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Characters 

Abe – A layman and former adult/children’s Sunday school teacher at First Presbyterian Church 

(FPC).  He has concerns about the direction of the church regarding sermon style/content, how 

those who ask certain types of questions about FPC are treated, and the general “philosophy of 

ministry” of the church.  The church session has accused him of having bad character, being 

divisive, quarrelsome, factious, proud, and arrogant. 

Bill – An ex-deaconate candidate and former adult/children’s Sunday school teacher, youth group 

leader, and small group leader at FPC.  He shares the same concerns regarding the church as 

Abe.  The church session has accused him of having bad character, being an immature Christian, 

committing betrayal against the pastor (by seeking the advice of another pastor in the 

presbytery), and of being a “follower of Abe.” 

George – The current and charter pastor of FPC. 

Jimmy – A session member and current adult Sunday school teacher at FPC.  He is also the 

Adult Christian Education coordinator. 

Chester – A session member and current adult Sunday school teacher at FPC.  He is also the 

unofficial director of the Worship team. 

Moderator – A pastor of a sister church in the local presbytery who has been assigned by the 

presbytery to moderate a discussion regarding the philosophy of ministry at FPC between Abe 

and Bill and the members of the session. 

Meeting 

Moderator: Thank you all for agreeing to meet again to continue discussions.  I pray that our 

Lord will bless our speech and that we may all have humble hearts and open minds throughout.  

Abe, would you like to begin tonight? 
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Abe: Sure.  First off, I want to preface our conversation by saying that my goal is to be as 

respectful as possible and to recognize that Christian brothers may come to different conclusions 

on many matters, although I hope that we will not just “agree to disagree” on matters where the 

Scripture speaks clearly.  I hope that we can agree on that much. 

George: Of course. 

Abe: Well then.  Let’s start with the first concern on the agenda that was emailed to everyone 

present.  Does anyone need a copy?  [Pause]  OK, I’d like to talk about the stated target audience 

for our worship services.  It says in the Who We Are brochure that we seek to target “the seeker, 

the skeptic, and the follower of Christ.”  I believe there is nothing wrong with the way this is 

worded, but the way it seems to play out week to week is that the Christian (and especially the 

member of our congregation) gets the shortest straw.  Regarding the sermons particularly, 

George, you’ve said before that you have many people to consider in the audience, including the 

atheist and skeptic, and you can’t afford to preach “blue blood” sermons, meaning sermons that 

teach doctrinally, traditionally, or expositionally.  Unfortunately, the effect of this is that 

members of your congregation are starving for the word of God.  So Bill and I are representing 

many members in pleading with you to feed your flock. 

George: Abe and Bill, I understand your concerns, but you have a very limited view of what 

ministry can be.  The session is united in our belief that we are trying to do something different 

than the church down the street.  God does not call every church to the same mission field.  If 

you are unhappy with the direction our church is going, perhaps you’d be happier somewhere 

else.  [To the Moderator] You see, this is really the crux of the issue: Abe and Bill want us to be 

something that we simply are not.  [To Abe and Bill] There is nothing wrong with your stance 
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and there is nothing wrong with ours.  We are just different.  But staying together and having 

these fights is causing unnecessary division and disunity in our church. 

Bill: So what you are saying, George, is that your vision for a church and our vision for a church 

are different, incompatible, yet both valid? 

George: Yes, absolutely.  So if we all agree, then any further discussion is pointless.  You may 

stay, keep your concerns to yourselves for the sake of unity, and submit to your anointed 

leadership, or you are free to leave in good conscience.  If you choose to go somewhere else, 

then we wish you well. 

Jimmy: So are we done here? 

Bill: Sadly no.  George, I hope you, Jimmy, and Chester can all hear us clearly when we say that 

we believe your vision for our church is incompatible with Scripture and thus cannot be valid.  If 

I thought that you and I were both right, but just different, my wife and I would have left two 

years ago and avoided all of this heartache and conflict.  It hasn’t been enjoyable.  Trust me. 

