
On January 9, 2007, a group of evangelicals published an open
letter on the Internet calling on Living Stream Ministry (LSM) and
the local churches to disavow certain teachings of Witness Lee and
their appeals to “litigation and threatened litigation” to resolve dis-
putes with other Christians. The bulk of their letter was a series
of 17 individual quotations from the ministry of Witness Lee,
which, we suppose, were intended to speak for themselves and
justify the signers’ call for the local churches and LSM to disavow
some particular teachings of Witness Lee. On February 11, 2007,
we offered online a brief response to the open letter, in which we
succinctly stated our position on the “essential doctrines of the
Christian faith” (LCTestimony.org). Further, we responded to the
charge that we in the local churches routinely resort to “litigation
and threatened litigation to answer criticisms or settle disputes
with Christian organizations and individuals.” In that brief response
we offered only a succinct presentation of our understanding of the
crucial truths of the faith at issue; we did not attempt to defend
Witness Lee’s proper understanding of these truths as represented
in his writings. We also did not try to show how the 17 quotations
from Witness Lee’s writings, each of which stands in isolation and
lacks the benefit of its original context, accord with either a proper
understanding of the essential items of the Christian faith or with
an accepted historical position in the Christian church. But we did
promise a longer response to the open letter, and here we wish to
offer one, giving what we feel is a very necessary elaboration and
defense of our understanding of the truths at issue and of Witness
Lee’s teachings thereon. In another article we will examine the
17 quotations in their full context and against the backdrop of
Witness Lee’s broader teaching on their subject matter to see if the
signers were justified in isolating these quotations and holding
them up apart from their original contexts.



As we mentioned in our brief response, we welcome this opportu-
nity to present our understanding of these crucial truths as well as
Witness Lee’s teaching on them. Our long experience in respond-
ing to our critics has taught us that open and extensive dialogue
allays most of the concerns that motivate the criticisms against
us. Evidence of this can be seen in the recent positive evaluations
of our positions on the fundamental points of the Christian faith
by Fuller Theological Seminary, Christian Research Institute
(CRI), and Answers in Action (AIA). Some of the positive testi-
mony of these Christian institutions can be found on this website
(LCTestimony.org). Of course, we realize that not all our positions
on Christian truth bear the approval of even those who have thor-
oughly examined our teachings. We accept this and do not wish to
obscure this fact. But differences in opinion on the non-essential
matters of the faith have long been the situation in the Christian
church, and we hope and expect that we too would benefit from
the toleration that all Christians have come to expect in this
regard. In presenting this longer response, we wish to address
those points of truth which we have been accused of contradicting
or compromising. Our hope is that in presenting our positions
on these matters, we will convince all that we are indeed fellow
believers in Christ and equal members of the household of the
faith. We do not expect to persuade the implacable. But we trust
that most believers are fair and reasonable and that they will hear,
respect, and respond to a sincere and genuine presentation of the
truth. We expect that persons such as these will be persuaded of
our orthodoxy in the essentials of the faith even if they may ques-
tion our stand on some of the non-essentials. We further hope that
by our presentation here many of the signers of the open letter will
be motivated to do what is right and quietly remove their signa-
tures from the letter as well as withdraw their public opposition to
us until they have thoroughly and fairly investigated what we hold
as essential truth.

The signers of the open letter take exception to Witness Lee’s
teaching on three matters: “the nature of God,” “the nature of
humanity,” and “the legitimacy of evangelical churches and de-
nominations.” The labels they use are a bit elusive, and the isolated
quotations they present, without explication, require some guessing
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as to the complaints they intend, but it seems that the signers in-
tend to take exception to our understanding concerning the doctrine
of the Trinity, the truth concerning God’s complete salvation, and
the practice of denominationalism. The first two of these are
essential matters of the faith; the third is not, and we hope that
the signers do not intend it to be. In the sections that follow we
will present our understanding on the first two of these matters
as well as various quotations that better represent Witness Lee’s
teaching on them. For the third topic we will present our broader
understanding of the truth concerning the Body of Christ and
how this understanding relates to the common denominational
situation in Christianity today. We should also note that in the
open letter a fourth issue was raised, related to “lawsuits with
evangelical Christians.” Since we feel that we have adequately
responded to this matter in our brief response, we will not
address this issue again here in our longer response. We invite all
our readers to see our response to this fourth point on our website
LCTestimony.org.

ON THE TRIUNE GOD

We humbly acknowledge that the mystery of the Divine Trinity is
and will forever be beyond the full grasp of human understanding.
Yet we joyfully recognize that God has presented the mystery of
His trinity in the holy word of the Bible. This divine act of self-
disclosure persuades us that while God cannot be fully known, He
intends to be apprehended and experienced as He truly is, that is,
as the unique, eternal God, who is indivisibly one and yet dis-
tinctly three. In our study of the Bible, we find that the Old
Testament sometimes intimates that there is plurality in God (e.g.,
Gen. 1:1-3, 26-27; Exo. 3:14-15; Num. 6:22-27; Isa. 6:8), and in
the New Testament we clearly find the revelation of the trinity of
God in unmistakable language, such as in Christ’s declaration con-
cerning “the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy
Spirit” (Matt. 28:19). The Christian belief in the three-one God is
unique and marks believers in Christ as distinct heirs of the
unfathomable mystery. We respectfully submit, however, that
although the basic tenets of the Christian doctrine of the oneness
and threeness of God were settled for the most part by the end of
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the fourth century A.D., the delicate balance found in that early
settlement appears, in our estimation, to be compromised by many
in the modern era who hold to a tritheistic notion of the Trinity,
often in actual confession. In our effort to preserve a balanced
view in an era of imbalance, we have often been unfairly portrayed
as holding the view of the Trinity that stands at the opposite
extreme and have thus been undeservedly labeled by some as
modalist in our teaching. Here we are very pleased to offer what
we believe concerning the Triune God according to our study of
the Word of God, with the hope that our presentation will confirm
the orthodoxy of our teaching and dispel any doubts as to the legit-
imacy of our views. We begin with a concise overview of our
understanding of what we believe is affirmed by the Scriptures and
by the long history of teaching in the church on this capital truth of
the Christian faith.

The Divine Trinity: A Concise Biblical Overview

We affirm that the most fundamental declaration in the Bible con-
cerning God’s being is that He is one God (Deut. 6:4; Isa. 45:5; Psa.
86:10; 1 Cor. 8:4; Eph. 4:6; 1 Tim. 2:5). Yet He is also revealed to
have the aspect of three: in the Old Testament He refers to Him-
self in both singular and plural terms (Gen. 1:26; 3:22; 11:7; Isa.
6:8), and in the New Testament the explicit designations of
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are used (e.g., Matt. 28:19; Gal. 4:6;
cf. 2 Cor. 13:14). Contrary to the commonly held notion that the
three are separate and individual persons, thus implying three
Gods, we hold that the Father, the Son, and the Spirit are three
hypostases, or persons, distinct though not separate, of the one
indivisible God. We affirm that the three are each equally God:
the Father is God (1 Pet. 1:2; Eph. 1:17), the Son is God (Heb.
1:8; John 1:1; Rom. 9:5; Titus 2:13; John 20:28), and the Spirit is
God (Acts 5:3-4). We also believe the scriptural testimony that
each of the three is equally eternal: the Father is eternal (Isa. 9:6),
the Son is eternal (Heb. 1:12; 7:3), and the Spirit is eternal (9:14).
Hence, we understand the three to coexist eternally. We do not
hold to the notion that the three distinctions in God are temporal
or economic modes of His existence which successively begin and
end as He accomplishes the successive steps of His economy in
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time. In witnessing to Their coexistence, the New Testament often
portrays the three as operating together simultaneously in the har-
mony of one manifest action (Matt. 3:16-17; John 14:16-17;
2 Cor. 13:14; Eph. 3:14-17; Rev. 1:4-5). The biblical data convince
us, therefore, that the three of the Divine Trinity coexist from
eternity to eternity and are each fully God without being three
separate and independent persons. Mysteriously, the one God is
three.

Coinherence and Incorporation

But the relationship among the three of the Trinity is defined
by more than mere coexistence, for the testimony of Scripture
is that the three mutually indwell one another in a dynamic inter-
relation that some theologians have termed coinherence. By the
term we understand that the three of the Trinity mutually exist
and mutually indwell one another. In this eternal relationship
of coinherence, the Father, the Son, and the Spirit have never
been, nor ever can be, separated. The Lord Jesus’ own testimony
of His coinherence with the Father and of the Father’s with Him
is quite clear: “the Father is in Me and I am in the Father” (John
10:38; cf. 14:10-11, 20; 17:21), and the coinherence of the Spirit
with the Father and of the Spirit with the Son is quite clear from
the many titles of the Spirit in the New Testament: “the Spirit of
God” (Rom. 8:9; 1 John 4:2); “the Spirit of your Father” (Matt.
10:20); “the Spirit of the Lord” (Acts 5:9; 2 Cor. 3:17); “the Spirit
of His Son” (Gal. 4:6); “the Spirit of Christ” (Rom. 8:9; 1 Pet.
1:11); “the Spirit of Jesus” (Acts 16:7); “the Spirit of Jesus Christ”
(Phil. 1:19) ; and “the Lord Spirit” (2 Cor. 3:18).

