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Almighty and most merciful Father,
we have erred and strayed from your ways like lost
sheep.

We have followed too much the devices
and desires of our own hearts.

We have offended against your holy laws.

We have left undone those things which we ought to have done,
and we have done those things which we ought not
to have done;
and apart from your grace, there is no health in us.

O Lord, have mercy upon us.

Spare all those who confess their faults.

Restore all those who are penitent, according to your
promises declared to all people in Christ Jesus our
Lord.

And grant, O most merciful Father,
for his sake, that we may now live a godly, righteous,
and sober life, to the glory of your holy Name. Amen.

Book of Common Prayer
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Introduction

“Fear not, I am the first and the last, and the living one. I died,
and behold I am alive forevermore, and I have the keys of
death and hades.” (Revelation 1:17-18)

A few years ago, I came through a season of severe un-
health. I was mentally unhealthy—depressed and anxious
and ignoring the signs of these ailments. As a result, I was
physically unhealthy too. My heart was skipping beats; I
would often find myself in a panic. I ate too much and
neglected to exercise (ok...I still need to get back on the
wagon there), and I was always tired. Emotionally,
therefore, I was caught in a cycle of numbness and denial.
It was vicious.

At the same time, I was pastoring. I was doing my best, with
one hand on my own wounds, to apply the salve of the
gospel to the wounds of others. I preached occasionally,
taught Sunday school, tried to worship with my family, and
counseled countless individuals and families.

Now, there were many days when I thought, “What am I
doing? I can’t sustain this!” or “I must be a fraud,” or “How
could the Lord use this mess?” I knew I needed to move
toward health, and quickly. But I didn’t know how. I didn’t
know how to slow down, to diagnose what was going on
inside of me, or to seek the right remedies. It sounds
strange for someone whose profession is often likened to a
“physician of souls,” but that’s where I was. I was the healer
who needed healing. I was like the passengers in C.S.



Lewis’ The Great Divorce, residents of hell who took a day
trip to heaven and tasted the health and joy offered there,
but who ultimately couldn’t let go of the things that kept
them in hell. If that’s not a picture of un-health, I don’t
know what is.

I get the sense when reading through the early chapters in
St. John’s Revelation that the seven churches in Asia Minor
were in a similar spot. Through John, the Risen Christ
dictated letters to seven first century churches, most of
whom were in some ways unhealthy. In Ephesus, Christians
were going through the motions, doing some good things
but lacking a sincere love for and joy in Christ. The church
in Thyatira had a genuine faith and love, but was mixed up
in sexual immorality and idolatry and in need of moral
reform. In Sardis, the church had gone lifeless and
ineffective as a witness for Christ in its time and place.

As a pastor, I’'m often asked about the health of my church,
whether locally or more broadly as a denomination. It is a
tricky question, because it isn’t exactly the same thing as
asking, “Are the individuals in your church healthy?” A
church is a community, an interconnected organism, a
system. While particular people and particular ministries
are thriving, others can be mired in systemic un-health,
causing the whole body to feel the pain.

This is especially felt when the leadership of a church goes
through a period of transition, repentance, or upheaval. If
church leadership is bold enough to admit that it has been
caught up in some unhealthy patterns, and given the grace
to repent, you can be sure that signs of un-health will
surface elsewhere in the congregation.



What then is the remedy? Thanks be to God, it is the same
for an anxious pastor as it was for the seven churches in
Asia minor, as it is for our church in the twenty-first
century: the presence and power of the crucified and risen
King, Jesus.

When Jesus “apocalypsed” (appeared, revealed himself) to
St. John late in the first century, he said, “Fear not, I am the
first and the last, and the living one. I died, and behold I am
alive forevermore, and I have the keys of death and hades.” In
claiming to be the holder of the keys to death and hades,
Jesus asserted his power to break even the chains of death,
and therefore to utterly reverse the curse of the fall because
of his death and resurrection. What happens next? He sets
about that work in his epistles to the seven churches,
commending them for their faithfulness, diagnosing their
disease, and offering himself as the ultimate remedy.

