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Editor’s Note

Mark Dever 

Jonathan Leeman 

We like to say that 9Marks has nothing new to offer. We 
only point to things that are really, really old.

Hello from your great-great grandparents!
Of course, Christians one hundred years ago didn’t do 

everything right in building their churches. But at least they sear-
ched for instructions in the right place—in the Scripture. They 
didn’t turn to the latest marketing methods or focus group sur-
veys. They didn’t hold their finger up to the cultural winds. They 
opened the Bible, studied it, and tried to pattern their church fe-
llowship, governance, and gatherings after it.

9Marks has existed for twenty years to encourage church lea-
ders to do the same. Our mission is simple: to equip church leaders 
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with a biblical vision and practical resources for building healthy 
churches.

Yes, you need to know your own context, just like parents need 
to know their children as individuals. But the Bible provides all 
the guidance we need to gather as congregations, to affirm one 
another as members of the body of Christ through the ordinan-
ces, to preach the Word, to raise up leaders, to disciple one ano-
ther, to evangelize our friends and neighbors, to grow in life and 
health and vitality.

Strangely, too many books and articles for pastors claim to 
offer the “key” to church growth. Usually, the key is whatever 
the author believes boosted his church’s membership numbers. 
The message is, “Do what I did!” Of course, if it really were the 
key to growth, then why didn’t the Holy Spirit reveal it? Is he just 
trying to make life difficult for us?

Since 2006, 9Marks has been publishing the Journal to help 
church leaders and members think through different areas of the 
church’s life: elders, deacons, evangelism, church membership and 
discipline, singing, praying, Sunday School programs, the prospe-
rity gospel, authority, ethnicity, politics, pastoring singles, disci-
pleship, pastoral transitions, and more. They’re all on the website 
and available for download.

In this twentieth anniversary edition, we’ve compiled some of 
the most essential articles—several for each of the nine marks. 
Read it yourself, and then hand it out to your fellow church leaders.

Perhaps 9Marks won’t exist in twenty years because enough 
churches will have caught the vision: yes, the Bible really is enou-
gh. Until then, let’s pray God will help us to remain faithful in 
pointing again and again to the Bible. More than that, let’s pray 
for more churches and pastors who model and teach the same.
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What is success in 
ministry? How can it 
be measured?

That’s a tough question to answer because competing princi-
ples are at play.

1. Measuring the supernatural? Supernatural fruitful-
ness cannot always be measured.

2. Success equals faithfulness.  One of our most important 
criteria for success should be whether or not a man is faithfully 
preaching the Word and living a life of conformity to the Word.

3. More than heads in attendance. The number of people at-
tending a church is not the only factor to be considered, but how 
much members are growing in holiness, how many leaders are 
being raised up, how many members are leaving for the mission 
field, and so forth. Such factors are far richer and more complex, 
and are often better indicators of the faithfulness and success of 
a man’s ministry.

4. Success not always visible. A faithful and “successful” mi-
nistry may not present obvious and immediate fruit. Adoniram 
Judson didn’t see a single convert for seven years. Moreover, ini-
tial responses can prove hugely deceptive over time (Matt. 13:1-
23). And how much “fruit” did the prophet Jeremiah get to see?

5. But visible fruit should be considered. God gives different 
gifts to different people. It is entirely possible for a man to labor 
faithfully at something he’s not gifted to do. In such a case, there 
will be little visible fruit, which should be considered in assessing 
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his long-term plans and support. Not all Christians should ask 
the church to set aside a portion of their incomes to support them 
for full-time ministry. Visible fruit is a part of that consideration.

6. What’s the bottom line?  Success in ministry primarily 
means faithfulness, but attempting to humbly and cautiously eva-
luate the fruit of a man’s ministry should play a supporting role in 
weighing success in ministry.
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What are the most 
important things for a 
young pastor to do?

1 . Preach the Word. The single most important thing a 
young pastor must do is preach God’s Word. Everything 
begins here. God’s Word is what converts sinners and 

sanctifies saints (1 Thess. 1:5; Jn. 17:17). God’s Word is what 
brings health and growth and godly change (1 Thess. 2:13). 
Therefore, faithful expositional preaching of God’s Word must 
be a young pastor’s first priority.

2. Love the people. A pastor must love his people. He must live 
among them, care for them, serve them, encourage them, bear 
with them, and give himself for them. It is especially important 
for a pastor to generously, tenderly love his people early on in his 
ministry so that they learn to trust him. Apart from this love-ear-
ned trust, they won’t be likely to follow his leadership. 

3. Choose battles wisely. Not every issue is worth causing a 
fight over. A young pastor must work to develop a clear sense of 
what is most important and must put his foot down only when it 
really matters. 

4. Play the long game.  Don’t expect everything to change 
overnight. Plan to settle in and work for change in the long run. 
Patiently teach and disciple your people. Commit yourself to ser-
ving them long-term and pray that the Lord would bring about 
fruit in his own good time.
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What is an 
“expositional” sermon?

An expositional sermon is a sermon that takes the main 
point of a passage of Scripture, makes it the main point of 
the sermon, and applies it to life today.

In other words, an expositional sermon exposes the meaning 
of a passage of Scripture and shows its relevance to the lives of 
one’s hearers. That’s it.

This means that an expositional sermon does NOT
1. Need to focus on just a verse or two.
2. Need to present complex exegetical arguments or endless 

historical background.
3. Need to be dry, lifeless, or removed from people’s lives.
4. Confuse the primary point of a passage with any legitimate 

application of that passage (that is, use a verse to say what you 
want to say).

Rather, it should take a small, medium, or large passage of Scrip-
ture and show how dramatically important the primary meaning of a 
passage is for the world today.
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Expositional Imposters

Mike Gilbart-Smith

Mark Dever rightly describes Expositional Preaching 
as “preaching that takes for the point of a sermon the 
point of a particular passage of Scripture.” However, I 

have heard many sermons that intend to be expositional, yet fall 
somewhat short. Below are seven pitfalls that one might try to 
avoid. Each of these pitfalls either doesn’t correctly make the mes-
sage of the passage the message of the sermon, or doesn’t make it 
a message to that congregation at all.

1) THE POINT OF THE PASSAGE IS MISUNDERSTOOD: THE 
‘UNFOUNDED SERMON.’
This is where the preacher says things that may or may not be true, 
but that in no sense came from the passage, when understood co-
rrectly. This can happen either by carelessness with the content of 
the text (e.g. the sermon on “production, prompting, and inspira-
tion” from the NIV of 1 Thessalonians 1:3, though each word has 
no parallel in the Greek) or carelessness with the context (e.g. the 
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sermon on David and Goliath, that asks ‘who is your Goliath, and 
what are the five smooth stones that you need to be prepared to use 
against him?’).

If a preacher is not deeply mining the truth of God’s Word to 
determine the message of his sermons, they are likely being driven 
by his own preferences. For “When someone regularly preaches 
in a way that is not expositional, the sermons tend to be only on 
the topics that interest the preacher” (Nine Marks, 41). Thus the 
congregation doesn’t receive all that God intended. The lesson? 
Preachers must give themselves to thoroughly understanding the 
text before setting out to write their sermons. A cursory reading 
is not enough. Preachers must allow God to determine the sheep’s 
diet so as to prevent an insufficient feeding.

2) THE POINT OF THE PASSAGE IS IGNORED: THE 
‘SPRINGBOARD SERMON.’
Closely related is the sermon where the preacher has understood 
the center of the text, pays lip service to it, and then becomes in-
trigued by something that is a secondary or tertiary point, fixing 
his attention on that for the remainder of the sermon. What he 
says does come from the text, but is not the main point of the text 
(e.g. the sermon on John 3 that focuses primarily on the lawful-
ness of Christians drinking alcohol).

3) THE POINT OF THE PASSAGE REMAINS UNAPPLIED: THE 
‘EXEGETICAL SERMON.’
Some preaching that claims to be expositional is rejected as boring 
and irrelevant…and rightly so! One could just as well be reading 
from an exegetical commentary. Everything that is said is true to 
the passage, but is not really a sermon; it is merely a technical lec-
ture on the passage. Much might be learned about Paul’s use of the 
Genitive Absolute, but little about the character of God or the natu-
re of the human heart. There is no application to anything but the 
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congregation’s minds. True expository preaching will surely first 
inform the mind, but also warm the heart and constrain the will.

4) THE POINT OF THE PASSAGE IS APPLIED TO A 
DIFFERENT CONGREGATION: THE ‘IRRELEVANT SERMON.’
Too much preaching promotes pride in the congregation by 
throwing bricks over the wall towards other people’s greenhouses.
Either the point of the passage is applied only to non-believers, su-
ggesting that the Word has nothing to say to the church, or it is 
applied to problems that are rarely seen in the congregation that is 
being preached to. Thus the congregation becomes puffed up, and 
like the Pharisee in Jesus’ parable ends up thankful that they are not 
like others. The response is not repentance and faith but, “If only 
Mrs Brown heard this sermon!” or “Umpteenth Baptist Smorgs-
ville, Pennsylvania really ought to have this sermon preached to 
them!”

5) THE POINT OF THE PASSAGE MISAPPLIED TO THE 
PRESENT CONGREGATION; THE ‘MISFIT SERMON.’
Sometimes the hermeneutical gap between the original passage 
and the present congregation may be misunderstood, so that the 
application to the original context is wrongly directly transferred 
to the present context. So, if the preacher does not have a correct 
biblical theology of worship, passages about the Old Testament 
temple might be wrongly applied to the New Testament church 
building, rather than being fulfilled in Christ and his people.

6) THE POINT OF THE PASSAGE IS DIVORCED FROM ITS 
GENRE: THE ‘DOCTRINAL SERMON.’
God has deliberately spoken to us ‘in many and diverse ways.’ Too 
many sermons ignore the genre of a passage, and preach narrati-
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ve, poetry, epistle, and apocalyptic all alike as a series of proposi-
tional statements. Whilst all preaching must convey propositional 
truths, they should not be reduced to them. The literary context of 
the passages should mean that a sermon from the Song of Songs 
sounds different than one from Ephesians 5. The passage may 
have the same central point, but it is conveyed in a different way. 
Such diversity is not to be flattened in preaching.

7) THE POINT OF THE PASSAGE IS PREACHED WITHOUT 
REFERENCE TO THE PASSAGE: THE ‘SHORTCUT SERMON.’
Another sermon might have wonderfully appropriate application 
to mind, heart and will, yet the congregation will leave unaware 
of how it is appropriately applied from the text. The opposite of 
the exegetical sermon, this kind of preaching shows no exegetical 
‘working’ at all. Though the Lord has set the agenda by his Word, 
only the preacher is fully aware of that fact. The congregation may 
well end up saying, ‘what a wonderful sermon’ rather than ‘what a 
wonderful passage of Scripture.’

Expository preaching is so important for the health of the 
church because it allows the whole counsel of God to be applied 
to the whole church of God. May the Lord so equip preachers of 
His Word that His voice may be heard and obeyed.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Mike Gilbart-Smith is the pastor of Twynholm Baptist Church in 
Fulham, England. You can find him on Twitter at @MGilbartS-
mith.
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No Application? Then 
You Haven’t Preached

Michael Lawrence

Did you ever sit in a classroom wondering what the point 
was? I distinctly remember that feeling as I struggled 
through calculus in college. The course was taught as if 

the application of the principles was self-evident. And perhaps to 
the math geeks in the class it was. But to this English lit major, it 
was a constant, and losing, exercise in purely abstract thinking. 
Without understanding the real world application, I had a hard 
time grasping why I needed to know the value of anything as it 
approached, but never quite reached, infinity.

And if you were a math whiz, just recall how you felt being as-
ked to discuss the meaning of one of Shakespeare’s sonnets.

EXPLANATION ≠ APPLICATION
I’m not trying to dredge up bad memories. But I wonder if some 
of us preachers aren’t guilty of putting our church members in the 
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spiritual equivalent of freshman calculus or composition every 
Sunday? Like many teachers in many fields, we’re passionate about 
our subject and extremely well prepared. We can answer ques-
tions about Greek and Hebrew verb tense and the historical and 
cultural backgrounds of the ancient Near East. We can point out a 
chiasm before our people can figure out how to say the word. And 
we’re prepared to explain why the learned translators got it wrong 
and they should go with our reading instead.

And yet for all this wealth of knowledge and understanding, 
passionately delivered as of the greatest import, our congrega-
tion is left with little understanding of what they should do with 
it. They know it’s important—because it’s God’s word. More 
than that, they know it’s supposed to be God’s word for them. 
But having explained it, we essentially say to them, “Over to 
you. You’ll have to figure out how to apply this on your own.” 
Or worse, we leave people feeling a little embarrassed and uns-
piritual for not knowing how to apply it, since it clearly seems 
so obvious to us.

It’s simply not enough for us as preachers to explain the text to 
our congregation. If we’re going to be good shepherds, we have to 
apply the text to their lives today.

So why don’t we? I can think of several reasons.
First, application is hard work. Compared to thinking throu-

gh the complexity of the human heart and condition, analyzing 
grammar and context is child’s play.

Second, application is subjective. I know when I’ve outlined a 
sentence correctly, or parsed a verb. But how can I know that I’ve 
got the application right?

Third, application is complex. The text has a main point. But 
there are scores of applications, maybe as many as there are liste-
ners. Sorting through the myriad options is daunting.

Fourth, application is personal. As soon as I start thinking 
about how a text applies to my congregation, I can’t help but be 
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faced with how that text applies to me. And sometimes, I’d rather 
just explain it than deal with it.

All of these reasons have to do with our own flesh, and our 
desire to either avoid hard work we’re not good at, or avoid per-
sonal conviction altogether. And so our response to these excuses 
is simply to repent.

 

APPLICATION ≠ CONVICTION
But there’s a fifth, more theological reason some of us neglect 
application in our sermons. We’re convinced application is so-
meone else’s job and ultimately beyond our pay grade. Isn’t it the 
Holy Spirit who must finally apply the text to a person’s heart? If 
I apply it, and it doesn’t apply, haven’t I let people off the hook? 
But if I put the truth out there, and then get out of the way, then 
the Holy Spirit has a clear field to do his work. And he’ll do it far 
better than I could anyway.

I’ve heard more than one highly esteemed modern preacher 
make this point. But with all due respect, I think the objection is 
both unbiblical and theologically confused. The confusion is to 
mistake conviction for application. Conviction of sin, righteous-
ness, and judgment is the Holy Spirit’s job (John 16:8). No one but 
the Holy Spirit can bring true conviction, and when we try to do 
his job for him, we inevitably stoop to legalism. Why? Because 
conviction is a matter of the heart, in which a person is convinced 
not only that something is true, but also that they are accountable 
to God for that truth and must act on it.

Application is different from conviction. Though its goal is 
the heart, it’s aimed at the understanding. If exegesis requires 
us to understand the original context of the text, application 
is all about exploring the contemporary context in which that 
text is heard. It’s about identifying categories of life, ethics, and 
understanding in which this particular word of Christ needs to 
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dwell richly (Col 3:16). We all tend to listen through our own 
filters and out of our own experience. So when a pastor labors 
to apply the Word, there’s an opportunity for us to consider the 
significance of a passage in ways that we might not have before, 
or might not naturally consider.

So, for example, whenever I hear John 3:16, I immediately 
think about my calling to evangelism. That’s my natural, al-
most reflexive personal application of the verse. But careful 
homiletic application might cause me to think more deeply 
about the nature of God’s love for me, or what it means that 
in Christ I have eternal life. By expanding my understanding 
of the possible applications from that single verse, John 3:16 
begins to dwell much more richly in my life. Far from trespas-
sing on the Holy Spirit’s work, good application multiplies the 
opportunities for conviction.

AVOIDING APPLICATION IS UNBIBLICAL
Avoiding application is also quite simply unbiblical. Application 
is precisely what we see the preachers and teachers of God’s word 
doing on the pages of Scripture. From Deuteronomy 6:7—where 
parents are told to “impress [these commandments] on your chil-
dren”—to Nehemiah 8:8—where Ezra and the Levites not only 
read the Book of the Law to the people but labored “making it 
clear and giving the meaning so that the people could unders-
tand what was being read”—the Old Testament is concerned that 
God’s people not only knew his Word, but understood its signifi-
cance for their lives.

And this concern was continued in the teaching of Jesus and 
the apostles. In Luke 8:21, Jesus affirms his relationship with those 
who “hear God’s word and put it into practice” and his teaching 
is replete with what it looked like to put that word into practice, 
beginning with the Sermon on the Mount. The apostles’ letters 
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are filled with practical application, and they passed that concern 
on to elders, who were to teach practical godliness (1 Timothy 4) 
and entrust that same teaching “to reliable men who will also be 
qualified to teach others” (1 Timothy 2:2).

Nowhere do we see this more clearly than in Ephesians 4:12-13. 
The purpose of Christ’s gift of pastors and teachers to the church 
is “to prepare God’s people for works of service, so that the entire 
body of Christ may be built up.” How can we equip church mem-
bers for their various ministries inside the church and out, if we 
never speak specifically and practically to that end? Paul seems to 
assume that far from avoiding application, it’s where we’re cons-
tantly aiming.

A FEW EXAMPLES
So what might this look like practically? Let me offer two exam-
ples. First, consider 2 Samuel 11, the narrative of David’s adultery 
with Bathsheba and then abuse of power to conspire to commit 
murder and cover up his sin. Obviously, the applications about 
sexual purity and murder sit right on the surface of the text. But 
what about all the people in your congregation for whom adultery 
and murder aren’t current temptations? I’m sure there are a few. Is 
there nothing else to say to them? Of course there is.

Looking at David’s specific sin, you can help them see the 
pattern of sin in general, its deceptive, opportunistic, and pro-
gressive nature. Then you can help them think through the 
“sins of opportunity” that they face, not as King of Israel, but 
as moms and grandmoms, college students and office workers, 
managers and retirees. In your application, you’re not trying 
to be exhaustive. You’re trying to give them the sense of the 
passage and get the wheels turning in their minds about their 
own lives.

Or consider Ephesians 6:1-4. This is a passage all about the 
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mutual obligations of parents and children to one another. And 
there’s plenty of application right there. But what about all the 
people in your church who don’t have children, or no longer have 
children at home? Do they just have to listen in, and hope to learn 
something so they can encourage the parents around them? That’s 
a start. But this is God’s Word for them, too. The principle of au-
thority rightly exercised and submitted to is applicable to all of 
us. Teachers and students, employers and employees, elders and 
congregation all have something to learn about what it means to 
prosper through and under godly authority. As the Westmins-
ter Larger Catechism observes, “in the fifth commandment are 
meant, not only natural parents, but all superiors in age and gifts; 
and especially such as, by God’s ordinance, are over us in place of 
authority” (Answer 124). All of us are under authority somewhe-
re, and most of us exercise authority somewhere. Thoughtful 
application will help make that clear.

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR YOU
What all of this means, I think, is that a sermon unapplied is no 
sermon at all, but merely a Bible lecture. We don’t want people 
walking out of our lectures wondering what the point was. Ins-
tead, let’s give ourselves to applying the text, that “the body of 
Christ might be built up . . . attaining to the whole measure of the 
fullness of Christ.”

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Michael Lawrence is the senior pastor of Hinson Baptist Church 
in Portland, Oregon. You can find him on Twitter at @pdxtml.
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What’s meant by 
“biblical theology”?

The term “biblical theology” can be used in two ways:

1. SOUND DOCTRINE. 
The term can mean what the average person would think it means: 
theology that is biblical, or theology that accurately reflects what 
God has revealed of himself in his Word. Church leaders are of-
ten tempted to teach what’s popular, what won’t offend, and what 
people’s “itching ears want to hear.” They’re tempted to do things 
for tradition’s sake. A healthy church, however, places a premium 
on sound doctrine.

2. A WAY OF INTERPRETING THE BIBLE. 
But the term “biblical theology” also has a second, more te-
chnical meaning. It describes a “hermeneutical discipline” 
(or way of interpreting the Bible). Specifically, it’s a discipline 
that attempts to trace the Bible’s one main storyline through 
all of the Bible’s different books and genres. Biblical theology 
in this sense looks at

• how certain themes develop throughout all of Scripture,
• how the Old and New Testaments relate to each other,
• and how all of Scripture, in one way or another, points to the 

saving work of Jesus Christ.
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In this section of the 9Marks website (Answers for Pastors), we 
will use the term “biblical theology” to refer to the second definition 
above—biblical theology as a hermeneutical discipline  that traces 
the development of the Bible’s single story. If we mean to use the 
term in the first sense (theology that’s biblical), we will use the 
term “sound doctrine.”
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How Biblical Theology 
Guards and Guides 
Churches

Jonathan Leeman

Biblical theology is a way of reading the Bible. It is a herme-
neutic. It assumes that Scripture’s many authors and many 
books are telling one story by one divine author—about 

Christ.
Sound slightly academic? It is, but…
The discipline of biblical theology is essential to guarding and 

guiding your church. It guards churches against false stories and 
wrong paths. It guides the church toward better preaching, better 
practices, better paths.

BIBLICAL THEOLOGY AS CHURCH GUARD
Think, for instance, of theological liberalism. It recasts the narra-
tive of salvation as God’s work to overcome, say, economic in-
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justice or the self-centered political conscience. Such redemptive 
storylines may not be all wrong, but they remind me of how one 
of my daughters will narrate a fight with her sister. She will speak 
truth, but she will also omit details, redistribute emphases, make 
tenuous interpretive connections. So it is with the narratives of 
liberalism and the Bible’s gospel storyline.

And so it is with Roman Catholicism, where the priests and 
sacraments play a mediatorial role that smacks heavily of the old 
covenant.

Or with the prosperity gospel, which also imports elements of 
the old covenant into the new, only it’s talk of blessing.

Other groups don’t bring the redemptive past into the present, 
they bring the redemptive future into the now. Once upon a time 
it was the perfectionist Anabaptists who thought they could bring 
heaven to earth right quick. The progressive liberals tried this a 
century ago. Now it is those who are hopped-up on transforming 
culture that offer subtle re-narrations.

The list is long, whether we are thinking of “Christian” cults 
like Mormonism and Jehovah’s Witnesses, or movements within 
churches such as the social gospel, liberation theology, American 
messianism, or some forms of fundamentalist separatism. Some 
better, some worse.

The point is, imbalanced (or false) gospels and imbalanced (or 
false) churches are built either on narratively-mindless “proof 
texts” or on whole stories gone awry. Either they wrongly connect 
the Bible’s major covenants; or they have too much continuity or 
too much discontinuity; or they fail to distinguish type from anti-
type; or they under-realize or over-realize their eschatology. May-
be they promise heaven on earth now; maybe they disembody the 
spiritual life now.

In each case, bad or imbalanced biblical theologies proclaim a 
bad or imbalanced gospel, and such gospels build bad or imba-
lanced churches.
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Meanwhile, good biblical theology guards the gospel and guards 
a church. “A robust biblical theology tends to safeguard Christians 
against the most egregious reductionisms,” says D. A. Carson.

That means it’s a pastors job (i) to know good biblical theology 
and (ii) have some sense of the bad biblical theologies that impact 
people walking into his church. Today, many of those folk have 
been weaned on some version of the prosperity gospel. Can you ex-
plain why that milk is bad? (For help, see here and especially here.)

BIBLICAL THEOLOGY AS CHURCH GUIDE
But biblical theology is not just a guard, it’s a guide—a guide to 
good preaching, good outreach and engagement, good corporate 
worship, good church structures, and the healthy Christian life.

A Guide to Good Preaching
When you sit down to study a text and prepare a sermon, bibli-

cal theology keeps you from proof texting or telling an imbalan-
ced story of redemption.

It places each text in the right canonical context, and helps you 
to see what your text has to do with the person and work of Christ. 
It wards off moralism so that one preaches Christian sermons. It 
rightly relates indicative and imperative, and faith and works. It 
teaches  evangelistic exposition. It ensures that every sermon is 
part of the big story.

In short, pastor, you need biblical theology to do the most 
important thing in your job: preach and teach God’s Word. For 
more on this, see Jeramie Rinne’s “Biblical Theology and Gospel 
Proclamation.”

A Guide to Good Outreach and Engagement
Turning to think about a church’s outreach and engagement 

with the world outside, biblical theology rightly balances our ex-
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pectations between expecting too much (over-realized eschatolo-
gy) or demanding too little (cheap grace, easy-believism, belon-
ging-before-believing, not preaching the imperative).

Good biblical theology will not promise our best life now (whe-
ther that means health and wealth, transforming the city, winning 
the favor of the elite, or retaking America). But nor does it shy 
away from engaging culture and seeking the good of the city in 
deed ministry for the sake of love and justice.

It makes word outreach (evangelism and missions) primary, but 
it does not falsely separate word and deed. These are inseparable 
for the church’s witness and mission, as the storyline from Adam to 
Abraham to Israel to David to Christ to church makes clear.

A Guide to Good Corporate Worship
Is David’s naked ark-of-the-covenant dance normative for 

church gatherings? No? How about the incense used by Old Tes-
tament priests, or the use of instruments and choirs, or “making 
sacrifices” for various holidays, or the reading and explaining of 
the biblical text? A right biblical theology helps to answer what to 
bring into the new covenant era and what to leave in the old.

Much depends, again, on how one puts together the covenants, 
one’s approach to continuity and discontinuity, and one’s understan-
ding of Christ’s work of fulfillment. It also depends on one’s unders-
tanding of what Christ’s gathered church has been authorized to do.

All this may sound academic, pastor, but your practices de-
pend upon some biblical theology. The question is, have you thou-
ght through which?

For more on this, see Bobby Jamieson’s article “Biblical Theolo-
gy and Corporate Worship.”

A Guide to Good Church Structures
By the same token, the storyline of Scripture requires us to pay 

attention to matters of continuity and discontinuity for how we 
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organize our churches. In terms of continuity, God’s people have 
always and an inside and an outside, which means we need to prac-
tice membership and discipline. In terms of discontinuity, the lea-
ders of God’s people change dramatically from the old covenant to 
new. First, all of God’s people become priests. Second, God’s elders 
are undershepherds who feed the flock through the Word.

No doubt, the question of who can be a church member depends 
on biblical theology. Is membership just for believers, or believers 
and their children? It depends on the amount of continuity and dis-
continuity you see between circumcision and baptism.

A Guide to the Healthy Christian Life
Finally, it’s worth considering the significance of biblical theo-

logy for the healthy Christian life, and how that life connects to 
the local church.

In the story of the exodus, redemption was corporate. But in 
the New Testament, redemption is individual, right?

Well, it depends on how one understands the relationship between 
the old covenant and new, and what Christ accomplishes in the new. 
Might one not argue that the existence of a covenantal head requires 
a covenantal people (see Jer. 31:33; 1 Peter 2:10)? What’s more, Paul 
seems to argue that the dividing wall of partition between Jew and 
Gentile fell and that “one new man” was created in precisely the same 
moment that sinners were reconciled to God (Eph. 2:11-22; for more 
on the corporate aspects of conversion, see here).

If it’s true that salvation in the New Testament is directed 
toward  a people  every bit as much as in the Old, even if every 
individual’s experience of that salvation occurs at different times 
and not together as in the exodus, then it would seem that the 
Christian life is fundamentally corporate. And growth is corpora-
te. And life in the faith is corporate. It was dad who adopted me, 
but he adopted me into a family, so that being his son or daughter 
means being their brother or sister.
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Well, this corporate reality has countless implications for 
everything in a church’s teaching, fellowship, and culture. A pri-
mary goal for the existence of a local church—if this biblical theo-
logical account is correct—is simply to be a church. It’s to be this 
new family, new people, new nation, new culture, new body. So 
much of spiritual growth is not about what I do in my quiet times; 
it’s how I learn to take on the new identity as a family member.

On the other hand, it’s easy to imagine a biblical theology that 
overemphasizes the individual at the expense of the body (as 
some conservative theologies can do) or overemphasizes corpora-
te and societal structures at the expense of individual culpability 
(as some liberal theologies do).

Furthermore, your understanding of that storyline helps you 
to know what to expect of your fellow members: how much righ-
teousness, how much victory over sin, how much spiritual hea-
ling for the victim of injustice, how much restoration in broken 
relationships. The shape of the biblical storyline—as you unders-
tand it—will shape your approach to tragedy and evil and righ-
teousness as you encounter it in your life and others.

In other words, a right biblical theology leads to an already/not 
yet vision of the Christian life. It’s easy to err toward too much “al-
ready” or too much “not yet.”

Bottom line: a right biblical theology offers a trustworthy gui-
de to the Christian life, particularly as that life relates to the local 
church. And it guards the church against wrong emphases, wrong 
expectations, and a wrong evangel.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Jonathan Leeman is the Editorial Director of 9Marks, and an el-
der at Cheverly Baptist Church in Cheverly, Maryland. You can 
find him on Twitter at @JonathanDLeeman.
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How Biblical Theology 
Dismantles the 
Prosperity Gospel

Michael Schäfer

Psalm 23 is the most loved passage in the Bible and therefo-
re perhaps the most cherished piece of writing of all time. 
Its promises and encouragements are so clear that it hardly 

needs interpretation. At most, Bible teachers have had to remind 
believers that the shepherd Lord spoken of by the psalm is the 
Lord Jesus Christ. Jesus laid down his life for his sheep and makes 
it possible for the psalm’s promises to be fulfilled.

However, in the hands of those who teach the Bible for selfish 
gain, the opening verse promises that no believer should ever want 
for anything at all: “The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want.”

On their interpretation, believers have access to the treasu-
res of God, freeing them to have whatever they want. So name 
it and claim it!
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TO GET, GIVE…ESPECIALLY TO THE TEACHER
But these teachers go further. Again misinterpreting Scripture, 
they explain that this promised abundance requires certain con-
ditions to be realized. God’s abundant sharing is based on the 
person’s own generous giving, usually to the teacher! And here 
Scripture after Scripture is used:

Give generously to him [the poor in the land] and do so without a grud-
ging heart; then because of this the Lord your God will bless you in all your 
work and in everything you put your hand to. (Deut. 15:10)
Honor the Lord with your wealth, with the firstfruits of all your crops; then 
your barns will be filled to overflowing, and your vats will brim over with 
new wine. (Prov. 3:9-10)
One person gives freely, yet gains even more; another withholds unduly, 
but comes to poverty. A generous person will prosper; whoever refreshes 
others will be refreshed. (Prov. 11:24-25)
The generous will themselves be blessed, for they share their food with the 
poor. (Prov. 22:9)
“Bring the whole tithe into the storehouse, that there may be food in my 
house. Test me in this,” says the Lord Almighty, “and see if I will not throw 
open the floodgates of heaven and pour out so much blessing that there 
will not be room enough to store it.” (Mal. 3:10)
Remember this: Whoever sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and 
whoever sows generously will also reap generously. Each of you should 
give what you have decided in your heart to give, not reluctantly or under 
compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver. And God is able to bless you 
abundantly, so that in all things at all times, having all that you need, you 
will abound in every good work. As it is written: “They have freely scat-
tered their gifts to the poor; their righteousness endures forever.” Now he 
who supplies seed to the sower and bread for food will also supply and 
increase your store of seed and will enlarge the harvest of your righteous-
ness. (2 Cor. 9:6-10)
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It is clear why the prosperity gospel has taken such a foothold 
in the church. Not only is it fueled by the sinful greed of both 
teachers and hearers, it seems to be the clear teaching of God 
that giving results in receiving.

So how do we set about to combat this false teaching that is 
ravaging the church?

WICKED UNBELIEVER OR UNINFORMED BELIEVER?
In my own South African context, as no doubt elsewhere too, 
one must first consider whether the false teacher is teaching this 
way as a wicked unbeliever or as an uninformed believer.

Many prosperity teachers preach this way as the enemies of 
God. They do not have orthodox views of the Godhead, or teach 
that the way of salvation is through Christ alone. Those who fall 
into this category require our prayers and evangelistic witness. 
They are leading themselves and their followers to hell as they 
preach that which is no gospel at all.

But there is another very common group (in South Africa, at 
least): uninformed believers.

These uninformed preachers believe and teach the prosperi-
ty gospel more out of ignorance than wickedness. Their earnest 
desire is to uphold the Word of God, but their strict wooden 
reading of the Scriptures, uninformed by the rules of genre or a 
text’s place in the larger biblical storyline, results in them drif-
ting from the truth.

WHAT’S NEEDED: BIBLICAL THEOLOGY
What is it that this second group needs? They need to be taught 
biblical theology.

The phrase “biblical theology” can simply refer to theology 
that’s biblical. But I am using it here in a more technical sense 
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to refer to a way of reading the Bible as one story, by one author, 
about one Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. Biblical theology tea-
ches us to read every passage of Scripture in light of the person 
and work of Christ (see, for example, Luke 24:27, 44-47; John 
5:39).

The seemingly literal way of reading any given Scripture such 
as “The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want” is seen by many 
to be the mark of true discipleship. But if such readings do not 
respect the rules of genre or place those texts within the larger 
biblical storyline, they will distort God’s Word. Such readings 
need to be lovingly exposed as an inadequate way to interpret 
the message the Bible.

A BIBLICAL THEOLOGY OF WEALTH AND PROSPERITY
For instance, what does the Bible teach about wealth and pros-
perity?

The opening chapters of the Bible clearly teach that, as Crea-
tor, God is the owner of all things (Ps. 89:11). All wealth the-
refore belongs to him (Ps. 50:10) and is to be used to rule the 
earth and bring glory to him through the worship of his Son and 
service to his people.

