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The people of God are to be 
distinctive. God’s people are 
holy, peculiar and different 

from the world around them. This 
theme rings throughout the Bible. As 
God begins to form a nation, he notes 
in Exodus 19:5-6, “Now therefore, 
if you will indeed obey my voice 
and keep my covenant, you shall be 
my treasured possession among all 
peoples, for all the earth is mine; 
and you shall be to me a kingdom of 
priests and a holy nation” (esv). 

This Old Testament theme contin-
ues to the New Testament as these 
desires are expressed in 1 Peter 2:9. 
Peter uses the ideas of priesthood and 
holy nation, all under the canopy of 
being called out from the world to 
live in the light of God. Titus 2:14 
notes that God’s people are to be 
purified from the wickedness in the 
world. The people of God are distinc-
tive lights in a world of darkness.

Restoration Movement 
Distinctiveness

The battle for distinctiveness runs 
deeply in the Restoration ethos. 

One of the earliest examples of the 
battle for distinctiveness is found in 
the “The Last Will and Testament 
of the Springfield Presbytery.” This 
document was produced on June 28, 
1804, and it was signed by various 
parties, including Barton W. Stone. 
This document was produced to  
end a synod that was created in  
protest to the practices of the Pres-
byterian Church. 

Stone, along with others, separated 
from the Presbyterian denomination 
and created another religious orga-
nization. After further reflection, the 
men realized that this newfound resis-
tance perpetuated division in the body 
of Christ. The document states “We 
will, that this body die, be dissolved, 
and sink into union with the Body of 
Christ at large.” 1 

In this short document, one sees a 
processing of the role of distinctive-
ness in the formation of the Restora-
tion Movement. Even though there 
were some radical shifts in contrast 
to the practices of the Presbyterian 
Church, these men did not feel 
that there were enough distinctive 

elements to warrant the formation of 
another spiritual body. 

The theme of distinctiveness arises 
again as an undercurrent of the 1906 
official division between the churches 
of Christ and the progressive ele-
ment of the Restoration Movement. 
David Lipscomb, in responding to the 
Bureau of Census, noted the need for a 
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separate listing because of these words, 
“There is a distinct people taking the 
word of God as their only sufficient 
rule of faith, calling their churches 
‘churches of Christ’ or ‘churches of 
God,’ distinct and separate in name, 
work, or rule of faith, from all other 
bodies or people.” 2 

The admission itself did not of-
ficially divide the Restoration Move-
ment; rather it pointed out the already 
existing division that had occurred de-
cades in the past over numerous doc-
trinal issues. What is significant about 
this response to the Bureau is that, in 
this case, there was enough distinc-
tiveness within the churches of Christ 
to warrant a separate designation. 

Unlike Stone’s response, Lipscomb 
believed the churches of Christ 

were practicing Christianity totally 
unique from what was taking place 
within the denominational culture. 
The churches of Christ needed to 
exist separately and apart from other 
spiritual bodies because theirs was a 
distinctive expression of the church. 

If they did not practice a faithful 
restoration of the early church, there 

would be no reason for the churches 
of Christ to continue to exist. Stone 
believed his movement needed to 
“dissolve, and sink into union with 
the Body of Christ at large” while 
Lipscomb believed that the church 
he belonged to needed to remain 
“distinct and separate” because of its 
unique “name, work, or rule of faith.” 
These two responses illustrate the 
balancing of distinctiveness within 
the Restoration Movement. 

20th-Century 
Distinctiveness

Even in the middle of the 20th cen-
tury, the ethos of distinctiveness influ-
enced the development of the churches 
of Christ. The most pervasive debate 
was concerning non-institutionalism. 

There was division among God’s 
people concerning supporting local-
ized preachers, mutual congrega-
tional support of missionaries and 
orphan homes and Bible classes. 
Once again the role of distinctive-
ness appears. 

The non-institutional members be-
lieved that there had to be a separate 

church because of the compromises of 
the mainstream.3 This call for division 
was rooted in a plea to be a distinctive 
people of Christ. The call for distinc-
tiveness of the non-institutional wing 
of churches of Christ was a highly 
conservative response. On the other 
hand, the progressive elements also 
called for a distinctive revision of the 
churches of Christ in the 20th century. 

During the last few decades of 
the 20th century, the liberal element 
began promoting a new hermeneu-
tic and an unauthorized role for 
women.4 These innovations involved 
a blending into the current culture 
of America while endeavoring to 
hold on to the distinctive roots. 
These changes attempted to become 
distinctive from the mainstream 
churches of Christ.

How Can We  
Be Distinctive?

