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It is rather common these days to hear talk of church unity, a unity of different Christian faiths. 

This unity which is being promoted, encourages love for one another in the way of ignoring real 

significance, it is said. The majority of us have had acquaintances at work, at college, or even college 

professors, who are seeking unity among Christian men and women of all faiths and all denominations. 

This is, no doubt, very troubling to us as Protestant Reformed young people. Is it not true, that we are 

instructed by God to seek peace and unity, and to be humble and kind to everyone? In fact we are to be 

peacemakers (Matthew 5). Yet, we naturally ask, were our fathers and the church of the past wrong to 

hold stubbornly to small differences in doctrine and belief? Could it be that they were sinning in not 

remaining united with others who differed in belief, by having no love? 

The question is basically, is the unity before described, true unity? It is likely that most of us 

will answer no to this question, but why then is this not a church unity that we should seek? To begin to 

answer this I think it is helpful first, to know what is meant when the “church” is spoken of, and 

second, to know the purpose of this “church.” 

The church, first, is the one body of all God’s people seen as a whole. It consists of all God’s 

people starting from Adam and Eve and ending with the last elect before Christ’s return. This is the 

“organic” Church which grows from the beginning of history till the end. Picture a tree which starts 

from a seed and grows into a fully mature tree. It is the same organic way that Christ’s church grows. 

We find this organic Church described in the Belgic Confession, article 27, 

“We believe and profess, one catholic or universal Church. This Church 

hath been from the beginning of the world and will be to the end thereof.” 

This is important to know, even though most of the time when we speak of the Church, we are 

speaking of the Church on the earth. The Church seen on the earth, it must be remembered, is only an 

earthly, visible manifestation of God’s complete Church and will bear the marks of the Church of all 

ages. 

When we understand that the Church is one complete body of believers past, present, and 

future, and see also that the present, visible Church is a part or manifestation of the whole, we can learn 

something about unity. What readily comes to mind is that this Church must already be united! How is 

it possible you ask for saints in heaven, on earth, and not even born, to be united? It is possible for 

Christ’s Church of all ages to be united because it is a spiritual unity. Despite efforts to the contrary, 

there can never be a physical unity of the Church, it is always spiritual in nature based on the faith of 

the saints. The Heidelberg Catechism when answering the question, “What believest thou concerning 

the holy catholic church of Christ?”, states in part, “The Son of God gathers, defends, and preserves . . . 

a church . . . agreeing in true faith.” In other words, the Church as it shows itself at any point in history, 

has the same confession of Christ. We as Christians then, are to be united to one another and the one 

complete Church of all ages in our confession and in our faith, and not first of all in a man made 

organization. 

One reason, I think, why there is a desire for unity which pushes aside differences in belief, is a 

wrong conception of the Church. Christian churches today are starting from the premise that Christ’s 

Church, visible on the earth, is made up of all Christian religions, each belief or religion contributing 

differently to the service of God. Statements such as, “We all believe in the same Jesus,” or “We are all 

going to heaven, just getting there different ways,” are often heard. Another example is a popular 

movement today called “Promise Keepers,” which has for one of its goals, “to transcend 

denominational barriers,” recognizing all Christendom as the Church of Christ and seeking one united 

family. With this notion as a basis it is quite readily seen why so many churches can push aside 



differences in belief and instead join hands in unity. “If we all glorify God, no matter what we believe, 

what’s the big deal? Quit nit picking and start loving one another!” 

Over against this, we have been faithfully instructed over the years that there is but one Spirit of 

Christ through which the Church of all ages is united (Ephesians 4:3-4; Belgic Confessions, article 27). 

Instead of many different spirits (beliefs) uniting to form a complete Church, the Church of Christ 

actually grows organically in the truth through the one Holy Spirit as it is revealed more and more 

throughout history. The Old Testament saints saw the truth in types and shadows, at Pentecost the Holy 

Spirit was poured out in greater measure, and the Church grew in the one truth. And still today, the 

Church grows and develops as the one Holy Spirit continues to be revealed. So we see, for example, 

that the Holy Spirit does not reveal a God Who is sovereign in salvation to one part of His Church and 

reveal Himself as a God Who depends upon men for their salvation to another part of His Church. 