As the owner of all, God desires that we, his creatures and ru-
lers on earth, desire relationship with him, rather than fixating on 
the things he created to serve us (Matt. 6:31-33). However, man-
kind has consistently worshipped created things rather than the 
Creator, and used material things for selfish purposes.

This has the been the norm throughout history, so it came 
as a huge surprise when God acted graciously towards Abram, 
promising him and the generations that followed a magnificent 
kingdom which he would bless materially, so that they could 
do what God intended for Adam: to rule over creation for the 
purpose of worshipping God and serving others, as well as being 
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a light to the nations (Gen. 12:1-3, 15:1-18). The nations were 
meant to look at Israel and see them as a wise and blessed peo-
ple, and then turn to their God for inclusion amongst his people 
(Deut. 4:1-8).

To prepare them to be this light, and to prepare them for life 
in the Promised Land, God gave his people the Law (Ex. 19-20), 
after which he promised that those who submitted to his rule 
would receive material blessing, while those who rejected his 
rule would face his curse, often described in terms of material 
poverty (Deut. 28:1-68).

However, despite that warning, the prophets were still required 
to preach words of warning to those who chose to pursue their 
own wealth rather than being rich towards God (e.g., Isa. 5:8-10). 
Even after they suffered the punishment of exile for refusing com-
plete allegiance to God, the people of God continued to choose 
their own comfort and pleasure over the glory of God (Hag. 1:4).

Throughout the Old Testament period the wisdom writers 
taught God’s people that there was no wisdom in choosing 
anything over the Creator. Wisdom, based on the character of 
God, dictated that generosity would have positive outcomes in 
the giver’s life, while self-centeredness would result in futility.

Only one man heeded the warning and had the wisdom to 
obey God’s call to obedient submission. Jesus, despite Satan’s 
temptations, lived in perfect obedience to the law of God (Matt. 
4:1-11). As a result, he exercised perfect dominion over all crea-
tion as seen in his calming of storms (Matt. 8:23-27), healing of 
the sick (Matt. 8:14-17) and even by having dominion over death 
(Matt. 28:1-20).

Jesus’ call to people was, and is, that we act wisely and obediently 
and submit to God’s plan for our lives: repenting of sin and exer-
cising faith in Jesus, God’s revealed King. His death on the cross 
offers the forgiveness that self-centered humanity so desperately 
needs and his resurrection assures eternal life with him.
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The New Testament writers echoed Jesus’ teaching, who, by 
his perfect obedience had become Israel’s wise man and pro-
phet. They warned of the love of money and urged God’s people 
to pursue contentment and generosity for the sake of the grow-
th of God’s kingdom (1 Tim. 6:6-10, 17-19). Through their tea-
ching, we know that those who gather around Jesus (the church) 
are promised God’s daily care and provision (Phil. 4:19). But this 
promise of material provision and even blessing is not assured 
in the same way as it was with Israel, who revealed that material 
possessions were not an indication of their faithfulness or obe-
dience. In fact, Jesus taught that he may lovingly call the church 
to suffer for his glory as a witness to a self-obsessed world, by 
displaying its desire to treasure him above all else (Matt. 5:3-12). 
For any believer, this suffering will be a joy, for he knows that 
Christ is his treasure, and that nothing can ever separate him 
from Christ (Rom. 8:35-39).

For the believer, eternity is the enjoyment of Christ his tre-
asure, which even surpasses God’s promise of great abundance 
and blessing being poured out on his people forever.

Any teaching that goes beyond this simple Bible overview, 
promising more prosperity than the Scriptures, needs to be co-
rrected. Christ alone is our treasure. He is our blessing! Those 
who teach and those who listen must understand that no part of 
Scripture can be taken as contradictory to this overall message 
of the Scriptures, or offer a blessing other than Christ, or from a 
source other than Christ.

As a discipline, biblical theology forces one to ask questions 
of the text that are critical for every believer to come to terms 
with. “For whom was this text written? When was it written? 
Why was it written?” Only once those questions are answered 
should the teacher move from “them, there, then” to “us, here, 
now.”
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BIBLICAL THEOLOGY THE GREATEST CORRECTIVE
The study of biblical theology—or simply: reading every text of 
the Bible in its context—is the greatest corrective to uninformed 
prosperity teaching.

It demands that we do not read the Bible selectively.
It demands that we submit every thought or idea we may have 

to the Word of God.
It demands that we recognize that the focal point of the Bible is 

Jesus’ rule and glory, rather than our own comfort and prosperity.
It demands that we consider who the intended, original au-

dience was and what situation they found themselves in, before 
we move too quickly to ourselves in the twenty-first century.

And it demands that we consider the present in the pro-
mised light of eternity, not allowing our present light and 
momentary troubles to cloud the eternal weight of glory.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Michael Schäfer is the Director of Training for ENTRUST, a Sou-
th African organization working to train Christians for ministry. 
He is a member of Christ Church Umhlanga near Durban, South 
Africa.
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What is the gospel?

The gospel is the good news about what Jesus Christ has done to 
reconcile sinners to God. Here’s the whole story:
1. The one and only God, who is holy, made us in his ima-

ge to know him (Gen. 1:26-28).
2. But we sinned and cut ourselves off from him (Gen. 3; Rom. 

3:23).
3. In his great love, God sent his Son Jesus to come as king and 

rescue his people from their enemies—most significantly 
their own sin (Ps. 2; Luke 1:67-79).

4. Jesus established his kingdom by acting as both a mediating 
priest and a priestly sacrifice—he lived a perfect life and died 
on the cross, thus fulfilling the law himself and taking on 
himself the punishment for the sins of many (Mark 10:45; 
John 1:14; Heb. 7:26; Rom. 3:21-26, 5:12-21); then he rose 
again from the dead, showing that God accepted his sacrifice 
and that God’s wrath against us had been exhausted (Acts 
2:24, Rom. 4:25).

5. He now calls us to repent of our sins and trust in Christ alone for 
our forgiveness (Acts 17:30, John 1:12). If we repent of our sins 
and trust in Christ, we are born again into a new life, an eternal 
life with God (John 3:16).

Now that’s good news.
A good way to summarize this good news is to biblically unpack 

the words God, Man, Christ, Response.
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1. GOD. 
God is the creator of all things (Gen. 1:1). He is perfectly holy, 
worthy of all worship, and will punish sin (1 John 1:5, Rev. 4:11, 
Rom. 2:5-8).

2. MAN. 
All people, though created good, have become sinful by nature 
(Gen. 1:26-28, Ps. 51:5, Rom. 3:23). From birth, all people are 
alienated from God, hostile to God, and subject to the wrath of 
God (Eph. 2:1-3).

3. CHRIST. 
Jesus Christ, who is fully God and fully man, lived a sinless life, 
died on the cross to bear God’s wrath in the place of all who 
would believe in him, and rose from the grave in order to give 
his people eternal life (John 1:1, 1 Tim. 2:5, Heb. 7:26, Rom. 
3:21-26, 2 Cor. 5:21, 1 Cor. 15:20-22).

4. RESPONSE. 
God calls everyone everywhere to repent of their sins and trust in 
Christ in order to be saved (Mark 1:15, Acts 20:21, Rom. 10:9-10).

Some of this material has been adapted from  The Gospel and 
Personal Evangelism by Mark Dever, p. 43
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Why Hell Is Integral to 
the Gospel

Greg Gilbert

I’m sure you were overjoyed to learn that 9Marks has devoted 
an entire Journal on the topic of hell. In fact, it’s a topic that, 
if anything, makes us want to avert our eyes and think about 

something else entirely.
For some, the horror of the Christian doctrine of hell—that it is 

a place of eternal, conscious torment where God’s enemies are pu-
nished—has led them not just to avert their eyes and minds, but to 
deny it entirely. “Surely,” they say, “hell is a fictional construct used 
to oppress people with fear; a God of love would never allow such a 
place to really exist.” There’s an emotional power to this argument, 
to be sure. No one, certainly no Christian, likes the idea of hell.

At the same time, this doctrine isn’t just drapery on the side 
of the Christian worldview, something with no relevance to the 
structure of the faith itself. Nor is the doctrine of hell an emba-
rrassing, unnecessary, primitive wart that we believe just because 
we’re told we have to.
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On the contrary, the doctrine and reality of hell actually throws 
the glory of the gospel into sharp relief for us. It helps us to unders-
tand just how great God really is, how sinfully wretched we really 
are, and how unutterably amazing it is that he would show us grace 
at all. Moreover, the reality of hell—if we don’t push it out of our 
minds—will focus us, above all, on the task of proclaiming the gos-
pel to those who are in danger of spending eternity there.

With that in mind, here are five biblical statements about hell 
which, taken as a whole, demonstrate why hell is integral to the 
gospel.

WHY HELL IS INTEGRAL TO THE GOSPEL

1. Scripture teaches that there is a real place called hell.
I won’t belabor this point. Others have made this case with 

crystal clarity. Suffice it to say that medieval bishops didn’t invent 
the doctrine of hell as a way to scare the serfs; they got it from the 
apostles. And the apostles didn’t invent it to scare the pagans; they 
got it from Jesus. And Jesus didn’t borrow it from the Zoroastrians 
to scare the Pharisees; he was God, so he knew it to be real, and 
said so. And besides, hell’s reality had already been revealed in the 
Old Testament.

At the most basic level, therefore, if we claim to be Christians 
and to believe that the Bible is the word of God, we have to recog-
nize that the Bible teaches the reality of hell. But there’s more.

2. Hell shows us how heinous our sin really is.
Have you ever heard someone make the argument that no 

human sin could possibly deserve eternal torment in hell? It’s 
an interesting argument, one that reveals a lot about the human 
heart. Why is it that when people think about hell, they always 
conclude that God must be at fault and not themselves? You can 
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see how the doctrine reveals our hearts: when we consider our 
own sin, our first inclination is always to minimize it, to protest 
that it’s not that bad and that God is wrong to say it deserves 
punishment.

The reality of hell stands as a massive refutation of that self-jus-
tification. Non-Christians will always see the horrors of hell as an 
indictment of God, but as Christians who know God to be per-
fectly just and righteous, we must understand that the horrors of 
hell are actually an indictment of us. We may want to minimize 
our sin, or excuse it, or try to argue our consciences down. But 
the fact that God has declared that we deserve eternal torment for 
those sins should remind us that they are not small at all. They are 
enormously evil.

3. Hell shows us how immovably and unimpeachably just God 
really is.

People have been tempted throughout history to think of God 
as a corrupt judge, one who sets aside the demands of justice sim-
ply because he likes the defendant. “We are all God’s children,” 
the argument goes. “How could God hand down such a horrible 
sentence on some of his children?” The answer to that question is 
simple: God is not a corrupt judge. He is an absolutely just and 
righteous one.

Over and over the Bible makes this point. When God reveals 
himself to Moses, he declares himself to be compassionate and 
loving, but he also says, “Yet he does not leave the guilty unpuni-
shed.” The Psalms declare that “Righteousness and justice are the 
foundation of his throne.” What an amazing statement! If God 
is to continue being God, he cannot simply set justice aside and 
sweep sin under the rug. He must deal with it—decisively and 
with exacting justice. When God finally judges, not one sin will 
receive more punishment than it deserves. And not one will recei-
ve less than it deserves, either.
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The Bible tells us that on that day, when God sentences his ene-
mies to hell, the whole universe will recognize and acknowledge 
that what he has decided is unimpeachably just and right. Isaiah 
5 makes this point with bracing clarity: “Therefore Sheol has en-
larged its appetite and opens its mouth without measure.” It’s a 
grotesque image, the grave widening its mouth to swallow the in-
habitants of Jerusalem. And yet by this means, Isaiah declares, 
“The Lord of Hosts is exalted in justice, and the Holy God shows 
himself holy in righteousness.” Similarly, Romans 9:22 tells us 
that by the torments of hell, God will “show his wrath and make 
his power known,” so that he might “make the riches of his glory 
known to the objects of his mercy.”

We may not understand it fully now, but one day hell itself will 
declare God’s glory. It will—even in its horror—testify together 
with the psalmist, “Righteousness and justice are the foundation 
of his throne.”

4. Hell shows us how horrific the cross really was, and how 
great God’s grace really is.

Romans 3 tells us that God put forth Jesus as a sacrifice of ato-
nement “to demonstrate his justice.” He did this “because in his 
forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand unpuni-
shed.”

Why did Jesus have to die on the cross? It was because that 
was the only way God could righteously not send every one of us 
to hell. Jesus had to take what was due to us, and that means he 
had to endure the equivalent of hell as he hung on the cross. That 
doesn’t mean that Jesus actually went to hell. But it does mean 
that the nails and the thorns were only the beginning of Jesus’ su-
ffering. The true height of his suffering came when God poured 
out his wrath on Jesus. When the darkness fell, that wasn’t just 
God covering the suffering of his Son, as some have said. That 
was the darkness of the curse, of God’s wrath. It was the darkness 
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of hell, and in that moment Jesus was enduring its full fury—the 
fury of the wrath of God the Almighty.

When you understand the cross in that light, you begin to un-
derstand better just how magnificent God’s grace to you is, if you 
are a Christian. The mission of redemption that Jesus undertook 
involved a commitment to endure God’s wrath in your place, to 
take the hell that you deserve. What an amazing display of love 
and mercy that is! Yet you will only see and understand this dis-
play of love clearly when you understand, accept, and shudder at 
the horror of hell.

5. Hell focuses our minds on the task of proclaiming the gospel.
If hell is real, and if people are truly in danger of spending eter-

nity there, then there is no more urgent and important task than 
doing precisely what Jesus told his apostles to do before he ascen-
ded to heaven—proclaim to the world the good news that forgi-
veness of sins is offered through Jesus Christ!

I think John Piper got it exactly right in an interview with The 
Gospel Coalition: “It’s very hard to give up on the gospel if you 
believe there is hell, that after this life, there is an endless suffering 
for those who did not believe in the gospel.” There are all kinds of 
good things that Christians can do—and in fact should do! But if 
hell is real, it is worth keeping in mind—no, it is imperative that 
we keep in mind—that the one thing that Christians can do that 
no one else in the world is ever going to do is to tell people how 
they can be forgiven of their sin, how they can avoid spending an 
eternity in hell.

CONCLUSION
There is no doubt that the doctrine of hell is horrible. The doctri-
ne is horrible because the reality is horrible. But that’s not a reason 
to avert our eyes and ignore it, much less to reject it.
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There are those who think that, by rejecting or at least ignoring 
the doctrine in their preaching, they are making God more glo-
rious and more loving. Far from it! What they are really doing is 
unwittingly stealing glory from the Savior Jesus Christ, as if what 
he saved us from was . . . well, not so bad after all.

In fact, the horrific nature of what we have been saved from 
only intensifies the glory of what we have been saved to. Not only 
so, but as we see ever more clearly the horror of hell, we look with 
ever more love, ever more gratitude, and ever greater worship to 
the One who endured that hell for us and saved us.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Greg Gilbert is the Senior Pastor of Third Avenue Baptist Church 
in Louisville, Kentucky. You can find him on Twitter at @greggil-
bert.
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A Gospel-Centered 
Sermon is a Gospel-
Shining Sermon

David King

Does The Princess Bride qualify as a classic movie? If me-
morable lines count for anything, absolutely! One of the 
classic lines is spoken by the beloved Inigo Montoya, who 

is confused by Vizzini’s repeated exclamation: “Inconceivable!” 
Montoya finally replies, “You keep using that word. I do not think 
it means what you think it means.”

When I consider the often-repeated descriptor of preaching as 
“gospel-centered,” I hear Inigo Montoya. We keep using that word, 
and I do not think it means what we think it means. So, come now, 
let us reason together.

DENIALS ABOUT GOSPEL-CENTERED PREACHING
A short list of denials may help to sharpen the boundaries of our 
understanding:
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• It should be denied that preaching is gospel-centered merely 
because the sermon was based on the Bible. There is a way 
of preaching the Bible—even verse-by-verse, even the parts 
about Jesus—that is damning. The priests and Levites were 
masters of Scripture, yet Jesus rebuked them for having mis-
sed its Christocentric witness (John 5:39-40).

• It should be denied that preaching is gospel-centered mere-
ly because the sermon comforted people with grace. Gospel 
grace not only comforts but compels. It justifies and sancti-
fies. It grounds us in indicatives and grows us with imperati-
ves: You are forgiven; now go and sin no more.

• It should be denied that preaching is gospel-centered mere-
ly because the sermon included a reference to Jesus’ death 
and resurrection for sinners. Certainly Jesus’ death and resu-
rrection for sinners is the core of the gospel message (1 Cor. 
15:1-4). Yet a dutiful summary of that message, as if it were 
an item on a checklist or an obligatory footnote—surely that 
is not what we mean by gospel-centered preaching.

AN IMAGE OF  
GOSPEL-CENTRALITY
The word “centered” is one of the culprits of our confusion. What 
exactly does “centered” mean in relation to preaching the good 
news of Jesus? Let me suggest an image. We should desire for the 
gospel to be central to our sermons the way the sun is central to 
our solar system. In our solar system, everything circles the sun 
and is brightened and warmed by it. The sun’s enormous mass 
creates a gravitational pull that holds the entire system together. 
The sun’s radiant light and heat reaches every object in its orbit.

So it should be with the gospel in our sermons. Christ the Savior 
is the sun, and the Bible is the solar system. Every passage, every 
doctrine, every theme—all of it orbits the saving work of Jesus. Je-
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sus’ life, death, and resurrection brighten and warm the whole of 
God’s revelation, as well as the people in the pews and the preacher 
himself. The degree to which a sermon reflects these realities is the 
degree to which a sermon is centered on the gospel.

In a gospel-centered sermon, the gospel is like the sun, pu-
lling every facet of the preaching event into its orbit, radiating li-
ght and heat on it all. A gospel-centered sermon is a gospel-shi-
ning sermon.

DIAGNOSTIC QUESTIONS
Comparing preaching to our sun-centered solar system is imagi-
natively helpful, but we need to get a little more practical. Is there 
a way to evaluate how well we have done in centering a sermon 
on the gospel? What follows are three diagnostic questions that 
can help us evaluate our sermons. These questions, essentially, are 
affirmations in contrast to our earlier denials.

(1) Did the gospel shine like the sun upon the text of the sermon?
The main point of the text was proclaimed in light of the gospel. 

Whether having to do with creation, gender, covenant, temple, sa-
crifice, holiness, judgment, blessing, curse, purity, prayer, marria-
ge, singleness, unity, justice, mission, Father, Spirit, whatever—the 
main point of the text was preached with a clear grasp of how the 
death and resurrection of Jesus fulfills it or reshapes it or enables 
it or empowers it. In short, the main point of the text was seen in 
clear relation to the saving work of Jesus. No truly gospel-centered 
sermon would be met with approval in a synagogue or a mosque.

(2) Did the gospel shine like the sun upon the life of the hearer?
The gospel illuminated not only the text’s point but the hearer’s 

life. Gospel-centrality shone on both interpretation and application. 
People were called to live in response to the gospel. In light of the 
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grace of God in Christ, unbelievers were urged to repent and believe 
and be saved. In light of the grace of God in Christ, believers were 
encouraged to put off their old self, to be renewed in their minds, and 
to put on the new self. The life-transforming light of grace shines in 
a truly gospel-centered sermon. Gospel-imperatives arise from gos-
pel-indicatives, and neither should be neglected.

(3) Did the gospel shine like the sun upon the heart of the preacher?
An honorable mention of the gospel is far better than no 

mention of the gospel at all. However, in a truly gospel-cen-
tered sermon, the preacher himself has been gripped by the 
gospel implications of the text. He himself has seen the light 
and felt the warmth of the sun, and so he stands before the 
congregation feeling less like Pluto and more like Mercury. 
He himself is exulting in Christ. Consequently, the preacher 
is earnest in his desire for the congregation to join him in his 
joy. He proclaims the gospel not as a lede to be buried but as 
headline news.

INCONCEIVABLE!
This is gospel-centered preaching at its best: preaching in which 
the gospel shines like the sun from the text, on the hearers, and 
in the preacher. The only thing inconceivable is that gospel-cen-
trality would be defined in lesser terms. So ponder the denials. 
Run the diagnostics. And learn to preach the gospel like the sun 
rising “from the end of the heavens, and its circuit to the end of 
them, and there is nothing hidden from its heat” (Psalm 19:6). A 
gospel-centered sermon is a gospel-shining sermon.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
David King is the pastor of Concord Baptist Church in Chatta-
nooga, Tennessee. You can find him on Twitter at @dvdkng.
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Nine Marks of a 
Prosperity Gospel 
Church

D. A. Horton

How do you assess a prosperity gospel church?
The first nine years of my walk with Christ were spent 

in such an environment, followed by two years in theolo-
gical rehab, which prepared me for the next six years of pastoring 
in the urban context. What’s become clear to me is that the nine 
marks of a healthy church provide a useful grid for assessing any 
church, including those that teach the prosperity gospel.

And what we find is that a prosperity gospel church is a purely 
anti-nine marks church.

Some of the examples in what follows are specific and may not 
identify with you the reader. Many however are universal and are 
propagated by preachers on the internet, radio, and television. 
Since the prosperity gospel movement is inter-denominational, 
the teachings expressed in this article are not to be associated with 
any one denomination within evangelical Christianity.
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1. EXPOSITIONAL PREACHING
Preaching in prosperity gospel churches is far from expositional. 
Instead, the purpose of preaching is to motivate hearers to give 
financially, and you give to get. Preachers exploit the passages that 
deal with the sacrificial giving of tithes and offerings week in and 
week out. They instruct hearers to activate their faith by sowing 
a “faith seed,” thereby tapping into God’s law of reciprocity and 
leading to their own financial breakthrough.

Isolated Old Testament passages are often used as examples of 
God’s abundant reward for faith giving. One passage often used 
to manipulate hearers into giving more is Malachi 3:10. Prosperi-
ty preachers highlight two points from this passage. First, they tell 
hearers they are robbing God by not tithing. Second, they assure 
hearers that God wants them to test him by giving more, so that he 
can give them more.

But consider Malachi 3:10 in its proper context. The Israelites 
were robbing God by not giving enough food to the national sto-
rehouse that was used to feed the priests of Israel. So the priests 
were having to leave their priestly duties and take up farming to 
survive (see Neh. 13:10-13). God therefore exhorts Israel to test 
him by giving obediently. If they did, he would reward them as 
he did in the past (2 Chr. 31:7-10). The point of this entire pas-
sage concerns a historically specific episode in the life of Israel. 
Preaching it as a Christian sermon, however, requires more than 
transferring its commands and promises to Christians on a one-
to-one basis. Yes, there are larger applications for the Christian 
concerning giving, but first one needs to account for the differen-
ces between old covenant and new, especially the nature of God’s 
promises to Israel and the manner in which they are fulfilled for 
the Christian in Christ.

A healthy church uses preaching to communicate God’s words 
to his people. It confronts the hearer with God’s truth and leads 
to conviction, encouragement, clarity, and a call to action. It also 
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centers every text around the gospel in order to show the hearer 
how central and necessary Jesus Christ is to the believer living in 
obedience to God’s word. A healthy church will inform believers 
that the results of holy living will not necessarily be financial gain 
but rather godliness that honors our Lord.

2. BIBLICAL THEOLOGY
Prosperity gospel theology rests upon the foundational error that 
man shares a form of deity with God, such that our words ca-
rry the same creative power as God’s words. Psalm 82:6, Proverbs 
18:20-21, and Romans 4:17 are popular proof texts used to su-
pport this falsehood. It is often said that man is a “lower-case god” 
and possesses the power to demonstrate deity by speaking things 
into existence, creating and controlling our destiny with words, 
and even mandating a frustrated and limited God to act on our 
behalf for our benefit.

But none of these proof texts support these prosperity tea-
chings. In Psalm 82:6, the Psalmist is crying out to God regarding 
the immoral judges who were governing the nation of Israel. God 
speaks directly to the erring judges by addressing them as “gods” 
to highlight the fact they were judging the nation in his place. 
They were to use his word as their standard of judgment. In the 
very next verse God reminds them they are not eternal beings. 
Instead they are mere men who have failed to live and judge ri-
ghteously. This passage is not elevating man to a demigod status. 
Neither is it providing man with the ability to act with sovereign 
authority. Instead, the only true and living God is judging the im-
moral actions of these judges.

Proverbs 18:20-21 is a principle, not a promise, and it outlines 
two truths. The first is that our words do not dictate our destiny; 
rather, they display the conditions of our heart. Secondly, there 
are times when our words will cause us to endure consequences. 
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This passage does not promise us the power to declare the length 
of our life. Neither does it pronounce God powerlessness to save 
us if we curse ourselves to death, as some prosperity teachers have 
taught.

In Romans 4:17 Paul teaches that God justified Abraham and 
declared him the father of nations while Abraham was still child-
less. This passage has nothing to do with saints speaking into exis-
tence more money, job promotions, or even the salvation of lost 
loved ones. This passage is in fact championing the truth that God 
is the only one who can call things into existence.

A healthy church teaches its members sound doctrine that is 
rooted in Scriptures that are kept in context. Sound doctrine is 
healthy teaching that provides the hearer with the biblical nu-
trients needed to grow to maturity in Christ (2 Tim. 3:16-17). In 
order for a church to be healthy, they must teach the whole Bible, 
in the context of the whole Bible, and root all of their doctrinal 
convictions in the whole Bible, instead of pulling passages out of 
context (1 Tim. 1:5; Titus 2:1-10; 2 John 1-6).

3. THE GOSPEL
In many prosperity gospel churches the message of the gospel is 
identified with the material blessings of the Abrahamic covenant. 
Although Christ’s perfect life, death, burial, and resurrection are 
proclaimed, and salvation through Christ alone is championed, 
many prosperity gospel preachers say the evidence of a person’s 
belief in the gospel is whether they receive the blessings promised 
to Abraham by God (Gen. 12-15).

I’ve found this teaching leading people to one of two conclu-
sions. If someone has prosperity and health, they conclude that 
they are saved because they’re enjoying the promises of Abraham. 
But if these blessings are not seen in the life of the believer, they 
don’t have enough faith. They’re in sin. They need to give more 
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tithes. Or perhaps they have not fully trusted in Jesus Christ and 
need to become born again in order to receive the blessings of 
Abraham.

In contrast, healthy churches unashamedly proclaim the whole 
counsel of the biblical gospel. This includes the truth that we were 
created in God’s image (Gen. 1:26-27), we once had open fellows-
hip with God (Gen. 2:7-25), and yet because our first father Adam 
sinned all of humanity was separated both physically (Gen. 3:1-19) 
and spiritually (Rom. 5:12) from the holy and righteous God who 
created us. Since humanity has been separated from God because of 
sin, the penalty to atone for sin is the shedding of blood and death 
(Lev. 1:3-17). The beauty of the gospel is fact that Jesus Christ, who 
has eternally existed as God (John 1:1), became a man (John 1:14), 
lived a perfect life according to God’s law (Heb. 7:26), and shed his 
blood while dying in the place of sinners (Mark 10:45 and 2 Peter 
2:24). Jesus was buried in a tomb for three days (Matt. 27:57-66) 
and on the third day rose from the grave (Matt. 28:1-8). Now he 
calls all people to repent of their sins and trust in him in order to be 
reconciled to God and receive eternal life (Jn. 3:16).

The biblical gospel does not promise that Christians will be 
wealthy and prosperous in this life in fulfillment of God’s promi-
ses to Abraham. Instead, Christians are “blessed” in Abraham in 
that we receive the Spirit (Gal. 3:14), and we will receive not just 
land, but the entire new creation, in the age to come (Rom. 4:13, 
Rev. 21-22).

4. CONVERSION
Conversion in a prosperity gospel church involves an uneasy 
mix of opposites: easy-believism and salvation by works. Pros-
perity preachers are known to teach a sinner is “saved” when 
they finish reciting the “sinners prayer.” After this simple salva-
tion takes place, the new believer is to submit him or herself to 
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the leadership and teachings of the church, tithe regularly, give 
offerings often, and strive to serve on a continual basis in minis-
try at the church. As long as a person does these things, he or 
she maintains salvation. But if one stops them for an elongated 
period of time, one can lose it. In order to advance this teaching, 
pastors have been known to use psychological and scriptural 
manipulation to get the members of the church to do various 
acts of service in the name of ministry to the Lord. Their service, 
he promises, will prevent them from “falling from grace” and 
losing their salvation.

Some prosperity gospel adherents burn out and become an-
gry with their leaders. They begin to question the ministry’s me-
thods and refuse to comply with its demands. I’ve watched pas-
tors who sensed they were losing control of this type of person 
respond by claiming that the member is in rebellion, causing 
division, and on a trajectory to lose their salvation unless they 
repent and begin serving again. In these cases 1 Samuel 15:23 
was used as the proof text to point out the consequences of the 
person’s actions and to dissuade others from following. But this 
verse speaks of King Saul’s direct disobedience to a command of 
God, not a genuine believer who questions unbiblical teaching 
or church practices.

A healthy church lovingly teaches the biblical view of conver-
sion. In the Bible we read that conversion takes place when the 
biblical gospel is preached (Rom. 1:16-17, 10:9-17) and the sinner 
repents of their sins and puts their trust in Jesus Christ (Acts 3:19; 
Rom. 3:21-26). Conversion happens when God the Holy Spirit 
causes the sinner who is dead in sin to become alive in Christ 
(John 3:3-8; Eph. 2:1-10). Biblical conversion puts the focus on 
repentance and belief in the work of Christ, not simply saying a 
prayer and serving to the point of exhaustion for fear of losing 
one’s salvation.
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5. EVANGELISM
Prosperity gospel churches often teach evangelism must be cou-
pled with a demonstration of signs and wonders. When these two 
elements are combined it is said that sinners will repent and belie-
ve in Jesus. I’ve heard people say in pre-evangelistic times of pra-
yer that sinners will not repent unless they see physical evidence 
of the supernatural work of God the Holy Spirit as listed in Mark 
16:15-16.

Since the inclusion of this passage in the original and oldest 
most trusted manuscripts is disputed, it is unwise to build one’s 
doctrinal stance on this passage alone. Further, mandating that 
people demonstrate the signs in this passage in order to be effec-
tive in evangelism is dangerous and manipulative.

Biblical evangelism is proclaiming the gospel and calling 
sinners to repentance. The gospel needs no upgrades, bells, or 
whistles in order to be effective (1 Cor. 15:1-4). The Bible is clear 
that the preached gospel is powerful to save sinners (Rom. 1:16, 
10:17).

6. CHURCH MEMBERSHIP
Prosperity gospel churches often equate church membership 
with regular attendance, tithing, and service—with or without 
a formal commitment. People are often “grandfathered” into 
church membership if they do these things long enough. In one 
case I recall a person who attended the church for over two de-
cades, received the benefits of membership, yet never formally 
joined the church. They felt no need to since they gave financia-
lly and served weekly. I’ve watched people in such circumstan-
ces live in open sin and avoid church discipline.

A healthy church presents church membership as a blessing 
and mandate for the believer. The blessing is that the church 
affirms the believer’s faith and builds the believer up in love 
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(Eph. 4:11-16). The mandate is that Jesus requires Christians to 
submit to his authority by submitting to the church’s authority. 
You’re not truly a member of the body if you can simply detach 
at will.

7. CHURCH DISCIPLINE
I’ve witnessed church discipline in prosperity gospel churches 
land on one of two extremes. The first was an informal excom-
munication where the biblical protocol for church discipline 
was not followed (i.e., Matt. 18:15-17; 1 Cor. 5:1-13; 2 Cor. 2:6; 
2 Thess. 3:6-15). The individuals said to be living in sin were 
“disfellowshipped” from the church in private only to be spoken 
of in public as those we were not have contact with because of 
their rebellion.

The second extreme was for leadership to completely ignore 
the sin of either another leader, popular member, or both. When 
this approach was used, the leaders who knew the person’s un-
repentant habitual sin willfully refused to acknowledge and deal 
with it. Sadly, I witnessed leaders members who brought up the 
sin of other members with statements like, “God forgives and his 
love covers the multitudes of your sins,” and “only God can judge 
them.” In the case of sinning leaders remaining in ministry, it was 
said “the gifts of God come without repentance” a distortion of 
Romans 11:29. Prosperity preachers often use 1 Chronicles 16:22 
(“Touch not my anointed ones, do my prophets no harm!”) as a 
repellant for questions from members of their congregation. So-
metimes prosperity gospel churches have been known to cover 
the sin of a leader by sending them on a sabbatical in place of 
practicing 1 Timothy 5:17-20.

Healthy churches embrace God’s desire for a pure, holy church. 
As they help their people grow in Christlikeness, they will shine 
like stars in the world (Eph. 4:11-32; Phil. 2:1-18). Healthy chur-
ches understand that leaders are not exempt from temptation, 
lapses of judgment, and sin. Healthy churches then teach and fo-
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llow the biblical prescription for church discipline, including dis-
cipline of leaders (1 Tim. 5:17-20).

8. DISCIPLESHIP
Discipleship in prosperity gospel churches often tends toward 
co-dependency with the pastor or another prominent church lea-
der. The entry level of discipleship is known as the “armor-bearer” 
stage. An armor-bearer in Scripture was a person who carried the 
weapons of their leader and protected them (1 Sam. 14:6-7 and 2 
Sam. 18:15). But in prosperity gospel churches, armor-bearer has 
become an unofficial office. New converts who want to grow in 
their walk with God are placed in a cohort. This cohort is trained 
to serve the emotional, physical, and spiritual needs of the pastor 
or church leader. The pastor will often commission armor-bearers 
to engage in activities ranging from carrying his Bible to paying 
his bills, all in the name of “ministry.” In some extreme cases I’ve 
counseled ex-armor-bearers who were instructed to give the pas-
tor massages after he preached, and even sexual favors.

