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Doctrine in Fellowship 

Doctrine and fellowship have not gotten along well. In groups where doctrine has become important 

fellowship has broken down; and in groups where fellowship has become important doctrine has broken 

down. I myself, and I think many of you, have been in a position where it seems a choice must be made 

between sticking with what I think is right and sticking with the people I love. 

Perhaps this even goes back to Eden. Adam’s there thinking “I’m not supposed to eat the fruit, I’m 

pretty sure of that, but then Eve did, and nothing bad has happened, and Eve’s a good person, you 

know, and I love her, so I’m sure it worth it.” And if we wanted to turn it around and go after the 

doctrine people, that would be Cain: “Abel says sheep should be sacrificed to God and grain isn’t 

appropriate, but I know I’m right; so that means he is a heretic and I better kill him.” 

Doctrine and fellowship rightly belong together. Doctrine is teaching; the Greek word can be translated 

either way (Greek, didaskalia). Biblically, to teach is an act of love. Doctrine does not replace 

relationship or supersede love (1 Cor. 13:13). But it should not be absent from these, either. 

Rightly used, teaching is a gift of love just like food is. You would not say “Love is more important than 

food; so let us be rid of food.” You also would not say (I hope!) “Food is important, so let us prescribe 

ten essential foods which everyone must eat in our house, and not allow any others!” Finally, you will 

recognize that the value of food as nutrition is an unchanging standard; the forms of presenting it are 

endless, and the present needs vary with circumstances, but the nutritional value of food is not 

intrinsically cultural or personal. 

A wrong view of doctrine underlies the institutional church’s failed use of it: they have tried to build the 

Church with it, as if doctrine were marble, and forgotten that we are the living stone that Jesus places 

together as he chooses (1 Peter 2:5). Paul writes, 

 “Now, therefore, you are no longer strangers and foreigners, but fellow citizens with the saints 

and members of the household of God, having been built on the foundation of the apostles and 

prophets, Jesus Christ Himself being the chief cornerstone, in whom the whole building, being 

fitted together, grows into a holy temple in the Lord” (Eph. 2:19-21 NKJV) 

If we follow Paul’s thought, we should not regard the apostles and prophets as dead writers of dead 

letters. If Jesus is the cornerstone, and he lives, then we all live with him. As he said, God “is not the God 

of the dead, but of the living” (Mark 12:27). The Spirit of God that worked in those apostles and 

prophets is present still in them and in us. To expect the writing of the saints to direct the building of the 

church is to expect the foundation to build the building, rather than the builder. 

This is why right doctrines have done so little good for preserving the church. Some of the doctrines that 

have been propounded by established churches are wrong, of course, but some are right; yet even 

correct doctrine has not produced fruit according to righteousness (James 3:18 NKJV). What can you 

expect when you try to build a house with food? Lists compiled by men of definitive doctrines contradict 

the Biblical teaching that salvation is a matter of trust, not knowledge (Luke 7:50, Acts 16:31). There is 
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not in the New Testament a list of ten essential doctrines. Rather, any commentary about the scripture 

that you find in the scriptures consistently says that all scripture testifies of Christ (1 Peter 1:10-12; John 

5:45-47; 2 Tim. 3:16). Instead of essential doctrines, you find that the essence of all doctrine is Christ. 

Paul testifies of Jesus’ presence in the scripture when he says “All Scripture is God-breathed and is 

useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness” (2 Tim. 3:16). We may have 

gotten a little tired of hearing this from people who think that God breathed his entire self into the 

Scriptures and can’t be found anywhere else. But Paul never meant that. He was reminding us of the 

breath God gave Adam (Gen. 2:7) and also, crucially, of Jesus: when Jesus appeared to the disciples after 

his resurrection and “he breathed on them and said, “Receive the Holy Spirit” (John 20:22 NLT). Paul is 

working from the same understanding of the word of God as John, who says that “In him was life, and 

the life was the light of men” (John 1:4 ESV). 