Witness Lee was very explicit on these points, as these sample
excerpts from his ministry attest:

The persons should not be confounded and the essence
should not be divided; the Father, the Son, and the Spirit
are three in person, but They are one in essence. (The Rev-
elation and Vision of God, 19)

We can say that the Father and the Son are one because the
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Lord Jesus said, “I and the Father are one” (John 10:30).
However, although the Father and the Son are one, between
Them there is still a distinction of I and the Father. We must
not disregard this point, because if we do, we would become
modalists. Modalism advocates that God, who is one, has
three manifestations in three different periods and that
the three manifestations do not exist within each other
at the same time. The Scriptures show us, however, that the
three—the Father, the Son, and the Spirit—not only exist at
the same time but also exist in one another. Therefore, the
three—the Father, the Son, and the Spirit—are one; They
are one God. However, this one God is also three; He is the
Father, the Son and the Spirit. (Ibid., 34-35)

Among the three of the Divine Trinity, there is distinction
but no separation. The Father is distinct from the Son, the
Son is distinct from the Spirit, and the Spirit is distinct
from the Son and the Father. But we cannot say that They
are separate, because They coinhere, that is, They live
within one another. In Their coexistence the three of the
Godhead are distinct, but Their coinherence makes them
one. They coexist in Their coinherence, so They are dis-
tinct but not separate. (The Crucial Points of the Major
Items of the Lord’s Recovery, 10)

Because the three of the Trinity dwell in one another, They cannot
act apart from one another, even though the operation of each one
is certainly distinct from that of the other two. When one acts,
the other two distinctly operate in and with Him. Thus, in every
action to carry out the economy of God’s salvation, the three oper-
ate distinctly yet inseparably. Witness Lee has referred to this
mutuality in being and operation among the three of the Divine
Trinity as an “incorporation”:

The three of the Divine Trinity are an incorporation by
coinhering mutually and by working together as one. This
means that the three of the Divine Trinity are an incor-
poration by what They are and by what They do. (The Issue
of Christ Being Glorified by the Father with the Divine
Glory, 26)
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By this term, we understand that each of the three of the Trinity,
when acting distinctly to carry out God’s economy, incorporates
the operations of the other two. The Gospel of John plainly reveals
this marvelous truth concerning the incorporation among the three
of the Trinity and does so in great detail. Here it may be sufficient
to present only a few verses from John’s Gospel that illustrate this
point:

Do you not believe that I am in the Father and the Father is
in Me? The words that I say to you I do not speak from
Myself, but the Father who abides in Me does His works.
Believe Me that I am in the Father and the Father is in Me;
but if not, believe because of the works themselves.
(14:10-11)

But when He, the Spirit of reality, comes, He will guide
you into all the reality; for He will not speak from Himself,
but what He hears He will speak; and He will declare
to you the things that are coming. He will glorify Me,
for He will receive of Mine and will declare it to you.
All that the Father has is Mine; for this reason I have
said that He receives of Mine and will declare it to you.
(16:13-15)

While it was manifestly the Son who ministered on the earth as
a man and spoke the words of eternal life to people (John
6:63, 68), the Father was in Him, doing His works, that is, operat-
ing to give the Son’s words their full effect among the hearers
(cf. 8:26, 28; 12:49). In this sense, we understand the Son to be
incorporating the Father and manifesting in His action a speaking
that is not from Himself but from the Father who abides in Him.
Likewise, the Spirit, we are told, when He comes, does not speak
from Himself, but what He receives from the Son He declares
to the believers, glorifying the Son and guiding the believers into
all the reality of the Son (cf. John 14:6), who Himself receives all
that the Father has as His own. In this sense, we understand the
Spirit to be incorporating the Son to make the Son as the embodi-
ment of the Father real to the believers.
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Biblical Identifications
among the Three of the Divine Trinity

We believe that because the three of the Divine Trinity incorporate
the operations of each other, the Bible sometimes identifies one
of the three with another of the three. But far from confusing the
distinctions among the three, these biblical identifications of the dis-
tinct hypostases of the Divine Trinity serve to reinforce the insepa-
rability of the three in Their existence and operation. Further,
these identifications rely on the oneness of essence in the Divine
Trinity and on the coinherence and incorporation among the three
of the Divine Trinity. The Bible unabashedly recognizes that when
one acts, the others are identified with Him in operation, and it
sometimes equates one of the three with another of the three.

Witness Lee recognized that the Scriptures sometimes make these
identifications, and contrary to what others have tried to do to
avoid the apparent confusion of the distinctions in the Trinity, he
attempted to let the text stand on its own and looked for greater
meaning in the identifications. There are three verses that he fre-
quently commented on in this regard and for which he is most
commonly criticized:

For a child is born to us,
A Son is given to us;

And the government
Is upon His shoulder;

And His name will be called
Wonderful Counselor,

Mighty God,
Eternal Father,
Prince of Peace. (Isa. 9:6)

So also it is written, “The first man, Adam, became a living
soul”; the last Adam became a life-giving Spirit. (1 Cor.
15:45)

And the Lord is the Spirit; and where the Spirit of the
Lord is, there is freedom. (2 Cor. 3:17)
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Those familiar with the theological difficulties associated with
these verses will no doubt be able to recall the various linguistic
and exegetical arguments that have been routinely offered to dis-
pel the Trinitarian issues here. But the simple fact remains that the
Bible says that the Son is called the Father, that the last Adam
became the life-giving Spirit, and that the Lord is the Spirit. Witness
Lee did not see the need to explain away the difficulties in the text
via linguistic and exegetical devices, because he recognized that
there is indeed a very valid sense in which the Son can be called
the Father, in which Christ can be said to have become the life-
giving Spirit, and in which Christ can be said to be the Spirit, all
without denying the eternal distinctions between the Father, the
Son, and the Spirit. The very valid sense is that of coinherence and
incorporation, whereby each indwells the others and each incorpo-
rates the operations of the others in His own distinct actions to
such an extent that the Bible at times says of one that He is the
other. Such biblical statements are made with respect to God’s
economical operation without, of course, jeopardizing the distinc-
tions between the persons of the Trinity in His economy or in His
immanent existence. Thus, when Isaiah 9:6 prophesies that the
Son will be given to us and that His name will be called Eternal
Father, we understand that though the Son is distinct from the
Father, He nevertheless incorporates the Father in His being,
living, and doing, and thus, in the carrying out of the divine econ-
omy, He can be called Eternal Father, in accordance with the
Scripture here. Similarly, when Paul speaks of the last Adam
becoming a life-giving Spirit, we need not posit some life-giving
spirit other than the unique divine Spirit who gives life (John 6:63;
2 Cor. 3:6) or some post-resurrectional state of Christ’s being, so
as to avoid confusing the distinctions in the Divine Trinity. We sus-
pect that Paul would find such maneuvers foreign to his thought
and that of the other New Testament writers. Rather, we should
recognize Paul’s utterance here as a direct reference to the Holy
Spirit who gives life and should try to see how Christ could be said
to have become the life-giving Spirit in resurrection. Again, the
notion of incorporation based on the coinherence of the three of
the Trinity provides a deep and sophisticated view that both
respects the distinctions among and admits the identification of
the three. In incarnation, before His death and resurrection, Christ
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was “of the Holy Spirit” (Matt. 1:20) and worked “by the Spirit”
(Matt. 12:28). When He went to the cross, He offered Himself
as our sacrifice “through the eternal Spirit” (Heb. 9:14). Thus,
in life and death Christ incorporated the operations of the Spirit;
although the Spirit was and always is distinct from Christ the Son,
the Spirit was not separate from the Son in the Gospels, and the
operation of the Spirit was manifested in the actions of the Son. In
resurrection, a change of manifest action occurs, so that now the
life-giving Spirit, who acts in the believers in the church, incorpo-
rates the operations of Christ, the last Adam. Certainly Christ and
the Spirit are distinct, but in the Epistles Christ’s operation is
incorporated in the Spirit’s actions, and in this sense Paul’s words
in 1 Corinthians 15:45 can be taken at face value. After His resur-
rection Christ, though still distinct from the Spirit, has become
the life-giving Spirit, particularly in the life and living of the New
Testament believers. The incorporation of the Son in the actions of
the Spirit also allows us to accept Paul’s word in 2 Corinthians
3:17 at face value: “the Lord is the Spirit.” The preceding context
identifies the Lord, to whom the heart should be turned so that
the veil can be taken away, with Christ, in whom the veil is being
done away with (vv. 16, 14). Thus, attempts to refer the title Lord
in verse 17 to God in general or to YHWH of the Old Testament,
simply to avoid confusing the Son and the Spirit, seem unnatural
and unnecessary as well as inconsistent with the context (cf. 2:12,
14-15, 17; 3:3-4, 14, 16; 4:5). Here we understand Paul to be saying
that if we want to enjoy the experience of the veil being done away
in Christ, we must turn our hearts, in a practical way, to the Spirit,
because Christ the Lord is the Spirit, in that the Spirit incorpo-
rates Christ and makes Him real and practical to us in our
experience. Paul seems to have no problem with the identification,
and we do not believe that he is confusing the distinctions in the
Godhead; rather, we believe that Paul recognized the mutual exis-
tence and mutual operation of Christ and the Spirit and therefore
sometimes identified Christ with the Spirit (cf. Rom. 8:9-11). In
fact, in the next verse (2 Cor. 3:18) he plainly incorporates the
two in one unique title, Lord Spirit.