If an armor-bearer sticks around long enough, they can earn a 
promotion that comes with a title, licensure to preach, and even 
ordination. Most often, the pastor does this to pad the stats of his 
ministry as many of these ordained men (and sometimes women) 
sit on the sidelines cheering the pastor on while he preaches. I’ve 
known some pastors to boast in having dozens of ordained men 
sit under them for decades. Rarely are these ordained ministers 
sent out to plant churches, revitalize dying churches, or engage in 
vocational ministry overseas. Sadly, in one instance I counseled 
someone who sat under a pastor for over fifteen years as an or-
dained minister and was never once instructed about the biblical 
qualifications of an elder.

A healthy church disciples its people to depend more on Je-
sus, not a pastor or church leader. Believers grow by deepening 
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their knowledge of Jesus (2 Pet. 3:18), and, by the power of the 
Spirit, imitating Jesus (1 Cor. 4:16, 11:1; Eph. 5:1). Biblical dis-
ciples produce more biblical disciples, not dependents (2 Tim. 
2:2; Titus 2:1-8).

9. CHURCH LEADERSHIP
Prosperity gospel preachers often receive undying support from their 
members because the people live vicariously through their pastor. If 
the pastor’s platform and bank account grow, the members of the 
flock celebrate as if the prosperity were their own. Some congrega-
tions want their pastor to have the newest top-of-the-line car, wear 
expensive name-brand clothing, and live in a large home in order 
that God’s blessings would trickle down to them. I was once told, “If 
my pastor is living large, he’s paving the way for me and my family to 
live large.”

In many cases, the pastor is said to be God’s voice to the con-
gregation, and therefore has unquestioned authority. The leader-
ship structure varies between a C.E.O. model and a monarchy. 
I’ve often seen others appointed as pastors or elders not based on 
biblical qualifications but because of their occupation and close-
ness to the pastor.

A healthy churches champions biblically qualified leaders. 1 
Timothy 3:1-7 and Titus 1:5-9 are passages that clearly lay out 
qualifications for the men who would lead God’s church. The qua-
lifications emphasize the man’s character, not his occupation or 
friendship with the pastor. Elders are to shepherd the flock, feed 
them with healthy doctrine, lead in humility, and defend them 
from false teachers.

SHEEP WITHOUT  
A SHEPHERD
There is unceasing grief in my heart for people who are under all 
or some of the teachings highlighted here. They are like the weary, 
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scattered sheep without a shepherd on whom Jesus had compas-
sion (Matt. 9:36). These precious souls of Jesus’ day were being 
abused, distressed, and harassed by their leaders. They knew no 
other way of life since it was their own religious leaders who trea-
ted them this way. Jesus responded by telling his disciples to pray 
for the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers into his harvest.

The grief I share for the weary and scattered sheep of today 
drives me to do two things: pray for the Lord to send out laborers 
who will seek and serve these scattered sheep, and labor to lead a 
healthy church in order to reach the sheep in my city. I pray this 
article has helped kindle a fire in your heart for seeing healthy 
churches serving cities across the globe.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
D.A. Horton currently serves as Pastor of Reach Fellowship in 
Long Beach, CA & the Chief Evangelist at U.Y.W.I. He and his 
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What is conversion?

Conversion is a U-turn in a person’s life. It is turning with 
one’s whole person away from sin and to Christ for salva-
tion. From idol worship to God worship. From self-justifi-

cation to Christ’s justification. From self-rule to God’s rule.
Conversion is what happens when God awakens those who are 

spiritually dead and enables them to repent of their sins and have 
faith in Christ.

• When Jesus calls us to repent and believe, he’s calling us to 
conversion. It’s a radical change in what we believe and do. 
(Mark 1:15)

• When Jesus calls us to take up our crosses and follow him, 
he’s calling us to conversion. (Luke 9:23) 

• In order for us to repent, God must give us new life, new 
hearts, and faith (Eph. 2:1, Rom. 6:17, Col. 2:13, Ezek. 36:26, 
Eph. 2:8, 2 Tim. 2:25). 

Conversion is not
1. A one-time event with no implications for how we 

live. Conversion does happen at one moment, and it is a moment 
of radical change. Life should look different thereafter. A new ba-
ttle begins. 

2. A journey with no destination. Conversion may be preceded 
by a long process for some, but it always involves a committed de-
cision to repent of sin and trust in Christ, which is the immediate 
result of God giving new life to a spiritually dead sinner.
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3. Optional.  Acts  17:30 says that God commands all people 
everywhere to repent. Conversion can never be forced, but it is 
absolutely necessary in order to be saved.

4. A conversation. While Christians should communicate the 
gospel humbly, our goal is not merely a pleasant exchange of in-
formation. We must call everyone to repent of their sin and trust 
in Christ for salvation. 

5. Saying a formulaic prayer.  Conversion certainly involves 
praying, but we must be careful not to tempt people toward pla-
cing their trust in some special set of words.  

This material has been mainly drawn from Brad Wheeler’s arti-
cle “One of the Dirtiest Words Today: C——–n”
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How “Belonging before 
Believing” Redefines 
the Church

Michael Lawrence

One of the great insights of the modern world is that John 
Donne was right and Simon & Garfunkel was wrong: I 
am not a rock; I am not an island.

From who I think I am to what I believe about life and the 
universe, my beliefs are socially constructed. That doesn’t mean I 
don’t make independent decisions. It simply means that the social 
context in which I live largely determines the range of options I 
can choose from.

What’s more, culture rewards some choices and penalizes 
others with its approval or disapproval. Sometimes the reward 
is financial. But far more powerful than material reward is the 
social, intellectual, and emotional reward of being considered a 
normal, healthy, well-adjusted member of society. We’re social be-
ings, and so we want to be included in the group.

And this means that, regardless of the objective merits of an 
idea, some ideas seem more plausible or attractive than others. 
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It’s difficult to believe something that everyone we know thinks 
is crazy. On the other hand, it’s quite easy to believe something 
that everyone we know thinks is obviously true. We’re not islands 
in the stream, we’re a school of fish, and it just makes sense to go 
with the flow.

THE CHURCH SAYS,  
“THIS ISN’T AS CRAZY  
AS YOU THOUGHT”
What happens when you apply these basic insights to the local 
church and its task of evangelism? All of a sudden, you realize 
that the local church is more than a preaching station or venue for 
evangelistic programs. And you see that the task of evangelism is 
no longer confined to the professionals on staff.

Instead, the entire community becomes a crucial element in 
the task of commending the gospel. That community becomes the 
plausible alternative to unbelief. It becomes a sub-culture that de-
monstrates what it looks like to love and follow Jesus and so love 
and serve one another. And it does all this as the church body 
lives out its life together. From public meetings to small group 
Bible studies, from informal gatherings around the dinner table 
to purely social events, life together not only reinforces shared 
belief, it also communicates to a watching non-Christian world, 
“This isn’t as crazy as you thought, and if you make the leap from 
unbelief to belief, you won’t be alone.”

In other words, the church becomes a plausibility structure for 
faith. Make sense?

ONE STEP FURTHER: BELONGING BEFORE BELIEVING
In the last few decades, however, many churches have taken this 
insight a step further. If seeing a plausible alternative from the 
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outside can help someone move from unbelief to belief, wouldn’t 
seeing it from the inside be even better? If we want to commend 
the gospel to non-Christians, what could be more effective than 
inviting them inside, letting them try it on before they commit to 
buying it? If the community is the most powerful tool we have, 
then let’s bring people in, not as outside observers, but as (cau-
tious) insiders participating in our corporate life with us.

The result? “Unbelievers” become “seekers,” rather than 
non-Christians. They become fellow travelers on the journey with 
us, just at a different point.

Practically, this means letting unbelievers join everything from 
the worship band to the after-school tutoring ministry, from us-
hering to coordinating rides for seniors. Everyone is included; 
everyone belongs, regardless of belief.

The idea is that, before they know it, not only will they feel like 
they belong, they will also believe what they belong to, because be-
longing has made belief plausible.

WHY NOT LET THEM BELONG BEFORE THEY BELIEVE?—
THREE REASONS
This is an attractive idea. This is a seemingly effective idea. But it 
is also a bad idea. Here are three reasons why.

It Confuses Christians
First, it confuses Christians. I pastor a church that for years 

practiced this idea in informal ways. The result is a collection of 
insiders (some are formal members, some are not) who all claim 
to be Christians. The problem is that some are zealous and com-
mitted, others seem more interested in being entertained, while 
still others can’t be bothered to contribute at all. But since they 
all belong to the family, they’re all nominally followers of Jesus, 
and we have to come up with other explanations for the differen-
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ces: “he’s really busy,” “she’s just not into the music,” “their friends 
aren’t here anymore.” And we have to come up with extra catego-
ries like “committed Christians,” “serious Christians,” and “sacri-
ficial Christians” in order to distinguish them from the “run-of-
the-mill Christians” and “sort-of Christians.”

Surely we should expect a range of spiritual maturity in the 
church, and Christians will sin. But what does it really mean to be 
a Christian in this context? And what do we do with the awkward 
statements that Jesus made, like “Whoever does the will of my Fa-
ther in heaven is my brother and sister and mother” (Matt. 12:50) 
or “Anyone who does not take his cross and follow me is not wor-
thy of me” (Matt. 10:38)? Jesus talked about following him as a 
radical break with our former way of living. But when we begin 
to deliberately blur the line, we confuse Christians about what it 
means to be a follower of Jesus in the first place.

It Confuses Non-Christians
Second, belonging before believing confuses non-Christians. 

Not long after I arrived at my church, an anonymous phone call 
came into the office informing us that one of our leaders was “living 
in sin” in the old-fashioned sense of that phrase. When we investi-
gated, it turned out to be true.

In one sense, that wasn’t the biggest problem. Again, Christians 
fall into sin, even grievous sin.

The real problem, from a pastoral standpoint, occurred when 
this person was confronted. The response was striking: “I didn’t 
sign up for this! If I’d known this is what would happen, I would 
never have joined in the first place.” (Ironically, you can have a 
culture of belonging before believing and still have formal mem-
bership, as we did.)

Apparently, for this individual, being a Christian wasn’t about 
obeying Jesus. And the gospel wasn’t about repenting and belie-
ving. Instead, it was about belonging to our family, being accep-
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ted, and having the opportunity to express your own gifts and 
interests. Accountability certainly didn’t enter into the equation, 
and neither did commitment. Before we could even talk about it, 
that leader had left.

When non-Christians are never told that they are non-Chris-
tians, but are instead taught to think of themselves as “fellow trave-
lers,” “seekers,” or “people at different stages of the same journey,” 
it’s easy for them to become confused about what it really means 
to be a Christian, and what it looks like to trust in the gospel. The 
desire to belong to a wonderful family of people can too easily lead 
someone to sign up for Jesus’ community, but never really sign on 
to Jesus’ command to repent and believe.

It Fundamentally Redefines the Local Church
Third, belonging before believing fundamentally redefines the 

local church. The local church is a community, and at the end of 
the day, a community is defined, not by its documents, buildings, 
or programs, but by its people—and a people whose lives partici-
pate in new creation realities of love and holiness, thereby crea-
ting new plausibility structures.

That’s what Jesus taught. “By this all men will know that you 
are my disciples, if you love one another” (John 13:35).

That’s what Paul taught. “Don’t you know that a little yeast wor-
ks through the whole batch of dough? Get rid of the old yeast 
that you may be a new batch without yeast—as you really are. 
For Christ, our Passover lamb, has been sacrificed” (1 Cor. 5:6-7). 
And elsewhere: “Do not be yoked together with unbelievers. For 
what do righteousness and wickedness have in common? Or what 
fellowship can light have with darkness?” (2 Cor. 6:14).

That’s what Peter taught. “Live such good lives among the 
pagans that, though they accuse you of doing wrong, they may 
see your good deeds and glorify God on the day he visits us.” 
(1 Pet. 2:12).
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That’s what John taught. “This is how we know we are in him. 
Whoever claims to live in him must walk as Jesus did” (1 John 
2:5-6).

This is the power of the church’s witness to Christ, according 
to the New Testament. When the world looks at the church, of 
course it sees sinners. But that’s not all it sees. It sees sinners 
whose lives are being radically transformed by the good news 
of the gospel. It sees sinners whose love for one another cannot 
be explained by anything other than the death and resurrection 
of Jesus Christ. It sees sinners who not only love each other, but 
who love God through Jesus Christ, and whose lives display that 
love in holiness and truth.

To return to where we began, the church can be a plausibility 
structure for faith only if consists of people who have faith.

All of that changes when the church becomes the communi-
ty of those who are merely on a journey together. For many, the 
outcome of the journey is unclear and uncertain. For others, 
the journey has come to a halt before the final destination is 
reached. For still others, the goal of salvation has been found. 
But the community itself is not a witness to the truth of Jesus 
Christ and his gospel. It can’t be if you can belong before you 
believe.

Instead, the community is merely a witness to itself, its war-
mth, openness, and inclusiveness. But what, in the end, is so 
unique and compelling about that? There are many warm and 
open communities, sub-cultures if you will, within the city of 
Portland, where I live. But they don’t testify to Jesus. Only the 
local church can do that. And even then, the church can do that 
only if you must believe in order to belong.

In short, the philosophy of belonging before belief fundamen-
tally redefines the church, which in the long run undermines the 
power of the church’s witness.
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A BETTER IDEA
Belonging before believing is a bad idea. A better idea is what 
Jesus described in John 13: a community that profoundly believes 
the gospel so that its life is marked by a love for one another. Such 
a community, he said, will provoke those on the outside not only 
to recognize they are outside, but to desire to come in.

The image that comes to mind is of a bakery on a cold, snowy 
day. Whiffs of delicious bread and hot chocolate occasionally 
waft outside. And a child has his nose pressed against the win-
dow pane. That glass is a barrier. Without it, the warmth and de-
licious smells would soon disperse in the cold wind, and no one 
would know there was anything good to be found there. But it’s 
a transparent barrier, allowing that child to see the good things 
inside and invite him in. And there is a way in, a narrow door that 
he must walk through. Until he does, he can see and appreciate 
what’s inside, but it’s not his to enjoy. Once he walks through, it’s 
his for the asking.

When non-Christians encounter your church it should be like 
standing at that window, not staring blankly at a brick wall. They 
should feel the warmth of your love, as you welcome them and 
engage them as people made in the image of God. They should 
see the depth of relationships, as they witness people who have no 
reason to care for one another go out of their way to serve. They 
should taste the richness of the gospel, as God’s word is preached 
and taught in a manner that connects with their lives. And they 
should hear the inviting sounds of a joyful community, as they 
listen to the praises and prayers of a people who worship our cru-
cified and risen Lord.

So go out of your way to create a community that welcomes 
the outsider. Give thought to the language you use. Be deliberate 
in your hospitality. And be strategic in your transparency. Like 
a bakery that pumps the delicious smell of its bread outside, pu-
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blicly celebrate the stories of grace and transformation that are 
happening in your midst. And then, when you’ve done all else, 
make the gospel clear and invite people to respond to it in re-
pentance and faith. Call them, not to walk an aisle, but to enter 
through the narrow door, and join with you in the riches of faith 
in the gospel.

If the church is to display the good things of the gospel, the ba-
rrier of belief must not be removed, for it is that shared belief on 
display that works most powerfully to invite people in.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Michael Lawrence is the senior pastor of Hinson Baptist Church 
in Portland, Oregon. You can find him on Twitter at @pdxtml.
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Six Ways to Give Your 
People False Assurance

Mike McKinley

As a pastor, I interact with a lot of people who struggle to have 
confidence in the authenticity of their conversion. To their 
mind, their sin clings closely and their failings are always at 

hand. Most of the time, I find that these are faithful brothers and sis-
ters who need comfort and reassurance.

But there’s another group of people in many of our churches 
that are much more worrisome: those with a firm but unfounded 
belief that they are genuinely converted. Perhaps you know the 
type. They know the right words. They stay free from scandalous 
public sin. And they are moral people. But they have no true 
fruit, no evidence that God’s converting Spirit is at work within 
them. And oftentimes there is an untreated area of secret sin.

SIX WAYS PASTORS FOSTER FALSE ASSURANCE
These people are hard to reach—it’s like they’ve been inocu-
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lated to the gospel. They think they already have what they 
most need, and so they aren’t looking for anything more! 
And if there is an area of hidden sin, they’ve long made 
peace with it.

Sadly, our churches are at least partly to blame for their presen-
ce in our midst. Allow me to suggest six ways that we pastors may 
inadvertently help to foster false assurance in people like this.

1. Assume the Gospel
It’s easy to assume that the people in our churches understand 

and believe the gospel. After all, they are in church on a Sunday 
morning. But the fact is, many of our churches have taken the 
message and the congregation’s understanding of it for granted. 
As a result, our churches are full of people who may understand 
some of the implications of the gospel (e.g., how to be a better 
husband; how to manage your anger) and live moral lives without 
appropriating the gospel for themselves.

This is spiritually deadly because moral lives might be the 
evidence of someone’s faith in the gospel, but they also might 
be the evidence of self-righteousness and Phariseeism. It’s su-
rely right to emphasize that the faith which justifies is never 
alone, that works always accompany true faith. But we must 
first emphasize that we are justified by faith alone, and empha-
size this over and over again, else the works which you see will 
not be the works of a saving justification. When the gospel is 
not made clear, when the Way to heaven and the highway to 
hell are not clearly pointed out by the preacher, then people 
will assume that their morality or their church attendance gi-
ves them grounds for assurance.

In short, don’t preach moralism. Ever. Preach the gospel every 
week. And then, with the indicatives of the gospel firmly in place, 
preach the imperatives that necessarily follow.
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2. Give Them a Superficial View of Sin
The Bible teaches us that sin is not just something that we do, 

it’s who we are in our fallen state. The Scriptures teach us that 
we are all spiritually dead (Eph. 2:1-2), slaves to sin (John 8:34), 
guilty of breaking the entirety of the law of God (Jas. 2:10), and 
condemned to experience God’s righteous wrath (Rom. 1:18). We 
are sinners through and through.

People with unfounded assurance often misunderstand sin. If 
sin is merely a matter of external and observable behaviors, then 
with some effort and discipline they can solve their own problems. 
But if we can compel them to wrestle regularly with the biblical 
teaching about their sin, then they will be forced to see their need 
for the new birth and a salvation that comes from outside of their 
own person.

3. Treat Church Membership and Discipline Casually
Membership in a local congregation is meant to give belie-

vers assurance of their salvation. It’s a corporate seal of appro-
val on someone’s claim to be a Christian. When a congregation 
examines someone’s profession of faith and way of living and 
then baptizes that person and admits them to the Lord’s Table, 
the church is saying, “As far as we can tell, and with the power 
and wisdom given to us by Christ, you are one of us.” On the 
flip side of the coin, when a church excommunicates someone, 
they are taking away that seal of approval. The congregation is 
telling the individual that his or her actions have undermined 
the credibility of their profession of faith and the basis of their 
assurance.

But when a church is promiscuous with its membership, when 
it allows people who do not attend the church to maintain their 
membership, it fosters false assurance. How many people are 
going to hell because their lazily-overseen church membership 
gave them false confidence?
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4. Teach Them to Base their Assurance on a Past External 
Action

As we’ve already noted, the gospel demands a response from 
us. And churches and evangelistic programs have sometimes 
found it helpful to present some method for people to express 
their newfound commitment to Christ. Some offer people with 
the chance to say a “Sinner’s Prayer.” Others offer them with the 
chance to walk the aisle on Sunday or fill out a response card. And 
those external actions may indeed be a genuine response to the 
converting work of the Spirit.

But they can also be deceptive. It is possible to pray a prayer, 
walk an aisle, and sign a card and still be completely lost in your 
sins. So if we encourage people to have assurance based on some 
sort of external activity that can be performed quite apart from 
the new birth, we put them in grave spiritual danger. How many 
people are walking around completely lost, but sure they are 
going to heaven because they prayed a prayer once as a child?

5. Don’t Connect Justification and Sanctification for your People.
In a well-motivated effort to magnify the free grace of God, it 

is possible to teach the truth of justification by faith alone through 
Christ alone without connecting all of the dots for our hearers. 
But the teaching of Scripture is that the justifying work of Christ 
will always produce the fruit of righteousness in the lives of be-
lievers, as I said earlier (for just one example, see the logic of Ro-
mans 6:1-14).

A disconnect between justification and sanctification is very 
dangerous for believers. It undermines their understanding of the 
need for personal holiness and their motivation for loving God 
with their obedience. But it is doubly dangerous for those who 
have false assurance, because it encourages them to think that it 
is possible to live in open rebellion against God and still be righ-
teous in his sight.
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6. Teach Them to Ignore the Bible’s Warnings.
The Scriptures are full of dire warnings to those who would 

embrace sin and/or leave the faith (e.g., Matt. 5:27-30, Heb. 6:1-6). 
In our efforts to clearly teach God’s sovereign care for his people, 
it is possible to undermine the force of these warnings by giving 
the impression that they don’t apply to believers.

But those warnings are in the Scriptures for a purpose. They 
are true and they are one of God’s ways of keeping his people from 
wandering away. A wise pastor will press home the gravity of sin 
and apostasy and call all of his hearers to endure in the faith.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Mike is an author and the pastor of Sterling Park Baptist Church 
in Sterling, Virginia.
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The Corporate 
Component of 
Conversion

Jonathan Leeman 

If your doctrine of conversion is missing the corporate element, 
it’s missing an essential piece of the whole. A covenant head co-
mes with a covenant people.

VERTICAL FIRST, HORIZONTAL INSEPARABLY 
SECOND
That’s not to say we should put the corporate element out front. 
One might think of N. T. Wright’s well-known line about justifi-
cation being “not so much about soteriology as about ecclesiolo-
gy; not so much about salvation as about the church” (What Saint 
Paul Really Said, 119). This is a clear example, in Douglas Moo’s 
almost-as-well-known line, of backgrounding what the New Tes-
tament foregrounds, and foregrounding what the New Testament 
backgrounds (cited in D. A. Carson, “‘Faith’ and ‘Faithfulness’”).
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There can be no true reconciliation between humans until in-
dividual sinners first reconcile with God. The horizontal necessa-
rily follows the vertical. Ecclesiology necessarily follows soterio-
logy. Which is to say, the corporate element must not come first, 
lest we lose the whole thing.

But it must come. Indeed, the corporate component must re-
main within the structure of the doctrine of conversion itself. Our 
corporate unity in Christ is not just an implication of conversion, 
it’s part of the very thing. Being reconciled to God’s people is dis-
tinct from but inseparable from being reconciled to God.

Sometimes this gets lost in our emphasis on the mechanics of 
conversion, as when our doctrinal discussions about conversion 
don’t move beyond the relationship of divine sovereignty and 
human responsibility or the necessity of repentance and faith. 
However, a full-orbed understanding of conversion should also 
include an account of what we’re moving from and to. To be con-
verted involves moving from death to life; from the domain of 
darkness to the domain of light. And it involves moving from peo-
ple-less-ness to belonging to a people, from being a stray sheep to 
belonging to the flock, from being something that’s dismembered 
to being a member of the body.

Notice Peter’s parallel statements:
Once you were not a people, but now you are God’s peo-

ple; once you had not received mercy, but now you have received 
mercy. (1 Peter 2:10)

Receiving mercy (vertical reconciliation) is simultaneous to 
becoming a people (horizontal reconciliation). God has mercy on 
us by forgiving our sins, and a necessary consequence of that is 
inclusion in his people.

CORPORATE NATURE OF THE COVENANTS
Indeed, the corporate element of our conversion can be seen by 



77

looking no further than the covenantal structure of the Bible. It’s 
true that all the Old Testament covenants find their fulfillment in 
the seed (singular) of Abraham. Jesus is the new Israel. Yet it’s also 
true that everyone united to Christ through the new covenant 
also becomes the Israel of God and the seed (plural) of Abraham 
(Gal. 3:29; 6:16).

In other words, a covenantal head by definition brings with 
him a covenantal people (see Rom. 5:12 ff.). To belong to the new 
covenant, then, is to belong to a people.

Not surprisingly, the Old Testament promises of a new cove-
nant are therefore promised to a people: “And no longer shall each 
one teach his neighbor and each his brother, saying, ‘Know the 
Lord,’ for they shall all know me, from the least of them to the 
greatest, declares the Lord. For I will forgive their iniquity, and I 
will remember their sin no more” (Jer. 31:34). The new covenant 
promises forgiveness (vertical), and it promises a community of 
brothers (horizontal).

VERTICAL AND HORIZONTAL IN EPHESIANS 2
The entire story is put on display wonderfully in Ephesians 2. Ver-
ses 1 to 10 explain forgiveness and our vertical reconciliation with 
God: “By grace you have been saved.” Verses 11 to 20 then present 
the horizontal: “For he himself is our peace, who has made us 
both one and has broken down in his flesh the dividing wall of 
hostility” (v. 14).

Notice that the activity of verse 14 is in the past tense. Christ 
has  already made  Jew and Gentile one. There is no imperative 
here. Paul is not commanding his readers to pursue unity. Instead, 
he’s speaking in the indicative. It’s what they are because God has 
done it, and God did it in precisely the same place he accompli-
shed the vertical reconciliation—in the cross of Christ (see also 
the relationship between indicative and imperative in Eph. 4:1-6).
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By virtue of Christ’s new covenant, corporate unity belongs 
to the indicative of conversion. To be converted is to be made a 
member of Christ’s body. Our new identity contains an ecclesial 
element. Christ has made us ecclesial persons.

Here’s an easy way to see it. When mom and dad go down to 
the orphanage to adopt a son, they bring him home and place him 
at the family dinner table with a new set of brothers and sisters. 
To be a son is not the same thing as being a brother. And sonship 
comes first. But brotherhood follows necessarily.

That is to say, conversion signs you up for a family photo.

PERSONAL APPLICATION: JOIN  
A CHURCH
What’s the application for our lives? Simple: join a church!

You’ve been made righteous, so be righteous. You’ve been made 
a member of his body, so join an actual body. You’ve been made 
one, so be one with an actual group of Christians.

CORPORATE APPLICATION: GET THE MECHANICS 
RIGHT
What does this mean for our churches? It means that getting the 
aforementioned mechanics of conversion right in our doctrine 
is hugely important. We want strong conceptions of both divine 
sovereignty and human responsibility; both repentance and fai-
th. Imbalances here will lead to an imbalanced and messed up 
church. What you put into the pot of conversion will become the 
soup of the church.

If your doctrine of conversion lacks a strong conception 
of God’s sovereignty, your preaching and evangelism will risk be-
coming manipulative and man-pleasing. Your approach to leader-
ship is more likely to become pragmatic. You will risk burning out 
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yourself and your congregation with an over-burdened schedule. 
Your membership practices will become entitlement or benefits 
based (like a country club). Your practices of accountability and 
discipline will mostly vanish. You will put holiness at risk. The list 
goes on.

If your doctrine of conversion lacks a strong conception of hu-
man responsibility, you are more likely to poorly steward your own 
gifts, as well as your people’s gifts. You will more likely be tempted 
toward complacency in evangelism and sermon preparation. You 
may be less likely to communicate love and compassion toward 
those who are hurting. You might come across to others as severe 
or pat. You might suffer from a weak prayer life, and so forfeit all 
the blessings that could be yours. You will put love at risk. The list 
goes on.

If your doctrine of conversion lacks a strong conception of re-
pentance, you will be quick to offer assurance of salvation, and 
slow to ask people to count the cost of following Christ. You will 
more likely tolerate worldliness and divisiveness in the church, 
and your church members just might tolerate these things becau-
se many of them will remain in the shallows of the faith. Nomina-
lism will also be more common, because grace will come cheap. 
In general, the church will like to sing about Christ as Savior, but 
not much about Christ as Lord, and it won’t look much different 
than the world.

If your doctrine of conversion lacks a strong conception of fai-
th, you will have a church filled with anxious, self-righteous, 
man-pleasing legalists. The more self-disciplined members of the 
church will feel self-deceivingly good about themselves, while 
the less-disciplined members will quietly hide away their secret 
sin and steadily learn to condemn themselves and resent others. 
Transparency will be rare; hypocrisy common. Outsiders and 
prodigals will feel not feel the warmth and compassion of true 
grace. Cultural preferences will be confused with law. The church 
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will like to sing about the marching orders of Christ the King, but 
not so much about a blood-stained Lamb, a Lamb slain for them.

I’m broad-stroking, of course. Things don’t fall out quite this 
neatly. But the basic idea in all of these examples trades on the ti-
ght connection between conversion and the church. If conversion 
necessarily involves a corporate element, or, more concretely, if 
individual conversions necessarily produce a united people, then 
everything else that you stick into your doctrine of conversion 
will dramatically affect what kind of church you get.

Do you want a healthy church? Then work on your doctrine of 
conversion, and teach all sides of it to your people. Make sure, fur-
thermore, that the structures and programs of your church cohere 
with this multi-faceted and powerful doctrine.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Jonathan Leeman is the Editorial Director of 9Marks, and an el-
der at Cheverly Baptist Church in Cheverly, Maryland. You can 
find him on Twitter at @JonathanDLeeman.
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What is evangelism?

Evangelism is telling others the good news about what Jes-
us Christ has done to save sinners. In order to do this you 
must tell others that:

1. God is holy (1 Jn. 1:5). He is the creator of all things (Gen. 
1:1).

2. All people are sinners who deserve God’s righteous, eternal 
wrath (Rom. 3:10-19, Mark 9:48, Rev. 14:11).

3. Jesus Christ, who is fully God and fully man, lived a sinless 
life, died on the cross to bear God’s wrath in the place of all 
who would believe in him, and rose from the grave in order 
to give his people eternal life (John 1:1, 1 Tim. 2:5, Heb. 7:26, 
Rom. 3:21-26, 2 Cor. 5:21, 1 Cor. 15:20-22).

4. The only way to be saved from eternal punishment and be re-
conciled to God is to repent of sin and trust in Jesus Christ for 
salvation (Mark 1:15, Acts 20:21).

Evangelism is telling others this basic message.
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The Problem with 
Evangelistic Programs

J. Mack Stiles

It doesn’t take much effort to convince most Christians that 
evangelism with community is the way to go. It’s not even hard 
to find people pulling together to accomplish an evangelistic 

task.
But usually when we think of evangelism in community, we 

think of evangelistic programs, which is not the same. By “pro-
gram,” I mean the occasional big event with a well-known speaker 
or exciting topic. At some point during the event, there is a presen-
tation of the gospel. Or maybe the program is low-key, geared for 
seekers, such as a service project or a sports program, with the hope 
that it might open a door for a spiritual conversation.

God can use programs. I know people who have come to fai-
th at evangelistic events. For the record, I often promote and 
speak at evangelistic programs. But I don’t think programs are 
the most effective, or even the primary, way we should do evan-
gelism.



83

So, when you take a cold, hard look at programs, things just 
don’t add up. For one, there is an inverse economic bang for the 
buck: the more money spent on the programs, the less fruit from 
evangelism. So, for example, when people under 21 (when most 
people come to faith) were asked how they came to be born again, 
only 1 percent said it was through TV or other media, while a 
whopping 43 percent said they came to faith through a friend or 
family member. Just think of the cost comparison between a cup 
of coffee and TV programming. Or think of the effect: moms lead 
more people to Jesus than programs.

Oddly, it seems evangelistic programs do other things better 
than evangelism: they produce community among Christians 
who take part in them, they encourage believers to take a stand 
for Christ, and they can enable churches to break into new places 
of ministry.

Yet we seem to have an insatiable hunger for programs to ac-
complish evangelism. Why? Programs are like sugar. They’re tas-
ty, even addictive. However, it takes away a desire for more heal-
thy food. Though it provides a quick burst of energy, over time it 
makes you flabby, and a steady diet will kill you.

A strict diet of evangelistic programs produces malnourished 
evangelism. Just as eating sugar can make us feel as if we’ve eaten 
when we haven’t, programs can often make us feel as if we’ve done 
evangelism when we haven’t. So we should have a healthy unease 
with programs. We should use them strategically but in modera-
tion, remembering that God did not send an event, he sent his Son.

What should we do? We want to have evangelism in commu-
nity. We long to have friends alongside us when we share our 
faith. But at the same time, we see the limits, even the dangers, 
of programs. Is there some alternative?

I would like to make a case for something completely diffe-
rent, something that is both communal and personal: a culture 
of evangelism centered in the local church.
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THE CHURCH AND EVANGELISM
Jesus said, “By this all people will know that you are my dis-
ciples, if you have love for one another” (John 13:35). A little 
later, during the same time with his disciples, he prayed that 
they would be unified, “so that the world may believe that you 
have sent me” (John 17:20–21). Understand this: Jesus says the 
love we have for one another in the church is a statement that 
we are truly converted. And when we are unified in the body, we 
show to the world that Jesus is the Son of God. Love confirms 
our discipleship. Unity confirms Christ’s deity. What a powerful 
witness!

There are many passages that instruct and shape our evangelis-
tic efforts, but these verses are the Biblical foundational that show 
us that the church is to be a culture of evangelism.

This means that the local church is the gospel made visible. 
If we are to picture the gospel in our love for one another, that 
needs to take place in a local congregation of people who have 
covenanted together in love to be a church. It’s not abstract love, 
but love for real people in the real world. I can’t tell you how 
many times I have heard from non-Christians that the church 
was strange to them, but what drew them into the fellowship 
was the love among the members.

