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September 9, 2017 Florida Hospital Seventh-day Adventist Church  
Galatians 1:67-10 Ephesians   Great Question: How much freedom of 
thought and belief will my denomination allow? By Andy McDonald 
 
Everybody’s a little or a lot nervous about facing the unknown forces 
of Irma and right behind her is Jose. In times of uncertainty there is no 
better place to be than gathered as the church.  Most weeks as we 
gather giant hurricanes aren’t looming on our immediate horizon, at 
least literal ones.  But each week when we assemble as the church there 
are the hurricanes of change, injustice, trauma, sickness, celebration, 
and innovation always on the horizon.  Last week we prayed for 
Houston and now a week later for victims of Irma in the Caribbean and 
for ourselves in the path of the storm. So before I begin today’s 
message I want to pray for us.  
 
Father, you are the God of all hope. You are the God more powerful 
than any storm that may blow into our lives. You are the trustworthy 
God who rescues us from all our troubles.  Right now our prayers echo 
Daniels as he prayed for you to shut the lion’s mouths.  We pray for our 
safety and the safety of people all across the path of Irma. From our 
perspective it would great if it would take a turn and move out to sea. 
In face of this storm or any storm that may come into our lives we want 
to stand full of hope and confidence in you, and like the three young 
Hebrew boys facing the fiery furnace, boldly testify that you our God 
are able to deliver us but even if you don’t we will still serve you alone. 
You did not promise us life without storms; you promised to be with us 
in the storms of life, and you promise us peace, courage, faith, hope and 
that in the end that we will be with you forever in a trouble free 
eternity.  Teach us in the face of a storm to put our hope and confidence 
in you.  Now, for the next few minutes enable us to set the storm aside 
and engage in a message about your body, the church. In Jesus’ name 
we pray, Amen. 
 
Today we pick up our series Great Question, a series of four sermons 
based on questions from our Collegiate/Young Adult group called 
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Centered.  Questions they sent in they would like to see addressed in a 
sermon. 
 
Here’s the actual question as it came to me: “Young adults and 
disaffiliation with the SDA Church.  How can we reconcile differences 
in beliefs and remain in the church?  
 
From that question the following paragraph was developed to guide in 
the development of this service and message: 
How can I reconcile differences in belief and remain in the church?   
What do we have to agree on to be in fellowship with our 
denomination?   
How in sync or out of sync can a local body of believers be?   
Where is the seat of my spiritual identity? Coming to grips with the 
question about my spiritual identity will determine the parameters of 
acceptable diversity. 
 
Across the Western world over past 30 years there has been a growing 
number of what are called “Nones”.  This group has experienced even 
more growth since 2000.  These are people, often especially young 
adults, who are choosing to have no religious affiliation.  In the Journal 
for the Scientific study of Religion studies indicate that one fifth of 
Americans and a quarter of Canadians do not identify with any religion. 
 
We know this is a growing trend in our denomination as well.   
 
In a recent article in Ministry Magazine Carlton Byrd, Senior Pastor at 
Oakwood University Church wrote the following: 
“In the last eight years, 33 percent of our Seventh-day Adventist 
members in the North American Division have left the church. Of those 
who have left, 63 percent were young adults, and we are sitting around 
debating about music and arguing about drums, women in ministry, and 
what time the young people get to church.” 
 
I want to address the Great Question, “How can we reconcile difference 
in beliefs and remain in the church?” and our extrapolation of that 
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question into How much freedom of thought and belief will my 
denomination allow?  By spending a few minutes considering the basis 
of our spiritual identity and what constitutes the church. 
 
A few years ago the Adventist Review, the official paper of the 
Seventh-day Adventist  Denomination, asked a number of readers 
whether they were Adventist first or Christian first, which one trumped 
the other. 
 
I was shocked that there were some smart good thinkers who wrote 
responses that their Adventism trumped their Christianity, sort of like it 
was a higher calling! 
 
Let me be extremely clear about me.  I can’t give a testimony for 
another person but here’s mine.  While I value having grown up in the 
Seventh-day Adventist Denomination and while I value my education 
in its parochial school system, and while I have spent my career 
working for this denomination, my spiritual identity is in Jesus Christ.  
I am a follower of Jesus a Christian, a Christ follower FIRST and then I 
have chosen and continue to choose to practice my faith in Jesus in the 
context of the Seventh-day Adventist Denomination. 
 
I’m afraid that too many people in our denomination have so identified 
with it that it has, in an unhealthful way eclipsed our identity in Christ. 
We just had a lot of attention surrounding the eclipse as the moon 
passed in front of the sun and if you were in the path of the total eclipse 
it got dark during the day.  I believe there has been and probably will 
continue to be a great temptation to so focus on the moon of a 
denomination that we can allow it to block the very source of all our 
light the Son of Righteousness.  We must walk in the light of Jesus, 
look to Jesus, speak of Jesus, point to Jesus. 
 