The failure of doctrine in the institutional church is a second development of what Paul wrote about the 

Mosaic law: “The very commandment that promised life proved to be death to me” (Rom. 7:10 ESV) 

Paul has sometimes been blamed for Christianity as a system, rather than a way of life, but that is like 

blaming Moses for the Pharisees. Paul himself teaches that laws, rules, and systems by themselves bring 

only death. He did not teach Christianity abstracted from Christ, but affirmed that the living spirit of God 

provides of his own will through the scriptures (cf. 1 Peter 1:10-12). 

When people say that sharing Jesus is more important than doctrine they are making an absurd 

distinction. When Jesus met two disciples who knew him in person on the way to Emmaus, he “took 

them through the writings of Moses and all the prophets, explaining from all the Scriptures the things 

concerning himself” (Luke 24:27 NLT; cf. Luke 24:44). In contrast to the institutional church, the 

emergent church often discounts the scriptures claims to focus on the personal Jesus. 

But people who take Jesus without the Bible are no better off than people who take the Bible without 

Jesus, for to both of them Jesus’ warning applies: “It isn’t I who will accuse you before the Father. Moses 

will accuse you! Yes, Moses, in whom you put your hopes. If you really believed Moses, you would 

believe me, because he wrote about me. But since you don’t believe what he wrote, how will you 

believe what I say?” (John 5:45-47 NLT) While some put their hopes in Moses while rejecting Jesus, the 

others who think they are accepting Jesus while rejecting Moses also do not know who it is they are 

dealing with. He testifies of himself that those who do not see him in the scriptures cannot recognize 

him in person either. 

There were many who loved Jesus the healer and provider during his days on earth who did not know 

him. He told them, ““I am the bread of life. Whoever comes to me will never be hungry again. Whoever 

believes in me will never be thirsty. But you haven’t believed in me even though you have seen me” 

(John 6:35-36 NLT). It was not his goodness or his kindness, as they saw it, that they rejected. To speak 

in human terms, they did not reject his love and fellowship, but he rejected theirs. 

Jesus as a person they loved. But he required them to come to terms with a teaching they could not 

comprehend, one which we might say touched on many doctrines as we now describe them. But his 

principle claim was to be himself, directly, the source of life. The people then were not so trite as to be 
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hung up on taking the offer of his flesh literally, though they took up this figure of speech mockingly, to 

deflect his real direction. Whatever exactly Jesus meant by eating him, it was clear that he claimed to be 

able to thereby impart eternal life. 

He brought them a doctrine of life. “Many of his disciples said, ‘This is very hard to understand. How can 

anyone accept it?’” (John 6:60 NLT) And they left him. The church split over doctrine, if I may say it that 

way. When Jesus asked the twelve if they would go, Peter replied “Lord, to whom would we go? You 

have the words that give eternal life.” (John 6:68). Jesus offered him his flesh and Peter accepted his 

teaching. Peter was not always right, of course, but here he does not go beyond what Jesus himself said 

when he rebuked the devil in the wilderness by saying “Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every 

word that proceeds from the mouth of God” (Matthew 4:4 NKJV). Christ himself is that word (John 1:1). 

But if Christ is the true bread from heaven, we would do well to remember how the Israelites came to 

regard their manna. On the first day it was a miracle. After some time in the wilderness, though, they 

complained, saying “We remember the fish we ate in Egypt at no cost—also the cucumbers, melons, 

leeks, onions and garlic. But now we have lost our appetite; we never see anything but this manna!” 

(Num. 11:5-6 NIV) We sometimes fall into thinking that we can recognize true and living teaching by the 

feeling of satisfaction that we get from it. Particularly when we have come out of spiritual bondage that 

nevertheless at least offered more variety, we can despise the life of Christ in the form that God is giving 

it to us.  

The belief that we can detect good teaching by our gladness at hearing it depends upon the 

presumption that we are already perfect and always embrace the truth. The existence of the New 

Testament suggests instead that Christians generally stand in need of further teaching, and that they 

may not always like it. Jesus’ interaction with his disciples bears this out. On the way to Emmaus he 

admonished them, “How foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have 

spoken!” (Luke 24:25 NIV; cf. Mat. 16:4-12, Mark 8:1-18)  

If we expect good teaching to be gentle, patient, and kind according to our sensibilities, we will not be 

able to recognize Jesus speaking when he says to his disciples, “Don’t you know or understand even yet? 