But the gospel is pictured not just in our love. Have you ever 
thought of how many biblical instructions God has built into the 
fabric of the church that, if done correctly, serve as proclamations 
of the gospel?

In pursuing a healthy culture of evangelism, we don’t remake 
the church for evangelism. Instead, we allow the things that God 
has already built into the church to proclaim the gospel. Jesus did 
not forget the gospel when he built the church.

For instance, baptism pictures the death, burial, and resu-
rrection of Jesus. It shows how his death is our death and his life 
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our life. The Lord’s Supper proclaims the death of Christ until he 
returns and prompts us to confess our sins and experience for-
giveness anew. When we pray, we pray the truths of God. When 
we sing, we sing the great things God has done for us through 
the gospel. When we give financially, we’re giving to advance the 
gospel message. And of course the preaching of the Word brings 
the gospel.

In fact, the preaching of the Word is what forms the church 
to begin with. And, once formed, the church is given the task of 
making disciples, who then are sent to preach the gospel to form 
new churches. This cycle has been happening since Jesus ascen-
ded into heaven and will continue until he returns.

A culture of evangelism is grassroots, not top-down. In a cul-
ture of evangelism, people understand that the main task of the 
church is to be the church. We can see that church practices are a 
witness in and of themselves, and certainly the church supports 
and prays for outreach and evangelistic opportunities, but the 
church’s role is not to run programs. The church should cultiva-
te a culture of evangelism. The members are sent out from the 
church to do evangelism. I know this may seem a bit picky, but 
it’s really important. If you don’t get this right, you can subvert 
the church—and be wrongly angry with church leadership.

So, in a healthy culture of evangelism, it’s understood that there 
is a different priority for the church and for the individual. We 
need churches that live out the gospel in the way the Bible des-
cribes, and we need seeker-friendly Christians, not the other way 
around. That means that something you should do in evangelism 
personally might not be the best thing for the church to do as a 
whole.

In a culture of evangelism, the goal is for everyone to share, 
pray, and take opportunities as they come – not just the pastor 
and elders. Our responsibility is to be faithful witnesses—to-
gether.
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I believe that if members spent half the time they had spent on 
programs in friendly evangelistic conversations with neighbors, 
co-workers, or fellow students, they would see a better response 
to the gospel and reach even more people. If you think about it, 
there is no way you could ever fit into your church sanctuary all 
the non-Christians with whom the members of your church are 
in contact weekly—no matter how big the sanctuary.

The fact is, most people come to faith through the influence 
of family members, small-group Bible studies, or a conversation 
with a friend after a church service: Christians intentionally tal-
king about the gospel.

EDITOR’S NOTE
This article is a lightly adapted excerpt from Mack’s most recent 
book from the Building Healthy Churches series: Evangelism: How 
the Whole Church Speaks of Jesus (Crossway, 2013). It’s the last 
of three excerpts. (The first, “How Should We Define Evangelism?”, 
can be found here. The second, “Defintions: Gospel and Persuade,” 
can be found here.)

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Mack Stiles lives in the Middle East with his wife Leeann, where 
he serves as a pastor of an international church.
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4 Practices of a Great 
Commission Church

Mark Dever

The Great Commission does not call for churches to act like 
the department of motor vehicles. Nor does it call for them 
to act like information booths. Now I have one more for 

you: the Great Commission does not call churches to act like pro-
fessional sports teams.

The staff of my church likes to make fun of me for not knowing 
much about sports, which might be fair. But I do know the goal of 
every sports team is to win the championship. A team will try to 
hire the best players, build the best training facilities, and optimi-
ze its coaching staff all to win its league’s top trophy. Sure, a team 
is glad other teams exist. Without them there would be no league. 
But its main goal is to beat those other teams.

Now, I doubt very many, if any, churches explicitly think to 
themselves, “We have to beat those other churches!” But let me 
ask a couple of diagnostic questions to test for an our-team-is-
best mentality:
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• Do you happily give away your best players to other churches?
• Do you rejoice if, after praying for revival, revival comes to 

the church down the street? (Thanks to Andy Johnson for 
this great question!)

• Do you pray regularly for the church down the street as well 
as the other churches in your city?

• Do you give any portion of your budget to revitalizing old or 
raising up new churches in your city, around the nation, or 
abroad?

Too often, a grotesque competitiveness between churches 
marks evangelical churches. But a Great Commission church 
does not compete with other gospel-preaching churches be-
cause it knows every gospel-preaching church is playing for the 
same team.

GREAT COMMISSION CHURCH = CHURCH PLANTING 
CHURCH
Here’s the broader point: a Great Commission church is an evan-
gelizing and discipling church, but it is also a church-planting and 
church-revitalizing church. It wants to see the kingdom of God 
grow through its own ministry, but it also wants to see the king-
dom expand beyond its own walls through other churches.

So a Great Commission church is interested in facilitating lots 
of evangelistic activity going out from itself in order to draw out-
siders back to itself. But it is also interested in seeing its efforts 
culminate in planting or supporting other local churches. It is not 
satisfied with its own health, it wants to see lots of other healthy, 
Bible-believing, gospel-preaching congregations.

Such a church encourages other evangelical churches and 
plants, even if they are several blocks away. And it prays for 
them by name. It is willing to send out good folks who will help 
those other churches. It also works to plant or build up other 
churches on the other side of the world.
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A Great Commission church works and prays to raise up men 
qualified to be elders, and then selflessly sends them out.

It works to align its budget with these Great Commission prio-
rities. Some money is kept for ministry in its own location, but 
some money is assigned to helping other works, both near and far.

It works to reclaim dying congregations wherever it can.
It works in all sorts of public and private ways to cultivate this 

team mentality with other gospel-centered churches among its 
own members. The members and leaders are as happy about a 
new gospel-preaching church as they are about a new restaurant 
opening in a land of starvation.

So what does a Great Commission church do? I want to offer 
four strategic steps.

CULTIVATE A CULTURE OF DISCIPLING
First, a Great Commission church will cultivate a culture of disci-
pling among its own members. It helps every member own the res-
ponsibility for helping other believers grow in the faith. Pastors equip 
the saints for the work of ministry, says Paul (Eph. 4:11-12), which 
means the work of the ministry belongs to all the saints. The whole 
body, speaking the truth in love, grows as it builds itself up, each part 
doing its work (Eph. 4:15-16; see also 1 Cor. 12,14).

Discipleship is my following Jesus. Discipling is me helping 
someone else follow Jesus (e.g. 2 Tim. 2:2). And in a Great Com-
mission church, older men in the faith disciple younger men, and 
younger women seek out the older women. For instance, if you are a 
single woman, you might offer a stay-home mother in your church 
help with the laundry in exchange for the opportunity to ask lots of 
questions! If you are a lay-elder teaching an adult Sunday School 
class, you are sure to recruit a junior teacher. And your goal, in a 
sense, is to train and hand over the teaching job to him. Then you 
can go and start another class and bring on another junior teacher.
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A Great Commission church possesses the geographic sen-
sitivity implied by Jesus’ command to “Go.” For those who stay, 
therefore, “going” may well mean moving closer to the church or 
groups of its members. That way it is easy to minister to others 
throughout the week. Where do you live? Are you helping to cul-
tivate a culture of discipling in your church in where you chose to 
rent an apartment or purchase a home?

A Great Commission church should be uncomfortable, even 
provocative, for a nominal Christian. If you show up as such a 
guest in such a church on Sunday only as part of your casual re-
ligious duty, you may not like it very much. You would be welco-
med, but its members would not be what you are about. They are 
about giving their whole lives to follow Jesus, and they commit to 
help one another follow Jesus. Such a commitment and such acti-
vity is part of the very culture: intentional questions, meaningful 
conversations, prayer, and continual reminders of the gospel.

Take a look at Robert Coleman’s Master Plan of Evangelism, 
Colin Marshall and Tony Payne’s The Trellis and the Vine, or my 
own Discipling for more on this topic.

CULTIVATE A CULTURE OF EVANGELISM
Second, a Great Commission church will cultivate a culture of 
evangelism. On the one hand, members know that the gospel will 
be preached in every weekly gathering. So they are excited to in-
vite their non-Christian friends. The gospel radiates through the 
singing, the praying, and every sermon.

Are you confident that any non-Christian you bring to your 
church will hear the gospel? If not, what can you do about it?

On the other hand, a Great Commission church works to train 
its members in evangelism, because it knows they will collecti-
vely see more non-Christians throughout the week than will ever 
be able to fit in the church building. So “success” in evangelism 
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is not simply bringing your non-Christian friends to church so 
that they hear the gospel. Success is sharing the gospel with your 
non-Christian neighbors and friends.

So the church works to equip its members in evangelism so that 
they know how to share the gospel with others. My own church 
does this through adult Sunday Schools devoted to evangelism. I 
try to model how to engage with non-Christians in my preaching, 
particularly in the way I explicitly address non-Christians. We 
try to equip our members by offering them evangelistic tools like 
“Two Ways to Live” or resources like “Christianity Explained” or 
“Christianity Explored.” We hand out lots of Greg Gilbert’s Who Is 
Jesus? to members for them to give to their non-Christian friends. 
We also share about evangelistic opportunities through our Sun-
day evening meeting. Hearing and praying for other members’ 
evangelistic opportunities encourages people’s own attempts to 
spread the good news.

What does the Great Commission mean to you? It means Je-
sus has called you to be a disciple-maker. He calls you to both 
evangelize unbelievers and disciple the believers. You should be 
doing this personally—at home, at work, in your neighborhood, 
among your friends. You should be doing this in and through 
your church.

Therefore use your fellow church members to help you. Invite 
an elder to lunch, and ask him for counsel. Share and pray with 
your small group. Go out and evangelize with your friends.

For more on this topic, look at any book by Mack Stiles, espe-
cially Evangelism: How the Whole Church Speaks of Jesus, or my 
book The Gospel and Personal Evangelism.

WORK TO REACH THE UNREACHED THROUGH MISSIONS
A Great Commission church, third, works to reach the unrea-
ched through missions. What’s the difference between mis-
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sions and evangelism and church planting at home? Really, 
missions is just what we call evangelism and church planting 
when it travels across ethnic, cultural, and typically national 
boundaries.

Jesus commands us to “go and make disciples of all nations.” 
I have not said much on this topic because so many other books 
cover this idea so well. But it’s hard to know how a church might 
read this command and not commit itself to taking the gospel to 
nations that have never heard the gospel before.

No congregation can aim everywhere around the planet. The-
refore I think churches are wise to concentrate their own mission 
efforts on a few places. My own church, for instance, concentra-
tes on several countries in the so-called 10/40 window, which is 
that region of the Eastern hemisphere between 10 and 40 degrees 
north of the equator. It’s the area of the world where there are the 
fewest percentage of Christians.

If you are a member of our church, and you express an interest 
in pursuing missions, we will be able to put more of our resour-
ces behind you if you go to one of the locations we already invest 
in. We are simply unable to sponsor a hundred people going a 
hundred different places. By that token, we prefer supporting few 
missionaries with more money rather than lots of missionaries 
with only a little money. That enables the missionaries we do su-
pport to spend less time raising money and more time doing the 
work of church planting. Plus, it helps us to have a relationship 
with them and offer accountability.

Our church works with missionaries directly, and we work 
through missions organizations like the Southern Baptist Conven-
tion’s International Mission Board. We also work with amazing 
groups like Access Partners, who helps to place business people in 
strategic spots around the world in their business vocations, so that 
they can assist the long-term missionaries on the ground.

What role should you have as an individual Christian helping 
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your church to reach the unreached? Certainly you should pray 
for your church’s missionaries. Get to know them when they are 
on furlough. Perhaps look into short-term mission trips that will 
allow you to support the long-term workers. Read missionary 
biographies. And maybe think about going. We will come back to 
that question a couple chapters from now.

There is one last thing you and your church can do for reaching 
the unreached: look for internationals in your own city. My own 
church works hard at reaching international students, but what 
international groups live in your city? If you reach them with the 
gospel right there in your hometown, there’s a pretty good chance 
that the gospel will spread back to where they came from.

Take a look at John Piper’s Let the Nations Be Glad for more on 
this topic.

WORK TO STRENGTHEN OTHER CHURCHES
Churches commonly have a missions budget line. I think it’s worth 
adding a “Fostering Healthy Churches” budget line as well. Wor-
king to strengthen other churches is a fourth practice of Great 
Commission churches.

My own church uses this line for supporting a number of 
things, such as our pastoral internship program. We pay twelve 
guys a year to do an internship with us, most of whom end up 
pastoring or otherwise serving other churches.

We also use the line to support the ministry of 9Marks, a mi-
nistry devoted as a ministry to building healthy churches.

We intentionally structure our staff so that guys get trained and 
are sent out. Pastoral assistants serve us for 2 to 3 years and are 
then expected to go. Assistant pastors serve us for 3 to 5 years and 
then go. Only myself and the associate pastors (together with any 
non-staff pastors or elders) are expected to remain in our church 
long-term. The rest we equip to go.
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Our church sponsors weekend conferences, where pastors 
from around the world join us for our regularly scheduled mee-
tings as well as several special lecturers and times of Q&A. I also 
participate in weekly phone calls with several other networks of 
pastors from around the world for the same purposes. Each one 
of these conversations gives me the opportunity to pray and work 
for healthy churches all around the world.

Much of the work we do of strengthening other churches 
through church planting and church revitalizing we do in our own 
area, which is the topic of the next chapter. (That whole chapter, in 
other words, is an extension of this section.) But we do some plan-
ting and revitalizing around the world, too. For instance, we sent 
one brother, John, to a church in Dubai, United Arab Emirates, 
when that church was looking for a pastor almost a decade ago. 
God has used John in mighty ways to revitalize that international 
church. One of his key elders, who helped to bring John there, 
was Mack, an old friend of mine. Once John and Mack got the 
church to a healthy place, Mack and another brother, Dave, left 
the church to plant another church 30 minutes away. We also sent 
a former pastoral assistant and a former intern to help Mack and 
Dave in that new work. Simultaneously, we sent another former 
pastoral intern to plant yet another church in another city of UAE.

Now we have three healthy churches up and running in this 
Muslim country. None of this was a part of some grand plan of 
ours. In fact, neither the one revitalizing opportunity nor the two 
planning opportunities were initiated by us. We were just there 
to pray, help, and send financial and human support where we 
could. By the way, a number of our members have relocated their 
jobs to the UAE to help the work of these churches. Our church 
gains in no particular way other than the sheer joy of seeing God’s 
kingdom expand in this foreign land.

A lot of these examples have focused on what I as the pastor 
have done. But assuming you are an ordinary church member, 
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what can you do to help strengthen other churches, whether in 
your area or around the world? Obviously, you can pray for other 
works personally. You can pray for other works with your family 
at dinner. You can support other works financially.

Certainly you should be careful about criticizing other chur-
ches. Yes, there are places where your church’s practices or secon-
dary doctrines might differ from those of other churches. And 
yes we have deliberate reasons for those areas of disagreement. I 
am not telling you to throw those disagreements out the window. 
But keep in mind that those secondary matters over which your 
church might disagree with other churches are as never as impor-
tant as the gospel we all share. So guard against a critical spirit, 
and look for ways to rejoice in shared gospel partnerships.

EDITOR’S NOTE
The following is an excerpt from Mark Dever’s Understanding the 
Great Commission, in the Church Basics series (B&H, April 2016). 
Reprinted by permission of B&H.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Mark Dever is the senior pastor of Capitol Hill Baptist Church in 
Washington, D. C., and the President of 9Marks. You can find him 
on Twitter at @MarkDever.



96

Isn’t the idea of 
membership just a 
modern American 
idea?

Hardly.
1. The ancient Romans understood each citizen to be a 

member of their society in the same way that our hands, 
eyes, feet, and so on are all members of our body.

2. The New Testament asserts that Christians are members of 
one another because we are all members of the body of Christ 
(Rom. 12:5).

3. The New Testament church was composed of people who had 
publicly joined themselves to the church such that Paul can assume 
that the Corinthian church will know who is “inside” and who is 
“outside” (1 Cor. 5:12-13).

4. The church in Corinth excluded an unrepentant sinner “by 
the will of the majority” (2 Cor. 2:6), which presupposes a defined 
group of people, all of whom together had the right to act as a 
church.

5. Even the idea of excluding someone from the church because 
of unrepentant sin (see Matt. 18:15-20, 1 Cor. 5:1-13, and 2 Cor. 
2:6) presupposes that there is some defined body to which a person 
belongs. If there were no formal membership in the New Testa-
ment, then Jesus and Paul’s teaching about church discipline would 
be meaningless. If someone doesn’t formally belong, how can they 
be kicked out?
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Is Church Membership 
Biblical?

Matt Chandler

“The spouse of Christ cannot be adulterous; she is unco-
rrupted and pure. She knows one home; she guards with 
chaste modesty the sanctity of one couch. She keeps us 

for God. She appoints the sons whom she has born for the kingdom. 
Whoever is separated from the Church and is joined to an adulte-
ress, is separated from the promises of the Church; nor can he who 
forsakes the Church of Christ attain to the rewards of Christ. He is a 
stranger; he is profane; he is an enemy. He can no longer have God 
for his Father, who has not the Church for his mother.”

— Cyprian, Treatise on the Unity of the Church, 6.
I was 28 when I became the pastor of Highland Village First 

Baptist Church (now known as The Village Church). I had had a 
rough go early on in my church experience, and at that time I was 
not fully out of my “disenchanted with the local church” phase.

In all honesty, I wasn’t sure at the time that church mem-
bership was biblical. Despite that, the Spirit had made it all too 
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clear that I was going to be pastoring this small church in the 
suburbs of Dallas. That was one of the many ironies of my life 
in those days.

Highland Village First Baptist Church was a “seeker-sensitive” 
church in the Willow Creek mold and had no formal membership 
process, although they were actively working on one and wanted 
the new pastor’s input. I had a strong understanding of the church 
universal but wasn’t well versed—and, as I said, somewhat skep-
tical—about the church local. We started growing quickly with 
young and oftentimes disenchanted 20-somethings who usually 
had no church background, or bad church backgrounds. They li-
ked The Village because we were “different.” This always struck 
me as strange because we weren’t doing anything but preaching 
and singing.

In conversations with these men and women I began to hear 
things like “The church is corrupt; it’s just about money and a pas-
tor’s ego,” or “I love Jesus, it’s the church I have a problem with.” 
My favorite one was, “When you organize the church it loses its 
power.” Although something occasionally resonated in me with 
these comments (I, along with most of my generation, have au-
thority and commitment issues), I found them confusing since 
they were being made to me by people who were attending the 
church where I was the pastor.

TWO QUESTIONS FROM HEBREWS 13:17
With conflicts already brewing over other doctrines that I 
viewed as far more central, I wondered if we should let this 
church membership thing slide and come back to it later. I was 
preparing at the time to preach through the book of Hebrews 
and “happened” to be in chapter 13 when verse 17 leapt off the 
page: “Obey your leaders and submit to them, for they are kee-
ping watch over your souls, as those who will have to give an 
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account. Let them do this with joy and not with groaning, for 
that would be of no advantage to you.”

Two questions occurred to me. First, if there is no biblical re-
quirement to belong a local church, then which leaders should 
an individual Christian obey and submit to? Second, and more 
personally, who will I as a pastor give an account for?

These two questions started my search for a biblical unders-
tanding of the local church, and they began around the ideas of 
authority and submission.

Regarding the first question, the Scriptures clearly command 
Christians to submit to and honor an elder body (Heb. 13:17, 1 
Tim. 5:17). If there is no understanding of local church members-
hip, then who are we to submit to and obey? Is it anyone with the 
title “elder” from any church? Should you as a Christian obey and 
submit to those loons at Westboro Baptist? In order to obey Scrip-
ture, must you picket soldiers’ funerals, as the pastor of Westboro 
seems to imply?

Regarding the second question, the Scriptures clearly com-
mand an elder body to care for specific people (1 Pet. 5:1-5; also, 
Acts 20:29-30). Will I as a pastor be held accountable for all the 
Christians in the Dallas Metroplex? There are many churches in 
Dallas that I have strong theological and philosophical differences 
with. Will I give account for what they teach in their small group, 
how they spend their money, and what they do concerning inter-
national missions?

WHAT ABOUT CHURCH DISCIPLINE?
After considering questions of authority and submission, the se-
cond issue that came up in my study of the local church was the 
biblical teaching on church discipline.

You see it in several places, but none so clearly as 1 Corin-
thians 5:1-12. In this text Paul confronts the church in Corinth 
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for approving of a man walking in blatant, unrepentant sexual 
immorality. The Corinthians are celebrating this as God’s grace, 
but Paul warns them that this type of wickedness shouldn’t make 
them boast, but rather mourn. He calls them arrogant and tells 
them to remove this man for the destruction of his flesh and the 
hopeful salvation of his soul. In verses 11-12, he pulls no punches: 
“But now I am writing to you not to associate with anyone who 
bears the name of brother if he is guilty of sexual immorality or 
greed, or is an idolater, reviler, drunkard, or swindler—not even 
to eat with such a one. For what have I to do with judging outsi-
ders? Is it not those inside the church whom you are to judge?”

It has been my sad experience that very few churches still prac-
tice church discipline, but that’s another article for another day. 
My question out of this text is simple: How can you kick someone 
“out” if there isn’t an “in”? If there is no local commitment to a 
covenant community of faith, then how do you remove someone 
from that community of faith? Church discipline won’t work if 
local church membership doesn’t exist.

LOTS OF OTHER EVIDENCE FOR MEMBERSHIP
There are other evidences to support local church membership in 
the Scriptures.

We see in Acts 2:37-47 that there is a numerical record of those 
who have professed Christ and been filled with the Holy Spirit (v. 
41) and an acknowledgement that the church was tracking the 
growth (v. 47).

In Acts 6:1-6, we see elections take place in order to address a 
specific problem and accusation.

In Romans 16:1-16, we see what appears to be an awareness of 
who is a church member.

In 1 Timothy 5:3-16, we see a clear teaching on how to handle 
widows in the church and in verses 9-13 we read this:
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Let a widow be enrolled if she is not less than sixty years of age, 
having been the wife of one husband, and having a reputation for 
good works: if she has brought up children, has shown hospita-
lity, has washed the feet of the saints, has cared for the afflicted, 
and has devoted herself to every good work. But refuse to enroll 
younger widows, for when their passions draw them away from 
Christ, they desire to marry and so incur condemnation for ha-
ving abandoned their former faith. Besides that, they learn to be 
idlers, going about from house to house, and not only idlers, but 
also gossips and busybodies, saying what they should not.

In this text we see criteria for who would or would not qualify 
for Ephesus’s widow care program. The local church in Ephesus is 
organized, and they are working out a plan.

We could go on and on here, asking questions about how we 
could be obedient to the commands of God in 1 Corinthians 12 
or Romans 12 if we aren’t connected to a local covenant commu-
nity of faith. But to unpack all the possible texts would require 
longer than I have for this article.

GOD’S PLAN IS THAT WE WOULD BELONG TO LOCAL 
CHURCHES
When you begin to look at these texts it becomes clear that God’s 
plan for his church is that we would belong to a local covenant 
community of faith. This is for our own protection and matura-
tion, and for the good of others.

If you view church as some sort of ecclesiological buffet, then 
you severely limit the likelihood of your growing into maturity. 
Growth into godliness can hurt. For instance, as I interact with 
others in my own local body, my own slothfulness in zeal is expo-
sed, as is my lack of patience, my prayerlessness, and my hesitancy 
to associate with the lowly (Rom. 12:11-16). Yet this interaction 
also gives me the opportunity to be lovingly confronted by bro-
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thers and sisters who are in the trenches with me, as well as a 
safe place to confess and repent. But when church is just a place 
you attend without ever joining, like an ecclesiological buffet, you 
just might consider whether you’re always leaving whenever your 
heart begins to be exposed by the Spirit, and the real work is be-
ginning to happen.

What’s the bottom line? Local church membership is a ques-
tion of biblical obedience, not personal preference.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Matt Chandler is the lead pastor of The Village Church in Dallas, 
Texas. You can find him on Twitter at @MattChandler74.
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Moving Attenders to 
Members

Thabiti Anyabwile

One practical challenge that we as pastors face is how to 
encourage a church attender toward active church mem-
bership. How should we help individuals understand the 

necessity and joy of belonging to a local assembly of believers?

SIX SUGGESTIONS FOR MOVING PEOPLE FROM 
ATTENDER TO MEMBER
Here are six suggestions. The first four aim at creating an envi-
ronment where membership is valued and understood. The last 
two involve caring for specific individuals who need to make the 
transition from simply attending to active membership.

1. Get to know the current members.
Before we can effectively move people from church attenders 

to church members, we have to know our current members. 
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Otherwise, the idea of “membership” remains amorphous even to 
the pastor promoting it.

Imagine inviting a visitor to have dinner with you and your fa-
mily on Saturday afternoon. The visitor arrives, expecting to meet 
your wife and children, but then you lead him or her through 
the home asking everyone their name and whether they’re visi-
tors too or whether they live there. The so-called “introduction” 
to your family completely falsifies the claim to being family.

Likewise, when we speak of belonging to a local church, we 
ought to have in mind belonging to a particular family of peo-
ple—real, known, and loved people. We’re inviting an attender 
to become a part of this living, breathing family. Our invitation 
has faces and names. If we know those faces, names, and lives, 
then we’ll be better able to introduce the attender to the family.

2. Express genuine appreciation for the current members. 
Frankly, I blew this opportunity when I became senior pastor 

of First Baptist Church of Grand Cayman. I arrived full of zeal 
and ready to put my shoulder to the plow. I looked forward to 
loving and serving the people, but I failed to sufficiently recognize 
something: the people of First Baptist had been here long before 
I arrived. They were already serving the Lord in countless ways. 
And they didn’t just need the kind of love that I wanted to give. 
They needed the kind that slowed down to see their service; the 
kind that expresses genuine thanksgiving for the grace of God al-
ready at work in them.

Instead, the congregation too often heard me offer sugges-
tions for improvements and ideas for new ventures. This com-
municated dissatisfaction and a lack of appreciation. I hurt some 
people and turned off others. Some extended me a lot of grace, 
assuming I meant well. And I did. But the better way to express 
those good intentions would have been to express gratitude and 
appreciation for everything positive that I saw.
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I wish I had taken the first two to four years of my ministry 
to specifically, genuinely, and repeatedly encourage, give thanks, 
and appreciate the many wonderful people and acts of service in 
the church. We have Sunday School teachers who have served 
twenty consecutive years; individuals who have quietly cared 
for poor single mothers; leaders who have weathered difficult 
storms over years of leadership; cancer survivors who have ba-
ttled disease with real faith; wives and husbands who have re-
mained faithful to unbelieving and sometimes unkind spouses; 
members who have given cheerfully and sacrificially; and many 
others who have pursued Christ-like lives.

Had I been careful to get to know the congregation and to 
observe their faith in action, I would have had years’ worth of 
sermon illustrations, opportunities to write notes of encourage-
ment, and opportunities to praise God’s work. And had I used 
those illustrations, written those notes, and given that public and 
personal praise, I would have set a tone of encouragement, gra-
ce, and thanksgiving. This would have both built up the existing 
members and made membership attractive to the attender. People 
want to belong to groups that encourage and lift up. Churches and 
pastors should be best at doing this.

3. Paint a biblical vision of healthy Christian living.
One thing we can assume about the Christian who regularly 

attends church but does not join is that his or her view of the 
Christian life is defective somewhere.

Can we assume this? We can because the Scriptures say the lo-
cal church is God’s plan for our discipleship and spiritual maturity 
(Eph. 4:11-16; cf. Matt. 28:18-20). As social beings, we need com-
munity. God provides for this in the local church, where we rejoice 
with those who rejoice, mourn with those who mourn, and show 
equal concern for one another (1 Cor. 12:12-27).

For reasons that will require pastoral investigation, the church 
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attender hasn’t fully embraced a church-centered vision of the 
Christian life. Our task as pastors is to preach and teach in a way 
that conveys a biblical view of the local church, making the local 
church beautiful and desirable to God’s people.

We need to help the attender—and existing members—unders-
tand what being “in” the church means and why being “outside” is 
unhealthy. If we don’t, we leave them with their incomplete ideas 
about the church. Even worse, we may leave them thinking that the 
only “benefit” of membership is discipline and unpleasantness.

We could respond to this need by preaching a topical series 
on the church or spiritual fellowship. Or, we could take a slow 
walk through letters like Ephesians or 1 Timothy, where the Bi-
ble paints compelling pictures of church life. Or, in the course of 
expositing other books of the Bible, we can make applications to 
membership wherever legitimate so that the members and atten-
ders see the thread of belonging and community throughout the 
Bible. In all of this, we want to provide a high and attractive view 
of the local church in all of its glory and messiness.

4. Strengthen the borders of the church.
One consequence of teaching people the “ins” and “outs” of 

membership should be to strengthen the borders between the 
church and the world by restricting certain activities only to 
members.

Throughout Scripture, God’s covenant community separates 
from the world. And he gives them certain activities like cir-
cumcision or the Passover which, along with their other purpo-
ses, mark them off from the world. The borders between Israel 
and the world were to be drawn deep, and belonging to the cove-
nant community acquired definite shape and meaning. It was a 
terrible thing to be “alienated from the commonwealth of Israel 
and strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope and 
without God in the world” (Eph. 2:12).
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Even secular organizations and businesses have rules for who 
is “in” and who is “out.”   At Christmas, one of my elders atten-
ded an office Christmas party at a local restaurant and pub. He 
noticed a table of patrons having drinks. From time to time, one 
of the patrons would pass a mug out the restaurant window to 
another man standing outside. Later he found out that the man 
outside was not allowed to enter the restaurant because of unruly 
behavior in the past. My fellow elder laughed out loud, recogni-
zing that even worldly people have standards for belonging and 
reserve certain benefits for those inside.

In the same way, for attenders to sense the importance of mem-
bership, and for those outside the faith altogether to see that they 
are “separated from Christ,” the borders between the church and 
the world need to be strengthened. To this end, pastors and con-
gregations should identify which activities and opportunities are 
restricted to members. Can non-members teach Sunday school? 
May they join the choir? Can they join small groups or travel with 
mission teams? Will you invite professing Christians who are not 
members of any local church to observe the Lord’s Supper?

Deciding which privileges and responsibilities belong to the 
church members alone helps to demonstrate why being “in” ma-
tters and what people will lose by staying “outside” the church’s 
membership.

5. Do the personal work of answering objections and encou-
raging people to join.

After working for a couple years to create an environment whe-
re membership is valued and meaningful, we can do much more 
effective personal work with our attenders. In fact, we hope that, 
having grown in appreciation for the local church, the congrega-
tion itself will do most of the personal work.

This personal work involves at least two things:
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1. Developing a way of identifying and getting to know attenders.
2. Answering an attender’s objection to joining.

When I worked in policy advocacy, we utilized a simple tool 
called a “move chart.” A move chart was an excel spreadsheet 
that listed key policy makers in a column on the left and their 
current position on a policy issue across the top. In a simple form, 
we’d label their positions from “strong opposition” to “neutral” 
to “strong support.”  As we worked with policymakers, we’d note 
their movement along the continuum.

Whether pastors create a move chart on paper or in their heads, 
they need a way to identify whether attenders are “strongly oppo-
sed,” “never thought of it,” or “plan to join next week.”  Hopefully 
the preaching and community will do the personal work in many 
cases, especially among attenders who are already motivated to 
join. But among attenders with questions and hesitations, more 
care is needed.

Here’s where the command to “show hospitality” (Rom. 12:13; 
1 Pet. 4:9) reaps dividends in helping people commit. Open homes 
tend to produce open hearts—or at least open mouths! We can move 
from conversations following church services to more intentional 
discussions over meals. If we are patient and thoughtful in those con-
versations, we may shepherd the attender through pains, disappoint-
ments, questions, and fears toward committed belonging. The aim 
is not to “win” a membership argument, but to practically love the 
person in word and deed until the Lord grants light and love.

6. Encourage the attender to settle at another local church if 
not your own.

Finally, we must remember that the Lord has other faithful 
pastors and congregations. We should rejoice in that fact. We’re 
not in competition with those churches, but partners with them 
in the gospel.
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From time to time we may encounter an attender whose objec-
tions to joining our church appear insurmountable. Perhaps he 
disagrees with us about some important doctrine or practice. Or 
maybe she lives closer to another faithful congregation and can be 
more actively involved there. In those cases, helping such people 
move from attender to member might involve helping them join 
a local church other than our own.

This can be emotional for some people—especially those who’ve 
developed an attachment to the church but have never joined. Such 
situations require pastoral patience and empathy. But we do this 
for the good of the attender, desiring what we know God demands 
of him or her—active membership—which is better by far. We’re 
trying to promote the gospel, not our own churches. We’re trying to 
grow Christians, not our membership rolls. Sometimes that means 
helping people join elsewhere while we continue to shepherd the 
flock God has placed under our care (1 Pet. 5:1-4).

CONCLUSION
It’s tempting for pastors to feel inconvenienced by those believers 
who attend but seem never to join. We can be frustrated when 
things that seem basic to us are neglected by others. We have to 
guard our hearts against impatience and self-righteousness. Whi-
le we give the bulk of our time to our members because we are 
accountable for them in a greater way, the attenders at our church 
need our ministry, too. Moving people from attendance to mem-
bership is an opportunity to love. In a real sense, it is the ministry.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Thabiti Anyabwile is one of the pastors of Anacostia River Church 
in Southeast DC. You can find him on Twitter at @ThabitiAnyabwil.
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What is church 
discipline?
• Church discipline is the church’s act of confronting someone’s 

sin and calling them to repent, which, if the person doesn’t re-
pent, will culminate in excluding a professing Christian from 
membership in the church and participation in the Lord’s Su-
pper because of serious unrepentant sin.

