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Hirtenbrief, sent to the Wisconsin group. In it Grabau came 
dose to holding that the efficacy of the Word and the Sac­
raments depended on the ordination of the pastor whose 
teaching and preaching could not be called into question by 
the congregation. He also claimed the pastor's authority in 
matters not specified in the Bible. 

Arrival of another group of Lutherans in America helped 
to define debate on whether church authority resided 
with the pastor or the congregation. In 1839 Martin 
Stephan emigrated with a group of Saxon Lutherans and 
settled in Missouri. After few months in their new home, 
Stephan, who had just been named bishop, was deposed 
and C. F. W Walther took over the leadership of the group. 
In the aftermath of the Saxons' experience with Stephan, 
Walther developed the doctrine that church authority 
resides in the congregation and not the pastor. In 1840, 
Grabau asked Walther for an opinion on the Hirtenbrief 
When read three years later in light of the experience with 
Stephan, it was rejected. Differences between the Saxons 
and Prussians were aired in their official publications and 
never resolved. Attempts for the protagonists to meet failed. 
When the Civil War accelerated the integration of German 
immigrants into the American culture, Grabau's authoritar­
ian view of the ministry was seen as out of step with demo­
cratically organized associations. With the passing of time 
some congregations left Grabau's Buffalo Synod and joined 
the Missouri Synod. In 1925 thirty-five remaining congre­
gations merged with the Ohio Synod. 

Shortly before the 40th anniversary of his arrival in the 
United States, Grabau died on June 2, 1879 in Buffalo, 
New York. 
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GRACE COMMUNION INTERNATIONAL 

While this denomination has only been known as Grace 
Communion International since April 2009, it represents 
the radical metamorphosis of a movement that began in 
Oregon in the 1930s under the leadership of Herbert Arm­
strong. As his autobiography attests, this young newspaper 
advertising designer experienced a life-changing conver­
sion to faith in Jesus Christ in the 1920s that ignited within 
him an "unspeakable joy" and ravenous appetite to study 
the Bible. The more he learned, the more compelled he 
became to share his insights with others by writing articles. 
But by the mid- to late-20s a growing disenchantment with 
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mainstream evangelicalism prodded him to engage in fel­
lowship at other spiritual venues such as the Church of God 
(Seventh Day) in Salem, Oregon, where he was issued a 
ministerial license in 1931 (a credential later revoked over 
doctrinal disputes). It was not long before he began preach­
ing to and leading small groups of what became a growing 
following. Eventually, around 1934 a radio program was 
launched. Initially called The Radio Church of God, it later 
became known as The World Tomorrow. The Plain Truth 
magazine became yet another wide-reaching vehicle for dis­
seminating his ideas. 

As the radio program continued to prosper, Armstrong 
moved to California in 1947 to be closer to the hub of the 
radio business. The founding of Ambassador College soon 
followed, filling the need in large part for a training ground 
for future church leadership. The church enjoyed a steady 
growth climb throughout the 1950s and 1960s. Largely 
through the popular radio broadcast the church continued 
to gain adherents and plant churches on a global scale. 

It was during this period that the church changed its name 
to "Worldwide Church of God:' 

However, it was in the 1970s that the church experienced 
a downturn in growth. Numerous factors played into this 
decline. A series of highly publicized prophetic predictions of 
Christ's return failed to be fulfilled. Personnel issues, includ­
ing a major fallout with his son Garner Ted Armstrong over 
moral improprieties and doctrinal disputes leading to the 
latter's "disfellowshipping" in 1978, exacerbated the decline. 
In addition, a few minor doctrinal changes instituted by the 
elder Armstrong himself had an unsettling effect on some of 
his followers, leading them to lose confidence in his cred­
ibility as an infallible teacher of the Bible. 

Nevertheless, the church weathered the slowdown and 
continued to grow until his death in 1986. Shortly before 
his death, Armstrong designated Joseph Tkach Sr., a trusted 
church administrator, to carry on the ministry, which Tkach 
did until his own death in 1995. The gauntlet ofleadership 
was then passed on to his son Joseph Tkach Jr., who contin­
ues to serve the church as its president and pastor general. 

Throughout his ministry Armstrong's charismatic com­
munication style and dogged insistence on the accuracy 
of his teachings both attracted avid followers and stirred 
up virulent criticism. His stance on numerous doctrinal 
issues set him at odds with orthodox Protestant as well as 
Catholic teachings, both of which he considered deceit­
ful defections from Scriptural truths revealed to him from 
God. Yet posturing himself as God's apostle (eventually 
understanding his authority as on a par with the original 
apostles), he unhesitatingly regarded the Worldwide Church 
of God as the one true church, in light of which all others 
could only be considered apostate. While earnestly striving 
to believe and teach what the Bible says, unencumbered by 
illegitimate encrustations from tradition, he was hampered 
by his lack of seminary training, knowledge of the original 
biblical languages and hermeneutic tools. This educational 
gap ironically led to widespread criticism of major portions 
of his teaching as unbiblical distortions, unbalanced and 
ill-informed. 