Against the backdrop of such an understanding, the seemingly
stark statements of Witness Lee on the biblical identifications of
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the divine hypostases do not warrant the criticism that they often
receive. Here are a few excerpts where he recognizes the identifi-
cations of the hypostases while maintaining their distinctions:

It is not too much to say that He [Christ the Son] is the
Father because the Father is included in Him. And it is not
wrong to say that He is the Spirit because the Spirit is
implied in Him. However, we absolutely confess that the
Father is the Father, the Son is the Son, and the Spirit is
the Spirit and that the three are distinct but not separate…
This is the mystery of the Divine Trinity. (Revelation and
Vision of God, 71-72)

The Spirit is identical to the Lord…However, do not think
that when the Bible says the Lord is the Spirit it annuls the
distinction between the Son and the Spirit. They are one,
yet still two. They are one, yet still distinct. (The Basic
Revelation in the Holy Scriptures, 40)

Many writers agree that in Paul’s Epistles the resurrected
Christ is identical to the Spirit. However, this does not
annul the distinction between Christ and the Spirit. There
is always a twofoldness to truth. In 2 Corinthians 3:17 the
Lord and the Spirit are one. In 2 Corinthians 13:14 we have
the grace of Christ, the love of God, and the fellowship
of the Holy Spirit. Here it can be seen that Christ and the
Spirit are distinct. (Ibid., 41)

The Responsibility for Finding Balance

It is impossible to know exactly why each individual signer of the
open letter agreed to append his or her name, with evidences of
academic standing, to the letter. While a few of the signers may
have a vendetta to settle, we believe that most of the signers are
reacting to statements which, taken out of context and presented
in isolation, seem to be sufficiently outrageous so as to warrant
public denunciation. Yet we are quite surprised, given the aca-
demic statuses of many of the signers, that quotations in isolation
would be allowed to serve as the basis for public denunciation.
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Academic researchers of every kind know the perils of isolating
quotations and are usually quick to dissociate themselves from
such a practice. Further, academics generally afford those of con-
trary positions the courtesy of presenting balance where balance
can be found, and because of their training they cannot, in good
conscience, shirk the responsibility of finding balance if it can be
found. We believe that in this section we have demonstrated that
there is a balance to be found in the statements of Witness Lee on
the Divine Trinity, a balance which was not presented and, we
believe, was not even sought. Our genuine hope is that many of the
signers of the open letter would reconsider their support of the
letter and request that their signatures be removed from it.

ON GOD’S COMPLETE SALVATION

Our view of God’s economy—the endeavor of God to fulfill His
heart’s desire—rests upon our understanding that God’s work
of complete salvation among humankind embraces two aspects:
judicial redemption and organic salvation. According to this view,
God’s full salvation is much more than the mere rescue of human-
kind from the negative situation of the fall; even more, it is the
leading of humankind into the positive realm of the divine life and
glory (Heb. 2:10). The Christian salvation includes not only judicial
redemption, which saves us from God’s wrath and punishment,
but also organic salvation, which saves us into the participation in
His divine life and nature. These two aspects of God’s full salva-
tion are clearly expressed in the apostle Paul’s words in Romans
5:10: “If we, being enemies, were reconciled to God through the
death of His Son, much more we will be saved in His life, hav-
ing been reconciled.” We treasure and extol Christ’s efficacious
redemptive work as the sole and sufficient basis for our justification
before God and for our deliverance from God’s condemnation, but
we do not believe that this judicial aspect of Christ’s work is
the full extent of our salvation; rather, the redemption accom-
plished by Christ, as Witness Lee points out, “lays the foundation
and paves the way for salvation in God’s life” (God’s Salvation
in Life, 17). Witness Lee’s comments on Romans 5:10 further
explain the distinction between these two aspects of God’s full
salvation:
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Verse 10 of this chapter points out that God’s full salvation
revealed in this book consists of two sections: one section
is the redemption accomplished for us by Christ’s death,
and the other section is the saving afforded us by Christ’s
life. The first four chapters of this book discourse compre-
hensively regarding the redemption accomplished by
Christ’s death, whereas the last twelve chapters speak in
detail concerning the saving afforded by Christ’s life.
Before 5:11, Paul shows us that we are saved because
we have been redeemed, justified, and reconciled to
God. However, we have not yet been saved to the extent
of being sanctified, transformed, and conformed to the
image of God’s Son. Redemption, justification, and recon-
ciliation, which are accomplished outside of us by the
death of Christ, redeem us objectively; sanctification,
transformation, and conformation, which are accom-
plished within us by the working of Christ’s life, save us
subjectively. Objective redemption redeems us position-
ally from condemnation and eternal punishment; subjective
salvation saves us dispositionally from our old man, our self,
and our natural life. (Recovery Version, note 2 on Rom.
5:10)

Such a complete salvation is composed of God’s judicial
redemption and His organic salvation. God’s judicial re-
demption is the procedure of God’s complete salvation for
the believers to participate in God’s organic salvation as the
purpose of God’s complete salvation. The procedure is
judicial, and the purpose is organic. (Crystallization-study
of the Complete Salvation of God in Romans, 9-10)

God’s complete salvation not only rescues perishing humankind
from eternal perdition through the vicarious death of His Son but
also enlivens and transforms human beings into His glorious image
through the working of His divine life within them. It is our view
that God operates in His economy to accomplish the complete sal-
vation of His believers by making them the same as He is in life,
nature, and expression but not in His Godhead. God’s economy of
salvation commences with the incarnation, whereby God in Christ
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became what we are in life, nature, and expression without alter-
ing His divine essence and nature or abandoning His unique
Godhead; and this economy consummates in the full salvation
of His believers, whereby they become what He is in life, nature,
and expression without participating in any way in His Godhead.
Our teaching concerning human beings becoming God in His full
salvation respects the distinction between God in His incommuni-
cability and God in His communicability, which corresponds to the
distinction between the immanent, or essential, Trinity (the Trinity
in His inner self-existence) and the economic Trinity (the Trinity in
His economic operation). Recognizing that God eternally dwells
in unapproachable light and remains unseen and invisible (1 Tim.
6:16), we understand that there is in God a mode of existence that
makes Him completely transcendent above and incommunicable
to His creation. At the same time, acknowledging that God was
mysteriously manifested in the flesh through incarnation (John
1:1, 14; 1 Tim. 3:16), we also understand that there is in God a
mode of existence that allows Him to communicate Himself to
and participate in His creation. God’s economy of salvation not
only preserves His eternal uniqueness, otherness, and inaccessibil-
ity but also admits His participation in humanity and ultimately
the participation of His elect in His divinity. A key difference
between Him and us is that He is God by virtue of His own being
and divine self-existence, whereas we become God by virtue of
our union and communion with Him and by our continual depend-
ence on Him and on what He is in Himself. God self-exists as
God; we are made God by our participation in what He is as God.
In the language of the early church, He is God by nature, and we
become God by grace; that is, He is God by virtue of His own self-
possessed divine nature, while we become God only by virtue of
our partaking of His nature (2 Pet. 1:4), which we receive from
Him through grace.

