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It was Sunday the 14th of July 1994. After the morning worship meeting, my wife
and | rushed to the local hospital in Pereira (Colombia). She was 9 months pregnant
with our third child, and her contractions had started. On arrival, we were informed
that the local hospital was full, so we phoned around until we found an alternative.
The delivery was somewhat stressful, because the baby refused to turn round. A few
hours latter, our little Edward was born, legs first! After local paediatric inspections,
mum and baby were sent home to join a relieved father and two excited little sisters.

For a few days things went well. We were pleasantly surprised that our little Edward
did not wake us up at night. Perhaps baby boys are better sleepers than girls, we
thought. He was breast fed. We couldn't determine easily how much he was eating,
but we did notice that he would feed for a short while and then fall asleep exhausted.
Happily satisfied, we thought. My wife and | come from fairly healthy families. It didn't
cross our mind that anything could be seriously wrong with our baby. Big health
problems happen to other people. But after a week or so, a number of these small
things begun to make us feel uncomfortable: Compared to his sisters, his cry was
very weak. In fact, his constitution was weak. He was small even for Colombian
standards. A number of those who visited politely remarked how cold he looked. We
would tuck the blanket nicely round him, trying to deny to ourselves the fact that he
did look quite blue. His feet were rather blackish. With nice navy blue baby socks on,
they looked better. The thought that something might not be right with our new son
was frightening. Unconsciously we denied the emerging evidence. Just the thought of
the possibility was acutely painful. It was at my mother's insistence (she being a
trained midwife) that we took him to an alternative paediatrician. As | write this, |
wonder why we didn't do this before. On seeing the baby, the doctor confirmed that
he probably had serious heart or lung problems. Tests showed that he had a
congenital heart disorder (called “corrected transposition of the great arteries and
pulmonary atresia” for those of you who understand the jargon) and that his life was
in danger. Within 2 weeks he was operated back in England.

The point is this: sometimes the pain of facing reality as it really is forces us to live in
denial. Unconsciously (and sometimes consciously) we explain away the emerging
unwelcome evidence. We become willing to accept very strange and improbable
explanations. Why? Because we greatly fear the alternative. Have you noticed
strange, sometimes even eccentric behaviour within our circle of Brethren
assemblies? Given the deep pain we Brethren inflict on each other, could it be at all
possible that there is something seriously wrong with our understanding of Scripture?
Given our ever increasing excommunication of beloved and well taught brethren and
their home assemblies, could it possibly be that the assembly principles as we
practice them, are in some way defective? | realise that it is very painful for us to
allow in our minds the remote possibility of this being true. Could it be that we
Brethren have moved away somewhat from the Lord's design for His Church on
earth?

A personal plea

May | plead with you to consciously lay aside your natural fears for a while. It is clear
that a lot is at stake. What we shall consider may well endanger your livelihood or
your position of respect. As an active missionary, | risk both as | write. You may have
been instrumental in implementing some decisions you now begin to regret. You may
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feel you have been following the current for too long to speak up now. You may feel
too old to consider any form of change. | hereby invite you to reconsider together a
few key issues. | can assure you that my heart, like yours, has a sincere desire to
please the Lord above all. If wrong, | am happy to change. We must be prepared to
assume the uncertainty and pain of facing reality as it really is. As you read you may
be tempted to label me open, divisive, liberal, charismatic, idealist, perverse or
something worse. Please hold your guns. Try not to shoot until you have finished
reading the whole paper. If the Lord is to use this paper in any positive way in our
personal life and assembly fellowship (and | pray He will), we must take a painful
fresh look at reality.

A birds eye view

Through this paper, | would first like to show that our set of assemblies (called by
some the Reunited Brethren after a number of happy reunions following past painful
divisions) have serious problems. Although our pride and flesh contribute to these
problems, | suggest that our root problem is doctrinal in nature. We shall then look at
these problems in turn. First we shall look at our strange way of handling defective
assembly decisions. Then we shall consider a possessive view of the Lord's Table
which is held among us. Finally we shall explore the contradictory tension between
some teachings on defilement and our practice of occasional fellowship. That ends
the diagnosis.

In the last 3 sections, | try to suggest a constructive way forward. First | elaborate on
what we might call the Spiritual Principle of Recognition, which | believe is central to
the way forward. Then some comments on bitterness and paralysis, which are
currently grave lurking dangers. Finally | suggest some possible priorities.

I claim no final word on all this. | write from the standpoint of a spiritual engineer
rather than a spiritual scientist. My felt calling is to evangelise, disciple and stimulate
the formation of new assemblies here in Colombia. To date we have had no division
here, but outside pressures may well cause one to happen. Our divisive doctrine is
bearing its sad fruit on this mission field, as it already has in Africa. Something must
change. Dear reader, is this the best we can leave our children, grandchildren
and new assemblies? Are we really living and promoting the Divine design? |
warmly invite you Bible teachers, writers and godly thinkers to join in. But | write this
paper for every brother and sister, young and old. You may wish to raise some of
these issues in your home assembly Bible study group, or with other serious saints.
The Lord may lead you to better solutions than the ones | propose. You may
disagree with me (that is fine). Perhaps the Lord may lead you to develop further one
of the thoughts in this paper. We need to recapture the freshness of the early
Brethren. | am sure the Lord still has more light to shed on His Word.

The parable of the white rabbits

Perhaps some readers may be tempted to put this paper down thinking they are not
qualified to think through the complex development of some Brethren teachings. You
prefer to leave that to the experts. You have decided to simply accept what you are
told, secretly deciding to leave your assembly when you feel they have gone too far.
This parable is for you.




The Re-dividing of the Reunited Brethren Philip Nunn

It was an important conference of genetic engineers. All those present had spent
years experimenting in laboratories, studying, discussing and developing genetic
models. In a four hour lecture, Professor Smith “proved” to the specialised audience
the conclusion of his studies: that rabbits could only be born white. They all clapped
and the conference was dismissed. All were duly impressed and convinced by the
Professor's careful research and arguments.

One day, much to the genetic engineers’ dismay, a local farmer presented them with
a brown rabbit. At first they ignored him. They avoided him. He was advised not to
show the rabbit to anyone. A cousin of the professor had even suggested that the
farmer should be put out of town! One day, the engineers called the farmer aside and
explained to him the professors’ research. “You now see”, they said, “why rabbits can
only be white”. Although the farmer nodded, he really understood very little of the
complex reasoning. The only thing he was sure about, was that he had a brown
rabbit in his bag.

This is the power of a counter example. You only need one case to destroy a thesis.
But to prove a thesis is much more difficult. Even presenting 1000 white rabbits
would not prove the thesis that “all rabbits must be white”. But only one brown rabbit
disproves it. In the course of this paper, we shall make reference to 3 brown rabbits:

1. If we claim to be the only ones in the world to have the Lord's Table and we find
another network of assemblies, who don't want to be part of “we” but have the
same rights as “we” and also claim to be the only ones to have the Lord's Table,
then we've found a brown rabbit. Therefore it is not true that we are the only ones.

2. If we claim that all assembly decisions (rightly or wrongly) must be accepted
immediately (at least until retracted or the assembly is excommunicated) and we
find two simultaneous contradictory assembly decisions which simply cannot be
accepted together immediately, then we have found a brown rabbit. Not all
assembly decisions can be accepted immediately.

3. If we are told that to receive a Baptist brother to break bread a couple of times will
cause a defiling linkage between our assembly and the non-Scriptural practices
held by Baptists, and then we find that educated saints like Darby and Kelly were
very happy to receive sincere Baptist believers, then we have found a brown
rabbit. If we claim to be on the same old paths as they, and it didn't defile them,
then it won't defile us.

The parable continues: The confused genetic engineers called a special emergency
private conference and invited the professor and the farmer. The farmer fidgeted in
his chair. He felt out of place. The Professor placed a bound copy of his research and
genetic arguments on the table. The atmosphere was tense. There was a lot at
stake, specially the reputation of the University, that of a number of professional
publications and not least, the reputation of the professor. The professor stared as he
saw the brown rabbit emerge from the farmer's bag. He felt like killing the rabbit
(some scientists have been known to eliminate unwanted evidence in the past!).
“That rabbit should not be” he exclaimed, “It cannot be!”. A long silence followed.
Then, in a calm and frustrated manner, the professor handed the bound copy of his
thesis to the farmer. “Tell me then” he asked the farmer, “where has my research
gone wrong?” The poor farmer hadn't got a clue!




The Re-dividing of the Reunited Brethren Philip Nunn

It is quite simple to show something is wrong. If brown rabbits exist, it is simply a
matter of time before you will see one. But it is not so simple to determine what
exactly has gone wrong. We shall try to look at what has probably gone wrong with
our doctrine. It is much more difficult to suggest a healthy alternative. At the end of
this paper we shall suggest a possible way forward. Please read on to the end. |
hope you will find this understandable, useful and not too complex. The subject
matter affects you and me deeply, and we are either part of the problem or
contributors to the solution. Let's hope we form part of the latter.

