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REVERSING A DOW NWARD SPIRA L: STRENGTHENING THE
CHURH’S COMM UNITY, HOLINESS AND UNITY THROUGH
INTENTIONA L DISCIPLESHIP

Stephen A. Hong

Introduction
The church has a problem: disunity. The body of Christ has
been divided and subdivided ad nauseum. Division, in fact, has become
an acceptable part of the culture of the church. There are many reasons
for this culture of div ision in the church. So me are reasonable:
geography, language, culture, etc, which force the church to meet and
organize in separate groups. Other reasons are not reasonable because
they are not worthy of the gospel of Christ: pride, racism, prejudice,
quarrels, foolish arguments , etc.
Not only is there a mu ltitude of divisions among the disciples
of Christ, for who m Jesus himself prayed “that all of them may be
one,”1 but these divisions have been justified and defended by some
Christians as normal or even beneficial. Even Ch ristians who do not
justify their divisiveness and denominationalism, though, continue to
participate in them, even those who see it as wrong. This author must
agree with Vo lt, who has written, “All of us are poor Christians if we
live divided.” 2
Niebuhr said it first and more strongly:
“Denominationalism thus represents the moral failure of Christianity.” 3
Denominationalism is out of control. By one estimate, there may be as
many as 38,000 Christian denominations in the world at this time. 4

1

John 17:21.
Miroslav Volt, After Our Likeness: The Church as the Image of the Trinity
(Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Pub. Co., 1998), 19.
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Pentecostals share much of the blame for this disintegration. At the turn
of the 21st century, Pentecostalism accounted for nearly two-thirds of
all denominations in the world.5 By perpetuating a church culture
where denominationalism is acceptable, it is inevitable that the divid ing
of the body of Christ will continue.
The church cannot return to its beginning when there was only
one Christian denomination; these divisions are here to stay, at least for
a while. Also, despite the wrongness of division, no one should
condemn those who are part of a denomination. Ho wever, the church
should also not wink at
Increase of
denominations and accept
Individualism
them as a necessary evil
influences
results in
because denominations
are divisions, which are
Decrease in
Ecclesiology
disallowed by Scripture. I
Sanctification
propose, therefore, that
even as the church
influences
results in
continues
in
its
Disunity/ Everdenominated existence,
widening gaps
its attitude about division
needs to change. More
Figure 1
Christians need to be
Figure
The Downward
Spiral of1the Church
teaching, preaching, and
writing against division if
only to slow the rampant fragmentation of the church and return to the
biblical attitude that division is wrong.
There are countless reasons for division among Christians , but
at the core of all of them is a theological flaw. So mehow, the church
has ended up with an understanding of the church that allows it to
divide and denominate itself without guilt. I envision a downward
spiral that has led the body of Christ further and further down the path
of division. As shown in Figure 1, the increase of individualism in the
body of Christ has resulted in a decrease in sanctificat ion. Unsanctified,
individualistic attitudes and actions then resulted in more d isunity in
http://christianity.about.com/od/denominations/ p/christiantoday.htm, accessed
September 20, 2009.
5
Barrett reports that in the year 2000 there were more than there were more
than 33,800 Christian denominations. Of that total, 21,080 were within the
Pentecostal/Charismatic/Neocharismatic Renewal. David B. Barrett, et. al., World
Christian Encyclopedia: A Comparative Survey of Churches and Religions in the Modern
World, 2 nd Edition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 20.
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the body of Christ as it split into more and more denominations. The
reality of this disunity has influenced the church’s ecclesiology, which
has been modified to justify divisiveness. Then, because of these
theological modifications, ind ividualism has been enabled even more
and the downward spiral has continued. This paper will briefly examine
each aspect of this downward spiral and offer a solution that may be
helpful in reversing this trend.
For the purposes of this paper, I offer the following
definit ions:
Individualism is the “philosophy which holds supreme the
right of an individual to act as he or she wishes as long as his or her
actions do not impinge upon the freedoms of other individuals.”6
“Individualis m” is a cultural marker on a collectiv ism-individualism
scale and is, of itself, not good or bad. Hyper-indiv idualis m is the
attitude among Christians that people are saved as individuals into a
private relationship with God, neglecting the idea that they have been
added to the community of the church and that their relationship with
God is meant to take place from within that community. This attitude
usually includes the idea that the church exists primarily to provide
services to establish and encourage each member’s private faith.
Sanctificat ion is a two-part process. First, there is the
sanctificat ion that takes place at conversion when a believer is justified
and made holy before God by means of the cleansing blood of Christ.
Second, there follows a lifetime of growing in ho liness through
ongoing discipleship, demonstrated by an increasingly sanctified
worldview and lifestyle.
Div ision refers to the splitting of the church into subgroups
with distinct names, organizat ional structures and human leadership.
This includes most Christian sects and all denominations.

John Scott, “What is Individualism,” Individualism.com,
www.individualism.com/?p=5 (accessed August 31, 2010).
6

http://

92 Asian Journal of Pentecostal Studies 15:1 (2012)

Hyper-Indiv idualis m in the Church 7
Many Christians today view their faith as a private matter—
something between the individual and God. People are often invited to
receive Jesus as their “personal Lord and Savior,” starting them
immed iately on a road that will possibly lead to a hyper-individualistic
Christian existence. As one person said, “It’s not religion or the church
that’s going to save you. Rather it is your ‘personal relationship’ with
God. Christ will ‘co me into your heart’ if you ask, without any churc h
at all.” 8 As Christians focus excessively on “personal growth,” they
develop an attitude that the church exists to help “me” live out “my”
personal relat ionship with my Lord. Even the practices of the church
that must be done corporately, such as congreg ational worship, end up
being, tragically, “A thousand individual experiences of worship”9
rather than the communal experiences they were meant to be.
It is a symptom of the widespread nature of hyperindividualism in the church that Christians take biblical concepts,
relationships, and terms such as prayer, prophecy, Lord, Savior,
Pentecost, etc. and add the word “personal” to it when the Bible does
not. Likewise, Christians are encouraged to have “personal revivals,” 10
and “personal mission statements”11 and to go on “personal retreats”12

7
This paper represents a condensed version of the Literature Review chapter
of my doctor of ministry project. Due to a lack of time and space, the biblical/theological
portion of my argument has been almost totally omitted from this presentation.
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Robert Bellah, et. al., eds. Habits of the Heart: Individualism and
Commitment in American Life (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2008), 234.
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Gordon Fee, in Simon Chan, Pentecostal Theology and the Christian
Spiritual Tradition (Sheffield, Sheffield Academic Press, 2000), 14.
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Mains, David, The Bible for Personal Revival (Grand Rapids, MI:
Zondervan Publishing Co., 1998); Nancy Leigh DeMoss and Tim Grissom, Seeking Him:
Experiencing the Joy of Personal Revival (Chicago: Moody Press, 2009).
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Aubrey Malphurs, Ministry Nuts and Bolts: What They Don’t Teach Pastors
in Seminary (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel Academic, 2009). Malphurs has an peculiar
understanding about personal missions. He believes that, although the church as a whole
has its mission, each individual Christian also has his or her own mission —their
“personal mission.” Especially important to Malphurs is that “people must know that
their pastor’s personal mission may be different than their church’s mission,” 71 -72.
12
Ben Campbell Johnson and Paul H. Lang, Time Away: A Guide for Personal
Retreat (Nashville, TN: The Upper Room, 2010); Jan Johnson, Learning to Hear God: A
Personal Retreat Guide (Colorado Springs, CO: NavPress, 2009).
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for one’s “personal development.” 13 It may be said that many modern
Christians are nearly obsessed with their o wn personal religions.
This sort of hyper-individualism is damaging to the mission
and existence of the church. Religious sociologist Robert Wuthnow, in
describing the pluralistic tendencies of postmodern people, coined the
term “patchwork religion,” 14 which describes a type of personal
religion where people piece together whatever spiritual elements they
like and form their own personal form of Christianity. Often, it is the
unpleasant or disliked doctrines and practices that are removed and the
enjoyable, pleasurable, satisfying doctrines and practices that are
emphasized so that “increasingly you find individuals who put together
their own part icular religious profile.” 15 This phenomenon is directly
related to the rise of hyper-individualis m in the church because this
“quest for ‘spirituality’ is a quest of individuals disconnected from
traditional co mmunit ies and institutions.”16 As the individual is
overemphasized, the co mmunity is inevitably deemphasized and the
results can be seen in the fragmentation of the church that has taken
place since the time of the Reformat ion and, more recently, the
En lightenment.

