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S U P E R F I C I A L  T H E O L O G Y
Building on years of research, writing, and cross-cultural ministry, renowned author and theologian David Wells calls 

our attention to that which defines God’s greatness and gives shape to the Christian life: the holy-love of God. 

“In this important book, David Wells begins the process of 

bringing his influential critique of late modern culture and the 

church down into practice. I’m glad to recommend this volume.”

TIM KELLER

“Rich, deep, and faithful—God in the Whirlwind invites us to 

come before the very heart of God.”

OS GUINNESS

“A timely and necessary antidote to the spirit of the age 

which is manifested in the prevailing man-centeredness of 

contemporary evangelicalism.”

ALISTAIR BEGG

“Part biblical theology, part systematic theology, and part cultur-

al reconnaissance, this is a powerful work that my generation—

really any generation—cannot afford to ignore.”

KEVIN DEYOUNG
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The Evangelical church in the twenty-first century has in 
many ways absorbed the consumeristic mentality that is 
so prevalent in the culture. Churches approach worship 
as if they were selling a product and the attendee were the 

consumer. Since the product is up for sale, churches must show that 
their product is more entertaining than anything else the world has 
to offer. Therefore, churchy gimmicks are the name of the game. 
Whatever keeps people coming back for more takes first priority 
and becomes the controlling principle for all things church-related. 
The preaching must be relevant, the music must entertain, and 
church events must keep people on the edge of their seat. If the 
church doesn’t sell itself, then it will be out of business. 

In this issue of Credo Magazine we hope to pour an ice-cold bucket 
of water in the face of the church. No longer can we turn to the culture 
to decide what the church should be and do. God, his gospel, and 
his bride are not products to be sold. And those who walk through 
the church doors on Sunday morning are not customers to entertain. 
Such an approach makes man the center and treats the church like 
a business. In contrast, our aim in this issue is to draw churchgoers 
and church leaders back to Scripture, which we believe should be 
our final authority and guide for worship. In doing so, we must 
recover the ordinary means of grace that God uses to equip the 
saints and transform us into the image of Christ. 

Matthew Barrett
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October 28-30, 2014
Southern Seminary

Sponsored by the Center for Christian Preaching

sbts.edu/events

#ExpositorsSummit

John
MacArthur

R. Albert
Mohler Jr.

H.B.
Charles Jr.

“Designed to provide reliable exposition, biblical theology, and a focus on Christ. These 
books should be like manna in the desert to pastors, preachers, teachers, and many indi-
vidual Christians who struggle to come to terms with how to read the Old Testament.”

 —Sinclair B. Ferguson

THE GOSPEL ACCORDING TO THE OLD TESTAMENT

� e Gospel According to the Old 

Testament series illuminates the 

good news of our Savior in the Old 

Testament books. Here you will � nd 

thoughtful theology at an accessible 

level. Two new releases explore the 

gospel message as it is woven into 

the life of Moses and the book of 

Ecclesiastes. Vibrant reading material 

for any student of the Word.

prpbooks.com
(800)631-0094

(Left) Newest additions to the 
series introduce a new cover 
design. Visit prpbooks.com to 
see the entire series listing. 

http://www.prpbooks.com/search.html?target=search&keywords=the+gospel+according+to&x=0&y=0
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Roman Catholic
The Very Rev. Thomas A. Baima, S.T.D., Vice 
Rector for Academic Affairs, Dean of the 
Graduate School of Theology, University of 
Saint Mary of the Lake, Mundelein Seminary.

Baptism introduces us into the life of 
the triune God, and incorporates us 
into Christ’s body, the Church, which 

gives us a share in his dying and rising.  Justi-
fied and sanctified by baptism, we are able to 
give praise and worship to God.  Through the 
Holy Spirit received in baptism, the Christian 
is able to recognize and receive the teaching 
of the apostles and, through the means of 
grace (the sacraments), strive to obey all Je-
sus commanded, especially to serve him in 
the poor.

Anglican
The Most Rev. Dr. Glenn Davies, Anglican 
Archbishop of Sydney, Australia, PhD, Shef-
field.

For Anglicans, baptism is an outward and 
visible sign of an inward and spiritual 
grace. Water baptism is an outward sign 

of cleansing to indicate an inward cleansing 
of the Spirit (Heb. 10:22). The meaning of 
baptism is grounded in Jesus’ use of water 
to make and mark his disciples (John 4:1-2; 
Matt. 28:19-20). Its purpose is therefore to 
mark a new beginning, signifying that the 
disciple has been made clean through God’s 
Word and by his Spirit, using water as a visi-
ble sign of such cleansing (John 13:10; Eph. 
5:26).
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Eastern Orthodox
The Very Rev. Vladimir Berzonsky, for-
merly rector of Holy Trinity, Parma, OH. 
Representative of the Orthodox Church 
in America at numerous international ec-
umenical gatherings.

Baptism is literally a new birth in 
Christ, truly a new creation. The 
one baptized is set free from origi-

nal sin and placed, as it were, prior to the 
fall of Adam, offering a new beginning of 
life in Christ and theologically creating a 
new hypothesis, a new creature. One de-
rives from this awesome mystery all other 
blessings and sacraments.

Lutheran
Rev. Rob Kieselowsky, Pastor of St. 
John Evangelical Lutheran Church, 
Springfield, PA, Lutheran Church-Mis-
souri Synod.

The sacrament of Holy Baptism is 
a divine washing and forgiveness 
of sin by the power of the word of 

Christ and by his command. Baptism be-
stows the Holy Spirit, which gives rebirth 
and renewal by unification to Christ’s 
death and resurrection. This work of 
re-creation by God the Father is appre-
hended by the baptized through daily re-
pentance and turning from this world of 
sin and evil to the purity and righteous-
ness that flow freely from our Lord Jesus 
Christ  (Titus 3:5-8; Mark 16:16; Rom. 
6:4; 1 Pet. 3:21).

Presbyterian
Dr. Richard Pratt, adjunct Professor at 
RTS Orlando, president and founder of 
Third Millennium Ministries.

Baptism brings people into the vis-
ible Church with all of its benefits 
and responsibilities. Circumcision 

did this in Old Testament times, but bap-
tism serves this purpose in the New Cov-
enant.

Baptist
Dr. John Hammett, John L. Dagg Pro-
fessor of Theology, Associate Dean for 
Theological Studies, Southeastern Bap-
tist Theological Seminary.

The key words in my understanding 
of baptism are identification and 
initiation. By faith we identify with 

Jesus and receive from him the blessings 
of forgiveness of sin, death to an old way 
of life, and power to live a new life as 
members of his church. Baptism symbol-
izes these realities and is the rite of initia-
tion into the church.  
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Have It Your Way

Interview by Matthew Barrett

Has the Church Sold its Soul to
Consumeristic Entertainment?
An Interview with T. David Gordon

T. David Gordon is Professor of Religion 
and Greek at Grove City College and the 
author of Why Johnny Can’t Preach: The 
Media Have Shaped the Messengers (P&R) 
and Why Johnny Can’t Sing Hymns: How 
Pop Culture Rewrote the Hymnal (P&R). In 
this interview Matthew Barrett, executive 
editor of Credo Magazine, asks Gordon a 

handful of questions about what the church 
looks like when it absorbs a consumeristic 
mentality. 

THROUGHOUT HISTORY OUR 
CULTURE’S PRIMARY MEDIUM HAS 
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BEEN THE BOOK. BUT IN THE MID-
TWENTIETH CENTURY THERE HAS 
BEEN A SHIFT TO THE IMAGE AND 
THE ELECTRONIC. DOES THIS SHIFT 
IN THE MEDIUM AFFECT THE ART 
OF PREACHING? DOES THE MEDIUM 
CHANGE THE MESSAGE? 

In my little book, Why Johnny Can’t Preach:  
The Media Have Shaped the Messengers, I 
suggest that a culture dominated by books 
and reading shapes certain sensibilities that 
contribute to good preaching:  reading texts 
carefully, being attentive to the significant 
(as opposed to the trite), and the sensibility 
of the relation of written to spoken 
language.  “Scanning” a web page is not 
the same neurological or psychological 
process as reading a Shakespearian sonnet 
carefully, for instance.  The one is very 
literalistic, and one only notices the overt 
and obvious; the other is very attentive 
to the figurative and the subtle.  So when 
our waking attention is given less and 
less to the written word and more and 
more to images and sound bites, yes, our 
neurology is changed and our sensibilities 
are changed, and we become (intellectually 
and literarily) fourth-graders, rather than 
adults.  Though the apostle Paul once spoke 
and reasoned as a child, he later “gave up 
childish ways” (1 Cor. 13:11); we tend to 
do the opposite and remain childish in our 
use of language.

IN OUR WORLD OF FACEBOOK, 
TWITTER, AND COUNTLESS 
BLOGS, PASTORS AND LAYPEOPLE 
ALIKE ARE CONSUMING AN 
OVERWHELMING AMOUNT OF 
INFORMATION THAT IS TYPICALLY 
SKIMMED. FEW, HOWEVER, 
ARE ACTUALLY SPENDING TIME 
READING A TEXT ANYMORE. WHAT 
IMPLICATIONS DOES THIS HAVE 

SO WHEN OUR WAKING 
ATTENTION IS GIVEN 

LESS AND LESS TO 
THE WRITTEN WORD 

AND MORE AND 
MORE TO IMAGES 

AND SOUND BITES, 
YES, OUR NEUROLOGY 

IS CHANGED AND 
OUR SENSIBILITIES 

ARE CHANGED, 
AND WE BECOME 

(INTELLECTUALLY AND 
LITERARILY) FOURTH-

GRADERS, RATHER 
THAN ADULTS.
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FOR MINISTRY, ESPECIALLY IN 
THOSE CHURCHES THAT HAVE 
BEEN TRADITIONALLY CENTERED 
ON THE EXPOSITION OF THE 
BIBLICAL TEXT? 

If the challenge to the twentieth century 
church was relativism, the challenge 
to the twenty-first century church is 

weightlessness.  We  cannot notice or 
sense the  weight of what is significant by 
skimming.  The reason our contemporary 
hymns are ordinarily so trifling is because 
our faith itself is so trifling; we “skim” 
Christianity, and only notice—if we can 
even use that term—the most obvious 
information or data.  But the realities of 
our faith are not mere data.  We cannot 

comprehend a hymn like Bernard of 
Clairvaux’s “O Sacred Head Now 
Wounded” by skimming it; its various 
clauses require us to meditate and reflect, 
e.g., “Mine, mine was the transgression, 
but thine the deadly pain.”

The detached, ironic, hip sensibility of 
our culture is entirely out of step with 

the religion of the cross, 
of Isaiah 53 (“and the 
Lord has laid on him the 
iniquity of us all”), or of 
Bernard of Clairvaux.  To 
use Wordsworth’s phrase:  
“For this, for everything, 
we are out of tune.”

IT IS COMMON 
TODAY TO HEAR 
PREACHERS WHO 
SOUND MORE LIKE 
COMEDIANS THAN 
EXPOSITORS OF 

GOD’S WORD. OTHERS TREAT THE 
SERMON AS AN OPPORTUNITY 
TO TALK ABOUT THEMSELVES. 
HAS PREACHING BECOME 
ENTERTAINMENT-DRIVEN, 
AND EVEN IN SOME CASES 
NARCISSISTIC? 

I WOULD RATHER ATTEND MY OWN 
FUNERAL THAN ATTEND A TYPICAL 
EVANGELICAL “WORSHIP” SERVICE, 
EMCEED BY SOME GRINNING, BLOW-
DRIED, STORY-TELLING “PASTOR” 
WHO ACTS AS THOUGH THE FALLEN 
WORLD HAS NEVER WOUNDED HIM 
OR ANYONE ELSE, WHO IS ENTIRELY 
UNAQUAINTED WITH “THE MAN OF 
SORROWS, AQUAINTED WITH GRIEF.”
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I do not have any sociological or empirical data on how 
common bad preaching is; I have only 50-plus years of 
experience in a variety of religious contexts.  From that 
experience, I can only observe that American Evangelical 
Christianity, perhaps more than any other form of Christianity, 
is almost entirely blind to the culture that has produced it, 
and therefore conforms to that culture and its sensibilities 
more than any other form of Christianity.  So yes, if our 
culture is characterized by entertainment, then our religion is 
also characterized by entertainment. (The best book on this 
topic may be Neil Postman’s Amusing Ourselves to Death, 
especially chapter seven, “Shuffle Off to Bethlehem.”) If our 
culture is characterized by marketing, then yes, our churches 
are characterized by marketing.  I honestly do not understand 
why Evangelical Christians even bother to attend church at 

WHEN WOULD-BE PASTORS 
ARE INTERVIEWED BY SEARCH 
COMMITTEES, THEY JUST HAVE TO 
SAY SOMETHING TO THIS EFFECT:  
“DON’T HIRE ME IF YOU WANT 
ME TO ENTERTAIN YOU.  THERE IS 
NOTHING ENTERTAINING ABOUT 
MY SIN OR YOURS, NOTHING 
ENTERTAINING ABOUT GOD’S 
DESERVED ANGER ABOUT OUR 
SIN, AND NOTHING ENTERTAINING 
ABOUT THE CRUCIFIXION OF OUR 
NOBLE REDEEMER.  SO IF YOU WANT 
SOMEONE TO ENTERTAIN YOU, HIRE 
SOMEONE ELSE.”

Neil Postman, Amusing 
Ourselves to Death, 
2005.
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all; they find nothing there that they would not find everywhere in 
the culture anyway, so why bother?  I would rather attend my own 
funeral than attend a typical Evangelical “worship” service, emceed 
by some grinning, blow-dried, story-telling “pastor” who acts as 
though the fallen world has never wounded him or anyone else, who 
is entirely unaquainted with “the Man of Sorrows, aquainted with 
grief.”  I don’t wish such people any ill; I just wish they would go 
away.

TURNING TO THE CONGREGATION—THOSE IN THE PEW—
HOW HAS THE HIGH CONSUMPTION OF TELEVISION, 
AS WELL AS THE 24/7 ABSORPTION OF SOCIAL MEDIA, 
CHANGED AVERAGE CHURCHGOERS, FOR BETTER OR 
WORSE, IN ALL MATTERS OF MINISTRY, FROM LISTENING 
TO THE SERMON TO SINGING IN WORSHIP? 

We have become inattentive skimmers; we notice only the obvious, 
only what is on the surface.  The primary casualty of digital 
technologies is attentiveness, as the recent literature has well 
documented. For example, check out the following books: Maggie 
Jackson, Distracted:  The Erosion of Attention and the Coming Dark 
Age (2008), Mark Bauerlein, The Dumbest Generation:  How the 
Digital Age Stupefies Young Americans and Jeopardizes our Future 
(2008), Winifred Gallagher, Rapt:  Attention and the Focused Life 
(2009), Nicholas Carr, The Shallows:  What the Internet Is Doing to 
Our Brains (2010).

Have you noticed how light and airy most contemporary hymns are?  
This is the idiom of our day; everything is light, airy, hip, detached, 
and ironic.  Nothing has any weight.  Otherwise intelligent people bee-
bop along to the silly Sandra McCracken musical setting to George 
Matheson’s “O Love That Wilt Not Let Me Go,” a melody that does 

Maggie Jackson, Distracted:  
The Erosion of Attention and 
the Coming Dark Age (2008)

Mark Bauerlein, The 
Dumbest Generation:  How 
the Digital Age Stupefies 
Young Americans and 
Jeopardizes our Future (2008)

Winifred Gallagher, Rapt:  
Attention and the Focused 
Life (2009)

Nicholas Carr, The Shallows:  
What the Internet Is Doing to 
Our Brains (2010)
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not even resolve, musically (should not a hymn of trust resolve?).  
Matheson, a blind man whose sister was his live-in companion and 
seeing-eye dog, wrote that hymn on the day his sister married someone 
and left him alone.  It is a profoundly poignant hymn, but people now 
sing it to a silly, light, airy, weightless tune, and even sometimes do 
so at a wedding—despite the fact that it was written by a man who 
was lamenting his sister’s wedding.  So everything about that musical 
setting is wrong, and yet people just bop along to it mindlessly because 
our culture has trained them to feel nothing, to feel no weight, to feel 
no sorrow, to feel no grief.  Everything must be light and detached.  

Before I die (no cheering, 
please…), I fully expect 
to attend a funeral at 
which people are sipping 
lattés and texting friends.

Evangelical Christianity, 
ironically, has now 
become the twin sister 
of mid-twentieth century 
Protestant Liberalism, 

about which Richard Neibuhr observed,  “A God without wrath 
brought men without sin into a kingdom without judgment through 
the ministrations of a Christ without a cross.”

IN LIGHT OF THESE CHALLENGES, WHAT IS THE 
WAY FORWARD FOR BOTH PASTORS AND THEIR 
CONGREGATIONS? 

Pastors, for their part, must be willing to be fired.  If you are not 
willing to be fired today, you simply cannot be a faithful shepherd of 
Christ’s flock.  If the God whom you ministerially represent does have 
wrath, and if his kingdom does have judgment towards humans who 
do have sin, and if his Son did die on a cross, then you simply cannot 
please people who want comfortable, pleasant, happy, lite-religion.  
When would-be pastors are interviewed by search committees, they 

H. Richard Niebuhr, The 
Kingdom of God in America, 1937.

EVANGELICAL 
CHRISTIANITY HAS 
SOLD ITS SOUL 
TO CONSUMERIST 
ENTERTAINMENT.
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just have to say something to this effect:  
“Don’t hire me if you want me to entertain 
you.  There is nothing entertaining about 
my sin or yours, nothing entertaining about 
God’s deserved anger about our sin, and 
nothing entertaining about the crucifixion 
of our noble Redeemer.  So if you want 
someone to entertain you, hire someone 
else.”  If the pulpit committee still wants 
you after that, then go ahead and give it a 
shot.  If not, shake the dust off your feet 
and go somewhere else (Matt. 10:14).

Congregations, for their part, must repent 
of regarding themselves as consumers.  
Consumerism is the primary voice and 
value of our culture.  The implicit sub-text 
of every commercial message is the overt 
text of Burger King:  “Have it your way.”  
Consumers expect to have everything their 
way, and congregations must begin by 
repenting of that sensibility.  The average 
congregant in the average church is in no 
position to tell the pastoral staff what he 
wants.  One does not consume Christianity; 
by the grace of the Holy Spirit, some of 
us are consumed by Christianity.  It is not 
the congregant’s position to tell Christ’s 
ambassador what he wants; it is his position 
to submit to apostolic proclamation.  We 
cannot have Christ our way; we can only 
have him his way, if at all.

To be honest, I  do not  think much can 
be done about the present situation.  
Consumerist entertainment is just too 
insidious; it seeps into us unnoticed 
yet pervasively, and renders us unfit to 

embrace a crucified Redeemer.  I think 
the occasional pastor at the occasional 
congregation can remain faithful to the 
Christ of the Scriptures, and I think 
occasional saints, wounded and wearied by 
their own sin, will find such churches to be 
havens for them.  By and large, however, 
Evangelical Christianity has sold its soul to 
consumerist entertainment; it is therefore 
largely beyond cure.  What Billy Graham 
said nearly a half-century ago is truer now 
than it was then:  “Many people have just 
enough religion to innoculate themselves 
against the real thing.”