Table of contents

. Do we have a Problem?

. Assembly Decisions

. The Body of Christ & Local Assemblies
. The Lord’s Table

. Defilement & Occasional Fellowship

. The Principle of Recognition

. Anarchy or True Dependence

. Politics, Bitterness & Paralysis

. Priorities and Conclusion

OCOoO~NOOUIDAWNE




The Re-dividing of the Reunited Brethren Philip Nunn

1. DO WE HAVE A PROBLEM?

For years we have been presenting the gospel of grace to lost sinners here in
Colombia. But before we can progress with the happy message, the person must
sense his sinfulness. Most people here come from a Catholic background. Most will
readily admit to being sinners. “Every one is” they quickly reply. They enjoy their
religious activities, and life goes on. They can always point their finger at someone
more sinful. Sadly, they don't feel sinful. Until they do, no action takes place. Until we
sense the awfulness of sin (at least to a degree), we have no need for Christ. That is
clear and evident. | suggest we Brethren need a similar awakening.

Something is going badly wrong

Until we really acknowledge that something is really wrong, we shall not act.
Consider the following:

- It is no secret that our branch of the Brethren movement is small and is not
growing, although from time to time our statistics increase a little with some “take
overs” on the mission field. We say that numbers don't matter, that we are called
to be faithful. This is true, but is it the whole truth?

- World-wide old assemblies are slowly closing. Many of our assemblies
(particularly marked in the English speaking world, but evident elsewhere) are
now reduced to less than 20 adults in fellowship, and mostly elderly. We say that
we live in closing days. Just keep the meetings going. The Lord will come soon.
This is true. But why have so many assemblies become so weak and so small?

- Most European assemblies have relied on believers' children for growth. Many
families within the assemblies are now related through marriage (particularly
marked in the French speaking world). | have been told that during the last 40
years only some of the Dutch assemblies were attracting any significant number
of outside sinners and Christians from other groups. Alarmingly few of our
assemblies have baptised and received converted outside non-Christians into
their fellowship. We say that if other Christian groups grow where we are not
growing, they must have a watered down gospel. They must be men pleasers.
This may be true in some cases. But is this the whole truth?

- Many young families are leaving our assemblies (especially so during these last 5
years of tensions) tired of their men being absorbed in long stressful brothers
meetings, analysing critical letters, forced to consider foreign problems they really
don't relate to. Most families simply seek a Biblically based, loving and positive
Christian fellowship in which to raise their family for the Lord. We say they love
their family more than the Lord himself. Perhaps some do. But is that the whole
story? Why is it so difficult to find happy and constructive fellowship around Christ
without endless meetings and letters to assess assembly problems? Are we really
faced with only 2 options: automatic acceptance of all decisions or the time
consuming study and investigation of every new problem? Must we really state
our position on every new controversy? Is this symptomatic of something?
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- As Brethren, we have spent years and years repeating again and again the
painful process of division. Can we begin to imagine the amount of sorrow and
sleepless nights we have collectively lived over the last 150 years? We adjust to it
because we love the Lord. We are told that the pain is the price of faithfulness to
the Lord. Is the Lord really looking for this pain offering? Consider the hours and
hours of meetings, the many travels and letters to negotiate and orchestrate
happy reconciliations between previously separated networks of assemblies
around the world. All this in the face of a perishing world and a growing Muslim
advance. And now we redivide again. We relive the self inflicted pain of our
grandparents and great grandparents. Are we so sure we are still on the divine
path?

In Revelation 2:5, we read that Christ himself threatened to remove the Lampstand
from the assembly in Ephesus. It was once a beautiful and promising assembly. |
wonder how would the saints within the Ephesus assembly know when their
lampstand had been removed. How would the surrounding assemblies know that the
Ephesian lampstand had been removed? Has the lampstand been removed from
your local assembly? Could it be that we, as a fellowship of Brethren assemblies
have had our lampstand removed? “Impossible!” you may say. But why impossible?
In what ways would our assemblies be different today if the Lord had chosen to
remove our lampstand 20 or 50 years ago? The truth is that we are in no good shape
today. But praise God, He remains. “He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit
says to the Churches” (Revelations 2:7).

What is our problem?

During December 2002 and January 2003, | had the privilege of visiting a number of
brethren and assemblies in England, Holland, France, Germany and Belgium. As |
traveled, | discussed some of the issues of this paper. Most brethren agree that
something is seriously wrong. But what is the cause?

1. The flesh: A common feeling expressed was that if it were not for our flesh, our
understanding of assembly principles would work very well. Many blame “the
operators”. Clearly our flesh causes problems. But does this in itself explain totally
our predicament? Is this a complete diagnosis? | suggest not. If there were no
flesh, there would be no difficult, no carnal believers. There would be no need for
assembly discipline. If there were no flesh, there would be no defective assembly
decisions. But to think of no flesh is to think of heaven. Surely biblical principles
for the functioning of assembly life are designed to function here in a fallen world.
Like marriage, the correct arrangements must be robust enough to function
happily even under normal difficult conditions.

2. Lack of instruction: Some think the root of our evil is that we haven't taught
assembly truth as much as we should have. Perhaps, but some of those who
leave (or are cut off) have been teachers of assembly truths themselves. We
claim they have become non-spiritual or unwilling to pay the price of obedience. Is
that really true? Can this be claimed for every faithful saint, leading brother, godly
sister, experienced missionary who is now considered out? Is it really lack of
teaching?
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3. Hierarchy: Some suggested that, although we do not hold to modern day
apostolic authority, we suffer from the excessive influence by a small circle of
brothers. A disproportionate influence of a few personalities. The Brethren
movement expanded and then divided repeatedly under the guidance of chief
brethren. Have you ever wondered how your assembly came to be in happy
fellowship with quite different assemblies in France and Philippines, Germany
and Greece, ltaly and India, Egypt and England, America and Australia? The
international networking of assemblies has always been the job of chief brethren.
They help formalize national and international assembly lists. The influence of
informal hierarchy is more strongly felt in some regions and countries than in
others. But is it really fair to blame today's chief brethren for our current
redividing?

4. Over preoccupation with Brethren writings: One of the brothers | stayed with
thought our problems stem from the excessive reading, studying and teaching of
Brethren writing's. This has displaced the calm meditation directly in the word of
God, coupled with a living communion with Him. Would you agree?

5. Unbalanced emphasis: An American brother wrote to me recently. He was
concerned by our disproportionate emphasis on a few “pet doctrines”, at the
expense of the development of Christian character. Order and doctrine have
become more important than our communion with Christ himself. We have
become, as one put it, “a theologically diverse community of powerless
Pharisees”.

Some have suggested that our downfall is connected with our un-welcoming attitude
driven by an exaggerated preoccupation with positional purity. Others point to our
excessive fear of any form of change. Allowing one brother to veto an assembly
proposal and expecting all assemblies to seek regional agreement, makes change of
any kind nearly impossible. Some are convinced that our sense of doctrinal
superiority has been our ruin. God hates pride and has judged us.

Our core problem is doctrinal

The flesh is undeniably evident. Our flesh is driven by fear. The fear of change. Fear
of unforeseen consequences of change. Fear of losing a position in a little world
empire. When non-spiritual leadership is threatened, it tries to exert authority in
unexpected fleshly ways. Some whom | considered godly men until a couple of years
ago, now behave more like amateur religious politicians. Secret dealings. Truth
becomes relative. Factual reports and “narrative of facts” become selective
distortions. A sad show of self protecting manoeuvrings... all in the name of God. An
attempt to protect the Divine with dirty hands (2 Samuel 6:6,7).

But, of course, not all brethren, by far, are like this. What | submit is that even if we
allow for godly operators of our assembly principles, we will still have bitter and
painful periodic world-wide divisions. Although our flesh plays its part, our root
problem lies in the machine, that is, in our procedures for dealing with problems
within and between assemblies.
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We have no official books

From time to time we teach our young people here in Colombia a course on false
doctrines. We consider that, in order to protect them from their errors, and to equip
them to be able to help people within these groups, a basic understanding of the
main defective doctrines is necessary. We use an official catholic catechism to show
that the catholic church (at least in Colombia) promotes salvation by works, the false
hope of purgatory, the co-redemptive role of Mary, etc. Mormons, the Jehovah’s
Witnesses also have their official publications. When it comes to looking at our own
doctrinal positions, we Brethren of course have no official literature. In fact, as a
matter of principle we say that the Bible alone is our only official book. Well known
authors in one language group, can be virtually unknown in assemblies in other
language groups. For example, how many English speaking brethren take the French
“Messager Evangelic” as authoritative? Most have never seen one of its 143 annual
volumes. Do our German brethren know many of our Egyptian brethren writers?