The Contribution of the Enlightenment
The Enlightenment was that period in the history of Western
culture, roughly the eighteenth century, in which people were relatively
free for the first time in centuries to think about and openly discuss life,
the universe, and everything without fear o f condemnation or
punishment. The En lightenment was, according to Kant, one of its best known philosophers, “‘man ’s release fro m his self -incurred
immaturity’ through the use of reason and without guidance from

13

Alexander, Christian Spirituality, 186; Doug Addison, Personal
Development God’s Way (Shippensburg, PA: Destiny Image Publishers, Inc., 2010).
14
Peter Berger, “Religion in a Globalizing World,” Pew Research Center
(Dec.
4,
2006), http://pewresearch.org/pubs/404/religion-in-a-globalizing-world
(accessed November 25, 2011).
15
Ibid.
16
Mary Collins, “Liturgical Spirituality: Communal and Ethical.” Currents in
Theology and Mission 26. No. 4 (Aug. 1999): 270-282, 271. http://content.ebscohost.
com/pdf19_22/pdf/ddd/rfh/n00982113/atla0000988319.pdf?T =P&P=AN&K=
AT LA0000988319&S=R&D=rfh&EbscoContent=dGJyMNLe80Sepq840dvuOLCmr0 m
eprBSr6e4SrSWxWXS&ContentCustomer=dGJyMOzprki3qbROuePfgeyx44Dt6fIA
(accessed September 1, 2011).
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others.”17 That “immaturity” was the result of centuries of
philosophical oppression, in wh ich the church controlled, regulated,
and policed intellectual thought and expression.
The Enlightenment had many good effects for the kingdom of
God, such as human rights, self esteem, opposition to slavery, and
exploration, wh ich opened up new lands for missionary work. One of
the effects of the Enlightenment on the church, however, was not as
positive. Before the Enlightenment, people were seen not so much as
individuals, but as parts of a greater social group. In the centuries
preceding the Enlightenment, indiv idual people had significance as
individuals, but only as far as their eternal soul was concerned. 18 In
other areas of social life, individuals had value mostly as a co ntributor
to a group.19 Ironically, in order to “rescue” God from the assaults of
the rationalists, theologians began to describe Christianity in terms that
distinguished it fro m the rest of the natural world. “God was not an
object to be verified like other objects. He was sensible only to the
individual psyche.” 20 This began a movement in Christian thought
toward indiv iduals as recipients of God’s work apart fro m the
community of the church. Yung says that the Enlightenment “gave rise
to the ethnocentrism of the Western world” and points out that because
of it, “unlike the first few centuries (of the church) when the emphasis
was on the evangelizat ion of communit ies, increasingly, and especially
in the modern period, the focus was on the salvation of individ uals.”21
Therefore, since the time of the Enlightenment, “redempt ion has been

17
Dorinda Outram, The Enlightenment, 2nd ed., William Beik and T .C.W.
Blanning, eds., New Approaches to European History (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2005), 1.
18
Etienne Gilson, The Spirit of Mediæval Philosophy, trans. by A.H.C.
Downes (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1936), 203.
19
Some medieval philosophers, for example, believed that, while individual
people obviously had their own int ellects, there was also a common intellect that was
shared by all people. Robert Pasnau, “Human Nature,” A.S. McGrade, The Cambridge
Companion to Medieval Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003),
218-219. In fact, this medieval idea that individuals had little value as such came by way
of the Greek philosophers, who were influential in the thinking of Medieval philosophers.
“Neither Plato nor Aristotle…ever had a sufficiently high idea of the worth of the
individual as such…In a doctrine like Plato’s it is not at all this (individual, such as)
Socrates, however highly extolled he may be, that matters: it is Man…(In a doctrine like
Aristotle’s), the individual exists for the sake of the species.” Gilson, 190, 202.
20
Chris Sugden, Seeking the Asian Face of Jesus (Oxford: Regnum, 1997),
210-211.
21
Hwa Yung, Mangoes or Bananas? The Quest for an Authentic Asian
Christian Theology (Oxford: Regnum, 1997), 76.
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individualized and social issues as far as they are related to God are
viewed through that category.”22
The American Contribution
A few years ago, “Time magazine’s person of the year was a
mirror: Behold YOU. Yourself. You can do it. You did it. Be all you
can be. YouTube. You are the star. It is a proclamation of pure,
absolute narcissism. The world ends at my face. Me. My space. My
autonomy. I ru le my world.” 23 Individualism is much a part of
American culture. It pervades easpect of American life, even in such a
strongly communal o rganizat ion as the church. In fact, “for many
Americans, individualism is a kind of secular religion influencing the
way they live more than the relig ious traditions some of them
espouse.”24 Sociologically, it is interesting to see this individualis m
play itself out in a powerfu l nation. Ecclesio logically, it is alarming to
see it play itself out in the Kingdo m of God.
The development of Christianity in the European colonies of
North America and, later, in the United States of America was largely
responsible for the later growth of hyper-indiv idualis m that allo wed
and encouraged the rampant division that characterized the church in
the twentieth century. “Individualis m is a distinctively American
ideology…mo re than anywhere else, individualism took on distinctive
mean ing and central importance in A merica.” 25
America’s individualism co mes, in part, from the
circu mstances of its birth: dissent against totalitarianis m, rebellion
against the suppression of individual rights, fighting for independence,
and the rugged individualism needed to survive in a harsh new land. In
addition to these circumstances, many of the “Founding Fathers” of the
United States of America, such as Benjamin Franklin and Thomas
Jefferson, were educated during the mid-eighteenth century, so it is no
surprise to find that they were strongly influenced by the philosophy of
22

Sugden, 210.
John F. Kavanaugh, “Autonomous Individualism,” America 196, issue 2
(2007): 8 [journal online]; available from: http://web.ebscohost.com/ehost/
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Internet; accessed September 19, 2009.
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the Enlightenment. “The (A merican) Declarat ion of Independence o f 4
July, 1776, and in particular its commit ment to ‘Life, Liberty and the
Pursuit of Happiness’, were the fulfillment of Enlightenment
programmes.” 26 All of these early influences have ultimately resulted in
a culture today that is strongly individualistic.
In American Society today, the unquestioned assumption is that the
individual takes precedence over the group . Freedom means
individual independence. Civil rights means the individual’s right to
‘life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness’...The concept of organic
community has been heavily eroded by technology, urbanization,
political ideology and legal definition. Even marriage and family are
increasingly accepted as matters of individual contract and
convenience. The group has become for us a collection of individuals
created by individuals for their own individual advantages. 27

All things considered, it co mes as no surprise that a recent study of 76
countries by Dutch anthropologist Geert Ho fstede, found that America
was the most individualistic nation in the world on a scale measuring
individualism versus collectivism. 28
Never before in church history has such an individualistic
society had so much influence on the trajectory of the body of Christ.
Due mostly to America’s strong missionary effort, an d the influence of
American theologians, scholars, seminaries, and publishers, the
progress of the global church at this time is tightly bound to American
culture and the church has little choice but to accept the individualism
inevitably co mes along with an A merican presentation of the gospel.