Because of the eternally inviolable aspect of God’s existence,
human beings will never attain to the Godhead. Because God is
triune immanently, what He is in Himself (His triuneness) apart
from His economical move is eternally preserved; hence, we
will not be and there never will be an additional person or persons
in the Trinity. Because the unique Triune God alone is worthy of
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worship (Matt. 4:10), we will never be worshipped as God. He
alone is the self-existing and ever-existing God, owing His exis-
tence to no one and nothing (Exo. 3:14). We will never become
such independent beings; rather, we will eternally remain depend-
ent beings, relying on Him not only for our being made God but
even for our very existence (cf. John 6:57; 14:19). The process
of our becoming God neither alters our status as creatures nor
effaces our humanity. We will forever remain creatures and humans;
hence, we will never be the Creator and will never assume His
incommunicable attributes—such as omnipotence, omniscience,
and omnipresence—which belong solely to God in the Godhead.
God is God who can both transcend all creation and come within
creation; we human beings can at best be joined to God and
thereby become God within the confines of creation. Since Witness
Lee recognized the distinction between the eternal incommuni-
cability of God and His economic operation to join Himself to
humankind, in presenting the notion of our becoming God in
God’s salvation, he sought not only to set forth the full extent of
our participation in God’s divinity but also to establish the limits
of that participation:

God does intend to make the believers God in life and in
nature but not in the Godhead…On the one hand, the
New Testament reveals that the Godhead is unique and
that only God, who alone has the Godhead, should be wor-
shipped. On the other hand, the New Testament reveals
that we, the believers in Christ, have God’s life and nature
and that we are becoming God in life and in nature but will
never have His Godhead. (Life-study of 1 and 2 Samuel,
166-167)

We human beings need to be deified, to be made like God
in life and in nature, but it is a great heresy to say that
we are made like God in His Godhead. (The Christian
Life, 134)

The Bible tells us that the believers in Christ are God’s
children (John 1:12-13; 1 John 3:1-2). The children of a
man are also men. Because we are children of God, we are

A Longer Response 17



God in nature and in life, but not in the Godhead, that is,
not in God’s position or rank. (The Organic Union in
God’s Relationship with Man, 27)

We have been “deified,” not in person but in life and in
nature. We are one with God in His life and nature, but
not in His person. (The Experience and Growth in Life,
210)

This view of God’s salvation is known as the Christian notion of
deification. This notion has been largely neglected in the last few
centuries among Christian teachers in Western—particularly
Protestant—theology, and it has virtually disappeared from the
mainstream theological understanding of modern believers in the
West. In fact, the majority of Protestant Christians assume that
deification is simply without scriptural credence and has been
rejected among fellow believers. This, however, is not the case.
The doctrine of deification was universally accepted throughout
the Christian church in its early centuries; especially in the fourth
and fifth centuries, the term deification (theosis) was synonymous
with salvation (Pelikan, 216, 344). Although the notion of deifica-
tion did not hold its sway throughout the Christian church beyond
the first five or six centuries and was only marginally respected
within the broader sphere of Western Christianity after that, in the
Eastern branch of Christianity the doctrine of deification forms a
central component of their understanding of salvation to this day.
Thankfully, there has recently been a growing appreciation of deifi-
cation among Christian scholars in the West (including evangelical
scholars). In our own understanding of deification, unlike that of
Eastern Orthodoxy, whose doctrine of deification is dependent
upon a theology of sacraments, we do not believe that sacraments,
liturgy, icons, relics, and rituals provide the principal mechanisms
for deification. Rather, we hold that we are made God through the
operation of the divine life dispensed into us through our contact
with God in prayer, through our prayerful reading of the Bible, and
through our fellowship in spirit with the believers in the many
meetings of the church (Jude 20-21; Eph. 5:26; 6:17-18). We
become God by partaking of the divine nature, enjoying the boun-
tiful supply of the Spirit, and living Christ for His magnification
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through our normal daily living in the church life (2 Pet. 1:4; Phil.
1:19-21; Col. 3:16; 4:6; Eph. 5:18-19; 4:29; 1 John 5:16).

The intrinsic significance of deification in the New Testament is
the sonship that the believers enter into and participate in. We
understand that God’s heart’s desire from eternity past is to obtain
a multitude of sons conformed to the image of His Son through
the operation of the divine life in them. The apostle Paul tells us
that, before the foundation of the world, God, according to the
good pleasure of His will, chose us in Christ the Son to be holy,
predestinating us unto sonship (Eph. 1:4-5), that is, unto confor-
mity to the image of His Son, that He might be the Firstborn
among many brothers (1 Cor. 2:7; Rom. 8:28-29). We acknowl-
edge that, in His eternal existence, God finds perfect delight in
the only begotten Son, who in the Godhead alone embodies and
expresses God as the image of God and the Logos of God (John
1:1, 14, 18; 2 Cor. 4:4; cf. Matt. 3:17). At the same time we main-
tain that in the divine economy to manifest Himself through
creation, God desires to make His beloved Son the Firstborn and
His Son’s believers His many sons for an enlarged corporate
expression of Himself (John 12:24; Heb. 1:5-6; 2:10).

Incarnation can be understood as the initiation of the divine econ-
omy in that it brings God into humankind for the expression of
God in humanity. In His incarnation Christ, the only begotten Son
of God, became the Son of Man, the God-man, bringing divinity
into humanity in order to manifest God in the flesh (John 1:14;
Matt. 12:8; Heb. 2:14; 1 Tim. 3:16). In His own words, Christ, who
embodies life and even is life itself (John 1:4; 14:6; 1 John 5:11-12),
indicated that the purpose of His incarnation is the impartation of
the divine life into the believers: “I have come that they may have
life and may have it abundantly” (John 10:10). In light of this
declared purpose of Christ’s coming, we view His death on the
cross not only as redemptive but also as generative. This latter
aspect is suggested by the Lord’s words in John 12:24, which
speak of the issue of His death in terms of the organic increase
of Himself: “Unless the grain of wheat falls into the ground and
dies, it abides alone; but if it dies, it bears much fruit.” Hence, we
see His death not only as a judicial procedure to accomplish the
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forgiveness of our sins and our eternal redemption (Heb. 9:12) but
more significantly as an organic process to release the divine life
for the dispensing of it into the believers for their full salvation
(John 12:24; 3:16).

In keeping with this organic view of Christ’s death, we understand
that His resurrection does more than vindicate the efficacy of His
redemptive death, proving our justification before God (Rom.
4:25); more intrinsically, it regenerates the believers to be the
many sons of God, thereby uplifting humanity into the divine son-
ship. We recall that on the morning of His resurrection Christ
declared that His disciples were now His brothers and that His
Father was now their Father (John 20:17; cf. Matt. 28:10); this
declaration indicates that through Christ’s resurrection the believ-
ers are deified to be His brothers, the sons of God. The apostle
Peter also speaks of Christ’s resurrection from the viewpoint of its
organic impact on the believers: “Blessed be the God and Father
of our Lord Jesus Christ, who according to His great mercy has
regenerated us unto a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus
Christ from the dead” (1 Pet. 1:3). In God’s view, when Christ
was resurrected, we, His believers, were resurrected with Him
(Eph. 2:6), and through Christ’s resurrection we were regener-
ated; that is, we were begotten as sons of God and were thereby
made God in life and nature.

From this perspective, we emphasize that Christ is “the Firstborn
among many brothers” (Rom. 8:29), not only “the only Begotten
from the Father” (John 1:14). Our view is that from eternity to
eternity Christ is, as to His deity, the only begotten Son of God; in
incarnation the eternal, only begotten Son of God became the Son
of Man to bring divinity into humanity; and in resurrection this
God-man became the firstborn Son of God to bring humanity into
divinity. While we certainly hold that, as to His status as the
second of the Trinity, as to His unique identity in the Godhead
(John 1:18; 3:16, 18; 1 John 4:9), Christ eternally remains the
only begotten Son of God and can never have brothers, we equally
hold that, as to His status as the incarnate God-man, Christ
became the firstborn Son through His resurrection and made the
believers His many brothers, the many sons of God. Further, we
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recognize that even in incarnation, there exists a genuine distinc-
tion between Christ and the believers. Christ alone is God by
virtue of His being God in Himself, whereas the believers become
God only by virtue of their union with Christ (1 Cor. 6:17), who
is God (Rom. 9:5). While Christ is not ashamed to call us His
brothers (Heb. 2:11), He alone owns both the status of the only
begotten Son of God in the eternal Trinity and the status of the
firstborn Son of God, who has the preeminence among His many
brothers (cf. Col. 1:18). While we are the members of His Body
(1 Cor. 12:27), He alone is the Head of the Body (cf. Col. 1:18);
while we are joined to Him through faith (1 Cor. 6:17), He alone
is the Redeemer of humankind, Lord of all, and God over all and
blessed forever (Col. 1:13-14; Acts 10:36; Rom. 9:5). Thus, even
in the mystery of His communicable existence as the God-man,
Christ is unique and quite distinct from us, who wholly depend on
Him for our deification in Him.