Given our diverse backgrounds, we enjoy a variety of forms and doctrinal statements.
Much to the frustration of beginners, our Brethren literature is not always consistent. |
shall try to keep quotations to a basic minimum, mainly limiting myself to those | think
are fairly well known writers. As you proceed you may be tempted to exclaim “I am
being accused of something | do not hold”. If you don't hold it, fine. May you be
confirmed in your understanding and warned not to shift in the direction of error.
Relax, | have no desire to accuse you. But if you or your assembly do live some of
the problems | here identify, then | invite you to think, pray and reconsider.
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2. ASSEMBLY DECISIONS

Very few, if any, would claim that the believers who meet in “our assemblies” make
up the Church of God. What many do teach is that “our assemblies” collectively seek
to represent that one Body of Christ on earth today, and that we represent it in some
unique way. Many hold strongly that each individual assembly should always act as
representing the whole Church of Christ, and that their decisions must be accepted
by all saints everywhere.

| suggest that a careful look at our procedures in dealing with defective assembly
decisions is the starting point which will help us identify our doctrinal problem. At the
root of nearly every global assembly division, is the insistence on some questionable
assembly decision. The times change, the personalities change, the issues change,
but our divisive algorithm (procedures) remains. In fact, much of our teaching on this
matter sounds quite reasonable until you see it work out in practice. Until you hear
that godly men that you know are being put out. Until you feel the pressure to accept
a decision against your conscience.

A helpful protocol - but is it binding?

Has the local gathering been delegated an independent authority? Can an assembly
really bind in heaven and impose on all other believers on earth a decision which
they may consider correct, but which is lacking Divine approval? Surely not. The
more you think about it, the more irrational it is: that a group of believers in Florida,
because they claim to have Christ in their midst, can thus force the whole church of
Christ on earth to accept their decision.

It was during the first Vatican Council in the 1870’s that the Catholic Church gave the
Pope similar authority over the whole church. “We Brethren”, a brother remarked,
“seem to have given Papal authority to every local gathering!” But, to be fair, we have
a happy difference. We have an agreed protocol (among most, not all) whereby other
assemblies may send investigators to the assembly which has made the
questionable judgement. If the assembly refuses to cooperate with the visiting
brethren, it can be excommunicated. After dialogues and an investigation, these
brethren may encourage all saints everywhere to accept the original decision. If they
disagree with the decision, they will encourage the rash assembly to reverse its
decision or face being cut off. This particular bit of protocol has worked reasonably
well in many situations, but it has some great weaknesses:

1. The New Testament does not teach it. It is a man made protocol (and | would
say a reasonable one) designed to correct some of the obvious excesses caused
by the teaching that assembly decisions are universally binding. It is questionable
exegesis to equate each tribe of Israel with an assembly, and to conclude that the
method used by the tribes to resolve one of their problems, is a binding procedure
for the Church of God (Joshua 22, Judges 19-21).

2. It allows for wickedness to be bound temporarily on the whole Church. For
some days, usually months and years, all saints everywhere are forced to go
along with an unrighteous decision. Christian faithfulness is equated with
adherence to the protocol.
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3. It is very time consuming. In my experience, the work of shepherding in the
local assembly, evangelising, encouraging the weak, helping in difficult family
problems, discipling, dealing with local baptisms, receptions, disciplines... is about
as much as one can do properly. To further involve leading brothers in regional,
national and international problems, usually means local work will suffer. Family
life will suffer.

4. It can create in practice a new tier of authority. We all know that Christ is head
of His Church. Once the apostles of Christ passed away, the maximum authority
in the Church on earth are the leading brothers in each local assembly. They will
give account to the Lord Himself of how they watch over the flock in their
assembly that is under their care (Hebrews 13:17; 1 Peter 5:1-4). But sadly, it is
evident in a number of parts of the world, that the well intended protocol
encourages smaller and weaker assemblies to fear and become dependent on
larger assemblies. In practice, some assemblies and their leaders develop
regional authority over other assemblies. This is unhealthy and dangerous.
Perhaps you are aware that in sectors of contemporary Protestantism, there is a
revival of the notion of “apostleship”. It is useful to have powerful influential
brothers sorting out our problems. But is this the divine design?

5. It doesn't always work. The visiting brethren are also human and, as is evident,
they can be politically minded. Their recommendations may also be questionable.
If they recommend acceptance, still the consciences of many may not be
satisfied. If neighbouring assemblies excommunicate the assembly which does
not wish to retract, that also causes wide trouble.

Status of assembly judgements

Prior to conversion, we make it clear to the dear Catholic soul seeking Christ, that on
conversion we agree to submit totally to the Word of God. The Scriptures, we teach,
are our only source of authority. We criticise the denominations that have
“statements of faith”. We criticise the Catholics because they have 2 sources of
authority: the Scriptures and The Church. Yet, when we expel saints or assemblies
from our fellowship for not accepting assembly judgements, aren’t we giving
assembly judgements the same status as Scriptures themselves? Aren’'t we in
practice presenting new believers with two binding authorities: Scriptures and
assembly judgements? (As you can imagine, this is difficult to “sell” to a recently
converted Catholic - he has just left all this behind!). When we say that we accept
all Biblical assembly judgements (because they are Biblical), we are protecting
the important fact that the Scriptures are the ONLY source of authority. And
this, | strongly urge, we should never compromise.

Forgiveness, prayer and decisions
At the heart of assembly decisions, is Matthew 18:19. Let's take a closer look.

V.18: “Verily | say to you, Whatsoever ye shall bind on the earth shall be bound in
heaven, and whatsoever ye shall loose on the earth shall be loosed in heaven.”

V.19: “Again | say unto you, that if two of you shall agree on the earth concerning any
matter, whatsoever it may be that they shall ask, it shall come to them from my
Father who is in [the] heavens.”

10
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V.20: “For where two or three are gathered together unto my name, there am | in the
midst of them.” JND Translation.

Church history contains a number of sad examples of humans misusing these
verses. With either pride or piety, some use these verses to make themselves think
that they can direct heaven. The other verse in Scripture that is similar to this in
category is John 20:23. Here the resurrected Christ breathes on his disciples the
Holy Spirit and then gives them some instructions about forgiveness of sins.

In the JND translation we read: “whose soever sins ye remit, they are remitted to
them; whose soever [sins] ye retain, they are retained.”

In the NIV we read: “If you forgive anyone his sins, they are forgiven; if you do not
forgive them, they are not forgiven.”

We have here 3 topics: decisions (Matthew 18:18), prayer (Matthew 18:19) and
forgiveness (John 20:23). In each case, something happens in heaven and on earth.
Much time has been spent on discussing timing. That is, does something happen in
heaven first, or on earth first. Or in heaven and earth at the same time. Perhaps, for
now, we could look at it from a different angle, namely, that what happens on earth
and in heaven must be the same. If we pronounce forgiveness and the Lord has not
forgiven, our words are empty. If we pray for something outside the will of God, our
words are empty. If an assembly makes a decision outside the will of God, its words
are empty. Whenever there is a difference between heaven and earth, heaven is
right, and earth is wrong.

1. Forgiveness: As we well know, the Catholic Church takes John 20:23 and gives
their ordained priests special powers to forgive sin. The ideal situation is that the
offending person truly repents and, at this point, he is forgiven by his heavenly
Father. Any human pronouncement of forgiveness will then be in harmony with
this. In the event that heaven forgives, and for some reason we have not, heaven
wins: the repentant sinner is forgiven without us. In the event that we pronounce
forgiveness when the heart is not repentant, heaven wins again: our words are
ignored and the sin is still outstanding. This is not the only verse on forgiveness.
By comparing with other Scriptures, it is evident that pronouncements of
forgiveness are only effective when earth is in harmony with heaven.

2. Prayer: Perhaps you have heard on the radio a prayer of one of those
enthusiastic Pentecostal preachers: they pray in the Name of Christ and demand
an affirmative response from heaven. Their support is Matthew 18:19. “If we
agree”, they say, “and if we pray in the Name of Christ (and they sincerely believe
they are doing so), the Father has to act. Christ promised “it will be done by my
Father in heaven” and Christ cannot lie. We must pray believing”. Pentecostal
preachers may well have more prayers answered that we do, but we must still
insist that all prayers must agree with the mind of Christ. We may be all pressured
to say “amen”, but that in itself will not help. This is not the only verse on prayer.
By comparing with other Scriptures, it is evident that prayer is only effective when
earth is in harmony with heaven.

3. Decisions: When an assembly of believers convinces itself that it can use
Matthew 18:19 to impose its decisions (however noble) on the Father in heaven, it

11
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IS committing the same mistake as do some Catholics on forgiveness and as do
some Pentecostals on prayer. This is not the only verse on decisions. By
comparing with other Scriptures, it is evident that decisions only have effect when
earth is in harmony with heaven.

If we are not in the will of God, pronouncements of forgiveness, intense prayer and
solemn assembly decisions are simply empty words.