Abe: May I interject?  George, I can see that you have the heart of an evangelist and greatly 

desire to see the kingdom of God grow as those who don’t know Christ come into his kingdom.  

That is commendable and right.  That is indeed one of the reasons why the Church exists.1  But 

don’t you see that your purpose for our congregation must be based on faulty premises if you are 

willing to encourage believers (members!) to leave?  I don’t find that practice promoted 

anywhere in the Bible, Old Testament or New. 

                                                 
1 Some duties of the Church that are traditionally recognized in the Reformed tradition include (1) to worship and to 
serve God, (2) to bear witness to divine truth, (3) to evangelize and to grow the Church (this duty seemingly 
trumping all others in this circumstance), (4) to administer the sacraments, (5) to minister to the saints (this duty 
seemingly the most neglected in this circumstance), (6) to govern its affairs, and (7) to perform deeds of 
benevolence and mercy.  For a fuller discussion, see Robert L. Reymond, A New Systematic Theology of the 
Christian Faith, 2d ed., (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, 1998), 868-93. 
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George: Hm.  [Pause] That’s an interesting thesis.  It sounds to me like you’re just being 

doctrinaire, and when it comes down to it, neither of you have earned the right to criticize.  Until 

you’ve been a pastor and had a number of followers, you haven’t earned a platform.  Abe and 

Bill, your idea of preaching is very narrow, but I don’t fault you because you’re both young and 

lack experience.  Preaching is not just opening up a systematic theology textbook and reading it, 

you know.  If you were to go to seminary you’d have your horizons broadened. 

Chester: Guys, the session believes that God has called FPC to a unique task.  I’m glad you 

quoted the Who We Are brochure earlier.  It specifically says that we seek to reach “the 

unchurched, the nonreformed, and the people who want to reach them.”  Maybe you’re not one 

of those people who are called to reach them?  Have you ever considered that? 

Abe: [To the moderator] This is why we need you here.  Do you see?  They’re not allowing our 

premise on the table for discussion. 

Moderator: Yeah.  Everyone, let’s regroup.  As I perceive, Abe and Bill are suggesting that the 

nature of the organization that Jesus Christ founded, the Church, is not compatible with the FPC 

identity as stated.  That’s what we need to discuss.  Abe and Bill, do you have a positive 

presentation, or just anecdotal negative criticism? 

Abe: I’ve got a few things prepared.  Again, we need to keep this primarily focused on Scripture, 

and the Westminster Confession secondarily since we all agree that those are our standards as a 

Presbyterian church. 

Jimmy: Let’s focus on only the Bible, since the Westminster Confession is just a document 

written by men and we’re allowed leeway to disagree with it. 
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Bill: Hold on.  It should be OK to reference the Confession since as a PCA church we believe 

that the system of doctrine it teaches faithfully adheres to the Bible.  Correct me if I’m wrong, 

but didn’t each of you swear to uphold its teachings when you were ordained? 

Jimmy: It’s still a human document that is fallible.  And we are allowed to disagree with it on 

certain matters.  That’s why I suggested we stick to the Bible.  I didn’t mean any disrespect for 

the Confession. 

George: Bill, did it ever occur to you that many, if not most, of the people in our congregation do 

not consider themselves Presbyterian or even Reformed?  Those good people have a simple faith.  

They just love Jesus, their families, and our church.  All of this talk about doctrine is not what 

they want or need.  Doctrine is just a tool that we use to build what they need, which is a place 

where they can come to faith in Christ, hear an encouraging word in the sermon, and to be a safe 

and fun environment to raise their kids.  God promises that, and that is what we offer to those in 

our community who can’t find that at other churches.2 

Bill: I had a feeling we would arrive at this point.  Where our real disagreement lies is what the 

proper relationship is to be between the Church and the World.  In other words, what does the 

World need the Church to be?3  Did I say that correctly? 