Given our view of deification as the organic issue of Christ’s resur-
rection, we believe that, based on Christ’s judicial redemption,
God in Christ deifies us by administering His organic salvation into
us. This is salvation in His divine life by which He progressively
dispenses Himself as eternal life into us through the indwelling,
life-giving Spirit (Rom. 8:6, 9-11; 1 Cor. 15:45), who is the Spirit
of life (Rom. 8:2). In our view, this inner working of the divine
life within us commences with regeneration, continues with trans-
formation, and consummates in glorification (John 1:12-13; 2 Cor.
3:18; Col. 3:4; Rom. 8:17). By regeneration we refer to the organic
process by which God makes us His children not simply by adopt-
ing us through the declaration of His sovereign decree but more
intrinsically by begetting us through the impartation of His eternal
life (John 1:12-13; 3:5-6; 1 John 3:9). We believe that, through
regeneration, God becomes our genuine Father (Rom. 8:15; Gal.
4:6), and we become His sons genuinely, organically, and intrinsi-
cally, possessing His life and nature (1 John 5:11; 2 Pet. 1:4).
Witness Lee understands deification as the full import of biblical
sonship:

Man cannot be God in His Godhead, but he can be God in
His life and nature. We are what we are born of. Anything
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born of a dog is a dog. Likewise, if we were born of a
monkey, we would surely be a monkey. God created man
not according to a monkey’s kind or a dog’s kind, but
according to His kind, in His image and according to His
likeness. Furthermore, the Bible tells us that the believers
in Christ are God’s children (John 1:12-13; 1 John 3:1-2).
The children of a man are also men. Because we are chil-
dren of God, we are God in nature and in life, but not in
the Godhead, that is, not in God’s position or rank. (The
Organic Union in God’s Relationship with Man, 27).

When we say that we are one with God, we do not mean
that we become the person of God. This is to make our-
selves an object of worship and should be condemned as
blasphemy. To be one with God is to be one with Him in
His divine life and nature. Every life produces offspring
after its own kind (Gen. 1:11, 21, 24). As children of our
physical father we have our father’s life and nature, but we
are not the same person as he is. A grandfather, a father,
and a son all have the same life and nature, but they are dif-
ferent persons. In life and nature they are the same, but in
person they are different. As the children of God (Rom.
8:16; 1 John 3:1) we have been “deified,” not in person but
in life and in nature. We are one with God in His life and
nature, but not in His person. (The Experience and Growth
in Life, 209-210)

In God’s new covenant (Jer. 31:33-34), we have been
made God in His nature and in His life, but not in His
Godhead. This is because we have been begotten of God
(John 1:13). Dogs beget dogs; lions beget lions; and man
begets man. Since your father is a man, and you are born of
him, are you not a man? As believers in Christ, we have
been born of God; we have been regenerated by God. God
is our Father, and we are His sons. Since our Father is God,
what are we, the sons? The sons must be the same as their
Father in life and in nature. We have been born of God to
be the children of God (1 John 3:1). Eventually, when
Christ comes, He will make us fully the same as God in life
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and in nature (v. 2). However, none of us are or can be God
in His Godhead as an object of worship. In a family, only
the father has the fatherhood. The children of the father
do not have his fatherhood. There is only one father with
many children. The father is human, and the children also
are human, but there is only one father. In the same way,
God is our unique Father; only He has the divine father-
hood. But we as His children are the same as He is in life
and in nature. (The Christian Life, 133-134)

The goal of God’s salvation in the divine life is to build up the
believers into the Body of Christ, the corporate and organic
expression of Christ. We maintain that the Body of Christ is not
simply some apt metaphor for the unity of the believers in the
church but the spiritual and intrinsic reality of the church (Eph.
1:22-23)—a divine-human organism that encompasses Christ, the
firstborn Son, as the Head and the many believers, the many sons
of God, as the members of the Body (Rom. 12:4-5; 1 Cor. 12:12,
27). We understand the Body of Christ to be constituted with the
many members who have been regenerated with the divine life and
transformed into the image of the Son for the glorification of God;
in this sense, the Body of Christ can be said to be the organism of
the Triune God (Eph. 4:4-6; cf. John 15:1-8). Because the saving
life of God is simply Christ our life (Col. 3:4), as the life of God
progressively pervades us, we forsake our natural isolation from
one another, instead seeking the fellowship of the Body of Christ,
and become joined, knit, and built together in love with fellow
members of the Body who are undergoing the same organic salva-
tion (1 Cor. 10:16; 1 John 1:3, 7; Eph. 4:16; Col. 2:19). While we
admit that the full realization of the Body of Christ among the
believers has not yet been completely manifested in the Christian
church, we firmly believe that, by ministering His organic salvation
into His believers, Christ as the Head will build up His Body prac-
tically as His genuine corporate expression (Matt. 16:18; Eph.
4:12-13). Ultimately, Christ’s great endeavor to produce and build
up His Body will consummate in the New Jerusalem, the eternal
mutual abode of God and redeemed, regenerated, transformed, and
glorified humankind, and the eternal corporate manifestation of
God in humankind (Rev. 21:2-3, 11, 22). The New Jerusalem, an
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extended symbol of the Body of Christ in its ultimate expression
for eternity, will stand as a testimony to the fulfillment of God’s
deep desire from eternity past to have many sons conformed to
the image of His beloved Son for an enlarged expression of Him-
self (v. 7). Witness Lee provides this concise summary of our organic
view of God’s work among humankind:

We need to see the eternal economy of God, which is
God’s eternal intention with His heart’s desire to dispense
Himself in His Divine Trinity as the Father in the Son by
the Spirit into His chosen people to be their life and nature
that they may be the same as He is for His fullness, His
expression.

The word economy is an anglicized form of the Greek word
oikonomia, which means “house law, household manage-
ment, or administration,” and derivatively, “administrative
dispensation (arrangement), plan, economy.” This Greek
word implies the notion of dispensing…The word dispens-
ing denotes an imparting of something...

An economy is an arrangement to carry out a plan for
dispensing. God’s economy is God’s plan, God’s arrange-
ment, for God to dispense Himself in His element, life,
nature, and attributes, and all that He has achieved and
attained into His chosen people that they may be rebuilt
by being constituted with the divine essence in the divine
element of the divine source to be something divine. (Life-
study of Job, 57-59)

God’s economy is to dispense Himself into our being that
our being may be constituted with His being to be one con-
stitution with His being. This can be accomplished only by
God putting Himself into us as the divine life.

…This divine life is the centrality and universality of our
Christian life. This life is nothing less than Christ Himself,
and Christ is the very God. Since we have God within us
as life, we can know Him, apprehend Him, live Him, and
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be constituted with Him. Furthermore, by dispensing
Himself into us as life, God is accomplishing His economy,
that He may have a corporate expression of Himself for
eternity.

…Because we know the divine life, we can experience the
divine dispensing—God’s dispensing Himself into us that
we may become His increase, His enlargement, for His
expression. This is God’s intention, God’s goal, God’s pur-
pose, God’s economy with His dear dispensing. (Life-study
of Jeremiah 179, 181-182)

God’s eternal economy is to gain a group of people that He
may dispense Himself into them to be their life and every-
thing so that they may be joined to Him as one, be filled
and occupied with Him, and be one entity with Him on
the earth to be the Body of Christ, the church, for His
expression. (Being Up-to-date for the Rebuilding of the
Temple, 144)

According to His heart’s desire, God made His eternal
economy (1 Tim. 1:4b; Eph. 1:10; 3:9) to make man the
same as He is in life and nature but not in His Godhead
and to make Himself one with man and man one with Him,
thus to be enlarged and expanded in His expression, that
all His divine attributes may be expressed in human virtues.

God carries out His eternal economy through a number of
steps. First, He created man in His image and after His
likeness (Gen. 1:26-27). Then God became a man in
His image and after His likeness. He became a man in His
incarnation to partake of the human nature (Heb. 2:14a).
He lived a human life to express His attributes through
man’s virtues. He died an all-inclusive death and resur-
rected to produce the firstborn Son of God and become
the life-giving Spirit (Rom. 8:29; Acts 13:33; 1 Cor. 15:45).
This was all for Him to dispense Himself into His chosen
people to regenerate them with Himself as their life for pro-
ducing many sons—many God-men (1 Pet. 1:3)—for the
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forming of the churches with His many sons and for the
building up of the Body of Christ with His brothers
as the members to be the organism of the processed and
consummated Triune God, consummating in the New Jeru-
salem as His eternal enlargement and expression. (The Ten
Great Critical “Ones” for the Building Up of the Body of
Christ, 14)

God’s economy is that God became man so that man may
become God in life and in nature but not in the Godhead
to produce the organism of the Triune God, the Body of
Christ, which consummates the New Jerusalem. (Life-
study of Proverbs, 54)

While some Christians may fear that the notion of deification
may deprive God of the glory which He alone merits, we believe
that by making human beings God in life, nature, and expression,
God can fulfill His desire to fully glorify Himself in humanity.
Through God’s organic salvation we are gradually transformed
from glory to glory into the image of His Son (2 Cor. 3:18) until
eventually we will fully possess His glory and be manifested with
Him in glory (4:17; Rev. 21:11; Col. 3:4). In glory we will not
express ourselves but God. Because it is God’s glory that will be
manifested through us, what we will manifest is not ourselves but
Him; hence, through us God will not at all be deprived of glory
but will, in reality, have the glory He desires and deserves. For this
reason, Paul declares that we, the believers, will be to the praise
of His glory (Eph. 1:12, 14). We will never be an object of wor-
ship, but we will nevertheless become a cause of universal praise
to God, motivating praise to God from all the positive things in
the universe, for they will see in us the very expression, glorifica-
tion, of God Himself. At that time God will be glorified not solely
in His only begotten Son, who is the eternal expression of God in
the Godhead (Heb. 1:3), but also in the church as the organic
Body of Christ through His firstborn Son with the many sons of
God (Heb. 2:10). Because of God’s magnificent economy to glo-
rify and deify humanity, there will be glory to Him in the church
and in Christ Jesus unto all the generations forever and ever (Eph.
3:21).
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ON THE CHURCH AS THE BODY OF CHRIST
AND ITS PRACTICAL EXPRESSION

Our review of the truth concerning the Divine Trinity and God’s
complete salvation has prepared us for, and now brings us to, the
final topic that we wish to address in response to the open letter:
the church.

