The Snare of Ecumenicalism
Adapted from an outline by Elder Mark W. Fenison
2Peter 2:1  But there were false prophets also among the people, even as there shall be false teachers among you, who privily shall bring in damnable heresies, even denying the Lord that bought them, and bring upon themselves swift destruction. 

2Peter 2:2  And many shall follow their pernicious ways; by reason of whom the way of truth shall be evil spoken of. 

2Peter 2:3  And through covetousness shall they with feigned words make merchandise of you: whose judgment now of a long time lingereth not, and their damnation slumbereth not. 

In the remaining years of this earth before Christ appears in the heavens the movement by religion toward a unified body of religious practice and cooperation is going to continue at a rapid pace.  Across the world there is a massive and concerted effort to unite all religions.  It will be accomplished.  So-called Christian religions will be at the forefront in these efforts, helped along by some misbegotten notion that a global unity in religion is more important than anything else.  Those who want to see a one world religion will sacrifice e everything else to make it happen.  This movement is gaining ground every day.  True believers who hope to have any defense against what is going to be a tsunami sized influence to unify all religions will need to be well armed with the truth and understand why they cannot give up their faithfulness to the principles of Jesus Christ, regardless of the pressures.  
I want us to spend some time studying ecumenicalism,  its threat, how it can creep into a church and take it over, and what we need to do to safeguard against it.   

Defining Ecumenicalism:  The online dictionary defines "ecumenical" as 
          1. Of or relating to the worldwide Christian church.
         2. Concerned with establishing or promoting unity among churches or religions."  
 It is entering into a "working unity" with unauthorized religious institutions or entities in order to carry out and administer any part of Great Commission responsibilities.
Legalism versus Lawlessness: In the liberal world of politics, if you disagree with the policies of the current president, you are called a "racist" and often in the religious world if you disagree with liberal beliefs and practices you may be called a "legalist." The intent of such a charge is to silence and smear the person being called those names. The dictionary defines  "legalist," as well as "legalism," to be:
      1. Strict, literal adherence to the law or to a particular code, as of religion or morality.
     2. A legal word, expression, or rule.
 
Neither of these terms can be found in the Scriptures. However, the idea behind these terms can be found in the Scriptures in both a positive as well as a negative sense. First, let us consider the positive sense.  The word "legalists" is derived from the word "legal." To be "legal" means to be LAWFUL.  What is the opposite of "lawful"?  The opposite of "lawful" is "unlawful" or lawlessness.   In fact, "the keys" given to the church (Mt. 18:17-18) are given to "bind" and to "loose" which according to Jewish usage,  actually mean to declare what is "lawful" or "unlawful" or scriptural and unscriptural.  Hence, the authorized job of the church is to declare/define what is legal or binding and thus what is mandatory or commanded by God.  Jesus expressed the positive sense of these terms when he said:
Whosoever therefore shall break one of these least commandments, and shall teach men so, he shall be called the least in the kingdom of heaven: but whosoever shall do and teach them, the same shall be called great in the kingdom of heaven. – Mt. 5:19
 However, there are proper applications of the terms "legalists" and "legalism" in a negative sense.  First, "legalist" may be properly applied to describe any person who attempts to usurp the Person and work of the Holy Spirit in the life of another person.  It is the attempt to bring about change in people by the force of your own personality and arguments.  It is applying external pressure to force an internal change of belief followed by an external conformation to the will of some other person. It is usurping the position of the Holy Spirit to effect the change of will within a person as well as usurping the liberty of that person to respond freely due to that change of will wrought in them by The Holy Spirit. 
    The term "legalism" may also refer to any kind of external method of pressure to effect internal change and conformation to the will of another human or it may be used to describe a belief system that demands that external works are essential to effect internal changes as well as to obtain justification before God. Both are external approaches by men to obtain what they believe will please God.  However, the Biblical method is changing the inside (transformation) in order to effect change on the outside (conformation). This can only be implemented by God alone as only God can change the inside of a person.
 RACE CARD USE OF THE TERMS LEGALISTIC OR LEGALISM:    However, it is common, but improper to use "legalism" or "legalist" as terms of reproach just as modern politicians use the term "racist" in order to silence or smear someone who teaches things from God's Word that are offensive and contrary to one's chosen lifestyle or desires. As long as a Preacher or church teaches practical holiness BROADLY and GENERALLY  there is no offence. However, when you give explicit and particular APPLICATIONS of holiness to the lifestyle and personal choices then it is offensive and the reaction is to claim this is "meddling" or "legalism"  in order to justify continuance in ungodly desires and practices.
    For example, the Bible clearly teaches that women are to wear "modest apparel" (1 Tim. 2:9) and the Bible provides clear and easy Biblical principles as well as illustrations to know exactly what that means. The bottom line is that "modest" apparel is the proper arrangement  (Gr. Kosmos – orderly arrangement) of clothing that will conceal rather than reveal those body parts that tempt men to commit fornication.  Modest clothing makes a statement of "godliness" ("professing godliness") in contrast to the fashions of this world. However, if any preacher or teacher dare share those principles they are immediately classified as a "legalist" and what they teach is called "legalism."  Why?  This kind of Biblical application would cause inconveniences and dares to challenge the ungodly "lifestyle" choices by modern women and thus prove offensive to them.
     While it may be true that a person who is teaching the truth may have a "legalistic" attitude, meaning, they are teaching the truth but using personal pressure to obtain conformity, it does not follow that what they are teaching is "legalism." Remember, legalism refers to either the external methods of pressure used to force a person to conform to the will of another or to a belief system that demands that external works are essential to effect internal changes as well as to obtain justification before God. Both are external approaches by men to obtain what they believe will please God.  
Significantly, one cannot properly be called a "legalist" simply because they present the truth in a powerful and convincing manner but yet leave any change in the hearer to the power of the Holy Spirit. The natural pressure of a powerful and convincing presentation of truth is not legalistic. Only when no opportunity is allowed for the Holy Spirit to effect change in the hearer can the charge of "legalist" be properly applied. Only when someone teaches that external actions are necessary to make you internally a righteous person can a doctrine be called legalism.
Individual liberty: How much liberty do individuals have regarding their interaction with other religious institutions such as other denominations and their religious organizations?  