Jesus said that unless the grain of wheat 
fell into the earth and died, it could bear no 
fruit (John 12:24).  Only if it died could it 
bear fruit.  I think we have simply reached 
the moment in Christian history where 
Christianity, in its American Evangelical 
form, needs to die.  I agree with Russell 
Moore when he said at his inaugural 
address as Director of the Ethics and 
Religious Liberty Commission of the SBC, 
“The Bible Belt is collapsing.  The world 
of nominal, cultural Christianity that took 
the American dream and added Jesus to it 
in order to say, ‘you can have everything 
you ever wanted and Heaven too,’ is soon 
to be gone. Good riddance.” 
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As the bass drum rattled my in-
sides, cannons shot confetti over 
the sea of cheering fans.  “Are 
you ready to worship!?!” yelled 

a twenty-something hipster from center 
stage.  Christian lyrics to Lady Gaga mu-
sic graced the screens up front, and off we 
went, though I found myself still reeling 
from the previous series of skits, which 
were hil-arious!

A verse was read 
from some Relevant, 
Non-Offensive, Gen-
der-Neutral Version 
of the Bible, and 
that’s the last I heard 
of it.  The rest of the 
“sermon” was brim-
ming with anecdotes 
and heart-warming 
stories.  It reminded 
me of some twist on 
a Home Depot ad—
“You can do it; God 
can help!”

Whatever we were doing that Sunday morn-
ing (worship?), one thing was certain: I was 
witnessing the greatest show on earth—
complete with circulating lights, fog ma-
chines, artistic backgrounds, and dueling 
DJs.  I almost missed the communion sta-
tions that outlined the perimeter of the as-

sembly for anyone who wanted to partake 
when the Spirit “moved them” to do so.
   

ENTERTAINMENT—
THE NEW NORMAL

Following America’s lead, churches around 
the globe are spending through the roof try-
ing to attract the greatest number of peo-
ple into their worship gatherings.  Success 

is the name of the 
c h u r c h - g r o w t h 
game.  “Whatev-
er it takes to get 
them in the doors,” 
one older pastor 
recently told me.  
“People just want 
to be real and to 
be accepted for 
who they are.  And 
that’s what we do 
in worship.”

The trend of mak-
ing worship and 

ministry entertainment-driven is certainly 
nothing new, but it is becoming the new 
normal.  From “Christian” magicians and 
bodybuilders to skit guys and shock-factor 
eating contests, to piano drops (yes, drop-
ping a piano from a crane onto a parking 
lot) and iPod give-aways, churches across 
America are using gimmicks to scale the 

FOLLOWING AMERICA’S 
LEAD, CHURCHES AROUND 
THE GLOBE ARE SPEND-
ING THROUGH THE ROOF 
TRYING TO ATTRACT THE 
GREATEST NUMBER OF 
PEOPLE INTO THEIR WOR-
SHIP GATHERINGS.  SUC-
CESS IS THE NAME OF THE 
CHURCH-GROWTH GAME.
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heights of ministry 
success.  And who 
doesn’t want large 
numbers flocking to 
their stadiums chant-
ing Christian slogans 
that one might see on 
a bumper sticker?  It 
makes you feel good. 

I attended a pa-
ra-church organization’s weekly youth 
“Ignite” meeting (or some similar name), 
which was invariably filled with all sorts 
of entertaining gimmicks.  Again, I could 
have guessed the rationale: “We only do 
these things to get them in the door,” the 
speaker explained.  “Then (and get this) we 
tell them about Jesus.”  Sneaky.

If you are thinking about charting this course 
of a “do-whatever-it-takes” approach to 
ministry and worship, please consider this 
maxim:  you keep them by how you at-
tract them.  If people are coming to your 
church because of your funny, light-heart-
ed stories, you’d better not stop because 
they will leave.  If you’ve attracted teen-
agers into your congregation through your 
blue-haired rock star worship leader, you’d 
better not let him go.  Ironically, those who 
have told me that they do these stunts only 
to get people in the door never stop.  What 
begins as an evangelism tactic quickly be-

comes a regular method of ministry.

Pastors and church leaders are constantly 
battling the pressure of ministry success 
from other church staff, church members, 
competition with the church down the road, 
and the ever-present drive to “engage” the 
culture.  In fact, one of the most frequent 
questions a pastor receives is, “How many 
did you have in worship?” or “How big is 
your church?”  It seems like buildings, bod-
ies, and budgets sideline Christ crucified, a 
stumbling block and offense.

But is this approach the kind of worship 
and ministry our God has prescribed?  Does 
God not also care about our method?

FAITHFULNESS OVER SUCCESS

In their book, Liberating Ministry from the 
Success Syndrome (2008), Kent and Bar-

IN FACT, ONE OF THE MOST FREQUENT 
QUESTIONS A PASTOR RECEIVES IS, “HOW 
MANY DID YOU HAVE IN WORSHIP?” OR 
“HOW BIG IS YOUR CHURCH?”  IT SEEMS 
LIKE BUILDINGS, BODIES, AND BUDGETS 
SIDELINE CHRIST CRUCIFIED, A STUM-
BLING BLOCK AND OFFENSE.
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bara Hughes argue that it is always better 
to be faithful to the Lord than successful 
in ministry.  While we unashamedly affirm 
the truth that God is sovereign, our task is 
to faithfully plant and water the gospel of 
Jesus Christ—looking to God to provide 
the growth (1 Cor. 3:7)!  It is the Spirit 
who gives life; the flesh is of no avail (John 
6:63).  “For apart from me,” Jesus says, 

“you can do nothing” (John 15:5).  Faith-
fulness to God in both content and meth-
od—not success—is our chief aim.

Even though some today are pushing for a 
theology of “fruitfulness” in ministry—like 
Timothy Keller in his book Center Church 
(2012)—on a functional level, there is little 
difference from the success-driven model 
so prevalent in churches today.  God has 
called you to be faithful to him and has giv-
en guidance in his Word for both worship 
and ministry. 

THE SUFFICIENCY OF SCRIPTURE

If there is something called “acceptable 
worship” (Heb. 12:28), there also must be 
unacceptable worship.  Nadab and Abihu 
quickly learned this by offering “unautho-
rized fire” before the Lord (Lev. 10:2).  God 

told post-exilic Israel in 
their half-hearted worship 
inventions: “Oh that there 
were one among you who 
would shut the doors, that 
you might not kindle fire 
on my altar in vain” (Mal. 
1:10)!  When we have pri-
oritized ministry success as 
our goal, we light useless 
fires.

While God has given some liberty in the 
structure of worship, the place of worship, 
and so on (cf. John 4:21-24), we are not left 
without prescription and biblical guidance.  
The central question remains: “Is God’s 
Word sufficient to guide us in both the con-
tent of our worship and ministries, and the 
means by which we go about them?”  Abso-
lutely.  The problem lies not with the Word, 
but with our man-made inventions.

I MAINTAIN THAT THE “HOW TO” OF 
BEING FAITHFUL TO GOD IN WORSHIP 
AND MINISTRY IS DEMONSTRATED 
THROUGH THE ORDINARY, HISTORIC, 
AND APOSTOLIC MEANS OF GRACE, 
PARTICULARLY, MINISTRY OF THE 
WORD, PRAYER, AND SACRAMENTS.
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MINISTRY BY THE MEANS OF GRACE

The wonderful truth is that God has not 
left us in the dark on these matters.  He has 
given his church the means by which he—
the eternal and sovereign God—both saves 
and sanctifies his elect.  Thus, God cares 
not only about what we teach and preach in 
our ministry, but also the way we go about 
it, our methodology.

I maintain that the “how to” of being 
faithful to God in worship and ministry is 
demonstrated through the ordinary, histor-
ic, and apostolic means of grace, particu-
larly, ministry of the Word, prayer, and sac-
raments—though you could also include 
gospel-motivated service and grace-cen-
tered community.  They’re not fancy or 
hip, and they certainly won’t land you on 
the big stage of Your Best Life Now!  But 
together, these five ordinances of Christ are 
the basic means by which God saves and 
sanctifies his people.

We find these together, for example, in 
Acts 2:42-47.  The early disciples “devot-
ed” themselves to five things: the Word, 
fellowship, the Lord’s Supper, prayer, and 
service.  The result: “And the Lord added 
to their number day by day those who were 
being saved” (v. 47).  The Gentiles, upon 
hearing the preaching of Paul and Barna-

bas in Antioch in Pisidia, “began rejoicing 
and glorifying the word of the Lord, and as 
many as were appointed to eternal life be-
lieved” (Acts 13:48).  They preached; God 
saved.

Historic creeds and confessions have also 
understood ministry and worship by the 
means of grace.  For example, the Westmin-
ster Larger Catechism (1647), Question 154 
asks, “What are the outward means where-
by Christ communicates to us the benefits 
of his mediation?”  Answer: “The outward 
and ordinary means whereby Christ com-
municates to his church the benefits of his 
mediation are all his ordinances; especial-
ly the Word, sacraments, and prayer; all of 
which are made effectual to the elect for 
their salvation.”

The London Baptist Confession of Faith 
(1689) likewise maintains, “The grace of 
faith…is increased and strengthened by the 
work of the Spirit through the ministry of 
the Word, and also by the administration of 
baptism and the Lord’s Supper, prayer, and 
other means appointed by God” (14.1).  In 
other words, God has provided the ordinary 
means by which he both saves and sancti-
fies his people.

These means of grace do not work ex opere 
operato, as Roman Catholic theology con-
tends; they do not function like a magical 
formula of cause and effect.  For example, 
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preaching God’s Word on a particular Sun-
day morning does not necessarily mean 
that every unbeliever who listens will sure-
ly come to saving faith, nor does it mean 
that every Christian will surely grow in his 
or her faith that day.  Rather, God works in 
and through the means of grace as he sees 

fit for the building up of his church.  His 
Word will not return to him empty, but will 
accomplish his purpose for it (Isa. 55:11).

If God has already provided the ordinary 
means of growing in grace as we find in his 
Word, why do we think that we have the 
right or the greater wisdom to invent new 
ways through entertainment-driven, suc-

cess-oriented worship and ministry?

PUTTING IT TOGETHER

This will no doubt be hard work and, for 
some, a foundational shift.  John Piper ex-
plains in When the Darkness Will Not Lift, 
“We find ourselves not energized for any 
great cause, but always thinking about the 
way to maximize our leisure and escape 
pressure.”  The great irony of this is that we 
are “bored” in church because we maximize 
leisure and escape pressure.  We are living 
from one pleasure high to the next, looking 
for the next big wave to take us closer and 
closer to the sunny sands of the American 
Dream.  However, the easy road of enter-
tainment and the pursuit of the American 
Dream have, in the end, left us still bored 
and still dreaming.

So what might a means-of-grace ministry 
look like?  Let me give you some practical 
take-aways.

GOD’S WORD 

Ministry of the Word would include ex-
pository preaching (preferably lectio con-
tinua), teaching, meditating, and memoriz-
ing Scripture.  Are these regular ministries 

IF GOD HAS ALREADY PRO-
VIDED THE ORDINARY 
MEANS OF GROWING IN 
GRACE AS WE FIND IN 
HIS WORD, WHY DO WE 
THINK THAT WE HAVE THE 
RIGHT OR THE GREATER 
WISDOM TO INVENT NEW 
WAYS THROUGH ENTER-
TAINMENT-DRIVEN, SUC-
CESS-ORIENTED WORSHIP 
AND MINISTRY?
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of your church?  Are you encouraging 
families to worship together and study the 
Scriptures together?  Are the people in your 
church preparing themselves to hear God’s 
Word preached, even on Saturday night?  
We do these things because we still be-
lieve that “faith comes from hearing, and 
hearing through the word of Christ” (Rom. 
10:17).  God’s Word—not entertaining sto-
ries, skits, or piano drops—is the primary 
means by which God saves and sanctifies 
his people.

PRAYER

The world, the flesh, and the devil are wag-
ing an all-out assault on prayer.  Busyness 
squeezes out what’s deemed impractical 
and elevates the pragmatic.  What weak 
faith we have.  A church member recent-
ly asked me, “Does prayer change things?”  
My answer: “No.  God changes things, but 
he uses prayer to do it.”  Prayer is a means 
of grace by which God strengthens his peo-
ple by drawing them into greater fellowship 
with himself.

A ministry of prayer would include prayer 
as worship, prayer in large groups, prayer 
in small groups, prayer as families, and 
an intentional effort by church leaders to 
highlight both the delight and duty of reg-
ular prayer for individuals.  I have found 

that many adult Christians have a harder 
time praying out loud than young children.  
Why?  Because we are not in regular prayer 
ourselves and church leaders do not high-
light the importance of prayer as a biblical 
means of growing in God’s grace.

SACRAMENTS

According to Nielson Company, the av-
erage American spends roughly 3.5 hours 
watching television a day.  That’s in addi-
tion to other forms of media—game con-
soles, smart phones, movies, and the Inter-
net—all vying for our time and attention.  
YouTube continues to explode with viral 
videos from the global community, at times 
drawing millions of viewers overnight.

Because we are stimulated and energized 
visually, television and movies have 
dominated the attention and affection of our 
hearts, and churches have jumped on the 
(so-called) bandwagon.  They have often 
tried to dovetail their ministries with the 
luster and lure of the entertainment culture, 
but it simply cannot compete, nor should it!

In reality, Hollywood has nothing on the 
joy, pleasure, truth, and experience found 
in God’s glorious gospel—made visible 
and effectual through the signs and seals 
of his covenant of grace.  The Bible calls 
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HOLLYWOOD HAS NOTHING ON THE 
JOY, PLEASURE, TRUTH, AND EXPERI-
ENCE FOUND IN GOD’S GLORIOUS GOS-
PEL—MADE VISIBLE AND EFFECTUAL 
THROUGH THE SIGNS AND SEALS OF HIS 
COVENANT OF GRACE.

these “baptism” and the “Lord’s Supper,” 
and they are means by which God matures 
his people in the faith.  When we witness a 
baptism, we are to be reminded of our own 
baptism, that is, that we’ve been “marked” 
off from the world, washed by the blood of 
Christ, and set apart for God in his cove-

nant community.  When we partake of the 
Lord’s Supper, we are not merely “thinking 
about Jesus.”  No, Christ is spiritually and 
truly present, mysteriously working by his 
Spirit in his Supper to nourish his people.

GOSPEL-MOTIVATED SERVICE

Service is a means of grace whereby God 
grows our faith, reveals our sin, extends 
our love, and brings us joy and peace.  The 
apostle Paul writes in Ephesians 4:12 that 
God has given various gifts to his church 
“to equip the saints for the work of min-
istry, for building up the body of Christ.”  

The great example, of course, is Jesus him-
self, who said, “For even the Son of Man 
came not to be served but to serve, and to 
give his life as a ransom for many” (Mk. 
10:45).  God communicates grace through 
the means of serving each other and minis-
tering to the brokenness of this world.

The kingdom Jesus in-
augurated is a “back-
wards kingdom,” 
where we die to live, 
give to receive, and are 
exalted through humil-
ity.  The King of kings 
didn’t wear a crown of 
gold, but thorns.  In-
deed, the gospel we 

preach is “foolishness” in the eyes of the 
world (1 Cor. 1:18-25).  Our giving of mon-
ey, time, and gifts should be in response to 
God’s grace in giving his one and only Son.  
Thus, we never move on from the gospel in 
our service—it should always inform and 
motivate our serving.  Jesus’ redemptive 
work should continually shape and mold 
our desires to such sufficient intensity that 
it translates into serving action.

GRACE-CENTERED COMMUNITY

It is popular in our day to disregard the lo-
cal church in favor of some purple-haired 
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“prophetess” on TBN spewing “health, 
wealth, and prosperity.”  But God has given 
us the body of Christ, displayed in the local 
church, as the context in which real sin is 
offered real forgiveness and where we “stir 
up one another to love and good works” 
(Heb. 10:24).

Within the community 
of faith, we are called 
to confess sin to one an-
other and to pray for one 
another that we may be 
healed (James 5:16).  As 
iron sharpens iron, so 
we exhort each other to-
wards holy living (Prov. 
27:17).  Moreover, the 
members of the “body 
of Christ” are given gifts 
for the building up of the 
body. These gifts, Paul 
explains, are given by grace as a means by 
which God grows his church and equips her 
for greater ministry (Eph. 4:7).  Moreover, 
the unity of this community of faith is the 
direct result of our union with Christ.  Jesus 
prayed that the church “may all be one, just 
as you, Father, are in me, and I in you, that 
they also may be in us” (John 17:21).

With all my heart, I plead with you not to be 
tempted with success, professionalism, or 
the fading fads of our entertainment-driven 
culture.  Rather, pursue Jesus as the all-

satisfying Treasure that he is and strive to 
feed his sheep faithfully through the means 
of grace that God has already provided his 
church.

Brian H. Cosby (Ph.D., Australian College 
of Theology) is pastor of Wayside Presby-
terian Church (PCA) on Signal Mountain, 
Tennessee and author of Giving Up Gim-
micks: Reclaiming Youth Ministry from an 
Entertainment Culture (P&R). 

I PLEAD WITH YOU NOT TO BE TEMPTED 
WITH SUCCESS, PROFESSIONALISM, 
OR THE FADING FADS OF OUR 
ENTERTAINMENT-DRIVEN CULTURE.  
RATHER, PURSUE JESUS AS THE ALL-
SATISFYING TREASURE THAT HE IS AND 
STRIVE TO FAITHFULLY FEED HIS SHEEP 
THROUGH THE MEANS OF GRACE THAT 
GOD HAS ALREADY PROVIDED HIS 
CHURCH.
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“My church just isn’t growing. It must be 
dead.”

“Having trouble breaking 500? Here’s how 
you can fix the problem.”

“There is no reason a church in the city 
should have fewer than 2,000 people.”

“Great to meet you pastor. So how big is 
your church?”

I have heard them all, and then some. The 
assumption behind these statements is loud 
and clear: When it comes to churches, bigger 
is better. Or to be more precise: You can 
always recognize a church God has blessed 
by its size. According to such a mindset, the 
implications for small churches, or churches 
that are at least not growing numerically, 
are quite serious and devastating. Such 
churches can be characterized by the two 

“D” words: Disobedient and Dead. They 
must be disobedient because if they were 
truly obeying the Great Commission then 
they would see numerical growth. And 
they must be dead because if they are not 
experiencing numerical growth then they 
are on their way out. It is only a matter of 
time before they dwindle down and die. 

What I find so troubling, however, is that 
I am not hearing these statements from 
liberal-minded pastors and laypeople, 
but rather from Evangelical, sometimes 
even Reformed, leaders and churchgoers. 
To be sure, it is a reminder that even our 
conservative churches have not escaped 
the clutches of the prosperity gospel. Oh 
yes, we may have all of our theological i’s 
dotted and t’s crossed. But when it comes to 
method, we have bought into the prosperity 
gospel hook, line, and sinker. 

THE PROSPERITY
GOSPEL INCOGNITO

There are many in our own day who teach 
that if you become a Christian, then God 
will bless you with health, wealth, and 
prosperity. Such a teaching is known as 
the prosperity gospel. All you have to do is 
turn on cable television to find half a dozen 
preachers asking for your checkbook or 
Visa card. Be not mistaken, the prosperity 
gospel is not the true gospel, but a false 
gospel. Those who teach this prosperity 
gospel are like the “dogs” Paul exposes 

BY MATTHEW BARRETT



 28   | CREDO MAGAZINE | APRIL 2014

CONTENTS

in Philippians 3:2-3, in the sense that they 
are teaching a false gospel and leading 
people astray in doing so (cf. Gal. 1:6-7). 
God never promises earthly health, wealth, 
and prosperity if you become a Christian. 
In fact, he promises and demands quite the 
opposite: Pick up your cross and die (Matt. 
10:38; 16:24; Luke 9:57-62; John 15:20). 