Our Vision

As one contemporary theologian has commented, “[t]he doctrine
of the church can never be isolated from other theological loci;
ecclesiology is kind of a summa of any given theological tradition”
(Kärkkäinen, 18). Accordingly, we regard the church as the mani-
fest outcome of the Trinity’s operation in His economy and of the
individual’s experience of salvation. This is revealed with particu-
lar clarity in Paul’s Epistles. His letter to the Ephesians presents
the church as the sublime outworking of God’s eternal purpose
within His redeemed believers:

And to enlighten all that they may see what the economy
of the mystery is, which throughout the ages has been
hidden in God, who created all things, in order that now to
the rulers and the authorities in the heavenlies the multi-
farious wisdom of God might be made known through the
church, according to the eternal purpose which He made
in Christ Jesus our Lord. (3:9-11)

The economy of the mystery refers to God’s plan, or His adminis-
tration, to carry out the mysterious intention hidden in God (v. 9).
While the origin of this economy is God’s eternal purpose (v. 11),
the culmination of this mystery is the church (v. 10). The church,
then, is no mere by-product of God’s redemptive plan; it is the
very product itself of His plan. Neither is the church simply an
afterthought in the divine economy; rather, the very a priori
thought of God Himself is to have the church. Based on this pas-
sage, we may say that God’s eternal purpose is to have the church
emerge as an eternal exhibition of His infinite wisdom.

Details of the divine economy are shown in the first chapter of
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Ephesians, which presents the divine administration with a view
toward Christ’s universal headship in and through the church
(vv. 9-12). Paul reveals the purposeful steps taken by the Divine
Trinity in the direction of the church: the Father’s choosing and
predestinating the future constituents of the church (vv. 4-5); the
redemption by the Beloved Son being generously lavished upon
its foreordained recipients (vv. 6-8); and the Holy Spirit’s sealing
the believers and becoming the guarantee of their inheritance in
anticipation of the coming full redemption (vv. 13-14). Chapter 1
ends with the climactic accomplishment, the church as the sum-
mation of the successive steps of the divine economy:

And He subjected all things under His feet and gave Him to
be Head over all things to the church, which is His Body,
the fullness of the One who fills all in all. (vv. 22-23)

The church, since it is the Body of Christ, is uniquely one and
inclusive of all believers in Christ regardless of time, place, or prac-
tice. The church as the Body of Christ must be one because there
is only one Spirit, one Lord, and one God and Father (Eph. 4:4-6;
cf. John 17:21). Of such an incorporated, universal entity as the
church, no community of believers, no matter how spiritual or siz-
able, can claim total ownership. We hold the foregoing points
regarding the church to be axiomatic and trust that our readers do
as well, yet we offer this unequivocal assurance for the sake of
those unfamiliar with our vision and stand: all genuine believers in
Christ, from the first century to the twenty-first, from Jerusalem
unto the uttermost parts of the earth, and from every tribe and
tongue and people and nation, compose and complete the organic
membership of the church, the Body of Christ, regardless of their
practical affiliation with particular Christian groups, both ours and
others. Contrary to the false reports about us, we unequivocally
maintain that salvation is by God’s grace through faith in Christ
alone and not by membership in our congregations.

Our Practice

Ecclesiastical differences between Christians exist not in the mys-
tical realm of the universal church as the Body of Christ but in the
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practical manifestations of the visible church. Hopefully, we all
agree that the church is universally one, but we and our readers
may differ on how (and whether) this oneness can be meaningfully
realized in a visible and practical way. We in the local churches
believe that the New Testament provides the practical pattern for
manifesting as well as preserving the oneness of the Body of
Christ, and we gather in local churches according to that pattern.
In this section we would like to explain our practice of assembling
as local churches.

We note at the outset some principles that govern our practice.
First, just as oneness is a basic attribute of the Body of Christ
(Eph. 4:4), we believe any proper expression of the Body of
Christ must exhibit this inherent attribute of oneness (Eph. 4:3).
Further, we take seriously our Lord’s possessive interest in the
church as evidenced in His introduction of her in the Gospels:
“I will build My church” (Matt. 16:18). This means that the
church is His; it is the Body of Christ, and therefore, it is our
view that personal opinions, traditions, and preferences regarding
ecclesiastical structure are nugatory. Finally, we believe that the
descriptive patterns of the church consistently revealed from Acts
through Revelation are instructive as to the proper basis for the
establishment of churches. Rather than dismissing such patterns as
accidental or historical happenstance, we highly regard such bibli-
cally revealed patterns as scriptural blueprints for us to follow even
in the modern era. As we endeavor to build the church as the New
Testament house of God (1 Tim. 3:15), we are constrained by the
same warning given to Moses when he received the divine instruc-
tions for building the Old Testament house of God: “See…that
you make all things according to the pattern that was shown to you
in the mountain” (Heb. 8:5; Exo. 25:40).

What, then, is the New Testament pattern with regard to the
churches? Simply stated, we believe that the New Testament
shows us local churches in the purest sense of the term—congrega-
tions of Christ’s believers who meet only on the basis of the
locality in which they live, for the purpose of preserving and dis-
playing the oneness of the Body of Christ. In the New Testament
we read of “the church which was in Jerusalem” (Acts 8:1), the
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local church in Antioch (Acts 13:1, Gk.), “the church which is
in Cenchrea” (Rom. 16:1), and the “church of God which is in
Corinth” (1 Cor. 1:2). Furthermore, in Revelation 1:11 the iden-
tification between a church and the city in which it is located is
apparent:

What you see write in a scroll and send it to the seven
churches: to Ephesus and to Smyrna and to Pergamos and
to Thyatira and to Sardis and to Philadelphia and to
Laodicea.

Commenting on this verse, Witness Lee writes,

This book’s being sent to the seven churches equals its
being sent to the seven cities. This shows clearly that the
practice of the church life in the early days was the prac-
tice of having one church for one city, one city with only
one church. In no city was there more than one church.
This is the local church, with the city, not the street or
the area, as the unit. The jurisdiction of a local church
should cover the whole city in which the church is located;
it should not be greater or lesser than the boundary of
the city. All the believers within that boundary should
constitute the one unique local church within that city.
(Recovery Version, note 1 on Rev. 1:11)

When the New Testament refers to the church in the plural
number, for example, “the churches of Judea” (Gal. 1:22; 1 Thes.
2:14), the churches of Syria and Cilicia (Acts 15:41), “the
churches of Asia” (1 Cor. 16:19), “the churches of Galatia” (Gal.
1:2; 1 Cor. 16:1) and “the churches of Macedonia” (2 Cor. 8:1), it
is apparent that the references are to the churches in a particular
region or province. The New Testament also records four instances
of a local church meeting in a home (see Rom. 16:5, 14-15; 1 Cor.
16:19; Acts 18:18-19; Col. 4:15-16; Philem. 1-2). Careful study
of these portions in their respective contexts indicates that the
homes were not gatherings of separate churches within that partic-
ular city; rather, the churches in those localities simply met in
the homes mentioned by Paul. Nowhere in the New Testament is
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there any indication or suggestion that there were multiple
churches within a particular city. Moreover, when we compare
Paul’s practice in Acts 14:23 (“appointed elders...in every church”)
with his charge in Titus 1:5 (“appoint elders in every city”), we see
a further indication that the church and the city were coterminous.

Our understanding of New Testament churches is not arbitrary or
unique. Williston Walker’s well-regarded A History of the Chris-
tian Church notes the following:

Even by the beginning of the [second] century, however,
a regular pattern of ministry and governance was in the
process of being established. The unit of the church—as
one might expect, given the social and political organiza-
tion of the Roman world—was the body of Christians in a
particular polis [Gk. “city”].

Whatever the uncertainties and crises of Christian exis-
tence in the third century, the fact remains that during the
greater part of that period the churches enjoyed relative
peace...

The word “church” continued to denote primarily the
assembly of Christians in a particular place—that is, in
practice, a particular polis with its urban center and rural
hinterland. Such “cities,” however, varied greatly in size,
from cosmopolitan centers like Rome, Alexandria, or
Antioch, to what were by modern standards no more than
small towns, and the size and complexity of Christian con-
gregations varied accordingly.

