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Church Organization and 
Unity

Sabbath Afternoon

Read for This Week’s Study: Eph. 5:23–27; Matt. 20:25–28;  
Titus 1:9; Matt. 16:19; Gal. 6:1, 2; Matt. 28:18–20.

Memory Text: “ ‘Yet it shall not be so among you; but whoever  
desires to become great among you, let him be your servant. And 
whoever desires to be first among you, let him be your slave’  ” 
(Matthew 20:26, 27, NKJV). 

As Seventh-day Adventists, we are Protestant Christians who 
believe that salvation is through faith alone in what Jesus Christ 
has accomplished for humanity. We do not need a church or a 

church hierarchy in order to receive the benefits of what Christ has 
done for us. What we get from Christ we get directly from Him, as our 
Substitute on the cross and as our mediating High Priest in the heavenly 
sanctuary. 

Nevertheless, the church is God’s creation, and God placed it here 
for us, not as a means of salvation but as a vehicle to help us express 
and make manifest that salvation to the world. The church is an orga-
nization that Jesus created for the spreading of the gospel into the 
world. Organization is important insofar as it solidifies and enables 
the mission of the church. Without a church organization, Jesus’ saving 
message could not as effectively be communicated to others. Church 
leaders are important, too, in that they foster unity and illustrate the 
example of Jesus. 

This week we study why church organization is crucial for mission 
and how it can foster church unity.

* Study this week’s lesson to prepare for Sabbath, December 22.

*December 15–21Lesson
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Christ, the Head of the Church 
As we have seen already in an earlier lesson, in the New Testament 

the church is represented by the metaphor of a body. The church is the 
body of Christ. This metaphor alludes to several aspects of the church 
and the relationship between Christ and His people. As the body of 
Christ, the church depends on Him for its very existence. He is the 
Head (Col. 1:18, Eph. 1:22) and the Source of the life of the church. 
Without Him there would be no church.

The church also derives its identity from Christ, for He is the Source and 
the Foundation and the Originator of its belief and teachings. Yet, the church 
is more than these things, as crucial as they are to its identity. It is Christ and 
His Word as revealed in Scripture that determine what the church is. Thus, 
the church derives its identity and significance from Christ. 

In Ephesians 5:23–27, Paul uses the relationship between Christ and 
His church to illustrate the kind of relationship there should be 
between husband and wife. What are the key ideas of this relation-
ship between Christ and His church?

___________________________________________________

___________________________________________________

___________________________________________________

Although we may be hesitant with the concept of submission because 
of how leaders in the centuries past have abused it, the church is none-
theless to be subject to the Head, Christ, and is subject to His authority. 
Our acknowledgment of Christ as the Head of the church helps us 
remember to whom our ultimate allegiance must belong, and that is the 
Lord Himself and to no one else. The church is to be organized, but that 
organization always must be subordinate to the authority of Jesus, the 
true Leader of our church. 

“The church is built upon Christ as its foundation; it is to obey Christ 
as its head. It is not to depend upon man, or be controlled by man. Many 
claim that a position of trust in the church gives them authority to dictate 
what other men shall believe and what they shall do. This claim God does 
not sanction. The Saviour declares, ‘All ye are brethren.’ All are exposed 
to temptation, and are liable to error. Upon no finite being can we depend 
for guidance. The Rock of faith is the living presence of Christ in the 
church. Upon this the weakest may depend, and those who think them-
selves the strongest will prove to be the weakest, unless they make Christ 
their efficiency.”—Ellen G. White, The Desire of Ages, p. 414.

How can we learn to depend upon Christ and not upon any 
“finite being,” as it is so easy to do? 

Sunday
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Servant Leadership
During His ministry with His disciples, Jesus repeatedly experienced 

moments when He probably felt exasperated by the envy for power they 
seemed to have. The apostles appeared to be anxious to become power-
ful leaders of Jesus’ kingdom (Mark 9:33, 34; Luke 9:46). Even as the 
disciples were eating the Last Supper together, these feelings of domi-
nation and supremacy were palpably felt among them (Luke 22:24).

During one such occasion, Jesus clearly expressed His thoughts 
regarding spiritual leadership among His people. What principles 
of leadership do we learn from Jesus’ exhortation in Matthew 
20:25–28? How can we manifest this principle in our lives and 
especially in our churches?