However, be careful lest you think the 
prosperity gospel cannot sneak into your 
own thinking as well. For example, consider 
how some Evangelicals view church 
growth. Many are under the assumption 
that if their church simply does a, b, and c, 
then they will grow, as if God himself has 
promised this to be the case, as if there were 
a magic formula: outreach + contemporary 
music + fun kids programs = church growth. 
Usually they say something like, “Well, 
if we simply do these things, then our 
church will become big and successful.” 
Not only is this a twisted understanding 
of the church’s purpose and mission, but it 
assumes that God always blesses outreach 
with numerical growth. 

CHURCH GROWTH JESUS,
SAY WHAT? 

However, take time to read about the Old 
Testament prophets who proclaimed the 
Word of God and were killed for it (e.g., 
Acts 7:51-53). Or read the four Gospels 
where Jesus teaches the crowds. Not only 
does he offend them, but they want to kill 

him (e.g., John 8:59; 10:31). Yes, if it is 
God’s will, he may at times bring about 
conversions through our ministry. But very 
often God does just the opposite. He calls 
us to preach the gospel to the lost and, 
as a result, not only do unbelievers find 
the gospel offensive, but they hate us for 
preaching Christ and want nothing to do 
with our Savior, let alone his church. 

And so we are reminded that the gate to 
eternal life is a narrow one, its way is hard, 
and few find it (Matt. 7:14). On the other 
hand, the gate to destruction is wide, and 
many enter through it (Matt. 7:13). Why 
then are we so shocked when the masses 
are not flocking to our church? Have we 
forgotten that the “word of the cross is folly 
to those who are perishing” (1 Cor. 1:18)?  
I have often thought that if Jesus were to 
come back today and take a church growth 
class from church growth experts, they 
would fail him miserably. Oh yes, the people 
loved Jesus when he healed them, but so 
many times, as soon as he began teaching 
them about sin, hell, and the exclusivity of 
the gospel, the crowds left him in droves. 

SUCCESS IS A TRICKY WORD

When size is everything, the pastor has 
truly bought into the most worldly of 
mindsets. In the world, size is everything. 
When it comes to your house, yacht, bank 
account, and business, bigger is always 
better! Sadly, for many pastors in America, 
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success in ministry is measured by numbers. But 
God does not measure ministry success this way. 
While we are obsessed with how many people 
were baptized, how many visitor cards were filled 
out this week, and how many Facebook likes the 
church received, God couldn’t care less. Never 
will one find such a worldly focus in Scripture. 

So how does God measure success? One word: 
faithfulness (Matt. 25:21). The size of one’s 
church, therefore, is not necessarily an indicator 
of one’s faithfulness to Christ. Often times it is the 
small churches in a city who are the ones refusing 
to compromise and water down God’s Word in the 
midst of a stubborn, stiff-necked people around 
them who find the gospel repulsive and offensive. 

So yes, we must be sharing the gospel with the lost, 
witnessing at every opportunity the Lord gives to 
us, and reaching out to those who need to hear 
about Christ. However, once we have done so, we 
leave the results up to God. Only God can change 
the sinner’s heart and bring about spiritual growth 
(1 Cor. 3:7). Therefore, if God chooses to use our 
evangelism to bring about new believers, praise 
God and to him be the glory. But if God chooses 
to use our evangelism to bring about persecution 
on our church, or to keep our church small in the 
midst of a large and crooked generation, then 
we will rejoice, as the apostles did, that we were 
counted worthy to suffer for the name of Christ 
(Acts 5:41). 

Matthew Barrett is executive editor of Credo 
Magazine and Senior Pastor of Fellowship Baptist 
Church in Riverside, CA. 

What Is a Healthy 
Church?
by Mark Dever

This book does more than 
show you what to look for 
in a church; it also shows 
you how crucial it is for 
your life as a Christian.

What Is a Healthy 
Churh Member
by Thabiti M. Anyabwile

Simple, solid counsel 
about how to live in 
the church in a way 
that nurtures your own 
growth, blesses others, 
and glorifies Christ.

Church Membership: 
How the World Knows 
Who Represents Jesus
by Jonathan Leeman

Churches are outposts of 
heaven, embassies of the 
kingdom, and pinpoints 
of light in a dark world, 
so every Christian should 
join one. Leeman’s book 
displays not only the 
necessity of church 
membership, but also its 
power and beauty.

Bobby Jamieson, author of Sound Doctrine: How a 
Church Grows in the Love and Holiness of God 

WHAT THREE BOOKS ON 
THE CHURCH SHOULD I READ?
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On a weekly basis across the 
globe, people gather by dozens, 
by hundreds, and by thousands. 
Together they speak in unison and 

sing in harmony. They share bits of bread 
and sips of wine. They hear readings from 
a book and listen to leaders who explain, 
often at length, the relevance of what has 
been read to their daily experience. 

Described like this, in terms of outwardly 
observable actions, Christian churches’ 
worship services may seem bland and 
pointless. If fictional aliens from a distant 
galaxy (or earthbound anthropologists 
unfamiliar with Jesus’ followers) were 
to examine such assemblies, would they 
be mystified by the purpose that draws 
Christian believers together so frequently? 
Would they wonder why we gather to sing, 
speak, listen, and taste? 

WHAT IS A SERMON FOR?

Take, for example, the sermon, which 
is often the most  prominent feature of 
Christian worship. A typical order of 
worship includes songs and prayers, 
Scripture readings and sacraments, but the 
sermon often consumes more time than all 

the other elements of worship combined. 
Worshipers often assess the service as a 
whole in terms of what they hear in the 
sermon. So why do multitudes give rapt 
attention to these extended monologues, 
week in and week out? What does preaching, 
specifically, do? What purposes does it, or 
should it, achieve?

In 1877, the American Episcopal Bishop 
Phillips Brooks delivered a series of 
lectures at Yale College. His audience 
was composed of students preparing for 
pastoral ministry, and his subject was 
preaching.  Those lectures became an 
oft-quoted classic on the mysterious and 
daunting task of proclaiming God’s Word. 
In his first lecture Rev. Brooks observed, 
“The purpose of preaching must always be 
the first condition that decrees its character.  
The final cause is that which really shapes 
everything’s life.  And what is preaching 
for?  The answer comes without hesitation.  
It is for men’s salvation.”   But then, said 
the bishop, things get complicated, since 
neither people nor preachers always agree 
on what salvation means. From what do 
we need saving?  If we need deliverance 
from sinful desires, preaching will focus on 
issues of spiritual maturity and combating 
temptation. If we need rescue from God’s 
just wrath, preaching will concentrate 
on justification and Christ’s once-for-all 
obedience and sacrifice that are its ground. 
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“If salvation was the elevation of society, 
preaching became a lecture upon social 
science.” 1 

We could add to his list: If we need salvation 
from anxiety, preaching must calm our fears. 
If we need rescue from sorrow, it should 
bring us comfort. If we long for deliverance 
from interpersonal conflict in dysfunctional 
marriages, preaching needs to provide 
counsel on peacemaking in the home. If 
hearers need to be saved from their own 
lack of self-discipline, preaching may be 
viewed as life coaching. If, unbeknownst to 
the listeners, they need to be delivered from 
lethargic indifference to others’ suffering 

or to the cause of righteousness, preaching 
must trouble the conscience, enlist the 
troops, and marshal our energies for action. 
Is preaching’s purpose to “comfort the 
afflicted” and to “afflict the comfortable,” 
as is often said?

But are any of these possible purposes 
for preaching really big enough, really 
comprehensive enough? More to the point, 
how do these various aims align with God’s 
purposes for preaching? After all, preaching 
is his chosen means for disseminating the 
life-giving, heart-transforming message of 
Jesus. What does he say about its purpose? 

A BIGGER PURPOSE
FOR PREACHING

The apostle Paul, writing under the 
inspiration of God’s Spirit, confirms Bishop 

Brooks’s identification of 
salvation as the purpose 
of preaching. Paul was 
eager to preach the gospel 
to the residents of Rome, 
“For I am not ashamed 
of the gospel, for it is 
the power of God for 
salvation to everyone who 
believes, to the Jew first 
and also to the Greek” 
(Rom. 1:15-16).2 Later 

in Romans, Paul embraces God’s promise 
through the prophet Joel, “Everyone 
who calls on the name of the Lord will 
be saved,” and continues with a series of 
rhetorical questions that flow from this 
promise: “How then will they call on him 

GOD’S PURPOSE FOR PREACHING 
IS NOTHING LESS THAN THE 
RENOVATION, THE RE-CREATION, OF 
A NEW HUMAN RACE, DESIGNED AND 
FASHIONED AFTER THE FLAWLESS 
BEAUTY AND PURITY OF GOD’S 
BELOVED SON, JESUS THE MESSIAH.
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in whom they have not believed? 
And how are they to believe in him 
of whom they have never heard? 
And how are they to hear without 
someone preaching? And how 
are they to preach unless they are 
sent?” (10:13-15). Paul’s logic was 
simple:  Salvation comes through 
faith in Christ, and “faith comes 
from hearing, and hearing through 
the word of Christ” (v. 17)—so 
that’s the purpose of preaching.

Now, how would Paul define 
“salvation”? In Colossians 1:28 
Paul shows how comprehensively he 
understands the salvation that is preaching’s 
purpose: “Him [Christ] we proclaim, 
warning everyone and teaching everyone 
with all wisdom, that we may present 
everyone mature in Christ.” That is a big 
goal, an all-encompassing goal. It includes 
the forgiveness of sins, but it’s bigger 
than this. It includes being resurrected 
from spiritual death to spiritual life, but 
it carries the story further, to embrace the 
completion of a radical transformation of 
thoughts, affections, desires, words, and 
actions until every trace and stain of sinful 
self-centeredness is eradicated from one’s 
character. In this context the Greek word 
rendered “mature” is not about a relative 
maturity but about complete perfection, 
since Paul had already spoken of God’s 

purpose “to present you holy and blameless 
and above reproach before him” (1:22). And 
the purpose of our preaching is not just the 
transformation of individuals. In his epistle 
to the Ephesians he shows that God’s goal 
for preaching is the transformation of all 
believers together: 

And he gave the apostles, 
the prophets, the evangelists, the 
shepherds and teachers, to equip the 
saints for the work of ministry, for 
building up the body of Christ, until 
we all attain to the unity of the faith 
and of the knowledge of the Son 
of God, to mature manhood, to the 
measure of the stature of the fullness 
of Christ (Eph. 4:11-13).

God’s purpose for preaching is nothing less 

IN THE MINDS OF HIS FIRST-
CENTURY AUDIENCES, WHETHER 
SOPHISTICATED GREEKS OR PIOUS 
JEWS, PAUL’S UNPOLISHED 
DELIVERY AND THE CENTERPIECE 
OF HIS MESSAGE—A SAVIOR WHO 
SUFFERED SHAMEFUL DEATH ON A 
ROMAN CROSS—GAVE NO PROMISE 
OF LIFE-CHANGING, WORLD-
CHANGING POWER.
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than the renovation, the re-creation, of a 
new human race, designed and fashioned 
after the flawless beauty and purity of God’s 
beloved Son, Jesus the Messiah.

THE FOOLISH WEAKNESS AND
WISE POWER OF PREACHING

That is a tall order, especially for a mode 
of communication that, as Paul frankly 

admitted, is easily dismissed as both feeble 
and foolish. In the minds of his first-century 
audiences, whether sophisticated Greeks 
or pious Jews, Paul’s unpolished delivery 
and the centerpiece of his message—a 
Savior who suffered shameful death on a 
Roman cross—gave no promise of life-
changing, world-changing power.  As for 
Paul’s incompetent delivery, the apostle 
frankly admitted to the Corinthians, “I was 
with you in weakness and in fear and much 

trembling, and my speech and my message 
were not in plausible words of wisdom” (1 
Cor. 2:3-4). And his content was a perfect 
fit for its inept packaging: “For the word of 
the cross is folly to those who are perishing. 
. . . For Jews demand signs and Greeks seek 
wisdom, but we preach Christ crucified, 
a stumbling block to Jews and folly to 
Gentiles” (1 Cor. 1:18, 22-23). The situation 
hasn’t changed much in two millennia. Still 
today, the methods and the message of those 
who preach Christ and his cross evoke both 

indifference and derision.

Yet something is at work 
in Christian preaching 
that cannot be explained 
in merely human terms, 
by a speaker’s logical 
cogency or rhetorical skill 
or the attractiveness of 
his message to the tastes 
of his audience. God’s 

almighty, life-giving Holy Spirit was and 
is powerfully at work through preachers’ 
weak efforts and their shocking message, 
imparting life to stone-cold, lifeless human 
hearts. The same word of the cross that 
many dismiss as nonsense is “the power 
of God to those who are being saved” (1 
Cor. 1:18). To those whom God calls, “both 
Jews and Greeks,” it displays “Christ the 
power of God and the wisdom of God. For 
the foolishness of God is wiser than men, 

GOD’S ALMIGHTY, LIFE-GIVING HOLY 
SPIRIT WAS AND IS POWERFULLY AT 
WORK THROUGH PREACHERS’ WEAK 
EFFORTS AND THEIR SHOCKING 
MESSAGE, IMPARTING LIFE TO STONE-
COLD, LIFELESS HUMAN HEARTS.
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and the weakness of God is stronger than 
men” (1 Cor. 1:24-25). Even the preacher’s 
weakness itself leads to a wonderful result. 
Because preaching comes “not in plausible 
words of wisdom, but in demonstration 
of the Spirit and of power,” when hearers 
believe the good news, their faith does “not 
rest in the wisdom of men but in the power 
of God” (1 Cor. 2:4-5).

The power of preaching to attain its divinely 
determined purpose—to present a whole 
renewed humanity, together, perfect in 
Christ before the presence of God—lies in 
the combination of the unseen strength of 
God’s Spirit and the message that he drives 
home to human hearts. That message, as 
Paul states concisely in Colossians 1:27-
28, is Christ himself, alive and active in 
and with his people: “God chose to make 
known how great among the Gentiles are 
the riches of the glory of this mystery, which 
is Christ in you, the hope of glory. Him 
we proclaim.” Paul resolved as a preacher 
“to know nothing among you except Jesus 
Christ and him crucified” (1 Cor. 2:2). If 
that seems too narrow a repertoire, perhaps 
it’s because we have not yet discovered “all 
the riches of full assurance of understanding 
and the knowledge of God’s mystery, 
which is Christ, in whom are hidden all the 
treasures of wisdom and knowledge” (Col. 
2:2-3). Paul preached Christ alone—his 
divine and human Person, his redemptive 

achievement, his Spirit’s mighty application 
of that redemption to needy humanity—
because he knew that in doing so he was 
discharging his responsibility to convey to 
his hearers “anything that was profitable... 
the whole counsel of God” (Acts 20:20, 
27).

PROCLAIMING CHRIST

So preaching that fulfills God’s purpose is 
simple: it is proclaiming Christ. But this 
simple task has many facets. As I have 
taught candidates for pastoral ministry for 
over three decades, I try to help students get 
their arms around this mysteriously weak-
and-mighty, foolish-and-wise mission of 
preaching Christ from the whole Bible by 
unpacking one cumbersome, long sentence:

Preaching is the (1) proclamation, 
explanation, and application (2) of 
the Word of God written, in relation 
to its integrating center—Christ, 
the only Mediator between God 
and man—(3) by a man called by 
God, gifted by the Holy Spirit, and 
growing in Christlikeness, (4) to 
people made in God’s image but 
alienated and marred by sin and its 
toxic byproducts (5) in the presence 
of God (6) to serve as the Spirit’s 
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means of grace by which he replaces 
unbelieving hearts of stone with 
believing hearts of flesh, and then 
brings immature children of God 
into conformity to Christ, (7) to the 
glory of God in his church.

This does not exhaust all that God’s Word 
means when it speaks of preaching, but at 
least it provides perspectives that preachers 
and their hearers should keep in mind. I’m 
sure that none of its features are original 
to me (I hope not!), though I cannot recall 
the various tributaries that have flowed into 
this pool.3 Let’s look at the perspectives 
one by one:

1. PROCLAMATION, EXPLANATION, 
AND APPLICATION

In the New Testament a cluster of 
terms, variously translated “preach” or 
“announce” or “proclaim” or “speak good 
news,” underscores the preacher’s privilege 
and accountability to proclaim the Lord’s 
message to his subjects (Isa. 52:7-10; Matt. 
4:17; 1 Cor. 1:17; 2 Cor. 4:5).  They are 
heralds commissioned by the King of kings 
and Lord of lords. Like prophets sent out 
from visionary audiences with the Creator 
in his heavenly court (Isa. 6:1-10; Ezek. 
1-5), Christ’s preachers are invested with 

his authority to declare his words of grace 
and glory, of his sovereignty, justice, and 
mercy.

Yet preaching is more than issuing 
bare announcements, backed by divine 
muscle. Knowing our stupidity and our 
stubbornness, the Lord condescends to 
explain his meaning and to persuade us of its 
truth. Like a loving nurse “lisping” in “baby 
talk” (as Calvin says), God uses little words 
and gentle, step-by-step increments both in 
his Scriptures and preaching, to lead us out 
of darkness and into his marvelous light.  
The preacher’s job, like Philip’s with the 
eunuch from Ethiopia, is to interpret God’s 
Word, to guide hearers through the Word 
to see the central figure of its true drama, 
Jesus the Christ and Suffering Servant 

GOD’S SELF-REVELATION IN THE 
WORD WRITTEN AND PREACHED 
ALWAYS DEMANDS A RESPONSE 
FROM HIS HEARERS, SO PREACHING 
FOLLOWS THROUGH TO APPLICATION. 
IT CHALLENGES AND CORRECTS 
FALSE BELIEFS AND UNBELIEF, 
INDICTS AND CAPTURES WAYWARD 
DESIRES, REBUKES AND REPLACES 
DISOBEDIENT WORDS AND DEEDS.
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(Acts 8:31). This involves reasoning from 
the Scriptures and persuading hearers that 
its every text speaks truth, revealing the 
suffering-then-exalted Christ. It means 
exposing and answering their objections 
and biases  (Acts 17:2-4, 17; 18:4, 19; 
19:8-9; 20:7, 9; 24:25). Paul’s epistles and 
his sermons in Acts show that, though his 
preaching did not fit Greek expectations, 
he capably demonstrated the cogency of 
the gospel. By the convincing work of the 
Spirit, God used Paul to “destroy arguments 
and every lofty opinion raised against the 
knowledge of God, and take every thought 
captive to obey Christ” (2 Cor. 10:5).

And preaching does even more than 
announce royal edicts and convince 
minds of their authority and truth. God’s 
self-revelation in the Word written and 
preached always demands a response from 
his hearers, so preaching follows through to 
application. It challenges and corrects false 
beliefs and unbelief, indicts and captures 
wayward desires, rebukes and replaces 
disobedient words and deeds. A host of 
New Testament words—rebuke, reprove, 
exhort, admonish, encourage—express 
the applicatory task of preaching, as the 
Spirit’s pivotal weapon in his lifelong, 
eons-long enterprise of transforming rebels 
into gladly obedient children of God (2 
Tim. 4:1-5; Titus 2:15; Heb. 13:22).