As in the second and third centuries, the normal basic unit
of the church continued, after the recognition of the
church by Constantine, to be the assembly of Christians in
a particular polis—that is, a particular “city” with its rural
hinterland. (49, 98, 183)

Our practice of meeting as local churches is explained at length
in Watchman Nee’s classic work The Normal Christian Church

A Longer Response 31



Life, first published in 1939. In the portion below, Watchman
Nee identifies the principle that governs the oneness of the univer-
sal church and those that should define the oneness of the local
church:

In any place where the gospel has been proclaimed and
people have believed on the Lord, they are the church in
that place, and they are our brethren.

How are we going to determine who are our brothers and
our fellow members in the Church of God? Not by inquir-
ing if they hold the same doctrinal views that we hold, or
have had the same spiritual experiences; nor by seeing if
their customs, manner of living, interests, and prefer-
ences tally with ours. We merely inquire, Are they indwelt
by the Spirit of God or not? We cannot insist on oneness of
opinions, or oneness of experience, or any other oneness
among believers, except the oneness of the Spirit. That
oneness there can be, and always must be, among the
children of God. All who have this oneness are in the
Church.

Now what is true of the universal Church is also true of a
local church. The universal Church comprises all those
who have the oneness of the Spirit. The local church com-
prises all those who, in a given locality, have the oneness of
the Spirit. The Church of God and the churches of God do
not differ in nature, but only in extent. The former con-
sists of all throughout the universe who are indwelt by the
Spirit of God; the latter consists of all in one locality who
are indwelt by the Spirit.

Anyone wishing to belong to a church in a given locality
must answer two requirements—he must be a child of
God, and he must live in that particular locality. Member-
ship in the Church of God is conditioned only by being a
child of God, but membership in a church of God is condi-
tioned, firstly, by being a child of God and, secondly, by
living in a given locality. (75, 77, 81)
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While almost elementary in form, the practice of meeting simply
on the basis of locality is exceedingly elegant in function. Every
inclination of self-choice and every opportunity for self-preference
are preempted. The heavenly, universal, and invisible church is no
longer abstract but becomes actualized in the practical, local, and
visible church. Moreover, the basic attribute of the church—one-
ness—is preserved as a testimony of the one Body of Christ. Such
an expression of oneness is still needed to fulfill our Lord’s prayer
on the eve of His crucifixion for a visible oneness that would
compel the world to believe (John 17:21).

Our Attitude

Although we are constrained by the scriptural blueprint of the
New Testament, we recognize that we are in the minority among
Christians in our practice. These differences have engendered mis-
understanding among those not meeting with us. We hope that this
final section will dispel those misunderstandings, which frustrate
the fellowship we seek and treasure among all the members of the
Body of Christ.

Toward the Believers

Our sincere posture toward other believers can be summarized by
Paul’s exhortation to the Roman believers: “Therefore receive one
another, as Christ also received you to the glory of God” (Rom.
15:7). All who have saving faith in the Lord Jesus are welcome to
our meetings and to commune with us at the Lord’s table, where we
testify of the oneness of the Body of Christ. Beyond the confession
of Christ as Savior, no yoke of creed, catechism, custom, or cul-
ture is necessary for full fellowship with us. While many accuse us
of being exclusive in our fellowship, one need only visit any of the
local churches to test for himself or herself whether or not we in
the local churches accept the believers on any other basis than this.

Throughout his ministry, Witness Lee consistently taught and
practiced such inclusiveness. Consider the following comments:

We must receive the saints according to God’s receiving of
them. Whomever God has received, we are compelled to
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receive. We have no choice...Our heavenly Father has
brought forth many children, many Christians, and He has
received them all. Therefore, we also must receive them,
not according to our tastes or preferences, but according to
God’s receiving. (Life-study of Romans, 331)

In the church life we must be general, able to receive all
genuine believers. However, it is not easy to learn this
lesson, because we all want others to be the same as we
are. Let us not make demands of others or require that
they change their way for our sake. Rather, let us have
unity in variety and variety without conformity. Even
though there may be such variety, we still are one in
Christ. (Life-study of Romans, 622)

God receives people according to His Son. As long as a
person receives His Son, our Lord Jesus Christ, as his per-
sonal Savior, regardless of the concepts he holds regarding
all other things, God receives him immediately. Since God
receives people in this way, we too must receive people in
the same way…

God’s receiving is based upon Christ’s receiving, and
Christ’s receiving is in accordance with our faith in Him.
Whoever believes in Him, He will receive. Whoever
receives Him, He will never reject. He said, “Him that
cometh to me I will in no wise cast out” (John 6:37). Since
coming to Him, believing in Him, receiving Him, is the
only condition for Christ’s receiving, so we must receive
people upon the same basis with nothing added. As long as
anyone believes in Christ our Lord, as long as he receives
Him as his personal Savior, we must receive him with
nothing else required. (The Practical Expression of the
Church, 63-64)

While our doors and hearts are open to all genuine believers, we
understand that many Christians are content and satisfied in their
denominational congregations. Such choices belong in the realm
of individual conscience. As Paul writes in Romans 14, in these
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matters we feel to “let each be fully persuaded in his own mind”
(v. 5). Notwithstanding our earnest efforts at orthopraxy, we
recognize the tendency of some immature ones, even among us, to
overstep in their zeal and to try to bring others into their experi-
ences. Perhaps in an effort to preempt this tendency, Witness Lee
made the following emphatic points in a series of messages on
having a proper attitude toward other Christians:

We stand before the Lord whom we serve, and we have
no intention of drawing anyone to be with us…I have said,
“You can meet wherever you choose as long as it is bene-
ficial to you”...I especially beseech the brothers never to
say to anyone, “It is best that you come here to meet with
us.” (Three Aspects of the Church: The Course of the
Church, 81)

We should not reject Christians from other Christian
groups, but we do not need to seek them out. I do not
believe that the Lord wants us to seek out believers from
other Christian groups. I believe that the Lord wants us to
take the gospel to every place and to minister life to His
many children. The Lord wants a situation among us that
can influence His children.

Where people meet and how they serve the Lord are
entirely between them and the Lord; we cannot intervene
in these things. In this age we must minister life to others.
When people contact us, they should touch something in us
that is unforgettable. The way they take or where they meet
does not matter; we should not consider that our meetings
are better than those in Christianity or that our meetings
have the greatest number of people. (Ibid., 217-218)

Toward the Denominations

Our deference for a believer’s right to meet according to con-
science does not, however, allow us to relinquish our faithfulness
to the vision of the oneness of the Body of Christ. Accordingly,
while we receive all believers, in our conscience we cannot condone
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the denominational system that characterizes modern Christianity.
We simply find no biblical basis to support, and an overwhelming
tide of biblical bases to oppose, the endless partitioning of the
Body of Christ into countless subsets. As we consider the bewil-
dering taxonomy of Christian churches today, we do not believe it
is pleasing to God that many of His people could be so aptly
described by the characterization of degraded Israel in the period
of the judges: “Everyone did what was right in his own eyes” (Judg.
21:25).

With all due and sincere respect for the historical contributions
of those who have served in the denominations, the reasons offered
in support of the proliferation of denominations strike us as
strained and after-the-fact justifications. Proponents of denomina-
tionalism commonly assert that denominations allow the “diversity”
of spiritual gifts, ministries, and even cultural expressions within
the Body of Christ to be manifested. This seems noble, but it is
completely incompatible with the New Testament depiction of
the church. In chapter 12 of 1 Corinthians, Paul presents an array
of distinctive gifts, ministries, and operations of the Spirit, but
not for the purpose of emphasizing diversity and certainly not to
justify new congregations built upon these differences. Rather, his
overarching point is that the Body of Christ, as expressed in the
realm of the local church in Corinth, remains one even amidst
such variety (v. 12). Furthermore, those who cherish their cultural
or ethnic distinctions must learn to cherish even more their new-
found heritage in Christ, in whom there is neither Greek nor
Jew (v. 13; Col. 3:10-11). It is probably safe to assume that most,
if not all, of the signatories to the open letter are affiliated with
various, mainline denominations. As such, perhaps we should
consider the rationale for maintaining denominations as put forth
by many of the denominations themselves. A well-articulated sum-
mary of the reasons most frequently tendered for maintaining the
denominational system is found on the official website of a promi-
nent American denomination:

Why belong to a denomination? Well, denominations give
churches a way to collectively express their convictions and
realize their vision. In such a free land as ours, it is natural
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that churches would take the opportunity to identify with
like-minded churches. Denominations allow churches to
be a part of a larger enterprise, pooling their resources
to establish and advance Great Commission work. A de-
nomination can have an impact larger than the sum of the
impacts of the individual churches. (Southern Baptist
Convention)

Before taking up the various points put forth in this statement, it is
telling that such official explanations are deemed necessary at all.
Apparently, denominational leaders sense the growing realization
among Christians today that denominationalism cannot be com-
pletely right in the eyes of God if it does not seem right even in
their own consciences before God (cf. 1 John 3:20). But beyond
this, the apologia proffered on the website, though apparently sen-
sible, is built on the false premise that a denominational alliance is
the preferred (or only) way for individual churches to realize and
have meaningful parts in corporate “Great Commission work.” We
agree that joining a denomination does allow individual churches
to pool resources. But are not the resources within the Body of
Christ as a whole much greater than those within any denomina-
tional subset (cf. Eph. 4:11-12)? We accept that denominations
allow churches to be part of a larger enterprise. But should not
churches be part of God’s largest and unique enterprise—the
building up of the church as the Body of Christ (cf. Eph. 4:15-16)?
And we admit that a denomination can have a synergistic impact
upon its members. But how great an impact would there be if all
churches were truly one? Would not the world then believe,
according to our one Lord’s earnest desire and prayer (John
17:21)? In the final analysis, every supposed reason to be part of
a denomination becomes an even more compelling reason not to be
part of a denomination.

