
the history of church of christ

the history of church of christ traces the origins, development, and distinctive beliefs of a
Christian movement that emerged in the early 19th century. This religious tradition emphasizes
restoring the practices and faith of the New Testament church, seeking unity among believers
through biblical authority. The history of Church of Christ reflects its roots in the American Restoration
Movement, which aimed to reject denominational divisions and return to apostolic Christianity. Over
time, the movement grew, faced challenges, and diversified into various branches, each maintaining
core principles such as baptism by immersion and weekly communion. Understanding the history of
Church of Christ requires exploring its founding figures, key theological distinctives, and expansion
across the United States and beyond. This article provides a comprehensive overview of the history of
Church of Christ, highlighting its origins, doctrinal emphasis, organizational structure, and
contemporary presence.

Origins in the American Restoration Movement

Key Figures in the Early History

Doctrinal Distinctives and Practices

Growth and Expansion

Modern Developments and Challenges

Origins in the American Restoration Movement
The history of Church of Christ is deeply intertwined with the American Restoration Movement, a 19th-
century effort to restore Christian unity by returning to the practices found in the New Testament.
This movement arose as a reaction against denominationalism, creeds, and theological divisions
prevalent in American Christianity during the early 1800s. The goal was to establish a single, unified
church based solely on the Bible.

The Restoration Ideal
The Restoration Movement emphasized the principle of "no creed but Christ," advocating for a faith
and practice derived exclusively from Scripture. Participants sought to eliminate human traditions and
denominational labels, focusing instead on the teachings of Jesus and the apostles. This ideal shaped
the foundation of the Churches of Christ, who viewed themselves as a continuation of the original
church established in the first century.



Historical Context
The early 19th century in America was marked by religious revivalism and reform movements. The
Second Great Awakening inspired many to seek new expressions of faith. Within this environment, the
Restoration Movement emerged as a call to unify Christians under biblical authority, rejecting
sectarian divisions. The movement’s emphasis on baptism and weekly communion reflected a desire
to replicate the New Testament church in both belief and practice.

Key Figures in the Early History
The history of Church of Christ cannot be accurately recounted without recognizing the influential
leaders who shaped its early development. Several prominent individuals played critical roles in
articulating the movement’s vision and expanding its reach.

Thomas Campbell
Thomas Campbell, a Presbyterian minister from Scotland, is often credited as one of the founders of
the Restoration Movement. In 1809, he published the "Declaration and Address," which called for
Christian unity based on the Bible alone. His emphasis on returning to primitive Christianity laid the
groundwork for the movement’s principles.

Alexander Campbell
Thomas Campbell’s son, Alexander Campbell, further developed the movement's ideas and helped
spread them widely. He was a prolific writer and preacher who advocated for biblical authority and
congregational autonomy. Alexander Campbell’s efforts to promote baptism by immersion and weekly
communion became defining characteristics of the Churches of Christ.

Walter Scott
Walter Scott was another key figure who contributed to the evangelistic expansion of the Restoration
Movement. He introduced a systematic approach to teaching conversion and baptism, known as the
"Five-Finger Exercise," which helped clarify the steps of faith for new believers. His work significantly
influenced the growth of Churches of Christ during the mid-19th century.

Doctrinal Distinctives and Practices
The history of Church of Christ is marked by distinctive doctrinal beliefs and practices that set the
movement apart from other Christian denominations. These theological emphases reflect the
commitment to restoring New Testament Christianity.



Baptism by Immersion
One of the most notable doctrinal distinctives is the practice of baptism by full immersion. Churches
of Christ teach that baptism is essential for the forgiveness of sins and entrance into the church. This
view is based on their interpretation of biblical passages such as Acts 2:38 and Romans 6:3-4.

Weekly Communion
Unlike many other Christian groups, Churches of Christ observe the Lord’s Supper every Sunday. This
weekly communion is seen as a central act of worship, commemorating Christ’s sacrifice and
fostering spiritual unity among believers.

Autonomy and Non-Instrumental Worship
Churches of Christ are characterized by congregational autonomy, meaning each local church
governs itself independently without denominational hierarchy. Additionally, many Churches of Christ
practice a cappella singing in worship, rejecting the use of instrumental music, based on their
interpretation of New Testament worship practices.

Summary of Core Beliefs

Salvation through faith, repentance, confession, and baptism

Weekly observance of the Lord’s Supper

Biblical authority as the sole guide for faith and practice

Congregational autonomy without denominational control

Non-use of instrumental music in worship (in many congregations)

Growth and Expansion
The history of Church of Christ includes significant growth and geographical expansion, particularly
throughout the United States during the 19th and 20th centuries. The movement’s emphasis on
evangelism and restoration attracted many believers seeking a return to New Testament Christianity.

19th Century Expansion
During the 1800s, Churches of Christ spread rapidly across the American frontier, especially in the
South and Midwest. The use of camp meetings, publishing efforts, and traveling evangelists helped
establish numerous congregations. The movement's rejection of denominational labels appealed to



those disillusioned with sectarian conflicts.

20th Century Developments
In the 20th century, Churches of Christ continued to grow both in number and organizational
complexity. Educational institutions like Harding University and Lipscomb University were founded to
promote biblical studies aligned with the movement’s principles. Despite growth, the movement
experienced internal debates over worship practices and doctrinal interpretations, leading to some
divisions.

International Presence
While the history of Church of Christ is rooted in American soil, the movement has established
congregations internationally. Missionary efforts have taken Churches of Christ to countries in Africa,
Asia, and Latin America, where they continue to emphasize restorationist ideals and biblical authority.

