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Christian Unity 
 

 

I. The Church is One. 

II. True Unity in the Church. 

III. Disunity within Christendom 

IV. Uniting Christendom Today/Ecumenism, The Ecumenical Movement 

 

 

 

I believe in…the Holy Christian Church, the Communion of Saints…  

(3
rd
 Article of the Apostles’ Creed) 

 

 

 

Holy Scripture 
 

 

The Holy Christian Church, The Communion of saints  

The Hidden Church 

 

Ephesians 4:4-6  1 Corinthians 12:12-13 Galatians 3:26-28 
 

 

 

 

Christ is its Head 

 

1 Corinthians 3:11  Ephesians 2:19-22 Ephesians 4:15 Ephesians 5:23-30 

 

 

 

 

True Unity in the Church is in Christ and His Word 

 

 

John 14:23-24  Jeremiah 23:28  1 Timothy 4:16 

1 Timothy 6:3-5 Romans 16:17-18 Galatians 1:6-10 

 

 

 

Denominations exist today because of different confessions of faith 

(True Christian unity cannot be expressed where there is doctrinal disunity and/or indifference to the 

true doctrine) 

 

1 Corinthians 1:9-13  1 Corinthians 11:18-19 
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1The Lutheran Confessions 
 

The Augsburg Confession, VII. [THE CHURCH] 

 
1
 It is also taught among us that one holy Christian church will be and remain forever. This is the 

assembly of all believers among who the Gospel is preached in its purity and the holy sacraments are 

administered according to the Gospel. 
2
 For it is sufficient for the true unity of the Christian church that 

the Gospel be preached in conformity with a pure understanding of it and that the sacraments be 

administered in accordance with the divine Word. 
3
 It is not necessary for the true unity of the Christian 

church that ceremonies, instituted by men, should be observed uniformly in all places. 
4
 It is as Paul says 

in Eph. 4:4, 5, “There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were called to the one hope that belongs to 

your call, one Lord, one faith, one baptism.”  

 

The Augsburg Confession, VIII. [WHAT THE CHURCH IS] 

 
1
 Again, although the Christian church, properly speaking, is nothing else than the assembly of all 

believers and saints, yet because in this life many false Christians, hypocrites, and even open sinners 

remain among the godly, the sacraments are efficacious even if the priests who administer them are 

wicked men, for as Christ himself indicated, “The Pharisees sit on Moses’ seat” (Matt. 23:2). 
3
 Accordingly the Donatists

8
 and all others who hold contrary views are condemned. 

 

The Apology, VII & VIII. [THE CHURCH] 

 
5
 The church is not merely an association of outward ties and rites like other civic governments, 

however, but it is mainly an association of faith and of the Holy Spirit in men’s hearts. To make it 

recognizable, this association has outward marks, the pure teaching of the Gospel and the administration 

of the sacraments in harmony with the Gospel of Christ. This church alone is called the body of Christ, 

which Christ renews, consecrates, and governs by his Spirit, as Paul testifies when he says (Eph. 1:22, 

23), “And he has made him the head over all things for the church, which is his body, the fullness,” that 

is, the whole congregation “of him who fills all in all.” Thus those in whom Christ is not active are not 

members of Christ. This much our opponents also admit, that the wicked are dead members 
(tr-229)

 of the 

church. 
6
 We wonder why they criticize our description, which speaks of living members. 

 
7
 We have not said anything new. Paul defined the church in the same way in Eph. 5:25-27, saying 

that it should be purified in order to be holy. He also added the outward marks, the Word and the 

sacraments. He says, “Christ loved the church and gave himself up for it, that he might sanctify it, 

having cleansed it by the washing of water with the word, that the church might be presented before him 

in splendor, without spot or wrinkle or any such thing, that it might be holy and without blemish.” We 

have repeated this statement almost verbatim in our Confession. The Creed also defines the church this 

way, teaching us to believe that there is a holy, catholic church. Certainly the wicked are not a holy 

church! 
8
 The following phrase, “the communion of saints,” seems to have been added to explain what 

“church” means, namely, the assembly of saints who share the association of the same Gospel or 

teaching and of the same Holy spirit, who renews, consecrates, and governs their hearts. 

