“There is perhaps nothing worse than reaching the top of the ladder
and discovering that you’re on the wrong wall.”
—JOSEPH CAMPBELL, TWENTIETH-CENTURY AMERICAN WRITER

WE ARE LIVING IN THE MIDST of a silent revolution of faith.
Millions of Christians throughout the world are leaving
the old, accepted ways of “doing church” for even older
approaches. Those older approaches are rooted in the Holy
Scriptures and the eternal principles of the living God. Consequently, the motivation for this transition from the old to
the older is not simply to get us in touch with our history or
to reclaim our roots. It is borne out of a desire to return to
our Lord with authenticity and fullness. It is a thrust to bond
with Him through the Word of God, the Kingdom of God,
and the Spirit of God.
The heart of the Revolutionaries is not in question.
There is ample research to show that they are seeking more
of God. They have a passion to be faithful to His Word and
to be more in tune with His leading. They ardently want
their relationship with the Lord to be their top priority in
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life. They are tired of the institutions, denominations, and routines
getting in the way of a resonant connection with Him. They are worn
out on the endless programs that fail to facilitate transformation.
They are weary of being sent off to complete assignments, memorize
facts and passages, and engage in simplistic practices that do not draw
them into God’s presence.
These are people who have experienced the initial realities of a
genuine connection with God. They can no longer endure the spiritual
teasing offered by churches and other well-intentioned ministries.
God is waiting for them. They want Him. No more excuses.
But this revolution of faith is challenged. Those involved know
what they are shifting from—lifeless, institutional forms of faith to
breakthrough. But what are they shifting to? House churches, marketplace ministries, cyberchurches, independent communitywide worship gatherings, intentional communities. These forms of church are
all intriguing, but do they really represent a meaningful step toward
God’s highest purpose? Or are they just the same stuff presented in a
different setting? Are they developing the same roles, but attaching
new titles adopted by different role players? Are we living in a culture that is so infatuated with change that we have forgotten that the
church is about transformation, not mere change?
As we grapple with such issues, there is much to be learned from
the history of God’s people. Followers of Christ appreciate the stories
God has given us in His Word. We discover much about God, life,
culture, and even ourselves by following the journey of God’s people
in both the Old and New Testaments. Consider how much we learn
from Moses and the Israelites’ pursuit of the Promised Land. Or the
hard-won insights of David’s rise from lowly shepherd boy to king of
Israel. Or the plight of Jesus’ disciples as they left their craft to follow
the Lord before meeting with martyrdom. In the same way, much can
be gleaned from the efforts of the earliest Christians—our physical
and spiritual ancestors—as they sought to be the genuine church that
Christ purchased with His blood.
But what do modern and postmodern Christians know about the
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history of the church that would help to shape present-day attempts
at honoring God and being the church? Precious little, it turns out.
And therein lies a significant problem. Historians have long held that
if we do not remember the past, we are doomed to repeat it. There is
ample evidence to support that warning. Yet we often persist in our
well-intentioned but ignorant efforts to refine life.
The recent story of the Christian church in America is a great
example of this. The major changes in spiritual practice over the past
half century have been largely window dressings. Pick a trend—megachurches, seeker churches, satellite campuses, vacation Bible school,
children’s church, affinity group ministries (e.g., ministries for singles,
women, men, young marrieds), contemporary worship music, bigscreen projection systems, EFT giving, cell groups, downloadable
sermons, sermon outlines in bulletins, Alpha groups. All of the above
have simply been attempts to rely on marketing strategies to perform
the same activities in different ways or places, or with particular segments of the aggregate population. Whatever difficulties were present
in the larger institutional setting that spawned these efforts are invariably present in the smaller or divergent efforts as well.
This book will challenge you to consider making more significant changes in the way you practice your faith. Altering the ways
in which we worship is no simple task. When people suggest significant changes in some of the hallowed practices, cries of “heretic”
can be heard coming from all directions. Such protest is common
largely because people have little knowledge of the true foundations
of their faith.
That’s where this book comes in. Rather than foster continued
resistance to methodological innovations, it’s time that the body of
Christ get in touch with both the Word of God and the history of the
church to arrive at a better understanding of what we can and should
do—as well as what we cannot and should not do.