26

Outram, 3-4.
C. Norman Kraus, The Community of the Spirit: How the Church is in the
World (Scottdale, PA: Herald Press, 1993), 31-32.
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Geert Hofstede, Gert Jan Hofstede, and Michael Minkov, Cultures and
Organizations: Software of the Mind (New York: McGraw Hill, 2010), 95. This
interesting survey, which places nations on a scale of 1 (collectivism) to 100
(individualism), shows that Western nations dominate the higher ranks of the survey . The
United States is ranked first with an index of 91. Other high-ranking individualistic
nations were Australia (90), Great Britain (89), Canada (80), and the Netherlands (80). In
fact, the highest ranked non-European nation is South Africa, ranked 20 th with an index
of 65. The opposite end of the scale, collectivism, is dominated by Latin American
nations. Guatemala was the most collectivist nation, ranked 76 th with an index of 6. The
other highly collectivist nations were Ecuador (8), Panama (11), Venezuela (12), and
Columbia (13). The Philippines is ranked 47 th with an index of 32.
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As a result of the western church exporting its theological
methodology with its missionary endeavors, it has given spiritual
birth to children who have followed this individualistic road.
Tragically, we have often displaced cultures where corporateness
naturally existed and which would have given the new believers a
valuable insight into the New Testament, with our western,
Hellenized, individualistic, mindset. 29

Individualism in Philippine Cu lture and Christianity
Whereas American culture emphasizes an indiv idual’s
autonomy with in society, Philippine culture has a much more Asian
understanding of an individual’s place in society. A Western worldview
“presupposes the priority of the individual over the group”30 and
assumes that individuals have the right to make decisions apart from
the groups to which they belong. Conversely, in most Asian cultures,
an individual rarely has the freedom to make decisions of any
significance, includ ing the decision to belong to a certain religion. That
sort of decision is a family matter, not to be made individually.
While a “Filip ino looks at himself as a self…as a ‘person,’
conscious of his freedom, proud of his dignity and sensitive to the
violation of these two,” 31 it is not in the same way that Americans look
at themselves.
Individualism and its expression in the United States may be the most
profound value gap separating Americans from…the people of the
Philippines…Filipinos consider themselves individuals, but within a
group. They are defined by, and linked to, the identity of the groups
of which they are members. 32

Nevertheless, because of the Western values firmly attached to
Christianity in the Philippines, Filip ino believers have tended to have
more of a Western attitude about their faith, which they see as
something personal, not for community participation or evaluation.
Holland, Tom. “Individualism and the People of God,” Evangel 23, Issue 3
(Autumn 2005): 86-91, http://web.ebscohost.com/ehost/pdf?vid=6&hid=5&sid=
deff5653-fd57-416f-90f8-46724d03bdf8@sessionmgr11; (accessed September 19, 2009).
30
Hwa Yung, Mangoes or Bananas? The Quest for an Authentic Asian
Christian Theology (Oxford: Regnum, 1997), 83.
31
Leonardo N. Mercado, Elements of Filipino Theology (T acloban City,
Philippines: Divine Word University Publications, 1976), 50.
32
Theodore Gochenour, Considering Filipinos (Yarmouth, ME: Intercultural
Press, Inc., 1990), 15.
29
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“The personal reality of salvation is emphasized, but it is also distorted
by being understood in a frag mentary and indiv idualistic fashion.” 33 It
is somewhat inconsistent in this communal culture that “among
Christian Filip inos, image changes once certain religious rites are
performed …each of our identities as individuals is specified and
separated from other identit ies.” 34 Filip inos easily live with this
dissonance because five hundred years of colonialism taught them to
tolerate the amb iguity of having one set of values for their family and
societal culture and a separate set of values for their relig ion. Thus,
despite the indigenous culture, which is communal, and despite the fact
that biblical Ch ristianity is communal, Christianity in the Philippines is
egocentric and hyper-individualistic in a Western way.
The result of this learned hyper-individualism has had the
same effect in the Philippines as in Western nations. It has led to a lack
of sanctificat ion in the Philippine church and has ultimately resulted in
the same kind of division that the Western church has experienced.
Div ision has become the norm in the Philippine church. According to
Barrett, in 2000 there were 598 Philippine denominations 35 and
uncountable church and organizational splits. Occasionally, Filip ino
leaders such as Enrique Sobrepeña 36 have called the Ph ilippine church
toward unity, but in the past fifty years, any progress toward unit y has
been overpowered by widespread division among Filipino Christians.
Thus, in terms of hyper-individualis m in the church leading to a church
culture where division is acceptable, Filipino Christians are in the same
situation as Western Christians.

How Hyper-Ind ividualism Has Led to a Decrease of Sanctification
The church is the proverbial frog in the pot: the water is
getting more and more indiv idualistic but Christians aren’t noticing the
gradual change. When Christians “live and breathe a culture wh ich
values individualism to the point of obsession…in which individualism
Emerito P. Nacpil, “A Gospel for the New Filipino,” 118.
F. Landa Jocano, Filipino World View (Manila, Philippines: Punlad
Research House, Inc., 2001), 7.
35
David B. Barrett, George T. Kurian, and Todd M. Johnson, World Christian
Encyclopedia: A Comparative Survey of churches and Religions in the Modern World,
Vol. 1: The World by Countries: Religionists, Churches, Ministries, 2nd ed. (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2001), 600.
36
See Enrique C. Sobrepeña, That They May Be One (Manila, Philippines:
United Church of Christ in the Philippines), 1964.
33
34
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has run riot,” 37 they have to be less and less sanctified in order to stand
out. The consequences in the church are disturbing. In a hyperindividualistic Christian culture, the church becomes a place to meet
each believer’s individual spiritual needs, but “discipleship offered in a
consumer package targeted at individual needs isn’t sufficient to form
people into the image of Christ.” 38 The assumption is that the church is
responsible for the spiritual growth of its members. So if members’
lives are characterized by worldliness, it is the church’s fault. The
Christian divorce rate in America, denominationalis m, church splits,
theological quarrels,39 etc., warn that the church is on a trajectory that
will allo w God to observe once again, “every man is doing that which
is right in h is own eyes.” 40
Many Christians “tend to think that their testimonies to their
private experiences are self-authenticating and so settle all ultimate
questions.”41 When spirituality is a private matter, no one else can be
involved, even in a positive way. In a study of young children, it was
found that by the age of ten they were inhibited in discussing spiritual
matters. The children became shy and embarrassed by their own
spiritual awareness. Hay sees this as the result of the “privatization” of
spirituality and has also shown that “once adult life is reached this
prohibition is extremely widespread.” 42 It is inevitable, then, that such
Christians will not only avoid seeking help with their spiritual
development, but they will also tend to resent and resist help coming

37
John McIndoe, “The Individualist,” Expository Times 115, no. 6 (March
2004): 199-200.
38
Bill Hull, The Complete Book of Discipleship: On Being and Making
Followers of Christ (Colorado Springs, CO: NavPress, 2006), 296.
39
See Robeck, “Pentecostals and Christian Unity,” 315-318.
40
Judges 21:25 (NIV). In a recent news article, a former member walked into a
Florida church and shot two pastors with a handgun. The man had previously left the
church and “ started his own church” in his home. Apparently frustrated with the lack of
success of his own church, he lashed out in anger at the church he had quit. Though this
is an isolated incident and certainly not common, it illustrates that the condition of the
church is such that disgruntled members feel free to start their own church. Associated
Press, “ Man accused of killing wife, wounding 2 pastors in Lakeland, Fla.”
Heraldbulletin.com, September 18, 2011, http://heraldbulletin.com/news_tab3/
x1700250297/Sister-Gunman-killed-wife-before-church-shooting-in-Lakeland-Fla
(accessed September 28, 2011).
41
Gordon R. Lewis, “The Church and the New Spirituality,” Journal of the
Evangelical Theological Society 36, no. 4 (December, 1993): 433-444, 439.
42
David Hay, “ Spirituality versus Individualism: why we should nurture
relational consciousness,” International Journal of Children’s Spirituality 5, Issue 1
(June 2000): 37-48, 40, http://web.ebscohost.com/ehost/pdf?vid=4&hid=46724d03bdf8@
sessionmgr11 (accessed September 18, 2009).
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fro m someone else. Additionally, when Christians see spirituality as a
private matter, they feel that they have no right to address anyone else’s
spiritual condition. All of this excessive privacy in matters of
spirituality results in a lack of confrontation, a lack of discipline, a lack
of concern about spiritual matters and inevitably leads to a general
decrease in sanctification in the church.
Whatever theological view one adheres to in regard to
sanctificat ion, it is difficult to deny that people develop their
sanctificat ion in identifiable stages. Wesleyan theologians, for examp le,
see a parallel between human emotional development and Christian
spiritual development: “The twofo ld structure of sanctificat ion arises
out of, and is imp licit in, a twofold structure which is inherent in
normal personality development… the first toward self-interest and the
second toward other-interest.”43 If spiritual lives develop in similar
ways, then immature Christians are naturally going to focus on their
own spiritual growth, but as they mature, they will gradually focus
more and mo re on the spiritual growth of others. In a situation where
sanctificat ion is decreasing, however, fewer and fewer Christians will
reach the level of maturity where their focus is on others. When this
takes place in an atmosphere of hyper-individualis m, many Christians
will be left on their o wn to grow or not grow spiritually , depending
upon their own convictions.
Pentecostal Contradiction
Pentecostal scholars point out a contradiction that for most
Pentecostals, their relationship with God is first and their relat ionship
with others is secondary. But no real commun ion with Christ is
possible until you are part of his body.44 Thus, hyper-individualis m
stunts the spiritual g rowth of Christians in many different ways because
sanctificat ion “is perfected in communion with others, never apart from
it.” 45 The challenge of sanctification has always been to overcome our
natural egotism with the character of Christ. Johns and White observe
that “contemporary Christianity has too often opted for an
individualism wh ich, like the dominant society, makes the moral life a