• In a broader sense, discipline is everything the church does 
to help its members pursue holiness and fight sin. Preaching, 
teaching, prayer, corporate worship, accountability relations-
hips, and godly oversight by pastors and elders are all forms of 
discipline.

• Sometimes people distinguish between these two types of disci-
pline by calling the former “corrective discipline” and the latter 
“formative discipline.”

• Corrective: The New Testament commands and depicts correc-
tive discipline in passages like Matthew 18:15-17, 1 Corinthians 
5:1-13, 2 Corinthians 2:6, and 2 Thessalonians 3:6-15.

• Formative: The New Testament speaks about formative discipli-
ne in countless passages about pursuing holiness and building 
one another up in the faith, such as Ephesians 4:11-32 and Phi-
lippians 2:1-18. In fact, we could consider the New Testament 
epistles as presenting examples of formative discipline, since 
the apostles wrote the churches to help form them in what to 
believe and how to live.

Some of this material has been adapted from What is a Healthy 
Church? by Mark Dever, 101
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When should a church 
practice church 
discipline?

The answer to that question depends on whether we’re 
speaking about what Jay Adams calls formal or informal 
church discipline. Informal church discipline involves pri-

vate confrontation, whereas formal church discipline involves a 
church-wide process.

1. Informal. Any sin, whether serious or not, might elicit a pri-
vate rebuke between two brothers or sisters in the faith. That’s not 
to say we should rebuke every single sin that a fellow church mem-
ber commits. It’s simply to say that every sin, no matter how small, 
falls into the realm of what two Christians may lovingly raise with 
one another in a private setting, prudence depending.

2. Formal. One way to summarize the biblical data is to say that 
that formal church discipline is required in cases of outward, se-
rious, and unrepentant sin.

• A sin must have an outward manifestation. It must be so-
mething that can be seen with the eyes or heard with the 
ears. Churches should not quickly throw the red flag of 
ejection every time they suspect greed or pride in someo-
ne’s heart. It’s not that sins of the heart are not serious. It’s 
that the Lord knows we cannot see one another’s hearts, 
and that real heart problems will eventually rise to the sur-
face anyway (1 Sam. 16:7; Matt. 7:17ff.; Mark 7:21).
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• Second, a sin must be  serious. Pursuing every tiny sin a 
church’s life will probably induce paranoia and propel the 
congregation toward legalism. There clearly needs to be a 
place for love to “cover a multitude of sins” in a congrega-
tion’s life (1 Peter 4:8). Not every sin should be pursued to 
the utmost. Thankfully, God has not done so with us.

• Finally, formal church discipline is the appropriate course 
of action when sin is  unrepentant. The person involved in 
serious sin has been privately confronted with God’s com-
mands in Scripture, but he or she refuses to let go of the sin. 
From all appearances, the person prizes the sin more than 
Jesus. The only exception to this is when the sin is so serious 
that it immediately calls into question the validity of a per-
son’s profession of faith in Christ (see 1 Corinthians 5 for an 
example of this).

This material has been adapted from Jonathan Leeman’s article, 
“A Church Discipline Primer”
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Why Churches Should 
Excommunicate 
Longstanding Non-
Attenders

Alex Duke

A few years back, I heard about a church that had grown 
concerned about their bloated membership. After years 
of lackadaisical accounting, the number had become 

unwieldy, even disingenuous. Their “official” membership tallied 
more than twice the average attendance—doubtlessly inflated by 
the dead, the derelict, and the well-intentioned-but-never-there.

This discrepancy obscured the church’s identity.
So they came up with an idea: let’s just zero out the member-

ship and, over the course of time, let those who are still around 
re-up their commitment and re-join the church.

This approach, they thought, would slay two giants with one 
smooth stone: first, it would enable the church to reach out to 
everyone on their list and hopefully reanimate for some the desire 
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to gather with God and God’s people. Second, they’d finally know 
the souls over which they were to keep watch, the individuals for 
whom they would one day be held accountable.

So over the course of a few months, they reached out to ever-
yone and let them know of a date in the future when all who were 
willing would re-dedicate their spiritual oversight to this specific 
church. For many, this was a no-brainer; they’d never stopped at-
tending. For others, God used the correspondence to pry them 
out of their apathy and into the pew.

But for some, the letters were returned to sender (or were ig-
nored), the emails bounced (or were ignored), and the pleas for 
reunion fell on deaf ears, if they fell on any ears at all.

And so, before long, their covenant with this church was dele-
ted with a keystroke.

THE GOOD NEWS
Though full of good intentions, I submit that what happened 
at the church above is pastoral malpractice. It flips Jesus’ “Lost 
Sheep” parable in Matthew 18 upside-down: “If a man has 100 
sheep, and 99 of them have come back, does he not stay with the 
99 and leave the one alone?”

It’s good to have a more accurate membership roll. But it’s best to 
pursue these non-attenders toward a specific end: removal if they’re 
attending another gospel-preaching church, restoration if they’re 
happy to return, and excommunication if they’re either unwilling 
to attend church anywhere or unable to be found.

In fact, I want to up the ante a bit: pursuing longstanding 
non-attenders—I don’t mean  inconsistent  attenders, but those 
who have been wholly absent for several months or even years—
and excommunicating those they can’t find is a mark of a healthy 
church. Of course such pursuits can be done poorly and with a 
heavy hand. But this abuse should make us cautious and careful, 
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not convinced the better choice is to do nothing.
This practice is entirely in accord with the Bible’s teaching 

on what a church is, what a pastor is, and what biblical love is. 
Even if the non-attender has no idea any pursuit or eventual dis-
cipline is happening, the church’s act appropriately warns those 
who are present about the dangers of pursuing the Christian life 
outside a local church.

BIBLICAL PRECEDENT
With feathers sufficiently ruffled, let me provide a biblical ratio-
nale.

Text #1: Matthew 18:10–35
It’s crucial to understand the context of Jesus’ foundational tea-

ching on church discipline in Matthew 18:15–20. As one pastor 
put it , “In the Bible, church discipline is a rescue operation.”

What precedes this bulk of teaching is the parable of the lost 
sheep. Jesus wants to put us in the sandals of a shepherd with 100 
sheep in order to illustrate God’s pursuing love for his people. And 
yet, the parable raises a question: what do we do if a stubborn sheep 
refuses to come back?

The answer to this question comes in the next block of teaching: 
we pursue him, and if he persists in his departure, then we cast him 
out, treating him like a pagan and a tax collector. In other words, 
our relationship to the departing sheep essentially changes.

Excommunicating someone who has completely stopped at-
tending is, in effect, giving them what they’ve asked for. It’s letting 
go of the rope they’re trying to pull out of our hands. It’s not for-
cing them to remain bound when they don’t want to be. At the 
same time, it’s also refusing to let them force us to declare them a 
“Christian in good standing” when, in good conscience, we don’t 
feel like we can.
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For those reading closely, this raises another question: what if 
the sheep comes back? Jesus seems to answer that question with 
another parable, this one concerning an unforgiving servant 
(18:21–35). The point here is simple: we forgive those who have 
sinned against us. Why? Because we’ve been forgiven by the God 
whom we’ve sinned against, an offense far more severe than wha-
tever slights we’ve endured.

In other words, pastors—no, in other words, churches—we quic-
kly and gladly and wholly forgive returning and repentant sheep be-
cause we know we ourselves have strayed and, if not for God’s tether 
on us, we’d stray again and again, farther and farther. Mirroring Da-
vid in Psalm 23, this hymn describes the lot of us:

Perverse and foolish oft I strayed,
But yet in love He sought me,
And on His shoulder gently laid,
And home rejoicing brought me.
—“The King of Love My Shepherd Is” (Henry Williams Baker, 1868)

In summary, Matthew 18 teaches us both the foundation and 
trajectory of church discipline: we pursue straying church mem-
bers because God pursues his lost sheep, even if it’s “just” 1 of 99. 
Sadly, this will occasionally result in exclusion because some lost 
sheep intend to stay lost. We will give them what they ask for and 
let them go, but we will insist on speaking honestly as they do.

Happily, however, lost sheep have a way of coming back—and 
when they do, we should forgive them swiftly and completely be-
cause God in Christ has forgiven us swiftly and completely.

Text #2: Hebrews 10:23–251

Here are the verses in question:

1 On “meeting together” see Sam Allberry’s Why Bother With Church? or Mark Dever’s talk “ Reasons to Join a 
Church ,” currently available on Ligonier’s website for $2.
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Let us hold fast the confession of our hope without wavering, for he who 
promised is faithful. And let us consider how to stir up one another to love 
and good works, not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some, but 
encouraging one another, and all the more as you see the Day drawing near.

The author of Hebrews has two commands for us. The first is in 
verse 23: hold fast to the confession of our hope, a confession he’s 
just spelled out for us by extolling what Christ accomplished for 
us as our high priest. This command is rooted in the faithfulness 
of God (verse 23).

Thankfully, the second command—stir up one another to love 
and good words—is accompanied by an immediate application. 
How do we do this? Simple: we keep on meeting together. Why? 
Because we can’t encourage someone we never see. Again, the 
author roots this command and its application in a promise: we 
gather and encourage and spur on because we see Judgment Day 
drawing near, when our faithful, promise-keeping God will re-
turn and we will gather with him, forever.

Though he wrote nearly two millennia ago, the author of He-
brews seems familiar with our modern predicament. Did you no-
tice? “Not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some.”

It is indeed the habit of some Christians to neglect meeting 
together. In doing so, they miss out on encouragement; they miss 
out on being spurred on to love and good works. But that’s not all: 
their vantage point on God’s work in the Christian life shrinks, 
their confidence in their confession of hope wanes, their memory 
of God keeping his promises fades, and their once clear-eyed vi-
sion of the coming Day of the Lord blurs to black.

Speaking of, did you notice how severe this warning is? The 
Day of Judgment? Explain to me, then, how removing someone 
from membership is too severe. Imagine a non-attending “church 
member” arrives at Judgment Day and is told eternal judgment 
awaits. At this moment, how “loving” will that church seem who 
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did nothing, or who quietly deleted his name from a computer? 
Will he not be right to be angry at that church: “Why didn’t you 
warn me?”

In fact, our small, two-dimensional pictures of removal now may 
be the most loving thing we can do because they warn people of the 
potential permanent reality of removal to come.

These verses in Hebrews let us pursue non-attending members 
with our Bibles open to a chapter and verse, rather than a list of 
well-intentioned, thought-through suggestions. We can point not 
only to a violation of a biblical command, but also to the God-or-
dained benefits they’re missing.

Text #3: Hebrews 13:17 (Acts 20:28)
As he approaches the coda of his correspondence, the author of 

Hebrews exhorts his audience:

Obey your leaders and submit to them, for they are keeping watch over your 
souls, as those who will have to give an account. Let them do this with joy 
and not with groaning, for that would be of no advantage to you.

A few verses earlier, in verse 7, these leaders are described as 
those who “spoke to you the word of God.” There, we’re told to 
imitate these leaders’ faith, and consider the outcome of their way 
of life.

One implication of these verses is that church leaders (pastors, 
elders, etc.) are to live amidst their people such that the ways and 
outcomes of their lives can be considered and therefore imitated. 
Any elder who lives in an ivory tower, above and away from his 
people, is living below his station. Thundering commands and ex-
hortations from the clouds, this so-called elder doesn’t realize his 
people can’t even hear him. He’s talking to himself.

This should be instructive. A church member who only hears 
from their pastors when they’ve done something wrong—like, 
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say, not attend church for a year—offers a reasonable (though not 
foolproof) objection when they ask, “Well, where were you when 
the stuff that caused me to leave happened?” It’s simultaneously 
easier and more effective to pastor someone on their way out the 
door rather than someone who’s already left.

Though important, let’s ignore the command to obey our lea-
ders and instead focus on why we’re told to do this. We’re to obey 
our leaders—assuming they’re joyful and not grumbling, quali-
fied and amidst their people—because one day they will give an 
account for us.

This is an elder’s unique calling. On the Last Day, they will give 
an account for every member placed under their care. To state 
the specifics of everything this means would state too much; we 
just don’t know. But at the very least, if you’re an elder at a church 
whose membership roll has no bearing in the reality, then you 
should wonder what this means for you. If you’re leading a church 
that has assured, through baptism and/or membership, hundreds 
or even thousands of people that they’ll spend eternity with Jesus, 
but you’ve absolutely no idea where they are, then you should at 
least wonder what this means for you. Perhaps you should also 
start to worry.

Paul’s words to the Ephesian elders come to mind: “Pay careful 
attention to yourselves and to all the flock, in which the Holy Spi-
rit has made you overseers, to care for the church of God, which 
he obtained with his own blood” (Acts 20:28).

There’s never a moment when an elder can say about a church 
member:  oh, he’s not my responsibility anymore.  Why? Because 
our Lord charges them with paying careful attention to  all  the 
flock—whether they’re there or not, whether they want to be ca-
red for or not.

Every single member of any local church should be precious to 
its leaders because it’s precious to its God. We shouldn’t be surpri-
sed by this. After all, look at her purchase price.
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PRACTICAL STEPS
The biblical case is clear. We pursue absent church members for at 
least three reasons:

• God pursues straying sheep.
• We’re told not to forsake gathering with our brothers in sis-

ters. This is not an optional command.
• Our elders will give account to God for every single person 

placed under their care. There are no exceptions.

But who cares what the Bible says if there’s nothing in the life of 
a church to make this course of action plausible? In an effort to fix 
this, I’ve listed a few plausibility-building steps below.

1. In your church covenant, add a line or two that mentions 
what members should do when they leave.

My former church used this line: “We will, when we move from 
this place, as soon as possible, unite with some other church where 
we can carry out the spirit of this covenant and the principles of God’s 
Word.” Brief, general, and to-the-point—that should be the goal.

Of course, the words in your church covenant won’t matter if it 
just gathers dust. So use it: in membership classes, when you take the 
Lord’s Supper, before you begin members’ meetings, periodically in 
your sermon application.

2. Teach your members about their God-given authority and 
responsibility .

Church discipline both begins and ends with individual mem-
bers exercising their God-given authority and responsibility. 
Thankfully, the process usually stops after Step #1, when Member 
A gently confronts Member B and Member B responds in gratitu-
de and repentance.
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But on those unfortunate occasions when a sinning member 
remains unrepentant, it’s important to underscore the whole 
church’s involvement. A steady diet of teaching on this will help 
people see that here’s also no reason for them to ever say a church 
member is no longer their concern. The reclamation of an absent 
member is a congregational project, not just for those who are 
paid or elected to care.

3. Don’t be territorial .
I’ve often heard that excommunicating non-attending members 

is spiritually abusive, that it’s evidence of a territorial ungodliness 
and a lust for market control. This is perhaps true in some cases, 
but not necessarily so.

In fact, a charge like this simply won’t stick to churches and 
pastors that are known for their big-heartedness.[2] So, regularly 
send members to help other churches. Share your pulpit. Plant 
churches without your particular branding or ecclesiological im-
primatur. Pray for other churches publicly. Don’t be a denomina-
tional shill. Build cooperative friendships across racial and theo-
logical lines.

4. Forget good intentions; depend on specific policies and pro-
cesses.

As Don Carson once said, “No one drifts toward holiness.” Si-
milarly, no church drifts toward health. This is why we need ex-
tra-biblical structures and processes that attempt to reflect and 
enact biblical teaching.

Membership classes, lists of members, a defined length of ab-
sence before someone is pursued—none of this is in the Bible. 
Instead, they’re attempts to distill the wisdom of the Bible into 
prudential processes.

It doesn’t matter how much you care about this in your heart 
of hearts if there aren’t any practices to back your conviction up. 
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In pastoral ministry, there will always be something more pres-
sing than, “Reach out to Member X whom we haven’t seen in six 
months.”

These issues are categorically non-urgent, but that doesn’t 
mean they’re unimportant. So think through policies and best 
practices that will aid in this endeavor. Modify them to fit your 
context, and trust the Lord will bless your preparation.

5. Teach on the derivative authority of the church.
Your church and its members have real, God-given authority, 

which means we must exercise it soberly and carefully. Passages 
like Matthew 18:15–20 and 1 Corinthians 5 are clear: the deci-
sions we make when we gather mean something.

But we must never forget: our authority, though derived from 
the Lord, is not analogous to his. To miss this is to make the mis-
take of the Roman Catholic Church. Instead, when we teach on 
the church’s authority, we must stress that it’s real, but it’s also de-
rivative and limited and errant.

Perhaps that member you can’t find and haven’t heard from 
moved last-minute and, as we all do, forgot to tell anyone. Per-
haps they’re gladly serving in another church across the coun-
try. I’d guess these situations will be the minority, but they will 
happen, which is why we must constantly teach both ourselves 
and our people that an excommunication for non-attendance 
is  not  a declaration that Member X has been cut off from the 
Lord. It’s simply a declaration that, despite our best efforts, we 
don’t know where he or she is, and therefore must withdraw our 
affirmation.

CONCLUSION
I’ve never met a growing and mature Christian who doesn’t regu-
larly attend a gospel-preaching church.
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On the other hand, I’ve met dozens and dozens of professing 
Christians who never (or sparingly) attend church. Their lives are 
an experiment in spiritual subsistence farming. They’re not living 
in open immorality, but their confidence in their own profession 
of faith wavers by the day, as their last time regularly in commu-
nion with God and under the preaching of the Word floats further 
and further away. They’d probably never admit it, but they’re be-
coming incredulous even at themselves.

I suppose I could have said this earlier, but I used to be a mem-
ber of the church I mentioned at the beginning. Years later, I re-
main deeply grateful for it, as God saved me there and discipled 
me under its faithful ministry.

And yet, I struggle not to be frustrated. As I type this, so many 
faces flicker in my mind, faces of friends who attended church 
with me. We went to youth group together, to summer camp to-
gether, to accountability group together. We were young and mis-
chievous and stupid, but we were also trying to become serious, 
mindful, and genuine Christians.

Then college came, and our lives meandered. Some went here; 
others went there; still others went nowhere. Sure, they started 
at one church, and then another, and then another. But after a 
while, their erratic commitment became non-commitment, and 
their non-commitment became lethargy, and their lethargy be-
came paralysis, and their paralysis eventually started to look like 
death—that flicker of mindfulness snuffed out through well-in-
tentioned inattention. As the years have passed, I wish I’d said 
more about this to them.

Once upon a time, all these friends’ names were on a list that 
said they’d spend eternity with Jesus. More than a decade later, this 
fact might seem incidental, detached from any substantive eviden-
ce, dismissible on a technicality or the statute of limitations.

But that’s wrong. Every name was written down on purpo-
se—the result of a sober-minded decision that Jesus is indeed the 
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Christ, the Son of the Living God, their Lord and Savior. This de-
cision preceded a baptism in the name of the Father, Son, and 
Holy Spirit.

I don’t know if any of these guys got a letter or an email, 
and if they did I don’t know if they ignored it. But I do know 
what happened next: their covenant was deleted with a keys-
troke.

Oh, how I wish someone had warned them what that meant.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Alex Duke is the editorial manager of 9Marks. He lives in Flus-
hing, New York, and is a member of North Shore Baptist Church. 
You can find him on Twitter at @_alexduke_.
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A Step-by-Step Primer 
for Church Discipline

Geoff Chang

Church discipline makes sense when you understand 
what the church is. If the church were a building, then 
discipline might involve better property management. 

If the church were just an institution, then discipline might be 
about organizational restructuring. If the church were merely 
a weekly show, then discipline might require better event plan-
ning.

While those things play into our experience of church, the 
New Testament is clear that the church is fundamentally a people, 
a congregation marked by their commitment to Christ and to one 
another. Therefore, when the Bible talks about church discipline, 
it involves the spiritual care of people. It’s the process by which 
members of a church guard one another from the deceitfulness of 
sin and uphold the truth of the gospel.

Church discipline largely takes place informally, as Christians 
speak the truth in love to one another and point each other to the 
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grace of the gospel. However, in this fallen world, there will be 
times when informal discipline will not be enough; there will be 
times when those who belong to the church refuse to repent and 
continue down the path of sin. It’s for these situations that Jesus 
provides instructions for church discipline:

If your brother sins against you, go and show him his fault, just 
between the two of you. If he listens to you, you have won your 
brother over. But if he will not listen, take one or two others along, 
so that “every matter may be established by the testimony of two 
or three witnesses.” If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the 
church; and if he refuses to listen even to the church, treat him as 
you would a pagan or a tax collector. (Matt. 18:15–17)

Every single step of this process is an expression of Christ’s lo-
ving and wise rule over his church, and therefore every step ought 
to be followed.

STEP #1: HAVE A PRIVATE CONVERSATION.
It all begins with private confrontation (Matt. 18:15). As mentio-
ned above, this happens regularly in the life of the church in all 
kinds of contexts. The member who knows of unrepentant sin is 
to go to the one who has sinned and, in love, call him to repentan-
ce. Rather than fostering gossip and division, Jesus commands his 
people to speak privately first, “just between the two of [them].” 
And in God’s grace, so often this is the means by which God wor-
ks repentance among his people.

But what happens if that initial confrontation is rejected? What 
does it look like once we get beyond that informal step? Though 
details will vary depending on the church and the circumstances, 
below are five steps that church leaders should generally take in 
the process of church discipline:
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STEP #2: TAKE ONE OR TWO OTHERS ALONG (MATT. 18:16).
The next step widens the circle of involvement, while not yet in-
volving the church as a whole. Jesus instructs the members to take 
one or two others along to confront the one caught in sin. If the 
elders have already been notified, it might be appropriate for one 
of the elders to go along with the member making the charge. It’s 
also worth considering whether there might be another member 
of the church—perhaps a trusted friend—to speak into his life. 
Ideally, this step would happen in a personal meeting, but in cer-
tain situations, a phone call, voicemail, or perhaps even written 
correspondence may have to suffice.

Those involved up to this point should evaluate the response of 
the one caught in sin and determine if there’s evidence of genuine, 
lasting repentance. Of course, the goal isn’t perfection but rather 
a heart that’s broken over sin and clinging to Christ, evidenced by 
humility and a willingness to follow wise counsel. In many cases, 
this step may take weeks, or months, or even longer. Often, it’s 
here that God brings about repentance and reconciliation. But in 
some cases, it will become evident to those involved that there’s 
no genuine repentance and, in obedience to Christ’s instructions, 
the church should proceed to the next step.

STEP #3: INVOLVE LEADERS OR ELDERS BY INFORMING 
THEM OF THE SITUATION.
Somewhere around step 2, maybe before, maybe after, a Chris-
tian should consider involving a few elders or other leaders of the 
church (like a small group leader). This might begin with a con-
versation, but eventually the elders should have a way of formally 
receiving charges (for example, the elders might require that the 
charges be made in writing or they might invite the person to 
meet with one or two of them). Jesus does not speak of the in-
volvement of elders in Matthew 18, but given the responsibility 
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over the church that the apostles assign to them in other passa-
ges, it makes sense that elders would be involved in the process of 
church discipline at some point. In more difficult situations, the 
elders will need to be involved sooner rather than later.

Here, the leadership has the responsibility to consider the 
nature of the charges. Is the sin concrete and serious enough to 
warrant taking the next steps of church discipline? Are there ex-
tenuating circumstances that the member might not know? Are 
there other members who might better speak to the one caught 
in sin? How do we care for those who have been wronged? The 
leaders of the church will need to think through these and other 
important questions, and prayerfully shepherd those involved in 
the following steps.

STEP #4: GIVE ADEQUATE NOTICE TO THE ONE CAUGHT IN 
SIN.
Before making the matter public, the elders will want to make for-
mal contact with the one caught in sin. This is especially in cases 
where there has been minimal contact with the elders, as when 
communication has been rejected or most of the information has 
been communicated secondhand. The goal of this contact is to ex-
plain the charges and express their love and concern. If the person 
remains unrepentant, then it’s necessary to notify them of when 
this will be shared with the congregation. Given the need for cla-
rity and precision in communication, the initial contact should 
probably be some form of written communication, followed up 
by a phone call or a personal meeting.

If none of the elders have met with the one being confronted, 
they should make clear that they want a chance to hear his side 
of the story. If meeting with all the elders is too intimidating, 
they can offer to send a smaller group of the elders. The goal in 
this step is to give the unrepentant member a chance to meet 
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with the leaders personally and make sure there is no misun-
derstanding.

If after this step it’s clear there’s no misunderstanding and the-
re’s still no repentance, then the elders should proceed to the next 
step.

STEP #5: TELL IT TO THE CHURCH (MATT. 18:17).
At this point, Jesus commands the member to “tell it to the 
church.” Though “church” has been interpreted in many different 
ways, Jesus seems to understand the church to be a gathering of 
disciples in his name (Matt. 18:20, see 1 Cor. 5:4). The church is 
the congregation. In this step, the elders will communicate what’s 
taken place to the congregation.

Given the sensitive nature, it makes sense that the elders would 
present this at a regularly scheduled members’ meeting, rather 
than a public worship service. The elders need to think through 
carefully what and how much to communicate about to the con-
gregation. They want to communicate enough so that the congre-
gation understands what has taken place and the need for church 
discipline. However, they should not communicate so much that 
it makes returning upon repentance difficult because of public 
shame, embarrasses family members, or causes weaker sheep to 
stumble.

Given the need for carefulness and precision, it’s generally 
wise for the elders to craft a letter to be read at the meeting, ra-
ther than trying to explain it extemporaneously. In some cases, 
the elders may want to involve the member who initially brought 
the charges in crafting the letter. After the elders read the letter, 
they should allow for questions from the congregation, and invite 
people to talk to them privately if they have further questions. In 
more difficult cases, the elders might consider holding a forum 
for members of the church to bring questions.
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Having been apprised of the situation, the congregation should 
be instructed to pray. Those in the church who have a personal 
relationship with the one caught in sin should be encouraged to 
reach out prayerfully. The elders will want to give the congrega-
tion enough time to participate in the process of confrontation.

This period may be the time until the next members’ meeting, 
or longer if needed. However, in certain cases, the church may 
need to act more quickly, perhaps even right away, if the church 
feels confident about a lack of repentance (1 Cor. 5:1-5).

STEP #6: REMOVE THE UNREPENTANT PERSON FROM 
MEMBERSHIP (MATT. 18:17).
After following all the previous steps, if the individual continues 
to refuse to listen “even to the church,” then the elders should up-
date the congregation on the situation, and bring a formal motion 
for the congregation to remove him from the membership of the 
church. If the vote passes, then the church needs to understand 
that they no longer affirm this person’s profession of faith. They 
are to relate to him no longer as one who belongs to the church 
but to the world, like “a pagan or tax collector.”

Following the removal, the elders should instruct the congre-
gation on how to interact with the individual. As someone under 
discipline, the goal is not to shun him or to cut off all relations-
hip. Rather, members should relate to him as someone in need 
of the gospel, yet who is self-deceived. In that sense, interactions 
are more complex than relating with non-Christian friends who 
know they are non-Christians. Any interactions should be used 
to call the person to repentance and to remind him of the hope of 
the gospel. Members should encourage him to attend the services 
of the church and to sit under the preaching of the Word. And 
yet, at the same time, they must avoid relating to him casually as 
if nothing has changed.
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After the meeting, the elders should send a written commu-
nication to the individual, informing him of the act of discipline, 
and expressing their love for him and their desire for his repen-
tance and restoration. The elders should also continue to follow 
up with the congregation in different settings (Sunday School 
classes, small groups, etc) to see if there are any concerns or ques-
tions about what has taken place. Church discipline can be a diffi-
cult time in the life of a church, and yet it can also be used by God 
to bring about maturity and growth. Elders should shepherd the 
congregation wisely both throughout the process and after.

CONCLUSION
Church discipline would be easier if the church wasn’t made 
up of people. But Jesus didn’t come for buildings or institu-
tions or events. He came to save a people for himself, sinners 
like you and me.

It’s this reality that makes church discipline a wonderful gift. 
The church is a gathering of those who through repentance and 
faith have received the hope of Christ’s salvation and are helping 
each other persevere in that hope. To neglect church discipline 
is to fail to love one another in that way. So, as we labor to follow 
Christ’s instructions for the purity of the church, we cling to the 
hope of the gospel both for ourselves and for those around us.

AUTHOR’S NOTE
For more detail on these questions, consult Jonathan Leeman’s Church 
Discipline: How the Church Protects the Name of Jesus .

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Geoff Chang is an associate pastor of Hinson Baptist Church in 
Portland, Oregon.
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In principle, how does 
discipleship work?

Discipleship works most essentially through  instruc-
tion  and  imitation. Discipleship works best throu-
gh love. As we lovingly instruct younger believers in the 

way of godliness and live commendable lives, they grow in Christ-
likeness by imitating our life and doctrine (see 1 Tim. 4:16).

Instruction: The Bible calls pastors and parents to instruct 
those given to their charge (Proverbs; Gal. 6:6; Eph. 6:4; 1 Thess. 
4:8; 1 Tim. 1:18, 6:3; 2 Tim. 2:25; 4:2). It also calls all believers to 
instruct one another (Rom. 15:14).

Imitation: Christians are imitators, first of God, then of each 
other. We grow in God’s grace by listening and imitating. Consi-
der the following passages: 

• “Be imitators of me, as I am of Christ” (1 Cor. 11:1); 
• “Remember your leaders, those who spoke to you the word 

of God. Consider the outcome of their way of life, and imita-
te their faith” (Heb. 13:7); 

• “What you have learned and received and heard and seen in 
me—practice these things, and the God of peace will be with 
you” (Phil. 4:9); 

• “You, however, have followed my teaching, my conduct, my 
aim in life, my faith, my patience, my love, my steadfastness, 
my persecutions and sufferings” (2 Tim. 3:10); 

• “Beloved, do not imitate evil, but imitate good” (3 John 11). 
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Love: People will imitate your life even when you don’t love 
them. But a leader who leads with love presents the best picture 
of Christ, and people will follow you best when you love them. 

Friendship: In a sense, discipleship is simply friendship, but 
friendship with a Christ-ward direction. What do friends do? 
They imitate one another. In discipleship, we befriend others 
to grow in Christlikeness and to help them grow in Christli-
keness.

How to be a disciple? (i) Listen and watch how older Chris-
tians work, rest, raise a family, deal with conflict, evangelize their 
neighbors, persevere through trials, serve in the church, or fight 
against sin. (ii) Imitate them!
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Ministry to Women 
When There’s No 
“Women’s Ministry”

Carrie Russell

As people have visited our church, many have asked me 
as the pastor’s wife, “Are you in charge of women’s mi-
nistry?” or “Do you lead the women’s Bible study?” I’ve 

grown more confident in my ability to answer, “No, in fact I’m not 
in charge!”

Now, I’m strongly committed to discipling women, and I desire 
to teach God’s Word. However, my husband and I felt the greatest 
need in these early years of “replanting” our church was for me to 
focus on our family’s transition and to love and serve our church 
without taking on the responsibility of leading a formal women’s 
ministry.

This raises a question: is a formal women’s ministry necessary 
to effectively minister to women?
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In our situation, our elders led the congregation to prioritize our 
Sunday morning gathering over any other programming events. It’s 
on Sunday morning that women, like men, participate in corporate 
worship and prayer, and receive the teaching of God’s Word.

When talking about church programs we often use the terms 
“trellis and vine.” Are we spending time and resources building a 
trellis—programs, events, committees, etc.—when there actually 
isn’t much vine to climb? Or, are we committed to cultivating the 
body with the goal of seeing gospel growth and reproducing fruit? 
We want a vine that’s so alive and flourishing that we must then 
consider wisely what trellises will support it best. As we consider 
“women’s ministry,” this mindset has been helpful.

PROGRAMS OR PEOPLE?
Should all churches begin a formalized women’s Bible study because 
that’s what all “good” churches do? Of course not. Will some women 
look elsewhere because we don’t have a women’s retreat? Perhaps. But 
if someone’s willing to leave a church because of its sparse event ca-
lendar, then it’s likely our church wouldn’t have worked out for them 
anyway.

This is unfortunate, because countless people have commented 
on the rich community that’s growing at our church and benefi-
ting in the lives of many, especially women. So, how did we—and 
how could you—grow this kind of healthy church culture without 
a calendar full of formal women’s events?

A few things come to mind.

1. The Bible is sufficient.
We’ve hosted a few events over the past few years, even though 

we’ve chosen not to have a formal women’s ministry, a regular 
women’s Bible Study, or a retreat. And yet, our women have been 
anything but neglected. How, you ask?
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Through the Preaching and Teaching of God’s Word
If we believe God has given us everything we need for life 

and godliness (2 Pet. 1:3) and that his Word is useful for tea-
ching, encouraging, rebuking, and training for righteousness 
(2 Tim. 3:16), then we must trust God’s Word is sufficient to 
teach and grow women. In other words, the entire Word of God 
was written for men and women, which means the sermon 
preached each week is a direct word of grace spoken to every 
woman in the congregation. Let us not close our ears to rich 
truths God has for us each Sunday!