Can heaven refuse an assembly decision?

This may sound like a simple question, but it is really a pivotal one. A lot hinges on
the answer. If Christ is sovereign (which He obviously is), then no person or
assembly (however educated or large) can force Christ to accept its judgement. If
Christ is holy, just and righteous (which He obviously is), then no person or assembly
(even if they are convinced that they are acting in the name of Christ) can force
Christ (or anyone else in heaven) to accept an incorrect or an unrighteous
judgement. In my mind this is very clear. | think you will agree.

Commenting on Matthew 18, brother Henk L. Heijkoop (my grandmother's brother)
writes: “And so the Lord Jesus, the Son of God, says here that whenever the
assembly makes a decision here on earth - even if it is only made up of two or three
people - God recognises the judgement and that whatever it has bound is bound in
heaven... The question is not whether the decision is wise and agrees with what
the Father desires. No, the Lord says, “if two of you shall agree. He says it in
connection with the assembly... Could heaven refuse a decision that has been
made in the Name of the Son of God? Certainly not!” (Taken from “The Assembly
of God” pages 25-27, by HLH, printed by GBV, Dillenburg, D). With due respect to
my dear great uncle, his exegesis is dangerously defective on this point. The will of
the Father and the will of the Son are always in harmony. The Father in heaven will
always honour whatever is in harmony with the will of the Son and always reject what
IS not in harmony with it. It is not true to Scripture to affirm that the Father must
honour anything an assembly decides, even when He disagrees, simply because the
assembly claims to act “in the Name of the Son of God”.

Look at the following verse (v.19) and then ask: Could heaven refuse a prayer that
has been made in the Name of the Son of God? It certainly can! And it does!
The prayer must not only be “made in the Name of Jesus”, it must agree with the will
of Lord Jesus. If our prayers and assembly decisions do not agree with the will of the
Son of God, we are pronouncing empty words.

Is a bad marriage bound in heaven?

When a Christian marries a non-Christian, he sins. But God recognises this sinful
marriage as a valid marriage. Can this support the view that sinful assembly
decisions are also considered by God as a valid decisions? | do not think so. (1)
Marriage is a personal act, like stealing or dying. It is a reality that cannot be denied
on earth and in heaven. A defective assembly decision involves others. If it is
defective it does not reflect reality. (2) Marriage is a covenant given by God to
humanity. Christian couples are not more married than non-Christians. When an
assembly makes a decision, no covenant is involved. (3) When the Christian partner
becomes conscious of his sin of marrying a non-Christian, he must live the sad
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consequences. He cannot say “I have sinned, | will now leave you”. In contrast, when
an assembly becomes aware that it has sinned in a judgement, it must correct it.
Heaven has never accepted it. The nature of a marriage and a decision made by an
assembly are clearly very different.

An odd case: contradictory assembly judgements

An interesting phenomenon developed while | was in England during 2001. There
were (perhaps still are) some controversies connected with an assembly in the north
east of England. Neighbouring assemblies visited to try to help clarify the matter.
Within the same week, two letters were circulated: One of the neighbouring
assemblies expressed their judgement that the controversial assembly was OK for
fellowship. Another neighbouring assembly expressed their judgement that it was not
OK for fellowship. We were presented with an awkward yet technically interesting
situation.

There were two contradictory assembly judgements. Which judgement is binding?
The first letter to be drafted? The first letter to be posted? The first letter to be read?
Do you think there was any confusion in the heavens over this matter? Clearly not.
Christ knows what is happening in the controversial assembly. He knows if it is OK or
not OK for fellowship. It is our job to recognise reality. It is our job to seek and
recognise the mind of Christ on this matter. And this may not always be an easy job.
The Lord will confirm what is true in His time and way. When the Lord grants clarity,
decisions follow naturally. For this we need to be spiritual. It is not a matter of simply
accepting a decision because it is made by an assembly. It is accepted because it
evidently reflects the mind of Christ. But in those days, weeks or months, until the
Lord makes the matter clear to Godly consciences, which of the two contradicting
assembly judgements remains valid?

Who determines which decisions hold?

The need to insist on an automatic acceptance (even temporarily) of decisions
reflects poorly on our confidence in the power of the Holy Spirit among us. Can't the
Holy Spirit impress on the hearts of brethren in a receiving assembly who they should
receive and who reject? How did all this work before we had formal assembly lists
with “ins” and “outs”? Have these lists helped us to become more holy... to grow in
dependence on the Holy Spirit? ... to seek and follow the Lord's guidance more
closely?

Brother Darby detected the danger as assembly lists began to circulate back in the
late 1800’s. “As to the danger of slipping into sectarianism, that is, making ourselves
a body apart, | recognise it fully; but it has through mercy received a rude shock. The
printed list of meetings tended to it, for evil slips in unintentionally, and for this reason
I never would have anything to say to it, though very convenient, and done with this
view... The line between narrowness and fidelity is a very narrow one. But the Spirit
of Christ can guide and keep us on it” Letters of JND Vol. Ill page 62, 63. 1879.

In reality, a decision made by an assembly is either in harmony with the mind of
Christ, or it is not. It is either a correct decision (if it follows the divine), or a wrong
decision (if it differs from the divine). The assembly concerned must be a “spiritual
assembly” if it is to sense and follow the mind of Christ. But it is difficult to be and

13



The Re-dividing of the Reunited Brethren Philip Nunn

remain spiritual. Perhaps we prefer the mechanical. Could it be that if a number of
godly men differ on an issue, it is evident that the mind of Christ is not yet clearly
revealed? Those who are not clear should wait. It is not a time to make decisions. It
is no time to force decisions. It is not time to accept others’ decisions.

Acceptance in principle?

Some would say “we accept all assembly decisions in principle” because they are
made in the name of Christ. Does this reasoning help? Perhaps a little, but not much.
It opens the door to ignore or reject defective judgements in practice. It creates
dichotomy between principle and practice which is dangerous. If | said to my wife “I
will be faithful to you in principle”, she would not be very pleased. She would like me
to be faithful in principle and in practice! It would be better, more biblical and more
practical to say “we accept (in principle and practice) all decisions which have the
mark of God on them”. When we doubt, when there isn’'t peace, we should wait for
Him to clarify (Philippians 3:15,16). We must avoid trying to move others or allow
ourselves to be moved by human pressure. We must learn to recognise divine reality.
We must seek and accept what God decides. He leads. We humans (individually or
collectively) must always follow. We shall develop this further in section 6.

Freed Colombian drug baron

The Cali drug cartel, probably the biggest in the world, is run by a couple of families.
On the 8th of November 2002, to the dismay of all Colombians, a local judge in the
south of Colombia announced that one of the Cartel's leading men was being
released from prison early after serving a very short term. The current government
did its best to intervene, but to no avail. He is now free. A sense of impotence and
frustration swept the country as we all watched on the TV news the criminal and his
well paid lawyer leave the high security prison, walk toward his bullet proof Toyota,
and be driven off escorted by his private body guards. It was a scandal. The
president called it an insult to every law abiding Colombian citizen. A scar on
humanity! This should not happen. But why did it happen? Why was the whole
Colombian government powerless before such an obvious miscarriage of natural
justice? Why were they all bound to a defective decision? Because previous
Colombian governments, influenced by fear and big drug moneys, weakened the law
by introducing ambiguous wordings and some loop holes.

Returning now to our subject matter, do we really think that our all wise God will
sanction in Scripture a mechanism that will bind Him and the whole Body of Christ on
earth to a defective assembly judgement? | just can't see it! Bible commentaries
propose a number of alternative explanations of verse 18. Before the Lord, take your
pick, but let's be clear on one thing: The verse cannot mean that our mistakes and
defective assembly judgements are bound on heaven. What a comfort to know that
our all powerful, all wise, just and sovereign Lord reigns unaffected by human folly.

In every country we see that a questionable assembly judgement is the “lever”, that
when forced, brings about distancing, separation and division. We must seek and
adopt an interpretation of Matthew 18:18 which is in harmony with the other
teachings of Scripture.
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If, to remain within our particular brand of brethren assemblies, we are being asked
to endorse in principle or in practice a distortion of divine sovereignty, the choice is
clear. The Lord | have given my life to, the Lord | have grown to love and serve, the
Lord we share with lost sinners here on the mission field, is by no means a weak
Lord who finds himself bound to human error or folly, be it by one assembly or a
thousand assemblies, be it for one year, one month or one minute.
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3. THE BODY OF CHRIST & LOCAL ASSEMBLIES

In November every year, leading brethren of the different assemblies here in
Colombia meet for a weekend to enjoy fellowship and help each other. A while back,
a foreign visiting brother arrived at this meeting to inform the Colombian brethren
about some decisions and divisions in his home country. On finishing his
presentation, he asked us: “Are we part of the same Body? Yes or no?” With that he
sat down. Good question. Since then, | have thought much about it. But how many
Bodies are there? Of course we understood what he was trying to do. He wished to
use the “One Body” doctrine to impose his home assembly judgements on
Colombian assemblies. The doctrine underlying this procedure clearly needs some
further investigation.

