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Introduction

Late Tuesday afternoon of the Passion Week the disciples sat with Jesus on
the Mt. of Olives. Earlier, as they had left the Temple, several had called Jesus’
attention to its massive structure. Addressing their natural pride, He had told
them the Temple would soon be completely destroyed and that not one stone
would be left on another. The solemn comment disturbed the disciples, because
they associated the destruction of the Temple with the end of the world.

As the group rested on the side of the mountain, four of the disciples “pri-
vately” asked Him what would be the sign of His coming and of the end of the
world (Mark 13:3-4; Matt 24:1-3). Surprisingly, the first answer Jesus gave
them was not a sign about His coming, but rather He expressed His heartfelt
concern about their spiritual safety. “Take heed,” He said, “that no one deceives
you. For many will come in My name, saying, ‘I am Christ,” and will deceive
many. . . Many false prophets will rise up and deceive many. . . [they will] show
great signs and wonders, so as to deceive, if possible, even the elect” (Matt 24:4-
5,11,24).!

This conversation occurred only a few days before the Saviour’s death.
While He desired to share with them the signs of His coming,
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He was more concerned that his followers not be deceived. Jesus knew Satan
would attempt to confound the faith of God’s people, especially near the end of
time. He would try to confuse them about the authority of Scripture, the mean-
ing of Calvary, the prophecies of Daniel, and the importance of the church. In
our present study we will focus on Satan’s endeavor to confuse Christ’s follow-
ers about the importance of the church.

In addition to the warnings Jesus uttered (Matt 24), are the pointed warnings
given in the book of Revelation. John writes, “And the dragon was enraged with
the woman, and he went to make war with the rest of her offspring, who keep
the commandments of God and have the testimony of Jesus Christ” (Rev 12:17).
Commenting on this verse Ellen G. White says, “I saw [in vision] that Satan
bade his angels lay their snares especially for those who were looking for
Christ’s second appearing and keeping all the commandments of God. Satan told
his angels that. . . sect of ‘Sabbathkeepers we hate; they are continually working
against us, . . . As they appoint meetings in different places, we are in danger. Be
very vigilant then. Cause disturbance and confusion if possible. Destroy love for
one another. Discourage and dishearten their ministers; for we hate them.’”?

Satan hates the church, because Jesus Christ gave His life for her (Eph
5:25). She is His bride (2 Cor 11:2). Satan also hates the church whenever the
members and ministers of the church love their Savior and put their faith in
Him. As Phillips in his translation says, “In all this stands the endurance of the
saints—those who keep the commandments of God and their faith in Jesus” (Rev
14:12). Jesus is the Rock on whom the church is built and to whom we cling.

When Jesus asked His disciples, “Who do men say I am?” They told Him
some thought He was John the Baptist, or Elijah, or Jeremiah, or one of the
prophets (Matt 16:13, 14). When He wanted to know who they thought He was,
Peter spoke up and said, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God” (vss.
15, 16). Then Jesus said, “Blessed are you Simon Bar-Jonah, for flesh and blood
has not
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revealed this to you, but My Father who is in heaven. And I also say to you that
you are Peter, and on this rock I will build My church” (vss. 17-18).

The rock Jesus referred to was not Peter, as some think, nor was it Peter’s
faith, as others think, but Jesus Himself. David says, “Oh come, let us sing to the
Lord! Let us shout joyfully to the Rock of our salvation” (Ps 95:1). Paul says
that Christ is the Rock (1 Cor 10:1-4), and so does Peter (1 Pet 2:4-8). Ellen G.
White agrees. “The Rock of faith” she says, “is the living presence of Christ in
the church. . . . The Lord ‘is the Rock, His work is perfect.” ‘Blessed are all they
that put their trust in Him,” Jer 17:5; Deut 32:4; Ps 2:12.3

What is a Seventh-day Adventist? It is someone who believes that Jesus
Christ is the Rock on which the Seventh-day Adventist Church is built and that
all the onslaughts of hell will not prevail against it.*

In the light of these affirmations we will examine some strategies Satan is
using to confuse us about the importance and function of our church: its author-
ity, unity and universality.

The Authority of the Church

All genuine religious authority finds its source in God.” He is above all
authority, over all kings and rulers (Dan 2:20-22). God can delegate His author-
ity to whomever He wills. And it was Israel’s responsibility and duty to uphold
God’s authority.® When the people showed disrespect for Samuel, they had
shown disrespect for God (1 Sam 8:7). So those who despise and reject a
prophet of God, or the message God sends through the prophet, are rejecting the
authority of God.” The Father has given authority to His Son (Matt 28:18), to the
Scriptures (2 Tim 3:16-17), and in a limited sense to the church (Matt 16:19).