Look at what he promises to the church at Pergamum, for
example:

He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the
churches. To the one who conquers I will give some of the
hidden manna, and I will give him a white stone, with a new
name written on the stone that no one knows except the one
who receives it. (Revelation 2:17 , ESV)

What exactly is Jesus promising? Himself. He is the bread of
life (John 6), and his life, death, and resurrection have
earned for his people a new name, and admittance into the
eternal presence of God.



What do we need to heal our systemic wounds, to move
forward in health as a church, and to experience the joy
and vitality of a thriving church? We need Jesus. We need
his power and his presence, and we need his instruction to
the church, given to us in his word.

Over the next several weeks, we will pursue the question of
church health together, by pursuing Jesus through his
words to the seven churches in Revelation 1-3. Along with
the sermon series, this guide is intended for use at home,
with the family and/or in personal meditation. There is also
a discussion guide at the end for use in small groups. This
study dives deeply into the words of Christ in these
chapters and also seeks to recover resources from the
church’s history that help to illuminate the timeless words
of Christ to his church regarding what makes us healthy. So,
as we begin...

Grace to you and peace from him who is and who was and who
is to come, and from the seven spirits who are before his
throne, and from Jesus Christ the faithful witness, the firstborn
of the dead, and the ruler of kings on earth. (Revelation 1:4-5,
ESV)



Chapter 1: The King is Coming

he book of Revelation can seem daunting,

inaccessible, and far removed from our experience.

For these reasons, some have radically undervalued
it. For some, on the other hand, the biblical Apocalypse can
become the grid through which the rest of theology is
interpreted. But if we can avoid either extreme, this rich
bookend to God’s written word can elicit health and hope
in the Christian Church.

The King is Coming

In many ways, Revelation is the most hopeful part of the
biblical narrative, because it is a sweeping view of all of
history, told by the Risen Christ, from the perspective of
heaven. What could be better than the conquering and
gracious King strengthening his people for the journey
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ahead by assuring them of their victory by his presence and
his power? That’s really what the book is about. If there was
one message in Revelation, it would be this: the King is
coming. This is promised right from the outset: “Behold, he
is coming with the clouds, and every eye will see him, even
those who pierced him, and all tribes of the earth will wail on
account of him. Even so. Amen.” (Revelation 1:7).

“If there was one message in Revelation, it
would be this: the King is coming.”

But what about his first coming?

Christ’s Entry into Jerusalem, initial sketch by Gustave Doré, 1876
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On Palm Sunday, Jesus rode into Jerusalem on a colt,
signifying the fulfillment of the long awaited Messianic
prophecies of Scripture. His people had in mind a
liberation from their Roman overlords, and yet the first
thing this King did was to make his way into the heart of his
people’s worship, the temple, and begin to drive out the
impurities that persisted there.

Jesus, in his first coming, had in view a liberty for his
people from their most destructive—and most deceptive—
oppressor: sin. In fact, he came to transfer his people out
of the dominion of darkness and into his own kingdom.
And he would rescue them by going behind enemy lines,
submitting himself to death and the grave, giving his life to
redeem those who could never save themselves.

This kind of humiliation doesn’t make sense for a king.
That is why, by Friday of that week, Jesus’ followers were
scattered and the so-called king of the Jews hung on a
cross, while the same crowds that welcomed him on
Sunday cowered in fear. They had hoped he would be the
one to redeem Israel, but they appeared to be wrong.

But Christ’s promise at the outset of Revelation is this...