From personal experience, the authors of this book can tell you
that such a journey of discovery is enlightening, to say the least. If you
spend time searching God’s Word for most of the common practices
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in conventional churches, you will rarely find them. If you go further
and spend time tracing the history of those practices, you will soon
discover that most of our religious habits are man-made choices. In
fact, you’re likely to discern a pattern about the way that we “do
church” these days: If we do it, it’s probably not in the Bible as one of
the practices of the early church!
Does it surprise you that most of what we do in religious circles
has no precedent in Scripture? This includes many of the activities
within church services, the education and ordination of clergy, the
routines commonly used in youth ministry, the methods of raising
funds for ministry, the ways in which music is used in churches, even
the presence and nature of church buildings. There were three historical periods when a bevy of changes were made in common Christian
practices: the era of Constantine, the decades surrounding the Protestant Reformation, and the Revivalist period of the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries. But as you are about to find out, those changes
were the result of passionate, though often ill-informed, followers of
Christ. The believers during those periods simply went along for the
ride, which resulted in new perspectives and practices that churches
have held on to for many years. So many years, in fact, that you probably think of those routines as biblical in origin.
Not surprisingly, having changed the biblical model of the church,
we have become adept at building support for our approaches through
proof-texting. Proof-texting is the practice of taking disparate, unrelated verses of Scripture, often out of context, to “prove” that our
position squares with the Bible. As you read this book, you may be
stunned to discover how many of our esteemed practices are way off
the mark biblically.
Does it really matter how we practice our faith, as long as the
activities enable people to love God and obey Him? The preponderance of evidence shows that these perspectives, rules, traditions,
expectations, assumptions, and practices often hinder the development of our faith. In other instances, they serve as barriers that keep
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us from encountering the living God. The way in which we practice
our faith can, indeed, affect the faith itself.
Does that mean we must go back to the Bible and do everything
exactly as the disciples did between AD 30 and 60? No. Social and
cultural shifts over the last two thousand years have made it impossible to imitate some of the lifestyle and religious efforts of the early
church. For example, we use cell phones, drive in automobiles, and
utilize central heat and air. The first-century Christians had none of
these forms of human convenience. Therefore, adhering to the principles of the New Testament does not mean reenacting the events of the
first-century church. If so, we would have to dress like all first-century
believers did, in sandals and togas!
Also, just because a practice is picked up from culture does not
make it wrong in and of itself, though we must be discerning. As
author Frank Senn notes, “We cannot avoid bringing our culture to
church with us; it is a part of our very being. But in the light of tradition we need to sort out those cultural influences that contribute to
the integrity of Christian worship from those that detract from it.”1
It is in our best interest to scour the words of God to determine
the core principles and ethos of the early church and to restore those
elements to our lives. God has granted us great leeway in the methods we use to honor and connect with Him. But that does not mean
we have free rein. Caution is advisable as we strive to be humble and
obedient people who seek His central will. Our goal is to be true to
His plan so that we may become the people He desires us to be and
that the church may be all she is called to be.
So be prepared for a rude awakening as you find out how off track
our current religious practices are. You probably know that today’s jets
use very sophisticated computer systems to constantly reorient a plane
as it travels on its path. During the course of a trip from Los Angeles to New York, literally thousands of course corrections are made
to ensure that the plane sets down on the appropriate landing strip.
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Without those course corrections, even a tiny one percent deviation
from the original flight plan would land that airplane in a different
county! The contemporary church is like a jet airplane that has no
capacity for in-flight course corrections. A little change here, a minor
deviation there, a slight alteration of this, a barely perceptible tweaking of that—and before you know it, the whole enterprise has been
redefined!
Is this hard for you to believe? Then we encourage you to invest
yourself in the process and do some of your own research. My coauthor,
Frank Viola, spent many years laboriously tracking down the historical
data that identified how the church got onto this crooked path. The
references from his journey are supplied for you in each chapter. If
you are skeptical—and we encourage healthy skepticism that leads to
fact-finding and truth—then commit yourself to identifying exactly
what did happen over the course of time. This matters! Your life is a
gift from God and is to be lived for God. Furthermore, the church is
one of God’s deepest passions. He cares about her well-being, as well
as how she expresses herself on the earth. So understanding how we
got from the early church to the contemporary church, and figuring
out what you will do about it, is very important.