The Church Under Scripture. Although Christ is the head of the church,
and the church as His body is subject to Him (Eph 1:22-23; 5:22-24). When He
became one of us, He submitted Himself to
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what was written in Scripture. This was evident in Christ’s wilderness experi-
ence when Satan tempted Him by challenging His faith in the Father’s declara-
tion that He was the Son of God (Matt 4:3). Jesus replied, “It is written, ‘Man
shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of
God’” (vs. 4). When confronted by the Sadducees, who challenged Him about
the feasibility of a resurrection, Jesus said, “You are mistaken, not knowing the
Scriptures nor the power of God” (Matt 22:29). From these and other passages it
is evident that Christ submitted Himself to and relied upon the authority of
God’s word. And if the Son of God, the head of the church, did so, then the
church is obligated to do so as well.

When Jesus questioned His disciples about their understanding of His iden-
tity, Peter affirmed their belief that He was the Christ the Son of the living God
(Matt 16:15, 16). Then Jesus laid out the parameters within which His church
was to exercise its authority. “I will give you,” He said, “the keys of the king-
dom of heaven, and whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and
whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven” (vs. 19).

This rendering could be understood to mean that whatever the church de-
cides, heaven will do. Unfortunately, some Christians interpret the verse just that
way. But the periphrastic future perfect constructions in these verses read liter-
ally, “whatever you bind on earth shall have been bound in heaven, and what-
ever you loose on earth shall have been loosed in heaven.”® The church must
make decisions in harmony with heaven’s previously recorded decisions in
Scripture, not the other way around.

While the authority delegated to Peter and the apostles, including Paul-who
considered himself an apostle (Rom 1:1)-was given to them by Christ, their
authority was not limitless. And though their authority extended beyond the lo-
cal congregation, even beyond the numerous congregations which they founded,
they always recognized the antecedent authority of Scripture. Peter could be
inconsistent in his
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behavior (Gal 2:11-14), and Paul in personal judgment (Acts 15:37-40; cf. 2 Tim
4:11). But both knew that the ultimate authority of the church rested with the
inspired Scriptures, not with any human being or collective human beings, not
even with those who were used by the Holy Spirit to write Scripture.®

The Roman Catholic Position. The order of authority—Christ, Scripture,
and the church—was gradually inverted. In a few short centuries after the apos-
tles, the Roman Catholic Church assumed an authority that went beyond Scrip-
ture. This is the position it still holds today.

George Johnston, writing in the October 1995 issue of the Catholic journal,
Crisis, says, “So far as we know, he himself [Christ] never wrote a word (except
on sand). . . . Who, then, decided that it [the New Testament] was Scripture?
The Catholic Church.”!® The 1994 edition of the Catechism of the Catholic
Church is even more explicit. It says, “The Church, to whom the transmission
and interpretation of Revelation is entrusted, ‘does not derive her certainty about
all revealed truths from the holy Scriptures alone. Both Scripture and Tradition
must be accepted and honored with equal sentiments of devotion and rever-
ence.””!! “This living transmission, accomplished in the Holy Spirit, is called
Tradition, since it is distinct from Sacred Scripture, though closely connected to
it.”12 Furthermore, “The task of giving an authentic interpretation of the Word of
God, whether in its written form or in the form of Tradition, has been entrusted
to the living, teaching office of the Church alone. Its authority in this matter is
exercised in the name of Jesus Christ.”!3

The Protestant Position. The claim by the Roman hierarchy that the
church is above Scripture continues to be challenged by Protestants and more
specifically by Evangelicals. In a recent Protestant publication, Dave Hunt chal-
lenges the Catholic Church’s claim to have sole authority to interpret Scripture,
and the Pontiff's claim to Apostolic succession, for these claims are not in har-
mony with divine Revelation.!#
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However, while Protestants challenge the Catholic Church’s claim to
authority over Scripture, they do similarly by exchanging their belief in sola
scriptura (the Bible and the Bible only) for prima scriptura (the superiority of
the Bible as one source among other sources of authority).

Unfortunately, such concepts have also been suggested by some within the
Adventist Church. In a recent scholarly paper it is stated that proper hermeneu-
tics will not only take into consideration the authority of Scripture, but also the
authority of tradition, natural reason, and experience. The paper states that “this
is precisely the kind of process and outcome for which we Adventists, like oth-
ers, should strive in all of our doctrinal efforts.”'> However, this kind of herme-
neutic raises the question: By what authority are tradition, experience, and natu-
ral reason to be tested? From what source do they derive their authority?