To him who loves us and has freed us from our sins by his
blood and made us a kingdom, priests to his God and Father,
to him be glory and dominion forever and ever. Amen. Behold,
he is coming with the clouds, and every eye will see him, even
those who pierced him, and all tribes of the earth will wail on
account of him. Even so. Amen. (Revelation 1:5-7, ESV)

The road to glory went straight through the cross. The

freedom longed for came as the king was bound by death
and the grave...for a time...
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Readings for Holy Week:

Palm Sunday  Matt. 21:1-11
Monday Matt. 21:12-45
Tuesday Matt. 22
Wednesday Matt. 23

Maundy Matt. 26
Thursday

Good Friday Matt. 27
Holy Saturday Matt 27:57-66

Easter Sunday Matt. 28

Additional Resources:

Westminster Larger Catechism 45-50, 191

Zech. 9:9-17
Isaiah 5
Exodus 3
Lam. 1

Lam. 2

Lam. 3:1-36
Lam. 3:37-58

Exodus 15

Westminster Shorter Catechism, 26-28

Psalm 24
Psalm 118
Psalm 102
Psalm 142-143

Psalm 111-113

Psalm 22
Psalm 88

Psalm 145

Book of Common Prayer, 2019: Holy Week Liturgies (p.

553-580)

Easter resources for families from PCA discipleship

ministries
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https://bcp2019.anglicanchurch.net/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/BCP-2019-MASTER-5th-PRINTING-05022022-3.pdf
https://childrenpcacdm.wpengine.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/EasterResources.pdf

Chapter 2: The King is Risen

hen Jesus Christ walked out of the grave, the

world was turned upside down (or better, right-

side up)! John is given a vision of the risen
Christ during his exile on the island of Patmos, and the
imagery is quite different from that of Christ’s humiliation.

The exalted Christ is enrobed in glory, blazing bright, and

apparently a frightful sight, given that John falls down dead
still in fear. The vision is one of power and exaltation. And
for some, that is a terrifying prospect.

The Keys

But the Risen Jesus lays his hand on John and says this,
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“Fear not, I am the first and the last and the living one. I
died, and behold I am alive forevermore, and I have the keys to
death and hades.” (Revelation 1:17-18, ESV).

Jesus had gone behind enemy lines, conquered death
through his resurrection, and now held the keys to death
itself. In other words, there is nothing death or decay can
ultimately touch if it belongs to him.

“..there is nothing death or decay can
ultimately touch if it belongs to him.”

This truth was given as a message of hope and health to
the churches in Asia minor. Jesus instructed John, in light of
his glorious exaltation, to write to the churches, delivering
his messages of commendation, rebuke, and reform. But
what is the key (no pun intended)? It is that Jesus holds the
power to break any cycle, reform any church, reverse any
curse, and heal any wound brought on by the power of sin.
After all, do you know anyone else who died and now is
alive forevermore?

So, as severe as some of the charges to these churches
may seems in the coming chapters, they are given with the
promise of the Risen Christ’s power to save, to heal, and to
reform.

Paul said it well...

And if Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile and you
are still in your sins. Then those also who have fallen asleep in
Christ have perished. If in Christ we have hope in this life only,
we are of all people most to be pitied.
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But in fact Christ has been raised from the dead, the
firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep. For as by a man
came death, by a man has come also the resurrection of the
dead. (1 Corinthians 15:17-21, ESV)

Christ has the power to bring health and healing by
virtue of his resurrection, and even the most unhealthy
church can bank on this resurrection power to break in and
bring renewal.

This in fact is what Jesus’ healings in the Gospels are all
about—the power of the King of life breaking into the here
and now.

Christ at the Pool of Bethesda. Artus Wolffort. 17th Cent.

In John’s Gospel, written by St. John of the Revelation,
healing is often linked to the King’s authority and power.
Jesus once healed a lame man on the Sabbath, and when
accused of breaking God’s command, he claimed the same
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authority and power over the Sabbath and over life and
death that God alone holds (see John 5). It was this kind of
claim that ultimately got him killed.