Part of the reconciliation of differences with the denomination has its 
foundation in nailing down our spiritual identity. 
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Paul’s letter to the saints at Ephesus is considered to be “the” 
quintessential NT teaching on the church. 
 
In Ephesians 1:4&5 we have two verse that tell us who comprises the 
true church of Jesus Christ and how to become part of that church.  
 

“Even before he made the world, God loved us and chose us in Christ 
to be holy and without fault in his eyes. God decided in advance to 
adopt us into his own family by bringing us to himself through Jesus 
Christ. This is what he wanted to do, and it gave him great pleasure.”  

First it is an act of God vs 4 “God love us and chose us in Christ to be 
holy and without fault in his eyes.” Part of the challenge of identifying 
the church today is that what God sees “in Christ” and what we see 
when we look at one another are undoubtedly very different. God the 
Father looks at me through the filter of Jesus Christ.  All that Jesus is, 
all that Jesus has done, all of that is attributed to me, and God doesn’t 
“see” all my faults and failings, but instead because of his love and his 
choice and his grace he sees me just like Jesus, “holy and without fault 
in his eyes.” 
 
Part of the challenge that faces the Christian church and every 
denomination of that great body is what the word church conjures up in 
people. 
 
When we hear the word “church” what comes to mind? 
 
Some may immediately think of a building, maybe a picturesque small 
white clapboard country church others a cathedral. 
 
Maybe you return to “here is the church here is the steeple open the 
doors and see all people.  
 
Stedman writes: “To some, the church is nothing but a snooty religious 
country club with traditional rituals as sacred as those at a fox hunt.  To 
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others the church is a political action group, a pressure bloc of do-
gooders, waging battle against social ills.  Some see the church as a 
kind of non-segregated waiting room for people expecting to take the 
next bus for heaven.  Some view it as a kind of a low calorie dessert for 
any who want something nice that won’t hurt their public image.  
Others think of it as a regular meeting of religious addicts enjoying 
their weekend religious fix. To many, the church is a kind of water boy 
to the game of life or a religious democracy trying to legislate morals 
for the rest of the world.”  Body Life p. 1-2 
 
Truth is the church as been all those things and more.  The Christian 
church has amply justified every charge, every accusation.  
 
At the same time “the church has been, in every century since its 
inception, the most powerful force for good on the face of the earth.” 
Ibid. 
Despite its failures and faults it has been light and salt in the world.  
 
Part of the challenge of reconciling our differences of belief is the 
reality that there are always two churches coexisting in culture at large 
and actually within every believer, every member too. 
 
Both churches are religious but one is selfish, power-hungry, cruel and 
devilish and the other is strong, loving, forgiving and godly.  One has 
fomented human hatred and caused society to erupt in continual bloody 
conflicts, all done in the name of God and religion. The other has 
healed human hurt, broken down barriers of race and class and 
delivered men and women everywhere form fear, guilt, shame and 
ignorance and that’s the true church, begun by Jesus Christ.  The other 
is a false church, a satanic organization, a counterfeit Christianity.   
 
Maybe you remember Jesus predicting this in a parable he told in 
Matthew 13 frequently called the parable of the wheat and the tares. 
Today we’d call it “Wheat and Weeds.”  Jesus has himself sowing good 
seed, that will grow wheat the true Christians he calls sons of the 
kingdom in the field of the world.  But then the devil come sand sows 
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weeds, false Christians, among the wheat.  At first the two are 
indistinguishable but when  each variety begins to be give evidence of 
who they each are the big question is “Do  you want us to go pullout 
the weeds.”  Jesus explains, “No let both grow together until the 
harvest.   To pull out the weeds would mean some of the wheat would 
also be destroyed. 
 
Part of the reason we have denominations of Christianity today is some 
form of an attempt to separate the wheat from the weeds.  To separate 
the “ true” church from the false.  Every attempt has failed because 
separation has been attempted on the basis of external factors. 
“Doctrinal purity, moral conduct, ritualistic practice and state affiliation 
have been some of the measuring sticks by which the true church has 
been sought—and claimed!”  Stedman writes “Roman Catholics have 
insisted they had the true church, Baptists have scorned such claims 
and declared they had the true pattern and others have said, ‘A plague 
on both your houses—we are the true church.’ and so the battle has 
raged for centuries.” Ibid p. 4 
 
The reality is that if our primary spiritual identity is in an organization a 
denomination we may fool ourselves into thinking there is no false 
church no weeds in us, and then it is only a short distance to a prideful 
conviction we are all wheat and everyone else a weed.  Defining and 
believing a wrong spiritual identity sets us up for being deluded weeds 
who imagine ourselves to be wheat! 
 