As individuals you have the right to read, listen, view, attend anything that is directed or sponsored by anyone you wish. You have the individual right to attend seminars, camps, etc., of your choice. It should be obvious that what you freely choose to digest through your ears and eyes or by your presence may not be in your own best interest or the interest of your family and especially not in the best interest of your Savior. It may be even destructive and may lead yourself or others to wrong beliefs and practices. Therefore prudence and wisdom ought to be exercised in your right of free choice as we are not to use our liberty for lawlessness. When your free choice produces practices and beliefs that openly conflict with the Scriptures, then it becomes a concern of your church and fellow church members and may call for loving reproof and rebuke or even may ultimately call for church discipline if it becomes a leavening INFLUENCE within your own life or the life of the church.
 Individual Restrictivism:  How much restriction should a person put on themselves, and how should a church respond to a person’s level of self-restriction?  

As individual members of the churches of Christ, we are not free to practice sin or embrace false doctrine without consequences. Your practice and your beliefs affect more than just yourself. You are a public representative of Christ and His churches and you are held accountable for your beliefs and behavior by Christ and His churches. Indeed, corrective rebuke and reproof are church obligations toward members whose lifestyle choices and beliefs oppose that of Christ and His churches. Although you are perfectly free to choose lifestyles and doctrines that oppose God's Word; the church is also perfectly free to rebuke and reprove you for such and if necessary place you under church discipline for such until you freely choose to repent and return  to the truth.
Institutional Liberty:  How far can a church go in cooperation with other religious institutions and still stay faithful to its calling an the guidance given to it by the Lord?  

The church is a divine institution. As a church we are free to cooperate together with other Christians inside or outside other denominations in regard to social and political functions. For example, we may work together to promote righteous and holy political laws as concerned citizens (laws that support marriage, laws that deny abortion, homosexuality, etc.). For example, we may involve ourselves in social activities such as "Christian" sports, fund raising for special community needs (poor families, special care, etc.) and other humanitarian projects.  For example, we may choose as a church to encourage our members to attend conferences where science and other social issues are presented in keeping with our Biblical views. 
Institutional Restrictivism:  How much should a church restrict its interaction in order not to actually be guilty of ecumenicalism?