Finally, we hope that our readers can distinguish our church prac-
tice from modern ecumenical aspirations. We respect these efforts
to seek dialogue and reach doctrinal consensus among historic
traditions. But we do not believe our energies are best spent
attempting to reconcile ancient rifts or rehabilitate religious camps.
Rather, in faithfulness to the stewardship apportioned to us in the
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local churches and on behalf of all the children of God every-
where, our aspiration is to simply practice the New Testament
church life according to the vision of the one Body of Christ as the
goal of God’s economy.

“On the Legitimacy
of Evangelical Churches and Denominations”

The open letter contained a section titled “On the Legitimacy of
Evangelical Churches and Denominations,” in which was a protest
against the local churches and LSM, and concluded with a request
to the local churches and LSM:

We decry as inconsistent and unjustifiable the attempts by
Living Stream and the “local churches” to gain member-
ship in associations of evangelical churches and ministries
while continuing to promote Witness Lee’s denigrating
characterizations of such churches and ministries…

If the leadership of Living Stream Ministry and the “local
churches” do not regard evangelical Christian churches,
organizations, and ministries as legitimate Christian enti-
ties, we ask that they publicly resign their membership
in all associations of evangelical churches and ministries.
(Open Letter)

In line with what we have said above, we find the very notion of
“evangelical churches” out of step with the testimony of Scripture
regarding the truth of the church as the indivisible Body of Christ.
Our Christian conscience, in response to the Scriptures, compels
us to say that the church as the Body of Christ should not be
divided into evangelical, Protestant, Catholic, Orthodox, western,
eastern, national, ethnic, cultural, doctrinal, or other “churches.”
We also believe that among many of Christ’s believers today there
is a growing apprehension in conscience about the one Body of
Christ being segmented into denominations. The New Testament
writers know only the locality in which the believers gather as a
valid eponym of the church, and for this reason we meet as the
local churches in the cities where we live. It is certainly accurate to
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speak of “evangelical denominations,” as denominations charac-
terize the practice in Christianity today of distinguishing the
believers according to the things that divide them rather than
make them one; but to speak of the Christian groups that distin-
guish themselves along evangelical lines as “evangelical churches” is
against the truth of the Bible. Are “evangelical denominations,”
then, legitimate? Our reply to this is dual: as churches, no; as
“Christian entities,” yes. We recognize that believers can congre-
gate among themselves for various purposes, such as Christian
business associations, Christian networks of one sort or another,
Christian clubs, etc. But we cannot, in good conscience, call any of
these entities churches in the sense that the New Testament uses
the term. While we cannot condone the practice of many Chris-
tians to denominate the church of God, we do not at all deny that
these Christians are our genuine brothers and sisters in Christ and
that the groups they meet in are Christian entities. But by the very
act of denominating themselves, they take a stand to promote the
particular matters that distinguish them from all other Christians
in general, thereby undermining, rather than promoting, the one-
ness of the Body of Christ. As such, they can hardly be considered
genuine churches, which, according to the New Testament, exist as
the practical expression of the one Body of Christ and are not
denominated at all. We understand that this may be an unpopular
position, but we are committed to the New Testament in this
matter and not to the situation that has devolved over the past
centuries in Christianity. Further, we are not alone in questioning
the legitimacy of denominations as genuine churches.

LSM, as a publisher of Christian ministry, is indeed a member of
a number of evangelical and otherwise Christian organizations,
but LSM is not a church, nor does it present itself as such. As a
publisher, it enjoys membership in such Christian organizations
as Evangelical Christian Publishers Association (ECPA), Christian
Booksellers Association (CBA), a Christian credit union, etc.,
and these we hold as genuine and “legitimate Christian entities.”
We should make it clear that the local churches and LSM are
not members of any association of “evangelical churches,” not
only because it would be against our own stand in the truth but
also because it would probably be against the stand of any such
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association itself. Further, LSM’s participation in any associa-
tions—and it is LSM and not the local churches that have any
participation in these—is not based upon our membership in the
one Body of Christ but upon our confraternity with other believers
who have like interests in publishing, finances, and so on. These
are not bases of the oneness of the church as the Body of Christ,
just as the evangelical banner cannot be a basis of the oneness of
the church as the Body of Christ.

We hope that these clarifications will help the signers of the open
letter see that there is nothing “inconsistent and unjustifiable” in
LSM’s participation in evangelical associations. We hope also that
they will respect and allow our feeling not to resign from any of
these associations. We feel that our participation not only helps us
to make our views concerning Christian truth available to all the
Body of Christ but also gives us a practical way to fellowship and
coordinate with other believers who may not be in complete agree-
ment with our views concerning Christian truth.

IN RESPONSE TO A CALL
“TO DISAVOW AND CEASE TO PUBLISH”

The signers of the open letter have respectfully called on us in the
local churches and at LSM “to disavow and cease to publish” cer-
tain statements by Witness Lee which they have isolated, because
these statements “appear to contradict or compromise essential
doctrines of the Christian faith.” It may be that some of the state-
ments, pulled from their original contexts and presented in
isolation, indeed appear to be out of line with essential Christian
truths. But we wish to respectfully suggest that perhaps the han-
dling of Witness Lee’s statements in the open letter may have
instead created an appearance that does not truly exist in Witness
Lee’s ministry. In this article we have attempted to show that
Witness Lee offered much balance in his ministry on the essen-
tial Christian doctrines that the signers have targeted in the open
letter. In a corpus of writing as large as Witness Lee’s, just as
in corpuses as large as those of other prolific Christian writers in
the past (Tertullian, Augustine, Aquinas, Luther, Calvin, etc.), it is
always possible to isolate statements and say that they “appear to
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contradict or compromise essential doctrines of the Christian
faith.” The signers of the open letter may be aware of specific
cases in scholarship where this has been done (e.g., Tertullian’s
supposed “economic trinitarianism”). Thus, proper scholarship
should require a thorough study of Witness Lee’s writings on
the particular items of the Christian faith that arouse suspicion.
Hence, we must respectfully ask of each and every signer of the
open letter, Was such a thorough study personally done before
you signed the open letter, or was your signing done simply in
view of isolated quotations and in reliance on others’ recommen-
dations? We do not, of course, expect a public response to this
question, but we do hope that there would be personal searchings
of heart before the Lord (cf. Judg. 5:16), as we ourselves are
reminded to have. Absent a thorough study of Witness Lee’s min-
istry by the signers of the open letter, which matter we welcome,
we feel that we should not be publicly pressured to disavow any
statements of Witness Lee’s ministry nor to cease to publish any of
them.

Finally, we would like to make an appeal to all our readers regarding
this call to disavow and cease to publish portions of Witness Lee’s
ministry. Witness Lee went to be with the Lord on June 9, 1997,
and now belongs to the ages. He is no longer a living author
whose views can be changed and whose writings may be amended.
From henceforth Witness Lee’s writings deserve the service of
preservation and not amendment so that the current and future
generations may be able to assess them for what they really are. No
properly trained scholar today would advocate the disavowal and
censorship of portions of the writings of Augustine or of Luther or
even of the greatest heresiarchs. Hence, we find such a call for
the disavowal and censorship of particular statements of Witness
Lee quite peculiar and strangely at odds with academic integrity.
However, our appeal in this matter is not to academics but to our
reasonable readers, who, we believe, will soberly weigh it and
rightly judge that Witness Lee’s ministry should be kept for the
ages as he presented it. We need not ask that anyone accept what
Witness Lee taught, in whole or in part; but we need not be
expected to change what is now part of history and what now
properly belongs to the scrutiny of history.
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With all these matters placed before the Christian public, we wish
to offer our sincere prayer that the peace of Christ would arbi-
trate in all our hearts, to which also we were called in one Body
(Col. 3:15). We are thankful to the Lord, to our readers, and to
the signers of the open letter that we have been given this oppor-
tunity to present our views on these all-important matters of the
Christian faith that we all cherish and love. May the grace of our
Lord Jesus Christ be with your spirit.

Respectfully submitted
by various brothers representing the local churches

and by the editorial section of Living Stream Ministry
Lord’s Day, December 7, 2008
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