___________________________________________________

___________________________________________________

“In this concise passage Jesus presents us with two models of 
authority. The first is the Roman idea of authority. In this model, the 
elite stand hierarchically over others. They have the power to make 
decisions and expect submission from those below them. Jesus 
clearly rejected this model of authority when He stated, ‘Not so with 
you!’ Instead He presented the disciples with a breathtakingly new 
model of authority, a thorough rejection, or reversal, of the hierar-
chical model with which they were familiar.”—Darius Jankiewicz, 
“Serving Like Jesus: Authority in God’s Church,” Adventist Review, 
March 13, 2014, p. 18.

The concept of authority that Jesus presents in this story is based 
on two key words: “servant” (diakonos) and “slave” (doulos). In some 
Bible versions, the first word, “servant,” is often translated “minister,” 
and the second, “servant” or “bondservant.” Both words thus lose much 
of the force of Jesus’ intent. Although Jesus did not wish to abolish all 
authority structures, what He wished to emphasize is that church lead-
ers must first of all be servants and slaves of God’s people. Their posi-
tions are not to exercise authority over people or to dominate them or 
to give themselves prestige and reputation. “Christ was establishing a 
kingdom on different principles. He called men, not to authority, but to 
service, the strong to bear the infirmities of the weak. Power, position, 
talent, education, placed their possessor under the greater obligation to 
serve his fellows.”—Ellen G. White, The Desire of Ages, p. 550.

Read John 13:1–20. What example of leadership did Jesus give 
His disciples? What is Jesus still trying to teach us in this pas-
sage? How can we manifest the principle here in all our actions 
with others, in and outside of the church?

Monday
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Preserving Church Unity 
Read 2 Timothy 2:15 and Titus 1:9. According to Paul’s counsels to 

Timothy and Titus, what crucial tasks are the responsibility of a 
faithful church leader and elder?

___________________________________________________

___________________________________________________

___________________________________________________

Notice how much emphasis Paul puts on keeping the doctrines and 
teachings pure. This is crucial for unity, especially because one could 
argue that, more than anything else, our teachings are what unify our 
church. Again, as Adventists, as people from so many different walks 
of life, cultures, and backgrounds, our unity in Christ is found in our 
understanding of the truth that Christ has given. If we get confused on 
these teachings, then only chaos and division will come, especially as 
we near the end. 	

“I charge you therefore before God and the Lord Jesus Christ, who 
will judge the living and the dead at His appearing and His kingdom: 
Preach the word! Be ready in season and out of season. Convince, 
rebuke, exhort, with all longsuffering and teaching. For the time will 
come when they will not endure sound doctrine, but according to their 
own desires, because they have itching ears, they will heap up for them-
selves teachers; and they will turn their ears away from the truth, and 
be turned aside to fables” (2 Tim. 4:1–4, NKJV).

With these words, Paul focuses his inspired thoughts on the second 
coming of Jesus and on the day of judgment. The apostle uses all his 
God-given authority (see 1 Tim. 1:1) to give Timothy this important 
counsel. In the context of the last days, with false teachings abounding 
and immorality rising, Timothy is to preach the Word of God. That is 
the ministry he has been called to. 

As part of his teaching ministry, Timothy is to convince, rebuke, 
and exhort. These verbs are reminiscent of the guidance given by the 
Scriptures (2 Tim. 3:16). Clearly, Timothy’s work is to follow, teach, 
and implement what he finds in the Scriptures and to do so with long-
suffering and patience. Harsh and severe rebukes rarely bring a sinner 
to Christ. By following what Paul wrote, and following it under the 
guidance of the Holy Spirit, and with a servant-leader attitude, Timothy 
would be a powerfully unifying force in the church.

What are practical ways that we can help our church leaders 
maintain unity in the church? How can we make sure we are 
always a force for unity as opposed to disunity, even amid dis-
putes?

Tuesday December 18
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Church Discipline
One of the main issues of church organization is to deal with disci-

pline. How discipline helps to preserve church unity is sometimes a 
touchy subject and easily may be misunderstood. But from a biblical 
perspective, church discipline centers on two important areas: preserv-
ing purity of doctrine and preserving purity of church life and practice. 