Another suggestion by some in the Adventist Church is to give more
authority to the “community of faith.” One publication claims that doctrines do
not rise from the Bible alone, but from the interplay between the Bible and the
experience of the members of the church. We must see the Bible through their
understanding of truth. Doctrines, the author says, are not so much right or
wrong as they are more adequate or less adequate expressions of religious expe-
rience. Each new generation of believers should study the Bible and reformulate
our doctrines according to their understanding. He calls this hermeneutical ap-
proach sola scriptura, claiming that it stands for the superiority of the Bible.'®

As the late Gerhard Hasel pointed out, “The Protestant principle of the ‘Bi-
ble only’ (sola scriptura), also often referred to as the ‘Scripture principle,” was
the battle cry of the Reformation. It involves the supreme authority of the infal-
lible Holy Scriptures to the exclusion of all human authority as regards ‘the
standard of character, the revealer of doctrine, and the test of experience.””'’
And as Ellen G. White says, “Human teaching is shut out. There is no place for
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tradition, for man’s theories and conclusions, or for church legislation.”'®

Throughout its history the Seventh-day Adventist Church has held to the
“Bible and the Bible only” as providing the supreme authority to determine
faith, doctrines, reforms and practice.lg And true Seventh-day Adventists will
continue to do so.

The Unity of the Church

The church cannot achieve internal unity by working at worship, action, and
mission if it fails to address unity of thinking. Unity in thinking will intensify
the church’s global mission and carry it beyond a simple growth spurt into the
eschatological outpouring of the Holy Spirit.** The reception of the Holy Spirit
is in part dependent on a theology firmly and faithfully grounded in divine reve-
lation.'

Theological Unity. The core beliefs of the Seventh-day Adventist Church
were carefully crafted over decades of diligent Bible study and confirmed by the
Holy Spirit through the gift of prophecy.* As Ellen G. White says, “In review-
ing our past history, having traveled over every step of advance to our present
standing, I can say, Praise God! As I see what God has wrought, I am filled with
astonishment, and with confidence in Christ as leader. We have nothing to fear
for the future except as we shall forget the way the Lord has led us, and His
teaching in our past history”’

The modern phenomenon of theological pluralism, which allows for diver-
sity of beliefs—not only on peripheral issues, but on the core of Biblical faith—is
not conducive to greater unity and mission. In fact, the opposite is true. It slowly
erodes the church’s identity, unity, and mission.

Notice the effects of pluralism on the United Methodist Church. In his
book, The Problem of Pluralism, Jerry Walls points out that in 1972 the United
Methodist Church voted to adopt pluralism as official policy. Pluralism was seen
as a promise of a new beginning. The church would be revitalized. She would be
alive with dialogue.
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Members would be freed from the restrictive rules which had bound them to
formally held doctrines. They would be stimulated to vital worship and celebra-
tion, as well as to significant, evangelistic outreach.

Has pluralism delivered to these Methodists, over the last two decades, what
it promised? Has it helped to lay a more solid theological foundation for their
ministry? Has it contributed to the unifying vision of the church’s mission and
the growth of the church’s institutions? Why did the United Methodist Church
begin to modify its official position on pluralism? According to Walls, the
twenty-year-plus official era of pluralism has not brought about a greater unity,
nor contributed to the growth of their institutions. To suggest that pluralism will
hold the church together and be its most distinctive mark is to suggest chaos and
disintegration. Pluralism has actually undermined the kind of unity needed for
outreach and ministry.**

The delegates to the 1972 United Methodist conference wrestled with such
questions as the ordination of homosexuals, abortion, and the issue of sexual
inclusive language in the worship of God. They decided that the church needed
to be less judgmental and more tolerant. That was the thing to do. However, the
United Methodist Theological Commission on Doctrine found it impossible to
agree on which doctrines should constitute the core of the church’s beliefs.
There were theologians and pastors and laity on the Commission who repre-
sented every segment of the theological spectrum. All the Commission could do
was to decide to let each board, each person, hammer out his or her own under-
standing of faith. As Walls points out, here was a group of official church repre-
sentatives, serving on a doctrinal commission, whose theological views were so
diverse that agreement was impossible.”

The transition in the United Methodist Church from traditional doctrinal
standards to official acceptance of pluralism was not made overnight. This tran-
sition must be seen against the background of years of gradual erosion of their
adherence to Biblical authority, which
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eventually made its impact on the unity and mission of their church.