But you see, we are back to Paul’s logic. For, if Christ has
not been raised from the dead, then his miracles of healing
in the Gospel stories are little more than magic tricks, or
false claims, or mythical accounts meant to dupe the weak.
But in fact, Christ has been raised from the dead. Of course
he has. He himself is the Lord of life! Death could not keep
him. The grave could not contain him. He holds the keys to
Hades, the realm of the dead, and he has the right to
reclaim that which is dead for life!

On Infected Systems

There is much talk today about whole systems being
infected by the realities of sin and brokenness. That is, it is
not merely individuals who are corrupted by sin, for
individuals build systems and comprise organizations
which are in turn infected by that same ancient disease.
Author and counselor Chuck DeGroat says that an infection
in a system works like this:

“You can’t see it, but it lurks among the in-between
relational spaces, in anxious bodies, and in flawed structures.
It shows up in our inability to be personally and
organizationally honest...our inability to take intentional
steps toward systemic healing...our patterns of reactive
leadership, choosing a path of survival rather than active
reflection, interrogation, and adaptation.” (When Narcissism
Comes to Church, 2020, InterVarsity Press)
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It seems that the systems which comprised the churches
in Asia Minor were infected by various wounds and
infirmities due to sin. For example, the church in Laodicea
needed a kind of gospel ‘salve’ so that their eyes would be
opened to their own neediness. There was a corporate
blindness and false contentment which had taken root in
the whole system, bringing a kind of spiritual disease that
was like a lukewarm bath. They were not personally or
organizationally honest.

But these kinds of infirmities are precisely what the Risen
Christ sets out to heal. That is what these letters to the
churches are all about. Christ brings his power and promise
to bear, as the Risen and conquering king, to heal wounds
and move these churches toward health. And in light of all
that has already been reveled to John, how could he not?
After all, he has the keys to death and Hades.

So, church, take heart. The road to health is before us,
and we are led by the One who alone has the power to heal
completely. He is a good physician, and his words to the
churches in Asia Minor can help to illuminate the road
ahead for us.

Now may the God of peace himself sanctify you completely,
and may your whole spirit and soul and body be kept
blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. He who calls
you is faithful; he will surely do it. (1 Thessalonians 5:23-24,
ESV)

Additional Resources

“A Little Girl and a Poor Frail Lady,” in The Jesus
Storybook Bible, by Sally Lloyd-Jones.

Westminster Larger Catechism 51-56
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Westminster Shorter Catechism 26-28
Prayers (from the 2019 Book of Common Prayer)

For Christ to be formed in us

Lord Jesus, Master Carpenter of Nazareth, on the Cross through
wood and nails you wrought our full salvation: Wield well your
tools in this, your workshop, that we who come to you rough-
hewn may be fashioned into a truer beauty by your hand; who
with the Father and the Holy Spirit live and reign, one God,
world without end. Amen.

For inner renewal through the Word

Gracious God and most merciful Father, you have granted us
the rich and precious jewel of your holy Word: Assist us with
your Spirit, that the same Word may be written in our hearts
to our everlasting comfort, to reform us, to renew us
according to your own image, to build us up and edify us into
the perfect dwelling place of your Christ, sanctifying and
increasing in us all heavenly virtues; grant this, O heavenly
Father, for Jesus Christ’s sake. Amen.

For the unity of the church

Lord Jesus Christ, you said to your apostles, “Peace I give to
you; my own peace I leave with you”: Regard not our sins, but
the faith of your Church, and give to us the peace and unity of

that heavenly city, where with the Father and the Holy Spirit

you live and reign, now and for ever. Amen.
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Chapter 3: Repentance

o, the Risen Christ writes seven little epistles to seven
churches in Asia Minor, spurring them on to health
and wholeness.

Each of these epistles shares a similar structure, and
many themes are repeated throughout, but each also has
unique commendations or exhortations to the churches
which help to elucidate the many facets of church health.