The Bible does not give the church of Jesus Christ the right to do or encourage anything which invalidates or compromises its own purpose for existence. Christ built and designed and authorized the church alone to administer all aspects of the Great Commission – including "teaching them to observe all things whatsoever I have commanded you." We have no Biblical right or authority to place the church (membership) or any part of the membership under the authority/direction/leadership of any unauthorized institution or entity or "brother" for the administration of any part of the Great Commission. Public worship and discipleship of its membership are the purpose for its existence and sole prerogatives and responsibility of the house of God.  This institutional restriction needs to be studied carefully, and we as a church need to be able to know where to draw the line on what we will allow ourselves to do in cooperation with other religious institutions, charitable organizations, or secular humanitarian causes or institutions.  Making these distinctions is critically important, and because too many people see too many “gray areas” in attempts to get involved in such things, it often becomes easier to just exclude taking any action where it appears that there might be compromise.  This can, however, become a cop-out and hinder what good a church might be able to do in a community.  
"But if I tarry long, that thou mayest know how thou oughtest to behave thyself in the house of God, which is the church of the living God, the pillar and ground of the truth." 1 Tim. 3:15
"But unto the place which the LORD your God shall choose out of all your tribes to put his name there, even unto his habitation  [Biblical synonym for the "house of God"] shall ye seek, and thither thou shalt come: 6  And thither ye shall bring your burnt offerings, and your sacrifices, and your tithes, and heave offerings of your hand, and your vows, and your freewill offerings, and the firstlings of your herds and of your flocks. 7  And there ye shall eat before the LORD your God, and ye shall rejoice in all that ye put your hand unto, ye and your households, wherein the LORD thy God hath blessed thee. 8  Ye shall not do after all the things that we do here this day, every man whatsoever is right in his own eyes……11  Then there shall be a place which the LORD your God shall choose to cause his name to dwell there; thither shall ye bring all that I command you; your burnt offerings, and your sacrifices, your tithes, and the heave offering of your hand, and all your choice vows which ye vow unto the LORD:…..13  Take heed to thyself that thou offer not thy burnt offerings in every place that thou seest: 14  But in the place which the LORD shall choose in one of thy tribes, there thou shalt offer thy burnt offerings, and there thou shalt do all that I command thee……17  Thou mayest not eat within thy gates the tithe of thy corn, or of thy wine, or of thy oil, or the firstlings of thy herds or of thy flock, nor any of thy vows which thou vowest, nor thy freewill offerings, or heave offering of thine hand: 18  But thou must eat them before the LORD thy God in the place which the LORD thy God shall choose, thou, and thy son, and thy daughter, and thy manservant, and thy maidservant, and the Levite that is within thy gates: and thou shalt rejoice before the LORD thy God in all that thou puttest thine hands unto……..26  Only thy holy things which thou hast, and thy vows, thou shalt take, and go unto the place which the LORD shall choose: 27  And thou shalt offer thy burnt offerings, the flesh and the blood, upon the altar of the LORD thy God: and the blood of thy sacrifices shall be poured out upon the altar of the LORD thy God, and thou shalt eat the flesh. 28  Observe and hear all these words which I command thee, that it may go well with thee, and with thy children after thee for ever, when thou doest that which is good and right in the sight of the LORD thy God…….32  What thing soever I command you, observe to do it: thou shalt not add thereto, nor diminish from it. – Deut. 12
"Go ye therefore and teach all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Teaching them to observe all things whatsoever I have commanded you, and, lo, I am with you always, even unto the end of the world. Amen" – Mt. 28:19-20
      We are explicitly and clearly commanded not to support, promote or sponsor any "brother" who we would regard "disorderly" in reference to apostolic doctrine and practice but rather to "withdraw" from  such. 
"Now we command you, brethren, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that ye withdraw yourselves from every brother that walketh disorderly, and not after the tradition which he received of us." – 2 Thes. 3:6
    The "tradition" in the above text has reference to more than mere salvation truths. It has reference to more than a "brother" who merely refuses to work in order to provide the needs of the family (2 Thes. 3:11).  It has reference to any "brother" who is walking disorderly in regard to ANY EXPLICIT APOSTOLIC TEACHING handed down to the churches.
“Therefore, brethren, stand fast, and hold the traditions which ye have been taught, whether by word, or our epistle." – 2 Thes. 2:15
Nowhere in the Scriptures can you find any other institution or entity assuming the Great Commission role or partaking jointly in that responsibility with, or in behalf of, the churches of Christ.  Nowhere in Scriptures can you find the churches of Christ supporting the use of such means or using such a "brother" existing outside New Testament Churches. Indeed, it is condemned by the Scriptures (2 Thes. 3:6 "withdraw yourselves").  The church has no biblical right to promote, sponsor, support or send its membership or any part thereof,  to receive BIBLICAL TEACHING  UNDER THE AUTHORITY and DIRECTION of false churches or para-church organizations or free lance persons where such a "brother" is in charge. The church is the only institution authorized to administer the ordinances.  The church is the only institution authorized by Christ to teach its members how to observe ALL things whatsoever Christ commanded. The Church is the only institution authorized by Christ to DISCIPLE its members.  
REASONS FOR THIS ECCLESIASTICAL RESTRICTIVENESS: What are the reasons that we are to restrict the scope of our cooperation and association with non-biblical churches?

