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Core Seminar

Membership Matters

Session 1: What is our Statement of Faith?

_______________________________________________________

Introduction 
You may be wondering why we would begin Membership Matters with a class reviewing our Statement of Faith.  I mean, does anyone really use these things anymore?  Aren’t they a bit antiquated, useful for theologians perhaps, but irrelevant in our every day Christian lives?  

We the elders don’t think so.  The single most important thing about a church is what it believes, which is obviously the reason why this class, “Statement of Faith” is first.

Now some Christians are opposed to statements of faith.  Christian revelation, Jesus, they say, is too great to be reduced to mere mechanical formulas.  In one sense this is true.  No statement of faith can perfectly plumb the depths of God’s knowledge and purposes.  And yet the good news of Jesus Christ is nonetheless about news, about truths, propositional truths about God, ourselves, Christ, and these truths must be understood, believed, and lived out (see Stott here) if we are to have any hope in this life and the life to come.  And so what we want to do in the next few minutes is consider what it is that we as a church believe.

Before we begin, a few general words about statements of faith.  First, they are biblical.  We see them in Scripture.  So for example we read Paul in 1 Cor. 15, “For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received: that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day…” and Paul goes on to list more factual statements about the gospel that the church in Corinth knew from Paul, Jesus and the apostles, and that they must maintain in order to be faithful.  They are also biblical in an obvious second sense, in that they are summaries of the Bible’s (as opposed to man’s) teachings.

Second, they are historical.  That is to say, they’ve been used widely by the church since the 1st Century to clarify the Bible’s teaching and thereby build unity and guard against I heresy, or false teaching.  So we think of the Nicene Creed, written in the fourth century to guard the church against teaching that suggested Jesus could not be both fully man and God.  

Third, confessions, or creeds (either can be used interchangeably) are mere statements.  They are not meant to be exhaustive statements of doctrine, but rather summaries of some essential elements of the Christian faith laid out in Scripture.  So while I hope you believe all that is here (and if you choose to join this church, we will ask you to sign this statement) I hope this statement is not all that you believe.  

So we’re going to proceed by reading through each article and taking questions.  If you take out this chart (chart explaining divisions), you’ll see we’ve grouped our 18 articles into 4 categories.  First, there are those articles that are Historically Christian.  So these are articles that would be affirmed by any historic Roman Catholic, Greek Orthodox or Protestant church.  And you’ll notice that that is the majority of articles in our statement.  

You’ll notice that I said historically Christian. That’s because there have been two great divides in Christianity in the past 1,000 years.  The first was the Reformation in the 1500s which would lead to the recovery of the gospel and a split between Protestant churches and the Roman Catholic Church.  The second was a liberal/conservative divide during the Enlightenment of the 18th and 19th centuries.  Not in a political sense, but in regards to Scripture and authority.  During this period there was a move away from traditional conservative beliefs that the Bible is God’s inerrant Word – fully trustworthy and sufficient in all its teachings.  And in its place people began to believe and teach that our final authority is not Scripture, but human reason.  Human reason, not divine revelation, would be our guiding principle.  This affected most every Christian church.  So whereas in 1700 no Christian church would deny that Christ was born of a virgin, by 1900 reason has taught us that such supernatural occurrences don’t happen, and so Christian churches across the board wouldn’t affirm such a statement.  For our discussion, we’re concerned with that that is historically Christian, leaving aside the confusing mess that liberalism has brought in the last 2 centuries.  So again, the majority of our statements are Historically Christian statements that any historically Christian church, whether Roman Catholic, Orthodox, or Protestant would affirm.

And then there are a number of articles classified as Evangelical.  These are the articles that mark us out as a Protestant church, over and against our Roman Catholic and Greek Orthodox friends.  We love and care for them, but feel they have made some crucial errors in these specific matters, such as justification, that cannot be overlooked.  

Then we have our one Baptist article that distinguishes us from the rest of our Protestant brethren, such as Presbyterians, Anglicans, Episcopalians, Methodists, etc.  We love them and have great unity on the Gospel and many other matters.  We’re happy to have a Presbyterian preach in our pulpit and affirm there are many wonderful and godly men and women in such denominations.  And yet unfortunately we think they have baptism wrong.  We wish it weren’t the case, and yet because it affects the very nature of the visible church, who is part of that visible body of Christ and who is not, we feel we cannot ignore Jesus’ and the apostles’ teaching and practice that baptism is for believers, not believers and their infants.

Lastly, we are a Congregational church.  Again we have to divide with our other Protestant brethren because we think that the final authority in matters of life in doctrine is not a bishop or priest somewhere (Episcopal), or a General Assembly (Presbyterian), but the local congregation gathered.

Any questions?  Let’s begin. 

(At this point, walk them through our Statement of Faith according to the chart below.  Read the articles in the order of the category they fall in, beginning with Historically Christian [i.e. Article 2, 3, 4, 6, 7, 12, etc…].  Read each article slowly, and then after each article, ask for questions.  

The most important articles are the Evangelical articles, since those relate most closely to the Gospel [particularly “Of Justification”].  So feel free to pause only briefly for comments/questions about Historically Christian articles, but pause longer for the Evangelical articles.  Mark usually demands at least one or two comments or questions after he reads “Of Justification”.)

	Article
	Historically Christian
	Evangelical
	Congregational 
	Baptist

	I. Of the Scriptures
	
	√
	
	

	II. Of the True God
	√
	
	
	

	III. Of the Fall of Man
	√
	
	
	

	IV. Of the Way of Salvation
	√
	
	
	

	V. Of Justification
	
	√
	
	

	VI. Of the Freeness of Salvation
	√
	
	
	

	VII. Of Grace in Regeneration
	√
	
	
	

	VIII. Of Repentance and Faith
	
	√
	
	

	IX. Of God’s Purpose of Grace
	
	√
	
	

	X. Of Sanctification
	
	√
	
	

	XI. Of the Perseverance of Saints
	
	√
	
	

	XII. Of the Harmony of the Law & Gospel
	√
	
	
	

	XIII. Of a Gospel Church
	
	
	          √
	

	XIV(a) Of Baptism & the Lord’s Supper
	
	
	
	     √

	XIV(b) Of Baptism & the Lord’s Supper
	√
	
	
	

	XV. Of the Christian Sabbath
	√
	
	
	

	XVI. Of Civil Government
	√
	
	
	

	XVII. Of the Righteous and the Wicked
	
	√
	
	

	XVIII. Of the World to Come
	√
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