2. THE WORD OF GOD WRITTEN, 
IN RELATION TO ITS INTEGRATING 

CENTER, CHRIST 

Evangelicals, who recognize that the 
Scriptures are the very Word of the God 
of truth, will not let anything (philosophy, 
pop psychology, political ideology, film 
or fiction, etc.) displace the Bible itself 
as the source of our sermons. The words 
in these divinely breathed-out documents 
bear the supreme authority and exhibit the 
utter fidelity of their divine author. As Paul 

JESUS OFFERS HIMSELF AS THE 
CENTERPOINT OF THE BIBLE’S 
UNITY AND THE KEY THAT 
UNLOCKS ITS MYSTERIES. BOTH 
TO HIS CRITICS (JOHN 5:45-47) 
AND TO HIS OFTEN-BEFUDDLED 
FOLLOWERS (LUKE 24:25-27, 
44-49), JESUS REVEALED THAT 
MOSES, THE PROPHETS, AND THE 
SCRIPTURES’ OTHER AUTHORS 
FORETOLD AND FORESHADOWED 
HIS OWN INCARNATION AND 
REDEMPTIVE MISSION OF 
SUFFERING LEADING TO GLORY.
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wrote to Timothy, “All Scripture is breathed 
out by God and profitable for teaching, for 
reproof, for correction, and for training in 
righteousness, that the man of God may 
be complete, equipped for every good 
work” (2 Tim. 3:16-17). Then he naturally 
continued with the injunction, “Preach the 
word; be ready in season and out of season; 
reprove, rebuke, and exhort, with complete 
patience and teaching” (4:2).

Now, the Hebrew Scriptures (Old 
Testament) and the New Testament books 
are a large collection of documents that 
were written over a millennium and a half, 
in a variety of literary genres. Amid all the 
Bible’s diversity, how can we discern the 
“pattern of sound words” that preachers 
must preserve and pass along to others (2 
Tim. 1:13-14; 2:2)? Jesus offers himself as 
the centerpoint of the Bible’s unity and as 
the key that unlocks its mysteries. Both to 
his critics (John 5:45-47) and to his often-
befuddled followers (Luke 24:25-27, 44-

49), Jesus revealed that 
Moses, the prophets, 
and the Scriptures’ 
other authors foretold 
and foreshadowed his 
own incarnation and 
redemptive mission 
of suffering leading to 
glory. Christ is central 
to the New Testament 
documents, which record 

and explain his mission accomplished, as 
well as the institution of a new covenant 
that binds us to our God forever (Luke 
22:20; Heb. 7:22; 8:6-12). So Paul’s task 
as a “minister of the new covenant” (2 
Cor. 3:6) is always and only to proclaim 
Christ. Christ is the Lord and the faithful 
servant that Adam and then Israel failed to 
be. He is the prophet who reveals God to 
us, the priest who reconciles us to God, the 
king who rules and defends us with God’s 
righteousness.4  

3. BY A MAN CALLED BY GOD, 
GIFTED BY THE SPIRIT,

GROWING IN CHRISTLIKENESS

Both before and after his resurrection, 
Jesus authorized all his people, believers 
and leaders alike, to spread the good 
news of God’s kingdom (Luke 10:1-12, 

GOD’S CALL COMES TO THESE 
MESSENGERS BOTH THROUGH THE INNER 
DESIRE HE GIVES THEM (1 TIM. 3:1) AND 
THROUGH THE CHURCH’S DISCERNMENT 
THAT THE HOLY SPIRIT HAS GIVEN THEM 
ABILITIES AND MATURITY TO TEACH THE 
WORD AND COUNSEL OTHERS, AS WELL AS 
TO EXEMPLIFY WHAT GRACE-GROUNDED, 
CHRIST-CENTERED LIVING LOOKS LIKE.
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ALTHOUGH PREACHERS MUST ATTEND TO 
THEIR HUMAN HEARERS (DIAGNOSING 
THEIR SPIRITUAL NEED, ANTICIPATING AND 
ADDRESSING THEIR OBJECTIONS), THEY 
MUST NEVER FORGET THE OTHER AUDIENCE 
WHO IS PRESENT. WE DELIVER GOD’S OWN 
MESSAGE IN GOD’S VERY PRESENCE.

17-20; Acts 2:1-4, 17-21; 8:1, 4). But the 
New Testament also speaks of teachers 
and overseers or elders, who bear special 
responsibility for teaching God’s Word and 
shepherding God’s flock (1 Cor. 12:28; 
Acts 20:17, 28; 1 Tim. 3:1-7; Titus 1:5-9; 
1 Pet. 5:1-4). God’s call 
comes to these messengers 
both through the inner 
desire he gives them (1 
Tim. 3:1) and through the 
church’s discernment that 
the Holy Spirit has given 
them abilities and maturity 
to teach the Word and 
counsel others, as well as 
to exemplify what grace-
grounded, Christ-centered 
living looks like.

4. TO PEOPLE MADE IN GOD’S 
IMAGE BUT ALIENATED AND 

MARRED BY SIN AND ITS TOXIC 
BYPRODUCTS

Preaching is needed because all of us 
are broken beyond our own capacity to 
repair—we need radical salvation. We bear 
spiritual and moral stains so deep that they 
cannot be removed by our most strenuous 
efforts at self-bleaching. But that was 
not always so. Our original parents were 

created in the image of God (Gen. 1:26-28), 
reflecting, on a finite and creaturely scale, 
their Creator’s intelligence, decisiveness, 
and interpersonal intimacy. They knew 
God, creation, each other, and themselves 
truly (not exhaustively, but truly). They 

made choices righteously, and interacted 
with each other and their God in purity 
without shame. Their disastrous choice to 
believe Satan’s lie changed all that. Sin 
and its effects poison everything about 
us, bringing guilt, alienation, spiritual 
inability, arrogance, self-interest, wrath, 
self-delusion, self-injustice, oppression, 
racism, substance abuse, poverty, violence, 
war . . . the list could go on and on. 

So whether or not everyone realizes it, each 
and every person needs to hear and take to 
heart the message of Christ’s successful 
mission of redemption, reconciliation, and 
re-creation. It is the depth and breadth of 
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our need that requires God’s radical solution 
in the incarnation, perfect obedience, 
substitutionary sacrifice, and resurrection 
of his Son, now applied in the invincible 
power of his Spirit. 

5. IN THE PRESENCE OF GOD

This dimension of preaching may well 
elude outside observers (whether aliens 
or anthropologists) who can only see and 
hear worshipers going through the motions. 
Although preachers must attend to their 
human hearers (diagnosing their spiritual 
need, anticipating and addressing their 
objections), they must never forget the other 
Audience who is present. We deliver God’s 
own message in God’s very presence. In the 

Great Commission Christ 
promises his church, “I am 
with you always, to the end 
of the age” (Matt. 28:20), 
and he is certainly present 
through the Holy Spirit as 
his church gathers in his 
name to worship the triune 
God. Even an outsider may 
sense this, Paul says, finding 
“the secrets of his heart ... 
disclosed, and so, falling 
on his face, he will worship 
God and declare that God is 
really among you” (1 Cor. 
14:25). 

The preacher’s awareness that the God who 
entrusted his message to them is listening 
as they preach provides the strongest 
motivation to handle that precious treasure 
with integrity. Paul contrasts faithful heralds 
to others at this very point: “For we are not, 
like so many, peddlers of God’s word, but as 
men of sincerity, as commissioned by God, 
in the sight of God we speak in Christ” (2 
Cor. 2:17). “We refuse to practice cunning or 
to tamper with God’s word, but by the open 
statement of the truth we would commend 
ourselves to everyone’s conscience in the 
sight of God” (4:2). God’s presence both 
sobers and emboldens his preachers.

HAVING GIVEN BIRTH TO GOD’S 
CHILDREN BY THE WORD (1 PET. 1:23), 
THE SPIRIT THEN USES THE PREACHED 
WORD TO GROW THEM, INCREMENTALLY, 
INTO CONFORMITY TO CHRIST. GOD’S 
PURPOSE FOR PREACHING IS NOTHING 
LESS THAN TO CONFORM ALL THOSE 
WHOM HE LOVES TO THE PERFECTION OF 
HIS SON (COL. 1:28; EPH. 4:13), AND 
HE DOES SO THROUGH THE SAME GOOD 
NEWS THAT GAVE US NEW BIRTH (GAL. 
3:1-3; COL. 2:6-7).
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TO SERVE AS THE SPIRIT’S
MEANS OF GRACE

God’s Holy Spirit moves mysteriously in 
the secret recesses of human hearts. His 
“sound”—the effects of his life-imparting 
operation—can be heard, but its source is 
beyond our perception (John 3:8). Yet the 
Spirit is pleased to use the means of the 
Word, read and preached, to conduct his 
sovereign rescue. God is now keeping his 
promise to remove peoples’ inborn “heart 
of stone,” resistant to his holy truth, and to 
replace it with a heart of flesh, tender to his 
promises and commands (Ezek. 36:25-27). 
Unlike Moses, who delivered commands 
etched in stone, new covenant ministers are 
privileged to be the Spirit’s secretaries, as 
he inscribes Christ’s new life into human 
hearts, turning people 
into living letters: “You 
are a letter from Christ 
delivered by us, written 
not with ink but with the 
Spirit of the living God, 
not on tablets of stone 
but on tablets of human 
hearts” (2 Cor. 3:3). 

Having given birth to God’s children by the 
word (1 Pet. 1:23), the Spirit then uses the 
preached word to grow them, incrementally, 

into conformity to Christ. God’s purpose for 
preaching is nothing less than to conform 
all those whom he loves to the perfection of 
his Son (Col. 1:28; Eph. 4:13), and he does 
so through the same good news that gave us 
new birth (Gal. 3:1-3; Col. 2:6-7).

TO THE GLORY OF GOD
IN HIS CHURCH

To be frank, the divine purpose for preaching 
that Paul identifies in Colossians 1:28, “to 
present everyone mature in Christ,” is not 
preaching’s ultimate purpose. Preaching is 
a means to the greatest of all ends, the glory 
of God himself. To be sure, our rescue, 
reconciliation, and re-creation bring us 
bliss beyond our wildest imagination. 
They are, beyond a doubt, the most mind-

boggling display of God’s 
lavish love on his utterly 
dependent and completely 
undeserving creatures. 
But for all the benefits 
that God bestows on us 
through preaching, we 
must not narrow our sights 
only to how preaching 
helps us.

The apostle Peter shows the ultimate 
purpose of preaching—and of every gift 

PREACHING IS A 
MEANS TO THE 
GREATEST OF ALL 
ENDS, THE GLORY 
OF GOD HIMSELF.
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God bestows on Christ’s 
church—when he writes, 
“whoever speaks, as one 
who speaks oracles of God; 
whoever serves, as one who 
serves by the strength that 
God supplies—in order 
that in everything God may 
be glorified through Jesus 
Christ. To him belong glory 
and dominion forever and 
ever. Amen” (1 Pet. 4:11). 
Paul too insists, “For what 
we proclaim is not ourselves, 
but Jesus Christ as Lord,” 
stressing that our weakness as vessels 
carrying the priceless gospel treasure 
simply serves “to show that the surpassing 
power belongs to God and not to us” (2 
Cor. 4:5, 7). Through the preached Word, 
God’s Spirit transforms listeners so that we 
“might be to the praise of his glory” (Eph. 
1:12; cf. vv. 6, 14). Those weekly meetings 
of people gathered from all the worlds’ 
peoples are God’s “Exhibit A” to display 
his brilliant wisdom and mercy to a cosmic 
audience: “so that through the church the 
manifold wisdom of God might now be 
made known to the rulers and authorities in 
the heavenly places” (Eph. 3:10). Pause to 
consider that statement, and be astonished: 
when God wants to impress his obedient 
angels and silence defiant demons with his 
multifaceted wisdom, he points to those 

apparently uninteresting assemblies of 
motley folk, who sing and pray and read 
and speak and listen and taste together—
to people gathered by his sovereign Spirit 
through the proclamation of the Word 
of Christ. Through the foolishness of 
preaching, its theme  a shameful cross, 
and its spokesmen “jars of clay,” God is 
gathering and beautifying the bride of his 
beloved Son, “having cleansed her by the 
washing of water with the word” (Eph. 5:26). 
God’s purpose for preaching is nothing less 
than to create the church—ordinary people 
rescued and being transformed by his 
mighty mercy—to be the ideal venue for 
the display of the glory of his grace:

Now to him who is able to do far 
more abundantly than all that we 
ask or think, according to the power 

WHEN GOD WANTS TO IMPRESS HIS 
OBEDIENT ANGELS AND SILENCE DEFIANT 
DEMONS WITH HIS MULTIFACETED 
WISDOM, HE POINTS TO THOSE 
APPARENTLY UNINTERESTING 
ASSEMBLIES OF MOTLEY FOLK, WHO 
SING AND PRAY AND READ AND SPEAK 
AND LISTEN AND TASTE TOGETHER—TO 
PEOPLE GATHERED BY HIS SOVEREIGN 
SPIRIT THROUGH THE PROCLAMATION OF 
THE WORD OF CHRIST.
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at work within us, to him be glory 
in the church and in Christ Jesus 
throughout all generations, forever 
and ever. Amen. (Eph. 3:20-21)

That purpose should drive preachers’ 
labors and form listeners’ expectations as 
we gather week by week in Jesus’ name.

Dennis E. Johnson is Professor of Practical 
Theology at Westminster Seminary 
California. He is the author of Him We 
Proclaim: Preaching Christ From All the 
Scriptures (P&R). 
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“One shouldn’t whip children too 
hard” or they might just “run away” 
and “hate [you].” Martin Luther’s 
advice to parents suggests dual 

convictions appropriate to the matter of 
church discipline; namely that occasions for 
spiritual “whippings” do arise and that real 
dangers of misuse, abuse, and excess attend 
those occasions. When the church tries to 
address the “troubles” of its members, it 
often ends up with more trouble than it 
started with.

So who’s afraid of church discipline? Just 
about everybody, that’s who. And perhaps 
with good reason. In the rare instances in 
which church discipline is attempted, it 
tends to feel to those involved (offenders 
and even administrators) like a violation 
of Jesus’ words, “Judge 
not” in the Sermon on the 
Mount. Isn’t it amazing 
how quickly even the 
most biblically illiterate 
among us reflexively 
and confidently pull 
these two words of Jesus 
as if out of a holster the 
moment anyone, even 
their pastor, confronts 
them regarding their 
sins?

So why not just take Matthew 7:1 and run 
with it: admit that attempts to practice 
church discipline are archaic, outdated, 
unwelcome and unnecessary reminders of 
one of the most tragic and embarrassing 
chapters in the history of the church—the 
Spanish Inquisition! Because love will 
not let us, that’s why. Confronted with 
Matthew 18 and 1 Corinthians 5 and other 
clear and striking texts, we know that in 
church discipline, love for God, love for 
the gospel, love for the church, and love for 
one another are at stake.

ONEROUS DUTY ABANDONED

Responsibility for the administration 
of discipline  occupies an ancient  and 

permanent place in the confessional 
and governing documents of the 
Christian tradition from Roman 
Catholicism to Pentecostalism 
and most points in between. 
From Augustine’s tolerance of a 
“mixed” membership of saints and 
sinners, to Balthasar Hubmaier’s 
insistence upon the ongoing duty 
not only to exclude but also to 
“shun” sinners (2 Thess. 3), all 
acknowledge discipline and even 
excommunication, exclusion or 

SO WHO’S 
AFRAID OF 
CHURCH 
DISCIPLINE? 
JUST ABOUT 
EVERYBODY, 
THAT’S WHO.
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“the ban,” as necessary tools for the care 
and maintenance of the church of Jesus 
Christ—a church meant to be not only one, 
universal, and apostolic, but also “holy.” 

Yet, application of church discipline (like 
the confessions of faith themselves!) 
has been largely abandoned. Formal 

acknowledgement of responsibility 
for discipline  lives on in spite of  
marginalization, forgetfulness of once 
sharp skills now atrophied by disuse, 
and a sheepish ecclesial failure of nerve. 
Yet the ancient biblical command to 
administer discipline, and the long formal 
acknowledgement of that mandate remains 
and rightly disturbs the consciences of 
Bible-believing Christians and ministers so 
long as its neglect prevails.

Within two months of my arrival as pastor, 
I discovered that a woman living with a 
man outside the estate of marriage retained 

her public duties as worship leader. “Is 
this circumstance acceptable here?” I 
asked. My question immediately evoked 
a collective groan and shaking of heads 
from the nominating committee. Finally, 
the chairperson, an aerospace engineer, 
articulated the conflicted consensus into 
which they and many other churches 

have undoubtedly settled— 
“Pastor, we know this 
situation is not right, but 
nobody has had the backbone 
to do anything about it.”

Is there a way forward to the 
recovery of something that 
seems distasteful, and even 
dangerous, but which we 
know in our “gut” belongs to 

the church of Jesus Christ? At some level, 
we correctly suspect that our abandonment 
of discipline puts distance between us 
and our Lord and does real harm to both 
ourselves and our witness to Jesus Christ. 

FATHERS AND CHILDREN 

My son, do not take the Lord’s disci-
pline lightly,
Or faint when you are reproved by 
Him;
For the Lord disciplines the one He 

AT SOME LEVEL, WE CORRECTLY 
SUSPECT THAT OUR ABANDONMENT OF 
DISCIPLINE PUTS DISTANCE BETWEEN US 
AND OUR LORD AND DOES REAL HARM 
TO BOTH OURSELVES AND OUR WITNESS 
TO JESUS CHRIST.
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loves, 
And punishes every son whom He re-
ceives (Heb. 12:5-6).

Abandonment of the formal practice of 
church discipline is the norm. In fact, even 
congregational memory of its application 
is difficult to find, and where it is found it 
is often negative. But the Bible, without 
glossing over the heartache and difficul-
ties that must attend the practice of church 

discipline, consistently connects discipline 
with salvation. We who seek to recover or 
maintain discipline within our churches 
would do well to ground ourselves deeply 
in this connection.

The passage from Hebrews provides an ex-
cellent starting point for the comprehension 
of biblical teaching on church discipline for 
two important reasons: (1) it makes clear 

that discipline is a necessary dimension of 
God’s own treatment of us as his children, 
and (2) it identifies divine love as the mo-
tive for the application of divine discipline. 
Love always gives birth to a distinctive 
hate. Love disciplines because love hates 
whatever harms the beloved. Remarkably, 
discipline is a sign of election and so also 
assures the corrected sinner of God’s love—
“the Lord disciplines the one he loves.”