The ethos of distinctiveness is a 
powerful force in the churches of 
Christ. A few principles undergird 
this mindset. The first is pattern. 
The goal of restoration runs deeply 
in the church. Paul commands 
Timothy to follow the pattern in  
2 Timothy 1:13, “Follow the pattern 
of the sound words that you have 
heard from me, in the faith and love 
that are in Christ Jesus.” Religious 
groups can look different because 
one is following the prescribed pat-
tern while another is not. 

Faithfulness is also necessary. 
Jesus implores His disciples, “If you 
love me, you will keep my com-
mandments” (John 14:15). There is a 
need for a distinctive body of Christ 
because there is the need to be faithful 
to the Lord’s commands. Fulfilling 
God’s commands is an essential part 
of a Christian’s walk. Refusing to 
comply is disobedience. 

The third principle is reaction. 
Over and over again, the Bible is 
filled with illustrations of God’s 
people needing to be distinctive 
from cultural sin and error. It could 
be a rejection of the gods across the 
river, of the pagan cults in Rome 
or a refusal to participate in sinful 
practices of a city, but the com-
mon element is a reaction to the 
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present circumstances surrounding 
the people of God. It is a refusal to 
blend into the pervasive vibe of the 
times. God’s people have always 
been called to stand out. 

The Battle Today
The battle for distinctiveness 

continues to wage in the churches of 
Christ. A microcosm for this battle is 
seen in the reactions to the appoint-
ment of the new Harding president. A 
recent blog series has interacted with 
this appointment. The overall feeling 
of these posts by various authors is 
best summarized with these words: 
“With this appointment the Board has 
told students, faculty, alumni, poten-
tial donors, and churches that Harding  
is committed to maintaining its  
current ideology and vision, and in the 
process disregarding the thousands of 
alumni, students, and employees who 
have prayed for a fresh, visionary and 
more open and inclusive Harding.” 

From appearance, the various blog-
gers are concerned that Harding’s 
presidential appointment will continue 
the distinctive ethos of the churches of 

Christ instead of moving to a position of 
more inclusiveness of the left element of 
leaders, a focus on relevancy, and an ac-
ceptance of expanded roles for women. 

Instead of moving in this direc-
tion, the future president authored 
an article in the December 2012 
edition of the Gospel Advocate 
advocating the distinctive practice 
of a cappella singing. Much of his 
argumentation is rooted in being 
distinctive from certain association 
“whether … with the Old Covenant, 
with inferior external rituals, or with 
pagan feasts, instrumental music 
was viewed for centuries as inap-
propriate for Christian worship.” 5 It 
seems that the future president will 
refuse to compromise on the distinc-
tive nature of the churches of Christ. 

The churches of Christ are at a 
crossroads. The battle over distinc-
tiveness will continue to wage into 
the future. Some advocate dying 
and sinking into the recesses of 
the denominational world; others 
will follow the biblical direction of 
Lipscomb and continue to fight for a 
people who “taking the word of God 

as their only sufficient rule of faith 
[are] distinct and separate in name, 
work, or rule of faith, from all other 
bodies or people.” ❏

Matthew W. Morine preaches for the 
Castle Rock Church of Christ in Castle 
Rock, Colo. He may be reached at 
mmorine@hotmail.com.

Endnotes
1 D. Newell Williams, Barton Stone: 

A Spiritual Biography (St. Louis: Chalice 
Press, 2000) 97.

2 Robert E. Hooper, A Distinct People: 
A History of the Churches of Christ in 
the 20th Century (West Monroe: Howard 
Publishing, 1993) 40-41. 

3 David Edwin Harrell Jr., The 
Churches of Christ in the 20st Century: 
Homer Hailey’s Personal Journey of Faith 
(Tuscaloosa: The University of Alabama 
Press, 2000) 124.

4 Richard T. Hughes, Reviving the 
Ancient Faith: The Story of Churches of 
Christ in America (Grand Rapids: Eerd-
mans: 1996) 365-84.

5 Bruce McLarty, “Why Worship 
Without Instruments?” Gospel Advocate 
154 (2012): 35.

Horizons is a popular quarterly curriculum for teens with a brand new format. Although following the 
same biblical texts as the Gospel Advocate adult curriculum, lessons are presented in ways that are 

especially relevant to teens. Each lesson contains discussion questions, life applications and activities – 
all designed to help teens know and live God’s truth. A teacher’s manual is available with extra ideas to 

make your class even better. Visit our website to preview the first lesson.

Student    $3.49
Teacher    $4.99

To Order: 1-800-251-8446 
or www.gospeladvocate.com 

A TRUSTED NAME SINCE 1855

GOSPEL
ADVOCATE