Scripture is very clear that Christ only has One Body. God himself puts each believer
in this Body at the moment of his conversion. This body is made up of all the true
believers in Jesus Christ. That is, all those who are Christians in reality. A few years
ago | recall a discussion over the nature of the One Body of Christ: Is it made up of
assemblies or individuals? At first | thought the discussion was rather technical and of
little interest. Since assemblies are made up of individual saints, what was the point
of the discussion? What was the difference? It was months later that the importance
of this distinction dawned on me. The biblical distinction is very helpful when dealing
with reception, and is also helpful in our understanding of assembly decisions.

Is the body of Christ made up of saints or assemblies?

If you put all the assemblies together, would they make up the Body of Christ? No.
The immoral brother of 1 Corinthians 5 was put out from his assembly, but was still
part of the Body of Christ. If the sum of assemblies make up the Body of Christ, we
would then exclude the immoral brother from the Body of Christ because at that point
he did not form part of any assembly.

The frequent references to the Body of Christ in the New Testament all suggest that
the One Body is made up of individuals and not of assemblies.

In Romans 12, for example, we read:

v. 5 “we who are many, form one body”, the “we” referring to individual saints.

v. 6 “we have different gifts... if a man's gift is...” individuals have gifts, not
assemblies.

In 1 Corinthians 12, for example, we read:

v.13 “we were all baptised by one Spirit into one body...” The “we” are saints, not
assemblies.

v.27 “Now you are (the) body of Christ, and each one of you is a part of it.”

In Ephesians, for example, we read:

4:25 “each of you must put off falsehood... for we are all members of one body”, each
referring to individual saints.

5:30 “we are members of his body”
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We shall explore the matter in three steps: First we shall consider the similarities
between the Body of Christ and the assembly, then their differences, and finally some
practical consequences.

Similarities between “the body” and “a body”

The image of a body is much used in the New Testament to describe organic living
relationships. For one, it describes in a very visual way, the relationship between
Christ (as Head) and all Christians (The Body) and the interaction between all
Christians among themselves. But in a local and geographical sense the term body is
also used to illustrate the headship of Christ over the local gathering (the assembly)
and the dynamic functioning between saints locally. Here we rejoice and weep
together, we work together, we feel for each other. In the universal sense and in the
local sense, the Body is made up of individual saints.

Differences between the body of Christ and the assembly

The local church (or assembly) cannot be a copy or a miniature of the Body of Christ.
We can see body functions in an assembly. We can see evidence of the One Body in
an assembly. But a group or network of assemblies, however orthodox their doctrine,
cannot be a miniature of the Body of Christ. It is also incorrect to state that a specific
group of assemblies represent in some unique way the Body of Christ here on earth.
Why not? We cannot represent it, because we are it. Let's look at some differences:

1. Entrance: We are made part of the Body of Christ at conversion, when we
receive the Holy Spirit. But to enter into a local assembly we notice that believers
must first be converted, then baptised and then “added” to a local fellowship (Acts
2:14,42). There are Christians who have never formed part of an assembly.

2. Its essence: The Body of Christ is a spiritual entity and the truth associated with it
are positional, while the assembly is a physical and geographical entity and the
teachings associated with it are practical (Ephesians 1:22,23; 1 Corinthians
1:1,2).

3. Male-Female distinction: In the Body of Christ there is no difference between
sexes, there is “neither male nor female” (Galatians 3:20), but in the assembly,
there is well marked difference between male and female (1 Corinthians 11:1-16;
14:34; 1 Timothy 2:12-15).

4. Unity: There is perfect unity in the Body of Christ (Ephesians 4:3,4), but in an
assembly or between assemblies there is often evidence of jealousy and
quarrelling (1 Corinthians 3:3).

5. Infiltrated: The Body of Christ is made up only of the genuine Christians
(1Corinthians 12:13), but the assembly may be infiltrated by “savage wolves”
(Acts 20:29), and people who may prove not to be Christians (1 John 2:19;
Matthew 7:23).

6. Discipline: No true believer can ever be separated from the Body of Christ
(Romans 8:38,39), but it may become necessary to separate a true believer from
the assembly (1 Corinthians 5:11).

17



The Re-dividing of the Reunited Brethren Philip Nunn

Some practical consequences

Here | suggest four important practical consequences (perhaps you can see some
more). Clarifying in our minds the distinction between the Body of Christ and the
assembly will:

1. Protect us against looseness in reception: Because the Body of Christ and the
assembly are different, membership of the Body of Christ is not in itself a
sufficient condition for being received into a local assembly. If the assembly were
a miniature of the Body of Christ, membership of the Body of Christ would
automatically make you member of its miniature, the assembly.

2. Protect us against “unisex”: As members of the Body of Christ, males and
females have an equal dignified standing. In the assembly, they clearly have
different roles.

3. Protect us from imposing on other assemblies: The prime responsibility we
have been given is to maintain the purity in our local assembly. We may express
our concern and offer our brotherly assistance, even plead with fellow saints in
other assemblies. But we must distinguish between our local responsibilities and
those responsibilities that rest with Christ alone (Ephesians 5:25-28).

4. Protect us from being imposed on by other assemblies: It is very possible to
reject a defective assembly decision and hold firmly (in principle and in practice)
to the Unity of the One Body of Christ. The unity of the Body of Christ cannot be
strengthened nor destroyed by our acceptance or rejection of assembly decisions.
As members of the One Body of Christ, we can encourage one another, support
one another, feel for one another, but not decide for one another. Binding
decisions naturally come from the Head. In the unusual event that an assembly
makes a premature or defective judgement, in faithfulness to the Head we must
not follow.

What happens when an assembly is “put out”?

When an individual is excommunicated or no longer allowed to be part of a local
assembly, we all agree that we are not excluding him (or her) from the Body of
Christ. No one can do that. Because of his sinful behaviour or for serious doctrinal
error, he is no longer welcome in the assembly fellowship. And he is told so. There is
good New Testament support for this.

What do we mean when an assembly is “put out” of fellowship or excommunicated?
Some saints have a problem with excluding assemblies. We have no apostolic
teaching on this particular case, neither do we find any New Testament example.
Some wonder what would have happened if the immoral brother was not excluded at
Corinth. Scriptures remain silent because he was properly excluded. So that doesn't
help much! | would suggest that there is no technical reason why a whole assembly
should not be excommunicated. Look, if one brother can be excluded because of
immorality, then two immoral brothers can be excluded. If two can be excluded, then
20 immoral brothers can be excluded. If an assembly is made up of 20 immoral
brothers, and all are excluded, then the whole assembly is excommunicated. But
perhaps, it would be more correct to talk about excluding individuals, and cease to
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recognise assemblies. We stop recognising the collection of 20 immoral brothers as
an assembly. Why? Because it is evident to any spiritual mind that the Lord is no
longer in the midst of such group. We don't stop it being an assembly, we simply
recognise that it is no longer a New Testament assembly.

When we have divisions, a number of assemblies cease to be recognised by the
others. What exactly is the state of these rejected assemblies? Can they still gather
“unto Christ”? Is Christ still in their midst? Can they still have the Table of the Lord?
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4. THE LORD'S TABLE

Some think the Lord's table is the piece of furniture which holds the cup and loaf
when the Lord's supper is celebrated. This is not the meaning in Scripture. Some
among us insist that we alone (our branch of the Brethren) have the Lord's table. In a
recent Colombian brother’s retreat, a foreign visiting brother carefully explained using
1 Corinthians 10 and Leviticus 3 and 7, that there are many dear believers in the
denominations, but that in the denominations they only celebrate the Lord's Supper.
We, however, celebrate the Lord's Supper AND have the Lord's Table. | recall
reading this view before, but it was the first time | have heard it expressed like this in
public. Do the Scriptures support this view?

Since then, | read again the Spanish translation of a booklet titled “The Lord's Table”
by Rudolf Brockhaus (a central brother among assemblies in Germany prior to the
Second World War) printed by “Ediciones Biblicas”, Vevey, CH. | was happy to read
in its first few pages that he corrects the view that a group of believers can
exclusively claim for themselves the Lord's Table. He is happy to concede that the
Lord's Supper belongs to all believers, to all who have been redeemed by the blood
of Christ. The Lord's Supper, he writes, is celebrated by all Christianity, be it in state
churches, in denominations, and in other Christian congregations. Then he turns to
the theme of the Lord's Table. He explains that in a way, the Table and the Supper
refer to the same idea, but there is also a contrast:

The Table, for example, speaks of collective responsibility, the Supper speaks of
personal responsibility. The Table is an expression of communion, the Supper is an
expression of a memorial. The Table reflects the state of the assembly, the Supper
reflects the state of the soul. Furthermore, the Table expresses the idea of the
authority of the Lord.