Surely our thinking about 
church discipline would do 
well to begin, not with the 
otherwise quite appropri-
ate fears related to the very 
real dangers that application 
of discipline would precipi-
tate, but rather with the es-
sential role discipline must 
play whever the love of God 
is fully acknowledged and 
enjoyed. Where refusal to 
discipline flourishes, so also 

does the pernicious and unbiblical confla-
tion of forgiveness of sin with tolerance 
of sin.  Christian forgiveness has nothing 
whatever to do with tolerance of sin. When 
we pat ourselves on the back for “saying 
nothing and doing nothing” while known 
sin proceeds unabated, we actually mini-
mize the danger and damage of sin to the 
perpetrator and to the church, and we make 
light of the cross of Christ where the se-

LOVE ALWAYS GIVES BIRTH TO A DIS-
TINCTIVE HATE. LOVE DISCIPLINES BE-
CAUSE LOVE HATES WHATEVER HARMS 
THE BELOVED. REMARKABLY, DISCIPLINE 
IS A SIGN OF ELECTION AND SO ALSO 
ASSURES THE CORRECTED SINNER OF 
GOD’S LOVE—“THE LORD DISCIPLINES 
THE ONE HE LOVES.”
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riousness of sin is displayed 
in its true heinousness. Fail-
ure to properly address sin 
damages the church by un-
dermining the credibility 
of the gospel, allowing the 
modeling of sinful behavior 
to flourish and to be viewed 
as largely benign, and puts 
the soul of the perpetrator in 
danger.

GOD CAN SPANK ME—
BUT NOT YOU!

Ok, so let God do the disciplining if he 
wants to. Just turn this matter over to him! 
It is one thing to accept and submit to the 
discipline of God in Jesus Christ; it is quite 
another to wade into the machinations of the 
folks with whom we worship. God brings 
to the table an array of attributes fitted to 
the effective administration of discipline 
that we cannot count on when it comes to 
our fellow parishioners. Perfect in wisdom, 
power and love is he—but not they.

Was it not incompetence in the would-be 
spiritual physicians whom Jesus targeted 
in his famous “Judge not” admonition? 
Folks with telephone poles jutting out from 
their faces ought not to attempt extractions 

of splinters from the eyes of others (Matt. 
7:1-5)! Yet the two foundational passages 
on discipline (Matt. 18 and 1 Cor. 5) 
unambiguously delegate authority to the 
church–an authority, as Calvin recognized, 
associated with “the keys” given to Peter: 
the binding and loosing for which God, in 
his providential wisdom and power, equips 
the church.

In his Institutes of the Christian Religion, 
John Calvin identified in church discipline 
three loving aims revealed in Holy 
Scripture. First, an obstinate transgressor 
must be disciplined so that “they who lead 
a filthy and infamous life may not be called 
Christians, to the dishonor of God  . . . and the 
disgrace of [Christ] its Head.” The second 
purpose is “that the good be not corrupted 
by the constant company of the wicked; ‘a 
little leaven . . . ferments the whole lump’” 
(1 Cor. 5:6). Third, love disciplines so “that 
those overcome by shame for their baseness 
begin to repent.” Where the ultimate step 

WHEN WE PAT OURSELVES ON THE BACK 
FOR “SAYING NOTHING AND DOING 
NOTHING” WHILE KNOWN SIN PROCEEDS 
UNABATED, WE ACTUALLY MINIMIZE THE 
DANGER AND DAMAGE OF SIN TO THE 
PERPETRATOR AND TO THE CHURCH, AND 
WE MAKE LIGHT OF THE CROSS OF CHRIST 
WHERE THE SERIOUSNESS OF SIN IS DIS-
PLAYED IN ITS TRUE HEINOUSNESS.
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of exclusion of an unrepentant sinner is 
taken, even here, however blind the sinner 
is to the loving motive of the church, he is 
“delivered to Satan, so that the sinful nature 
may be destroyed and his spirit be saved on 
the day of the Lord” (1 Cor. 5:5). It is as 
if, to quote Luther, God says, “‘I’ll chastise 
you, my children, but through another—
through Satan or the world—but if you cry 
out and run to me, I’ll rescue you and raise 
you up again.’ For God does not want us to 
hate him.”

NUTS AND BOLTS 
 
We have to admit from the outset that the 
perfection counted on where the direct 
discipline of the Lord is concerned cannot be 
expected here. Discipline administered by 
the church will involve slippage, missteps, 
and even harm––all of which could be 
said of everything the church does from 

its preaching to its evangelism, 
discipleship, and mission work. It’s 
the nature of the beast. But still it 
has pleased God to use the church 
as a tool for this task.

One factor meant to mitigate 
inherent dangers is that the 
administration of discipline is 
given not to a minister but to 
“the church.” Whether bodies of 

believers are ruled and/or governed through 
a congregation, elder, or episcopal form of 
governance, the biblical expectation that 
discipline is a “church” responsibility ought 
to be taken very seriously. Wise delegation of 
authority can take various forms, but undue 
concentration of authority for discipline 
in ways that absolve the congregation of 
significant oversight betrays the teaching 
of Scripture and forgoes benefits God 
would have us enjoy. Still, discernment 
by the church, here as elsewhere, remains 
proximate and provisional. But shirking of 
the responsibility itself is not an option. We 
must, in the words of the Baptist theologian,  
John Dagg, exercise discipline “as well as 
[we] can.”
 
However strong the biblical mandate and 
theological rationale for church discipline, 
the seemingly intractable difficulties  
attending actual implementation “on 
the ground,” as it were, remain primary 

WISE DELEGATION OF AUTHORITY 
CAN TAKE VARIOUS FORMS, 
BUT UNDUE CONCENTRATION OF 
AUTHORITY FOR DISCIPLINE IN WAYS 
THAT ABSOLVE THE CONGREGATION 
OF SIGNIFICANT OVERSIGHT 
BETRAYS THE TEACHING OF 
SCRIPTURE AND FORGOES BENEFITS 
GOD WOULD HAVE US ENJOY.
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obstacles to its recovery in practice. But 
take note, where the biblical and theological 
foundations are neglected or treated as 
“mere theory” and thus inapplicable to 
contemporary contexts, faithful application 
of discipline is doomed from the start. 

Nevertheless, the practical difficulties 
are indeed formidable, not least because, 
though the mandate for discipline in 
Scripture is undeniable, it contains no step-
by-step manual to guide congregations 
and ministers through the bewilderingly 
various and complex terrain that any who 
attempt to administer discipline must 
traverse. But of course, the Bible affords 
no minutely detailed instructions where 
preaching or worship or evangelism or 
mission strategy is concerned either. For 
each of these dimensions of church life, 
Scripture provides not what we might think 
we need or what we want but just what the 
Lord knows is best. 

True, we have no cookbook for disciplining 
wayward members, but what we do have 
proves not only necessary but exceedingly 
illuminating as well. First Corinthians 5, 
2 Thessalonians 3, and Hebrews 12 all 

encourage a constant testing of 
our application of admonition, 
warning, and possible disciplining 
of members according to love: 
love for the gospel, love for 
the congregation as a whole, 
and love for the offending 
member.  Matthew 18 provides 
a basic structure for the potential 
disciplining of an offending 
member that prioritizes privacy 

for all concerned. Involve as few people as 
possible, and involve the right people, those 
exhibiting wisdom in discernment and 
correction and involve thus those formally 
charged with this task by the congregation 
as a whole. If necessary, a recalcitrant 
and obstinate sinner might suffer a very 
visible, public rebuke and separation from 
the church. But before that occurs, great 
efforts must be made to avoid it. Public sin 
calls for public confession, while private 
transgression not only may, but ought to 
retain as much privacy as seems prudent. 

DISCERNMENT CASE BY CASE
 
So the Bible conveys no bare command 
to discipline—“Thou shalt punish 
each other!” Rather, it provides clear 
expectations regarding the aims and 
attitudes that characterize proper 
discipline, and substantial guidance for 
actual implementation of structures for 
its application. But however essential and 
helpful this guidance proves to be, it cannot 

BUT TAKE NOTE, WHERE THE BIBLICAL 
AND THEOLOGICAL FOUNDATIONS ARE 
NEGLECTED OR TREATED AS “MERE 
THEORY” AND THUS INAPPLICABLE 
TO CONTEMPORARY CONTEXTS, 
FAITHFUL APPLICATION OF DISCIPLINE 
IS DOOMED FROM THE START.
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begin to address in any comprehensive or 
detailed manner the stunning complexity 
and diversity of cases that will confront 
any congregation or minister determined to 
practice biblical church discipline. 
 
For this, elders and others who hold 
“front line,” “first aid” responsibilities 
must, armed with all the available 
biblical helps and informed by the 
collective experience of the church, 
pray for wisdom, prudence, and 
the work of the Holy Spirit. The 
Spirit once opened my eyes and 
eventually the eyes of a board of 
deacons first to the necessity to accept our 
responsibility for church discipline, and 
then to a strategic tool right in front of our 
eyes. The employment of this tool would 
greatly reduce any damage that could be 
done by application of church discipline 
and increase the likelihood that discipline 
would prove effective and beneficial for all 
involved. 
 
The tool was a man, one of the deacons, 
“George.” As I tossed and turned in bed over 
a matter crying out for discipline, I prayed 
with great urgency for discernment, for 
wisdom from God to guide my steps. “Use 
George.” That was the message. George 
was a precious, gentle, and highly respected 
fixture within the church and the wider 
community. If George were dispatched 
to broach the matter of transgression, 
the attempted discipline would gain the 
benefit of the doubt. Indeed, George gained 
the approval of most in the church, the 

community, and quite possibly the offender 
himself. From the night of this insight, over 
the next four years, George was “deployed” 
with great effectiveness on three separate 
occasions as the “face of loving discipline” 
within that congregation. 

Yes, the path to recovery of church 
discipline is forbidding terrain, but the 
greater danger lies in its neglect, not its 
practice. And the benefits of discipline are 
truly great, for they belong to the correction 
of “those He loves.” With God’s help, let 
us who are called as under-shepherds of 
God’s precious flocks take the crucial steps 
needed to restore and maintain this essential 
tool for the proper care of those committed 
to our charge.

Mark DeVine is Associate Professor of 
Divinity, History, and Doctrine at Beeson 
Divinity School. 

YES, THE PATH TO RECOVERY 
OF CHURCH DISCIPLINE IS 
FORBIDDING TERRAIN, BUT THE 
GREATER DANGER LIES IN ITS 
NEGLECT, NOT ITS PRACTICE.
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If you are like me, you have probably 
read Reformed theologians on the 
Lord’s Supper claiming it to be a 
means of grace for believers and 

more than a memory. It is what the 
Reformed confessions and catechisms 
confess to be biblical. Simply because it 
is confessed to be such, however, does 
not mean that it is. It simply means that 
those who subscribe to these confessions 
believe it to be so. For example, the 
Second London Confession of Faith of 
1689 says:

The supper of the Lord Jesus 
was instituted by Him the same 
night wherein He was betrayed, 

to be observed in His churches, 
unto the end of the world, for 
the perpetual remembrance, and 
shewing forth the sacrifice of 
Himself in His death, confirmation 
of the faith of believers in all the 
benefits thereof, their spiritual 
nourishment, and growth in Him, 
their further engagement in, and 
to all duties which they owe to 
Him; and to be a bond and pledge 
of their communion with Him, and 
with each other (30:1; emphases 
added).

If you read the sections of the confession 
quoted above, you can see that the 
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Lord’s Supper is confessed to be more than 
a memory. Though there is a memorial 
aspect to the Supper, it is more than that. It 
confirms faith, spiritually nourishes, causes 
growth, etc. This is the language of means 
of grace. But what are means of grace and 
is the Supper a means of grace?

I define means of grace as the delivery 
systems God has instituted to bring grace–
that is, spiritual power, spiritual change, 
spiritual help, spiritual fortitude, spiritual 
blessings–to needy souls on the earth. 
Grace comes from our Father, through the 
Son, by the Spirit ordinarily in conjunction 
with the ordinary means (i.e., the Word 
of God, prayer, baptism, and the Lord’s 
Supper).

The text that I think best illustrates that 
the Lord’s Supper is a means of grace is 
1 Corinthians 10:16. “The cup of blessing 
which we bless, is it not the communion 
of the blood of Christ? The bread which 
we break, is it not the communion of the 
body of Christ?” (NKJV). The point being 
made from this text is that the cup and 
the bread are signs that signify present 
participation or present communion in the 
present benefits procured by Christ’s blood 
and body. Grace procured by what Christ 
did for us (i.e., redemption accomplished) 
becomes ours through the Lord’s Supper 
(i.e., redemption applied). Communion of 

the blood and body of Christ means spiritual 
nourishment is brought to souls. It is present 
participation in the present benefits of 
Christ’s death for those properly partaking. 
In other words, the Lord’s Supper is a 
means of grace. Paul brings up the nature 
of the Lord’s Supper as a means of grace 
in this text to argue against participating in 
pagan sacrificial meals (cf. 1 Cor. 10:21), 
which is idolatry (cf. 1 Cor. 10:14). As 
Charles Hodge asserts in his commentary 
on 1 Corinthians, “It is here assumed that 
partaking of the Lord’s Supper brings us 
into communion with Christ. If this be so, 
partaking of the table of demons must bring 
us into communion with demons. This is 
the apostle’s argument.” Any view of the 
Supper as only horizontal or memorial 
does not fit the context or prove the point 
of Paul’s argument.

Richard C. Barcellos is pastor 
of Grace Reformed Baptist 
Church in Palmdale, CA. He 
is the author of The Lord’s 
Supper as a Means of Grace: 
More Than a Memory. 
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In 1980, a young pastor fresh from 
seminary arrived at his first pastorate 
and encountered a startling reality. 
Although thinking he was fully aware 

of the issues at hand, he soon learned this 
was not the case. When you get on site you 
soon gain “insight.” Church attendance 
had diminished from over 1,000 to an 
average of 55. There were no children’s 
Sunday School classes because there 
were no children. The average age in the 
congregation exceeded 70, and its past had 
become glorified nostalgia. 

On his first Sunday, the service ended at 
the expected 12:00 hour. As he and his wife 
made their way to the lobby, amazingly, 
in spite of the infirmities of age, the 
congregation had exited and were rapidly 
emptying the parking lot. The box of church 
attendance had been checked, and they were 
ready to move on. There were no sounds of 
fellowship from lingering crowds, only an 
empty sanctuary and parking lot within five 
minutes of the benediction. The pastor, who 
had gone outside to speak to the departing 
congregation, was embarrassingly locked 
out of the church building by the equally 
rapid exit of the part-time church janitor. 
After breaking into his own church to 
obtain his Bible and car keys, along with 
his wife’s belongings, they looked at each 

other with an increasing realization of how 
enormous this challenge would be. But 
there was more to come. 

While all other churches in the area had 
monthly accounts at the local office 
supply store, the pastor soon learned his 
church was excluded and designated as 
“cash only” due to past payment delays. 
The first session meeting revealed the 
likelihood that of five elders, only two had 
a personal saving relationship with Christ. 
The other three, while well-meaning, did 
not savingly “know the Lord.” Of the two 
who exhibited spiritual maturity, one was 
transferred within three months, and the 
other died of leukemia. The church had 
not met its budget in seven years. But 
perhaps the most startling event was a 
phone call from one of the previous nine 
pastors revealing a tumultuous past. This 
pastor, while graciously welcoming the 
new pastor to his charge, asked a strange 
and probing question: “Did you pray before 
you accepted this call?” After answering 
“yes,” the obvious question was, “Why did 
you ask?” The answer was stunning. He  
informed the new pastor that he believed 
the church “had the mark of Satan upon it.” 
One pastor had been attacked publicly with 
a knife by his wife after she discovered 
his marital unfaithfulness with a church 
member. Another pastor had resigned 
from the ministry due to prescription drug 
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addiction. Yet another pastor had left the 
ministry because of his wife’s alcoholism. 
The caller declined to describe his own 
experience except to say, “You really don’t 
want to know what happened to me.” This 
information, along with other “horror 
stories,” obviously was not encouraging for 
a new pastor in his first pastorate. So what 
did he do? 

GOD’S WORD IS SUFFICIENT

While grateful for his seminary education, 
he realized he had not been prepared for 
this moment. But thankfully, his seminary 
preparation had been framed by a pervasive 

commitment to the inerrancy and the 
sufficiency of God’s Word. So to his study 
and the Scripture he went. I can verify all 
of the above since I was this young pastor. 
Only space limitation prevents an even more 
astounding profile. So how would God’s 
sufficient Word instruct me to respond? 

Here was a church in decline, its demise 
imminent. It could be said that one flu 
season would put the church out of 
business. Even the presbytery counseled us 
to sell the property and use the proceeds to 
plant another church. Yet the neighborhood 
was full of unreached people. The daily 
vandalization of the church revealed two 
factors. One, the neighborhood viewed the 
church as a derelict, unused building. Two, 
the neighborhood knew of its presence. 
Could this church be revitalized? Knowing 
that revival is God’s work, I could preach 
and pray for revival, but only the Lord could 
bring one. I also found a biblical pathway 
to lead a church back to spiritual vitality. 
Let me explain.

As mentioned, this took 
place in 1980 which also 
witnessed the rise and 
proliferation of “church 
growth” publications. 
Clearly, these resources 
were of interest. I 
devoured them. In doing 

so a few things became obvious. First, the 
writers of these publications were well-
meaning. Second, most of the proposed 
remedies were “best practices” drawn 
from psychological, sociological and 
demographic analysis. Of course, all of 
the recommended practices were “checked 
out” against the Scripture to make sure that 

THE ANSWER WAS STUNNING. HE  
INFORMED THE NEW PASTOR THAT 
HE BELIEVED THE CHURCH “HAD THE 
MARK OF SATAN UPON IT.” 
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no biblical truths were violated. Yet, very 
few were actually derived from Scripture. 
They were commended on the assurance 
that they would produce “statistical church 
growth.” That surfaced another concern. 
While the Bible, in the book of Acts, records 
“statistical growth” in the church, there is 
no indication that the leadership focused 
their ministry philosophy upon statistical 
church growth. But, the leadership did 
focus on the spiritual vitality and health of 
the church with statistical growth recorded 
as a consequence of the apostolic ministry, 
not its objective.

Furthermore, in my study, I was intrigued 
by the recorded expansion of the kingdom 
of God through the church and the strategy 
employed by the divinely called and 
equipped leaders. 

STRENGTHEN
THE CHURCH

First, the gospel of the 
kingdom proclaimed in 
Jerusalem by the apostles 
established the church of 
Jerusalem (Acts 1-8). Then 
the kingdom powerfully 
expanded, as promised 
by the Lord, to Judea 
and Samaria resulting in 

the church at Antioch (Acts 9-12). This 
eventually expanded the kingdom to the 
world through another epicenter church at 
Ephesus in Asia Minor (Acts 13-28). At 
each step of the ever-expanding kingdom,  
through vibrant and healthy churches, 
statistical growth was the result of gospel 
vitality furthered through the effective 
ministry of gospel-healthy leaders. 
Closer examination not only verifies this 
observation but also reinforces it. 

In Acts 13, Saul (soon the apostle Paul) 
and Barnabas were sent by the Church at 
Antioch on the first missionary journey. 
They employed a four-fold gospel ministry 
strategy expanding the kingdom to city 
after city. This recorded strategy was: 

WHILE THE BIBLE, IN THE BOOK OF ACTS, 
RECORDS “STATISTICAL GROWTH” IN 
THE CHURCH, THERE IS NO INDICATION 
THAT THE LEADERSHIP FOCUSED THEIR 
MINISTRY PHILOSOPHY UPON STATISTICAL 
CHURCH GROWTH. BUT, THE LEADERSHIP 
DID FOCUS ON THE SPIRITUAL VITALITY 
AND HEALTH OF THE CHURCH WITH 
STATISTICAL GROWTH RECORDED AS 
A CONSEQUENCE OF THE APOSTOLIC 
MINISTRY, NOT ITS OBJECTIVE.
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1. Gospel evangelism and discipleship
2. Gospel church planting 
3. Gospel deeds of love, mercy and 
justice 
4. Gospel leaders multiplied and mo-
bilized (if prohibited they would leave 
behind leaders from their 
team knowing the impor-
tance of leadership for the 
church.) 