43
Rob L. Staples, “Sanctification and Selfhood: A Phenomenological Analysis
of the Wesleyan Message” (Wesleyan Theological Journal 7, no. 1 (Spring 1972): 3-16,
8-9.
44
Chan, Pentecostal Theology, 99.
45
Simon Chan, Spiritual Theology: A Systematic Study of the Christian Life
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1998), 102.
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private affair of the indiv idual. Consequently, persons may attend a
church and never be challenged regarding their lifestyles.” 46 Where
hyper-individualism reigns in the church and faith is a private matter,
sanctificat ion is always the loser.
Among Pentecostals, a unique problem has arisen. Although
baptism in the Holy Spirit properly understood is “to actualize our
communal life and fellowship in Christ,” 47 Spirit baptism in reality is
seen as something private—an indiv idual event, a personal
experience. 48 A private view of baptism in the Holy Spirit results in a
decrease of sanctification in two possible ways. First, some people see
baptism in the Holy Spirit as “the goal of their spirituality …their
membership card into (the) Pentecostal club.” 49 If this is the case, then
once people have experienced it, there will naturally be a sense that
they are “fin ished;” their spirituality is comp lete and further gro wth is
unnecessary. Second, there is a “tendency to seek the Baptism in the
Holy Spirit in order to speak in tongues rather than to be influenced by
the Spirit in one’s life and behavior.” 50 Thus, the myriad of other roles
that the Holy Spirit desires to fulfill in a believer’s life, including
sanctificat ion and empowerment for service, are neglected or ignored
as they are overshadowed by the desire to experience speaking in
tongues. There is an “ongoing need to challenge Pentecostals that
whether or not they have been baptized in the Spirit, they are to
develop their walk with God.” 51
Sanctificat ion has always been central to the Christian faith.
“Alien and archaic as the idea may seem, the task of the church is not
to make men and wo men happy; it is to make them holy.” 52 When the
church is holy because it is seeking sanctification, it is strong and
effective. 53 It follows then, that when sanctification is not being sought
Cheryl B. Johns and Vardaman W. White, “The Ethics of Being: Character,
Community, Praxis,” in Michael D. Palmer, ed., and Stanley M. Horton, gen. ed.,
Elements of a Christian Worldview (Springfield, MO: Logion Press, 2002), 298.
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and decreases as a value of the church, the church will be weak and
ineffective. This appears to be the case in the church today. Lowe
observes that there is an “underestimation of the need for sanctification
(that is) characteristic of much of contemporary evangelicalism.” 54
When the church does not understand the need for sanctification and, as
a result, does not seek it, a decrease in the overall sanctification of the
body of Christ is inevitable.
Regardless of whether one agrees with Wesley’s idea of
“Initial Sanctification” and “Entire Sanctification ,” the theology is
excellent in one aspect that is crucial to increasing the value of
sanctificat ion in the church: it creates an expectation of growth in
holiness. In the absence of such an expectation, the tendency is to see
spiritual growth as an endless path to a vague, unattainable objective.
Instead of Wesley’s terms, it might be better to think of it as “Initial
Sanctificat ion” and “Ongoing Sanctification” in the same way that
Gelp i describes “Initial Conversion” and “Ongoing Conversion.” 55
Whether God’s people agree with Wesley’s idea of “Entire
Sanctificat ion” or not, they desperately need an expectation of
sanctificat ion to motivate them and lead them to an ever-holier
lifestyle. Otherwise, the lack of mot ivation will inevitably lead to a lack
of growth and a
world ly church which,
Increase of
Individualism
in turn, will further
results in
influences
encourage
hyperindividualism and lead
results in
to
more
division
Decrease in
Ecclesiology
Sanctification
within the body of
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there is a downward spiral when the increase of individualism leads to
a decrease of sanctification which results in division, which then
influences our ecclesiology. But there is also, amidst the bigger spiral, a
loop that forms between indiv idualism and sanctificat ion which is
illustrated in Figure 2. So while it is true that individualis m can lead to
a lack of sanctification, it is also true that a decrease in sanctification
contributes to the increase of individualism. Christians who lack
personal sanctification are less mature and therefore less likely to have
overcome the natural self-centeredness that characterizes most people
throughout their infancy, childhood, and especially adolescence.56
When those immature Christians also live in a secular culture so
strongly characterized by individualism, they are ill-equipped to
overcome that self-centeredness. This naturally makes them more
individualistic in their wo rldviews. This indiv idualis m is then
encouraged by their secular culture and sometimes by their Christian
culture so that the person’s motivation to grow in sanctification is
severely hindered. So within the larger downward spiral, there is this
sub-loop that feeds itself on both weaknesses in the church.
Sanctificat ion and Pentecostalism
The Pentecostal Movement finds its roots in the Holiness
movement of the nineteenth century.57 This movement was committed
to leading Christians to experience “entire sanctification” in their
lives—the point where they would be “liberated fro m the flaw in (their)
moral nature that caused (them) to sin.” 58 Because of these roots, the
Pentecostal Movement was initially seen as an outpou ring of holiness
on the church and it quickly spread among the Holiness churches. As
the movement flourished and grew throughout the twentieth century,
the Pentecostal understanding of sanctificat ion was debated: “Were
56
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Adolescence: Studies in Development (Itasca, IL: F.E. Peacock Publishers, Inc., 1974),
44-51. Piaget describes human psychological development as stages of egocentricity.
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egocentric understanding of one’s place in the world. “Only later does it attain
equilibrium through a compensating accommodation to reality” (46). In fact, Piaget
defines adulthood (maturity) as the time when people have reached this accommodation
to reality and have come to realistic terms with their egocentrism.
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there three steps in the process of s alvation: conversion, a subsequent
mo ment of entire sanctification, and then a baptism in the Holy Spirit?
Or were there two, conversion and sanctification essentially
constituting a single experience followed by baptism in the Holy
Ghost?”59 This debate resulted in emergence of “Non-Holiness”
Pentecostal groups, such as the Assemblies of God, who taught
“sanctification as a progressive work following conversion with
baptism in the Holy Sp irit fo llo wing as the second blessing.” 60
For Pentecostals, regardless of their theological stance on the
nature of sanctification, holy liv ing was an extremely important tenet of
their movement. At first, holy liv ing was gauged by external evidence
such as drinking, watching movies, wearing jewelry, etc. Then,
throughout the twentieth century, as the Pentecostal Movement
expanded and influenced the Charismatic and Third Wave movements,
“the precise definition of the holy life to accompany the Pentecostal
outpouring (was) left to the individuals and groups themselves.” 61
Thus, Christians were expected to determine their o wn version of
holiness, tailored to their personal convictions.
The decrease in sanctification in Pentecostalism today has
roots that go back to the beginning of the movement. Land points out
that “with the emergence of the Finished Work62 view, the fivefo ld
gospel was effectively reduced to fourfold again, leaving out the
distinctive
emphasis
on
sanctification;
victory
rep laced
sanctificat ion.” 63 Speaking in the first decades of the Pentecostal
Movement, one of the first Assemblies of God General Superintendents
said: “I feel that the weakness in our movement when it comes to
preaching sanctification, is that the doctrine is taught so vaguely that
many fail to get sight of something definite which they may have in
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their own lives.” 64 This weakness of early Pentecostalism has grown
into a major problem in the twenty-first century as the value of
pursuing holiness has decreased in believers’ lives.
This decrease in sanctification in Pentecostalism is reflected in
the concern of McGee: “Over the years the word sanctified (depicting a
believer’s holiness) has lost its prominence in our vocabulary.” 65
Warrington lists several reasons why standards of and teaching about
sanctificat ion (holiness) is declin ing among Pentecostals. First, pastors
are afraid of being accused of being hypercritical. Second, there has
been a strong emphasis on the charismata and a corresponding lack of
emphasis on holy liv ing. Third, instances where immoral leaders were
working supernaturally until the mo ment they were caught may have
reinforced the feeling that holiness is not really necessary. There is
also, fourth, a fear of being legalistic and, fifth, a fear of doing harm in
reaction to the perceived excesses of the Shepherding Movement. 66
In a book Christian Spirituality: Five Views of Sanctification ,
theologians take turns explaining their particular understanding of
sanctificat ion. The Lutheran, Reformed, Wesleyan, Pentecostal and
Contemp lative views are g iven. Each scholar also comments on each of
the other chapters. All of them described their perspective well, except
for the Pentecostal, Russell Sp ittler. 67 The Contemp lative scholar, in his
response to the Pentecostal chapter commented that there was little said
“about spiritual growth and development, or sanctification (and asked),
is that due to the fact that Pentecostalism values this concept less than it
does other elements of spirituality?” 68
Perhaps this neglect by Pentecostals comes from the early
conflicts over the issue of sanctificat ion. The division caused by this
conflict, which led to the distinction between the “Four-Fold Gospel”
and the “Five-Fold Gospel” (which adds “Christ the Sanctifier”) is
conspicuous. Considering that the Wesleyan Holiness movement, with
its emphasis on sanctification, was the “cradle” of Pentecostalism, 69 it
64
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is surprising that any group of Pentecostals would exclude
sanctificat ion fro m their gospel even if they disagreed with holiness
groups regarding the nature of “Entire Sanctificat ion.” And yet, if this
lack of emphasis on sanctification has been carried out over nearly a
century, it is not surprising that Pentecostal churches today are having a
problem with a deficiency of holiness in their members.70
It is reasonable to assume that the general trend of decreasing
sanctificat ion in the church is at least partially caused by a lack of
desire for sanctification. This realization is cause for great concern
because “the desire for holiness or sanctification is at heart a desire for
God himself, to be like Christ in love.” 71 A weakness in sanctification
then, indicates a lack of desire for God himself, an attitude that
demonstrates world liness at its worst in the body of Christ.