Through Discipling

And the things you have heard me say in the presence of many witnesses, en-
trust to reliable men (and women) who will also be qualified to teach others. 
(2 Timothy 2:2)
Likewise, teach the older women to be reverent in the way they live . . . 
to teach what is good. Then they can train the younger women” (Titus 
2:3–4)

As women who love and know God’s Word, we’re called to pass 
that on to other women. We have the unique privilege of sitting 
across from a sister in Christ and helping her grow in her spiritual 
walk. Likewise, we must humbly be willing to learn from others 
and acknowledge when we need to be discipled ourselves. Disci-
pling relationships have far greater eternal impact than any event. 
Who could you meet with this week to study Scripture, pray toge-
ther, and share in one another’s struggles and joys?

Through Hospitality
We loved you so much that we were delighted to share with you 

not only the Gospel of God but our lives as well, because you had 
become so dear to us. (1 Thessalonians 2:8)
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One of the greatest ways our church has seen God grow our 
women and the church as a whole is through hospitality. As wo-
men have opened their homes and their hearts to one another, 
we have grown in our unity as a body. These seemingly small 
moments of living life together over a meal or at the park have 
helped us all to honor God with our daily living and challenged 
us to be women growing in grace.

2. Believe the best about your church.
I’ve been guilty before of wondering, “Who’s thinking for me? 

What’s being done to meet my needs and those of other women 
around me?” Instead of falling into that trap, give thought to the 
following:

Consider What’s Already Being Done
Your pastors are thinking a great deal about the care and 

shepherding of your soul. They desire to see women flourish in 
Christ. Praise God for the work they’re doing and pray that the 
Lord would bless the women in the church through it.

In other words, don’t fall for the myth that programs have 
to be “Women Only” in order to be an encouragement to wo-
men. If your church has Sunday or Wednesday evening service 
or church-wide Bible Study, I encourage you to make it a prio-
rity to attend those corporate church gatherings. If you long for 
more specific applications in your life as a woman, I encourage 
you to gather, on your own initiative, a few ladies to discuss the 
sermon or to pray through a recent passage.

See a Need, Meet a Need
Rather than dwelling on how you think the church could im-

prove, consider that you could be the answer to another woman’s 
prayers for community, accountability, and encouragement. Even 
in the healthiest church, there’s an endless sea of needs.
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Consider, for example, the various seasons of life represented 
in your gathering. Are there a lot of young moms? In our church, 
many young moms were unable to attend the Wednesday night 
Bible study due to kids’ early bedtimes. To meet this need, a wo-
man in the church offered to lead a daytime group for them—and 
it’s been a great encouragement.

Or, let me tell you about sweet, 78-year-old Sarah. Some of the 
older ladies in our church weren’t able to make it to our evening 
services or community groups. So Sarah offered to gather these 
women together in order to discuss the sermon and pray. What a 
faithful saint who, at 78, considered ways she could lead others to 
love and cherish God’s Word.

There are other examples: my own desire to get to know the wo-
men in our church and facilitate discipling relationships among 
them led to quarterly fellowship dinners where women sign up to 
attend a dinner hosted at another sister’s home. Since then, we’ve 
seen as many as 10 women gather to enjoy fellowship and discuss 
questions sent to the host. It’s been a sweet time of cross-genera-
tional fellowship.

There are other examples of women who’ve hosted fellowship 
brunches, started a book club, planned a Christmas Party, or visi-
ted senior members.

How could God be asking you to invest in the spiritual good of 
your sisters in Christ?

3. Believe God is faithful.
We must believe God is faithful to complete the good work he 

began in us (Phil. 1:6).
Events and programs aren’t bad. But when we depend on them 

to do all the work of discipling and relationship-building, we should 
expect them to eventually fail.

Instead, because we desire to see gospel growth in the lives 
of women, we should be less concerned with our event calendar 



139

and more concerned that every woman in our churches unders-
tands God’s whole Word is for them. We should be concerned 
that they’re believing God’s Word, and in response are investing 
deeply in the lives of other women.

In God’s kindness, our “vine” is growing—and we’re consi-
dering wise ways to grow certain trellises to meet the needs of 
women in our congregation. As we look back on the past two 
years, we rejoice in God’s faithfulness to grow and strengthen 
the women in our congregation.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Carrie Russell lives in Charlotte, North Carolina with her hus-
band, Dave, and four children. She is a member of Oakhurst Bap-
tist Church, where Dave serves as pastor.
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Disciple-Making Is 
Ordinary Christianity

Erik Raymond

What is your job as a Christian? If God gave you a job 
description for the Christian life, what would he put 
on it?

At the core of the Christian’s job is the task of discipling. We 
read this clearly in our Lord’s pre-ascension words:

And Jesus came and said to them, “All authority in heaven and 
on earth has been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples 
of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the 
Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have 
commanded you. And behold, I am with you always, to the end of 
the age.” (Mt. 28:18–20)

What does it mean to make disciples? A disciple is a learner 
and a follower of Jesus. When we make disciples we are working 
to see people who do not follow Jesus come to follow him (con-
version) and then teaching them to faithfully follow Jesus in every 
area of their lives (maturity).
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Many Christians hear this and file it away in a cabinet of idea-
lism. Sure, I’d like to disciple people but I really can’t. They feel 
like discipling is above their pay grade. Is this true? Is discipling 
something only pastors, elders, and the “mature” do? Or is it for 
everyone?

Here’s my main point: disciple-making is ordinary Christianity. 
It’s fundamental to it. Like learning to count and say your alpha-
bet in the natural realm, there is scarcely any part of the Christian 
life disciple-making does not touch. In so far as Christianity is a 
community faith, it’s a disciple-making faith.

There may be a dozen different paradigms flying around 
when you hear about discipling. Some people insist on reading a 
book, meeting for coffee, eating a meal, working out, etc. All of 
these may aid the work of discipling but they’re not a prerequisi-
te nor the necessary substance. Jesus never gave us a program to 
follow but he did give us his example and a broad, far-reaching 
command to do it. As a result, we have both great freedom and 
a great burden for discipling.

What does it look like? When Jesus commands us to make 
disciples he intends for us to live our lives in obedience to him 
in the presence of other people (believers and unbelievers). This 
intentional living seeks to show others the worth and the power 
of Christ. In short, we let people in to see how we live out the 
Christian faith.

Let me give you some examples:
Discipling happens when a guy wants to be married but doesn’t 

have a game-plan for how to go about it. He asks another bro-
ther for guidance and help. This brother takes him out for lunch 
and talks through some biblical and practical principles. He then 
commits to pray for him, to be available for questions, and to meet 
occasionally to talk about his progress.

Discipling happens when a mom with two toddlers drops some-
thing off that she borrowed from another sister at church. During 
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the exchange they get to talking and the young mom expresses 
her feelings of fatigue and failure to measure up to her percei-
ved standards of motherhood. The other woman listens to her, 
reminds her of Scripture, prays with her, and then continues to 
come alongside of her for encouragement in the gospel.

Discipling happens when a dad points out a scantily dressed lady 
and tells his teenage sons that what they see is not beauty. He exp-
lains to them what beauty is as it relates to God’s character and will. 
He continues to tell, show, and emphasize the true beauty that God 
delights in (1 Pt. 3:3–4).

Discipling happens when a brother notices another brother is 
running hard after his job and neglecting his family and ministry. 
He comes alongside of his brother to remind him of the true and 
lasting treasure, and the proper perspective on work.

Discipling happens when a mom is at the park with her children. 
At one point the kids become unruly and she patiently, graciously 
but faithfully, disciplines her children. There are many watching 
eyes around her. Both the believing and unbelieving women are 
intrigued. Conversations begin and soon the fruit of the Spirit 
points to the matchless worth of Christ.

Discipling happens when  a home-school mom breaks away 
with free time only to go to the same coffee house hoping to make 
new friends and open doors for sharing the gospel.

Discipling happens when  a single woman senses another sin-
gle woman’s discontentment in being single. She makes it a point 
to come alongside her for encouragement in the goodness of the 
gospel.

These are just everyday, ordinary occurrences. In fact, I picked 
them from the ordinary lives of people in our church family. It is 
this ordinary work that pushes the church ahead toward maturity 
while protecting her from spiritual shipwreck.

But exhort one another every day, as long as it is called “today,” 
that none of you may be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin. For 
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we have come to share in Christ, if indeed we hold our original 
confidence firm to the end. (Heb. 3:13–14)

Discipling should be  the ordinary practice of believers. You 
could say that Christianity is more than discipleship, but it is not 
less. We are our brother’s keeper. It’s in the job description.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Erik Raymond is pastor at Emmaus Bible Church in Omaha, Ne-
braska, and he writes regularly at his blog, Ordinary Pastor. You 
can find him on Twitter at @erikraymond.
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What is a church 
elder?

1. The Basics: An elder is a man who (i) meets the qualifica-
tions in 1 Timothy 3:1-7 and Titus 1:6-9, (ii) is recognized by his 
congregation as an elder, (iii) and leads the congregation by tea-
ching the Word (1 Tim. 3:2), praying for the sheep (Jas. 5:14), and 
overseeing the affairs of the church (1 Pet. 5:2).

2. Oversight: An elder must watch over the flock. He must ins-
truct all the sheep, strengthen the weak ones, guard the vulne-
rable ones, rebuke the obstinate ones, and bear with the difficult 
ones (2 Tim. 2:24-25; Acts 20:28; 1 Thess. 5:14). An elder watches 
over the members of his church as one who will give an account 
to God (Heb. 13:17)

3. Plurality: In the New Testament, local churches consistently 
have a plurality of elders (Acts 14:23, 20:17; Phil. 1:1; 1 Tim. 5:17; 
Jas. 5:14). Christ, the Chief Shepherd, means to care for his flock 
through a number of godly men who together teach, guard, guide, 
protect, and love the sheep. This means that every local church, 
following the leadership of their pastor, should look out for men 
who are already doing the work of an elder and appoint them to 
the office.
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Love the Church More 
than its Health

Jonathan Leeman 

This one goes out to the doctrine guys. The guys with ecclesio-
logical opinions. The pastors and elders who think the Bible 
addresses the practices and structures of the church.

Wait a second, I’m talking about myself, and all of us at 
9Marks, and maybe you. I thank God for you, and I rejoice 
to consider myself a co-participant with you in working for 
Christ’s kingdom.

Yet there’s a temptation I have noticed that you and I are sus-
ceptible to: we can love our vision of what a church should be 
more than we love the people who comprise it. We can be like the 
unmarried man who loves the idea of a wife, but who marries a 
real woman and finds it harder to love her than the idea of her. Or 
like the mother who loves her dream of the perfect daughter more 
than the daughter herself.

This is an implicit danger for all of us who have learned much 
from God-given books and conferences and ministries about 
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“healthy churches.” We start loving the idea of a healthy church 
more than the church God has placed us in.

I remember overhearing a church elder complain about a 
family who let their unbaptized children receive the Lord’s Su-
pper when the plate of communion crackers was passed down 
their pew. What struck me was the elder’s tone. It was frustra-
ted and slightly contemptuous, as in, “How could they?! The 
fools!” But these people were untaught sheep. Of course they 
don’t know better. And God had given them this elder not to 
complain about them, but to love them toward a better unders-
tanding. At that moment, it felt like this elder loved his vision 
of the biblical church more than he loved those individuals.

How easy it is to respond like this elder.

WHAT I AM NOT SAYING
I am not saying that we should love people and forget all about 
biblical health, as if the two things are separable. No, that would 
be to pit God’s love and God’s Word against one another. To love 
someone is to desire his or her good, and only God defines “the 
good.” To love your church means, in part,to want it to grow 
toward everything that God defines as good. It’s to want your 
church to grow in a biblical direction.

More simply, if you love your children, you want them to be 
healthy.

So what do I mean by saying we should love the church more 
than its health?

BACK TO THE GOSPEL
When Christ died for the church, he made it his own. He iden-
tified it with himself. He put his name on it. That’s why persecu-
ting the church is persecuting Christ (Acts 9:5), and why sinning 
against an individual Christian is sinning against Christ (1 Cor. 
8:12; cf. 6:15). Individually and corporately, we represent him.
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Think about what that means. It means that Christ has put his 
name on immature Christians, and Christians who speak too 
much at members’ meetings, and Christians who wrongly give 
their unbaptized children communion, and Christians who love 
shallow praise songs. Christ has identified himself with Chris-
tians whose theology is underdeveloped and imperfect. Christ 
points to the Christians who wrongly oppose biblical leadership 
structures and the practice of church discipline and says, “They 
represent me. Sin against them and you sin against me!”

How wide, long, high, and deep Christ’s love is! It covers a mul-
titude of sins and embraces the sinner. Actually, it doesn’t just em-
brace the sinner. It places the whole weight of Christ’s own identi-
ty and glory on the sinner—“my name will rest on them, and my 
glory will be theirs.”

We should always come back to the gospel, shouldn’t we?

GIVE YOURSELF, PASTOR, NOT OF YOURSELF
One theologian  helped me understand an important aspect of 
gospel love by distinguishing between giving of yourself and giving 
yourself. When I give of myself to you, I give you something that I 
possess like my wisdom, my joy, my goods, or my strengths gene-
rally. Of course, I don’t really risk losing anything in the process, 
because I gain praise for such giving. Indeed, I can give all that I 
have, even my body to the flames, and have not love. When I give 
myself, however, I don’t just give something that I have, I give my 
whole self. I identify my self with your self. I start giving attention 
to your very name and reputation because I view them as united 
to my own. Any glory that I might have becomes yours, and all the 
glory that you have is the glory that I most enjoy. It’s mine, too!

This is how we should love one another within a church, be-
cause this is how Christ has loved us. We don’t just embrace one 
another; we rest the weight of our identities upon one another. We 
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share one another’s glories and sorrows. “If one member suffers, 
all suffer together; if one member is honored, all rejoice together” 
(1 Cor. 12:26). We consider one another better than ourselves, in 
the same manner that Christ has done with us (Phil. 2:1-11). In-
deed, we have taken on the same family name, and so we are now 
brothers and sisters (Matt. 12:50; Eph. 2:19; etc.). If you insult my 
brother, you insult me. If you defraud my sister, you defraud me. 
Nothing’s business in the church. It’s all personal, because the gos-
pel is personal. He died for you, Christian. He died for me. So that 
we might represent and look like him. (Yes, he remains the final 
focus of our love for one another, just as his love for us was given 
so that we might love the Father—the final focus of his love.) If 
all Christians should love like this, we who are pastors and elders 
most certainly should.

To say that we should love the church more than its health 
means this: we should love people because they belong to the gos-
pel, not because they have kept the law of a healthy church, even 
though that law may be good and biblical. It means we should 
love them because of what Christ has done and declared, not be-
cause of what they do.

If you love your children, you want them to be healthy. But if 
you love your children, you love them whether they are healthy 
or not.

Certainly you can rejoice when a brother or sister grows in 
theological understanding. You rejoice in the greater unity of 
truth you now share (see 2 John 1). But your gospel love—your 
“Christ died for us while we were yet sinners” love—should ex-
tend no less to the brother who is theologically, ecclesiologically, 
even morally immature, because such love is based on Christ’s 
perfection and truth, not the brother’s.

Pastor, if your church is filled with weak believers, you should 
still identify yourself with them as if they were strong. Maybe 
you feel more “like-minded” (a popular phrase among the Re-
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formed) with the mature brother who shares your theology. 
Fine. But if that theologically-minded brother asks you to sha-
re his contempt for a less theological or mature brother, say to 
him, “My son, you are always with me, and everything I have is 
yours. But we had to celebrate and be glad, because this brother 
of yours was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found” 
(Luke 15:31-32).

Elder, love your flock like sons and daughters. Get into the 
bleachers of their lives and root for them on the days they make 
their free throws and on the days they trip running down the 
court. Own their laughter and their fears as if they belonged to 
you. Abide with their folly. Don’t feel threatened when they speak 
disdainfully toward you. Return the curse with a blessing. Re-
member that extricating sin from the heart is a slow process, and 
they can’t always help themselves. Be patient like the One who has 
been patient with you.

Or to use a different biblical metaphor, your love for your 
church should be a “for better or for worse, for richer or for poo-
rer, in sickness and in health” sort of love, even if it’s not a “till 
death do us part” sort of love. Shouldn’t it? Shouldn’t you be com-
mitted to your church like you’re committed to your own body, 
because that’s how Christ loved you and me?

THIS IS HOW PAUL LOVED
This is how Paul loved the churches. He gave himself, not just 
of himself. He told the Philippians that they were his “joy and 
crown” (Phil. 4:1). He told the Thessalonians the same thing (1 
Thess. 2:19-20).

Pastor, do you regard the recalcitrant and theologically naïve 
Christians in your church as your joy and crown? Do you identify 
yourself with them that much? Paul refers to the churches as his 
“boast” (2 Cor. 1:14; cf. 2 Thess. 1:4). Do you?
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Paul told the Corinthians that they were his “children” and that 
he was their “father through the gospel” (1 Cor. 4:14-15). He felt 
the same way about the Galatians and Timothy and Titus (Gal. 
4:19; 1 Tim. 1:2; Titus 1:4).

Elder, have you united your name and reputation to your 
church like a father does with his son?

How often do we hear words of love and longing from Paul! 
He opens wide his heart, and yearns for the churches to do the 
same (2 Cor. 6:12-13). He longs to see them and be with them 
(Rom. 1:11; Phil. 4:1; 1 Thess. 3:6; 2 Tim. 1:4). He “longs for them 
with the affection of Christ Jesus” (Phil. 1:8). And he knows that 
his own distress is for the churches’ comfort and salvation, and 
his comfort is for their comfort (2 Cor. 1:6). Paul didn’t give of 
himself to the churches, holding just a little back for himself, like 
Ananias and Sapphira did. He gave himself.

And Paul didn’t love just the mature Christians this way. Read 
his letters, and you’ll quickly remember how unhealthy many of 
these churches were!

May God’s Spirit increase our love so that we can imitate Paul, 
as Paul imitates Christ.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Jonathan Leeman is the Editorial Director of 9Marks, and an el-
der at Cheverly Baptist Church in Cheverly, Maryland. You can 
find him on Twitter at @JonathanDLeeman.
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Delighting in Authority: 
How to Create a 
Culture of Happy 
Complementarians

Whitney Woollard

If I were a man, I would be a church planter.
I’m a strong leader with the gifts and wiring essential to 

the call. I thrive when casting vision, making disciples, trai-
ning leaders, preaching the Word, and evangelizing the lost. I’ve 
been “thinking in sermons” since I was fifteen. I can’t help but 
target potential leaders. I constantly wonder how to reach my 
community. It’s instinctive. When I hear a powerful sermon, I 
feel a compulsion to preach. When someone leaves the church, I 
can’t sleep at night. When I study a text, I obsess over theological 
clarity.

But I’m a woman—a woman who believes God has spoken 
authoritatively in his Word on all matters pertaining to life and 
godliness. A woman whose conscience is bound by the conviction 
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that the authoritative teaching office of God’s covenant communi-
ty is reserved for men. I’ll never plant a church as the lead pastor/
elder2 not because I’m incompetent or lack the desire but becau-
se I believe the Word speaks with authority on this issue, and I 
trust the God who authored it. In fact, I delight in the authority 
of the Word, my husband, and the local church. I’m convinced 
everything God ordains, including various spheres of authority, 
is the best possible plan for his glory and my good. I’m what you 
would call a happy complementarian.3

“COMING OUT” AS A HAPPY COMPLEMENTARIAN
Unfortunately, not everyone delights in God-ordained authority. 
On the one hand, pop-culture has done a fine job of convincing 
women that femininity and freedom can only be found in throwing 
off the patriarchal shackles of previous generations to discover our 
“true, empowered selves.” I’m told my feelings and desires are the 
ultimate source of authority. Even an unbeliever would encourage 
me to plant a church if that meant “following my heart.” Today in 
Portland, Oregon—where I live—to be a strong woman is to reject 
any limitations on what I can or should do.

On the other hand, some Christian sub-cultures (particu-
larly strands of fundamentalism that uphold a view of comple-
mentarianism suspiciously close to subordination) have crea-
ted miserable women who outwardly affirm complementarian 
convictions while inwardly despising authority. Some have 
tragically suffered spiritual abuse from leaders and no lon-
ger know how to distinguish godly authority from an ungodly 
authoritarian. Others feel so trapped by manmade traditions 
and superficial limitations that they become like caged ani-
2 This truth doesn’t mean women cannot be involved in church plants. Of course they can. They should be! A 
well-rounded planting team would include trained, equipped women in the core group. I’m speaking to the lead, 
authoritative role as the church planter.
3 A complementarian holds the theological view that men and women are created equal in dignity, value, and 
worth but hold differing, complimentary roles in marriage, family, and the local church.
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mals provoked even by innocent bystanders. They’re the brist-
ly ones who affirm male headship but are bitterly offended at 
the slightest talk of authority.

I want to reject both extremes, even if it invites disapproval. 
I’m tired of apologizing for being a strong female and a con-
servative complementarian. In one circle, I’m too educated, too 
theological, too opinionated, and ask too many questions. In 
another circle, I’m too conservative, too prudish, too restricted, 
and don’t speak enough.

It’s time for the church to create space in its local assemblies for 
strong females who happily affirm authority (e.g., male headship 
and eldership) while advocating for more opportunities for women 
to flourish according to their gifts and qualification. Imagine how 
the gospel could be displayed to the watching world if churches were 
filled with biblically-minded women who embraced God-ordained 
authority as a blessing rather than a burden? This counter-cultural 
impulse would offer continual opportunities to share the gospel with 
a world that’s desperate for truth.

HOW CAN PASTORS HELP FEMALE LEADERS DELIGHT IN 
AUTHORITY?
But how can you do this when the overwhelming voice of culture 
smacks of anti-authority sentiments? The ideas below are neither no-
vel nor exhaustive, but they do come from someone whose entire life 
is and has been directly affected by her views on authority.

1. Cultivate A High View of God’s Word.
Any discussion on authority must begin and end with the Bible. 

To start anywhere else is to build your “theological house” on the 
sand. Too often, people will start with a John Piper sermon or a 
CBMW article without pushing women to grapple with the biblical 
texts themselves. But only the Word of God has the power to pene-
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trate to our innermost being and shed light on areas we desperately 
try to hide—like our anti-authority predispositions.

It was a high view of God’s Word that brought me to my cu-
rrent convictions. Early in my Christian walk, I realized I had a 
dog in the “egalitarian versus complementarian” fight. I applied 
myself to the Scriptures, earnestly desiring to know what God 
said about leadership roles in the local church. I came to the con-
clusion that the authoritative teaching office of God’s covenant 
community throughout redemptive history has always been and 
should continue to be restricted to men (e.g., priests in the Old 
Testament, apostles during the Apostolic age, and elders in the 
New Covenant). And after coming to this conclusion, I felt joy! 
God gave me a clear conviction on this matter, and the issue has 
been settled ever since. My conscience is held captive to the Word 
of God. And to echo Luther, I believe to act against conscience is 
neither safe for me, nor open to me.

By constantly pointing to the Word, pastors can help women 
become the kind of people who are controlled by biblical convic-
tion rather than personal preferences or pragmatism. Encourage 
them to search the Scriptures and see what God says about wo-
men in leadership. Discuss the central, debated texts and facilitate 
open dialogue. Create environments where women can ask ques-
tions as they wrestle with the issues. Help them think well about 
the Scriptures and be willing to graciously challenge any precon-
ceived notions that may not be rooted in the Word. Ultimately, 
equip them to make informed decisions based on good exegesis 
that leads to God-glorifying convictions.

2. Cultivate A High View of Women.
From Genesis to Revelation, the testimony of Scripture is that 

both male and female are created beings invested with great dig-
nity, value, and worth. And both are tasked with the awesome 
responsibility of making visible the invisible God through their 
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work and service. The church should be the primary place where 
the glorious image of God is showcased through men and women 
carrying out the Great Commission together with mutual love 
and respect.

All too often, however, the church has devalued women by not 
providing provision for them to serve and flourish within their res-
pective gifts. I see this regularly with women who have leadership 
and teaching ability. The church may have a strong position articula-
ted on paper, but functionally they don’t know what to do with these 
women . . . so all to often they don’t do anything. This isn’t necessarily 
malicious or calculated; I think it’s just the state of affairs in conser-
vative churches today—but it’s one in need of continual reformation. 
As a female gifted to lead, I can tell you it’s not helpful (in fact, it’s 
confusing) to form a theology of women in leadership that never gets 
implemented.

I have been in churches (large “progressive” churches) where my 
husband and I agreed with everything on paper, but I wasn’t actua-
lly allowed to do anything within my gift set. It turned out a young 
woman without kids could never teach women. This reveals a low 
view of women that’s too pervasive in many conservative comple-
mentarian churches. Women are an essential part of the body, gif-
ted by the Spirit to serve the church, and they should be encouraged 
to minister in all the ways the Bible permits.

Part of good, God-ordained male leadership is creating environ-
ments in which women feel valued, protected, and encouraged to 
serve in the ways God has wired them. Show women you value them 
by forming a robust, biblical theology of women in leadership and 
then actually implementing it. Here are a few suggestions:

• Provide opportunities for aspiring female teachers to get 
proper training so they can teach and preach the Scriptures 
to other women well. Perhaps consider one of these Simeon 
Trust workshops for women.
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• Offer seminary-like classes on basic Bible, theology, and spi-
ritual formation for your women.

• Give the women’s Bible study team time each semester to go 
over the curriculum and help them teach it well.

• Invite feedback from women on your sermons, on the wor-
ship, on the formation of small groups, and on the Sunday 
School classes.

• Ask women how you could better serve them in the way you 
preach, pray, and lead. After all, on average half of your congre-
gation are women so wouldn’t it be helpful to get insight into 
the spiritual needs of your women . . . from a woman?

• Have women do things like serve communion, pray, read 
Scripture, or share their testimonies from the front. I cannot 
tell you how encouraging it is when I visit a church and hear 
a woman pray or read Scripture. It communicates volumes 
to the women sitting in your pews.

• Periodically ask yourself, “Are the women in my congrega-
tion flourishing? Are they being provided various opportu-
nities to serve? Are they being treated as co-heirs of eternal 
life and partners in ministry?”

Every one of these points comes from the practice of my local 
church, a conservative, Bible-teaching, gospel-centered, Baptist 
church. I recently told my pastor I would be complementarian 
wherever I go because my conscience is bound to biblical convic-
tions, but he sure does make it easier for me to be a happy com-
plementarian!

I’ve been a Christian for fifteen years, and this is one of the first 
churches where the lead pastor has made me feel like a blessing ra-
ther than a burden for being a theologically-minded woman. That’s 
fifteen years of struggling to find my place in the local church be-
cause I was made to feel like a burden for the way God wired me. 
I’m not entertaining self-pity here, but I do think that’s sad.
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I believe many women would be more willing to graciously em-
brace male authority in the church if they felt valued by the male 
leadership and given opportunities to serve Jesus in meaningful 
ways. Pastors, I urge you to use your God-ordained authority to 
help female leaders to flourish in your church. Make authority a 
pleasant experience for them.

HOW CAN FEMALE LEADERS HELP PASTORS DELIGHT IN 
AUTHORITY?
Part of being a “happy” complementarian is helping facilitate a 
culture in which male leaders find joy in leading us. We should 
(along with all believers) submit to authority in a way that helps 
leaders care for our souls “with joy and not groaning” (Heb. 13:17).

I’ll be the first to confess I haven’t always done this well. I can’t 
imagine how much “groaning” I’ve caused my pastors in the past. 
But, through much repentance and grace, I’m growing. Here are 
helpful suggestions I’ve learned along the way, primarily through 
my own sin and short-comings:

• Give others a “category” for you. Oftentimes, people just 
aren’t sure what to do with strong, theologically-minded 
women. Graciously help them see that you’re a woman who 
loves Jesus, delights in male authority, and desires to teach 
the Bible to other women.

• Speak highly of the male leadership in your church and 
home (if married). One of the most harmful things a woman 
can do is publicly criticize her pastor or husband. If we truly 
delight in male headship, our words should reflect it.

• Look for ways to encourage your pastors and elders. For 
example, tell them when a sermon was especially helpful or 
mention specific ways you’re praying for them.
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• Thank your leadership for the current opportunities women 
are given to serve the church. Let them know it doesn’t go 
unnoticed.

• Be quick to communicate and slow to assume. Communi-
cate that you have a passion for teaching women the Bible 
rather than assuming leadership knows and is intentionally 
withholding the role from you. A lot of hurt feelings are built 
upon false assumptions.

• Ask if there is or will ever be provision to serve within your 
gifts. Display a willingness to be trained and equipped accor-
dingly. Show your pastor(s) that you’re also willing to serve 
outside of your gifts in order to help the church.

Ladies, let’s make authority a pleasant experience for the men 
in leadership over us by being a blessing to the body. May our 
words, actions, and attitudes help them view their God-ordained 
role as a delight.

FINDING FREEDOM WITHIN LIMITATIONS
The Psalmist declares, “I run in the path of your commands for 
you have set my heart free” (Ps. 119:32).

This reflects my heart on the issue of authority. Years ago, 
I bowed before God’s infinite wisdom on the matter of wo-
men in leadership and discovered the path beneath my feet 
was broadened. There’s a delightful freedom to be experien-
ced when one accepts God-given boundaries. My conscience is 
clear, my convictions are firm, and my ministry is meaningful.

I’m not sad that I’m not and couldn’t be a church planter or 
lead pastor. I don’t feel restricted or resentful. Instead, I feel 
full. Submitting to the authority of God’s Word, specifically 
as it plays out in the local church, has freed me to run in the 
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path of God’s commands. I have found great freedom within 
authority.

What about you?

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Whitney Woollard is a writer, speaker, and women’s Bible teacher 
in Portland, Oregon, where she and her husband Neal attend Hin-
son Baptist Church. She holds her M.A. in biblical and theological 
studies from Western Seminary and loves sharing her passion for 
the Bible and good theology with others. You can check out her 
work at her website, www.whitneywoollard.com.
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Moving from  
a Deacon-Led to an 
Elder-Led Church

Phil Newton

In one of my early pastorates, two deacons did something un-
usual: they actually shepherded the congregation. Apart from 
those two men, the church had a typical mid-twentieth-cen-

tury Baptist polity: eight deacons served as a board of directors, 
and the congregation as a whole voted on virtually every de-
cision affecting church life at monthly business meetings. The 
deacons generally focused on property, finances, and occasional 
squabbles.

ELDERS BY ANY OTHER NAME?
Yet in both character and practice, these two men did the work 
of elders. They simply lacked the title. They kept watch over and 
shepherded the church (Heb. 13:17; Acts 20:28; 1 Peter 1:2), tau-
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ght sound doctrine (Titus 1:9), exercised spiritual oversight (1 Pe-
ter 5:2), and set an example of faithful Christian living (1 Peter 
5:3).

I seriously doubt that either man thought of himself as an el-
der. But that’s precisely what the church should have recognized. 
Instead, the church confused the biblical offices, which are im-
portant for the church’s health, and expected deacons to act like 
elders without the necessary qualifications, gifts, or authority.

Could the problem have been settled by merely changing all 
the deacons’ title to elders? Absolutely not! While two men alre-
ady fulfilled the office, the rest clearly did the role of deacons—
servants of the church—with occasional elders’ responsibilities 
foisted upon them.

How can such a “deacon model” church—or any church in a 
similar situation—move toward recognizing the qualified men 
as elders? First, you, the pastor, would need to address the obs-
tacles in the way of implementing the biblical model.

OBSTACLES IN THE WAY OF TRANSITIONING TO 
ELDERS
1. The congregation probably doesn’t understand the Bi-
ble’s teaching on elders. In moving to recognize men as elders, 
you are asking a congregation to understand and implement a 
biblical practice. This requires the patient exposition of Scriptu-
re—engaging the congregation, small groups, and individuals in 
interpreting and applying God’s Word. Many objections to chan-
ges in polity lose their sting when Christians think biblically.

2. Many congregations have a long history with a bloated, 
unwieldy congregationalism. Rather than a healthy, robust con-
gregationalism, this church that I mentioned above practiced 
congregational micromanagement. Nothing got done without 
laborious business meetings, which often ended in hurt feelings 
and bruised egos. Changing this, again, requires patient teaching 
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and dialogue on the New Testament and the historical ideas of 
congregationalism. Maybe teach the church about its own doc-
trinal confession (if it’s a good one), explaining what it says about 
the offices of elders/deacons, while also showing how congrega-
tionalism developed in this particular setting. Such a study provi-
des a platform for setting forth a portrait of biblical and effective 
church polity.

3. When moving from a deacon model to an elder model, 
the deacons who are not selected to become elders may be-
come jealous.  Such jealousy can splay into massive division, 
often scuttling any chance for the church to transition their 
leadership structure. How can this be addressed? By taking a 
long-range view of elder and deacon leadership. Concentrate 
on biblical qualifications for current deacons (1 Timothy 3:8-
13), thus raising the bar. This thins the number of deacon can-
didates. Also, labor to show the biblical distinction between 
the two offices’ responsibilities. A man who simply desires a 
title has no business acquiring one. Lay out expectations for 
deacons and elders so that the church anticipates their bibli-
cal practice. A few may continue to harbor jealousy, but the 
church will likely be wise to it.

4. Perhaps no current deacons are qualified to serve as el-
ders. Merely transitioning one title to another with more intense 
duties will not help. Rather, men must be cultivated with a view 
toward serving as elders. Begin by recognizing men that appear to 
be “above reproach” (Titus 1:6). Help them develop greater consis-
tency in their walks with Christ.