Later in Acts 15:36-16:5, after 
the conclusion of the Jerusalem 
Council, Paul suggests to 
Barnabas that they take a 
second missionary journey. 
The narrative then records 
their “sharp disagreement” as 
to whether John Mark should 
go with them. The result is 
two mission teams instead of 
one. John Mark and Barnabas 
depart on their ministry, while 
Paul takes Silas, and later 
recruits Timothy, departing 
upon his second missionary 
journey. Interestingly, Paul, 
on this extraordinary initiative 
not only repeated the four-
fold strategy of expanding the 
gospel of the kingdom, but he intentionally 
added another – gospel church revitalization 
– fulfilling his repeatedly stated objective 
“to return and strengthen the churches.” 

Paul’s strategy of church revitalization 
is clearly not embraced by today’s 
denominations, who for the most part leave 
struggling churches to fend for themselves 
or superintend their closing while pursuing 
the planting of other churches. Paul, in 

contrast, intentionally and strategically 
sought to “strengthen the churches” who 
were stalled, plateaued, or declining by 
leading them to spiritual health and vitality.

PAUL’S STRATEGY OF CHURCH 
REVITALIZATION IS CLEARLY 
NOT EMBRACED BY TODAY’S 
DENOMINATIONS, WHO 
FOR THE MOST PART LEAVE 
STRUGGLING CHURCHES TO 
FEND FOR THEMSELVES OR 
SUPERINTEND THEIR CLOSING 
WHILE PURSUING THE PLANTING 
OF OTHER CHURCHES. PAUL, 
IN CONTRAST, INTENTIONALLY 
AND STRATEGICALLY SOUGHT TO 
“STRENGTHEN THE CHURCHES” 
WHO WERE STALLED, PLATEAUED 
OR DECLINING BY LEADING THEM TO 
SPIRITUAL HEALTH AND VITALITY.
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PURSUE THE WANDERING FLOCK  

My study also uncovered an intriguing case 
study of church revitalization by focusing 
upon the checkered history of the church 
at Ephesus. Paul, at the conclusion of his 
three-year ministry, warned the Ephesian 
church leaders that Satan would attack the 
flock by infiltrating the church leadership 
with false teachers and leaders (Acts 
20:17-35). Paul’s warning went unheeded, 
and in the coming years the church found 
itself in rapid decline, propelled toward 
extinction by the prophesied false teachers 
and leaders. Paul, upon release from the 
first Roman imprisonment, when informed 
of the predicament in the Ephesian church, 
he did not ignore the problem or leave 
the church to its soon demise, but instead 
sent his best disciple/pastor, Timothy. 
He also gave him a handbook on church 
revitalization identified in the Bible as 
I Timothy. Interestingly, he also sent 
Titus on an identical ministry of church 
revitalization with similar instructions 
found in the book bearing Titus’ name. 
Timothy’s ministry obviously met with 
success as Ephesus regained its effective 
impact, even producing multiple churches 
throughout Asia Minor, some numbered 
with the churches under the charge of the 
apostle John in the book of Revelation fifty-

plus years later. Yet, as Revelation 2:1-7 
reveals, the church at Ephesus was in need 
of revitalization again. Our Lord informs 
John, by the Holy Spirit, that Ephesus still 
had the forms of faithfulness, but was now 
missing the passion of its “first love.” In 
fact, four of the seven churches listed were 
in need of church revitalization. Christ, the 
Great Shepherd, who would leave a flock 
to search for one wandering sheep, now 
shows that he will pursue a wandering flock 
as well.

A BIBLICAL PARADIGM

While sitting in my study facing the 
challenge of a dying church, the biblical 
roadmap to revitalization given by the head 
of the church himself, Jesus Christ, through 
the Holy Spirit and a pillar of the church, the 
apostle John, seemed to leap off the pages 
of Scripture. There in Christ’s passionate 
call of revitalization to the Ephesian 
church, a three-fold paradigm (roadmap) 
for leaders is delineated: remember, repent, 
and recover. Remember from where you 
have fallen. Repent of your sin. Recover the 
first things. 

Interestingly, this divinely-designed three-
fold revitalization paradigm consistently 
reflects the divinely-designed three-fold 
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emphasis in the covenant meals of renewal. 
From the old covenant, the Passover 
meal called God’s covenant people to 
“remember” the Lord who delivered them 
from bondage, “repent” (cleaning out the 
leaven), and “recover” the first things by 
taking up their staff to follow the Lord of 
glory. Likewise, the new covenant meal, the 
Lord’s Supper, commands God’s people to 
“remember” our Lord’s atoning sacrifice, 
“repent” through self-examination, and 
“recover” the first things through the 
vitality of a gospel-proclaiming life until 
he returns.

How does a pastor lead a church to 
embrace this biblical paradigm of church 
revitalization? Again, the sufficiency of 
God’s Word manifests itself readily. Christ 
promised that he would build his church, 
and not even the gates of hell would prevail 
against it. Christ also prescribed how he 
would build his church and how the leaders 
whom he had called could lead his church 
back to the foundations of gospel health 
and vitality. Then Christ also profiled how 
this three-fold paradigm (remember, repent, 
and recover) could be implemented.

The ten biblical strategies employed by 
Paul, John, Timothy, and Titus affirm 
how the three-fold paradigm of church 
revitalization is to be implemented. 
Consider the following ten strategies: 

Remember:
1. Learn from the past in order to live 
in the present and lead change for the 
future.

Repent:
2. Godly repentance is to be modeled 
by leaders and must penetrate the 
congregation. Almost always, when 
churches are in decline, there is “sin 
in the camp” that is being covered up 
that needs to be confessed. 

Recover: 
3. Christ-centered and gospel-driven 
ministry (the first of the first things; 
see 1 Cor. 15:1-5).
4. Personal, gospel-saturated, spiritual 
formation of the leadership.
5. The ministry of persistent, 
intercessory, and protracted revival 
prayer.

INSTEAD OF CLOSING MORE CHURCHES THAN WE ARE 
PLANTING, WHY NOT CLOSE FEWER, WHICH THEN 

ALLOWS US TO PLANT MORE BECAUSE THERE ARE MORE 
HEALTHY CHURCHES TO REPRODUCE NEW ONES?
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6. The ministry of the Word preached.
7. The biblical mission and vision.
8. Leadership multiplication and 
mobilization.
9. Small group disciple-making.
10. The Great Commitment to the 
Great Commission and the great 
commandment (to live you have to 
give). 

 
In summary, let’s establish three church 
revitalization maxims distilled from God’s 
Word and discovered in the 
crucible of life while facing 
the leadership challenge 
of a dying church. First, 
church revitalization is 
not simply a good idea 
– it is a biblical mandate 
affirmed by Christ and 
demonstrated by the apostles as a ministry 
strategy which was used to “shake the 
world” with the gospel of the kingdom. The 
Evangelical church has experienced a net 
loss of 3,500 churches in North America 
over the last tweny-plus years with 88%-
91% of the churches demonstrably in 
decline, stagnant, or dying. While church 
planting is crucial to the strategy of 
fulfilling the Great Commission, so also 
is church revitalization. Instead of closing 
more churches than we are planting, why 
not close fewer, which then allows us to 
plant more because there are more healthy 

churches to reproduce new ones?

Second, the objective is not church growth. 
It is church health. The church is called the 
body of Christ in Scripture. To illustrate, 
think of your children. You know God 
has put within their body a DNA, which 
determines their measured bodily growth. 
Your responsibility is not to alter their 
DNA, but to lead them to health and vitality 
through a three-fold parental paradigm of 
nourishment, rest, and exercise. Churches, 

like people, can become 
fascinated with bodily 
growth. Note how athletes 
obsessed with growth use 
steroids to increase their 
size and strength. As they 
inject the steroids they are 
ultimately injecting death. 

In contract, some churches will say “no” to 
the church growth mantra that “big is good 
and small is bad” by believing the inverse, 
“small is good and big is bad.” When we do 
that with our physical bodies, it results in 
hospitals containing entire wings caring for 
those who believe that smallness is desirable 
and consequently are dying with eating 
disorders in which their body actually eats 
itself to death, organ by organ.  If church 
growth becomes the objective, it will 
eventually lead to the pragmatic decision of 
injecting “cultural steroids” into the church 
body. So worship becomes entertainment. 

THE OBJECTIVE 
IS NOT CHURCH 
GROWTH. IT IS 
CHURCH HEALTH.
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Membership becomes customer service. 
The salvation message becomes the 
prosperity gospel or the self-esteem gospel. 
This will likely result in a statistical increase 
initially, but a compromised message and 
methods for growth will eventually destroy 
the church body. Churches that react to 
such compromised pragmatism by taking 
pride in their smallness will soon turn upon 
themselves and be destroyed by implosion. 
The answer is not a church that is five miles 
wide and one inch deep, nor a church which 
is one inch wide and five miles deep. The 
answer is a Christ-centered, gospel-driven, 
Spirit-filled, Bible-shaped, God-glorifying 
church contextually growing five miles 
wide and five miles deep.

Third, statistical growth is a normal 
affirmation  of the biblical  priority of  

spiritual vitality leading to functional 
effectiveness. “And the Word of God 
continued to increase, and the number 
of the disciples multiplied greatly in 
Jerusalem, and a great many of the priests 
became obedient to the faith” (Acts 6:7). 
The spiritual vitality, described as “the 
Word of God continued to increase,” led to 
functional growth of the church in worship, 
evangelism, and discipleship, which 
consequently led to statistical growth (“the 
numbers increased”).  

The objective of the biblical paradigm 
of church revitalization is simply, yet 
profoundly, a God-glorifying, Christ-
centered, Spirit-empowered, gospel-driven 
and Bible-shaped church, expanding not 
by a slavish faith in marketing plans, but 
an intentional commitment to a disciple-

IF CHURCH GROWTH BECOMES THE OBJECTIVE IT WILL 
EVENTUALLY LEAD TO THE PRAGMATIC DECISIONS OF 

INJECTING “CULTURAL STEROIDS” INTO THE CHURCH 
BODY. SO WORSHIP BECOMES ENTERTAINMENT. MEM-

BERSHIP BECOMES CUSTOMER SERVICE. THE SALVA-
TION MESSAGE BECOMES THE PROSPERITY GOSPEL OR 

THE SELF-ESTEEM GOSPEL. THIS WILL LIKELY RESULT IN A 
STATISTICAL INCREASE INITIALLY, BUT A COMPROMISED 

MESSAGE AND METHODS FOR GROWTH WILL EVENTUALLY 
DESTROY THE CHURCH BODY.
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making spiritual fitness plan as described 
in the healthy, vital church of Jerusalem. As 
we read in Acts 2:42-47, 

And they devoted themselves to the 
apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to 
the breaking of bread and the prayers. 
And awe came upon every soul, 
and many wonders and signs were 
being done through the apostles. 
And all who believed were together 
and had all things in common. And 
they were selling their possessions 
and belongings and distributing the 
proceeds to all, as any had need. And 
day by day, attending the temple 
together and breaking bread in their 
homes, they received their food with 
glad and generous hearts, praising 
God and having favor with all the 
people. And the Lord added to their 
number day by day those who were 
being saved.

Here is a distillation profile of the Jerusalem 
church. It was a W.E.L.L. church:    

• Worship – Our ministry of Up-
Reach to God (they were praising 
God in the temple).

• Evangelism – Our ministry of Out-
Reach to the world (the Lord added 
to their number daily). 

• Loving with purpose – Our ministry 

of In-Reach to one another (they 
were together, selling their property 
and possessions, giving to any who 
was in need).

• Learning with disciple-making – 
Our ministry of Down-Reach to 
ourselves (they were devoted to the 
apostles’ teaching). 

While we rightly value the highly acclaimed 
and pioneering ministries of church 
planters, should we not also intentionally 
acclaim and equip those like Timothy, Titus, 
and John who are called to the ministry 
of church revitalization? A ministry of 
church revitilization is not a church growth 
ministry injecting the cultural steroids of 
death with a compromised message and 
thoughtless pragmatic methods, but rather 
is an intentional employment of the Christ-
given church revitalization paradigm 
employed with the ten biblical strategies 
that returns stagnant and dying churches to 
gospel health and vitality.

Harry L. Reeder III is Senior Pastor of 
Briarwood Presbyterian Church. He is the 
author of From Embers to a Flame: How 
God Can Revitalize Your Church. 
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Dr. Jim Orrick is Professor of Literature and 
Culture at Boyce College in Louisville, Kentucky. 
He is also the singer-songwriter for a two-CD set 
on The Baptist Catechism. Having found these 
CDs incredibly helpful for my family, I decided 
to ask Dr. Orrick a few questions hoping to 
make his Baptist Catechism CDs more widely 
known and used. 
 
HOW WERE YOU INTRODUCED TO 
THE KIND OF THEOLOGY THAT IS 
CONTAINED IN THE 1677/1693 
BAPTIST CATECHISM, WHICH DRAWS 
HEAVILY AND IS ADAPTED FROM THE 
WESTMINSTER SHORTER CATECHISM 
OF 1648?  

My dad, Jim B. Orrick, is a faithful preacher of 
God’s Word. I grew up hearing him preach the 
theology contained in the Baptist Catechism. 
 

WHEN DID YOU FIRST ENCOUNTER THE 
BAPTIST CATECHISM, AND WHY DID 
YOU DECIDE TO WRITE ONE HUNDRED 
AND FOURTEEN SINGABLE SONGS (!) TO 
HELP CHILDREN (AND ADULTS) COMMIT 
IT TO MEMORY?  

Baptist historian, Tom Nettles, introduced me 
to the Baptist Catechism when I was his student 
at Mid-America Baptist Seminary in Memphis, 
TN. I memorized the catechism during that time. 
I then wrote the songs when I was pastor of North 
Pointe Baptist Church in Kansas City, MO. We 
had been utilizing the Baptist Catechism in 
Bible study classes for our older youth. When 
we decided that we would start using the Baptist 
Catechism beginning with our first grade classes, 
I thought it would help the younger children to 
memorize the catechism if they could sing it. It 
took about six months to write all the melodies.
 

10 Questions with Jim Orrick

Interview by Gary Steward

Orrick Explains Why Using a 
Children’s Catechism to Teach 
Your Young Ones Is Unbelievably 
Rewarding

1

2
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MOST DON’T ASSOCIATE 
THE WORDS “BAPTIST” AND 
“CATECHISM” TOGETHER. WHEN 
DID PROTESTANTS (INCLUDING 
BAPTISTS) START USING 
CATECHISMS?  

In his book on catechisms, Teaching Truth, 
Training Hearts, Tom Nettles writes: “Both 
Luther and Calvin placed high priority on 
instruction by catechetical method and 
considered the success of the Reformation 
as virtually dependent on the faithfulness 
of Protestants to this process.  . . . Baptist 
catechisms have existed virtually since the 
appearance of modern-day Baptists in the 
seventeenth century.”

AT WHAT AGE SHOULD PARENTS 
BEGIN TO INTRODUCE THE 
CATECHISM TO THEIR CHILDREN?  

We started teaching our children using a 
catechism as soon as they learned to talk. 
It was tons of fun when, during family 
worship, a new child would correctly 
answer the first question of the Children’s 
Catechism.

HOW HAVE YOUR CHILDREN 
BENEFITED FROM LEARNING THE 
BAPTIST CATECHISM? 

Covering the doctrines of the catechism has 
given us the opportunity to discuss serious 
theological issues when the children were 
quite young. The content of the catechism 
allowed us to discuss the issues not only 

early but thoroughly.

I’LL PLAY DEVIL’S ADVOCATE 
HERE: ISN’T CATECHISM-MEMORY 
TEDIOUS, AND OLD-FASHIONED? 
ISN’T ROTE MEMORY STIFLING 
TO A CHILD’S INTELLECTUAL 
DEVELOPMENT? 

During the past one hundred years there 
have been a number of tragic mistakes 
made in education, but we made one of the 
most tragic mistakes when we abandoned 
memorization. When a person thoroughly 
memorizes a text that is rich in truth 
(Scripture, catechism, poetry, etc.), he 
fills his mind with a store of treasure that 
is always ready to use and enjoy. I also 
believe that memorization exercises the 
brain and makes further learning easier. 
So, far from stifling a child’s intellectual 
development, memorization provides 
valuable building blocks for intellectual 
development.
 
WHY HAVE CHRISTIANS 
THROUGHOUT CHURCH HISTORY 
FOUND MUSIC TO BE SUCH AN 
ESSENTIAL PART OF THE LOCAL 
CHURCH, AND WHAT DEADLY 
CONSEQUENCES RESULT FROM 
INCORPORATING MUSIC THAT 
LACKS THEOLOGICAL BACKBONE? 

The ability to enjoy music is part of our 
being made in the image of God. Music—
and I am referring to music without 
words—has the capacity to be a language 

3

4

5

7

6



www.credomag.com |    67

CONTENTS

of truth. Music can help us recognize truth 
and engage with the truth emotionally. 
This emotional engagement with truth is 
an essential part of understanding truth. 
In other words, if we have not felt the 
truth, we have not understood the truth. It 
makes sense that Christians would marry 
texts and tunes in our attempt to cultivate 
appropriate emotional response to truth. 
I fear that in the attempt to be culturally 
relevant, many Christians are settling for 
incoherent texts coupled with mediocre 
music. I am in favor of new music and 
new expressions of truth, but if I did not 
know better, I might think that Christian 
music had been invented in the past five 
years. I sometimes ask myself, “Would I 
want any of these songs to be sung to me 
during my dying hour?”

IF MANY PROTESTANT TRADITIONS 
HAVE LOST CATECHIZING AS PART 
OF THEIR SPIRITUAL PEDAGOGY, 
ARE THERE ANY OTHER 
PEDAGOGICAL METHODS AND 
PRACTICES THAT YOU THINK NEED 
TO BE RECOVERED?

Abandoning the singing of Psalms has 
been an impoverishing and tragic mistake. 
I grew up in a hymn-singing church 
and a hymn-singing family. Without 
even trying, I have hundreds of hymns 
committed to memory. If I had grown up 
in a Psalm-singing church and family, I 
would have had the Psalms memorized 
as well. Another tragic mistake is that 
Christians have abandoned serious 

interaction with poetry. The Bible is easily 
one-third poetry, and the way something 
is said is an essential part of what is said. 
 
IN ADDITION TO THE CATECHISM, 
WHAT OTHER RESOURCES WOULD 
YOU RECOMMEND TO PARENTS?  

John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress can be 
a real blessing. For very young children, 
I like the version of Pilgrim’s Progress 
entitled Dangerous Journey. There 
are also very good dramatic readings 
available. I like Isaac Watts’ Divine and 
Moral Songs for Children. I would like 
to set the texts in that book to singable 
melodies that children would find 
attractive. Reading aloud to children is 
an effective means of influencing them. 

YOU TEACH “GREAT BOOKS” 
COURSES AT BOYCE COLLEGE. 
WHAT ARE SOME OF YOUR 
FAVORITE WORKS OF FICTION/
LITERATURE THAT CAN BE USED 
FOR CHRISTIAN DEVELOPMENT?  