Every good author writes in order to bring about positive, meaningful change. This book is no different. We want you to be informed
by the Word of God and by church history. We want you to think
carefully and biblically about how you practice your faith with other
Christians. And we want you to influence others to understand what
God leads you to discover. Part of the challenge of living in concert
with a biblical view of the world is correlating your spiritual life with
God’s intentions, as outlined for us in the Bible. We pray that this
book will help you to do your part in straightening out the crooked
path of the contemporary church.
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One day, through the primeval wood,
A calf walked home, as good calves should;
But made a trail all bent askew,
A crooked trail as all calves do.
Since then three hundred years have fled,
And, I infer, the calf is dead.
But still he left behind his trail,
And thereby hangs my moral tale.
The trail was taken up next day
By a lone dog that passed that way;
And then a wise bell-wether sheep
Pursued the trail o’er vale and steep,
And drew the flock behind him, too,
As good bell-wethers always do.
And from that day, o’er hill and glade,
Through those old woods a path was made.
And many men wound in and out,
And dodged, and turned, and bent about
And uttered words of righteous wrath
Because ’twas such a crooked path.1
But still they followed—do not laugh—
The first migrations of that calf,
And through this winding wood-way stalked,
Because he wobbled when he walked.
This forest path became a lane,
That bent, and turned, and turned again;
This crooked lane became a road,
Where many a poor horse with his load
Toiled on beneath the burning sun,
And traveled some three miles in one.
And thus a century and a half
They trod the footsteps of that calf.
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The years passed on in swiftness fleet,
The road became a village street;
And this, before men were aware,
A city’s crowded thoroughfare;
And soon the central street was this
Of a renowned metropolis;
And men two centuries and a half
Trod in the footsteps of that calf.
Each day a hundred thousand rout
Followed the zigzag calf about;
And o’er his crooked journey went
The traffic of a continent.
A hundred thousand men were led
By one calf near three centuries dead.
They followed still his crooked way,
And lost one hundred years a day;
For thus such reverence is lent
To well-established precedent.
A moral lesson this might teach,
Were I ordained and called to preach;
For men are prone to go it blind
Along the calf-paths of the mind,
And work away from sun to sun
To do what other men have done.
They follow in the beaten track,
And out and in, and forth and back,
And still their devious course pursue,
To keep the path that others do.
They keep the path a sacred groove,
Along which all their lives they move.
But how the wise old wood-gods laugh,
Who saw the first primeval calf!
Ah! Many things this tale might teach—
But I am not ordained to preach.
—SAM WALTER FOSS
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Ychapter one

WE REALLY
Y HAVE
BEEN DOING IT BY
THE BOOK?
“The unexamined life is not worth living.”
—SOCRATES

“WE DO EVERYTHING by the Word of God! The New Testament is our guide for faith and practice! We live . . . and we
die . . . by this Book!”
These were the words that thundered forth from the
mouth of Pastor Farley as he delivered his Sunday morning sermon. Winchester Spudchecker, a member of Pastor
Farley’s church, had heard them dozens of times before. But
this time it was different. Dressed in his blue suit, frozen
in the back pew with his wife, Trudy, Winchester stared at
the ceiling as Pastor Farley continued talking about “doing
everything by the sacred Book.”
One hour before Pastor Farley began his sermon,
Winchester had had a fuming fight with Trudy. This was a
common occurrence as Winchester, Trudy, and their three
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daughters, Felicia, Gertrude, and Zanobia, got ready for church on
Sunday morning.
His mind began replaying the event. . . .
“Truuudyy! Why aren’t the kids ready? We’re always late! Why
can’t you ever get them prepared on time?” Winchester yelled as he
anxiously glanced at the clock.
Trudy’s response was typical. “If you ever thought to help me this
wouldn’t happen all the time! Why don’t you start giving me a hand
in this house?” The argument went back and forth until Winchester
turned on the children: “Zanobia Spudchecker! . . . Why can’t you
respect us enough to get ready on time? . . . Felicia, how many times
do I have to tell you to turn off your PlayStation before 9 a.m.?”