Nurture them in God’s Word and sound doctrine. Do they show 
love for the Word? Can they articulate sound doctrine? After a pe-
riod of regular dialogue over the Scriptures, give them opportunities 
to teach. Critique, encourage, and evaluate them. Are they teachable 
and eager to help the body understand God’s Word?
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Take them with you on pastoral visits. Do they delight in 
shepherding the flock? Recognize that some rightly belong in the 
office of deacon. However, a few may evidence the qualities nee-
ded in elders. Continue investing in these men. Give them res-
ponsibilities for shepherding the church so that the congregation 
can begin to see the value of having non-staff elders.

LEADING THE TRANSITION
Beyond all these obstacles is the actual transition. How can a pas-
tor lead the transition from deacons to elders as the spiritual lea-
ders in the church?

Speed Kills
As the bumper sticker puts it, “Speed Kills.” So does an impa-

tient move to turn qualified deacons into elders. Trying to do this 
without adequate preparation will likely create chaos if not the 
sudden loss of a pastorate!

How much time is adequate for the transition? That will vary, but I 
tend to think a minimum of 18 months to three years is necessary to 
transition the leadership structure of a church. Why so long? Because 
most churches lack biblical clarity. They have lived with their polity 
structures without scrutinizing them in light of Scripture, and you, 
the pastor are calling on them to uproot long-held positions.

So if you want this to change, you must patiently teach biblical 
polity, layering through different venues: the pulpit, Bible study, 
small group, men’s meetings, one-on-one, and so on. Layering ser-
ves the church better than offering a crash course in polity. More 
important, however, than changing polity is teaching the church 
to think biblically. The better a pastor teaches his congregation 
to rightly interpret Scripture, the better they’ll be able to unders-
tand biblical church leadership and desire the change themselves, 
which will lead to a far smoother transition.
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Be Intentional
Be intentional. Give the congregation space to work toward a 

biblical understanding of polity. Perhaps you, the pastor, had to 
work through polity issues over several years. The church will li-
kely need the same amount of time, if not more. Few react well to 
new concepts crammed down their throats.

CONCLUSION
So set goals, but be patient. Teach, preach, and pray until the 
church delights in the gospel. As the congregation begins to grasp 
the nature and mission of the church, connect the structural dots 
for them. In time, they will hopefully begin to respond to the 
Word. Then lay out a plan to nominate qualified men to serve as 
elders. Following the method prescribed in the church’s gover-
ning documents, revise the polity to reflect elder leadership in 
the congregation. And throughout the transition, seek to move 
forward humbly and patiently for the glory of Christ and the good 
of your church.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Phil Newton is the senior pastor of South Woods Baptist Church 
in Memphis, Tennessee.
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Don’t Be a 9Marxist!

Jonathan Leeman 

In a “one-star” Amazon.com review of a 9Marks book, the 
reviewer shares her experience of being a part of what she 
calls a 9Marks church. Formally, there is no such thing as a 

9Marks church. We are not a denomination. But I think I un-
derstand what she means—the pastors probably identify with 
our message.

Anyhow, the reviewer did not have a good experience at this 
church. She describes it as “insufferable, authoritarian, rigid, le-
galistic, abusive, controlling, [and] spiritually abusive.” Members 
were “infantilized.” Power was “concentrated at the top” and had 
no accountability. People with sincere questions were treated as 
“being factious, deceived, unsaved.” The reviewer himself, appa-
rently, was excommunicated for bringing a registered sex-offen-
der to the attention of the elders. All in all, the review promised 
to never have anything to do with a “9Marks church” again. It was 
like “the Salem Witch Trials.”

Wow. Okay. Beside THAT how do you feel? as my dad used to 
say in such moments.
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I’ve been the editorial director of 9Marks for over a decade, 
and part of the church behind the ministry for two. I don’t often 
hear criticism with language this strong; maybe one or two other 
times. It causes me to feel several things at once:

• Sympathetic: “I’m so sorry you went through that.”
• Defensive: “What you’re describing, if it’s accurate, is cer-

tainly not what we’ve been teaching, but is a perversion of 
what 9Marks says.”

• Humbled: “I suspect we could do a better job of saying 
what we’re notsaying, and guarding against abuses.” In other 
words, I hope we can learn from our critics.

Several years ago I was asked to speak at a church about cultivating 
a culture of discipling. The night before, a friend told me the church’s 
members had a reputation for being spiritually zealous, proud, and 
a bit judgmental. I realized I had prepared the wrong message. My 
applications aimed to stir up the complacent. But here was a church 
that possibly erred in the opposite direction. So beginning at 11:30 
p.m, I radically redrafted my applications: disciple, yeah, sure, I su-
ppose, but remember grace and Christian freedom. Anyone wanna 
go dancing?

9Marks talks a lot about authority in the church—authority 
in preaching, authority in membership and discipline practices, 
authority among the elders. The thing is, sinners like us easily 
abuse the authority that God gives. So even as 9Marks encou-
rages churches to avoid the squishy complacency of nominal 
Christianity, we also don’t want churches to err in the direction 
of being doctrinaire and authoritarian.

Think of how God indicts Israel in Hosea 4:3: “Therefore the 
land mourns, and all who dwell in it languish, and also the beasts 
of the field, and the birds of the heavens, and even the fish of the 
sea are taken away.” Adam and Eve were to rule over those three 
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domains—land, sky, sea—so that all would flourish. But Israel’s rule 
led to mourning and languishing.

Abusive rule wilts the flower, starves the herd, crushes the soul.
Someone else, commenting on Amazon.com review above, 

characterized 9Marks as “9Marx.” Clever, right?
Let’s run with it. Mark Dever helped me brainstorm fifteen 

marks for not being a 9Marxist, that is, not being a church leader 
who abuses authority. I’ll explain each.

Mark 1: Embrace the sufficiency of Scripture for leading 
churches and pastoring people. Meaning, don’t require what 
Scripture doesn’t require.

We should be very reluctant to require anything not expressly 
set down in Scripture. For instance, the leaders of the Shepher-
ding Movement of the 1970s were rightly concerned about the 
weak commitment, shallow community, and general worldliness 
characteristic of so many American churches. But they wrongly 
required things not required by Scripture, such as membership 
in a house-group or having life-decisions “covered” by their hou-
se-group leader, elder, or pastor. Decisions to be covered included 
where to live and work, whom to marry, or even whether to make 
a doctor’s appointment. They also adopted other unbiblical au-
thority structures.

Now, you and I might disagree about what Scripture requires. 
Fine. But let’s agree that’s the standard.

As someone who has written several books on church member-
ship and discipline, I know how easily we can require too much 
here. One godly, well-meaning pastor asked me if we should hold 
onto members who have left our churches until their new pastor 
calls or emails to confirm that they have in fact joined the new 
church. I understand logically how he drew this conclusion, but at 
this point I would hope a little alarm bell would go off in his mind: 
“Wait a second, does the Bible require this?”
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Admittedly, a church might require a  few  things unspecified 
by Scripture. Our church requires membership classes and inter-
views and signing a statement of faith to join the church, for ins-
tance. It’s our judgment that these are prudential forms for imple-
menting the biblical element of church membership. You have to 
adopt some form, after all. The Bible doesn’t quite say how to join 
a church. But beyond these few things, I cannot think of anything 
else we require not required in Scripture.

Mark 2: Be a strong advocate for Christian freedom.
We shouldn’t bind the conscience where Scripture doesn’t, but 

be strong advocates for Christian freedom. To put the Pharisaical 
impulse in the best possible light, the Pharisee doesn’t want to 
break God’s law or to even risk breaking God’s law, but to play 
it safe. So he puts a hedge of protection around God’s law, and 
binds the conscience there. That could be drinking or dancing. 
That could be how you vote.

One attribute of authoritarianism is that it turns prudential 
“mays” (“you may join a small group”) into “musts” (“you must 
join a small group”).

Something I appreciate about Mark Dever is that he’s not 
short on strong opinions, but if you spend any time with him, 
you’ll discover that he is one of the stronger advocates of 
Christian freedom I know. I’d even say he cultivates a sancti-
fied irreverence toward so many evangelical false pieties. We’d 
do well to do the same.

Mark 3: Maintain a clear line in your mind between issues of 
biblical righteousness and issues of wisdom. 

This is another way of stating point two, but this language 
helps me pastorally. Perhaps a member wants to do something 
that I perceive to be foolish or a sign of immaturity: leave the 
church for another; pursue this woman; take this job; adopt 
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such-and-such a fashion statement; watch such-and-such a te-
levision show. And suppose he or she asks my counsel. It’s good 
for me to either say nothing, or to just to ask questions, or even 
to say, as I often do, “That’s a wisdom question, not a biblical 
principle question,” which is my way of reminding myself and 
them that my counsel is not inerrant. It’s not Bible. It might be 
wise, but it doesn’t bind the conscience like the Bible does. Kee-
ping these two categories explicit and clear puts things in right 
perspective for me and them. I dare say, the vast majority of the 
counsel pastors are asked to give requires them to reach into the 
wisdom bucket, not the absolute principle bucket.

Also, many of the programmatic decisions a church must 
make—should we have a Sunday evening service? A Sun-
day school program? Encourage  this  approach to evangelism 
or that approach to discipling?— depend on wisdom. Remember 
that. To be sure, 9Marks might have opinions about what’s biblical 
that you don’t share, e.g. about multi-services. The point is, keep 
both lists in your mind.

Can you give people strong counsel in matters of wisdom? 
Sometimes, yes. Can you bind the conscience? No. Even if you’re 
75 percent sure that your advice might be a matter of sin and 
righteousness, based on your deductive reasoning powers from 
Scripture, I hope that last 25 percent keeps you from pushing 
too hard. It’s the path to the dark side of authoritarianism.

To be sure, we want to people to make wise and good and godly 
decisions. But good decisions come as we teach them slowly, over 
time, through the careful preaching of God’s Word week after 
week—drip, drip, drip—as with raising children. You want their 
good decisions to grow (super)naturally out of changed hearts 
and love of Christ. Legalism and non-biblical rules are a short-cut 
that might produce good decisions today, but pride or resentment 
in the long run. 
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Mark 4: Beware asceticism, or at least of imposing your as-
ceticism.

The Bible certainly warns against the love of money. It com-
mends generosity and loving our neighbor with our money, even 
giving sacrificially. It condemns the rich man who keeps building 
bigger barns and praises the faith of the woman who gives out of 
her poverty.

Still, I think there’s a long tradition of Christian asceticism—
going all the way back to St. Francis or the Benedictine Monks—
that risks binding the conscience with a self-manufactured pictu-
re of what piety looks like. “If I’m reallyholy, I’ll only buy old cars 
and previously owned-clothes.” Not only that, “I’ll sort of look 
suspiciously at Christians who buy nice new cars and clothes.”

Friend, buy old clothes and cars so that, for love’s sake, you 
can give more money away. Praise God. But make sure you’re 
not grounding your sense of righteousness in some self-manu-
factured picture of the pious lifestyle. What’s more, don’t impose 
your own wisdom-based judgment on how other should spend 
their money. Doing otherwise creates self-righteous church, and 
self-righteousness is behind much abuse.

Notice how sensitively Paul puts it: “each should should put 
something aside as he may prosper” (1 Cor. 16:2) or “according to 
what he has” (2 Cor. 8:11).

How easy it is to assume that godliness and piety look and 
sound a certain way, and to question those whose prayers and 
lifestyles don’t match our own. And the more charismatic and 
powerful a leader is, the more this is a risk. I remember when 
I was in seminary how, in many of our seminarian minds, the 
truly godly man looked and sounded like John Piper. That’s no 
critique of John Piper. He’s just being himself. It’s just a witness 
to how easy sit is to impose our non-biblical ideas on others or 
ourselves.
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Mark 5: Beware being a slave to logic. Or rather, learn to be 
comfortable with unresolved tensions by practicing Christian 
forbearance.

Theology, to a large extent, works by logical extension, by impli-
cations and applications from the biblical text. So those of us given 
to theological thinking will be inclined to trace out these kinds of 
implications and applications.

But this produces a challenge: some logical implications or 
applications are spot on, like the Nicene doctrine of the Trinity. 
Others are problematic:

• Rock music is bad because the backbeat provokes a sexual 
response.

• Women wearing pants is bad because it blurs the line be-
tween biblical manhood and womanhood.

In general, so many of the decisions we must make pastorally, 
and so many of the situations we are asked to speak into, are 
in the realm of implication or application.

• Can women pray in the church’s gathering?
• Can parents attend the wedding of their gay son?
• Can a church member vote for a pro-choice candidate?
• Can Christian men get vasectomies?

Sometimes, we have to make a decision by logical extension 
from the text. You either have women pray publicly or you don’t. 
Other decisions, as in counseling situations, leave us more room 
to say, “I don’t know.”

But here is something that should belong to our pastoral ins-
tincts: except in those places where Christians have agreed for 
centuries that a doctrinal or ethical position is a legitimate im-
plication or application from Scripture, as with the doctrine of 
the Trinity, I want something inside of you to feel nervous about 
binding people’s consciences when you’re out on the tree branch 
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of a logical extension from Scripture.
Let me give an illustration (and the important thing here is not 

that you agree with my posture on the illustration itself): Suppose 
a church member asks me, “Can I attend the wedding ceremony 
of my gay son?” I personally would not attend, since it seems to 
give approval to the sinful relationship. In fact, the assembly’s 
affirmation of a marriage is part of what makes the wedding a 
covenant-making ceremony.

That said, I have to combine a couple of logical steps to reach this 
conclusion. So I would warn the inquiring church member about 
the very real possibility of sin in attending this wedding, but the-
re’s just enough reserve in me because we’re dealing in the realm 
of logical implication or application, that I would not move to ex-
communicate the parent who arrives at a different conclusion than 
me. Not only that, I’m also not going to informally separate myself 
from those parents, say, by adopting a scornful, condemning pos-
ture toward them.

Part of trusting God and his Word, and avoiding abusive pas-
toring, is learning to live with tensions. Sometimes living with a 
tension is a sign of unfaithfulness. Sometime it’s a sign of humility 
and the recognition that we are not God.

We definitely need to learn to live with tensions when it co-
mes to assessing repentance in matters of admitting members or 
disciplining them from the church. There is a tension between 
correcting sin and forbearing with one another.

Mark 6: Be willing to say you don’t know.
We want to cultivate the humility and freedom of honest uncer-

tainty. The person who has difficulty saying, “I don’t know,” in the 
best case, will just come across as a know-it-all. In the worse case, 
they will give answers where Scripture doesn’t actually give them, 
and impose on people what should not be imposed.

Ironically, saying “I don’t know” can help a pastor earn trust. 
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It helps people to listen when he does speak, because they know 
he won’t prattle on and discuss matters with which he is unfa-
miliar. Part of abusing authority, however, is claiming to know 
something you don’t.

Mark 7: Cultivate a willingness to be corrected. 
Part and parcel of saying you don’t know is saying that you 

could also be wrong, which means that you should be willing 
to be corrected. A proud person thinks he always knows, and a 
proud person is unwilling to be corrected. 

Not too long ago, my wife told me that I’m defensive. “No, I’m 
not…Let me explain why I’m not.”

I told her! Won that argument!
Ah, how often we win the battle but lose the war, the marria-

ge counselors tell us. So it is for us pastors. Have you ever found 
yourself backed into a corner, pastor, and basically pulled rank to 
get yourself out of it? You put on your best “Now I’m the pastor” 
tone, speak in a vague and ambiguous way with specialized theo-
logical vocabulary, and then bring the conversation to a close with 
the sigh of, “Oh, if you only understood.” The member walks away 
having lost the argument on the surface of things, but inarticulately 
sensing that you won that argument by the force of erudition, or 
personality, or position. And trust has begun to erode.

Part of being willing to be corrected is being willing to lose elder 
votes, or being willing to submit to other church leaders. If a man can-
not submit, he should not lead. And that includes the guy at “the top.” 
Mark Dever is the “senior pastor,” but I regularly see him losing votes 
and submitting to the other elders—once or twice a meeting in fact. I 
also see him building opportunities into his schedule to be corrected. 
He does this at the weekly service review, for instance.

The abusive use of authority, as much as anything, is about 
wanting control and respect. It roots in a kind of idolatry and 
godlessness. Which brings us to the next point…
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Mark 8: Fear God more than man.
The best defense against abusing authority is fearing God. When 

you know that the people under your authority are God’s, and that 
you will give an account for your stewardship, you are less likely to 
take advantage of them; less likely to prize your own wisdom over 
God’s; less likely to demand respect and honor for yourself, because 
you know that, when you decrease, he will increase.

Here’s something unexpected I’ve discovered by watching De-
ver. True humility, and the true fear of the Lord, doesn’t necessa-
rily mean what Christians often think it means: not having strong 
convictions, always being willing to shrug your should and say, 
“Oh, I don’t know,” and always deferring to what the group thinks. 
Sometimes it means those things. But sometimes true humility 
and fear of the Lord also means standing strongly on God’s Word, 
because humility knows that we humans know truly in no other 
way. It’s easy to dismiss the “truth people” or the “people with 
convictions” as proud. And they might be. But they might also be 
very humble, and they don’t fear you and your opinions like you 
want them to.

There’s a balance to strike between standing courageously on 
God’s Word, while also recognizing our imperfect grasp on God’s 
Word. Which brings us to the next point…

Mark 9: Beware the easy potential to use God’s truth and 
justice as weapons

Something I’ve observed in those who would speak harshly or 
abusively to their wives or children is that they will justify their 
harshness by appealing to true truths. They’ll point to the Bible…
and say true things from it. Or they will say things like, “I have 
such a strong justice instinct, I couldn’t stand seeing the injustice 
done!” And so with a sense of righteous fury and justice, they 
have attacked the injustice, sought to correct the untruth. But in 
the process they have destroyed and hurt.
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Here’s what’s tricky. Sometimes that response to untruth 
or injustice might be in earnest, but there is a lack of faith in 
God’s power to change someone. So we push too hard. Very 
often, our best ambitions will be combined with other, less 
sanctified ambitions, such as the desire for control or honor 
or respect. Worse, the desire for control or respect may be the 
primary ambition, and the concern for truth or justice is just 
camouflage.

All that to say, those of us who are “truth people” or “justice peo-
ple”—of which I consider myself one—must beware this potential 
to employ God’s truth to control or hurt others. Now, truth be told, 
“feelings people” can do this, too. You’ve heard the phase, “Hurt 
people hurt people.”

Mark 10: Beware of giving more authority to your heroes 
than to the Bible.

This is easy to do when you’ve really been impacted by a man’s 
ministry. And praise God for those men or women he has used 
to save us, or build us up in the faith, or dramatically changed 
the way we think in a more biblical direction. I’ve been dramati-
cally impacted by Mark Dever’s life and ministry, to be sure. But 
I’ve also been dramatically impacted by my dad and mom, Tom 
Schreiner, Bruce Ware, Chip Collins, a number of authors, certain 
fellow elders…I could keep going. Each of these men and women 
have given me a different glimpse of Jesus.

Keeping that perspective is helpful for not putting any one of 
them to highly on a pedestal.

But get this: when we are imbalanced in the reverence and ho-
nor we give to a human being over us, we will be imbalanced in 
what we demand of the human beings under us. After all, we will 
always invite people to worship what we worship, whether that’s 
God, a football team, or a pastoral hero. So if I’m putting my theo-
logical hero’s words in a place functionally higher than Scripture, 
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I am going to teach that man’s theology in a way that’s imbalan-
ced, overly-aggressive, even abusive.

Mark 11: Don’t lose sight of the person in front of you when 
implementing rules and procedures.

Wrong approaches to church leadership can occur whenever 
we rely on regulated processes instead of personal pastoral care. 
And I do think this may be more of a temptation for large chur-
ches. The need for economies of scale is met with consistent and 
tidy procedures and precise codes of conduct. Treating each case 
uniquely and thoughtfully becomes difficult.

For churches large and small, however, remember the lesson 
of a wise parent. He or she treats each child individually. Wise 
discipline and discipleship treats each member individually. From 
personal experience, I can say that disciplining and training my 
children is slow, inefficient work that consumes hours. And so is 
the work of discipling and training our fellow members. 

Mark 12: Love the church more than its health.
There’s a temptation young pastors and 9Marks-types are sus-

ceptible to: we can love our vision of what a church should be more 
than we love the people who comprise it. We can be like the un-
married man who loves the idea of a wife, but who marries a real 
woman and finds it harder to love her than the idea of her.

Your “ecclesial” goal is not to cross your membership “t”s and 
dot your programmatic “i”s. It is to shepherd real people toward 
life-giving, gospel-reminding relationships where they learn to 
trust God. And they will learn to trust him, in part, as they learn 
to trust you because you demonstrate that you are trustworthy.

I remember overhearing a church elder complain about a fa-
mily who let their unbaptized children receive the Lord’s Supper 
when the plate of communion crackers was passed down their 
pew. What struck me was the elder’s tone. It was slightly contemp-
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tuous, as in, “How could they?! The fools!” But these people were 
untaught sheep. Of course they didn’t know better. And God had 
given them this elder not to complain about them, but to love 
them toward a better understanding. At that moment, it felt like 
this elder loved his vision of the biblical church more than he lo-
ved those individuals. 

Mark 13: Consider what Scripture says about the authority 
of the congregation. 

Anecdotally, most (or all?) of the unfortunate cases of church 
discipline I have heard about in recent years have occurred in 
non-congregational churches, where the elders are free to impose 
their will on the congregation. I’m sure congregational churches 
have failed in this area as well.

Frankly, the mere fact that a group of elders or pastors in a con-
gregational church must sit in a small elders’ meeting before the 
big congregational meeting, scratch their heads, and ask themsel-
ves, “How are we going to explain this to the church?” tends by 
itself to moderate their decision-making. It slows them down. A 
group of well-meaning but tired elders might get highjacked by a 
bad strain of thinking in their meeting at 10 p.m. on a Thursday 
night. But Sunday’s congregational meeting will serve as a useful 
reality check.

Mark 14: Rely on the Power of the Word and the Spirit to 
Change Minds and Hearts

Pastoral authoritarianism  commands  the flesh and makes 
no appeal to the spiritual new man in the gospel. It looms hea-
vily over the will, doing all it can to make the will choose ri-
ghtly. It  requires  outward conformity rather than repentance 
of heart. Pastoral authoritarianism is impatient and forceful. 
Since it does not recognize that decisions have their ultimate 
foundation in the heart’s desires, it feels successful whenever it 
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produces a “right” decision, whether or not that decision was 
forced or manipulated.

Godly pastoral authority is by faith, and relies upon God to 
make change, knowing that it cannot raise the dead or change 
the leopard’s spots. It believes that God always has the power to 
change people and that he will if he so determines. Godly autho-
rity therefore relies exclusively on the power of God’s gospel Word 
and God’s Spirit. It doesn’t rely on the power to persuade, or the 
power of ethnic similitude, or the power of personal charisma, or 
the power of intellectual prowess, or the power of good rhetoric, 
like the super apostles who criticized Paul. It relies upon an open 
statement of the truth, not manipulative or underhanded ways (2 
Cor. 4:1–3). Therefore, godly authority is exceedingly patient and 
tender, knowing that only God can give growth (1 Cor. 3:5–9). An 
immature Christian may need to walk a hundred steps before he 
arrives at maturity, but a wise pastor seldom asks for more than 
one step or two.

Ironically, an emphasis on numbers and outcomes presumes 
upon the power of human wisdom, human will, human streng-
th. Pragmatism, like authoritarianism, roots in a reliance on the 
powers of the flesh. Strong charming people, finally, is not that 
different than strong-arming them. That is to say, a church leader 
who thinks that rock music is necessary to make his church grow, 
ironically, is going beyond Scripture and relying on human wis-
dom just like the fundamentalist who says that all rock music is 
sin goes beyond Scripture and relies on human wisdom.

It’s worth meditating on Paul’s ministerial confidence:
But we have renounced disgraceful, underhanded ways. We 

refuse to practice cunning or to tamper with God’s word, but 
by the open statement of the truth we would commend oursel-
ves to everyone’s conscience in the sight of God. And even if 
our gospel is veiled, it is veiled to those who are perishing. In 
their case the god of this world has blinded the minds of the 
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unbelievers, to keep them from seeing the light of the gospel 
of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God. For what we 
proclaim is not ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord, with our-
selves as your servants for Jesus ‘sake. For God, who said, “Let 
light shine out of darkness,” has shone in our hearts to give the 
light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus 
Christ. (2 Cor. 4:1–6)

Which brings me to…

Mark 15: Rely on the Sovereignty of God
One of the best defenses again authoritarianism—perhaps 

unexpectedly to some people—is Reformed theology. We speak 
or preach the biblical word, but we know only God can do the 
new creation work of giving light to the eyes. So we don’t force. 
We don’t manipulate. Instead we pray, finally speaking more to 
God about the brother, than to the brother about God (borrowing 
from Dietrich Bonhoeffer). And then we rest.
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What is success in 
missions and how do 
you measure it?

The Bible teaches several points with unavoidable clarity.
1. Results in missions come from God, not from the 

human instrument. “I planted, Apollos watered, but God 
gave the growth. So neither he who plants nor he who waters is 
anything, but only God who gives the growth” (1 Cor. 3:6-7).

2. Our role is to faithfully proclaim the gospel and trust God 
for the results. “And now, behold, I know that none of you among 
whom I have gone about proclaiming the kingdom will see my 
face again. Therefore I testify to you this day that I am innocent of 
the blood of all of you, for I did not shrink from declaring to you 
the whole counsel of God” (Acts 20:25-27).

3. Consequently true success in missions is measured by faith-
fulness to the task, not by immediate, visible results. “So then, men 
ought to regard us as servants of Christ and as those entrusted with 
the secret things of God. Now it is required that those who have been 
given a trust must prove faithful” (1 Cor. 4:1-2, NIV).

4. The very nature of Christian missions depends on faith. 
“We live by faith, not by sight” (2 Cor. 5:7). The attempt to measu-
re results is often an attempt to live by sight. Defining success as 
“faithfulness” is hard to embrace because it requires total depen-
dence on God.
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Africa, the Prosperity 
Gospel, and the 
Problem of Unguarded 
Churches

Ken Mbugua

There can no denying that distortions of the gospel have 
crept into many churches throughout Africa, chief amongst 
them being the prosperity gospel. But before effectively 

dealing with the issue of the prosperity gospel, we must ask why 
so many in African churches allowed this false gospel to slip in 
unchallenged. Where were the gate-keepers, the whistle blowers? 
And even now, why is there such deafening silence from so many 
of the now-indigenized African churches?

The problem of the prosperity gospel today, as much as 
anything, roots in an ecclesiological problem from yesterday.

Generally speaking, it appears as though the gospel efforts of 
years past in Africa did not come with any mechanisms by which 
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professing Christians could protect and preserve the gospel from 
these constant threats of distortion. For instance, little attention 
has been given to carefully understanding the doctrine of con-
version and what it means for meaningful church membership 
or church discipline. Likewise, missionaries and pastors have not 
asked what the gospel has to do with church government, the res-
ponsibility of every member for guarding against false teachers, 
or the need for a plurality of elders. Instead, the gospel is taken 
for granted and the African church suffers. It remains in desperate 
need of missionaries and churches who both understand the pro-
blems and are equipped with better and more biblical solutions.

WHERE ARE ALL THE “CHRISTIANS”?
Missionaries who labor in reached parts of Africa are today faced 
with a society that has been inoculated against the gospel. Cities 
are filled with people who have been baptized and acknowledged 
as members of churches from one denomination or another, thus 
affirming their status as Christians, even though many live lives 
that show no fruit of the Spirit’s work or evidence of a life of re-
pentance and faith in Christ. For example, 80 percent of my fellow 
Kenyans would identify themselves as Christians, yet many go to 
church irregularly, if at all. They do not need the gospel and church, 
or so they think, because they are already “Christians.”

Others who might frequent church more than this former 
group attend churches where the gospel is not articulated clearly. 
Though they are fervent in their religion, a great part of this group 
would struggle to articulate the gospel even in its most basic form. 
True gospel ministries established decades ago have in many ca-
ses grown into theologically weak churches that have given in to 
teaching variations of the prosperity gospel.

It’s no wonder false gospels are wrecking havoc in Africa with 
little to no resistance. When churches are filled with those who 
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do not know the gospel and are in many cases living lives unwor-
thy of the gospel, then they can not protect themselves from dis-
tortions in both gospel doctrine and gospel living, let alone raise 
an alarm among their community about the counterfeits that are 
masquerading as truth.

We know God remains faithful, and he has indeed scattered 
his own in these places. It is our constant prayer and hope that he 
will raise up many more of that breed so that they one day would 
define the church landscape of Africa, that the prosperity gospel 
might die here. But today, the problem persists. So how can we do 
missions in a way that will protect gospel for the present genera-
tion and for the generations to come?

IS THEOLOGICAL EDUCATION ENOUGH?
A great deal of missionary effort is at present being focused on 
theological education. In many cases the pastors in the cities do not 
have any form of theological training. Generally speaking, previous 
missionary efforts did not place an emphasis on equipping the pas-
tors who were left “in charge.” This absence of enduring disciples-
hip has resulted in increasingly shallow theology, leaving many lo-
cal churches susceptible to whatever error its society was infected 
with at present.

As a response, theological institutions are being established 
across the continent. Conferences and seminars abound as we 
play catch up after realizing that past missionary efforts, though 
helpful in bringing many to the Lord, proved unreliable in preser-
ving the gospel for the next generation. This is a good work, and it 
is an urgent work. Yet despite the renewed efforts to train pastors, 
our continent still lacks enough qualified men to do the training 
as well as sufficient resources to finish the task.
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A BLINDSPOT REMAINS
That said, a blindspot still plagues these commendable missio-
nary efforts. Most efforts in church planting and pastoral trai-
ning lack an emphasis on the local church. Systematic theology 
and other branches of Christian doctrine are greatly emphasi-
zed, as they should be, but ecclesiology remains unfortunately 
assumed and, as a result, misunderstood. This is a sad reality 
primarily because these assumed local churches are God’s pri-
mary plan for how the gospel will be displayed and preserved 
for the coming generations—not seminaries, not conferences, 
not theological training centers.

In an ecclesiologically heavy letter to Timothy, Paul wrote, “I 
hope to come to you soon, but I am writing these things to you 
so that, if I delay, you may know how one ought to behave in 
the household of God, which is the church of the living God, a 
pillar and buttress of the truth” (1 Tim 3:14-15). How a church 
conducts its life together has everything to do with how they 
preserve the truth.

The present generation in Africa would have been served well 
by churches that had been just as willing to excommunicate them 
as they were to baptize them. Having a city filled with people who 
claim to be followers of Christ but are living lives unworthy of 
the gospel distorts the truth of the gospel for both this generation 
and the next. God does not desire to preserve truth through theo-
logically accurate books. He wants lives that reflect that truth by 
living it out together in local churches.

WE NEED FAITHFUL CHURCHES
If we teach churches today that the buck stops with them and 
that they are not mere bystanders in the mission but gate-kee-
pers of the gospel, then maybe they might fire the next pastor 
who starts preaching heresy. If we teach churches that conversion 
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is more than saying a prayer and if we stopped asking people to 
walk down the isle or raise their hands to receive Jesus, we might 
have smaller churches captivated by the awe-inspiring grace of 
God rather than the eloquent, misguided pastor in a shiny suit. 
We might have churches that will guard the gospel more fervently 
for the glory of their God.

The plagues of the prosperity gospel and false converts are not 
at the heart of the problem for the African church. They are mere 
symptoms of a more fundamental problem. God wants the local 
church to be built up so that it can withstand different winds of 
error. It might be prosperity gospel today and gnosticism tomo-
rrow. Focusing more missionary effort on building healthy chur-
ches will help protect the gospel for our generation and for the 
one yet to come.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Ken Mbugua is a pastor of Emmanuel Baptist Church in Nairobi, 
Kenya. You can find him on Twitter at @kenmbugua.
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Your Bad Ecclesiology 
Is Hurting Us

Mark Collins

“What is a church?”
It was the question I dreaded most. I was 28 years 

old, and had been promoted from a missions team 
leader to the regional director. I was sitting at our monthly leaders 
meeting, with 10 other team leaders representing more than 80 fu-
ll-time supported missionaries who served in the 10/40 window. 
Our discussions were supposed to be motivating and encouraging, 
and they often were. We talked about evangelism strategy and frui-
tfulness, of growing disciples and the potential for multiplication 
in the future. But then someone would ask THAT question, or one 
like it. Is our goal to plant churches? Were we doing that? And, oh, 
by the way, do we even agree on what a church is? What makes a 
church a church?

I dreaded the question because I didn’t know the answer. Wor-
se, I knew from repeated fruitless discussions that nobody in the 
room knew the answer. We didn’t know how to define a church, 
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much less a good one or a healthy one. What was the differen-
ce between a church and a gathering of 25 students on a college 
campus? We had started plenty of those. What was the difference 
between a church and 30 business professionals gathering for re-
gular Bible study?

It wasn’t just an academic question for us. By God’s grace, 
we had witnessed God produce amazing fruit through our la-
bors. So as we held those discussions, we knew there were be-
lievers who would gather that very week. These gathering were 
filled with people we’d discipled, many of whom were looking 
to us for their sense of direction. Quickly, they had discovered 
we didn’t have a whole lot to offer them.

SAME STORY EVERYWHERE
In the nineteen years since I first stepped onto the mission field, 
I’ve seen and heard the same story repeated across organizations 
and regions. All too often Western missionaries don’t have much 
to say about the church, at least not with biblical clarity. Among 
evangelicals, thankfully, the gospel usually remains clear, the 
inerrancy of Scripture is generally affirmed, and the importance 
of theology is typically acknowledged. But the church?