We would not wish to deny these interesting distinctions, but simply say that they are
not as black and white as some would insist. The term the Lord's Supper also
expresses the idea of the Lord's authority since it is HIS Supper. The term the Lord's
Supper also includes the idea of collective responsibility. The term the Lord's
Supper also includes an expression of communion, of fellowship, because meals
speak of communion. These differences between Table and Supper are more a
matter of emphasis than of essence.

Where is the Lord's Table?

In a number of books | have read on this topic, after an agreeable introduction, one
notices a subtle shift towards a locative understanding of the Lord's Table. What |
mean is that a number of writers begin to use expressions that refer to the Lord's
Table as a thing. A thing you either have or you do not have. God gave the Jewish
nation the altar. It was a physical thing. It could be assigned to a place. It was
locative. They had “it”, other nations did not have “it". Some authors refer to the
Lord's table as “the Christian altar” (Hebrews 13:10) but we must be careful not to
carry with it the locative nature of the Jewish altar.

Other Old Testament locative expressions are then used in connection with the

Lord's Table such as “they built the altar on its foundation”, “the place He will choose”
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which reinforce the idea that the Lord's Table is a thing, and entity. Then we read
more modern expressions among us such as “they do not have the Lord's Table”.
And “The Lord's table is no longer among them”. And “they have removed
themselves from the Lord's Table”. | suspect that this contains the seed of
sectarianism: We have it, they don't. If they want it, they must come to us. But the
Lord's Table is no more a “thing” than is the Lord's Supper.

Some would say that the Lord's Table was lost since apostolic times, and recovered
in the early 1800’s by the early Brethren. Some, like brother R. Brockhaus, are a bit
more careful and say that the Lord’s Table was “out of sight” since apostolic times.
He writes that we cannot say that the Lord's Table ceased to exist (notice the
locative connotation), for it is possible that remote Christians may have realised this
truth (this expression is much better). But, he admits, that he finds no record of such
believers in Church history.

Some of our teachings on the Lord's Table have lead to the following ways of thinking
among some of our assemblies:

1. We (our world-wide fellowship of assemblies) have the Lord’s Table in our midst.
It provides us with a sense of uniqueness which differentiates us from the rest of
Christendom.

2. As we encounter new groups of believers gathered to the name of the Lord
recognising the unity of the one Body, they also are made participants of the
Lord's Table. Some would say “the Lord's Table has been extended to include
them”.

3. When an assembly is cut off, or actively or passively ends up on the wrong side of
a national division, it is deprived of the Lord's Table. Some would say: they are no
longer an assembly, or the Lord is no longer present (How could He be
associated with the wrong side?), or they no longer have the Lord’s authority.

4. Some consider it possible that a group of believers who do not express formal
fellowship with us may have the Lord's Table too, but are prompt to clarify that
assemblies who have been excommunicated or have left us, do not classify.

We shall now look at why a particular group of assemblies, however godly or
numerous, cannot claim to be the only ones that have the Lord's Table here on
earth. If you, like many, already agree with this, you may wish to skip the following
pages and join again at the heading “A look at 1 Corinthians 10”.

Who has the Lord's Table when we divide?

Let us suppose that the Table of the Lord was lost for centuries and then uniquely
recovered at the beginning of the 1800°s by the early Brethren. Then came the sad
days of the first division between the commonly known as Open and Exclusive
Brethren in 1848. These two groups distanced themselves. Which group retained the
Lord's Table? Could both groups retain the Lord's Table? Could there be two Lord's
Tables? It is the teaching of some among us that the Open Brethren continued
celebrating the Lord's Supper, but without the Lord's Table (like the Baptists,
Anglicans and the other denominations). During the early 1850°s, assemblies began
to be formed in Germany in a significant way under the able leadership of brothers
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Carl Brockhaus, Poseck and Darby (this explains why there were virtually no Open
Brethren assemblies in Germany until after the Second World War). Perhaps through
Darby we could say that the Lord's Table was extended to these German assemblies
and other associated assemblies in continental Europe.

But then in 1881 there was another sad international division. One side was led by
Darby and his assembly at Park Street, and the moderate side by William Kelly. What
happened to the Lord's Table here? Can we divide the Lord's table between the two
new groups? Did the biggest group take it? For argument sake, let us suppose that
the assemblies that remained associated with Darby retained the Lord's Table. All the
assemblies that remained in fellowship with the younger Kelly continued to meet
without it. But as you well know, divisions did not stop there. In 1884 and 1885 there
were two other divisions as assemblies associated with brothers Grant and Stuart
broke away from the Park Street and its associated assemblies. Where did the Lord's
Table go here? Which group of assemblies kept it? Again, let us suppose Park Street
retained the Lord’s Table.

The continental assemblies then became more and more concerned with the
narrowing behaviour of the Park Street set of assemblies with which they were still in
fellowship. In 1890 they joined Brother Lowe in a new division. Those left were the
Raven group of assemblies. The Raven group, which after the Glanton separation in
1908, became the Taylor group of assemblies, strongly claim to be the only ones to
have the Lord's Table. To this day, the Taylor group is spread around the world and
remain fairly strong numerically. But for this analysis, let us assume that the
continental assemblies and those associated with Brother Lowe retained the Lord’'s
Table. | do not wish to tire you with unnecessary detail. But is this really a true
Biblical understanding of the meaning of the Lord's Table? It may feel very good to
know that we have it and that others don't. But, dear brother, dear sister, do you
really sense this as something Divine? There is one other important division which
occurred among the Lowe/Continental group in 1910. It is called the Tunbridge Wells
division. It is important in its own right, so we shall look closer at it later on.

The need to trace history

For those who hold this view of the Lord's Table, Brethren history becomes so very
important. Because the Lord's Table cannot go with the wrong group, it is important
to show that we are on the right side of every significant division. Whatever local
saints may do in an assembly that did not side with the Darby group in 1848, it must
still be without the Lord's Table. It may be on the other side of the world to Bethesda.
Their descendants may never have heard of the Plymouth controversy. They may be
godly people who have absolutely nothing in common with Newton's false teachings.
Yet, their ancestors were on the wrong side in 1848.

But in time people and assemblies change. In a letter dated 1878, Darby also makes
allowance for this: “I have no wish to keep the Bethesda question, not that | judge the
evil as less... but that from the length of time [30 years] many there are mere
dissenters, and know nothing of the doctrine; so that they are really in conscience
innocent... If this brother had never had anything to do with Bethesda as such, |
should have asked him nothing about it, as happens every day.” Letters of JND, Vol
[ll, page 447. We must live in the present. We should learn to recognise what the
Lord is doing today.
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The Catholic - Anglican dilemma

Perhaps you have followed a bit of the dialogue between the Anglican Church and
the Catholic Church during the last couple of decades. From time to time it hits the
British press. The more ritualistic element of the Anglican Church, called the High
Church, is very similar to the Catholic Church. Why not join up again? There is good
will on both sides, especially so since the Second Vatican Council of the early
1960°s. But the negotiations reached a very difficult point. The Pope claims direct
historical link with the apostle Peter (who they say is the first Pope). The ordained
priestly structure within the Catholic Church depends for its authority and credibility
on this continuous historic relationship. For the Anglican Church to join with the
Catholic Church, all the Anglican priesthood must admit to have been functioning for
years with no real authority and they all must therefore be re-ordained. Here the
negotiations got stuck! To admit to years of illegitimacy is too humiliating and painful
to admit. How do differing groups of Brethren assemblies reunite?

Who didn't have the Lord's Table when we reunite?

On looking back with a cool head, without the presence and pressure of strong and
difficult personalities, a number of happy reunions were made possible. In 1921 the
Glanton set of assemblies joined the Grant and Stuart assemblies. In 1926 the
Lowe/Continental network joined the Kelly set of assemblies. There was a fairly
painful reunion in 1953 and happy reunions in 1939 and 1974. It is interesting to
discuss the reunion process with some of those who participated in the dialogues
leading up to the 1974 reunion. They can be described as generally happy days. As a
teenager, | recall a trip with my missionary parents visiting some of these “new”
assemblies in the north of England and Scotland. What is discussed in pre-reunion
meetings? There is usually some form of confession that the assembly judgement at
the root of the division was premature or wrong. There is mutual recognition of
weakness and past mistakes. Key doctrines are compared to ensure that neither
group has departed seriously. There is an agreement to not make an issue of
secondary non vital differences. Where necessary, a working party is set up to
consider how to unify hymnbooks. Then the happy united letters and conferences
take place. | personally have nothing against these efforts. They are good and
positive.

Yet what puzzles me is the absence of clarity on the issue of the Lord's Table. If the
Lowe / Continental group and the Kelly group are to unite after being “out of
fellowship” with each other for 45 years, which side confesses to having been
without the Lord's Table for all these years? Which of the two sides brings the Lord's
Table to the happy reunion? Of course, after the union we agree that we, together,
have the Lord’'s Table. It is on an equivalent principle that the Catholics and
Anglicans have not been able to join. The issue of who of us had the Lord’s Table
must be ignored when seeking a reunion. Isn't this simply an indication that this
“locative” understanding of the Lord's Table is defective?