From the beginning of time, to the end, the same Spirit is revealed to all of God’s people. So too, the 

believers on the earth are united one to another, not in one giant organization, but in the truth of God. 

Just as a right understanding of the nature of Christ’s Church is important in the discussion of 

unity, so is a knowledge of what the purpose of that Church is. If we understand its purpose, anything 

which does not serve this purpose will be easily distinguished by us. Why did God save a remnant out 

of the human race? What is His purpose? God’s chief purpose in saving a Church is the glorification of 

Himself (Ephesians 1:5-6) through Jesus Christ. So then, the Church is to glorify God in the way of 

representing, confessing, and defending Jesus Christ, God’s revelation of Himself to man (Ephesians 

1:5-6), and Christ’s cause in the world. It is important, I believe, to know the ultimate purpose God has 

for His Church in this day and age in which unity among all “Christians” is so vigorously sought. 

Inevitably the type of unity sought is unity which minimizes differences in belief and compromises the 

truth which God has revealed about Himself. The spirit of the day is summed up in an article in the 

Christian Reformed Church publication The Banner (3/6/95, p. 2). Under the title “It’s Time For 

Compromise” is stated, 
 

“... unity in love, if not always unity in doctrine, is crucial if 

the church is to fulfill its mission to proclaim the gospel.” 

Also in the same article, 

“... a compromise may require giving up the high degree of 

doctrinal conformity that we are used to for the sake of the 

united mission.” 
 

It is clear from these statements that the Christian churches around us teach a different purpose 

of the Church of Christ. It is well that we know this, as we will surely hear this taught to us if we attend 

a Christian college, and as we meet those who are the products of this teaching at work or in our 

neighborhood. 

Knowing the primary purpose of the Church, we are able to put all other callings of the Church 

in their proper perspective. We are able to see the Church’s and our duty in the world. 

For one example, the Church’s primary purpose is not missions. As was seen in the Banner 

article, mission work is an argument for a unity of all Christendom. Bickering about minor points of 

doctrine hinders the spread of the gospel, it is said. “All must join in a united mission for Christ.” But 

when missions are subservient to the Church’s true purpose, God’s Church will never allow its 

Saviour’s glory to be diminished or His Name blasphemed for any reason, not even if more people 

might like Him. Then His people are championing the cause of another, and are ashamed of their own 

Lord. There is no love for the true Christ, in compromising His gospel which has been entrusted to the 

Church (I Thessalonians 2:4). 

Secondly, closely connected to this, it is also not the Church’s purpose to “make this world a 

better place,” or to Christianize this world. Much of the push for church unity, it seems, is for such a 

reason as making this earth ready for Christ to return and reign, a postmillenial view of the end. 



Thirdly, there is the idea that it is our calling to show love and understanding for all views and 

all faiths. Not a calling to show love to people of different faiths only, but actually to show understand-

ing for their beliefs, erroneous or not. To this we cannot agree if we are to glorify our God, in Christ. 

Instead, the Church is concerned primarily about defending her Lord against all that would 

misrepresent Him. The Church is always more concerned about offending Christ in the way of allowing 

Him to be dishonored, than she is about offending mere men who are unfaithful to Christ. The Church 

is Christ’s ambassador (II Corinthians 5:20) and she represents His glorious cause in the world. She 

first loves God with heart, mind, soul, and strength, and only then loves her neighbor as herself. For 

this reason the Church of the past held stubbornly to God’s revealed Word under fear of death. They 

loved God more than men. 

The question still arises, is there any unity that we believers must seek, since we are actually 

already united to the Church of all ages? Yes, it is a seeking to be united to those of like faith. A con-

gregation seeks other congregations with whom they agree in true faith and a denomination is formed. 

Yet it is a unity based on the faith proclaimed by the Church of the past, laid down in confessions. The 

confessions to which we hold are even called “Forms of Unity.” They are what will determine true 

spiritual unity, and they serve a second purpose in preserving the unity of the Church past, with the 

Church present, and future, in “one and the same Spirit.” 

It is a glorious heritage, given to the church by pure grace, given that God might be glorified, 

given to the faithful, given never to be compromised. 
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