                                                 
2 This line of reasoning is heard frequently in evangelical churches today.  It is lamentable that we do not recognize 
that the question of the preeminence of fellowship or doctrine was at the forefront of evangelicalism during the 
height of the ecumenical movement in the second half of the twentieth century.  Iain Murray noted that D. Martyn 
Lloyd-Jones had stood against the unbridled ecumenism of his day when he said, “Here is the great divide.  The 
ecumenical people put fellowship before doctrine.  We are evangelicals; we put doctrine before fellowship (Acts 
2:42).”  See Iain H. Murray, Evangelicalism Divided: A Record of Crucial Change in the Years 1950 to 2000 
(Edinburgh, UK: Banner of Truth, 2000), 45-46.  

3 Peter J. Leithart, in his book Against Christianity (Moscow, ID: Canon Press, 2003), has much to say about what 
the world needs the Church to be, and his criticisms are directed full force at the present day church.  His thesis is 
that Christianity, as it is widely known today, is the heresy of heresies.  The message of the Bible is completely at 
odds with what modern day adherents of Christianity espouse.  The Bible does not endorse the common 
understanding of Christianity as a world religion (even as the “true” or “most true” religion).  Nor does the Bible 
allow for the abstract deductions and inductions that theologians derive from it in order to produce propositional 
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Abe: Well said. 

Bill: [Smiling] No, not you.  [To George] Would you agree that’s where the disagreement is? 

George: Basically, yes.  It’s a philosophical difference, and I don’t think the Scriptures offer a 

definitive solution.  The relationship between the Church and the World has been an enduring 

discussion throughout the centuries.4  There has been no clear consensus, which is why I don’t 

really feel like debating it because it’s not my calling to do so.  It’s a gray area.  You learn that 

there are lots of gray areas during seminary study. 

Abe: I’ll grant you that point, George, that the Church relating to the World is a thorny issue.  

But we should at least be able to derive the nature of the Church according to Scripture.  A 

discussion of that should address our immediate concerns.  May I proceed? 

George: Go ahead. 

Abe: First, the Bible clearly teaches that the Church is the Church of Jesus Christ.  He is the 

founder, owner, head, and Lord of the Church.5  The Church is his Body and his Bride, and thus 

it belongs to him.  I’m sure we all agree on this point, but we need to recognize that Christ’s 

                                                                                                                                                             
snippets of truth.  Similarly, modernity and postmodernity have blinded Christians to the biblical and ritual nature of 
the sacraments, while at the same time obscuring the biblical purpose of ethics (which is the gospel rather than an 
effect of the gospel).  Finally, the rise of Christianity killed the existing Christendom, and as such a “Christian” 
society (which the world needs to be witness to it) cannot exist again unless the heresy of Christianity dies. 

4 H. Richard Niebuhr, in his classic work Christ and Culture (New York: Harper and Row, 1951; reprint, San 
Francisco, CA: HarperSanFrancisco, [2001]), lists the typical answers to the relation of Christ and Culture.  He 
arranges them on a spectrum of 1 to 5, with 2, 3, and 4 being mediating positions between the extremes.  (1) Christ 
opposed to or against culture, (2) Christ in polarity and dialectical tension with culture, (3) Christ is the converter or 
transformer of culture, (4) Christ is synthetically above culture, and (5) Christ is in fundamental agreement with 
culture.  While Niebuhr arranges his spectrum to place his preferred position in the middle and thus “properly 
balancing” the tensions of each extreme, Miroslav Volf offers an alternative relationship, that of “soft difference.”  
Drawing his conclusions from 1 Peter, he defines this Christian difference from culture as one that “presupposes a 
fearlessness which 1 Peter repeatedly encourages his readers to assume (3:14; 3:6). People who are secure in 
themselves—more accurately, who are secure in their God—are able to live the soft difference without fear. They 
have no need either to subordinate or damn others, but can allow others space to be themselves. For people who live 
the soft difference, mission fundamentally takes the form of witness and invitation. They seek to win others without 
pressure or manipulation, sometimes even ‘without a word’ (3:1).”  See Miroslav Volf, “Soft Difference: 
Theological Reflections on the Relation Between Church and Culture in 1 Peter,” Ex Auditu 10 (1994): 15-30. 
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lordship and ownership of his Church categorically eliminates human attempts to take ownership 

over a local church, or even to set its vision in any way, shape, or form apart from Christ’s vision 

for the Church.6  Second, we learn from the entirety of Scripture the nature of the Church.  