The threat of being cut off from the Lord's Table if you end up on the wrong side of a
division is a very powerful and effective tool to press acceptance. But when it comes
to reunions, it becomes a definite stumbling block.
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The Tunbridge Wells (TW) Brethren

Tunbridge Wells is a town south of London. There was an assembly there belonging
to the Lowe / Continental group. The division which centred round this assembly is of
unique interest. Please bear with a bit more history. The reason for it will become
evident at the end.

During the early 1900’'s there was a brother from the TW assembly who travelled
somewhat and his teaching ministry was appreciated. But in TW itself, his teaching
was considered unprofitable. The end result was that the teaching brother was put
out of fellowship by TW. Many saints were aware that there were a couple of difficult
brothers at TW, and considered the whole affair to be basically a clash of
personalities. What to do? After talks and meetings, the saints at TW would not
budge. During 1910 the assemblies in the English speaking world were forced to take
sides. Most who knew the local characters involved, sided against the judgement of
TW. A delegation of continental brethren arrived to investigate the matter, and they
also distanced themselves from the TW judgement. Leading brethren in North
American assemblies acted in line with agreed protocol to automatically accept
assembly judgements. What was the result? Some of the assemblies in England and
continental Europe and most assemblies in North America accepted the TW
decision. History books refer to these as Tunbridge Wells Brethren. A number of
assemblies remained confused. They didn't agree with the expulsion of the teaching
brother by TW, but neither could they bring themselves to ignore the assembly
judgement. They became reluctant members of the TW group. My father's
grandfather was one among these.

Some happy developments occurred during the second half of the 1930°s. A humber
of the difficult brothers at the centre of the controversy died, and meaningful dialogue
again became possible. Mutual confessions were made and in 1939 fellowship was
re-established. Letters were circulated to inform leading brethren world wide. Most
TW assemblies in England and Continental Europe rejoined the Lowe / Continental
brethren. Today there are only a handful of TW assemblies struggling for survival in
England. My grandfather rejoined at this stage. My grandfather's youngest brother
still belongs to one of these TW assemblies in east London. There are very few left
on Continental Europe. But in North America the situation is very different.

On receiving the reports of the 1939 reunion, leading TW brothers in North America
did not accept them. In their mind, there was incomplete repentance by those
assemblies who had not accepted the TW judgement in 1910. What the North
American TW brethren wanted to read was a confession stating “we were wrong in
not submitting automatically to the judgement of the assembly in Tunbridge Wells
back in 1910”. But they didn’t get this. So these leaders chose not to circulate the
British reconciliation letters among North American assemblies. The TW assemblies
remained separate and strong across North America (an ex-TW brother reckons that
in 1939 there were about 5.000 saints in 100 TW assemblies in North America).

Two parallel world fellowships

Now here comes the interesting bit: Since 1939 there exists on earth a large
fellowship of assemblies with identical doctrine to ourselves, who claim, like us, to
have the Lord's Table, who claim to represent the Body of Christ on earth... but who
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will not have anything to do with us. During 1988 my wife and | lived a year in
Toronto, Canada. We lived in the basement of an elderly TW couple. Why, | asked, is
your TW group of assemblies not in fellowship with our group of assemblies?
“Because”, he replied, “you belong to a group of assemblies that rejected an
assembly judgement in 1910 and have not yet acknowledged and confessed this.”
We stand accused of denying the Unity of the Body of Christ. My dear reader, this
parallel world fellowship is a historic reality. They have their conferences and
meetings like we do. The ex-TW brother estimates that by 1990 the TW saints in
North America grew to be about 10.000 in number, with a significant missionary work
in India, Peru, Mexico and the Caribbean. Like us, they also have their questionable
assembly judgements, they also divide. Many families left them in the early 1970’s
when the old, respected and much loved missionary brother Willis (Hong Kong) was
put out by a questionable assembly judgement. Their largest division was in 1990,
when about one third of their North American brethren left. It is sad, yet they and we
practice the same assembly principles.

A serious proposition

During the 1900’s, | think it is evident that two schools of thought have been held
simultaneously by different brethren within our assemblies. Some have held to the
automatic acceptance of assembly judgements (as do the TWSs), and others only
seem to feel bound if the assembly decision has evidence of being a Scriptural one.
Decisions, for example, where a brother is not received or put out of fellowship for
having a TV are politely ignored in assemblies in other regions. They avoid
confrontation on the issue. It is only when a significant defective judgement is made
(as in putting out of fellowship an appreciated teaching brother, with no clear
Scriptural basis - as in 1910) and insisted on, that the two schools of thought clash
and can no longer coexist. Some can not bring themselves to reject an assembly
judgement. Some can not bring themselves to accept a defective assembly
judgement. Who has changed?

Perhaps | am being very simplistic, but would it not be more reasonable that those
dear saints among us who strongly feel they should accept assembly judgements
because they are assembly judgements (even when they know they are
guestionable) start dialogues to rejoin the TW brethren? We must sincerely admit
that our TW brethren have the historic moral high ground on the issue of accepting
assembly judgements. Rather than accusing fellow saints of lacking principles, of
denying the One Body, of leaving the Old Paths, of becoming open or loose, of being
disobedient, would it not be preferable to have an open dialogue without accusations,
and recognise that your forefathers took the wrong side of the division back in 1910,
and then start dialogues to join the TW group of assemblies? After all, when it comes
to automatic submission or acceptance of assembly decisions, we must admit that
the TW brethren have been consistent. We have not.

A look at 1 Corinthians 10

This is an instructive and interesting chapter. It is the only place in the New
Testament where we find the expression “the Lord's table” (v.21). The arguments on
who has and who does not have the Lord’s table then and today, all hinge on this
verse. Of course, what gives the arguments muscle is when you relate this Table to
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altar in the Old Testament, a physical and unique altar, held exclusively by the
Jewish nation. But is that a natural teaching of this chapter?

The first 13 verses make it clear that the Lord is condemning the inconsistency
between an outward expression of faith combined with a corrupt life style. Notice the
expression “all” in verses 1-4. As Israelites, they “all” enjoyed some blessings. But,
we read, that “God was not pleased with “most” of them” (v.5). Why was He not
pleased with “most”? Four reasons follow: some where idolaters (v.6,7), some were
sexually immoral (v.8), some tested the Lord (v.9) and some grumbled. God dislikes
these things. We should also avoid them.

Then in verses 14 to 22, the apostle retakes and elaborates on the first problem:
Idolatry and its association with demons. This was a particularly hot topic at Corinth.
The apostle had already devoted a whole chapter (8) to the theme of idols and food
sacrificed to idols. Here He shows that it is incongruous and inconsistent for a
Christian to participate of the Lord's things (the cup and the bread) and also to
choose to participate in idolatry and demon's things. It is a call, using the example of
the Israelites, to show that the Lord is definitely NOT pleased if we knowingly
participate with His things and demon's things. This cannot continue. As the history of
Israel shows, this “arouses the Lord to jealousy” (v.22).

In the rest of the chapter (vs. 23-33), the apostle elaborates on the freedom God has
given believers. Perhaps, knowing how the human heart is bent on legalisms, the
Lord inspired the apostle to include some instructions which safeguard normal social
interaction between Christians and non-Christians. Perhaps we could identify 3 tables
in this text. The table of the Lord, the table of demons, and the table of an
unbelieving friend who invites you to lunch (notice that there is not even a hint at the
possible existence of a “table of denominations”).

Strangely enough, we are told “Eat everything sold in the market place without
raising questions of conscience” (v.25). Again in verse 27 we are told to eat
without asking questions. Why no questions? Why such looseness? If the meal
itself would link the believer with demons or their table, the believer definitely
should ask pointed questions. If the butcher had a little notice saying “This lamb
has been sacrificed to Mammon”, then they should not buy it. If the non-Christian
friend offered a nice steak and added “this has been offered in sacrifice”, then “do not
eat it” (v.28). It was not a matter of mystical association or defilement but of not
consciously supporting the idol-based economy.

The evil eye

Here in Colombia, as in many developing countries, demon activity is quite evident.
Popular Catholicism here in Latin America is very much linked with superstition,
idolatry, fear and strange demon activity. For many who come to the Lord here, there
is a real struggle to distance themselves from their reliance and association with
explicit and undercover witchcraft. With their conversion, we encourage the new
believer to get rid of strange little black Buddhas and statues of saints which have
had a past function in their home. Good luck or protective charms they may have
carried around their neck or hidden in their wallet should also go. The struggle
between their new faith in Christ and tradition becomes particularly difficult when a
child in the family becomes ill, and despite medicine, it continues to be ill. All agree
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that it is the “evil eye”, and only the local medium doctors can cure it. This is a real
test of faith to many. As you can well see, 1 Corinthians 10 is a very useful chapter
in helping the believer break with their past. He can no longer participate with the
Lord's things (cup and loaf) and demon things. To be in the kingdom of light and
meddle in the kingdom of darkness will only arouse the Lord to jealousy.