Are your hearts too hard to take it in? ‘You have eyes—can’t you see? You have ears—can’t you hear?’ 

Don’t you remember anything at all?” (Mark 8:17-18 NLT) This is not what we expect “speaking the truth 

in love” (Eph. 4:15 ESV) to sound like. Paul goes even further, writing “You foolish Galatians! Who has 

bewitched you?” (Gal. 3:1 ESV) 

Yet there is love in these words. Paul writes to the same Galatians, “my little children, for whom I am 

again in the anguish of childbirth until Christ is formed in you! I wish I could be present with you now 

and change my tone, for I am perplexed about you” (Gal. 4:19-20 ESV). To the Corinthians he writes, 

after an admonishing first letter,  

“I wrote to you as I did, so that when I do come, I won’t be grieved by the very ones who ought 

to give me the greatest joy. Surely you all know that my joy comes from your being joyful.  I 

wrote that letter in great anguish, with a troubled heart and many tears. I didn’t want to grieve 

you, but I wanted to let you know how much love I have for you.” (2 Cor. 2:3-4) 
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We sometimes style ourselves prophetic because we use harsh language to criticize the people of God, 

but we do not have their spirit unless we are condemning the very ones that we love (cf. Matt. 23:1-37). 

The prophet of God is an intercessor as well as a scourge. Amos cries out to God, “Sovereign LORD, I beg 

you, stop! How can Jacob survive? He is so small!” (Amos 7:5 NIV) Jesus himself, after crying out “You 

snakes! You brood of vipers! How will you escape being condemned to hell?” (Matt. 23:33 NIV) then 

goes on to say “how often I have longed to gather your children together, as a hen gathers her chicks 

under her wings!” (Matt. 23:37 NIV) If God’s people need a scourging, you must share in the suffering. 

True teaching is not an exercise in self-fulfillment. Rather, when Paul is exhorting Timothy to continue in 

his service of teaching, he remarks of himself that he is “being poured out like a drink offering” (2 Tim. 

4:6 NIV). True teaching is sacrifice. One might almost say that a teacher gives his own “flesh and blood” 

for the life of others—though of course it is not himself he is giving, but Christ. The pain is felt 

personally, for Paul compares it to childbirth. 

Since neither the teacher nor the listener will always enjoy right teaching, we may wander in pursuit of 

some pleasanter way to spend time together. But for the writers of the New Testament a lack of good 

teaching is virtually synonymous with bad teaching. It is a though when people are together the 

differences between them are always considered instructive, as an example leading to good or to evil. 

And perhaps the most vehement language in the New Testament is directed against false teachers. Jude 

says they,   

“relying on their dreams, defile the flesh, reject authority, and blaspheme the glorious ones. *…+ 

These people blaspheme all that they do not understand, and they are destroyed by all that 

they, like unreasoning animals, understand instinctively. Woe to them! For they walked in the 

way of Cain and abandoned themselves for the sake of gain to Balaam’s error and perished in 

Korah’s rebellion. These are hidden reefs at your love feasts, as they feast with you without fear, 

shepherds feeding themselves; waterless clouds, swept along by winds; fruitless trees in late 

autumn, twice dead, uprooted; wild waves of the sea, casting up the foam of their own shame; 

wandering stars, for whom the gloom of utter darkness has been reserved forever” (Jude 1:8-13 

ESV) 

Peter says nearly the same thing (2 Peter 2:1-22). John called them “antichrists” (1 John 1:18 ESV). Paul 

says they are “liars” devoted to “deceitful spirits and teachings of demons” (1 Tim. 4:1-2 ESV). In 

another place he says “I wish those who unsettle you would emasculate themselves!” (Gal. 5:12 ESV). 

Jesus called them “snakes” and “vipers” (Matt. 23:33 NIV).  