Denominationalism and uniqueness in individual church vision are not found in the Bible.  The 

assembly of the faithful under the Old Covenant administration was not divided; all believers 

were invited (and even required) to participate in the same vision/mission to the world, and the 

shared vision of the assembly was divinely mandated in the form of the covenant.  God had 

redeemed a people for worship and witness, and formed them into a new nation, a holy nation.  

The people of Israel owed their very existence to God because he redeemed them out of a world 

of slavery, sin, and darkness, and therefore God rightfully set the stipulations for their life and 

mission.  Those stipulations are recorded in Exodus 20-23 and in Deuteronomy.  In fact, 

Deuteronomy is commonly referred to as the Book of the Covenant.  It was in a sense the 

“constitution” of the nation of Israel.  In a very real sense, it was (among other things) their 

“Who We Are” brochure, and it remained so until the advent of the New Covenant in Christ.  

When Christ arrived he made it clear that he was not abolishing the Law of the Covenant, but 

rather was the fulfillment of it.7  There is much continuity between the old covenant assembly of 

faith (Israel) and the new covenant assembly of faith (the Church).  These similarities, however, 

must be derived from a reading of the New Testament Scriptures as “covenant documents.”  The 

                                                                                                                                                             
5 See Col. 1:18; Eph. 1:20-23. 

6 The revised text of the Westminster Confession (WCF), section 25.6, as adopted by the Orthodox Presbyterian 
Church, is helpful here: “The Lord Jesus Christ is the only head of the Church, and the claim of any man to be the 
vicar of Christ and the head of the Church, is unscriptural, without warrant in fact, and is a usurpation dishonoring to 
the Lord Jesus Christ.”  While no one would accuse a modern-day evangelical pastor of claiming headship over the 
Church, usurpation of the Church’s divinely mandated vision, direction, and purpose is still a serious offense in the 
sight of God. 
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Church is God’s creation,8 just like he created the nation of Israel,9 and thus he alone sets the 

covenantal stipulations of its life and mission.10  That is the nature of all covenants between God 

and man.  No one, even God’s redeemed people, have the right or freedom to set a different 

vision/mission than what God has mandated.11 

Bill: In a nutshell, what I think Abe is trying to say is the nature and mission of the Church can 

be derived from Scripture, and that is the only valid way since God makes the rules for his 

people. 

Abe: Right.  And finally, I submit that the world needs the Church to be exactly what Christ 

formed and called her to be.12  We can form our own ministries and enforce our own mission and 

vision statements with impunity… 

Bill: Impunity? 

Abe: OK, within Christian charity.  But we cannot call such organizations “churches” because 

God defines his Church more inclusively.  All who confess that they are helpless sinners in need 

                                                                                                                                                             
7 See Matt. 5:17-20. 

8 See Eph. 2, especially v. 10 and vv. 20-22 for Scriptural teaching that God is the builder of his Church. 

9 See Isa. 41:4; 43:10-13; 44:6; 48:12f. 

10 Contributor Doug M. Jones III writes, “a Lord-servant covenant is a God-ordained bond of union, peace, 
friendship, and service between the Lord and His people.  This is what we find when we examine God’s covenants 
made with Adam, Abraham, Moses, David, and Christ.”  See David G. Hagopian, Back to Basics: Rediscovering the 
Richness of the Reformed Faith (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 1996), 72.  He presents a very readable reformed 
understanding of covenant and its life in the Church in Part Two (67-119). 