As we already have seen, the New Testament maintains the impor-
tance of preserving the purity of biblical teaching in the wake of apos-
tasy and false teaching, particularly at the end of time. The same goes 
for preserving the respectability of the community by guarding against 
immorality, dishonesty, and depravity. For this reason the Scripture is 
spoken of as “profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for 
instruction in righteousness” (2 Tim. 3:16, NKJV).

Read Matthew 16:19 and 18:15–20. What principles did Jesus give to 
the church regarding discipline and admonishing those who are at 
fault? 

___________________________________________________

___________________________________________________

The Bible supports the concept of discipline and of our account-
ability to each other in our spiritual and moral lives. In fact, one of the 
distinguishing marks of the church is its holiness, or separation, from 
the world. We certainly find in the Bible many examples of difficult 
situations that required the church to act decisively against immoral 
behaviors. Moral standards must be maintained in the church. 

What principles do these passages teach us to follow when addressing 
difficult issues in the church? Matt. 7:1–5; Gal. 6:1, 2.

___________________________________________________

___________________________________________________

We cannot deny the biblical teaching about the need of church dis-
cipline. We cannot be faithful to the Word without it. But notice the 
redemptive quality in many of these admonitions. As much as possible, 
discipline should be redemptive. We need to remember, too, that we 
are all sinners and that we all need grace. Thus, when we administer 
discipline we need to do it in humility and with a keen awareness of 
our own failings, as well.

In our dealings with those who err, how can we learn to act with 
an attitude of redemption more than of punishment?

Wednesday
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Organizing for Mission 
As we have seen throughout this quarter (and which bears repeat-

ing), as a church we have been organized and unified for mission, for 
outreach. We are not just a social club for like-minded people to get 
together and affirm each other in what we believe (though that can be 
important, as well). We have been brought together to share with the 
world the truth that we, ourselves, have come to love. 

In Matthew 28:18–20, Jesus gave His disciples final instructions for their 
mission to the world. Identify the key words of Jesus’ command. 
What do these words imply for the church today?

___________________________________________________

___________________________________________________

Jesus’ great commission to His disciples includes four key verbs: go, 
make disciples, baptize, and teach. According to the Greek grammar 
of these verses, the main verb is to make disciples, and the other three 
verbs indicate how this can be done. Disciples are made when believers 
go to all nations to preach the gospel, baptize people, and teach them 
to observe what Jesus said.

As the church responds to this commission, God’s kingdom is 
enlarged, and more and more people of all nations join the ranks of 
those who accept Jesus as Savior. Their obedience to Jesus’ commands 
to be baptized and to observe His teachings creates a new universal 
family. The new disciples also are assured of the presence of Jesus 
every day as they themselves make more disciples. The presence of 
Jesus is a promise of the presence of God. The Gospel of Matthew 
begins with the announcement that the birth of Jesus is about “God 
with us” (Matt. 1:23) and ends with the promise of Jesus’ continued 
presence with us until His second coming.

“Christ did not tell His disciples that their work would be easy. .  .  . He 
assured them that He would be with them; and that if they would go forth in 
faith, they should move under the shield of Omnipotence. He bade them be 
brave and strong; for One mightier than angels would be in their ranks—the 
General of the armies of heaven. He made full provision for the prosecution 
of their work and took upon Himself the responsibility of its success. So long 
as they obeyed His word, and worked in connection with Him, they could not 
fail.”—Ellen G. White, The Acts of the Apostles, p. 29.

Reflect on the meaning of the promise of Jesus’ presence with His 
people until His second coming. How should the reality of this 
promise impact us as we seek to fulfill the commission that we 
have been given by Jesus?

Thursday December 20
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Further Thought: Ellen G. White, “Individual Responsibility and 
Christian Unity,” pp. 485–505, in Testimonies to Ministers and Gospel 
Workers; “Unity in Diversity,” pp. 483–485; “Church Discipline,”  
pp. 498–503, in Gospel Workers. Read the articles “Church,”  
pp. 707–710, and “Church Organization,” pp. 712–714, in The Ellen G. 
White Encyclopedia. 