Div ision as the Result of Unsanctified and Hyper-Individualistic
Attitudes
Unity is clearly the desire of God fo r the church. It is
extremely difficu lt to justify disunity among Christians, regardless of
any circu mstances. Even necessary divisions of convenience for
reasons such as lingual or geographical distances can be don e in a spirit
of unity. Unfortunately, “the Western world does not place a high
premiu m on unity. Wherever indiv idualis m reigns supreme, co mmun ity
is easily sacrificed for personal preferences.” 72 Moreover, where
“individualism reigns supreme” in a church environ ment also lacking in
sanctificat ion, the result of conflict or disagreement will frequently be
division. All this is not to say that the desire for unity should result in
an attitude where harmony is sought at any cost, but the church today is
characterized not so much by a desire for harmony as a desire to be
“right,” or doctrinally flawless, or methodologically correct. This was
not the case in the early church, where the desire for unity was so great
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that “conflict led to the consolidation of the Church”73 rather than to its
frag mentation as is so often the case today.
There is no denying that denominationalis m has become the
“organizational form which (Christians) have accepted and assumed.” 74
While the church must accept denominationalism as a reality and try to
work as well as it can within an atmosphere of division, it should also
make an effort to not divide the body of Christ any more than it already
is. Unfortunately, denominationalis m and other forms of division in the
church have become common and even acceptable, wh ich is
unsurprising in a Christian culture dominated by hyper-individualism
and characterized by a deficiency of sanctification.
The Develop ment of Deno minationalis m
Beginning with the Protestant Reformation of the sixteenth
century75 and the sudden absence of the authoritarian Ro man Catholic
Church, Protestant Christians found that they suddenly had the freedom
to divide the church, and divide they did. Four hundred years later, at
the end of the nineteenth century, there were 1,900 Christian
denominations,76 but that was only the beginning. During the twentieth
century, there was an unrestrained outbreak of d ivision, so that by the
end of the century there were more than 33,000 Christian
denominations world wide. 77
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After the Reformat ion, there was a certain amount of division
in the new Protestant churches, often along national lines. 78 This was a
man ifestation of the reality of European state churches. “The
Reformation, whatever else it did or did not do, subjected the Church to
the State…(and made) the leaders in the Church dependent upon the
King.” 79 Thus, European Christians were not free to start a new
denomination because, in general, each nation established a national
church that everyone would join; often the Head of State wa s also the
Head of the national church. In addition to this, few people would have
wanted to start a new denomination because they needed the protection
of a nation—political and sometimes even military protection —fro m
the estranged Roman Catholic Church and the receding Holy Ro man
Emp ire. 80 The Anabaptists were the first significant group to test these
murky waters. They established a group that was not a state church and
taught that Christianity was not a political entity, but existed beyond
national boundaries.81 Unfortunately, their courage and convictions
resulted in little mo re than persecution for many years. 82 Eventually,
though, more and mo re Christian groups began identifying themselves
as distinct from their national churches —the Mennonites, Puritans ,
Baptists, Quakers, and Methodists in England alone. Despite these
small steps toward division, it was in A merica that denominationalism
achieved its greatest success .83
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With the discovery and colonization of the New World, there
began to be the idea of a “free church” which was “free” in the sense
that it was not a state church and individual Christians were given the
right to choose which form of Christianity they would follow. 84
Because of this new freedo m, “the Christianity which developed in the
United States…was unique. It displayed features which marked it as
distinct from previous Christianity in any other land.”85 As various
groups suddenly found themselves competing alongside one another
and, with the state no longer controlling any church by coercive means,
the colonial Christians discovered that they were not only free to exist,
but they could divide and denominate freely with few serious
repercussions.86 They also found that dividing was a lot easier than
resolving difficu lt doctrinal, political, or social conflicts. The freedom
of the free churches ended up being the freedom to divide at will. Thus,
“America was a denominational society before it became a nation.” 87
Denominationalism and Div ision
Niebuhr declared that “denominationalism thus rep resents the
moral failure of Christianity” 88 and that “denominationalis m in the
Christian church is…an unacknowledged hypocrisy.”89 Pannenberg
wrote that “denominations…are out moded remnants of a hopelessly
backward phase of Christian history.”90 These strong statements were
prompted by the church’s blatant disobedience of God’s commands.
God’s desire for unity and against division are clear in the New
Testament. Deno minationalism is div ision and therefore, disobedience.
Somet imes denominational Christians point out that “there are
many good things that churches accomplish by participating in
84
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denominations”91 and will typically list schools, mission agencies,
benevolent organizations, etc. Others explain that denominationalis m is
not really sinful because it “does not necessarily vio late the spiritual
unity of the body of Christ.”92 These proponents of denominationalis m
emphatically say “that the body of Christ is not broken.” 93 Some others
emphasize that “It is union with God that creates the unity of God’s
people.”94 This is all true. The unity of the church, can and should be
“conceived as a unity of spirit and purpose, of devotion to a common
Master, of voluntary co-operation in carrying on His work, and of free
fellowship among all His disciples.” 95 But this argument is also a
rhetorical evasion of the reality of divisions and reveals a characteristic
of human nature. That is, “the human tendency to develop theoretical
views that accommodate or make sense of our own personal
experience.” 96 There certain ly is a great deal of friendship, fellowship,
cooperation, and collaboration between Christians of different
denominations, but that does not excuse the reality of the divisions that
initiate and maintain those denominations. Furthermore, none of the socalled benefits of a denomination (schools, missions, etc.) are activities
that a united church could not also provide.
Some will co rrectly point out that the church must sometimes
be divided for practical reasons . Obviously, all of the Christians in the
world cannot meet together in one place. Even within a single city it
may be imp ractical for all of God’s people to meet together in one
location. Of course they must meet separately. The problem is not that
they congregate in separate locations , the problem is that they
emphasize their separateness —doctrinally, theologically, racially,
etc.—fro m other groups of Christians .
91
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Somet imes the accomplishments of denominations is held up
as proof of their legit imacy, but the fact that God uses denominations to
accomplish his will does not give legit imacy to their creation. The
achievements of denominations merely illustrates the amazing grace of
God—that he uses denominations despite the divisions that initiate and
perpetuate them. “Christendom has often achieved apparent su ccess by
ignoring the precepts of its founder...Denominationalism in the
Christian Church is such an unacknowledged hypocrisy . It is a
compro mise, made far too lightly, between Christianity and the world .
Yet it o ften regards itself as a Christian achievement.” 97 Kik, fo r
example, argues for the benefits of denominationalis m based on the fact
that “some denominations were formed with deep conviction of the
guidance of the Holy Spirit and with a price of suffering and blood.” 98
Certainly, the conviction of godly Ch ristians to leave one group and
start another should not be judged by those who do not know or
understand their circumstances, but to claim the guidance of the Holy
Spirit when establishing a denomination wh ich, by definition 99 is a
division within the body of Christ, is presumptuous. The Holy Spirit
has already given his guidance to God’s people: “Let there be no
divisions among you.”100 Also, to claim that the establishment of a new
denomination is legitimate because the founders “suffered and bled”
proves nothing.101 Kik’s own denomination, the Presbyterian Church,
has split again and again into multip le groups, mostly as the result of
quarrels.102 It may be that some of these divisions were accomplished
97
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through bloodshed and suffering, but that does not legitimize them as
Kik asserts. Furthermore, “the purpose of the Gospel is to bring people
into the church of Jesus Christ—his body. But if that body is split into
many different sects and denominations, then it represents, at best, only
a portion of the will of God …The proclamat ion of the Gospel, apart
fro m the unity of the church, is a theological absurdity.” 103
Once denominations are formed, it is true that they can
accomplish much good and, after a time of consolidation, they usually
see themselves not as the only Christians, but as one group within the
body of Christ, accepting believers in different denominations as
Christian brothers and sisters. However, the creation of a new
denomination, especially if it is the result of conflict, is disobedient to
the clear b iblical co mmands not to divide. Then, once they are
established, most denominations remain div isions within the body of
Christ, even those who do their best to recognize “their responsibility
for the whole of society…(expect ing) to cooperate in freedom and
mutual respect with other denominations.” 104 A denomination, then, is
a group of Christians who have given themselves a distinct name for
the purpose of differentiat ing themselves fro m all other Ch ristians and
submitting to no ecclesial authority beyond their own organizational
hierarchy. Regardless of the clever use of euphemisms and sanguine
descriptions, denominations are, in fact, d ivisions within the body of
Christ.
The twentieth century could be called the “Century of
Denominationalism” in the church, but the twenty-first century may see
Christians choosing a different path. The church statistician, David
Barrett, reports that the biggest shift in Christianity since 1983 “is the
emergence of the 386 million ‘independents’ as the second biggest
category, after the 1 b illion Ro man Catholics…The independents are
forming networks somewhat like trad itional deno minations but style
themselves as ‘post-denominational.” 105 If Christians are beginning to
realize that they can exist as local congregations who cooperate
103
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together in regional collaboration without the necessity of a
denominational structure, it may be that denominations will lose their
dominance and non-denominational Christianity will become the norm.
If this is the case, then the church must also rid itself of the hyperindividualism that has accompanied denominationalism. If the church
moves beyond denominationalis m, it must do so in an attitude of being
a community in a biblical sense, rejecting hyper-individualis m to be
what the Lord desires in his bride: unity as a body, a family, a nation
and a community. The way out of denominationalis m is not
“privatized,” or “patchwork” pluralistic Christianity. The way out of
denominationalism is true, b iblical co mmunity—the church as it was
meant to be.