Pauls words to the Ephesians seems to build a case for a different way 
of thinking about church. To some greater or lesser degrees, outside of 
the hunger for human companionship and fellowship and shared life, in 
the scope of true spirituality and eternal considerations, how you see 
me, lined up with your beliefs, a perfect match to all the 
denominational understandings and expectations, is really a very 
secondary issue in my spiritual walk. The One who matters sees me 
“holy and without fault” in Christ.  This is our true spiritual identity. 
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Those of you who wrestle with how to reconcile differences in beliefs 
and remain in the church be encouraged by our denomination’s 
founders.   George Knight opens his book “A Search for Identity: The 
Development of Seventh-day Adventist Beliefs” with this paragraph: 
“Most of the founders of Seventh-day Adventism would not be able to 
join the church today if they had to agree to the denominations 27 now 
28 Fundamental Beliefs.” 
 
Joseph Bates and James White were anti Trinitarian #2 of our beliefs! 
J.N. Andrews, E.J. Wagggoner believed Christ wasn’t co-eternal but 
had origins far back in time which would be a denial of our 4th belief. 
Uriah Smith wouldn’t have agreed to #5 about the personhood of the 
Holy Spirit.  
 
The movement they began was focused on Present Truth and was to be 
much more fluid than what history has revealed.  But at its heart they 
did agree to have no creed but the Bible. This was so much a part of the 
foundation of the movement that our fundamental beliefs weren’t 
“voted” until 1980 nearly 120 years after our denomination’s origin. 
 
Vestiages of a desire to be more open are buried in our “Membership 
Vows” consistently given the misnomer of “Baptismal Vows.”  It is 
important to remember that you cannot be baptized into a 
denomination, you become part of such an organization by an 
organizational vote.  When you are baptized you are baptized into the 
Body of Christ, the universal what some call the invisible “Body of 
Christ.” 
 
Number 11 of the Official Membership Vows, asks, “Do you know and 
understand the fundamental Bible principles as taught by the Seventh-
day Adventist Church? Do you purpose, by the grace of God, to fulfill 
His will by ordering your life in harmony with these principles?” 
 
Interestingly it doesn’t ask if you believe the 27 or 28 or some list of 
belief, but that know and understand the principles and an agreement ot 
live life in harmony with the principles.   
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Ephesians 1:5 says God adopted me into his family and so if you claim 
to be the church “the body of Christ”, “the household of faith” to be 
true to your claim would demand our shared position in God’s 
church.  Even if we don’t see eye to eye on lots of belief since God 
does the choosing and the adopting and since he sees us both “in 
Christ” “holy and without fault” it seems to indicate we can be much 
more tolerant and even accepting of a wide variety of understandings 
while we walk in unity as the great invisible church of Jesus Christ and 
as we walk together in communities of the faithful we call church. 
 
Paul lays down some great tracks. In 1:13 Paul is clear that the Good 
News is that God saves us. We don’t do that ourselves and we don’t do 
that for ourselves by belonging to a church.  This is the Good News 
God saves us and makes us part of the Body of Christ, his church. 
 
“22 God has put all things under the authority of Christ and has made 
him head over all things for the benefit of the church. 23And the church 
is his body; it is made full and complete by Christ, who fills all things 
everywhere with himself.” 
 
It seems imperative that we be very careful laying claim for our 
purposes to the moniker “church.” God creates, maintains, benefits his 
body which is the church. 
 
I have an acquaintance who was wrestling with this very question of 
reconciling differences of belief with the denomination.  It was time of 
great upheaval in the church and it teaching back in the early 1980’s. 
As he wrestled he told me he didn’t hear an actual voice but it might as 
well have been one the impression was so strong.  Stay with your 
denomination until they kick you out!” 
 
Please know that if gaining absolute agreement on every aspect of 
belief was the criteria for being part of a body of believers every local 
congregation would have one single member. Instead God chooses, 
God adopts, God sees us fallen messed up selfish over reaching human 
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as holy  and without fault in Christ. Regardless of your denominational 
affiliation whether you can reconcile and sing in harmony rather than 
shared melody or not be confident that because of God’s work not 
yours you are part of his family, he calls it church, the body of Christ, 
and rejoice in the unity you have and that you can extend to every other 
sinner saved by Grace. 
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What	first	pops	into	your	head	when	you	hear	the	word	“church”?	
	
Share	your	best	or	worst	memories	of	church?	
	
What	are	some	of	the	beliefs	and/or	practices	that	are	difficult	for	
you	to	reconcile	with	the	denomination?		
	
Where	is	your	foundation	for	being	part	of	the	body	of	Christ?	
	
How	would	you	define	yourself	as	Christian	first	or	Seventh-day	
Adventist	first	and	why?	
	
What	do	you	think	about	the	idea	that	there	are	always	two	
church	the	true	and	the	false	co-exisiting?	
	
How	can	you	reconcile	being	some	wheat	and	some	tare?			
	
How	careful	do	you	think	we	need	to	be	using	the	term	“church”	
and	meaning	denomination?		
	
A	former	denominational	leader	said,	“There	is	no	church	but	the	
local	church.”	What	do	you	think	is	good	or	bad	about	that	idea?		
	
What	can	you	do	this	week	to	live	confident	in	your	position	as	a	
member	of	the	universal	Body	of	Christ?	
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