not guilty of teaching error on 
this matter, and so he has not sinned in this wise either.  
 I am compelled to ask at this point, how does this situation impact fellowship at 
all? He is not practicing error, and he is not teaching error. If he is guilty of anything at 
all, it is either willful ignorance or stubbornness. That is a private condition of the heart 
or a personal weakness in understanding that he should work to grow out of, and that 



should not affect fellowship with others. How would I, as a preacher coming to a new 
work, know anything about a man who is silent about his institutional leanings? If he 
spoke of them, I would view it as an opportunity to teach him. If he rejected the truth 
repeatedly, then I would apply Titus 3:10-11 to him. For, when one speaks of his error 
and subsequently rejects the truth, he is no longer one who is privately mistaken and in 
the learning process. He is now someone who is vocal about his error and determined 
to persist in it. Therefore, a different set of scriptures apply to his case. 
 Dear Brother, part of the confusion that exists presently in the matter of unity 
among brethren when they differ in a belief is based on a few mistaken perspectives. 
First, a number of folks view fellowship and unity as an action and not a state. 
Fellowship and unity are nouns, not verbs. In other words, they describe a state that 
exists when the conditions that qualify that state are met. 1John 1:6-10 teaches that 
fellowship with God exists when one walks in the light. If we do not meet the condition of 
walking in the light, we are not in fellowship with God. 2John 9-11 teaches that 
fellowship with preachers exists when the preacher has the doctrine of Christ. If he does 
not meet the condition of teaching the doctrine of Christ, then no acceptable relationship 
exists between himself and sound brethren. Unity exists in the oneness of the faith 
(Eph. 4:1-6). If one does not meet the condition of having the one faith, those who do 
have it are not united with him. The revealed word of God provides the bases or 
conditions for fellowship and the state of unity to exist between brethren. If we do not 
meet the condition of holding the one faith, we are not in fellowship nor united. 
 Second, the assumption is that because diversities exist, then diversity must be 
acceptable. Those diversities that exist between brethren who are united and in 
fellowship must be scripturally authorized diversities. Matters of permissive authority in 
Romans 14 are authorized diversities. Brethren are not permitted to divide over them. A 
brother who has a weakness of conscience and restricts himself more than God has 
restricted him is accepted even though his belief in this matter is diverse both from what 
God has revealed and is different from what strong brethren practice. If a diversity of 
belief is allowed to exist between brethren without damaging unity, it must be a 
difference for which one can offer book, chapter, and verse. 
 The brother whose conscience will not allow him to participate in the military... he 
has restricted himself more than God has. There is no wrong in this if he holds it 
privately. It is an authorized diversity. 
 The couple who persist in adultery. They are in sin. They are not in fellowship 
with those who are not adulterers. The members of the congregation who reject sound 
doctrine on this matter have rejected the truth. These are not authorized diversities. 
 Hopefully, the man who is mistaken about institutionalism is in the process of 
growing out of his weakness of understanding. Like all others who are growing in 
understanding, he needs patient guidance; and, he must respond by making forward 
progress in his knowledge. It is to be understood that he is in error, and that he is 
working toward being in fellowship and united with his brethren who know and practice 
the truth. 
 Third, some believe that because everyone has some diversity of faith, then 
everyone's diversity of faith must be tolerated. There is a single standard of faith to 
which everyone's faith must conform. Does it help or hinder the goal of unity for 
everyone to aim for that single goal? Of course it helps. Does it help or hinder unity to 



suggest that the single standard of the faith is too difficult to understand alike? This 
viewpoint hinders unity.  
 I believe that the word of God can be understood by everyone who studies 
diligently, that it can be understood alike by honest men who have no agenda other than 
what God has said, and that it can be preached alike by every evangelist. The unity in 
diversity movement has built its hopes on the alleged ambiguity of scripture and on an 
over-emphasis of the weakness of man. It rejects the foundation of revelation... that 
God can speak in such a way that man can understand. We should know better. 
 Thank you for your questions. God bless and enrich your studies. 