Div ision and Pentecostalism
The tendency to divide the body of Christ has reached an
embarrassing level in the twenty-first century, and while nearly all of
Christendom is to blame in some way, Pentecostals have contributed
much to the present condition of the church. This is tragic because the
Pentecostal movement began and has been defined as a movement that,
by its nature, ought to bring unity to the church, not division.106 In fact,
“the earliest expectations for the Pentecostal revival were that it had
been sent to bring unity to Christians around the world.” 107 Seymour,
one of the founders of the modern Pentecostal Movement, “in the first
issue of his periodical Apostolic Faith stated that the movement stood
for ‘Christian unity everywhere.’” 108 The e xpectation that Pentecostals
would bring unity to the church makes sense even insofar as Luke, the
New Testament spokesman for Pentecostalism, saw the unity of the
church as one of its most central and basic keystones.109 Certainly, for
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the first Pentecostals, “forming new denominations…was the last thing
on their minds.”110
Despite this commendable attitude at its inception, in the past
century Pentecostals have not only divided repeatedly, their
“missionary programs have perpetuated (those) divisions and spread
them world wide.” 111 It would be appropriate, therefore, if the
Pentecostals not only worked to stop the out-of-control division with in
the church, but would actually return to one of their original tenets,
becoming an agency for unity in the body of Christ. Un fortunately the
early expectation of the Pentecostal founders has gradually given way
to a situation where “most Pentecostal leaders have a limited vision for
the potential benefits that engagement with the larger church might
bring to them.” 112 This attitude is extremely d isappointing because it
indicates a lack of desire to restore unity even in places where it might
be possible.113
Dissention, disunity and the resulting division appears to be
part of human nature. C.S. Lewis understood our contentio us nature:
“When two Christians of different denominations start arguing, it is
usually not long before one asks whether such-and-such a point ‘really
matters’ and the other replies: ‘Matter?
Why, it’s absolutely
essential.’” 114 Pentecostals are not exempt fro m such attitudes and the
division they inevitably cause. In fact, according to Robeck, they excel
at it:
The Pentecostal movement has managed, in just less than a century,
to contribute to nearly as many different divisions as it took the rest
of the church a millennium to produce. By ignoring lessons which
could have been learned from the historic churches, the Pentecostal
movement has not lived up to its potential, nor has it achieved the
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hopes and dreams of its pioneers. Like the Christians it often
criticizes, it has contributed to the fragmentation and pluralization of
the Christian portion of the contemporary global context. 115