“Principles of good leadership apply in all forms of society, includ-
ing the church. However, the leader in the church must be more than a 
leader. He must also be a servant.

“There is an apparent contradiction between being a leader and being 
a servant. How can one lead and serve at the same time? Does not the 
leader occupy a position of honor? Does he not command and expect 
others to obey him? How, then, does he occupy the lower position of 
being a servant, of receiving orders and fulfilling them?

“In order to resolve the paradox we must look at Jesus. He supremely 
represented the principle of leadership that serves. His whole life was 
one of service. And at the same time He was the greatest leader the 
world has ever seen.”—G. Arthur Keough, Our Church Today: What It 
Is and Can Be (Washington, D.C., and Nashville: Review and Herald, 
1980), p. 106.

Discussion Questions:
	Dwell more on the idea of a servant leader. What, if any, exam-
ples, can we find of this in the secular world?

	Read again Matthew 20:25–28. What does this tell us about 
how God understands the meaning of the word “great” (Matt. 
20:26) in contrast to how the word is understood by the world?

	 If one of the tasks of church leaders is to preserve unity, what 
should we do when church leaders falter, when their humanity 
prevents them from being perfect examples?

	Why is it so important that we administer church discipline 
with a spirit of graciousness and love toward the ones who are err-
ing? Why should Matthew 7:12 always be foremost in our minds 
during the process?

Summary: Good church organization is essential to the mission of the church 
and to the unity of believers. Christ is the Head of the church, and church 
leaders are to follow His example as they lead the people of God. Unity is 
preserved through the faithful teaching of the Word of God and by living 
in faithfulness to that Word.

Friday
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Storyi n s i d e

My Wife Left Church
By Daniel Gatan

My wife has stopped attending the Seventh-day Adventist Church, but I 
have not given up hope. Here’s why.

During repressive Communist times, a woman in my home country, 
Romania, learned about the Adventist Church and began to attend Sabbath 
services regularly. This infuriated her husband.

“Where are you going at the same time every Saturday?” he asked.
“Honey, I am going to the Adventist church,” she said.
“I already know that,” he snapped. “You can keep going, but on one condi-

tion: You cannot be baptized. I don’t want to hear that you’ve been baptized, 
or I’ll kill you.”

As the woman read the Bible and learned more about Jesus, she became 
convicted that she needed to take a public stand for Jesus through baptism. 

Church members surrounded the newly baptized people after the Sabbath 
ceremony. They offered hugs and colorful flowers. Everyone was smiling 
except for one woman. She wasn’t sure how her husband would react. 

That afternoon, she found her husband in the front yard when she returned 
home with flowers in her arms. He was sitting at a wooden table with a sharp 
knife sticking out of the top. 

“Where are the flowers from?” he asked.
“I was baptized today,” she replied.
His face turned purple with rage.
“Did you not believe me when I told you that I would kill you if you were 

baptized?” he said, pulling the knife out of the tabletop. “Get ready to die,” he 
said and lunged at her.

His wife fled to the back of the house, where the couple had a garden. Her 
husband caught up to her in the cornstalks. As he raised the knife over his 
head, the woman begged for one last wish: to pray. The husband agreed and 
watched as his wife knelt. He loomed over her as she spoke to God, holding 
the knife high above his head.

Suddenly, the knife blade silently slid out of the handle and fell harmlessly 
to the ground. The man’s face turned pale. His whole body began to tremble, 
and he fell to the ground beside the blade. His wife jumped to her feet and 

helped him up. Wordlessly, they went into the house. 
After some time, the husband was baptized. God 

changed his heart.
If God can change this man’s heart, I know He also 

can touch my wife’s heart. I can trust in God even when 
all hope seems lost.

Daniel Gatan, 68, is a retired construction worker from Plosca, 
Romania. 



The Lesson in Brief 

Key Text: Matthew 20:26

The Student Will:

Know: Review the features of the church’s organizational and authority 
structure that help foster the unity of the church.
Feel: Nurture attitudes of humility, love, and willing submission rather 
than of self-seeking behavior.
Do: Resolve to support attempts to foster unity in the church.

Learning Outline:

I. Know: Authority and Unity 

A	 In what ways does recognizing Christ as the Head of the church 
impact the decision-making and authority of its human leadership?