11 See Job 40:11ff.; Rom 4:18-20; 9:20; Heb 11:4, 7-8, 17, passim. 

12 Marva J. Dawn, in her book on being “church in the world,” argued that the world does not need the Church to be 
reformed into an image of itself.  Rather, what the world needs most is for the Church to be an alternative culture 
and society that stands in the midst of the world unashamedly proclaiming the message of the gospel of the 
Kingdom of God.  Christians best reach out and witness to the world by “wasting” their community time on Sunday 
in splendid worship of the triune God who created and redeemed a people for Himself.  See Dawn, A Royal “Waste” 
of Time: The Splendor of Worshiping God and Being Church for the World (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans 
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of salvation, that only Christ offers salvation, who trust in Christ for this salvation, and seek to 

live their lives in accordance to his holy law, are welcome in the refuge of God’s Church.  The 

Church is the one place where sinners truly belong, and Christ’s desire is to lose none of them,13 

even in the midst of disagreement and conflict.  Do you agree? 

George: Of course. 

Jimmy: Most heartily. 

Chester: Sure. 

Jimmy: [Pause] So where do we go from here? 

Bill: For one, we can stop encouraging people to leave our church if they are unhappy.  

Obviously we can’t stop people from leaving since we live in a fallen world and we are still 

sinners who hurt each other’s feelings.  But certainly we should aim to keep all the believers God 

brings to our church body.  That would be the ideal.  A healthy side effect of this would be that 

the world would see that Christians can be one in spirit.  There does not exist any real and loving 

unity outside of the Church, at least not in the way that the Church should be lovingly united.  

Like the saying goes, “it’s a dog eat dog world.”  But when crisis strikes, the place the world 

seeks refuge is in the Church, partly because they still feel welcome here.  But if word gets out 

that we act just like the world (that all are welcome insofar as they agree), then our church is one 

step closer to cultural irrelevance. 

George: Bill, I agree with you.  But we do welcome everyone who comes through our doors.  

That’s one of the things I hear constantly from visitors, that we are such a friendly and 

                                                                                                                                                             
Publishing, 1999).  If for nothing else, this work is important for the thoughtful questions it provides as resources to 
church leaders in order to bring congregations more in line with Scriptural mandates. 

13 See John 6:37-40; Luke 15. 
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welcoming church.  So I don’t see how your description fits us, and frankly, I’m offended that 

you would even suggest it. 

Bill: How can I put this to you respectfully…? 

Abe: [Interjecting] All are welcome in our church until they become “reformed.” 

George: Now hold on just one minute.  That is totally unfair and untrue!  [To the moderator]  

This is a perfect example of bad character showing itself. 

Moderator: Abe, that was a pretty substantial accusation.  Can you provide some specific 

examples? 

Abe: I wish I were wrong in that assessment.  But it’s pretty clear to me (and others at FPC) that 

it’s basically true.  George, what did you mean when you said, “we are a small ‘R’ reformed 

church, not a big ‘R’ reformed church,” or “the problem with Presbyterian churches is the 

Presbyterians,” or even “there is merit in driving out Presbyterians from the church?” 

Moderator: [Pausing to wipe his brow] George, did you say those things? 

George: I might have said some of those things, but not all.  And I certainly didn’t mean what 

Abe says I meant. 

Moderator: Abe just asked you what you meant when you said them.  What exactly did you say, 

and what did you mean by your words? 

George: I don’t remember my exact words.  Or I might have spoken them in anger since Abe and 

Bill’s character sometimes makes me lose my temper.  So I apologize that I sometimes speak in 

anger. 

Moderator: George, you are apologizing for the tone of your words.  Do you apologize for the 

actual words you said? 
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Chester: I think that George is being badgered now.  I heard him apologize.  We all heard him, 

and that takes a big man.  That should be enough.  Let’s move on.  O-Kay? 

Moderator: Abe? 