Organizational Unity. The church (ekklesia) is called out, summoned, to
accept Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior and to proclaim the “good news of the
gospel” to every nation, kindred, tongue and people (Matt 28:19, 20; Rev. 14:6,
7).2¢ The church is a new body, but not without a continuity with the OT people
of God. It is also the kingdom of God on earth to the extent that the followers of
Christ have accepted God’s rule of grace with the understanding that they are
heirs of the kingdom of glory to come.”’

Throughout the book of Acts the leadership of Christ and the leadership of
the Holy Spirit are unmistakenly evident.”® After Paul’s conversion on the Da-
mascus road, Christ personally directed him to go into the city, to a street called
Straight, to the house of a man called Judas, and there to make contact with the
church (Acts 9:1-19). By placing Paul in connection with His church, Christ
sanctioned an organized body of believers. He did not give him an experience
independent of His church.*’ Though Paul had been personally taught by Christ,
and continued to look to Him for guidance, he was ever ready to recognize the
authority vested in the body of believers, and to lay matters of importance before
the representative of the church.*

God has not changed His way of directing the work. The Holy Spirit does
not give one person an experience contrary to the experience of the church, nor
does He give one person a knowledge of His will for the entire church, while the
rest of the church is left in darkness. He brings men and women in connection
with an organized body of believers so they may have less confidence in them-
selves and their own judgment, and greater confidence in the judgment of others
whom He is also leading, especially those in the offices God has appointed. !>

Any worker who thinks his light must come through no other channel than
directly from God, places himself “in a position where he is liable to be de-
ceived.”!® “When, in a General Conference, the judgment of the brethren as-
sembled from all parts of the field is
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exercised, private independence and private judgment must not be stubbornly
maintained, but surrendered. Never should a laborer regard as a virtue the persis-
tent maintenance of his position of independence, contrary to the decision of the
general body.”*

As we near the final crisis, instead of feeling that there is less need of order
and harmony, we should feel the need of more harmony. Satan would rejoice if
he could succeed in disorganizing the work at a time when thorough organiza-
tion is needed and will be a great force to refute false claims not endorsed by the
Word of God. All lines should be held evenly, that there be no breaking down of
a system of organization.”*

Some have advanced the thought that, as we near the close of time, every
child of God will act independently. Ellen G. White was instructed that “In this
work there is no such thing as every man’s being independent. The stars of
heaven are all under law, each influencing the other to do the will of God, yield-
ing their common obedience to the law that controls their action. . . . [In] order
that the Lord’s work may advance healthfully and solidly, His people must also
draw together.”’

Soteriological Unity. In His prayer for unity, Christ lifted up His eyes to
His Father and said, “I do not pray for these alone, but also for those who will
believe in Me through their word; that they all may be one, . . . that the world
may believe that You sent Me” (John 17:20-21). One reason Christ prayed for
unity among His followers was for the impact of their united witness on the
unsaved. When unbelievers see what the power of God can do to bring people
together into cooperative union in spite of their national and cultural differences,
it provides a powerful witness to what Jesus Christ can do to change lives.
Christ’s underlying motive in His prayer for unity was to save others. This is the
motive behind members’ commitment to organization also. The salvation of
men and women is at stake, and church organization is part of the means to
reach out to save them.

The church is not an end in itself, but a means to an end. When

10
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probation closes and God says, “He that is unjust, let him be unjust still; . . . he
who is righteous, let him be righteous still” (Rev 22:11), the work of the church
will be finished. There will be no need for church organization. When that time
comes, the church and those who keep God’s commandments will not be able to
buy or sell (Rev 13:17). The Church’s funds will be worthless and the organiza-
tion as we know it will no longer exist. However, the church as a movement,
made up of men and women who love the Lord, will go through to the end.*® As
Ellen G. White said, “I am instructed to say to Seventh-day Adventists the world
over, God has called us a people to be a peculiar treasure unto Himself. He has
appointed that His church on earth shall stand perfectly united in the Spirit and
counsel of the Lord of hosts to the end of time.”!”