B	Why was Jesus so insistent that spiritual leaders be nothing like those 
of the Roman world around them?

C	How does the practice of church discipline demonstrate love and at 
the same time preserve church doctrinal purity and unity?

II. Feel: Humility Versus Pride

A	What leadership qualities and attitudes promote unity?

B	How do these attitudes impact the motivation and practice of church 
discipline?

C	How can we foster the attitudes of humility and submission toward 
others rather than of pride and self-seeking behavior?

III. Do: Fostering Unity

A	What steps do you need to take to assist the leadership of the church 
in its maintaining of church unity?

B	 In what ways can you use your spiritual gifts to build up the church 
and foster unity?

Summary: Believers recognize Christ as the Head of the church. Nevertheless, 
a degree of human organization is essential for the mission and the unity 
of the church. Leaders foster unity through serving humbly, upholding 
truth, engaging in redemptive discipline, and organizing the church for 
mission. 
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Learning Cycle

STEP 1—Motivate

Spotlight on Scripture: Matthew 20:25–28

Key Concept for Spiritual Growth: The church’s organizational 
structure aids the mission and unity of the church when the headship 
of Christ is honored and its leaders demonstrate love, humility, and 
faithfulness in their lives.

Just for Teachers: The concept of leaders exercising power over 
other people is not in keeping with the model of authority that Jesus 
demonstrated to His disciples. A Christian leader should instead be a 
humble servant-leader. As you open the lesson, emphasize the value 
of both servant leadership and humility.

Opening Discussion: Mahatma Gandhi fought for India’s indepen-
dence from Britain in the opening years of the twentieth century. A devout 
Hindu, he valued and pursued equality for all races and classes of people. 
He dressed in a simple loincloth and lived a life of voluntary poverty, serv-
ing and identifying with the poor of society. He volunteered to nurse those 
whom others avoided, such as people with leprosy and pneumonic plague. 
Committed to passive resistance, he consistently displayed humility in his 
interactions with others. Ironically, Gandhi had been attracted to the life 
of Jesus, but he rejected Christianity because Christians did not live like 
the Christ of the Bible. 

Christians have been called to servanthood. Although Gandhi was not 
a Christian, he modeled servant leadership by serving others and putting 
their needs before his own needs.

Discussion Questions: What made Gandhi’s leadership so powerful? 
Why was Gandhi able to model servant leadership? How does servant 
leadership draw attention to the cause that the individual is representing?

STEP 2—Explore

Just for Teachers: Every aspect of the church’s authority struc-
ture offers an opportunity for a countercultural demonstration of 
love, humility, and faithfulness that fosters the unity of the church. 
Emphasize the importance of both the headship and servanthood of 
Christ in understanding the role of leaders in the church.

159
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Bible Commentary

I. Authority Structures (Review Ephesians 5:23–27 and Matthew 20:25–28 with 
your class.)

The church is God’s creation and possession with Christ as its Living 
Head. It exists as God’s representative on earth with a specific mission to 
demonstrate the character of God. Jesus’ prayer in John 17 indicates that 
unity between the believers contributes to the success of the church’s mis-
sion (John 17:20–23). Crucial to both the unity and mission of the church 
is the headship of Christ. As Head of the body (Col. 1:18), Jesus provides 
both the identity for the church and the Source of its life. We are there-
fore dependent upon Him for our existence and progress as a church. The 
image of the church as a body also reminds us that the Head directs and 
governs the church. Without the Head, the other parts of the body cannot 
function together. It is the Head that unites and coordinates the action of 
the body to accomplish its mission. 

Nevertheless, Christ has delegated some of His authority to the church, 
which functions more efficiently when there are human leaders. Ellen G. 
White argued that “gospel order” within the church was “indispensably 
necessary in order to bring the church into the unity of the faith.”—Early 
Writings, p. 100. She initially voiced her opinions at a critical time in 
Adventist history when there was little organization within the movement. 
The church existed in largely unconnected congregational groups that 
lacked even the most basic authority structure. This posed a problem for 
the unity and mission of the church. Of particular concern was the vulner-
ability of the church to false teaching because of teachers who pushed 
peculiar and personal agendas. A call to gospel order was therefore neces-
sary to protect the unity of the church. 