Ephesus (Revelation 2:1-7)

Jesus commends the Ephesian church, a decades-old
congregation by this time in the late first century, for their
endurance and their shrewd intolerance of false teachers,
both marks of a healthy church (right teaching, leading to
faithful endurance in the word). But then he indicts them
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for this: “You have abandoned the love you had at first” (v. 4).
Now, I’ve heard this verse used in church renewal efforts,
conferences, spiritual retreats, and by Christian
relationship gurus my whole life. Usually the ‘love’ that has
been abandoned is love for a particular cause, effort,
person, or way of doing ministry. For example, a former
church plant in need of renewal might say, “We’ve lost our
love for evangelism...if we just get back to that...” Or, a
marriage counselor might suggest to a struggling couple,
“You just need to get away to reignite that original flame...”

Evangelism and marriage retreats are great things, but
they are not the ‘first love’ that Jesus is talking about here.
He is talking about their love for himself and his gospel,
which took root as the apostles spread God’s word
throughout Asia minor in the first century. Hear Paul’s
prayer for this young church in Ephesians 3:

For this reason I bow my knees before the Father, from
whom every family in heaven and on earth is named, that
according to the riches of his glory he may grant you to be
strengthened with power through his Spirit in your inner
being, so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith—
that you, being rooted and grounded in love, may have
strength to comprehend with all the saints what is the breadth
and length and height and depth, and to know the love of
Christ that surpasses knowledge, that you may be filled with
all the fullness of God. (Ephesians 3:14-19, ESV)

He is praying for the riches of Christ’s grace to take root
in their hearts, so that they might be rooted and grounded
in his love (which surpasses knowledge), and thus be filled
with the fullness of God. What a prayer!
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So, in Revelation, Jesus is echoing this prayer by way of
rebuke and exhortation. The Ephesian church has zeal for
truth, a long-standing run of faithful teaching, and more.
But the needed a change in heart, or in first century Greek,
a change of mind, a metanoia (meta for ‘change, nous, for
‘mind,’ or the center of your will). They needed the gift of
repentance.

Repentance as a Gift

Christian theology has always held that repentance is a
gift of grace. It is good for us. It brings health. Ironically, the
self-help movement in late modernity has caused modern
churches to neglect this great gift, but it was not always so:

e The first of Martin Luther’s famous 95 Theses says, “the
whole life of believers should be repentance.”

e The Westminster Shorter Catechism (1646) says,
“Repentance unto life is a saving grace” (or a ‘gift’)

e Thomas Watson, a great English Puritan wrote, “The
two great graces essential to a saint in this life are faith
and repentance” (The Doctrine of Repentance, 1668).

“Christian theology has always held that
repentance is a gift of grace”

So, there is a deep well in Christian theology which
commends repentance as a chiefly important gift. And the
reason it is such a gift is that it is no mere external rite; it is
an internal, evangelical grace. Here’s what the Shorter
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Catechism says,

Repentance unto life is a saving grace, whereby a sinner, out of
a true sense of his sin, and apprehension of the mercy of God
in Christ, doth, with grief and hatred of his sin, turn from it
unto God, with full purpose of, and endeavour after, new
obedience.

Repentance is a matter of the heart. It entails a true sense
of sin, a heart that laments it, and—by the grace of God in
Christ—endeavoring to go a different direction.

Jesus’ words to the church in Ephesus, and to the church
for all time, signify just how much he cares about our
spiritual health. Regular practice of repentance is the
lifeblood of the Christian journey, and by the grace of God,
we must recover this gift both individually and corporately.
But how?

Advice from a Healer

The English Puritans of the 17th century were considered
brilliant physicians of the soul. They saw themselves as
such, treating the infection of sin with various biblical
remedies. Many of their writings are therefore radically
practical in nature, as practical as your doctor saying, ‘this
is the medicine you need.” One of them, Thomas Watson,
wrote a practically helpful spiritual guide on repentance.
For the remainder of this chapter, we will walk through
some of his helpful advice on the gospel mechanics of
repentance. You may use this as a spiritual training
exercise, a ‘how-to’ on repentance. You might consider
reading through and meditating on a small section each day
this week, or all at once. The following is not meant as a
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checklist, but rather a helpful pathway for those looking to
be trained in repentance.

