


When it came, the reaction was 
spontaneous. A group of New England 
Christians broke out of denomination-
alism, announcing their intention to 
follow the Bible only. Another group 
in Kentucky, and still another in 
Pennsylvania, each independent of the 
others, felt the spirit of unity moving 
them to stand with, not against, fel-
low Christians. Under the leadership 
of minister Barton W. Stone, some 
Presbyterian leaders in Kentucky pub-
lished The Last Will and Testament of the 
Springfield Presbytery, putting to death 
their denominational connections. 
They said, “We will, that this body die, 
be dissolved, and sink into union with 
the Body of Christ at large; for there is 
but one body, and one Spirit . . .”

The early leaders of what later came 
to be called the Restoration Movement 
believed unity in Christ was—and is-
possible. To achieve it required letting 
go of human traditions and loyalties 
to dynamic personalities. Christ alone 
could be exalted. The ideal of the church 
that emerges from the pages of the New 
Testament must be the standard for 
today’s congregations.

S T U D Y I N G  T H E  I D E A L
While gratefully acknowledging their 

debt to great reformers like Martin 
Luther, John Calvin, John Knox, and 
others, these “Christians only” believed 
their reforms remained unfinished. The 
only way to determine what the church 
should be and how Christians should 
behave is to study New Testament docu-
ments in which the churches of Christ 
are presented in splendor—and in 
shortcomings. While there is no single 

church that we should imitate, the ideal 
of the church as the body of Christ, the 
household of faith, the temple of the 
Holy Spirit, and the people of God is 
clearly pictured.

In a unity effort initially separat-
ed from the Stone movement, anoth-
er Presbyterian minister, Thomas 
Campbell, published his now famous 
Declaration and Address in 1809. He had 
earlier migrated to Pennsylvania from 
his home in Ireland. While still there, he 
had grown restless with the strictures of 
his denomination, the Old-Light Anti-
Burgher Seceder Presbyterian Church, 

a splinter of a split of a division in the 
denomination.

When he found the divisions caused 
by local grievances in Scotland sep-
arating Presbyterians in America, he 
rebelled. He would not exclude non-
members of his denomination from 
Communion in his church. He was 
expelled from his presbytery. It was 
really a question of who fired whom, for 
by this time Campbell could not carry 
out policies he deplored.

His son Alexander, meanwhile, had 
reached similar conclusions in his stud-
ies in Ireland and Scotland and, when 
father and son were reunited in America 
in 1809, each embraced the other’s 
position. In time, the son surpassed 
the father as the leader of their unity 
movement.

P R I N C I P L E S  F O R  T O D A Y
In his Declaration, Thomas Campbell 

set forth principles that sound as modern 
as today to New Testament Christians:

1. That the church of Christ upon 
earth is essentially, intentionally, and con-
stitutionally one; consisting of all those 
in every place that profess their faith in 
Christ and obedience to him in all things 
according to the Scriptures. . . .

2. That . . . there ought to be no 
schisms, no uncharitable divisions 
among [local congregations].

3. That . . . nothing ought to be incul-
cated upon Christians as articles of faith; 
nor required of them as terms of com-
munion; but what is expressly taught and 
enjoined upon them, in the Word of God.

4. That . . . the New Testament is as 
perfect a constitution for the worship, 
discipline, and government of the New 
Testament church, and as perfect a rule 
of the particular duties of its members, 
as the Old Testament was for the wor-
ship, discipline, and government of the 
Old Testament church. . . .

5. That . . . [no] human authority 
[has] power to impose new commands 
or ordinances upon the church, which 
our Lord Jesus Christ has not enjoined.

There are more propositions, but 
these are enough to show Campbell’s 
unusual good judgment. From his day 
until now, millions of others have decid-
ed they also wanted to be Christians 
only, without the complications of 
denomination.

LeRoy Lawson is international consultant with 
Christian Missionary Fellowship and a contribut-
ing editor for CHRISTIAN STANDARD, Cincinnati, 
Ohio. Adapted from The Family of God (Cincinnati: 
Standard Publishing, 1980).

Valley View Christian Church, Littleton, Colorado 

EARLY LEADERS
BELIEVED UNITY

WAS–AND IS–POSSIBLE.

This download originally appeared in the March 27 2005 issue of CHRIST IAN STANDARD a weekly magazine published by Standard Publishing Cincinnati Ohio This resource was downloaded at www standardpub com The purchaser may