Abe:  O-Kay…Let’s finish defining how the Scripture describe the Church.  The ancient 

Christians, who codified the Apostle’s Creed,14 affirmed that the Church is One, Holy, Catholic, 

and Apostolic.  Let’s focus in this discussion first on the “oneness” of the Church, and then 

secondly on the “catholicity” of the Church.  Jesus prayed for his Church to be One, by which he 

meant unified in love and witness.  He spells this out in his teaching on the Good Shepherd in 

John 10 and his high priestly prayer in John 17.  Furthermore, whenever Paul wrote to address a 

problem in a church, he pleaded for unity through patience and love.15  I say let’s work to the 

noble end of keeping the Church as one body rather than contribute to disharmony, dissention 

and schism.  Secondly, the Scripture testifies to the catholicity of the Church.  That’s “catholic” 

with a small “C,” meaning “universal.”  What seems to be the norm at FPC is an unspoken 

additional requirement that is enforced of members, namely submission and silence in the face of 

disagreement for the sake of the peace of the Church.  Brothers, this is exclusivity!  Paul 

confronted Peter publicly (and most likely embarrassed him) when Peter began acting contrary to 

the gospel, which is now for everyone, both Jews and Gentiles.16  We ought not to exclude 

                                                 
14 The Apostles’ Creed reads as such: “I believe in God, the Father Almighty, the Creator of heaven and earth, and 
in Jesus Christ, His only Son, our Lord: Who was conceived of the Holy Spirit, born of the Virgin Mary, suffered 
under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, died, and was buried.  He descended into hell.  The third day He arose again 
from the dead.  He ascended into heaven and sits at the right hand of God the Father Almighty, whence He shall 
come to judge the living and the dead.  I believe in the Holy Spirit, the holy catholic church, the communion of 
saints, the forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of the body, and life everlasting.  Amen.” 

15 See Rom. 15:5-6; Gal. 3:28; 1 Cor. 1:10-13; 12:12-13; Eph. 2:14-16; 4:3-6; Phil. 2:2; Col. 3:12-14. 

16 See Acts 10:13-15.  Renowned biblical theologian Graeme Goldsworthy, in his book According to Plan: The 
Unfolding Revelation of God in the Bible (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1991), describes the gospel of the 
kingdom as centering “on the people of God in the place where they are put to live under the loving guidance and 
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people from the right hand of fellowship in our congregation on some basis outside of that 

required for church membership.  Lots of passages bear this out.17 

Bill: Do you understand that the motives behind our concerns are not malicious?  We both love 

Christ’s Church.  Our Lord died for it, and he asks us to lay down our lives for our friends.  This 

is his definition of the greatest of loves.18  We’re really trying to be loving toward our leadership, 

our friends and fellow believers at FPC, and even to the world.  I truly believe that if we are to 

love our neighbor (and even our enemies outside of the Faith), then we need to be a church that 

reflects how God intends us to be.  He is the grand architect.  Let’s trust his plan for his people.19 

                                                                                                                                                             
rule of God” (99), or in other words, God’s people in God’s space under God’s sovereign administration.  Peter had 
violated the gospel by placing a division within God’s people that was wholly inappropriate in the new age of 
redemptive history.  Furthermore, it can be argued that Peter also violated God’s holy space by effectively making 
Gentile Christians second-class citizens in the Church (God’s holy space), which in turn violated God’s sovereign 
administration of the covenant, which became inclusive at the cross and was symbolically portrayed upon the 
rending of the temple veil. 