The Return of the Prodigal Son, Rembrandst, ca. 1665.

So, first, Watson wants us to understand what
repentance is NOT...It is not...

1. Repentance is NOT mere fear of consequences (Read 2
Cor. 7: 5-12)
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2. Repentance is NOT a mere resolution against sin (Read
2:20-25)

3. Repentance is NOT merely “stopping” your sin

Repentance is a matter of the heart, and so it is more
than these external exercises. So, second, Watson shows us
what repentance IS. He outlines six “ingredients” to gospel
repentance

1. Sight of sin. Here, I give you Watson himself:

“The first part of Christ’s medicine is eye-salve (Act 26.18).
It is the great thing noted in the prodigal’s repentance: “he
came to himself” (Luke 15.17). He saw himself as a sinner
and nothing but a sinner. Before a man can come to Christ
he must first come to himself. Solomon, in his description
of repentance, considers this the first ingredient: “if they
come to themselves” (1Kings 8.47). A man must first
recognize and consider what his sin is, and know the
plague of his heart, before he can be duly humbled for it.
The first created thing God made was light. So the first
thing in a penitent is illumination: “Now you are light in
the Lord” (Eph 5.8). The eye is made both for seeing and
weeping. Sin must first be seen before it can be wept for.”
(Watson, The Doctrine of Repentance).

2. Sorrow for sin. Read and meditate on the following:

Psalm 32, Psalm 38, Psalm 51, Psalm 126, 2 Corinthians
7:5-12
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3. Confession of sin. Read and Meditate on the following;:
Nehemiah 9, Luke 15:11-32

4. A sense of sin’s gravity. Watson uses the word, “shame,”
which is a loaded word, and it meant something
different for the Puritans, so let me once again give you
Watson:

“The fourth ingredient in repentance is shame: “that they
may be ashamed of their iniquities” (Eze 43.10). Blushing is
the color of virtue. When the heart has been made black
with sin, grace makes the face red with blushing: “I am
ashamed and blush to lift up my face” (Ezra 9.6). The
repenting prodigal was so ashamed of his excess that he
thought himself not worthy to be called a son any more
(Luk 15.21). Repentance causes a holy bashfulness. If
Christ’s blood was not at the sinner’s heart, there would
not be so much blood in the sinner's face.”

Watson doesn’t mean ‘shame’ in the modern
therapeutic sense. What he means is a true sense of the
weight of our sin. In other words, we must see our sin in
light of the holiness of our God, the greatness of Christ’s
sacrifice on the cross. But, of course, Watson also
doesn’t mean we stay in this kind of shame. His aim is
toward health; that our shame not be covered with the
countless fig leaves we try to hide behind, and instead
receive the royal robe of Christ’s righteousness, offered
to us in the gospel.

5. Hatred of sin. According to Watson, this includes two
things:
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Firstly, there is a hatred or loathing of abominations: “You
shall loathe yourselves for your iniquities” (Eze 36.31). A
true penitent is a sin- loather. If a man loathes what makes
him sick to his stomach, then he will much more loathe
what makes his conscience sick. It is more to loathe sin
than to leave it. One may leave sin out of fear, as when the
plate and jewels are thrown overboard in a storm; but the
nauseating and loathing of sin argues for detesting it.
Christ is never loved till sin is loathed. Heaven is never
longed for till sin is loathed. When a soul sees an issue of
blood flowing, he cries out, “Lord, when will I be freed
from this body of death? When will I put off these filthy
garments of sin and have the fair crown of glory set upon
my head? Let all my self-love be turned into self- loathing”
(Zec 3.45). We are never more precious in God’s eyes than
when we are lepers in our own.