 

                                                 
1
Tappert, T. G. (2000, c1959). The book of concord : The confessions of the evangelical Lutheran church. Philadelphia: 

Fortress Press. 
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2
So Many Denominations 
 

Q. I am confused regarding so many denominations that exist. Appreciate if you could provide advice regarding 

the Biblical and theological teaching for the following: “Some say that the existence of denominations within 

Christ’s church is a tragedy caused by sin and immaturity; others claim that denominations are a blessing, since 

they produce diversity within the body of Christ.” What do you think? 

 

A. Since apostolic times visible Christendom has been divided. Although there are historical, cultural, and sociological 

factors that have contributed to such division, departure from God’s truth revealed  to us in the Holy Scriptures must be regarded 

as the principal cause for such division. The apost les  themse lves  foresaw and had to deal with such division within early 

Christian communities (see, for example, Ac t s  20:25-31). While the Scriptures are the inerrant source and norm of all 

doctrine and while God’s Truth is one, sinful human beings can and do err. Hence, division occurs in visible Christendom. 

 

The same can be said for modern denominationalism. While there are historical, cultural and socio logical  factors involved in 

the formation of denominations, disagreement regarding the understanding and application of biblical doctrine remains the 

fundamental reason for division between and among them. We hold that there can be only one Truth, and that denominations 

exist because some Christians have departed from what is faithful to biblical doctrine. In spite of the divided state of 

Christendom, we in The Lutheran Church — Missouri Synod remain committed to the quest for external unity in the church 

based on agreement in doctrine. We believe that this is not an option, but is God’s will .  

 
3
Ecumenical Movement 
 
Q. I read so much about the ecumenical movement, and I would like an answer to a question: "Is the final result of 

the attempt for Christian unity really mean a reunification with the bishop of Rome?" A minister in the Disciples of 

Christ church says the pope has a lot or merit, - and often quotes him. Are we Lutherans being hard headed? How 

could there be so much difference within the Protestant churches? 

 

A. True ecumenism does not mean simply returning to a position where the pope is considered the leader of the entire church, 

While it is undoubtedly true that there is much which is good and much to be admired in the Roman Catholic Church, 

especially the fact that in spite of some of its positions, which are inimical to the Gospel, that Gospel is still heard and read 

and people come to faith in Jesus as their Savior, it is also true that this does not mean that all should submit to papal 

leadership. Rather, what is important is the recognition that there is one head of the church, Jesus Christ, and it is He who 

makes of the church one family, one Christian church in spite of the many denominations. 

 

 

Our Lord has made it clear that the divisions in the visible church are not pleasing. That is especially clear in his high priestly 

prayer in the Gospel of John, chapter 17:20ff for all believers as He asks that ail those who believe through the message 

spoken by the apostles "may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you . . . May they be brought to complete unity 

to let the world know that you sent me and have loved them even as you loved me." While there are, of course, many 

different reasons for the different denominations that we have today, including such things as culture, methods of biblical 

interpretation, emphasis on specific leaders, etc., perhaps one of the main reasons is that groups and individuals differ with 

respect to the basis for their teachings—some of them basing them on scripture alone, some on scripture and tradition, some 

on scripture and human reason, etc., etc. 

 

The fact is that there will probably always be denominations as long as this world exists and that true and full unity in the 

church will only be found in eternity. In the meantime, it is our responsibility to do all we can to eliminate the divisions and 

seek to give outward expression to the unity that is already there. There is "one holy, catholic (universal) and apostolic 

church." Ecumenical efforts are efforts that seek to give outward expression to that unity. 
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Ecumenism: Facts and Illusions 
by Kurt E. Marquart 

 

 
The words "ecumenical" and "ecumenism" come from a Greek word meaning "the whole inhabitable world." The 

"Ecumenical Movement" means to unite into one worldwide church all the scattered bits and pieces of Christendom. In 

itself, that is a noble aim. Everything depends on understanding the problem of Christian unity and division 

realistically. Otherwise, we are likely to apply Band-Aids to cancers, and actually make matters worse. 

