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Four Fundamental Adjustments to Fundamentalism | Dr. Randy White 
#3 Teaching Truth about the Universal Church 

 

Introduction 

• Historically, a Fundamentalist was a Christian who held to the five fundamentals outlined in the 1910s. 

o The inspiration of Scripture (The Bible is God’s Word) 

o The virgin birth of Jesus Christ 

o The substitutionary death of Jesus Christ 

o The bodily resurrection of Jesus Christ 

o The historic reality of the miracles of Scripture. 

• Because of the impending implosion of evangelicalism, fundamentalism needs to strengthen its position 

on four key areas, in order to distinguish itself from evangelicalism. 

o #1 – Strengthening the anti-ecumenical argument. 

o #2 – Solidifying its Kingdom position. 

Adjustment #3: Teaching Truth about the Universal Church 

The content of the teaching 

• We are taught that there are two types of churches in the New Testament, the local church and the 

universal church. 

o Universal is sometimes called invisible or mystical. 

• We are taught that the universal church is either: 

o All people of faith of all times. 

o All Christians since the beginning of the church age. 

o All true believers alive today. 

o Note that adherents of this doctrine teach it as if it is unquestionably obvious, but they cannot 

come up with a consistent definition of the universal church. This should be a red flag. 

The pervasive nature of the teaching 

• The doctrine of the universal church is almost universally taught. 

• Creeds and confessions: 

o The Baptist Faith and Message: Not in the original 1925, added in 1963, retained in 2000. 

o The Westminster Confession: included. 

o The Nicene Creed (325 AD): …one holy catholic and apostolic church. 

▪ Catholic means universal. 

• It is a doctrine held by both covenant theology and dispensational theology. 

o Scofield, Chafer, Ryrie, and most other noted dispensationalists held to the doctrine. 

• About the only group that has questioned the doctrine are fundamental Baptists (and this is wavering). 

The source of the teaching 

• A universal but visible church was found in the early church fathers. 

• A universal invisible church was taught by Augustine, but largely forgotten. 

o The visible church was the baptized, the invisible church was the true believers. 

• The universal invisible church is mostly a product of the Protestant Reformation, and was a doctrine of 

convenience. 
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The Biblical Insight on the teaching 

• My proposition: the body of Christ is the local church. 

o Is it a problem to have more than one body of Christ? Only if body is physical, and it is clearly not 

physical when used to describe the church. 

• 1 Corinthians 12:27 clearly teaches that one particular local church is the body of Christ. 

• Objections: 

o Matthew 16:18 – there is no universality demanded. 

o Acts 9:31 – there is a textual variant, default to the KJV. 

o Acts 20:28 – no universality demanded (which church are they feeding?  --the local one). 

o 1 Corinthians 10:32 – no universality demanded. 

o 1 Corinthians 15:9 – Compare Acts 8:3, then 1. 

The implications of the teaching 

• There is a dilemma on when the universal church began.  

o Such an “obvious” doctrine should have an “obvious” answer. 

o Was the church “universal” or “invisible” or “mystical” when it began? If not, when did it become 

so? 

▪ At one time, every believer was in one location (using an Acts 2 assumption) 
▪ The “universal” church was local.   ….so there was no “universal” 
▪ When the first member moved…did the universal begin? 

• That person moved and was, for a time, part of the local Jerusalem church. 

• That person witnessed and started a new local church, and was no longer part 
of the church of Jerusalem. 

o Was that new local complete? Independent? Autonomous? 
o Did they answer to Jerusalem?  If so, why is there not one shred of 

Biblical evidence? 

• The local church is not complete. 

o If the local church is a member of the body, then it cannot fully operate without the larger body. 

• The local church cannot be autonomous nor independent. 

o For the same reasons as above. 

Recommendation 

• Evangelicalism has adopted the protestant view of the universal church. The protestant ecclesiology is 

nothing more than neo-catholicism. 

• The Protestant view is a mixture of soteriology and ecclesiology. 

o There are a lot of people (millions?) saved who are or have been out of the church altogether, at 

least for a time. 

o There are saved people in a variety of denominations. 

o Being saved is not being assembled, and the church is an assembly under Christ more than 

anything. 

• The prevailing view requires a theology that says the church is splintered and fractured in today’s world. 

• Fundamentalism needs to go back to its view that the visible church is the only church. 

o This does not imply that people are saved outside of that local church, it simply says that those 

people are not part of our assembly, which is complete as the body of Christ. 

• Because this will be a difficult pill for most to swallow, it should be seen as a long-term training need. 
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