Secondly, there is a hatred of enmity. There is no better
way to discover life than by motion. The eye moves, the
pulse beats. So to discover repentance, there is no better
sign than by a holy antipathy against sin. Hatred, said
Cicero, is anger boiled up to inveteracy. Sound repentance
begins in the love of God, and it ends in the hatred of sin.

6. Turning from sin. Read and meditate on the following:
Isaiah 53-55

And of course, repentance entails other steps, such as
seeking out those offended by your sin and making
restitution where possible, acting justly, giving grace to
those who sin against you, and more. But this spiritual
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pathway has proven to set Christian pilgrims on the journey
of repentance for centuries, and will serve as a starting
point as you think about both personal and corporate
repentance.

Now, I realize all this seems a bit mechanical, perhaps
even legalistic. But remember where we started.
Repentance is a gospel gift. That is...all this is ONLY
possible because Christ has paid the price to give this gift to
us. I'll let Watson sum it up:

“Repentance is a pure gospel grace. The covenant of works
allowed no repentance; there it was: sin and die. Repentance
came in by the gospel. Christ has purchased us with his blood
so that repenting sinners shall be saved. The law required
personal, perfect, and perpetual obedience. It cursed all who
could not come up to this: “Cursed is everyone that does not
continue to do all things which are written in the book of the
law” (Gal 3.10). It does not say, “He that does not obey all
things, let him repent;” instead, it says “let him be cursed.”
Thus repentance is a doctrine that has been brought to light
only by the gospel.”

As you can see from the readings in passages like
Nehemiah 9, repentance is not only an individual exercise.
Individuals comprise organizations and build systems
which are infected with the rot of sin, and thus repentance
is also a corporate reality. May the Lord grant our church
this gospel grace all the more in the days ahead.
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Additional Resources:

The Doctrine of Repentance, Thomas Watson
Westminster Shorter Catechism 86-87, 105
Westminster Confession of Faith, ch. 15.

Prayers (Book of Common Prayer)

Daily Prayer for confession of sin

Almighty and most merciful Father,
we have erred and strayed from your ways like lost
sheep.

We have followed too much the devices
and desires of our own hearts.

We have offended against your holy laws.

We have left undone those things which we ought to have done,
and we have done those things which we ought not
to have done;
and apart from your grace, there is no health in us.

O Lord, have mercy upon us.

Spare all those who confess their faults.

Restore all those who are penitent, according to your
promises declared to all people in Christ Jesus our
Lord.

And grant, O most merciful Father,
for his sake, that we may now live a godly, righteous,
and sober life, to the glory of your holy Name. Amen.
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Chapter 4: Suffering

ot all that is healthy is pleasant, as any parent of a

toddler knows well. In reality, we all know it well.

Think about exercise. Your muscles need to be
stretched to their limit, broken down as it were, to be built
up. Or consider surgery to remove a malignant tumor, or
chemotherapy to treat cancer. So often we have to be made
uncomfortable to be made whole.

So it is with spiritual health, and so it seems even to be
accentuated in organizations. Often the most painful
experiences can bring unity of heart and mind, healing,
and wholeness to the body. When a beloved church
member suffers an untimely death, the whole congregation
mourns together, serves the family together, and more.
This kind of suffering together requires compassion, as we
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bear with one another in this world stricken by sickness,
sorrow, pain, and death.

But there is another kind of suffering in the Christian life,
one which is a bit removed from our experience, and which
requires great courage. This kind of suffering, too,
galvanizes a church toward health, which is why Christ
commends it to the church in Smyrna.

Smyrna (Revelation 2:8-11)

In each of the churches, Jesus’ introduction correlates to
his message. Here, he introduces himself as “the first and
the last, who died and came to life.’ (v. 8). He is reminding
the church that he has conquered death, possesses the key
to hades, and that therefore anyone in him cannot
ultimately be overcome by death (v. 11).