This question is too big, but I’ll mention 
a few of my favorites: Anything by C. 
S. Lewis; Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings; 
Robinson Crusoe; Uncle Tom’s Cabin; 
Poetry of George Herbert; The Consolation 
of Philosophy; Spenser’s Faerie Queene; 
Paradise Lost; and Dante’s Divine 
Comedy.

Dr. Orrick’s The Baptist Catechism is available 
from Founders Press (www.founders.org). 

8
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Christians today live in the midst of the 
raging warfare of sexual immorality.  It 
has always been so.  There is, after all, 
nothing new under the sun.  Human be-

ings today suffer the same predilections that con-
fronted our fathers, grandfathers, mothers, and 
grandmothers.  The temptation of faithless sex is a 
constant in human history.  The Internet, however, 
has shaken things up a bit.

The Internet allows human beings to project their 
sexual sins in ways that were not feasible before 
it existed.  The World-Wide Web offers count-
less Christ-honoring benefits, but one of its most 
damaging realities is the proliferation of untold 
amounts of sexual immorality displayed in por-
nography.  If Christians live in a raging warfare 
of decadence, then Internet pornography is weap-
ons-grade sexual immorality.

Local church pastors are on the front lines of this 
war.  They are the ones called to shepherd God’s 
flock and protect them from the many dangers 
they face.  Today that pastoral care necessarily 
includes protection against the threat of pornog-
raphy.  As pastors engage in this crucial work, I 
would offer three initial words of counsel.

BE AWARE OF THE PROBLEM

First, be aware of this problem.  This advice is 
important because so many pastors are unaware 
of this problem.  In Acts 20:28 Paul advises the 
Ephesian elders saying, “Pay careful attention to 
yourselves and to all the flock of which the Holy 
Spirit has made you overseers.”  This passage 
warns of the two ways pastors can be caught un-
aware in an age of Internet pornography.

Pastors can be unaware of the threat to them-
selves.  As a pastor you must never think that you 
are insulated from the temptations of this prob-
lem.  I would go so far as to say that any pastor 
who does not have standing accountability in his 
life and protections on his computer is not paying 
the kind of careful attention to himself that Paul 
requires.  Porn is too easily accessible, its effects 
are too damaging, and your reputation is too im-
portant to take no action to insulate yourself from 
this threat.

Pastors can also be caught unaware of the threat 
to their sheep.  I talk with pastors all the time 

THE PASTOR & 
PORNOGRAPHY
by Heath Lambert
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who tell me, “I really don’t think anybody in my 
church is looking at pornography.”  This is sim-
ply not true.  In this day almost every church will 
have people who are struggling with pornography.  
Pastors should assume that people in their church 
are struggling and so preach on this topic regular-
ly, and be prepared to offer wise counsel when the 
sin surfaces in the lives of individuals.  That leads 
to the next piece of counsel.

OFFER GRACE-SATURATED SOLUTIONS

Second, when counseling those who are struggling 
with pornography, offer grace-saturated solutions.  
A commitment to grace-saturated solutions pro-
tects from two common errors in helping those 
who struggle with pornography.  The first error is 
the one of only talking about the problem of por-
nography.  It is very rarely the case that someone 
who approaches you for help with Internet por-
nography needs to be reminded of how serious the 
problem is.  They likely already know that.  Such 
knowledge is why they came for help.  You need 
to be solution-oriented, not problem-focused.

The second error is that many overlook the cen-
trality of the gospel in their efforts to offer solu-
tions.  Most of the resources available on pornog-
raphy are full of man-centered and guilt-oriented 
advice.  Such advice will never bring about the 
kind of change that honors Jesus because it is 
Christ and his gospel which alone gives people 
power (Rom. 1:16).  Never forget the reality that 
it is grace alone that trains us to renounce ungod-
liness and worldly passions (Titus 2:12).

GET PRACTICAL

The third piece of counsel I would offer to pastors 
is the importance of being practical when minis-
tering to those struggling with pornography.  Folks 
who are struggling need to hear about the gospel 
of grace.  They also need to hear how that gospel 
transacts in daily, life informing new attitudes and 
behaviors that honor Jesus.  They need to hear how 
to work out their salvation with fear and trembling 
(Phil. 2:12).  They need to know how to employ 
effective accountability, honest confession, and 
radical measures to eradicate pornography from 
their lives.  People who struggle need counsel 
that is both grace-saturated and practical.   Either 
without the other will lead to despair and defeat.  
Together they lead to hope and victory.

Christians are locked in deadly serious war with 
Internet pornography.  I am sobered by this con-
flict, but not worried about it.  Every believer in 
Jesus will ultimately overcome this threat by the 
power of our Christ.  When all is said and done, 
we Christians will be singing praises to Jesus be-
fore his throne in heaven.  One of the many things 
he will have protected us from on that day is the 
ultimate destruction of our souls by the scourge of 
pornography.  As we stand there singing, we will 
do it knowing that one of the main ways he pro-
tected us was through skillful pastors who knew 
how to shepherd the flock in the midst of a porni-
fied culture. 

Heath Lambert is Assistant Professor of Biblical 
Counseling at Boyce College in Louisville, KY. He is 
the author of Finally Free: Fighting for Purity with 
the Power of Grace.  
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The importance of having a good 
collection of commentaries is 
priceless for any teacher of the 
Word. With thousands of commen-

taries out there, it is difficult sometimes to 
know which commentaries are the best to 
buy or consult. So where does one start? 

In his book, Old Testament Commentary 
Survey (Baker Academic, 2013), Tremper 
Longman III, Professor of Biblical Studies 
at Westmont College, has provided a great 
starting place for any minister or layperson 
who is looking for the best commentaries 
available for each book of the Old Testa-
ment. Longman notes, “This guide will 

be especially helpful to seminary students 
beginning to build the reference library 
that will be crucial to their preaching and 
teaching ministries.” There is no doubt that 
Longman is trying to assist the church with 
this book. 

Longman makes it clear from the very be-
ginning that he “represents an evangelical 
approach to the Old Testament.” No fault in 
that. We all operate within our own presup-
positional framework. Longman continues, 
“I also indicate who would most benefit 
from the commentary under consideration. 
There are three categories: Layperson; 
Minister; and Scholar.” This method is very 

PICKING AN
OLD TESTAMENT
COMMENTARY:
TREMPER LONGMAN III
SHOWS READERS
WHERE TO START

by Matt Manry
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helpful because it enables every person to 
approach this book and recognize what 
commentaries are best suited for them. 

One of the most important sections in 
this book is titled, “The Use and Abuse 
of Commentaries.” Longman notes two 
wrong ways to use commentaries: (1) to 
ignore commentaries completely, and (2) 
to become overly dependent on commen-
taries. Obviously, these are two extremes 
that all students of the Bible need to avoid. 
As Longman notes, “The right way to use 
a commentary is as a help.” This is an ex-
cellent point. Commentaries can become 
idols when they are used as the source of 
ultimate authority. However, there is also 
danger in never consulting commentar-
ies because of the reality that “God gives 
different gifts to different people in the 
church.” There is a proper median that 
needs to be remembered whenever we ap-
proach a commentary. The Bible has the 
final word, and we must never forget that. 

The remaining sections of the book focus 
on, one-volume commentaries, commen-
tary sets and series, and individual com-
mentaries. The focus of these sections is 
simply to give the reader a brief overview 
of the commentary and to rate it on a scale 
of 1-5 stars. I believe that Longman is very 
clear and concise in all of his summaries. 
The reader will be very pleased with the 
amount of insight that Longman provides 
in each of his descriptions. For example, 
when discussing Calvin’s commentaries, 

Longman notes that “Calvin does com-
ment on language occasionally, but one 
will have to consult a more recent com-
mentary because of discoveries in the He-
brew language.” This is helpful because 
it enables the reader to realize that when 
reading Calvin it would be wise also to 
consult a commentary that offers deeper 
exegetical insights into the original He-
brew. 

Old Testament Commentary Survey of-
fers the reader a look at some of the most 
important commentaries available in Old 
Testament studies. There is no doubt that 
this little book tries to point out to its 
readers the importance of owning a good 
collection of commentaries. However, 
Longman’s main desire is captured in the 
following statement: “My hope is that this 
commentary survey will help students of 
the Bible choose those commentaries that 
are right for them, so they might more ful-
ly understand the Word of God.” This re-
source is invaluable and needs to be con-
sulted by anyone who wants to take the 
Bible seriously. 

Matt Manry
Editor, Credo Magazine 
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PUTTING THE
COVENANT BACK 
INTO APOLOGETICS:
K. SCOTT OLIPHINT’S
CONTRIBUTION
TO DEFENDING
THE FAITH

by Derek Brown

If the practice of apologetics is primarily 
a theological venture—and there is good 
reason to believe that it is—then K. 
Scott Oliphint has provided the church 

with an exceptional resource with which to 
defend and commend the Christian faith. 
Working within the Reformed tradition and 
drawing on the work of Cornelius Van Til, 
Oliphint presents a compelling case for a 
presuppositional approach to apologetics 
in his new book, Covenantal Apologetics: 
Principles and Practice in Defense of 
our Faith (Crossway, 2013). Only, as he 
suggests, we should consider dropping the 
“presuppositional” nomenclature.  

To be sure, Oliphint does not suggest that 

Reformed apologists abandon Van Til’s 
basic methodology where one begins 
to defend the faith by first assuming 
the triune God and the truth of divine 
revelation. Rather, in light of the varying 
“presuppositional” approaches and the 
truth that any apologia worth its biblical 
salt must consider of utmost importance 
man’s relationship to God, Oliphint 
suggests we change the terminology from 
presuppositional to covenantal apologetics 
(38-39).  

This minor change in vocabulary is 
meant to signal far more than a semantic 
preference.  When apologetics are placed 
explicitly within a covenantal framework, 
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we find that our practice of defending and 
commending the faith is less likely to drift 
from its biblical-theological moorings or 
degenerate into intellectual gamesmanship.  
Accordingly, Oliphint begins the book 
by establishing ten theological tenets that 
must inform a covenantal approach to the 
apologetic enterprise (48-55). 

The covenantal apologist will begin 
his work by assuming basic Reformed 
doctrines about God, man, the pervasive 
character of sin, and the nature of divine 
revelation.  Most importantly, the Christian 
will reckon with the truth that all men 
have a covenantal relationship with God, 
whether “in Adam” or “in Christ.” Thus, 
as he approaches unbelievers with the truth 
of the gospel, the apologist proceeds with 
an understanding that those who reject 
the gospel do so because they suppress 
the truth in unrighteousness, not because 
God’s revelation in creation or Scripture is 
obscure or hidden.  

Yet, Oliphint is not interested in the simple 
recitation of doctrinal fundamentals; he 
desires that Christians learn how to apply 
these truths consistently in their work of 
defending the faith. To aid readers in the 
use of these theological principles, Oliphint 
provides in subsequent chapters lengthy 
dialogical examples of how one might 
answer potential unbelieving interlocutors. 
For example, he shows how a covenantal 
apologist could handle a conversation 
in which he is presented with scientific 
objections to biblical truth (117-122), or 

how a discussion might go if a Christian 
were confronted with questions pertaining 
to the problem of evil (180-191).  In the latter 
third of the book, Oliphint includes a lengthy 
example of a possible dialogue between a 
covenantal apologist and a Muslim (236-
257). In each of these examples, Oliphint 
presents the apologist as one who is able 
to show the unbeliever why his worldview 
does not account for the way the world 
really is. In his labor to dismantle the 
unbeliever’s claims, however, the apologist 
steeps his argument with biblical truth in 
order to provide the necessary theological 
structure for his claims and persuade the 
unbeliever to repent and believe the gospel. 
Commendably, Oliphint keeps biblical 
content central in all of these apologetic 
“conversations.” 

As he explains, the covenantal apologist 
seeks to persuade the unbeliever rather 
than provide demonstrative proofs for 
God’s existence (126). The reason for a 
shift in focus from proofs to persuasion is 
grounded in Oliphint’s second theological 
tenet: “God’s covenantal revelation is 
authoritative by virtue of what it is, and 
any covenantal, Christian apologetic 
will necessarily stand on and utilize that 
authority in order to defend Christianity” 
(49).  Although Scripture is never opposed 
to God’s revelation in creation, Christian 
apologists must remain tethered to God’s 
authoritative written revelation as they 
defend the faith. “Scripture,” Oliphint 
comments, “is our most basic and solid 
foundation for all that we want to say in 
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apologetics” (127). Scripture is “most 
basic” because it does not require external 
evidence to establish its authority.

By acknowledging Scripture as most basic, 
Oliphint consciously rejects the notion 
that human reason is the final arbitrator 
of truth—a maxim that crystalized during 
the Enlightenment and now “holds sway 
in (much of) theology and apologetics” 
(137).  While he recognizes as admirable 
the motives of those who “attempt to show 
Christianity (or theism, more generally) 
to be rational and not opposed to reason,” 
their emphasis on reason, “when not 
properly scrutinized, can sacrifice basic 
and central truths of the Christian faith” 
(137). Specifically, to offer proofs for God’s 
existence without assuming the truth of 
Scripture is to concede to the unbeliever’s 
assumptions about God and his revelation, 
suppositions that the Christian knows are 
wrong. Such an approach is inconsistent at 
best and unbiblical at worst.   

In order to develop a “theology of 
persuasion,” therefore, Oliphint appeals to 
the Aristotelian categories of ethos, pathos, 
and logos. Ethos relates to the character 
of the apologist and requires that personal 
holiness, kindness, and gentleness mark 
the Christian’s life and apologetic conduct. 
Likewise, the Christian should be concerned 
with the pathos of persuasion. That is, 
believers must conduct themselves, as Paul 
instructs, with wisdom toward outsiders 
(Col. 4:5-6), characterized by thoughtful 
engagement with and appropriate responses 

to unbelieving arguments. With these two 
components in place, the apologist will be 
able to rightly deliver the logos. However, 
because Scripture is the foundational 
principle of apologetics, its content must 
serve “as the primary and preeminent logos 
of persuasion” (156). Despite our best 
efforts, though, Oliphint correctly notes that 
the work of God’s Spirit is finally decisive 
in the conversion of any unbeliever (199-
202).     

Despite the commendable quality of this 
work, some dialogical sections are, in my 
judgment, overly technical. His imaginary 
conversation with the Muslim, for example, 
is laden with highly technical concepts, and 
seems to represent the kind of conversation 
a professor of apologetics would have with 
a philosophically competent Muslim, rather 
than a typical exchange between most 
Christians and their religious neighbors. 
But this is a small quibble. In the end, 
Oliphint not only establishes a convincing 
case for embracing a covenantal approach 
to apologetics, he provides Christians with 
valuable resources to defend and commend 
the faith once for all delivered to the saints.   

Derek Brown 
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary 
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WHAT DOES
JOSEPH HAVE
TO DO WITH JESUS?
AVOIDING MERE
MORALISM WHEN
INTERPRETING THE
OLD TESTAMENT

The story of Joseph is one of the 
more beloved narratives of the Old 
Testament. The plotline of Joseph’s 
life contains all the requisite twists 

and turns to sustain a reader’s interest over 
an extended series of chapters. However, 
despite its cherished status, Christians have 
often struggled to understand Joseph’s life 
as anything more than a series of life lessons 
to be applied by the faithful reader. From 
this reading, the Joseph narrative becomes 
nothing more than a helpful moral tale. In 
Joseph and the Gospel of Many Colors 
(Crossway, 2013), Voddie Baucham Jr. sets 
out to remedy that frequent problem, and he 

does so by interpreting the Joseph narrative 
in a distinctly Christian way.

In the introduction of the book, Baucham 
clearly states his goal. He aims to avoid 
isolating the Joseph narrative from the 
larger context of Genesis and Scripture 
as a whole. In Baucham’s mind, it’s the 
isolation of Joseph’s story that leads to 
the most damaging interpretive mistake: 
moralism. To be sure, as Baucham makes 
clear, there are moral principles to be 
learned from Joseph’s life, but those 
principles are secondary to the main point 
of the narrative. The primary point of 

by Jeff Breeding
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Joseph’s life, according to Baucham, is 
to demonstrate how God providentially 
advanced his redemptive purposes through 
the history of Jacob’s often sinful and even, 
at times, conniving family.

This central aim of avoiding isolation is the 
strength of the book. From the first chapter 
to the last, Baucham consistently interprets 
Joseph through the lens of the larger 
context. This begins in chapter 2, where 
Baucham sets Joseph in the context of 
Genesis as a whole. He points out how the 
themes of land, seed, and covenant are key 
for understanding Joseph’s journey from 
the Promised Land to prison and finally to 
Pharaoh’s court. 

But Baucham doesn’t connect Joseph with 
only the context of Genesis; he also connects 
the narrative with the entire storyline of 
Scripture, particularly as it relates to the 
Promised Messiah, Jesus Christ. This is 
especially clear in the final two chapters, 
which should be considered the best in the 
book. Here, Baucham demonstrates how 
God’s design for Joseph’s life was always 
to advance his redemptive purposes. If we 
read Joseph only for moral lessons, we 
miss the true glory of the narrative! By 
sheltering his family from famine, Joseph 
also protected the promised seed and thus 
helped pave the way for the coming of the 
Christ.

A further strength of the book is Baucham’s 
clear  understanding  of  God’s  role  
throughout Joseph’s life. Readers are often 
tempted to see God’s hand in Joseph’s 
prosperity, while failing to acknowledge 
God’s providential role in Joseph’s 
afflictions. But this temptation mutes one 
of the most powerful points of the text. 
Baucham avoids that temptation by helping 
the reader see how God providentially 
ordained even Joseph’s slavery and 
imprisonment. As Baucham notes, God’s 
providence is seen not just in the near 
misses of life, but in the tragedies and 
trials as well. By making God’s role clear 
throughout, Baucham prepares the reader 
for the powerful words that conclude 
Joseph’s life: “As for you, you meant evil 
against me, but God meant it for good, to 
bring it about that many people should be 
kept alive, as they are today” (Gen. 50:20). 
If we fail to see God’s hand in the pit of 
Dothan, then we will fail to recognize the 
power of Joseph’s words to his brothers.

While Baucham’s work is helpful overall, 
there is one weakness that should be 
noted. The weakness relates to Baucham’s 
reading of individual scenes and events in 
the narrative. At times, Baucham’s take 
is hard to see in the text. It could be the 
nature of the book; it’s short and doesn’t 
allow for detailed exposition. Whatever the 
reason, this weakness is noticeable in the 
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earlier chapters. One example will illustrate 
the point. Baucham reads Genesis 37-38 as 
the juxtaposition of Joseph’s godly character 
with his brother’s wicked character. While this 
larger point is hardly to be argued, Baucham’s 
understanding of individual scenes fails 
to convince. He sees Joseph as essentially 
sinless in the narrative, guilty of no wrong. 
One wonders how this then relates to Joseph’s 
easy willingness to tell his brothers about 
the dream where they all bow down to him! 
Should we not see at least a hint of pride in 
Joseph’s announcement, even if only youthful 
exuberance? And while Genesis 38 certainly 
highlights Judah’s sin, its primary point is to 
introduce Judah as a significant character in 
the story of redemption. Joseph may not be as 

wicked as his brothers, but to contend that he is 
essentially sinless might be an overstatement.