What is the Lord's Table?

If the Table of the Lord is not a piece of wooden furniture, if the Table of the Lord is
not a unique possession which our branch of the Brethren has, which we can “extend
to include others in it” or “withdraw to exclude others from it”, what then is it?

Some of our writers express the Table of the Lord as the “communion of saints”.
They understand it as another metaphor to describe the Body of Christ, or the
Church of God. These would then conclude that every believer is a partaker of the
Table of the Lord, whether he participates in the breaking of bread or not. A person
becomes patrticipator of the Lord's Table at the moment of conversion. Perhaps. But
notice they have referred to the Table of the Lord as a positional truth. But the
context of 1 Corinthian 10:23 is very practical. The only reference to the Lord's Table
in the New Testament is set in a behavioural verse.

Table - meal - fellowship

The metaphors table and meal are very much associated with friendship,
communion, fellowship. The Lord Jesus was criticised because he “ate with sinners”
(Matthew 9:11), | presume it was not the content of the meal which was the cause of
criticism, but that by sitting at their table and eating with sinners, he was expressing
friendship with them. The Pharisees thought he shouldn't. In Revelation 3:20 the Lord
says “l will come to him and eat with him and he with me”. Again, we see a picture of
friendship and communion. If we open the door of our lives to the Lord Jesus, we
shall “eat with him”. We shall enjoy fellowship with Him. And even in our daily life,
much of our times of dialogue and fellowship as a family are during our meal times.
We invite friends and saints to share a meal in our home. But the text in 1 Corinthians
10 also makes reference to the bread and the cup. | would submit, for your
consideration, that the terms “breaking of bread”, “the Lord's supper”, “the table of
the Lord” are best used interchangeably. They refer to the same symbolic act of
remembrance, but each shedding a different light on this event. You cannot have one
without the other. In the same way, we cannot talk about being the “House of God”
and not the “Bride of Christ”. We cannot say that those Christians form part of the
“Body of Christ” and not of the “Church of God”. It is true that we may express one
aspect better than another. A Christian alone in prison or who has chosen to be on
his own, does not express the “Body of Christ” aspect (the “one-another directives)
very well, but by his sincere love for the Lord and his holy living may well express the
“Bride of Christ” aspect (purity and faithfulness) very well.

On a given Sunday morning, we may well sing hymns, read Scriptures, enjoy the
mental stimulus of following a “line of thought” without real communion with the Lord
(and this is easily done!). True fellowship is a spiritual condition of the heart. We may
very well remember the Lord as we sing, eat the bread and drink the wine, but in
reality our communion or fellowship with the Lord may be very weak. On these
occasions, | would not suggest that we didn't have the Lord's table. Rather, to be
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more accurate, | would say that “Table of the Lord” aspect (fellowship aspect) of our
remembrance meeting has been weakly expressed. It is very sad when this happens,
not evil. This way of looking at the Lord's Table is in harmony with brother R.
Brockhaus’ expression: namely that some Christians in history “may have realised
this truth”.

In short...

In 1 Corinthians 10:20,21, it is clear that when a Christian is tempted to return to
some superstitious or demonic practice (seek fellowship with demons), he cannot do
so and remain in fellowship with the Lord. By visiting the witch doctor he ceases to be
in fellowship with the Lord, and by not being in fellowship with the Lord, he should not
try to express this fellowship by eating of the loaf and drinking of the cup. He cannot
participate of the Lord's table.

We have as much monopoly over the Lord's Table as we have over the Lord himself.
If the presence of the Lord is truly among a set of believers, if they are enjoying
fellowship in reality with Him as they eat the bread and drink the wine, they are also
enjoying the Lord's table. Our dear believers in the diverse sets of Christian
denominations (and non denominations) have available to them the “Breaking of
Bread”, the “Lord's Supper” and also the “Lord's Table”. If for any reason they allow
some to participate who the Lord does not welcome, or if they refuse those who the
Lord does welcome, they negate the reality that it is “the LORD'S... Supper and
Table”. And this holds for us too.
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5. DEFILEMENT & OCCASIONAL FELLOWSHIP

Brother A. E. Booth lived in California, USA. He was born in 1860 and died in 1953.
He was a respected Bible teacher among assemblies in Canada, USA, the British
Isles and Scandinavian countries. He is the author of the interesting chart “Course of
Time from Eternity to Eternity”. While | was on a visit to the USA in 2001, | obtained
from the “Believer's Bookshelf” his booklet entitled “Association with evil: Does it
defile?” Before we automatically answer “yes, of course it does”, it would be wise to
ask a few questions. For example, what does the New Testament class as evil? If we
are not clear on this, we may call evil any saint or assembly that disagrees with us on
music style, instruments, prophesy, or fails to submit to all of our assembly
judgements. What do we understand by “association™? If we are not clear on this, we
may end up sharing in someone's wicked work (2 John 10) or sharing in the sins of
others (1 Timothy 5:22). Or on the other hand, we may wrongly exclude from
fellowship acceptable brothers and sisters. We may also find ourselves avoiding
normal friendships with non-believers. When does the New Testament consider a
person defiled?

On this issue of defilement, assemblies in different language groups have a slightly
different focus. Some are happy to use the term defilement and feel comfortable with
Booth’s teaching. Others prefer terms such as association, linkage with error,
identification with disobedience, etc. Regardless of this variance in terminology, the
thinking process is fairly similar.

Through this section, | would like to draw your attention to 3 things: First, that much
of our teaching on defilement by association is based on Old Testament practical
instructions given to the nation of Israel to protect them from disease. Second, | wish
to show that historically “occasional fellowship” has been common practice among us
from early days until recently. And finally, | hope it will become evident, that
occasional fellowship contradicts brother Booth's understanding and teaching on
association and defilement. We cannot consistently hold both. We must go with the
early brethren teaching OR the Booth type of teaching. This underlies much of our
current tension.

Is he a murderer?

It is undeniable that those who encourage or provide support to wicked deeds are
also to blame. Old and New Testament alike support this. It is even enshrined in
common law. He who consciously lends the gun or hides the murderer will also be
found guilty in court. What then is peculiar with our teaching on defilement? We not
only sentence the man we think is the murderer and his helpers, but we also
sentence their wives and their children, their gardener, their milk man, the teachers of
their children, the uncle in Australia, a work colleague in India, and anyone else in the
whole wide world who does not publicly agree (or state his position) that “the accused
murderer is a murderer”.

Now, when it is clearly evident, beyond reasonable doubt, that he actually killed, we
all agree he is a murderer and we all support the sentence. When there is clear
evidence that the judgement agrees with reality, then there is no problem.
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We have another peculiarity: the accused murderer, his helpers and all those who
don't agree with the judgement are all given the same maximum sentence:
excommunication.

Is this really God's revealed method to keep His Church pure and holy here on earth?
I think 1 am honest when | say | would be willing to teach this and endeavour to
practice it, if | was convinced it was firmly based on Scripture. But this issue of
association and defilement, as some have been teaching and practising among us,
has a number of serious problems.

Where does the teaching on defilement come from?

Our sad and painful algorithm of excommunicating the culprit, his helpers and all
those who don't agree, relies primarily for its support on Old Testament instructions
given to the nation of Israel to protect it from disease. Let's take a look at 7 of these:

1. Leprosy.

In Leviticus chapters 13 and 14 we find clear instructions to avoid the spread of
leprosy among the Israelites. When leprosy was evident in a person, a garment or a
house, the treatment was very radical. It had to be. Since leprosy was a Kkiller, any
suspicion of it had to be investigated. When in doubt, the Israelite had to be isolated
for 7 days. The problem comes when we try to impose these procedures on the New
Testament church. It is a big step (which requires strong justification) to conclude that
the leper represents a doctrinally or morally bad brother, that the house represents
an assembly, and that the 7 days quarantine means believers may be “denied the
liberty of public, Christian fellowship, until clear of any suspicion” (Booth page 6).
Furthermore, sometimes these forced parallels become somewhat odd. In Leviticus
14:34, for example, we find that Jehovah himself puts leprosy into a house (not
makes leprosy evident in the house, as brother Booth tries to explain). When leprosy
means leprosy, this verse is natural. Sometimes God disciplines disobedience with
leprosy. Would the Lord discipline an assembly or a New Testament believer by
giving him moral or serious doctrinal error?

2. Running Issue.

In Leviticus 15 we read of flux or discharges. Here brother Booth equates the
discharge with “evil working in a believer, but of a less serious nature than leprosy.”
Then he goes on “1. The man was unclean, 2. Everything that man 