 

The Lord makes His church ONE not in just any way, but only in the TRUTH (St. John 8:31-32; 17:14-17). Without 

real unity in the One Lord, the One Faith, and the One Baptism (Eph. 4:5), mere outward togetherness is a sham. This 

is why our Augsburg Confession demands for the "true unity of the church" nothing more and nothing less than "that 

the Gospel be preached unanimously in its pure understanding, and the Sacraments be administered in accord with 

God's Word." It is not necessary that human customs and traditions be everywhere alike. And, of course, there are 

believers, dear children of God, in all churches, who retain enough of the Gospel to make possible the creation of faith. 

 

The three basic confessions or versions of Christianity are the Roman Catholc/Eastern Orthodox, the Lutheran, and the 

Calvinist (Presbyterian, Baptist, etc.). The differences among these are not minor matters but go to the heart of the 

Gospel. Did Christ earn for us the free gift of eternal life, as the Bible teaches, or only the opportunity to earn this life 

by doing good works with His help, as Rome says? An honest reading of Romans and Galatians will leave us in no 

doubt about the answer. Again, does Holy Baptism give life and salvation, as Christ and His Apostles teach (St. John 

3:5, Tit. 3:5,1 Peter 3:21), or is it only a symbol of our obedience, as the Baptists say? And does the Lord really give us 

His holy body and blood to eat in His Sacrament for the forgiveness of sins, or is all this only picture and symbol? 

There is no generic "Gospel," which might overlook or bypass such questions. Any honest confession of faith must 

"come clean" on matters so clearly taught in God's Word (Gal. 1:6-8). 

 

The modern "Ecumenical Movement" —despite some promising beginnings a hundred years ago—has largely given up 

on the issue of truth. It concentrates on getting everyone together outwardly, under compromise formulas like the 

recent “Lutheran”-Vatican joint statement on justification. During a major seminar on Christian-Muslim relations 

conducted recently at a "Lutheran" seminary, one person raised the issue of Christian evangelism among Muslims. He 

was told that this was "fascism"! And the Southern Baptists were accused of promoting "ancient hatreds" by proposing 

to do mission work among non-Christians. This intolerant secular "tolerance," with its fear and contempt for the whole 

idea of truth, has had its impact also in the churches. And since the bureaucracies and seminaries of the "main-line" 

churches have given up the authority of the Bible as the Word of God, they, of course, have no grounds for any firm 

convictions about anything. 

 

Genuine ecumenism must go another way. It must walk by faith, not by sight. That means being guided by the truth of 

God and not by outward numbers or prestige. Whatever is not built on the one foundation of the apostles and prophets 

(Eph. 2:20) is to that extent not the church of Christ, but a counterfeit. There cannot be real peace between the Cross of 

Christ and the wisdom of this world (I Cor. 1 and 2). As Christians we are called to be friendly and peaceable among 

people of all kinds—and to love even our enemies. But we cannot go along with a deceitful outward show of church 

union and communion when there is no agreement in the life-giving doctrine of Christ and His Apostles, on which 

everything depends (St. John 6:63; Acts 2:42; I Tim. 4:16). The true ecumenical task is to raise everywhere—humbly 

but with conviction—the banner of Christ's truth and doctrine, and not to budge from it. Such faithfulness God will 

bless—and is blessing throughout the world today. From Siberia and Kazakhstan to Haiti, from Sudan to Kenya and 

South Africa, from Europe and Canada to South America and Australia, everywhere the sheep of Christ hunger for the 

pure Bread of Life and rejoice in it. Thanks be to God! 

 

The Rev. Kurt E. Marquart is an Associate Professor in the Pastoral Ministry and Missions Department at Concordia 

Theological Seminary. 