17 See Matt. 28:19; Gal. 3:28; Col. 3:11; Rev. 5:9-10; 7:9. 

18 See John 15:9-14. 

19 Mark Dever has written a marvelous little book on how to build a church on the gospel, and he summarizes this 
foundational point of the present dialogue well.  “When it comes to building a people for His own name and glory, 
God cares how we go about participating in His redemptive purposes…[T]he Gospel itself is God’s constructive 
power for building the body of Christ (Isa. 55:10-11; Rom. 1:16; 1 Pet. 1:23-25). The Word builds the Church.  Our 
power is not in having small groups, or meeting the felt needs of our target audience, or using the right evangelism 
program, or having funny skits, or providing plenteous parking, or targeting our ministries to postmoderns.  Our 
power is in our unique message—the Gospel (Greek, euangelion)—not in our innovations.  As such, our primary 
method must be to clearly communicate that message as widely as possible.  Biblically, that means that we must 
faithfully preach it (Greek, euangelizo), fearlessly calling for repentance and belief as the only saving responses 
(Mark 1:14-15)” (27).  “This Gospel, then, is that God is our holy Creator and righteous Judge.  He created us to 
glorify Him and enjoy Him forever, but we have all sinned, both in Adam as our representative head, and in our own 
individual actions (Rom. 5:12; 3:23).  We therefore deserve death—spiritual separation from God in hell (Rom. 
6:23; Eph. 2:3)—and in fact already spiritually stillborn, helpless in our sins (Ps. 51:5; Rom. 5:6-8; Eph. 2:1) and in 
need of God to impart spiritual life to us (Ezek. 37:1-14; John 3:3).  But God sent His Son Jesus Christ, fully God 
and fully man (Phil. 2:5-11), to die the death that we deserved, and He raised Him up for our justification, proving 
that He was God’s Son (Rom 5:1; 1:4).  If we would have Christ’s perfect righteousness credited to us, and the 
penalty for our sins accounted to Him, we must repent of our sins and believe in Jesus Christ for salvation (2 Cor. 
5:21; Mark 1:14-15).  This Gospel alone (Gal 1:6-9) is the one we are commanded to preach (2 Tim. 4:2).  This 
Gospel alone contains the theology that must drive our ministry methods.  This Gospel alone is the one God uses to 
create a people for Himself.  This Gospel alone both enables and informs our participation in God’s redemptive 
purposes.  Consequently, this Gospel alone deserves to shape and evaluate both our methods and our ministries” 
(28-29).  See Mark Dever and Paul Alexander, The Deliberate Church: Building Your Ministry on the Gospel 
(Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 2005). 
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Jimmy: I appreciate you saying that, Bill.  Obviously all of us in this room are very sincere in 

our convictions.  You’ve given me some things to think about.  Is there anything else you’d both 

like to talk about? 

Abe: Yes, there is one more topic before I get to the end of my notes tonight, the traditional 

Protestant marks (or attributes) of a true Church.  If we are to be a local embodiment of the 

Church instead of merely a Christian ministry, then we need to examine the marks of the true 

Church and test ourselves in light of them.  Again, Bill said it well: the world’s greatest need is to 

be presented with the faithful gospel witness of the Church as God intended us to be.20  The 

world does not need another pro-family organization, a morality instiller, a therapy group,21 or a 

social club.  It needs the Church.  Amen? 

Moderator: Amen?  Ha ha.  What are you, a Baptist? 

All Characters: [Laugh] A-men! 

Abe: [Smiling a bit sheepishly] Touché.  [In mock preacher’s voice] Can I get a witness from the 

congregation!  No, but seriously…according to the reformers, there are three distinct marks of a 

                                                 
20 Leithart draws heavily on St. Augustine’s book The City of God when he compares the Church to a city (or polis).  
Whereas the cities of this world, especially those of the ancient variety that were contemporary to the infant church, 
have boundaries of citizenship, rites of festival, and laws governing conduct, so the Church also is to function as a 
city.  Its citizens have all confessed Christ and been baptized, its festival is the Lord’s Supper, and its communal 
laws are the Scriptural mandates enforced by the elders.  But contrary to worldly cities, the Church is to exist and 
live its life as a colony of heaven.  It is to live in the eschatological tension of the “already/not yet.”  That the Church 
(Greek ekklesia) is meant to be a heavenly city of God in the world escapes us today because we are ignorant of 
what an ekklesia was in the ancient world.  “Had the apostles adopted the term ‘synagogue’ to describe their 
assemblies, the note of opposition and confrontation of Greco-Roman politics would have been muffled…the 
Church as ekklesia is, precisely because it is ekklesia, making a claim to governance of the city.  Why, after all, set 
up an ekklesia unless you’re planning to run a city?”  See Leithart, Against Christianity, 139. 