Hearing the commotion, Gertrude burst into tears.
Wearing their Sunday best, the Spudchecker family finally drove
to church at breakneck speed. (Winchester hated to be late and had
received three speeding tickets this past year—all given to him on
Sunday mornings!)
As they raced to the church building, the silence in the car was
deafening. Winchester was steaming. Trudy was sulking. With heads
down, the three Spudchecker daughters were trying to prepare their
minds for something they hated . . . another long hour of Sunday
school!
As they pulled in to the church parking lot, Winchester and
Trudy gracefully exited the car, sporting large smiles. They held each
other arm in arm and greeted their fellow church members, chuckling
and putting on the pretense that all was well. Felicia, Gertrude, and
Zanobia followed their parents with chins pointed upward.
These were the fresh yet painful memories that coursed through
Winchester’s mind that Sunday morning as Pastor Farley continued
his sermon. Brooding in self-condemnation, Winchester began to ask
himself some searching questions: Why am I dressed up prim and proper
looking like a good Christian when I acted like a heathen just an hour ago?
. . . I wonder how many other families had this same pitiful experience this
morning? Yet we’re all smelling nice and looking pretty for God.
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Winchester was a bit shocked by these thoughts. Such questions
had never before entered his consciousness.
As he peeked over to see Pastor Farley’s wife and children sitting prim and proper on the front pew, Winchester mused to himself: I wonder if Pastor Farley screamed at his wife and kids this morning?
Hmmm . . .
Winchester’s mind continued to race in this direction as he
watched Pastor Farley pound the pulpit for emphasis and raise his
Bible with his right hand. “We at First Bible New Testament Community Church do everything by this Book! Everything! This is the Word
of God, and we cannot stray from it . . . not even one millimeter!”
Suddenly Winchester had another new thought: I don’t remember
reading anywhere in the Bible that Christians are supposed to dress up to go
to church. Is that by the Book?
This single thought unleashed a torrent of other barbed questions. As scores of frozen pew sitters filled his horizon, Winchester
continued to ponder similar new questions. Questions that no Christian is supposed to ask. Questions like:
Is sitting in this uncushioned pew, staring at the back of twelve rows of
heads for forty-five minutes, doing things by the Book? Why do we spend so
much money to maintain this building when we’re here only twice a week for
a few hours? Why is half the congregation barely awake when Pastor Farley
preaches? Why do my kids hate Sunday school? Why do we go through this
same predictable, yawn-inspiring ritual every Sunday morning? Why am I
going to church when it bores me to tears and does nothing for me spiritually?
Why do I wear this uncomfortable necktie every Sunday morning when all
it seems to do is cut off blood circulation to my brain?
Winchester felt unclean and sacrilegious to ask such things. Yet
something was happening inside of him that compelled him to doubt
his entire church experience. These thoughts had been lying dormant
in Winchester’s subconscious for years. Today, they surfaced.
Interestingly, the questions Winchester had that day are questions that never enter the conscious thinking of most Christians. Yet
the sober reality is that Winchester’s eyes had been opened.
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As startling as it may sound, almost everything that is done in our
contemporary churches has no basis in the Bible. As pastors preach
from their pulpits about being “biblical” and following the “pure
Word of God,” their words betray them. The truth is that precious
little that is observed today in contemporary Christianity maps to
anything found in the first-century church.
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QUESTIONS WE NEVER THINK TO ASK
Socrates (470–399 BC)1 is considered by some historians to be the
father of philosophy. Born and raised in Athens, his custom was to
go about the town relentlessly raising questions and analyzing the
popular views of his day. Socrates believed that truth is found by
dialoguing extensively about an issue and relentlessly questioning
it. This method is known as dialectic or “the Socratic method.” He
thought freely on matters that his fellow Athenians felt were closed
for discussion.