Modern Developments and Challenges
The history of Church of Christ in recent decades reflects both continuity and change as the
movement faces contemporary challenges while maintaining its foundational principles.

Doctrinal Debates and Unity
Within the Churches of Christ, ongoing discussions about worship practices, gender roles, and
interpretations of Scripture have occasionally led to divisions or varying practices among
congregations. Despite these challenges, many churches emphasize unity based on essential
doctrinal beliefs.

Engagement with Contemporary Society
Modern Churches of Christ engage with contemporary cultural and social issues while striving to
remain faithful to their restorationist heritage. This includes involvement in charitable work,
education, and adapting evangelistic methods to the digital age.

Use of Technology and Media
The adoption of technology, including online sermons, social media, and digital publications, has
expanded the reach of Churches of Christ. These tools facilitate teaching, worship, and community
connection in ways consistent with the movement’s emphasis on biblical education and evangelism.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the origin of the Church of Christ?
The Church of Christ originated in the early 19th century during the Restoration Movement, which
aimed to restore the New Testament church and unify Christians based on biblical teachings.

Who were the key figures in the founding of the Church of
Christ?
Key figures include Thomas Campbell, Alexander Campbell, and Barton W. Stone, who played
significant roles in the Restoration Movement that led to the establishment of the Church of Christ.

How did the Restoration Movement influence the Church of
Christ?
The Restoration Movement emphasized returning to the practices and beliefs of the early Christian
church, rejecting denominational creeds and promoting biblical authority, which shaped the doctrines
and practices of the Church of Christ.

When was the Church of Christ formally established?
While there is no single founding date, the Church of Christ emerged as a distinct group in the early to
mid-1800s as part of the Restoration Movement efforts to unify Christians through New Testament
teachings.

What are the distinctive beliefs of the Church of Christ rooted
in its history?
The Church of Christ is known for practices such as a cappella worship, baptism by immersion for the
forgiveness of sins, and the autonomy of local congregations, all rooted in its commitment to New
Testament patterns.

How has the Church of Christ evolved since its founding?
Since its founding, the Church of Christ has grown globally, experienced some divisions and variations
in practice, but has largely maintained its foundational emphasis on biblical authority and restoration
of original Christianity.

What historical events have shaped the development of the
Church of Christ?
Significant events include the Stone-Campbell merger efforts, the rejection of instrumental music in
worship, and various schisms in the 20th century, all of which have influenced the identity and
practices of the Church of Christ.



Additional Resources
1. The Stone-Campbell Movement: The Story of the Restoration of the Ancient Church
This book provides an in-depth history of the Stone-Campbell Movement, which is foundational to the
Church of Christ. It explores the origins of the movement in the early 19th century, focusing on the
efforts of Barton W. Stone and Alexander Campbell to restore New Testament Christianity. The
narrative covers key doctrinal developments and the impact on American religious life.

2. Heritage and Hope: The Story of the Churches of Christ
“Heritage and Hope” traces the historical development of the Churches of Christ from their
beginnings through the 20th century. It highlights major events, influential leaders, and theological
challenges faced by the denomination. The book also examines the cultural and social contexts that
shaped the church’s growth and identity.

3. Restoring the Ancient Church: A History of the Churches of Christ
This comprehensive history presents the Churches of Christ as a restoration movement seeking to
return to the practices of the early Christian church. It analyzes the movement’s roots in the American
frontier and the theological principles that distinguish it. The author also discusses the church’s
expansion and internal divisions over time.

4. Barton W. Stone and the Cane Ridge Revival
Focusing on one of the pivotal figures in the restoration movement, this book delves into Barton W.
Stone’s life and his role in the Cane Ridge Revival of 1801. It explains how this revival influenced the
emergence of the Churches of Christ and shaped their emphasis on unity and biblical authority. The
work also places the revival in the broader context of the Second Great Awakening.

5. Alexander Campbell: Pioneer of the Restoration Movement
This biography details the life and work of Alexander Campbell, a key leader in the restoration
movement that led to the Churches of Christ. It covers his theological contributions, debates, and
efforts to promote Christian unity. The book offers insight into his writings and the enduring legacy of
his vision for the church.

6. A History of the Churches of Christ in the 20th Century
This volume explores the growth, challenges, and transformations within the Churches of Christ
during the 1900s. Topics include changes in worship, education, and social engagement, as well as
controversies that shaped the denomination’s direction. It provides a detailed account of how the
church adapted to modernity while maintaining its core beliefs.

7. The Restoration Movement and Its Impact on American Christianity
Examining the broader influence of the restoration movement, this book situates the Churches of
Christ within the wider American religious landscape. It discusses the movement’s principles of
biblical authority, congregational autonomy, and Christian unity. The author analyzes how these ideas
contributed to shaping evangelical Christianity in the United States.

8. Scripture Alone: The Doctrinal Foundations of the Churches of Christ
This book focuses on the theological underpinnings of the Churches of Christ, emphasizing their
commitment to the Bible as the sole authority in matters of faith and practice. It traces how this
principle emerged historically and how it continues to define the church’s identity. The work also
addresses doctrinal distinctives and their historical development.

9. Unity and Division: The Story of the Churches of Christ



“Unity and Division” explores the tensions and splits within the Churches of Christ throughout history.
It covers key controversies, such as debates over instrumental music and missionary societies, and
how these issues affected church fellowship. The book provides a balanced view of the church’s
efforts to maintain unity while grappling with internal differences.
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