The Universality of the Church

The goal of the Good Shepherd is to bring all His sheep into one fold. Jesus
said, “I am the good shepherd; and I know My sheep, and am known by My
own. . . . And other sheep I have which are not of this fold; them also I must
bring, and they will hear My voice; and there will be one flock and one shep-
herd” (John 10:14-16). Christ envisions His sheep bound together in a global
unity, yet each is individually known by the Shepherd; and they know Him.!3

The New Ecumenism. The Roman Catholic Church also envisions one fold
under one shepherd, one global body, but with a different view to organization.
Commenting on the Pope’s 12th Encyclical, in his article, “That They May All
Be One,” Richard Neuhaus says, “Ecumenism is not a program of the Catholic
Church; ecumenism is in the nature of being the Catholic Church. The Church
cannot be true to itself unless it is ecumenical. . . . the ecumenical mandate is
indelibly imprinted on the Church’s mind and mission.”!® He continues by say-
ing, “[the] earlier ecumenical movement, a movement too often marked by
compromise and evasion, has been replaced by a new ecumenical movement
that seeks no unity other

11
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than unity in the truth revealed by God. The difference now is the irrevocable
pledge of the Catholic Church to take the lead, as only she can take the lead, in
striving for the fulfillment of the prayer of Our Lord that they may all be one.”2°

Over against this new ecumenism by the Roman hierarchy—in which global
unity may be coerced if need be (Rev 13:1-18)—stands the self-chosen ecumen-
ism of the remnant (Rev. 12:17; 14:1-5). The basis of this self-chosen unity is a
firm commitment to the authority of Scripture and the total submission to Jesus
Christ. It is this commitment that will eventually bring these two church organi-
zations into conflict. For there is only one global faith (Eph 4:4-6).

The Roman Catholic Church and the Seventh-day Adventist Church are the
only two global organizations which oversee a global network under one central
authority. But there is a difference. The authority of the Roman Catholic Church
rests with the Pope and his appointed cardinals, while the authority of the Sev-
enth-day Adventist Church rests in the hands of its global representatives elected
by churches and organizations around the world. It is through these two world
bodies that the final movements of the “Great Controversy” will take place.

True Universality. The children of God, the world over, are one family.?!
Some persons once said to Ellen G. White, ““You do not understand the French
people; you do not understand the Germans. They have to be met in just such a
way.” But I inquire: Does not God understand them? Is it not He who gives His
servants a message for the people? He knows just what they need; and if the
message comes directly from Him through His servants to the people, it will
accomplish the work whereunto it is sent; it will make all one in Christ. Though
some are decidedly French, others decidedly German, and others decidedly
American, they will be just as decidedly Christlike.”??

We are a universal church. There is not an American Seventh-day Adventist
Church, not a French, German, Mexican, Japanese,

12
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African, or Russian Seventh-day Adventist Church. It is the Seventh-day Ad-
ventist in America, France, Germany, Mexico, Japan, Africa, and Russia. We
are members of a globally united church. We are part of the universal body of
Christ whatever our culture, race, or country. We are Seventh-day Adventists
first, then we are whatever other identity we have due to our nationality or birth.
We all belong to Jesus Christ, who is the head of one undivided body. This is
true universality, true global oneness, true brotherhood.??

Conclusion

When we were baptized, we gladly responded to all thirteen questions in the
baptismal vow. This included the question which asked, “Do you believe in
church organization? Is it your purpose to support the church by your tithes and
offerings and by your personal effort and influence?’** We answered, Yes. Then
we were baptized—married to Jesus. This “marriage” vow is not to be taken
lightly. We made a covenant with God to be faithful to Jesus and to His church
forever. And we intend to keep that covenant.

This covenant promise means to stand up for what Christ, through the Holy
Spirit, has taught our church. It also means to stand up for the church in spite of
its shortcomings and human inconsistencies, as disappointing as some of these
might be. It is an indication of our immaturity, if we expect a global church of
nearly ten million members to be perfect. It is also a sign of our immaturity, if
we refuse to support the “family” because we see among us human failings and
imperfections.

Notice what Paul said to the Galatians, “I marvel that you are turning away
so soon from Him who called you in the grace of Christ, to a different gospel. . .
there are some who trouble you and want to pervert the gospel of Christ. But
even if we, or an angel from heaven, preach any other gospel to you than what
we have preached to you, let him be accursed [anathema]” (Gal 1:6-8).

Let us be careful not to lose our first love for Jesus Christ (Rev

13
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2:1-7). It is, therefore, right and proper that we periodically reaffirm our vow of
love to Him who loves us, and of our loyalty to His church. As Seventh-day
Adventists we sincerely intend to do this.

“Now to Him who is able to do exceedingly abundantly above all that we
ask or think, according to the power that works in us, to Him be glory in the
church by Christ Jesus throughout all ages, world without end. Amen” (Eph
3:20-21).
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