Care must be taken, however, to understand the role that leaders play 
in the church. They are called to a countercultural model of authority that 
embraces servanthood rather than domination. Although it is not always evi-
dent in the English translations of the Bible, Paul and other New Testament 
writers carefully avoided describing the role of church leaders in the Greek 
terms commonly used to describe the function of those leading in secular 
roles. Furthermore, the disciples were advised specifically that they were 
not to lord it over others like the Gentiles (Matt. 20:25–28). 

The servant model of leadership contributes to the harmony and unity 
of the church precisely because it is humble, unselfish, and empowering 
of others. Servant leaders set the tone by listening and serving rather than 
by demanding their own ways. Their focus is the mission of the church and 
not their own glory (see 1 Pet. 5:2, 3). Church leaders also contribute to the 
unity of the church by remaining in connection with Christ, maintaining the 

160

t e a c h e r s  c o m m e n t s



truth that unites us, and modeling the values of healthy relationships.
Second Timothy 2:15 also suggests that leaders need to be genuine and cor-

rect in both their teachings and in their conduct. They must hold firmly and 
faithfully to the truth, but, at the same time, act in accordance with the gospel 
they preach. True servanthood arises from an authentic relationship with God, 
which is informed by the truth of the gospel. 

Consider This: In what ways is the headship of Christ visible in the Seventh-
day Adventist Church? What does Christ’s headship imply about the role of 
human leaders? How does servant leadership promote the mission of the 
church?

II. Discipline and Unity (Review Galatians 6:1, 2 and Matthew 18:15–20 with your 
class.)

Even with the best servant leadership, there are still times in church life 
in which discipline is needed for the sake of the individual or the church. 
While church discipline seems to have become less popular in the twenty-
first century, it nevertheless plays an important role in maintaining the unity 
of the church. 

In his book Church Discipline: How the Church Protects the Name of 
Jesus (Wheaton, Ill.: Crossway, 2012), Jonathan Leeman identifies four ways 
in which church discipline is a loving response that protects the unity of the 
church while advancing its mission. First, church discipline shows love for 
the individual by helping him or her recognize wrongdoing and with it the 
need for repentance. Church discipline is redemptive in nature and not simply 
punitive. Second, church discipline shows a love for the church because it 
aims to protect from harm and temptation those who might be new or weak 
in the faith. Third, church discipline shows love for the world beyond the 
church walls by allowing the church to project a witness that more accurately 
displays the transforming power of the gospel. Finally, church discipline 
shows love for Christ through both obedience and the safeguarding of His 
reputation. 

Consider This: When is discipline needed? Why do you think that some 
churches are reticent to practice church discipline? Do you agree with 
Jonathan Leeman’s suggestion that discipline is a loving response that pro-
tects the name of Jesus? Why, or why not? In what ways do you see church 
discipline impacting the mission of the church?

STEP 3—Apply

Just for Teachers: The application questions allow for teachers to focus 
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on one of two areas: either (1) servant leadership or (2) the connection 
between church discipline and love.

Application Questions: 

	How are the ideas of authority and servanthood compatible?

	What motivates servant leadership?

	How do you reconcile Jesus’ instructions not to judge others with the 
need for church discipline?

	 In your experience, how has church discipline been used? How does 
what you have observed align with the loving responses outlined above? 
How can we ensure that it is used redemptively?

	What differences might there be in the way public and private sins are 
handled?

STEP 4—Create

Just for Teachers: It is easy to limit our consideration of servant 
leadership to those in appointed offices of the church, but all mem-
bers of the church are called to use their spiritual gifts to serve the 
church. Discuss the function of spiritual gifts to build up the church. 
Help your class understand the need for every member to serve will-
ingly.

Activities: Listen to a selection of songs about serving others and reflect 
on their words. Then consider how you can serve both your church and 
your community in a practical way. There are many Christian songs deal-
ing with the topic of service, especially as it relates to the world beyond 
the church. If you are stuck for ideas, consider songs such as “O Jesus, I 
Have Promised,” “Make Me a Servant,” “Do Something,” “Legacy,” or “If 
We Are the Body.” 
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