Christ designed, designated and authorized only His church to administer the Great Commission responsibilities to its membership.  There is no Biblical precept or example of any other kind of institution or "brother" outside New Testament churches that are authorized or approved to disciple or teach the membership how to observe all things Christ commanded. The Bible clearly commands the churches to "withdraw" from every "brother" who "walketh disorderly, and not after the tradition which he received of us" (2 Thes. 3:6; Acts 20:29-30; Deut 12).   This command refers to all brethren outside of New Testament churches. When we encourage or send our membership to such unauthorized institutions or entities for the purposes of discipleship training, we:
1.      Usurp the authority that Christ placed in the Church alone to administer these things to the membership.
2.      Send a clear message to our members and children as well as to the target institutions and para-church entities that we no longer believe they are unauthorized, unbiblical, detrimental and false churches but rather BIBLICAL MEANS to obtain Great Commission ends.
3.      Lead them into open disobedience to the scriptures (2 Thes. 2:15;3:6) which explicitly command us to "withdraw" from such a "brother" rather than send our people to such.
4.      Bond our members to that institution and teacher(s) submitting them to their authority and leadership thus planting the very seed of apostasy in their minds for later departure to such institutions.
5.      (For all practical purposes) (we) reject "church truth" as a matter of practice.
6.      Take the first step toward apostasy which will be gradually followed by successive steps such as:
a.      Discourage Sunday School teachers and Pulpit from speaking negatively about the reality of false churches and their characteristics
b.      Denying Sunday School teachers and the Pulpit to speak negatively about the reality of false churches, ministries and their characteristics
c.       To invite "gifted" speakers of such institutions into our church to speak on selected topics.
d.      To  embrace the universal invisible church theory 
e.      To embrace open communion
f.        To embrace open baptism
7.      Transformation from the "chaste virgin" to a polluted compromising "harlot" – 2 Cor. 11:2; Rev. 18:4
THE PROPER BIBLICAL ORDER AND APPROACH:   How do we actually conduct ourselves as a church in avoiding ecumenicalism, and making sure that the great commission charge given to us by Christ?  

All the Great Commission duties and responsibilities should be administered by the authority and under the direction of the churches of Jesus Christ.  We should first seek from within our own membership both the "gifted" leadership and materials to administer the Great Commission practice of discipleship. Second, If we cannot find a suitable "gifted" person within to teach a particular subject of discipline, then we should seek it from other churches of like faith and order. Third, if we cannot find it within churches of like faith and order, then we should obtain suitable materials (video's, cassettes, books, materials consistent with our doctrine and practice) that we can administer under the authority of our own spiritual leadership and gifted members.  Fourth, if we cannot find it there, then we should pray that the Lord raises up what we need from within that which Jesus authorized to administer and provide such things. We should NEVER send out our people unto those the Bible clearly condemns and commands us to "withdraw" from. To do contrariwise is to disobey explicit scripture and invite the influence of "leaven" into our membership as a church.
ADDRESSING THE CLAIM THAT THERE ARE GIFTED NON-CHURCH BRETHEN: To argue that there are others outside "like faith and order" that are more gifted in such matters and therefore we should send our members to their services or conferences is an argument that will ultimately destroy any true church if consistently applied to every subject or "gifted" area of service. For example, if another church provides more services by better "gifted" leaders than at your church then the same rule of thumb would dictate you remove yourself from our church to that church.  
For example, there are those more "gifted" in preaching (e.g. Apollos – Acts 18) outside our churches.  If so, then the same rule of thumb would lead one to show up every Sunday at their service because they are a more gifted speaker than your Pastor?????  This argument not only reverses the true Biblical emphasis but causes the church to disobey explicit Biblical teaching. 
The Bible places more emphasis upon truth than gifts or ability (I Cor. 3:1-4; 12:28). 
1Co 3:1  And I, brethren, could not speak unto you as unto spiritual, but as unto carnal, even as unto babes in Christ. 