Grace Communion International 

Laced throughout Armstrong's teachings was a strong 
emphasis on old covenant concepts and regulations. Obedi­
ence to God was paramount in his thinking. Sabbath-keep­
ing on the seventh day was an inviolable commandment; 
thus, the vast majority of Christian denominations that 
shifted their central worship time to Sunday were engaging 
in unbiblical tampering, as he saw it. Furthermore, Arm­
strong put great stock in observing seven annual Sabbaths, 
deriving from Leviticus 23, which imposed strict dietary 
regulations as well as mandating three required tithes to 
be collected from the people. While Jesus' divinity was not 
denied, it was God the Father as Lawgiver who received 
greater emphasis. Right standing with God came to revolve 
more around rule-keeping than on grace. This extended 
to matters of contemporary lifestyle, placing prohibitions 
on use of cosmetics (expression of vanity), voting in elec­
tions, military service, remarriage following divorce, seeking 
medical help (failure of faith reliance on God), and observ­
ing Christmas, Easter and birthdays (capitulation to secular 
pagan feast days). 

In addition, the Trinity, a mainstay of orthodox tradi­
tional Christianity, was vigorously repudiated. Lacking the 
theological sophistication to understand how to conceive of 
Jesus and the Father as divine and yet one God, he spoke of 
God as a family of two separate beings. Unable to see biblical 
justification for regarding the Spirit as a distinct person, he 
spoke of it as an impersonal force. 

Prophecy played a major role in Armstrong's teach­
ings. Predictions pinpointing the onslaught of the Great 
Tribulation and the Second Coming of Jesus to institute a 
1000-year millennial rule figure prominently in his teach­
ing. A particularly contentious offshoot was his firmly 
held conviction that Britain and the United States (not the 
contemporary nation-state of Israel) comprised the "lost 
tribes of Israel;' and as such were the legitimate heirs to 
many Old Testament prophecies. This "Anglo-Israelism" 
fueled the necessity for reinstating seventh day Sabbath­
keeping, for Armstrong believed that rekindling that 
Old Testament observance was vital in helping the "lost 
tribe" Anglo descendants recover their identity as the true 
Christians. 

With the leadership shift to Joseph Tkach Sr. in 1986 
came a growing unease with some of the doctrinal positions 
formerly espoused. Taking seriously Armstrong's exhorta­
tion to be utterly faithful to adhere to biblical truth, the 
leadership embarked on a reexamination of church teach­
ings and began to come to the painful conclusion that 
numerous teachings were based on inadequate understand­
ings of Scripture. Various books by Armstrong were taken 
out of circulation and needed doctrinal changes began to 
be instituted. This reexamination process accelerated with 
the shift of leadership to Joseph Tkach Jr. upon his father's 
death in 1995. 

A prime impetus for doctrinal revision was the valida­
tion of the doctrine of the Trinity as not only biblically 
warranted but indispensable to a proper understanding of 
biblical revelation. In place of seeing God primarily in legal 
terms as Lawgiver demanding obedience as a fundamental 
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criterion for salvation, which tended to spawn legalism and 
judgmentalism, God was now rediscovered as the One God 
who exists in loving communion as Father, Son and Spirit. 
Rather than privileging Law over grace, church leaders 
became invigorated by the rediscovery of the relevance of 
the new covenant. There they found the emphasis swung 
away from reliance on human efforts at rule-keeping. 
Rather, the central focus shifted dramatically to the holy 
love of the Triune God coming personally to do for human 
beings what they were helpless to effect for themselves. 
Whereas Jesus' role had previously been seen primarily as 
a messenger proclaiming the Kingdom of God as a purely 
future event, he began to be seen as the central focus of the 
message itself, not merely the model human teacher show­
ing persons how to keep the Law, but "Reconciler, Savior 
and Friend." Being fully divine and fully human, Jesus is 
uniquely the saving Creator God revealed to the world. At 
the same time he is also the Second Adam through whose 
humanity this same Creator God was representing and rec­
reating a new humanity in which persons could participate 
by faith in the eternal communion of Father, Son and Spirit 
and experience new life under God's liberating reign. 

Discarding the legalistic orientation of Armstrong's teach­
ings in light of this new renaissance of teachings centered 
on Jesus Christ as the window through which to see and 
encounter the Triune God of grace has enabled Grace Com -
munion International to reconnect with other Christian 
denominations in ways inconceivable during the Armstrong 
era. Membership in the National Association of Evangelicals 
as well as other ecumenical organizations reflects the recog­
nition it has gained and continues to garner as a movement 
reflecting orthodox Christian beliefs today. 
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GRACE GOSPEL FELLOWSHIP 

With roots in a 1943 conference of pastors at Berean Bible 
Church in Indianapolis, Indiana, the Grace Gospel Fel­
lowship formally organized as an association of Mid-Acts 
Dispensationalist and premillenial churches in 1945. Its 
headquarters are in Grand Rapids, Michigan, and it affiliates 
with Grace Bible College, also in Grand Rapids, and Berean 
Bible Institute and St. Louis Theological Seminary. It con­
sists of approximately 120-130 churches and approximately 
60,000 members, primarily in the upper Midwest, but with 
a number of churches across the United States and minis­
tries outside of the United States. Any church that meets 
the association's doctrinal standards is free to join, but not 
compelled to do so. 