Part of this problem is that the century that Robeck is describing —the
twentieth—was a century of unrestrained division in the entire
world wide church. Pentecostalism, being a product of the twentieth
century, could not help but be influenced by the pandemic of division
in the church. This does not excuse the division, but perhaps it shows
that no matter how well-intentioned a group of Christians are at their
beginning, human sinful nature will almost always find a way to cause
discord, conflict and division.
The Church’s Affected Ecclesiology
It is difficult to discuss the ecclesiology of the church, as if
there were only one. In fact, there are many ecclesiologies since each
difference of interpretation or opinion could be classified as a separate
ecclesiology. Obviously, there are different ecclesio logies among
Christians from differing theological backg rounds, so each sect or
denomination has an ecclesiology that is somewhat different than the
others. But even within these divisions, there are different
ecclesiologies—not only differing opinions on theology,116 but there is
also often a gap between theology and practice, between what the
academicians are writ ing and what the local pastors and members are
teaching and doing. Therefore, when discussing ecclesiology, one can
discuss it in terms of either theology or praxis, but frequently these two
cannot be discussed as the same.
In considering the effect of division on ecclesiology, it is
important to note that rarely has any “official” ecclesiology been
affected. Throughout the twentieth century and before, theologians and
writers from various denominations have been decrying division and
denominationalism. It is at the local level that the church’s ecclesiology
has been affected. The evidence for this is more than 38,000
Robeck, “Pentecostals and Ecumenism ,” 340-341.
E.g., Macchia discusses the experience of global Pentecostalism and the
existence, theologically, of “separate Pentecostalisms” because even the most basic
characteristics of Pentecostalism differ in understanding and importance in different parts
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Baptized in the Spirit: A Global Pentecostal Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan,
2006), 33-38.
115
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denominations that exist in the body of Christ today. 117 Obviously,
regardless of the pleas of theologians and biblical scholars for unity,
Christians in local churches and denominations feel free to divide the
body of Christ.
Hyper-ind ividualism in the church contributed to a decrease in
sanctificat ion in the church which, in turn, led to rampant div ision. That
division was opposed to existing ecclesiologies within the body of
Christ and led some Christians to work diligently to halt division and
restore unity.118 Conversely, it also led many Christians to modify their
ecclesiology, allowing for div isiveness and justifying it in books and
literature. 119
God’s people are well aware of bib lical co mmands against
division, wh ich creates a problem. Christians must either ad mit their
guilt in divid ing the body of Christ and be reconciled to those they have
117
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separated fro m, or find some justification or spiritual exp lanation for
their divisions. It can be assumed that there are several subgroups
within the body of Christ in regard to this issue. There are, no doubt,
many Christians who believe that division is wrong. W ithin that group,
there are those who are actively working for unity and those who are
not. There are also many Christians who have worked faithfully to
reconcile split churches and reunite divided denominations.
Unfortunately, there is also a category of believers who are willing to
divide the body of Christ for reasons they consider justified. In order to
find justification for division, their ecclesio logy must be modified so
that it is more important to escape from or expel the perceived wrong
than to remain united.
Regardless of the calls of scholars and theologians to stop
dividing the body of Christ, the rest of the church obviously believes
that division is an acceptable way to resolve conflict. In fact, div ision is
not only acceptable but has been a common method of resolving
conflict since the Reformation. 120 When Christians see conflict as “a
contest or a chance to assert their rights, to control others, or to take
advantage of their situation,” 121 many church and denominational
divisions will naturally occur because both parties are trying to “win.”
Similar div isions will occur when Christians walk away fro m a conflict
rather than try to resolve it. Many of those Christians who lose the fight
120
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or leave for some other reason will naturally start something new—a
new church, a new organization, a new denomination —justifying the
division as the result of circumstances. Despite the fact that it has
become a co mmon method of resolving conflict, few people recognize
that division is not a manner of resolving co nflict, it is a manner of
avoiding conflict. 122 In hindsight, it is easy to see that as
denominationalism grew more and more familiar, it perpetuated itself
by creating an environment that “encouraged Christians to resolve
conflicts by division rather than (by) co mpro mise.” 123
This paper has now come full-circle in describing the
downward spiral that the church is experiencing: The church’s hyperindividualism has led to a decrease of sanctification, which has resulted
in disunity and division. That division influenced the church’s
ecclesiology and encouraged Christians to develop a view of the church
that further sanctions hyper-individualis m, which further erodes
sanctificat ion and results in more division. For more than a century, the
body of Christ has been spiraling downward through this cycle, but
there is a way out. It is possible for the church to reverse this descent,
through the intentional discipleship of believers.