This one weakness aside, Baucham’s reading 
of the life of Joseph is encouraging and 
helpful. The book would be a great entry 
point to reading the Old Testament from a 
Christ-centered perspective, and it would help 
enable Christians to read the Bible not just 
for its moral lessons, but for the purpose of 
seeing God’s redemptive purposes unfold and 
find fulfillment in the person of Jesus Christ.

Jeff Breeding
Pastor of Preaching
Midtown Baptist Church in Little Rock, 
Arkansas 
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RECONSIDERING
OUR PERCEPTION
OF BEAUTY:
TRUE BEAUTY
ENCOURAGES WOMEN
TO PURSUE
GODLY BEAUTY
by Jessalyn Hutto

It seems like every day a new article is 
shared in my Facebook news feed about 
the unrealistic images women are fed 
through the advertisement and the en-

tertainment industries: Videos of beautiful, 
but average-looking women who are trans-
formed before our very eyes through the 
magic of Photoshop reassure the rest of us 
average gals that the images in magazines 
are little more than mirages. We encourage 
ourselves to stop comparing our own blem-
ished faces, thickening waist lines, and 
frizzy hair to such fictional women, and yet 
there is a part of us that simply can’t stop. 
There is a part of us that is obsessed with 
the pursuit of beauty—a pursuit that is rare-
ly guarded and guided by the Word of God.

Carolyn Mahaney and her daughter, Nicole 
Whitacre, have graciously provided wom-
en with a new resource which promises to 
challenge and encourage women in this 
area. True Beauty prompts women to reeval-
uate their perception of beauty while also 
encouraging them to pursue godly beauty. 
It will be a valuable tool for youth groups 
seeking to elevate their young ladies’ ideals 
of beauty, for women’s ministries seeking 
to instill a biblical view of beauty in their 
women’s hearts, and of course for personal 
study and introspection. Every woman, re-
gardless of age or stage of life, will benefit 
from this book.

True Beauty begins by exposing the false 
gospel of beauty being preached to women 
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by our culture:

Women believe that beauty is essen-
tial to a happy life. We buy into our 
culture’s message, often conveyed 
through media and advertising, that 
you have to be beautiful to be or get 
what you want. We think that if you 
are beautiful, you will achieve last-
ing love and true romance, that you 
will be popular and well-liked. We 
believe physical beauty is the key to 
self-confidence and self-worth, the 
only way to be satisfied, significant, 
and successful.

Mahaney and Whitacre conclude that this 
“gospel” is empty and ultimately unsatisfy-
ing. It promises much, but in reality gives 
very little. In the end, no matter how hard 
you try to live up to our culture’s standards 
of beauty, you will end up old and wrinkled 
like everyone else. Youth and beauty only 
last so long, and when they leave, so does 
the self-worth tied up in them.

Questions naturally arise: Should we care 
about beauty at all? Should Christian wom-
en shun the pursuit of physical beauty alto-
gether? Should we don denim jumpers and 
abandon the use of make-up in an effort 
to focus all our attention on more spiritu-
al pursuits? Mahaney and Whitacre quick-
ly reveal that their book will not deny the 
good, God-given pursuit of beauty, but 
rather redefine it.

The pursuit of beauty, the authors say, must 

really begin as a pursuit of God who “is 
the ultimate, unchanging, eternal standard 
of beauty. He is the Author, Creator, and 
Bestower of beauty. His beauty transcends 
time and culture. It never changes and nev-
er fades. In order to know what true beauty 
is, we must see God.” 

For this reason, we should not spurn beauty 
or our innate desire as God’s image-bear-
ers to be beautiful. But rather, our pursuit 
of beauty must be founded on an obsession 
with the one who is truly and perfectly beau-
tiful. An obsession with him will transform 
our personal pursuit of beauty. As Mahaney 
and Whitacre declare, “True beauty is to be-
hold and reflect the beauty of God.”

The root problem with a worldly pursuit of 
beauty is self-focus. In worrying too much 
about our own physical looks and reputa-
tion, we are essentially seeking to steal glo-
ry from God—the ultimately beautiful one. 
The woman who takes pride in her beauty 
and the woman who desperately wishes she 
were more beautiful both struggle with the 
same problem: a preoccupation with self. 
Both women are in desperate need of the 
gospel and its transforming work in their 
lives. Only the gospel will free them to live 
for God’s glory and not their own.

The rest of True Beauty fleshes out the var-
ious ways in which a God-ward focus will 
impact our pursuit of beauty. For instance, 
diet and exercise will be for the glory of our 
God as we seek to care for the bodies he 
has entrusted us with, rather than for our 
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own shallow desire to look better than oth-
er women; the clothing we choose to wear 
will be chosen thoughtfully, not wishing to 
draw attention to ourselves or our bodies, but 
rather to our creative and beautiful God; and 
our desire to bring glory to him will guard us 
from revealing parts of our bodies we know 
will tempt the men watching to lust after us. 
A God-ward focus, according to Mahaney 
and Whitacre will guide our pursuit of beau-
ty—both encouraging godliness and guard-
ing from legalism.

One of the greatest strengths of True Beauty, 
in my opinion, is found in the second-to-last 
chapter which deals with trusting the Lord. In 
a culture inundated with false ideals of beau-
ty, many women struggle with the fear that 
God’s standard of beauty isn’t truly enough. 
We know that living in the real world means 
dealing with the sin in and around us. For 
instance, many women struggle with the fear 
of their husbands comparing them to the 
half-naked fashion models in commercials, 
movies, and on billboards. They struggle 
with feeling truly beautiful when they know 
that their husbands are continually inundat-
ed with unrealistic images of worldly beau-
ty. But this, Mahaney and Whitacre stress, 
is forgetting that God is living and active in 
our lives and in the lives of our husbands. 
This type of fear reveals that we do not truly 
trust the Lord to guard our husbands’ minds 
and progressively sanctify them just as he is 
sanctifying us.

A minor critique I have of True Beauty is 
the use of 1 Timothy 5:9-10 to describe the 

“beauty regimen” of a Christian woman. This 
passage—written for the purpose of exam-
ining widows who will be supported by the 
church—is a wonderful description of godly 
womanhood. Mahaney and Whitacre rightly 
describe the good works found in this passage 
as being the characteristics of a truly beauti-
ful woman. These five works are bringing up 
children, showing hospitality, washing the 
feet of the saints, caring for the afflicted, and 
being devoted to every good work. I heart-
ily agree with the authors’ encouragement 
to pursue these five characteristics, but feel 
the book would have benefited from a wider 
view of good works. The authors preface this 
section by ensuring that the list is in no way 
exhaustive, and they end the list with a sixth 
good work—sharing the gospel—which isn’t 
found in 1 Timothy 5. However, I still felt 
that using this passage as a type of roadmap 
for godly womanhood was less helpful than 
a broader survey of good works commanded 
in the Bible would have been.

This small critique aside, True Beauty is 
worth every woman’s time. It is timely and 
relevant and will speak to women in all stag-
es of life, from pre-teens to widows. In a 
world saturated with shallow and unrealis-
tic images of beauty, women of the church 
will be tremendously blessed by this biblical, 
gospel-centered challenge to pursue true and 
lasting beauty.

Jessalyn Hutto
Blogger, Desiring Virtue and Credo Maga-
zine 
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5 MINUTES WITH

Brian and Cara Croft
on the Pastor and His Family

Brian Croft and his wife, Cara, 
have co-authored a new book 
called The Pastor’s Family: 
Shepherding Your Family 

through the Challenges of Pastoral 
Ministry (Zondervan). As the title and 
subtitle suggest, Brian and Cara speak 
from experience, advising pastors and 
their wives on the danger of compromising 
one’s family in the midst of the demands 
of ministry. In this interview Brian and 
Cara not only put their finger on the 
problem but also encourage pastors on 
how to work for the solution.  

BRIAN, WHY IS IT THAT 
PASTORS, EITHER 
INTENTIONALLY OR 
UNINTENTIONALLY, BEGIN TO 
NEGLECT THEIR FAMILIES AND 
WHY IS THIS SUCH A SERIOUS 
PROBLEM?   

There are fierce demands and 
pressures that come with pastoral 
ministry.  Often times pastors give 
in to the pressures of the church 
since their families are usually more 
gracious about giving their time 
than church members.  There is also 

a matter of the pastor’s heart wanting 
to be loved and accepted by his people.  
When it doesn’t come, we try to make 
it happen by trying to please them at all 
costs.  Additionally, ministry can be more 
glamorous labor than serving at home, 
and many times that keeps pastors from 
their families. 

BRIAN, FOR THE PASTOR WHO 
KNOWS HE HAS BEEN NEGLECTING 
HIS FAMILY, WHAT BIBLICAL 
INSTRUCTION CAN YOU GIVE HIM? 

The solution is  for  the pastor to stop 
blaming the pressures and demands 
of ministry as the justified reason for 
neglecting his family and to own the sinful 
struggles of his own heart as the reason for 
neglect.  Own your heart’s sinful desires, 
which take you away from your family 
unnecessarily. Lay those things down at 
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the foot of the cross to find freedom and 
forgiveness.  Then focus on the Scriptures 
that remind us we are first to care for our 
family and give an account for their souls 
before anyone in the church (Eph. 5:22-
6:4; Heb. 13:17; 1 Tim. 3:1-7).

CARA, WHEN YOU FIRST BECAME 
A PASTOR’S WIFE, WHAT WAS 
THE MOST SURPRISING AND 
UNEXPECTED STRUGGLE YOU 
FACED? 

I would say that the most consistent 
struggle, whether my husband has been 
an associate pastor or senior pastor, is 
loneliness.  Relationships take time to 
build and develop.  They are not something 
that happen instantly.  

CARA, IN THE BOOK YOU 
TALK ABOUT UNREALISTIC 
EXPECTATIONS, LONELINESS, 
BEING INVISIBLE, AND TAKING 
CRITICISM. WOULD YOU BRIEFLY 

TOUCH ON EACH OF THESE 
AND WHY THEY CAN BE SO 
DEVASTATING?  

So many of the issues I address in the book 
overlap.  One can lead to another.  Often 

there are many expectations 
and pressures placed on us.  
Those expectations may come 
from our church members, our 
husbands, or even ourselves.  
When we fail to meet those 
needs we are often left feeling 
defeated, discouraged, and just 
plain burned-out.  

Loneliness often results for 
several reasons.  One can be 
that we simply have not been 

at a church long enough to have developed 
deep and meaningful relationships.  
Another reason may be that our church 
members are intimidated by us simply 
because we are the “pastor’s wife.”  
However, at other times loneliness can 
be a result of not having relationships 
that are safe and welcoming.  Loneliness 
can be overcome by our willingness to be 
proactive in seeking friendships, and by 
our willingness to model authenticity.  But 
ultimately loneliness can only be cured in 
our dependence upon God.

Feeling invisible goes hand in hand with 
loneliness.  Many times we feel overlooked 
in the church.  We are often sought out if 
there is a need in the church, but rarely 
are our needs acknowledged.  Sometimes 

THE SOLUTION IS FOR THE PASTOR 
TO STOP BLAMING THE PRESSURES 
AND DEMANDS OF MINISTRY 
AS THE JUSTIFIED REASON FOR 
NEGLECTING HIS FAMILY AND TO 
OWN THE SINFUL STRUGGLES OF HIS 
OWN HEART AS THE REASON FOR 
NEGLECT.
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our needs are not seen because we are not 
willing to share them with others.  
Criticism is a difficult issue.  As women, 
it is in our nature to protect those we love.  

We protect our children and we protect 
our husbands.  It is hard to hear criticism 
and not allow it to make 
us bitter towards those 
who are criticizing. It is 
even harder when there is 
truth in that criticism.

Each of these things by 
themselves can seem 
overwhelming to try and 
deal with, but often it is 
when all of these issues 
seem to build on each 
other that we start to feel 
defeated.  We begin to 
feel like we are constantly 
letting everyone down, 
ourselves included.  This 
is not what we thought 
ministry was going to be 
like.   The good news is that our God sees 
us.  He has neither forgotten nor forsaken 
us.  He knows our needs better than we 

do, and he loves us with an unending love.   

BRIAN, WHAT PRACTICAL STEPS 
CAN THE PASTOR-HUSBAND 
TAKE TO CARE FOR HIS WIFE 
IN THE MIDST OF MINISTRY’S 
DEMANDING SCHEDULE?  

A confession . . . I am still learning how 
to do this and in many ways have not 
done a good job with this.  I have recently 
learned that you can listen to your wife’s 
concerns about your ministry, but miss 
her voice in the process.  In other words, 

I can hear her suggestions about ministry 
and the insights she can speak into 

my ministry, but miss 
her voice that tried to 
communicate she was 
hurting.  I missed the 
voice that said, “We are 
too busy,” and “I am 
struggling.”  A wife has 
a better understanding of 
the overwhelming nature 
of her family’s schedule 
and life than the husband.  
A pastor’s family is no 
different.  Listen to your 
wife about the business 
of your life.  I am trying 
to listen better than I 
have before.  

The other practical thing 
to do is to intentionally make your wife 
feel valuable as a member of your family 
and ministry.  If you don’t know how, ask.  

I WOULD SAY THAT THE MOST 
CONSISTENT STRUGGLE, 
WHETHER MY HUSBAND HAS 
BEEN AN ASSOCIATE PASTOR OR 
SENIOR PASTOR, IS LONELINESS.
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If she doesn’t know, study her to find out.  
Flowers, date nights, encouraging words, 
time for herself out of the house while you 
stay home with screaming kids…to name 
a few. Lastly, take all your vacation time.  
Not most of it.  All of it.  It is for the benefit 
of your family and church, not just you.

CARA, WHEN MINISTRY BECOMES 
CHALLENGING, OFTEN TIMES 
IT IS THE CHILDREN WHO ARE 
NEGLECTED. THIS CAN LEAD TO 
BITTERNESS ON THEIR PART. 
HOW CAN PARENTS CULTIVATE 
A FAMILY ENVIRONMENT WHERE 
THE CHILDREN ARE NOT IGNORED 
BUT PAID ATTENTION TO AND 
EVEN MINISTERED TO BY THEIR 
PARENTS? 

Whenever it is possible we involve our 
children in our ministry.  If we are hosting 
people in our home, then our children 
help with getting the house ready, the 
meal prepared, and the table set.  We have 

taken our children with us to visit church 
members and even to the funeral home 
when a member has passed away.  We 
try to make it a point to draw attention to 

things that our church does to care for us as 
a family, or even them individually.  Our 
goal is that they feel a part of our church 
and a part of our family.  Those things do 
not have to compete with each other.  We 
have also tried to be cautious about our 
conversations.  Our children do not need 
to know all the burdens of our church 
members, nor do they need to overhear all 
the criticisms. No matter what the age of 
our children, they can be, and should be, 
involved in caring for our congregation.  

There have been times when Brian has 
been called away unexpectedly.  We try to 
minimize those times to true emergencies.  
I try to make sure that my attitude is one 
of graciousness towards my husband 
and our church.  I have tried to create 
an environment where my children can 
express their feelings about Brian’s 
absence, and then we can talk about 
why it is important for him to be gone at 
that moment.  I welcome my children’s 
thoughts and feelings,  even  negative  
ones. 

OUR CHILDREN DO NOT NEED 
TO KNOW ALL THE BURDENS OF 
OUR CHURCH MEMBERS, NOR 
DO THEY NEED TO OVERHEAR ALL 
THE CRITICISMS.
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Preaching is serious business.  And preachers should feel the weight 
of rightly declaring God’s gospel. Yet, such a serious calling exposes 
preachers to what Spurgeon called “fainting fits.” When the harvest is 
plentiful, pride is the preacher’s temptation, but when the response is 

lean, despair hangs in the air. With such threats, what will preserve the life of 
the preacher?

Among other truths, the doctrine of justification by faith is a life-saving 
doctrine for the hearer and the preacher. It is vital for the content of the 
message, and it is just as essential before and after the sermon. 

First, justification by faith qualifies sinners to preach. Assuming that a pastor 
is biblically qualified (1 Tim. 3:1-7; Titus 1:5-9), justification by faith is the 
practical means by which a sinner might have confidence to speak for God. 
Without justification by faith, ministers of the Word would be torn asunder 
by their inability to live up to the message they preach.

As any preacher knows, the hours before a sermon are perilous. The Enemy 
accuses our conscience and cues all sorts of interpersonal strife. In those 
moments, when our sin is large and the time before service is short, the 
preacher must take solace in justification by faith. No other weapon will stand 
against Satan’s arrows. And gloriously, no other defense is needed. Christ’s 
righteousness is enough. 

Second, after the sermon justification by faith is equally essential. Rightly, 
preachers desire that their message would be a means to the salvation of 
sinners and the sanctification of the saints. As a result, the moments after 
preaching are filled with inward uncertainty and outward anxiety—Did that 
word preached have any effect? In that unsettled hour, justification by faith is 
the surest medicine. Like Paul we must discipline ourselves to hear, receive, 
and believe the gospel we preach (1 Cor. 9:27). In fact, for preachers, it might 
be true that what we really believe is most evident in the hours after our 
message. 

Do we gloat after a ‘good’ sermon? Or do we get moody after a ‘terrible’ 
sermon? While stoicism is not the goal, our self-worth cannot be found in our 
preaching. We are justified by our believing, not our preaching. 
 

O
ften when we think about the 
focus of children’s ministry our 
minds are drawn to familiar Bible 
stories and Bible facts. Perhaps 

we are reminded of old flannelgraph dramas 
and the catchy songs many of us learned to 
aid in memorizing important Bible trivia. If 
we aren’t careful, our view of the church’s 
role in our children’s spiritual formation can 
be relegated to mere academic pursuits, as 
though the church were just another addi-
tion to their well-rounded education.

Certainly one of the greatest benefits our 
children have growing up in a community 
of believers is the regular biblical teaching 
they receive. However, a mere accumulation 
of knowledge is not what we, as Christian 
parents, desire for our children. Above all 
else, we desire for them to hear the Word of 
God and as a result be drawn to the Word 
who became flesh, who died in our place on 
the cross, and thus provided salvation for all 
who would believe. The reason regular bibli-
cal teaching is vital to our children’s spiritual 
formation is because—if it is done properly—
it will introduce them to the Savior to whom 
the entirety of Scripture points and by whom 
they can be saved. 

But our children not only benefit from the 
preaching of the gospel, they also bene-
fit from witnessing the transforming work 
of the Holy Spirit taking place within the 
gospel believers around them. Through 
regular interactions with teachers, parents, 
mentors, and pastors, our children are giv-
en the opportunity to observe the power-
ful, sanctifying hand of God in the lives of 
other Christians. Through the ordinance of 
baptism our children are able to watch as 
men and women confess their belief in the 
gospel of Jesus Christ and commit to living 
their lives in obedience to him. They gaze in 
wonder as these believers are plunged into 
the baptismal and brought back up to the 
joyful celebration of the congregation, sym-
bolizing their death and resurrection with 
Christ. In the same way, as the communion 
plate is passed and the wine and bread are 
consumed by the members of the body, our 
children witness the centrality of the gospel 
to every believer’s life. They are beckoned 
to come and taste of the Lord’s goodness for 
themselves—to receive the gospel of grace 
being proclaimed. 

In short, our children need the church be-
cause they so desperately need the gospel it 
is founded upon. 

FIRST PRINCIPLES 
WHY YOUR CHILDREN NEED THE CHURCH

by Jessalyn Hutto
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