Mid-Acts Dispensationalism 
As with other variations of Dispensationalist theology, Mid­
Acts Dispensationalism is anchored in a literal reading of 
all of scripture, even prophetic writings. It makes a clear 
distinction between Israel and the Christian Church. For 
Mid-Acts Dispensationalists, the Old Testament and the 
teachings of Jesus are meant for Israel, and only the writings 
of Paul are meant for the Church. Mid-Acts Dispensational­
ists mark Acts 13 as the beginning of the current dispensa­
tion, or the creation of the Christian Church. Because of 
this, Mid-Acts Dispensationalists do not practice water bap­
tism and some do not believe in communion, as those were 
part of the earlier dispensation or teaching for Israel. This 
previous teaching is often called the Gospel of the King­
dom, while Paul's teaching is the Gospel of Grace, hence 
the terms Grace Movement and Grace Gospel as descriptors 
of adherents to this form of dispensationalism. Mid-Acts 
Dispensationalists believe that all of the Bible is written for 
Christians today, but not all of it is written to Christians. 
In making this distinction, the movement seeks to affirm 
the totality of scripture while making clear that the smaller 
corpus of late-Pauline texts are what serve as normative for 
faith and worship. 

J.C. O'Hair 
While the larger world of Dispensationalist Theology is 
traced to the Irishman, John Nelson Darby, and the popu­
larizing C. I. Scofield (creator of the Dispensationalist anno­
tated Scofield Study Bible), Mid-Acts Dispensationalism is 
rooted in the teaching and ministry of J. C. O'Hair, a busi­
nessman turned pastor. In 1920, O'Hair was a speaker at a 
series of Dispensationalist revival meetings in Indianapolis. 
After giving a speech denouncing miraculous healing and 
speaking in tongues as not for today, but part of an earlier 
dispensation (a standard Dispensationalist position), he 
was approached by a Pentecostal minister who had been 
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convinced by O'Hair's argument. The minister asked O'Hair 
a question that would haunt him. It seemed to the minister 
that by the weight of O'Hair's argument, if tongues and mir­
acles had ceased when Paul arrived in Rome, was not water 
baptism as well a part of this earlier, now obsolete dispensa­
tion? O'Hair initially dismissed the minister's question, but 
began to stew over it, and later became convinced that the 
minister was correct. He began to teach and write from this 
newfound conviction and Grace Gospel or Grace Movement 
Dispensationalism grew from that teaching. 

Charles F. Baker 
O'Hair was joined in pastoral work in the early 1930s by 
Wheaton College and Dallas Theological Seminary gradu­
ate, Charles F. Baker, and both were early leaders in the 
newly formed Grace Gospel Fellowship. In 1943, the pas­
tors at the Indianapolis conference felt that the new move­
ment needed a school. That school-first Milwaukee Bible 
Institute, later Milwaukee Bible College, and finally, after its 
move to Grand Rapids, Michigan, in 1961, Grace Bible Col­
lege-was led by Baker from 1943 to 1967. Baker produced 
a 630-page work in 1971, A Dispensationalist Theology, that 
is generally considered the definitive articulation of Mid­
Acts-or Acts 13-Dispensationalist theology. 

Grace Bible College and other Grace Gospel Schools 
Upon Baker's retirement from the presidency of Grace Bible 
College in 1967, a period of controversy enveloped the 
school. Concerns, driven by prominent Grace Movement 
leader Cornelius Stam, were raised that under the leader­
ship of new president Jack Dean the school was becoming 
too heavily influenced by broader Evangelicalism and was 
not remaining true to pure Mid-Acts theology. Debate over 
the fidelity of Grace Bible College to Fellowship theology 
has continued into the present. As a result, while Grace 
Bible College continues to be the flagship institution of 
the Grace Gospel Fellowship, other, more conservative 
schools were born. Bearean Bible Institute, an adult educa­
tion institute in Menomenee Falls, Wisconsin, opened in 
1995. St. Louis Theological Seminary opened in 2004. The 
seminary offers degree continuing education programs, 
undergraduate degree programs, and graduate theological 
degrees. It received Accreditation Association International 
accreditation in 2005. 

Grace Gospel Fellowship Ministries 
Grace Gospel Fellowship runs or is closely affiliated with 
several ministries. Grace Ministries International is the Fel­
lowship's missions arm, with ministry happening in Zaire, 
Puerto Rico, India, the Philippines, Australia, South Africa, 
Tanzania, and throughout South America. Grace Adventures 
is the Fellowship's camping ministry, operating out of Sil­
ver Lake, Michigan, and offering summer and year-round 
camping or retreat opportunities for children from grade 
school through high school, as well as family camps and 
church retreats. Grace Publications, out of the Fellowship 
headquarters in Grand Rapids, publishes books by Grace 
Gospel authors in addition to Truth Magazine and various 
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