Socrates’ habit of pelting people with searching questions and
roping them into critical dialogues about their accepted customs
eventually got him killed. His incessant questioning of tightly held
traditions provoked the leaders of Athens to charge him with “corrupting the youth.” As a result, they put Socrates to death. A clear
message was sent to his fellow Athenians: All who question the established customs will meet the same fate!2
Socrates was not the only provocateur to reap severe reprisal for his
nonconformity: Isaiah was sawn in half, John the Baptist was beheaded,
and Jesus was crucified. Not to mention the thousands of Christians
who have been tortured and martyred through the centuries by the
institutional church because they dared to challenge its teachings.3
As Christians, we are taught by our leaders to believe certain
1
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For a concise treatment of Socrates’ life and teaching, see Samuel Enoch Stumpf’s Socrates to Sartre (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1993),
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ideas and behave in certain ways. We are also encouraged to read our
Bibles. But we are conditioned to read the Bible with the lens handed
to us by the Christian tradition to which we belong. We are taught to
obey our denomination (or movement) and never to challenge what
it teaches.
(At this moment, all the rebellious hearts are applauding and
are plotting to wield the above paragraphs to wreak havoc in their
churches. If that is you, dear rebellious heart, you have missed our
point by a considerable distance. We do not stand with you. Our
advice: Either leave your church quietly, refusing to cause division, or
be at peace with it. There is a vast gulf between rebellion and taking
a stand for what is true.)
If the truth be told, we Christians never seem to ask why we do
what we do. Instead, we blithely carry out our religious traditions
without asking where they came from. Most Christians who claim to
uphold the integrity of God’s Word have never sought to see if what
they do every Sunday has any scriptural backing. How do we know
this? Because if they did, it would lead them to some very disturbing
conclusions that would compel them by conscience to forever abandon what they are doing.
Strikingly, contemporary church thought and practice have been
influenced far more by postbiblical historical events than by New
Testament imperatives and examples. Yet most Christians are not conscious of this influence. Nor are they aware that it has created a slew
of cherished, calcified, humanly devised traditions4—all of which are
routinely passed off to us as “Christian.”5

A TERRIFYING INVITATION
We now invite you to walk with us on an untrodden path. It is a terrifying journey where you will be forced to ask questions that probably
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have never entered your conscious thoughts. Tough questions. Nagging questions. Even frightening questions. And you will be faced
squarely with the disturbing answers. Yet those answers will lead you
face-to-face with some of the richest truths a Christian can discover.
As you read through the following pages, you may be surprised
to discover that a great deal of what we Christians do for Sunday
morning church did not come from Jesus Christ, the apostles, or
the Scriptures. Nor did it come from Judaism. After the Romans
destroyed Jerusalem in AD 70, Judaic Christianity waned in numbers
and power. Gentile Christianity dominated, and the new faith began
to absorb Greco-Roman philosophy and ritual. Judaic Christianity
survived for five centuries in the little group of Syriac Christians
called Ebionim, but their influence was not very widespread. According to Shirley J. Case, “Not only was the social environment of the
Christian movement largely Gentile well before the end of the first
century, but it had severed almost any earlier bonds of social contact
with the Jewish Christians of Palestine. . . . By the year 100, Christianity is mainly a Gentile religious movement . . . living together in
a common Gentile social environment.”6
Strikingly, much of what we do for “church” was lifted directly
out of pagan culture in the postapostolic period. (Legend tells us the
last surviving apostle, John, died around AD 100.) According to Paul
F. Bradshaw, fourth-century Christianity “absorbed and Christianized
pagan religious ideas and practices, seeing itself as the fulfillment to
which earlier religions had dimly pointed.”7 While today we often use
the word pagan to describe those who claim no religion whatsoever, to
the early Christians, pagans were those polytheists who followed the
gods of the Roman Empire. Paganism dominated the Roman Empire
until the fourth century, and many of its elements were absorbed by
Christians in the first half of the first millennium, particularly during
6
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Will Durant, Caesar and Christ (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1950), 577. See also Shirley J. Case, The Social Origins of Christianity
(New York: Cooper Square Publishers, 1975), 27–28. E. Glenn Hinson adds, “From the late first century on through, Gentiles came
to outnumber Jews in the Christian assembly. They imported in subtle ways some of the ideas, attitudes, and customs of Greek and
Roman culture” (“Worshiping Like Pagans?” Christian History 12, no. 1 [1993]: 17).
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The term pagan was used by the early Christian apologists to group non-Christians into a convenient package. At its root, a “pagan”
is a country dweller, an inhabitant of the pagus or rural district. Because Christianity primarily spread in the cities, the country
bumpkins, or pagans, were regarded as those who believed in the old gods. See Joan E. Taylor, Christians and the Holy Places: The
Myth of Jewish-Christian Origins (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), 301.
