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Origins of 

Denominatinalism



  When we think of the origins of denominationalism, we 
typically think of the protestant (aka – reformation) 
movement with men like Martin Luther,  John Calvin, 
John Knox, Huldrych Zwingli, etc.  

  Most of these, with good intentions, saw serious errors 
and corruption in “the church” and sought to reform 
(rather than restore) it. 

  It is the work of such men that explains the 
denominational makeup we see today.



  BUT the foundation of denominationalism goes 

back much further.  The “seeds” of many concepts 

that lead to denominationalism can be found in 

scriptural examples.  

  In this lesson, we want to notice some of these 

“seeds”.  



Why is Denominationalism a concern?

  Denominationalism is the belief, that with the 
exception of a few core values (which man 
determines?) we can disagree on various issues of 
worship, organization and doctrine, without affecting 
fellowship with God and with one another.

  “The existence of separate and distinct 
organizational branches within a broader tradition” 
(Bible Hub)



Why is Denominationalism a concern?

  Denominationalism is based on the belief that 

doctrinal division is acceptable. 

 1 Corinthians 1:10-13

 Ephesians 4:1-6

  It implies (while acknowledging the inerrancy of 

scripture) that we cannot understand the Bible alike. 

Ephesians 5:17, 1 Corinthians 14:33



Why is Denominationalism a concern?

  “Attend the church of your choice” softens the 

demand that we study God’s word to determine His 

pattern – 2 Timothy 2:15

  You can CHOOSE how to worship and serve God 

based upon YOUR preferences – 

Galatians 1:6-9



Why is Denominationalism a concern?

  IT redefines Biblical unity concerning doctrine – 
1 Corinthians 4:17, John 17:20-21

  It redefines the UNITY of the church as described 
in the New Testament
1 Corinthians 4:17

  More could be said, but our focus is on some 
“fathers” of denominational concepts



Some “fathers” of denominational thought

Cain – changing God’s pattern with his own

  Genesis 4:3-8 – sacrifices were offered.  God 
accepted Abel’s and rejected Cain’s.  Cain kills Abel.

  Somehow, Cain did what he wanted in contrast to 
God’s instructions.   Romans 1:25 – like men 
who worship and serve the creature rather than the 
Creator.



Some “fathers” of denominational thought

Cain – changing God’s pattern with his own

  We do not know his motives – but 1 John 3:10-12 
describe his works as evil (contrasted with Abel)

Jude 11 (& 8) – false teachers reject authority, defile 
the flesh and speak evil of dignitaries.

A distinguishing quality of denominations is how they 
conduct their worship.  Worship is treated as personal 
choice over God’s pattern.  John 4:24



Some “fathers” of denominational thought

Israel – demanding a king

  1 Samuel 8:4-5, 19-20 – a desire to be “like all the 
nations”  Vs. 7 – God noted it was Him they were rejecting

  Often today, many denominations look to society and seek 
ways to better assimilate (and make the gospel more 
“appealing”) and will compromise God’s pattern.

  They see success in the megachurches and seek to emulate 
their ways – which almost always involves compromise and 
silence.



Some “fathers” of denominational thought

Israel – demanding a king

 Revelation 2:12-17 – Pergamos, were silent to 

those holding to errors (doctrinal and moral).

 1 Peter 4:3-5, 2:9 – we are to be different; 

Romans 12:2 – not to conform to this world.



Some “fathers” of denominational thought

Solomon – worldly influences prompted apostasy

  1 Kings 3:9 – he began with humility and godliness.   
Asked for wisdom. 

  1 Kings 11:3-8 - But later in life, he loved women and 
married 700, plus 300 concubines (most were likely alliances).   
They turned his heart away from YHWH and provoked Him 
to anger.

  God rejected him and as a result of his choices, the kingdom 
of Israel was divided.



Some “fathers” of denominational thought

Solomon – worldly influences prompted apostasy

  Today, not only have many churches watered down the gospel, some 
are openly defending explicitly condemned moral sins – MDR, 
homosexuality, cohabitation, gambling, etc. 

  Revelation 2:18-29 – Thyatira, not only had immorality in their 
midst, they allowed it to be taught. 

  We are to AVOID evil influences – 2 Corinthians 6:14-17, 
Ephesians 5:11

 1 Corinthians 5:1-11 – Paul explicitly addressed and condemned 
this at Corinth.



Some “fathers” of denominational thought

Jeroboam – creating a religion of convenience

  After Solomon died, the kingdom divided (Rehoboam vs. 
Jeroboam)

  1 Kings 12:25-33 – Jeroboam, concerned about being 
rejected, erected 2 idols and a priesthood for Israel to REPLACE 
the true worship God demanded in Jerusalem.  It was a downfall 
of northern Israel throughout their history. 

 His “religion” was based upon a failure to trust God and appeals 
to worldly preservation.   There were also similarities to the true 
pattern God had given.



Some “fathers” of denominational thought

Jeroboam – creating a religion of convenience

  Today, most denominations, while appealing to what man 
wants, will include elements SIMILAR to the true pattern, 
but DIFFERENT. 

  “Church” is about entertainment, casualness, social reform, 
etc. taking priority OVER God’s intended purpose.

Matthew 15:1-9 – Jesus challenged the traditions of the 
Jews that had replaced and modified God’s true pattern



Some “fathers” of denominational thought

Judaizing teachers

  A focus in the NT.  As Gentiles were converted (Acts 8:1-4, ch. 
10, etc.,  some Jewish believers demanded that Gentiles conform to 
parts of the Law of Moses – circumcision, dietary rules, etc. 

  This caused a rift among brethren.  Acts 15 records a discussion to 
determine what God actually wanted.  The conclusion was – Gentiles 
do NOT have to convert to Judaism.  This is a focus of much of the NT.  

 NOTE:  The sectarianism was UNACCEPTABLE!  Christ only has ONE 
church – Ephesians 1:22-23

 This illustrates how God intends for us to be united doctrinally.



Some “fathers” of denominational thought

The Corinthians

  Corinth was a “church of God” (1 Cor. 1:2).   Yet, the 
problems within are closest in some ways to what we see in 
denominationalism

 1 Corinthians 1:10-13 – they had divided into parties (while 
professing to follow Christ).  

  Their division was clearly and strongly condemned throughout 
the letters.  1 Cor. 3:1-4 – they were described as carnal and 
childish.  The needed unity was described in 1 Corinthians 
12:12-27 and they were to function as a body.



Some “fathers” of denominational thought

The Corinthians

  Denominationalism by its very nature promotes and/or 
tolerates the party spirit.  
 While professing unity, many choose which “church” to be part 
of based upon personal preference rather than God’s 
preference.

  At times, these personal choices clash, but they are still 
dismissed as inconsequential.

 This is NOT what God desires.  

 And it DOES harm the cause of Christ.



Concluding thoughts:

The point of this lesson is that when man seeks his will 

over what God has specified, it will lead to new and 

FALSE religions.

  Often we find the attitudes discussed in this lesson 

within the denominational world today.

  It is based on man’s theories and desires, over “thus 

says the Lord.”



Concluding thoughts:

  What is the solution? 

  That we open our Bibles and work to find the ONE 
pattern He has given us to follow.  

  Jeremiah 6:16, Thus says the LORD: “Stand in the ways and 
see, And ask for the old paths, where the good way is, And walk 
in it;  Then you will find rest for your souls. But they said, ‘We will 
not walk in it.’

  We will ONLY achieve the unity God desires by returning 
to the original blueprint – HIS blueprint!



Whose pattern are you following?



Let us pray!
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