The intensity of their concern over false teaching does not commend in us any carelessness on the 

matter. On the contrary, the writer of Hebrews expresses frustration at how little regard his audience 

has shown for teaching: 

“There is much more we would like to say about this, but it is difficult to explain, especially since 

you are spiritually dull and don’t seem to listen. You have been believers so long now that you 

ought to be teaching others. Instead, you need someone to teach you again the basic things 

about God’s word. You are like babies who need milk and cannot eat solid food. For someone 
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who lives on milk is still an infant and doesn’t know how to do what is right. Solid food is for 

those who are mature, who through training have the skill to recognize the difference between 

right and wrong” (Heb. 5:11-14 NLT; cf. 1 Cor. 3:1-3) 

The writer suggests that everyone ought to progress into teaching. Elsewhere it is described as a specific 

gift (Eph. 4:11), and James writes “Not many of you should presume to be teachers, my brothers” 

(James 3:1 NIV). But he goes on to say that this is “because you know that we who teach will be judged 

more strictly. We all stumble in many ways. If anyone is never at fault in what he says, he is a perfect 

man, able to keep his whole body in check” (James 3:1-2 NIV).  This makes the pitfall of teaching 

indistinguishable from the pitfall of speaking. In the context of his letter, where he rebuts many false 

expectations, he writes not to prohibit teaching but to dispel the expectation that personal honor can be 

gained from it. One who refrains from teaching in order to remain faultless is concerned about his own 

reputation, and has turned James’ meaning upside down. 

Not everyone is equally gifted in teaching. But as James also says, “My brothers, if one of you should 

wander from the truth and someone should bring him back, remember this: Whoever turns a sinner 

from the error of his way will save him from death and cover over a multitude of sins” (James 5:19-20 

NIV). He excludes no one from his exhortation to help one another. We have a culture where some 

people have an unrestricted right to teach and others are all but prohibited. Teaching needn’t be this 

polarized. If we think of cooking, for example, clearly some cooks are more gifted than others; but that 

should not keep us from feeding the hungry who are with us. 

Teaching should be seen as a mutual sharing from the bounty that God himself supplies. Looking at it 

this way reveals a beautiful set of parallels or complements in the description of the early church, where 

they “devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and 

to prayer” (Acts 2:42 NIV). Fellowship, food, and teaching, while not the same, overflow from the same 

heart of love, reinforcing each other. It is all sharing Christ. 

True doctrine is nothing less. We can share Jesus in more ways than just teaching from the Bible, but we 

should not think we have fulfilled all there is of fellowship without it. The living Jesus claims scripture as 

his own teaching. This bread from heaven will not always be satisfying. Teaching can seem like a 

thankless job, and learning can feel as unloving as discipline. But in all these things remember that the 

revelation of Jesus Christ was not what we expected, nor by what pleased us, but when the time was 

right he made himself known to those who patiently waited on his promise. 

Paraphrasing Hebrews 12, 

 “It is for discipline that you have to endure. God is treating you as sons. *…+ 

 “Therefore lift your drooping hands and strengthen your weak knees, and make straight paths 

for your feet, so that what is lame may not be put out of joint but rather be healed. Strive for 

peace with everyone, and for the holiness without which no one will see the Lord. See to it that 

no one fails to obtain the grace of God; that no "root of bitterness" springs up and causes 

trouble *…+.   
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“For you have not come to what may be touched, a blazing fire and darkness and gloom and a 

tempest and the sound of a trumpet and a voice whose words made the hearers beg that no 

further messages be spoken to them. *…+ But you have come to Mount Zion and to the city of 

the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem, and to innumerable angels in festal gathering, and to the 

assembly of the firstborn who are enrolled in heaven, and to God, the judge of all, and to the 

spirits of the righteous made perfect, and to Jesus, the mediator of a new covenant, and to the 

sprinkled blood that speaks a better word than the blood of Abel.  

 “See that you do not refuse him who is speaking. For if they did not escape when they refused 

him who warned them on earth, much less will we escape if we reject him who warns from 

heaven. *…+Therefore let us be grateful for receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken, and thus 

let us offer to God acceptable worship, with reverence and awe, for our God is a consuming 

fire.” 

 

* * * 

 

Flood Lust 

The subsistence of things unseen 

Affords no indulgence. 

It is sufficient for this day 

but the next, we bow and scrape again. 

At night it turns to worm. 

Take me back to my satisfaction in bondage. 
 