1Co 3:2  I have fed you with milk, and not with meat: for hitherto ye were not able to bear it, neither yet now are ye able. 

1Co 3:3  For ye are yet carnal: for whereas there is among you envying, and strife, and divisions, are ye not carnal, and walk as men? 

1Co 3:4  For while one saith, I am of Paul; and another, I am of Apollos; are ye not carnal? 

The Bible places more emphasis upon like faith and order (Acts 20:29-30; 2 Thes. 2:15; 3:6; Jude 3; 1 Tim. 4:1) than on gifts or ability by brethren who reject like faith and order.  
Acts 20:29  For I know this, that after my departing shall grievous wolves enter in among you, not sparing the flock. 

Acts 20:30  Also of your own selves shall men arise, speaking perverse things, to draw away disciples after them. 

2Th 2:15  Therefore, brethren, stand fast, and hold the traditions which ye have been taught, whether by word, or our epistle. 

2Th 3:6  Now we command you, brethren, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that ye withdraw yourselves from every brother that walketh disorderly, and not after the tradition which he received of us. 

OBJECTIONS:
1.      If we take this "church" policy to its logical end we would not read books by other Christians, listen to the Christian radio or watch Christian broadcasts on TV?
ANSWER: This confuses "church" policy with "personal" policies. Personally you are free to read, listen, go anywhere you like as long as your freedom does not produce lawlessness in your doctrine and practice or cause division in the church.
2.      This would restrict our church fellowship and discipleship training within the boundaries of churches of like faith and order and there are no such churches that are close at hand!
ANSWER: That is exactly what you find in the scriptures and there are always some problems that accompany Biblical "separation" practices regardless of what those practices may be.  There are major church conferences within driving distance several times during the year. We could attend four or five per year if we really wanted to. We could have fellowship with other women and men and children at these conferences several times a year.
3.      I don't want our church to restrict itself to "like faith and order" in regard to administering all aspects of the Great Commission?
      ANSWER:  Please find in the Bible any other entity that this authority and responsibility was given to by Christ? Please find in the Bible any other entity that you are to submit to in order to receive this kind of discipleship training? What authority or right do you have to direct church members to some other means to be discipled?
 4.      If we teach the truth while allowing or encouraging our people to use such ecumenical institutions for church and personal discipleship, we will only lose those who would leave anyway while those grounded in the truth will stay.
    ANSWER: This is "worldly" wisdom that openly repudiates what Scriptures clearly teach. The scriptures clearly teach to "withdraw" from such brethren and openly "mark" false teachers (2 Thes. 3:6; Rom. 16:17).  
5. We should not openly and publicly condemn other denominations and their leadership as false churches or false teachers in our Sunday school or pulpit. Let us simply teach the truth and that is sufficient to expose them because to do otherwise just drives people away from our services
      ANSWER: You cannot positively teach church truth without at the same time condemning all other denominations as false churches at least by necessary inference. This truth is automatically offensive to most.  Jesus openly pointed out and condemned false denominations (Pharisees, Sadducees, Herodians, etc.). Many times the Apostles in public epistles named brethren who were led astray and leading others astray and publicly warned their readers to beware of such. The Scriptures explicitly command us to "mark" such in order that God's people are not led astray. Of course this should never be done in a hateful spirit but always in a real concern for your flock and in defense of the truth – "Beware of false prophets….ye shall know them by their fruits" (Mt. 7:15, 20).  "Beware of the leaven of the Pharisees." This is "worldly" wisdom that is more concerned about losing numbers and popularity than warning the weak and obeying the Word of God.  
SIGNS OF THE SPIRIT OF ECUMENICALISM: When a church or its leadership come to the point they have absolutely no desire to FIRST seek such services from within their own church or sister churches, the spirit of apostasy is already present and leading the church. If their immediate response is rebellion against the Biblical restrictions and insist they need  "fellowship"  through participation in activities that bring them under the authority/direction/leadership of institutions Jesus never authorized, never established or never approved to provide such services, then you have full blown ecumenicalism attempting to GUIDE the church into apostasy. They have in all practical purposes rejected church truth regardless if they give mental consent to it.  
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