Reversing the Downward Spiral Through Intentional Discipleship
The downward spiral of hyper-ind ividualism, worldliness, and
division is just one of many problems that the church faces today, but it
is a significant one. Fortunately, it is not an insurmountable problem. In
fact, there is a simp le solution—a way to reverse the downward s piral.
Followers of Christ have been “called out of our narrow individual ism
and our small private world …(We must) allo w ourselves to be ‘turned
around’ by the allurement of God and to live for him, as Jesus did.”124
In other words, the way to reverse this downward spiral is simple,
though difficu lt. The reversal will only occur through the intentional
discipleship of God’s people, teaching and training them to live for
Christ, to correct their faulty ecclesiologies and to have a biblical
attitude about unity, holiness and community.
Christian discipleship is ongoing training in christlikeness,
which occurs after the new birth and results in spiritual maturity as
122
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Christians grow in sanctification and in their relationship with Christ.
Due in large part to the prominence of a hyper-individualistic attitude
among Christians and the private faith that it encourages, t he church
today is not adequately discipling its members . The consequences of
this neglect are seen in the downward spiral described in this paper.
The inattention to discipleship has been widely observed by
church leaders. Hull, for example says that discipleship such as the
early church practiced is today “uncommon” at best, but in reality is
“unknown” and that the church’s neglect of the “art of making
disciples” is the reason why “the kingdom of God is not advancing as
planned.”125 Co mpounding this problem is a concern that even where
churches are practicing discipleship in so me fo rm, those programs are
often characterized by a lack of intentionality in their
implementation.126 Recognizing this situation, Wilson gives a long and
detailed evaluation of the church today and warns that “the conditions
that caused the demise of disciple building and lay ministry in (the
early church) are recurring in the modern church and pose the same
threats.”127
Willard expresses the importance of intentionality in
discipleship: it should be “consciously implemented, to bring others to
the point where they are daily learning fro m Jesus how to live their
actual lives as he would live them if he were they.128 Hadidian’s model
of Christian discipleship is a good examp le of intentional
discipleship.129 He co mpares spiritual develop ment with bio logical
parenting and argues that, just as a mother and father nurture their new
baby, mature Christians must deliberately disciple new believers.
Basler agrees: “If we want to be disciplemakers, then we must follow
Jesus’ examp le and intentionally seek out those who are waiting to
grow…we need to be as intentional as mountain climbers are about
reaching the summit.” 130
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Intentional discipleship has the potential to reverse the
downward spiral by countering the errant attitudes and beliefs that led
the church downward in the first place. Willard believes that simple
obedience to the command to Christ’s command to make disciples
would “soon transform everything among professing Christians as we
know them. 131 Intentional discipleship, rooted in biblical teaching, will
lead believers to attitudes and behaviors such as love,132 obedience,133
humility, 134 koinonia,135 community, 136 unity,137 holiness,138 etc., all of
which are values and characteristics of a spiritually mature believer. As
these elements of a disciple’s character are developed, the downward
spiral will naturally be reversed in his or her life. If the whole church
would grow and perfect these characteristics in their lives, the
downward spiral would cease completely. People who claim to be
disciples of Christ but whose lives do not demonstrate these
characteristics in increasing measure are fooling themselves. Disciples
of Christ cannot have an attitude of hyper-individualism when the
Christian life is supposed to be characterized by love, koinonia, and
humility. Disciples should be those who are growing in sanctification
throughout their lifet imes. Division should never be an option for
disciples who are obeying God’s commands and whose lives are
dedicated to the unity of Christ’s body. The problem, therefore, is not
the nature of the church or the nature of a disciple. The downward
spiral has been perpetuated by nothing more than a lack of intentional
discipleship and it can be reversed by nothing less.
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Effectively Discipling Ch ristians
“Luther borrowed fro m St. Bernard of Clairvau x the dictu m
that a Christian is always a beginner.” 139 Thomas Merton spoke of
spiritual growth similarly: “We do not want to be beginners. but let us
be convinced of the fact that we will never be anything else but
beginners all our life.” 140 While understanding their hyperbole, this
author disagrees. The New Testament unmistakably anticipates
spiritual growth for a Christian and, in fact, chastises the Christian who
is still a beginner after many years of being a disciple. 141 John clearly
identifies stages of development as a Christian grows spiritually and
uses language that expects spiritual maturity beyond the level of a
“beginner.” 142 Yancy correctly distinguishes between the “childlike
faith” that Jesus desires of his followers and a “childish faith” that is
nothing more than immaturity. 143 Despite all this, St. Bernard and
Merton express the attitude that discourages many Christians from
exerting the effort required to progress in their faith: “If I am always
going to be a ‘beginner’ no matter how hard I try, then what motivation
do I have to strive toward maturity?” It is difficu lt and discouraging to
work toward any goal that is perceived as unattainable. Salvation is a
clearly delineated event for most Christians. They can recall the
progress they made that led to the mo ment when they received Christ
and became his disciple. But spiritual growth following conversion has
no distinct goal in this lifetime. 144 New believers are encouraged by
word and examp le to “run the race” 145 and even to “finish the race”146
and “win the prize,” 147 but when the fin ish line is in the next world, any
progress at all can be said to be acceptable.
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A significant part of the problem is that growth is encouraged
through church discipleship programs, but the stated goals of such
programs are ambiguous because spiritual maturity is so difficult to
assess. Adsit says that “growth, whether physical or spiritual, is
dynamic.” 148 He then describes a biblical evaluation system for gauging
spiritual development and notes that “by knowing what should
characterize a disciple at each level of growth, we get a better idea of
how we can help that disciple…to ward maturity.” 149
This situation should come as no surprise in our hyperindividualistic Christian world where believers arbitrarily determine
their own spiritual fin ish line and individuals gauge their own progress
toward maturity based on their own personal standards and goals.
“Plenty of people in the church…have made up a ‘Jesus’ for
themselves and have found that this invented character makes few real
demands on them. He makes them feel happy fro m t ime to t ime bu t
doesn’t challenge them.” 150 In other words, when the church is
characterized by privatized Christianity, if individual believers set their
goals low and remain relat ively immature, that is their business alone.
If other believers set their goals high and gain great spiritual maturity,
good for them, but it has nothing to do with a believer who is not
particularly interested in spiritual growth. This is the result when
progress is encouraged by the church but not really expected. “The
reason disciple-making often fails is that we don’t expect it to
reproduce.” 151 Progress is not expected because there are no
consequences for a member who has been saved for many years but is
still spiritually immature. 152 In fact, many such people hold positions of
leadership in the church.153 Despite these significant difficulties, the
church is finding that there is “a renewal of interest in ‘Christian
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spirituality’ amongst Christian believers.” 154 This interest creates an
opportunity for the church to begin discipling its members in earnest.155
Most Christians would agree that “sanctification is both a
completed action in Christ and an ongoing action of God in the life of
believers.”156 If we think of it as “Init ial Sanctificat ion” and “Ongoing
Sanctificat ion,” the “ongoing” part is what is lacking in the church
today. Christians are too easily satisfied by a secular form of
spirituality, so metimes called “counterfeit spirituality.” 157 They have
allo wed as “acceptable” the development of a segregated Christian life
in which spiritual life is separate from “normal” life. This is what
Bulatao calls “split-level Christianity,” 158 in which Christianity and
secularism co-exist within the same person as “two or more thought and-behavior systems which are inconsistent with each other.” 159 For
example , the church frequently teaches people to begin their day with a
time of “personal devotion,” but neglects to train them to live all of
their day in interaction with God. The implication, then, is that as long
as they begin their day with a devotion, the rest of the day can be lived
in a relatively worldly manner and the disciple will likely feel that he is
doing pretty well spiritually. Only after years of split-level living might
they ask, “Why am I not growing in my spiritual life?”
Split-Level Christianity is widespread in the church today due
to our neglect of the min istry of sanctification and the resulting
inattention to the discipleship of our members. Our spiritual
development is not merely one segment of our lives to be developed in
isolation fro m other parts such as our physical, emotional, social,
educational, or moral development. Rather, our spirituality should
Steven L. Porter, “On the Renewal of Interest in the Doctrine of
Sanctification: A Methodological Reminder,” Journal of the Evangelical Theological
Society 45, no. 3 (Sept. 2002): 415-426, 415.
155
The phrase “discipling its members” is, itself, indicative of a problem in the
church. Juan Carlos Ortiz describes his search for the idea of church membership in the
book of Acts: “I didn’t even find the word ‘member.’ But reading the Acts I found
another word that really revolutionized my life and the life of our church. The world was
disciples.” Juan Carlos Ortiz, Call to Discipleship, as told to Jamie Buckingham
(Plainfield, NJ: Logos International, 1975) , 67. Even the common understanding of
Christians as “ members,” when the New T estament understands them as “disciples”
shows a misunderstanding and neglect of the ministry of discipleship.
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affect all of our life development, so that as we develop physically and
emotionally as students, workers, spouses, senior citizens, etc., it is all
done in an integrated way with our spiritual develop ment.
The neglect of Israel in discipling their children during the
period of the Judges resulted in a nation where the chosen people of
God were all but co mpletely secular in their worldview. A similar chain
of events is taking place in the church today as the church neglects the
responsibility of guiding new Christians through their experience of
ongoing sanctification. Christians are not adequately discipling new
believers and are neglecting to train even their o wn children. The Barna
Group, in a 2009 survey, found that although America has “the world’s
largest infrastructure for nurturing human spirituality, co mplete with
hundreds of thousands of houses of worship, thousands of parachurch
organizations and schools, and seemingly unlimited products, res ources
and experts …A new study [shows] there is little progress in helping
people develop spiritually.” 160 This is a regrettable situation for the
church, but again, it is a situation that can easily be reversed. The
church is already well prepared to offer d iscipleship programs. Most
local congregations have teachers, classroom space, even discipleship
materials. All that is necessary is for the discipleship to begin.

Conclusion
Any scenario in which indiv idualis m reaches an extreme in
society will inevitably result in anarchy. As the people of God, we have
a clear warn ing of this in the book of Judges. In Judges 17:6 and 21:25
we are told that the reason for the problems they were facing as a
nation was that “eman did that wh ich was right in his own eyes.”
When they entered the Promised Land, they were truly sanctified as a
nation as seen in their co mmit ment : “We will serve the LORD.”
(Joshua 24:21). As their individualism grew, however, their
sanctificat ion declined. As a result, they stopped serving God and fell
into idolatry and debauchery. Eventually, this resulted in disunity
among the people of God and the tribes went to war with each other. 161

160
N/a, “Many Churchgoers and Faith Leaders Struggle to Define Spiritual
Maturity,” The Barna Group (May 2009). http://www.barna.org/barna-update/article/12faithspirituality/264-many-churchgoers-and-faith-leaders-struggle-to-define-spiritualmaturity?q=spiritual+immaturity (accessed Oct. 1, 2011).
161
E.g., Judges 12:1-7, chapters 20 and 21.

Hong, Reversing A Do wnward Spiral

125

We would be foolish to ignore the parallel that exists today
with the same cycle of increasing individualism resulting in a decrease
of sanctification, which has in turn resulted in division and disunity.
The Israelites never found their way out of this downward spiral wh ich
eventually led to their exile fro m the land that was promised. We shake
our heads at the Israelites and their foolishness, but why can’t we see
that we are also trapped in the same downward spiral? Modifying our
ecclesiology to justify our divisions will only lead us further d own the
spiral. The grease on the downward spiral is the lack of discip leship —
for the Israelites and for us —and intentional discipleship is the way
back to sanctification and unity. The Israelites never found their way
back. Will we?
Ult imately, “The mission of the church on earth is not just to
preach the gospel but to be the living expression of the gospel.” 162 I
believe that the Church is on the brink of a movement of unity that will
heal many wounds and break down many walls. Pentecostals are poised
to be one of the main catalysts for that movement. But something must
be done quickly before our individualistic form of Christianity weakens
the body of Christ any further. Somehow, for the sake of Christ Jesus
our Lord, the division must stop because it goes against the desire of
God and the nature of the church.
The Body of Christ is nothing other than a fellowship of persons. It is
‘the fellowship of Jesus Christ’ or ‘fellowship of the Holy Ghost’
where fellowship or koinonia signifies a common participation, a
togetherness, a community life. The faithful are bound to each other
through their common sharing in Christ and in the Holy Ghost, but
that which they have in common is precisely no ‘thing,’ no ‘it,’ but a
‘he,’ Christ and His Holy Spirit.163

We have, therefore, an unlimited resource to defeat individualism, to
turn around our apathy for sanctification, to stop the division, and to
correct our ecclesiology—the Holy Spirit —and his will is clear: that
we live as a unified commun ity, that we strive for holiness, and that we
make as many disciples as possible until Christ returns.
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