The idea of the red pill comes from the thought-provoking hit movie The Matrix. In the film, Morpheus gives Neo the choice between
living in a deceptive dreamworld or understanding reality. His words are applicable to the subject at hand: “After this, there’s no
turning back. You take the blue pill, the story ends, you wake up in your bed and believe whatever you want to believe. You take the
red pill . . . and I show you how deep the rabbit hole goes.” We hope that all of God’s people would dare to take the red pill!
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the Constantinian and early post-Constantinian eras (324 to 600).8
Two other significant periods from which many of our current church
practices originate were the Reformation era (sixteenth century) and
the Revivalist era (eighteenth and nineteenth centuries).
Chapters 2 through 10 each trace an accepted traditional church
practice. Each chapter tells the story of where this practice came from.
But more importantly, it explains how this practice stifles the practical
headship of Jesus Christ and hampers the functioning of His body.
Warning: If you are unwilling to have your Christianity seriously
examined, do not read beyond this page. Give this book to Goodwill
immediately! Spare yourself the trouble of having your Christian life
turned upside down.
However, if you choose to “take the red pill” and be shown “how
deep the rabbit hole goes”9 . . . if you want to learn the true story of
where your Christian practices came from . . . if you are willing to
have the curtain pulled back on the contemporary church and its traditional presuppositions fiercely challenged . . . then you will find this
work to be disturbing, enlightening, and possibly life changing.
Put another way, if you are a Christian in the institutional church
who takes the New Testament seriously, what you are about to read
may lead to a crisis of conscience. For you will be confronted by
unmovable historical fact.
On the other hand, if you happen to be one of those people who
gathers with other Christians outside the pale of institutional Christianity, you will discover afresh that not only is Scripture on your
side—but history stands with you as well.
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1. I don’t see how the Spudcheckers’ family squabbles before church had anything to do with church
itself—other than frustrating Winchester and making him cynical about everything that went on
at his church. Why did you lead off the book with this story?
You’re right—Winchester’s Sunday morning troubles were what put him in the
frame of mind to question church practices he normally sat through without giving
any thought to at all. The story was simply a humorous way to illustrate how scores
of Christians go through the motions on Sunday morning without considering why
they do what they do.
2. While you say that contemporary church practice has been influenced far more by postbiblical
historical events than New Testament principles, isn’t it true that there aren’t many specifics in
the Gospels, Acts, or Paul’s letters about church practice? What Scriptures would you point to as
outlining what Christians should do when gathering for worship?
The New Testament actually includes many details about how the early Christians
gathered. For example, we know that the early church met in homes for their regular
church meetings (Acts 20:20; Romans 16:3, 5; 1 Corinthians 16:19). They took the
Lord’s Supper as a full meal (1 Corinthians 11:21-34). Their church gatherings were
open and participatory (1 Corinthians 14:26; Hebrews 10:24-25). Spiritual gifts were
employed by each member (1 Corinthians 12–14). They genuinely saw themselves as
family and acted accordingly (Galatians 6:10; 1 Timothy 5:1-2; Romans 12:5; Ephesians 4:15; Romans 12:13; 1 Corinthians 12:25-26; 2 Corinthians 8:12-15). They had
a plurality of elders to oversee the community (Acts 20:17, 28-29; 1 Timothy 1:5-7).
They were established and aided by itinerant apostolic workers (Acts 13-21; all the
apostolic letters). They were fully united and did not denominate themselves into
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separate organizations in the same city (Acts 8:1, 13:1, 18:22; Romans 16:1; 1 Thessalonians 1:1). They did not use honorific titles (Matthew 23:8-12). They did not
organize themselves hierarchically (Matthew 20:25-28; Luke 22:25-26).
Offering a complete biblical basis for these practices and explaining why they
should be emulated today is beyond the scope of this book. One book that does so
is Paul’s Idea of Community by Robert Banks (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1994).
I (Frank) also treat this subject comprehensively in the book Reimagining Church
(Colorado Springs: David C. Cook), which will be released in summer 2008.