Ask some missionaries you know if they can explain how 
their work relates to the task of church planting, and you’ll get 
fewer answers than you’d expect. Ask them how they define the 
church and what a healthy one looks like, and you’ll get fewer 
answers still.

The reality is that when you send missionaries, when you su-
pport them, and when you partner with others to do so, you are 
exporting a doctrine of the church. Over the years, I’ve concluded 
that far too often we are exporting bad ecclesiology.

And the results on the mission field can be tragic.
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HOW DID WE GET HERE?
There are probably lots of things that contribute to the problem. I 
want to suggest three.

1. Sending churches often view missions as something they 
can outsource to others.

Church leaders have enough to deal with inside their own 
church, so overseeing and resourcing missionaries often feels 
beyond their capacity or expertise.

It’s certainly true that sending agencies to meet these needs has 
many benefits. But the problem here is that churches often overes-
timate what a sending agency can do. For example, no application 
process can replace evaluating a person’s gifting and qualification 
through their regular involvement in the life of a local church. 
This kind of inquiry should begin at the front-end of the process, 
not as a quick check-list when a church reference form is sudden-
ly required.

2. Sending agencies receive the outsourcing but don’t have a 
clear doctrine of the church.

Sending agencies are either created with a certain ministry 
focus, or they create one as they go. Some decide to focus on 
evangelism among a certain segment of the population, like stu-
dents or business professionals. Other groups focus on training 
leaders in a certain theological curriculum. Still others focus on 
starting new churches in a certain region or among a certain 
people.

What seems rare in these scenarios is for the agency to ade-
quately evaluate “success” by considering the long-term health of 
the churches they’ve planted. As a mid-level leader in my sending 
agency, I remember the struggle of living between the tension of 
measurable organizational goals (how many new groups have you 
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started?) and the desire for our work to have long-term viability. 
My attempts to have conversations about the health of our work 
beyond sheer numbers did not go very far.

3. The missionaries themselves don’t know what they are ai-
ming for.

The saying goes, “Aim at nothing and you’ll hit it every time.” 
Every missionary on the field tries to do good work. They share 
their faith, try to disciple new believers, and pray that God will 
bless the work. It’s a good start, but it’s not the same as having a 
clear picture of a planted church functioning in a biblical manner 
and raising up its own resources for further ministry. They lack 
this picture because they don’t understand what God’s Word says 
about the local church and the central role it plays in fulfilling the 
Great Commission.

WHAT CAN BE DONE?
What can you do as a pastor to help begin exporting better eccle-
siology?

1. Practically evaluate your missions program.
Do you as the pastor know the quality of the people you are 

sending? Do you know what they are really doing on the field? 
Have you asked them to describe their work in detail? Have you 
made the progress of their work a part of the prayer life of your 
church? Are your leaders and members invested in seeing healthy 
churches planted through your missionaries?

2. Take Paul’s first missionary journey as a model for missions 
(Acts 13-14)

Focus on the quality of the missionaries not the quantity. The 
Spirit leads the church at Antioch to send Paul and Barnabas, two 
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of their best (Acts 13:2)! Look to encourage those already ministe-
ring in the context of your church to think and pray about missions.

Make the work of missionaries a central part of the life of your 
church. The sending of Paul and Barnabas was a church-wide time 
of fasting and praying (Acts 13:3). Similarly, consider how you can 
make prayer for your missionaries more consistent in your own 
church. Use your pastoral prayer and church prayer meetings as 
times to regularly pray for the work of the missionaries you su-
pport, and for the evangelization of people around the globe.

Encourage your missionaries to keep their eyes on the prize of 
planted healthy churches. Paul and Barnabas didn’t only preach 
or only disciple; they continued to visit and shepherd until elders 
were appointed in every church (Acts 14:23). Presumably this is 
what the church at Antioch expected them to do. So, ask prospec-
tive missionaries to articulate a ministry plan that includes both 
planting churches and shepherding those churches toward health.

Invite furloughing missionaries to make a full report to the 
church. Paul and Barnabas gathered the church together and “de-
clared all that God had done with them.” (Acts 14:27). On a re-
cent furlough I was asked by the elder boards of several supporting 
churches to make a report to them. I loved it! Deep down missiona-
ries want to know that their supporting churches stand with them 
in the full task of raising up indigenous churches. We also love the 
accountability of knowing that we need to share more than just a 
few pictures with smiling local people in them.

3. Consider doing more with less.
At the end of the day, exporting of bad ecclesiology comes 

from the Western idea that more is necessarily more. We send 
more workers and ask them for more results. We measure our 
success in terms of more professions of faith and more churches 
planted, without asking about the health of either the “converts” 
or the “churches.” I think we inherently know that many of the 



191

systems in place aim at breadth rather than depth, but we don’t 
know how to change them.

A simple beginning would be, over time, to move to suppor-
ting less people in a better way. Give fewer missionaries more 
money. Divert some money to regularly sending an elder to vi-
sit their work. Make it possible for furloughing missionaries to 
spend more time with your church. Above all, consider their work 
your work. Make it your aim not just to lead a healthy church, but 
to see healthy churches planted in all the places you are sending 
missionaries.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Mark Collins is a pastor and church planter who has been minis-
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Stop Sending 
Missionaries: Why More 
Isn’t Always Better

Steve Jennings

“H ere am I, send me.” Isaiah 6:8
“The harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are few; 

therefore pray for the Lord of the harvest to send forth 
laborers into his harvest.” Matt. 9:37-38

These passages of Scripture have been slapped on the prayer 
cards of many hopeful missionaries getting ready to enter the 
field. They’ve been burned on the hearts of many churches and 
people who recognize that we Christians have been given a task: 
to make disciples of all nations.

These nations were sadly neglected by the church for genera-
tions, so it is praiseworthy that, in recent generations, we have 
corrected our “mission drift” and pursued with vigor its task to 
make known to a watching world the wisdom of God (Eph 3:10).
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But, in my admittedly few years working among the nations—
square in the middle of the 10/40 window, surrounded by Unrea-
ched People Groups—I cannot help but wonder if the corrective 
has corrected too much. It appears the pendulum has swung too 
far the other way and needs a few nudges itself.

The Great Commission is immense, and just like any immense 
task it requires vision, dedication, and a lot of manpower. That be-
ing said, there are many times when I want to stop and say to the 
Western church: “Stop sending them! Stop sending under-qualified 
missionaries!”

To be sure, the workers are few, and the harvest is great. But 
that does not mean that more workers are necessarily better. It 
seems that the impatience that so marks the current generation 
has infiltrated the missionary movement under the guise of “ur-
gency.” This impatience, rather than being curbed by church lea-
ders, is often fostered and even encouraged.

And the result?
A lot of people are going to the nations who, frankly, shouldn’t 

be going—at least not yet.
Here’s the question I wish more churches would consider: 

Why would you send someone to plant churches abroad who you 
would never hire as a pastor or nominate as a lay elder? Why does 
it seem that “passion” rather than proven faithfulness is the main 
criterion for sending men and women to support those church 
planters? Why on earth is the bar set lower for the frontlines than 
it is for the local church?

The challenges of frontier ministry, its stresses and tempta-
tions, are very real, and time and again people are sent to face 
those challenges who have much zeal but lack understanding. So 
the wise man rightly said by the Holy Spirit,

“Desire without knowledge is not good, and whoever makes 
haste with his feet misses his way” (Prov. 19:2 ESV).

This proverb sums up the state of missions among some mis-
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sions enterprises very well: desire without knowledge. And desire 
without knowledge in the business of missions is dangerous, even 
spiritually deadly.

This field that is white for harvest is being filled with laborers 
who destroy the crop, those who misuse or disuse the tools God 
has given them. Imagine a field full of people swinging a scythe 
in the wrong direction and sometimes from the wrong end. And 
too often—if I dare drag out the metaphor a bit further—they are 
not using the scythe at all. Their hands are empty—not a pretty 
picture.

It seems to me that many churches and sending agencies don’t 
spend enough time teaching people to discern between wheat and 
weeds. So, lacking discernment, these missionaries sheave weeds 
and write home about their sowing successes. Again, we as the 
church have been given a mission, a way in which we are to walk, 
but many feet that set out to proclaim the gospel of peace miss 
their way because they have desire without knowledge.

Indeed, the workers are few, but our impatience has become 
our undoing. When churches have initiatives to send a certain 
number of people by a certain time, their desire to meet that goal 
can short circuit discipleship and thus propel people into the field 
that will both be harmed and cause harm.

Instead, we should look to Paul as an example of zealous pa-
tience. From the moment of his conversion, he was told his pur-
pose. But you’ll see in Acts that it was more than ten years be-
fore his first missionary journey. In the interim, he spent three 
formative years in Arabia, time in his home city of Tarsus, and 
finally a season at the church in Antioch until he was sent out 
with Barnabas. This is Paul, mind you, who at conversion already 
had an immense knowledge of the Scriptures. It appears Paul did 
not begin his mission in earnest until he was sent by his “home” 
church of Antioch at the Holy Spirit’s leading through the elders 
and congregation.
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If you speak to an older generation of missionaries, you’ll 
find that in by-gone days Bible college was a requirement. If you 
read the biographies of guys like Adoniram Judson, you’ll find 
that ordination was required. But these days, once a church gives 
approval, folks can pass a few evaluations and attend a two-week 
boot-camp and be rather quickly approved for the field. Such a 
convenient and streamlined system is meant to enable more and 
more people to go to the unreached.

But more is not always better.
The challenges people will face as they take the gospel to hard 

places will require character that is mature and proven. The ques-
tions missionaries will be asked by those whom they evangelize will 
often require a theological knowledge that is deep and wide. And 
the raging enemy that is encountered requires a faith that is dug 
down deep.

Pragmatism is rampant in overseas ministries because too 
often ministers don’t really know how to talk about their God. 
Heresy proliferates because they don’t really know their message. 
Worldly living prevails because so many missionaries are spiri-
tually immature and practically unaccountable. Church, stop sen-
ding people who don’t know their God, don’t know their message, 
and don’t know what it is like to submit to authority. Please, for 
the sake of God’s glory, stop.

Desire is commendable, but desire comes and goes. It is ca-
lling that should be required and celebrated. Not just any “calling,” 
mind you, but a calling rooted in truth and affirmed by others, 
particularly those who know you well and have for a long time, 
one that has accompanied years’ worth of fruitfulness, that has as 
its chief aims the glory of God and the sure promises of the gospel 
as revealed in Scripture.

Local churches should take the long view in their missions 
work, faithfully making many disciples who are able to go out and 
persevere in faithful gospel ministry. They should labor for quan-
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tity without sacrificing quality by a single degree.
It should be no wonder that the attrition rate among missiona-

ries is so high, that doctrinal ambiguity is so pervasive, and that 
missionaries falling into gross sin is so common. People are sent 
that should not be sent because churches are sending people too 
soon.

So, at this point I want to leave behind a few suggestions on 
how to prepare people to go to the nations:

1) Teach them well so that they will be able to teach others well; 
don’t send them until they have shown they can do the same. (2 
Tim. 2:2)

2) Make sure that they are able to articulate sound doctrine 
and refute false doctrine. An inability to answer objections and 
correct falsehood is a recipe for disaster when encountering other 
religions or worse—other errant missionaries. (Titus 1:9, Eph. 
4:14)

3) Make sure they are able to submit to biblical authority. Are 
they mavericks who have never really had their autonomy cha-
llenged? If this is the case, they need to spend some time with 
gladly submitting to accountability before they can be sent with 
confidence. (Heb. 13:17-18)

4) Connected to #3 is the need for proven godly character. This 
is something that can only be ascertained over an extended period 
of close interaction and persistent discipleship, not a session with 
a counselor and a personality profile. Unchecked sins get worse 
on the frontlines, not better. (Heb. 12:1)

5) If you would not make a man an elder in your church, then 
don’t send him to plant churches anywhere, much less overseas. 
If you are sending someone who isn’t elder material or isn’t quite 
there yet, then I would suggest sending them somewhere with an 
established church where you know their spiritual development 
and ministry will be seen by faithful shepherds. (Heb. 10:24-25)

6) The aim of every pioneer worker you send should be one of 
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two things: joining an existing church or gathering believers to 
start a new church as soon as possible. If there is no church, then 
I would suggest moving with a core of people as opposed to indi-
vidually. No Christians were meant to be alone. Ecclesiology and 
missiology should be inseparably intertwined. Churches plant 
churches. Para-church organizations should serve the valuable 
and specialized role of helping churches do this job, not overtake 
them. (Acts 20:28, 16:13)

7) Finally, let there be consensus in the sending church that 
these people being sent are called and ready. This will safeguard 
the ones being sent and give them an amazing boost of encou-
ragement that they are part of something bigger than their own 
ambition, which can easily fade or redirect quickly. (Acts 13:3)

I write this not out of a desire to dampen a church’s missional 
drive, but to encourage a long view with enduring faithfulness as 
the aim. We run a marathon, not a sprint. Ministry is the same 
way. Godly urgency embraces careful preparation for ministry. 
This truth becomes unclear if the main aim of our sending is an 
always-growing number of converts. Instead, the main aim of our 
sending should be the glory of God—and it is for that we must 
prepare and be prepared.

So let’s feel the urgency, but not at the expense of wisdom. The 
glory of God is at stake.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Steve Jennings is the pastor of Immanuel Church of Fujairah in 
the United Arab Emirates.
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What are the different 
kinds of prayer a 
church’s gathering 
should include?

In the Bible, we find prayers of praise to God, prayers of confes-
sion, prayers of thanksgiving, and prayers that lift up specific 
requests to God (Ps. 111; Ps. 51; 1 Cor. 11:24; Phil. 4:6). There’s 

no verse which says that a church gathering must contain four 
distinct times of prayer, each of which covers one of these four 
different postures. But we believe it’s prudent to do so for the sake 
of being deliberate about each, and for the sake of teaching the 
congregation how to do the same:

1. Prayer of praise. The Bible commands and invites us to prai-
se God because of his greatness (Ps. 22:23, 29:2, 30:4). A prayer of 
praise praises God for who he is, as opposed to thanking him for 
what he does.

2. Prayer of thanks. A prayer of thanks should offer thanks to 
God for all of the blessings he gives us, chiefly the spiritual bles-
sings he gives us in Christ. Such a prayer is an appropriate way to 
preface a time of corporate giving.

3. Prayer of confession. A prayer of confession should confess 
our sins to God in light of the Bible’s commandments. Such a pra-
yer should explicitly ask for forgiveness. It should be framed in 
terms that are broad enough to allow the entire congregation to 
pray along, yet specific enough to expose particular sins. 
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4. Prayer of petition. A pastor should lead the congregation in 
praying for specific matters in the life of the church, the communi-
ty, and around the world. Such a prayer may include intercession 
for members of the congregation who have particular burdens or 
opportunities, for important matters in the life of the church, for 
other local evangelical churches, for those in authority (1 Tim. 2:1-
4), and for the spread of the gospel around the world. 

The goal in all of these prayers is, first, to offer appropriate wor-
ship to God: God is worthy of our praise and thanks; we need 
to confess our sin to God; and God commands us to make our 
requests known to him. A second goal of these prayers is to teach 
the church how to pray. As they participate in these varied, cor-
porate prayers every Sunday, the members of a local church will 
learn to pray deeply, broadly, and biblically.
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4 Reasons You Should 
Add a Regular Prayer 
Service to Your Church 
Calendar

Brad Wheeler

If you could add one thing to your church calendar, what would 
it be? A women’s retreat or men’s breakfast? An evangelism se-
minar? Community groups? A Saturday evening service for the 

morning-challenged? A mid-week Bible study?
That’s the question I’ve asked myself time and time again sin-

ce arriving at my new church last fall. Though many of those 
suggestions are laudable, I have, alongside our elders, led our 
body to begin a regular Sunday-evening prayer service.

Seriously, a prayer service? That sounds old-fashioned and 
quaint, the kind of thing Christians did before the advent of elec-
tricity, when life was simpler, churches were smaller, and our chil-
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dren’s recreational activities didn’t consume our calendars.
And it’s been met with at least some opposition. I had one member 

tell me we already pray too much. He felt our prayer times in the mor-
ning service were already long. They detract from the music team’s 
ability to get into a rhythm, and disrupt the worship experience. I’ve 
had others suggest it may foster legalism, by giving people something 
else they feel they must do. Others voiced concern that it may hinder 
community, for some individuals may drop out of their small group 
in order to attend the corporate prayer meeting.

So, why a gathering largely dedicated to corporate prayer? Let 
me suggest four reasons.

1. IT REMINDS OUR PEOPLE OF THE IMPORTANCE OF 
PRAYER.
It’s not difficult to get our people to sign up for an event, or plu-
gged-into a small group. Hundreds came to our recent women’s 
retreat. Scores came to the men’s breakfast and Secret Church. So 
why the reluctance of many to corporately gather to pray? Why 
has the prayer service in many churches gone the way of the ro-
tary phone?

Simply put, prayer isn’t sexy. It’s not entertaining. It’s often not easy 
or convenient; it requires effort and work. It’s why Jesus gave us the 
parable of the persistent widow in Luke 18, so that we “ought always 
to pray and not lose heart.” We’re accustomed to being spoon-fed 
with music and media, podcasts and preaching. But prayer requires 
us to turn the world off while we turn our minds on.

And this is what we must do—not just individually, but corpo-
rately, together. In Matthew 21, Jesus chides the people for turning 
the temple into something like the trading floor of the Chicago 
Mercantile Exchange. He says, “My house shall be called a hou-
se of prayer” (Matt 21:13). According to the New Testament, the 
church is the temple of God’s Spirit (1 Cor 3:16). Are our churches 
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then the house of prayer God intends? Do we set aside the time? 
Do we prioritize the commitment to pray together? Or is our cor-
porate prayer merely the filler between music sets?

Robert Murray M’Cheyne famously said, “What a man is alo-
ne on his knees before God, that he is, and no more.” What if 
we applied that same measure to our churches? What would it 
say about us? Corporate prayer impresses upon our people pra-
yer’s importance, indeed, its absolute necessity. For our fight is 
against spiritual forces, and thus requires spiritual weapons—and 
what greater weapon is there than the prayers of not just one, but 
dozens, hundreds, even thousands?

2. IT MODELS FOR OUR PEOPLE HOW TO PRAY.
I remember the first time I prayed publicly. I was a new believer, both 
paranoid and perplexed over what to say. So what did I do? I copied 
what I heard others do.

Apart from studying the prayers of Daniel or Paul or Hannah or 
Mary, nothing teaches our people how to pray more than the prayers 
they hear from the faithful at church. If we want our people to pray 
biblically and thoughtfully, if we want them to pray with reverent awe 
and personal affection, then we must model it for them corporately. 
As D. A. Carson aptly notes, “Choose models, but choose them well. 
Study their content, their breadth, their passion, their unction—but do 
not ape their idiom.”

3. IT UNITES OUR PEOPLE AROUND GOD’S PURPOSES.
We’re naturally narcissistic people. We have no problem praying for 
our individual needs, wants, and desires. And it’s not wrong to do 
such things. We ought to. Yet how deplorable when our prayer life, 
especially our corporate prayer life, is dominated by such concerns. 
After all, we aren’t the meaning of human history. Our health and 
happiness isn’t the meaning of human history. The church and her 
prosperity is the meaning of human history (Eph 3:1-13).
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When we gather to emphasize the spiritual over the physical, 
the corporate over the individual, we unite our people around 
God’s purposes for his church. Corporate prayer builds concern 
for our corporate unity, and our corporate witness.

4. IT PREPARES OUR PEOPLE FOR GOD TO ACT.
The church corporately praying marked many of the great move-
ments in the book of Acts. It defined their life at Pentecost (2:42). 
It equipped the believers with the Spirit to speak the Word of God 
boldly (4:31). Prayer marked the commissioning of the first deacons 
(6:6), the spread of the gospel to the Samaritans (8:15), and even Pe-
ter’s vision to spread the gospel to the Gentiles (10:9). In fact, it was 
the church praying that led to Peter’s release from prison (12:5)!

Friends, prayer changes things! It’s why Paul assumes the church 
will be praying together, both men and women (1 Cor 11, 14). Pra-
yer is God’s ordained means to accomplish his supernatural ends. 
It is both personal and powerful. As Jesus reminded his disciples, 
there are some obstacles that cannot be conquered by anything but 
prayer (Mk 9:29).

Friends, as Jamie Dunlop notes in The Compelling Community, 
“God loves to defend his reputation. When we pray together, our 
needs become public. When he answers, his glory becomes pu-
blic. ” Praying prepares our people for God to act.

OUR FIRST PRAYER SERVICE
Last month, we hosted our first Sunday evening prayer service, at 
least in recent memory. And with it came plenty of awkward mo-
ments and blunders as we stumbled through the service. It didn’t go 
exactly as I planned, and for much of that I am to blame!

But that’s okay. For we, the people of God, by the power of 
God, prayed. We did what no other people or institution on earth 
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are privileged to do. And we’ll do it again. And we’ll watch, and 
wait, and anticipate what God will do on his behalf.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Brad Wheeler is the senior pastor of University Baptist Church in 
Fayetteville, Arkansas.
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Praying Together: An 
Invisible, Yet Vital 
Work

Megan Hill

I love tasks with visible results. Show me a smudged bathroom 
mirror, a desk piled with papers, or a weed-choked flower bed, 
and I’ll get right to work. With 10 minutes’ effort, I can turn 

grime into gleam and chaos into calm. It’s a great feeling.
The chores I don’t love are the recurring and nearly-invisible 

ones. Cooking a dinner that my three sons will gobble down wi-
thout comment so they can get back to shooting hoops? Not so 
much. Calling the doctor’s office for the fourth time this week to 
untangle our Gordian health insurance? No thanks.

WE LIKE THE VISIBLE
Clicking on the “Ministries” tab of many church websites reveals 
that we often have a similar bias when it comes to our corpo-
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rate life. We highlight our discipleship groups, crisis counseling, 
community outreach, student ministries, Bible studies, and con-
gregational care. Our photos show people singing and playing 
instruments, people holding coffee cups and open Bibles, people 
maneuvering wheelbarrows and chainsaws. As a church, we like 
what’s visible.

Perhaps for that reason, praying together rarely headlines 
our calendar of events. Corporate prayer—whether in a wors-
hip service or a week-day gathering—isn’t much to look at. We 
show up. We bow our heads. We ask God for daily needs and for 
gospel success. Then, we do it again. Week after week, year after 
year, the same people bring the same concerns in the same way 
to the same God. It doesn’t always produce obvious results.

But it’s one of the most important things the church does.

PRAYING FOR THRIVING
To stoke my enthusiasm for those mundane items on my to-do 
list, I have to remind myself that they are, in fact, valuable. If my 
children do not eat, they will not thrive. If I do not make repea-
ted phone calls, I will have to pay an inflated bill. Similarly, the 
church needs to remind herself that the difficult, invisible, and 
counter-cultural task of corporate prayer is the work that upholds 
everything else we do. If we do not pray, we will not thrive.

What’s more, gathering for prayer affirms three essential things 
we’re otherwise apt to forget about the church: we’re entirely de-
pendent on our God, we need every member of the body, and we 
have a spiritual mission.

First, the praying church is a church who admits her dependence 
on God.

In our other activities, we can be tempted to think success de-
pends on us. If we host enough youth retreats, sing our hymns 
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heartily enough, or cut enough of our neighbor’s grass, then our 
church will surely grow. If we invite enough people, train enough 
people, mobilize enough people, then we’ll surely see results in 
our community. These things may be good. But coming together 
to pray reminds us the flourishing of Christ’s church does not de-
pend ultimately on us. In prayer, we humbly extend what Thomas 
Manton called “the empty hand of the soul. . .[which] looketh for 
all from God.”

We take as our example the members of the early church who 
“devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and the fellowship, 
to the breaking of bread and the prayers” (Acts 4:42). They prayed 
together when they ate (Acts 2:46), and when they were fasting 
(Acts 13:2–3). They prayed together when they were threatened 
with persecution (Acts 4:23–31), and when they were appointing 
new elders (Acts 14:23). They prayed together in formal temple 
worship services (Acts 3:1), and at riverside prayer meetings (Acts 
16:13, 16).

Those first Christians faced an enormous workload: gos-
pel-proclaiming, disciple-making, church-planting, and wi-
dow-feeding. By prioritizing prayer together, they admitted their 
ultimate weakness and found their unfailing help in God.

Second, the praying church affirms the value of every member of 
the body.

Sadly, we sometimes act as if the church’s MVPs are the peo-
ple whose contributions are the most noticeable. Program or-
ganizers and project directors sometimes seem more important 
than elderly widows or children with disabilities. But in corpo-
rate prayer, there are no celebrities. In corporate prayer, we wel-
come the praises of children that shut the mouth of Satan (Psalm 
8:2), and we honor the hard work of one member who prays for 
the others (Col. 4:12–13). We gather for prayer in thundering 
consummation of Isaiah’s long-ago prophecy: “My house shall 
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be called a house of prayer for all peoples” (Is. 56:7). We gather 
to add our prayers to those of all the saints in the great bowls 
before the heavenly throne (Rev. 5:8).

Go to any church prayer meeting on any Wednesday night 
and you’ll find a motley group of people. There—male and fe-
male, rich and poor, old and young—all affirm their common 
identity (Gal. 3:28) and commune with their God. The former 
idolater, the former homosexual, the former thief, the former re-
viler (1 Cor. 6:9–11)—all who have been washed in the blood—
together approach God’s throne with boldness (Heb. 4:6, 10:19). 
The weaker and the stronger, the less honorable and the more 
honorable, the unpresentable and the more presentable (1 Cor. 
12:22–26) help one another through prayer. None are excluded, 
none are overlooked, and none are deemed unnecessary.

Finally, the praying church refocuses on her central, spiritual 
mission.

There’s a reason praying together doesn’t look like much, for 
why we do it over and over even though we can’t quite quantify 
the results. There’s a reason we practice it with closed eyes and 
bowed heads.

The reason is simple: prayer is spiritual. It’s the church’s spi-
ritual weapon in a spiritual war (Eph. 6:10–20). It’s a spiritual 
tool that aids our spiritual task (2 Cor. 1:11), and it’s our spiritual 
appeal for the Spirit himself (Luke 11:13).

A church’s life and ministry doesn’t exist merely at the visi-
ble level of flesh and blood, buildings and classes, events and 
committee meetings. The church’s greatest business takes place 
in unseen places—and so we pray.

We pray together that the name of God would be successfu-
lly proclaimed in the world (John 17:23–26), that gospel laborers 
would be sent out (Matt. 9:38), that people would be saved and 
added to the church (Acts 2:47), that his saints would be uni-
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fied (Ps. 133). We pray together that God would build his church 
and defeat Satan’s kingdom (Matt. 16:18), set members in local 
churches according to his purposes (1 Cor. 12:18), give his peo-
ple wisdom (Matt. 21:15, James 1:5), ensure the security of his 
saints (John 6:37), and ultimately bring us to live together with 
him (John 14:3).

Though our praying together may at times seem fruitless and 
insignificant, the Bible assures us the results will one day be made 
visible. In Revelation 8, John pulls back the curtain of heaven and 
we see our collected prayers mingled with the fire of God; they are 
thrown down on the earth with the most spectacular results: “and 
there were peals of thunder, rumblings, flashes of lightning, and an 
earthquake” (Rev. 8:5).

Brothers and sisters, let us pray together.
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Praying the “Big Four” 
Corporately

John Onwuchekwa

We’ve all been a part of churches where prayer is pre-
sent but neither purposeful nor potent. Unfortu-
nately, prayer in church too often feels like prayer 

before a meal—it’s obligatory and everyone respects your de-
cision to do it, but no one really gets much out of it. It gets 
reduced to the best tool to transition from one activity to the 
next. Let’s have everyone close their eyes and bow their heads, 
so that transitioning the praise team on and off the stage isn’t 
as awkward.

Prayer has become the opening act to the headliner—the 
Sunday sermon. Yet nineteenth-century pastor E. M. Bounds 
reminds us, “Talking to men for God is a great thing, but talking 
to God for men is greater still.”

With that in mind, prayer is a big deal for us at Cornerstone, 
the church I pastor. We don’t want our members and visitors to 
only hear from God through songs and sermons delivered from 
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the stage. If that were the case, it’d be easy for people to feel like 
spectators, and that’s not the goal in corporate worship. The goal 
is services that are both personal and participatory. We want 
those in attendance to have the opportunity to engage with God 
relationally, and we see prayer as a critical part of accomplishing 
that goal.

Everyone gets that we should pray at church. But how you pray 
makes all the difference, which is why we use corporate prayer as 
one way to teach our church how to engage with God.

Through this discipline, there are three things we hope 
take place. First, we want our prayers to address misconcep-
tions; second, we want to pray for things many of us neglect, 
like praying for government authorities; and third, we want 
to show that substantial prayer doesn’t have to take a subs-
tantial amount of time. A lot can be accomplished in five 
minutes.

In a nutshell, we’ve learned not to assume that people know 
how to pray, which is why we specifically include the “Big Four” 
when we gather together.

ADORATION
Adoration sets the foundation for our time with God. We 
want to establish in hearts and minds that it is an absolute 
honor to speak with God. Most of us are so familiar with pra-
yer that we approach God flippantly. From the outset of our 
service, we want to nip that in the bud.

Instead, we want to be reminded of God’s majestic character—
who he is and what he’s done in Christ for the undeserving. Be-
cause of Jesus’ great sacrifice, we can boldly approach God. But 
prayers of adoration also reminded us that we must come to him 
humbly.
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CONFESSION
If we’re doing adoration right, then confession becomes a reflex 
of the soul, the logical next step. As we reflect on God’s holiness, 
our sinfulness becomes apparent, and so we are led into confes-
sion.

It’s our hope that as we hear a member of our church family 
confess sin, we will think to ourselves, “Me too.” We often mi-
nimize sin in our lives, but as we hear others confess, we’re en-
couraged to search our hearts and uncover sins we’d overlooked. 
This doesn’t lead us to despair, but to dependence and joy because 
in these moments we’re especially reminded of God’s faithfulness 
and goodness (1 John 1:9).

Confession done correctly elicits worship. However, because 
it challenges us to explore the darkness of our lives, we too often 
forsake it and miss out on experiencing the joy God provides. To 
be sure, any prayer of confession should be serious and remor-
seful, but the time should always end in rejoicing, like David in 
Psalm 32:

Blessed is the one whose transgression is forgiven,
whose sin is covered.

Blessed is the man against whom the Lord counts no iniquity,
and in whose spirit there is no deceit.

THANKSGIVING
We all recognize God’s omnipotence. But if we’re not careful, this 
recognition can undermine our desire to worship God with our 
heartfelt thanksgiving.

There’s a lot of stuff in this world that’s broken, stuff we want 
God to fix. Nonetheless, as Christians we know gratitude is often 
the best antidote to grumbling. In our Sunday gatherings, using 
a specific time to thank God for who he is and what he does is 
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vital. After all, a broken and downtrodden spirit can be a great 
obstacle to hearing God’s gracious words to us (Exodus 6:9). So, 
in our prayers of thanksgiving, we want to remind one another 
to be grateful—and sometimes we need someone else to point 
us in that direction. In short, we desire to be aware of the ills of 
the world, yet not blinded to God’s goodness—that we’d be, as 
Paul says, appropriately sorrowful yet always rejoicing (2 Corin-
thians 6:10).

SUPPLICATION
While church members lead us in prayers of adoration, confes-
sion, and thanksgiving, as pastors, we’ve decided to take the lead 
in our prayers of supplication. We want to broaden the horizon 
of what our congregation and community believe they can ask of 
God.

People are generally pretty narrow in how they engage with 
God. When they think of prayer, they usually think of just asking 
God for things. We hope to address that in the ways we use the 
aforementioned prayers.

Similarly, I’ve found people tend to be pretty narrow even in 
the things they ask of God. We want to communicate clearly that 
it’s okay to ask God for a sick person’s healing, it’s okay to pray the 
same prayer, and it’s okay to ask God for things without phrases 
like “if it’s in your will,.” Of course, following Jesus in the Lord’s 
Prayer, we desire God’s will to be done above all else.

But sadly, many of us doubt God’s ability and desire to do great 
things in our lives. As a church, we want to put the greatness of Je-
sus on display by asking for big things in his name! The beauty in 
this is that sometimes God answers “NO”—and so we get to grow 
together as a family, trusting God along the way. On the other 
hand, sometimes God goes above and beyond what we could ask 
or imagine; he answers “YES”—and so our faith is strengthened.
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As a church, we want worship to be congregational, not pri-
vatized; we want women and men to lead in our worship in ways 
the Bible advocates, and we want to showcase a variety of God’s 
people speaking to God in various ways.

All of this is made possible because corporate prayer is a key 
aspect of our Sunday gathering. Our community and even visitors 
can see themselves in the person that prays while being remin-
ded that significant prayer can happen in various forms in a short 
period of time. And because we include elements of adoration, 
confession, thanksgiving, and supplication in our gathering, we 
have an opportunity to show the emotional breadth that should 
be a part of a relationship with God.

CONCLUSION
When you’re speaking to a waiter at a restaurant, you simply pre-
sent requests. If you’re in the presence of someone you admire, 
you primarily heap compliments on them. Both responses speak 
to a shallow relationship. But God wants a deep relationship with 
his people—and the deeper the relationship, the more varied the 
communication.
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