21 Craig M. Gay, in The Way of the (Modern) World: Or, Why It’s Tempting to Live as if God Doesn’t Exist (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing, 1998), argues that secular psychology has become in the modern world 
viciously and idolatrously self-centered, and thus must be recognized as such by the Church and challenged in the 
world where it is encountered.  “The individual has thus become something of a god in contemporary culture.  Not 
only has the self become the object of essentially religious devotion, but the attributes once reserved for divinity, 
particularly aseity (self-existence) and absolute creativity are now assigned to self-constructing individuals” (196).  
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true church: (1) the true proclamation of the word of God, (2) the right administration of the 

sacraments, and (3) the faithful exercise of church discipline.  I think for our purposes tonight, 

we just need to discuss the first. 

Bill: [Interrupting, and jokingly] I don’t know, are we under any form of church discipline right 

now? 

George: No, no. 

Bill:  Sorry, it’s getting a little late, and I can tend to get a little silly when I’m tired. 

Abe: Where was I?  Oh, the preaching of the word of God.  First, let me be clear that I recognize 

that any criticism directed at a pastor from one of his congregants can be very uncomfortable.  I 

know that, and I’m not trying in the least to be disrespectful or condescending.  Furthermore, I 

am aware that there are many styles of preaching, perhaps as many styles as preachers.  But I 

think that I am passing along the wishes of many at FPC that we hunger for you to teach and 

preach the Bible in an expository fashion.22  We are not against topical preaching per se, we just 

would like for you to frequently preach through the Bible passage by passage to explain all the 

word of God to us, and then apply it to those who hear—to “the seeker, the skeptic, and the 

believer.”  Please don’t preach to us what you think we want to hear, and please don’t hand out 

surveys asking us what we would like to hear from the pulpit.  Goodness, the Church is full of 

sinners who, if given the choice, would choose peppy messages that scratch their itching ears.  

                                                                                                                                                             
Gay notes that even secular people are beginning to conclude that self-help has reached an unrequited nadir, and that 
such a desperate and collective cultural mood is ripe for a gospel that offers help from outside of ourselves. 

22 Dever gives one reason for preaching expositionally: “As people see you being faithful to clearly present the point 
of the Scripture as the point of the sermon (i.e., as they see you preaching expositionally), it will help them trust that 
you are submitting yourself to the text and intention of the Bible.  Your vision for the church will more likely be 
biblical if you are preaching through Scripture expositionally.  As a result, people will be more likely to see that you 
are setting a biblical course for them, and that you are being careful to follow Scripture as you lead them.  The more 
clearly you present God’s Word, the more likely God’s people are to hear the Good Shepherd’s voice in yours, and 
to follow you as you follow Him” (Dever, The Deliberate Church, 45-56). 
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And that includes all of us when we are walking in the flesh.  Again, I don’t know what it is like 

to be a pastor and to worry about offending people with some harsh-sounding words in the Bible, 

and then never seeing them again.  I’ll bet you agonize over crossing the line from preaching the 

natural offense of the gospel to adding unnecessary offense to it.  Please hear me when I 

encourage you to preach the word in its unadulterated, unvarnished truth.  We need to have our 

consciences seared by the holy and righteous Law, and our hearts awakened by the good news of 

Jesus Christ.  Not only do we need to hear the word preached, but that is what the world needs as 

well.  That is one concrete way to be a church that is a beacon of light and truth in our 

postmodern culture.  We need it.  They need it.  [Pause and sigh] Whew, I guess for the sake of 

time, we can continue this discussion another time if you all are willing. 

Moderator: I think this meeting was very fruitful.  It’s clear to me that when we began there was 

some tension between you all.  But it seems that we cleared up a few misconceptions and 

everyone is ready to listen to each other in a graceful and Christ-like way.  That’s the way Jesus 

wants us to treat each other.  [To George]  George, would you and the session be willing to 

meeting again soon?  Next time you can respond to some of the concerns Bill and Abe raised, 

and also ask your own questions. 

George: We’re willing to do whatever it takes to bring this matter to resolution.  Thank you for 

your help, brother.  That’s all we are asking from the presbytery, just a little help. 

Moderator: Great.  Let’s pray… 
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