Why does the church in Smyrna need this message?
Because they are suffering persecution. From these verses,
we can see four acute ways this church was suffering for the
name of Christ:

1. Economic Suffering: Apparently, it was costly to be a
Christian in Asia minor in the first century. In many of
these cities, as was the case in Smyrna, you had to
participate in the local cult to enjoy a place of success in
the marketplace. To choose to follow Jesus, therefore,
often consigned you and your family to poverty and
want. Notice, though, that Jesus also mentions the great
wealth the believers in Smyrna enjoyed in the gospel.

2. Slander: Early in the apostolic period, Christians
enjoyed the religious protection that the Jews had been
given by their Roman overlords. The two movements
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were difficult to distinguish, and so they were often
lumped together. However, by this point in the church’s
development, the Jews wanted to make it perfectly clear
that they were distinct from this movement. In Smyrna,
they were apparently doing this through slander.
Perhaps the Jews informed on Christian worship
practices to the Roman authorities, embellishing their
stories to pose a threat for the Romans. Perhaps the
Jews slandered the Christians in the marketplace,
leading to their economic struggles. Whatever the case,
choosing to follow Jesus in Smyrna meant that your
reputation would take a hit.

. Injustice: Not only that, Jesus predicted that persecution
would result in false imprisonment on behalf of his
name, as it had so often for the apostles. Imagine being
arrested and put in prison for praying to your God. It
happens all over the world today, and it certainly
happened in the ancient world. This is an injustice, not
just here in the West, but every place it occurs, for God
has revealed himself to all of his people in the things
that have been made, and the owe him their worship
(see Romans 1). So, to have the situation reversed such
that the worship of his name results in imprisonment is
the height of injustice! Apparently following Jesus in
Smyrna meant you would open yourself to it.

“Imagine being arrested and put in prison for
praying to your God. It happens all over the
world today...”
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4. Death: “Be faithful unto death” didn’t just mean, be
faithful until you die. For many Christians in the ancient
world, and for so many today, it means martyrdom.

A Smyrnan Martyr

Not long after John wrote down these words of Christ,
there was a pastor in Smyrna who actually did lose his life
for the sake of the gospel. His name was Polycarp, and he
was a disciple of the apostles, and sought to advance the
gospel message handed down to him.

Medieval engraving of St. Polycarp. Artist Unknown.
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Polycarp had a long and fruitful ministry in Smyrna, but
he is best known for the story of his death. He was arrested
and tried for his refusal to worship the Roman emperor and
his gods, and he refused. When the mob began to call for
his execution, he famously said,

“For eighty-six years I have been his servant, and [Jesus]
has done me no wrong. How can I blaspheme my King who
saved me?”.

He was then burned at the stake for refusing to renounce
the name of Christ. His testimony of faithfulness resounds
through the generations of martyrs that have followed him
to the grave for their faithfulness to the Savior.

What about us?

It seems implausible that you and I in the modern West
might be asked to face the same fate. Perhaps we won’t. But
it is far less implausible to think we might begin (or have
begun) to face economic suffering, injustice, slander, and
more.

If you confess Christ’s lordship over all of life, then your
views on many things will be out of line with what is
considered acceptable or ethical in our world. You no
doubt know this. When you find yourself suffering some
kind of persecution, some kind of loss, for the sake of
Christ, you might consider that you are joining with the
saints from the church throughout history in a blessing, a
gift: to share in Christ’s sufferings. You might also consider
what Christ promises in the end:

“Be faithful unto death, and I will give you the crown of life.”

34



A church that has the courage to suffer for the sake of
Christ is a safe haven for weary pilgrims who are beat up by
the world’s demands, the culture’s slander, the losses along
the journey and more. May the Lord grant us to suffer well
for his name, and alongside one another.

Additional Resources

Martyrs in the English Reformation, Third Mill
Ministries

Story of the French Huguenots, (video); The Gospel
Coalition

Acts 7 (Stephen’s Speech and Death)

Courageous Series for kids, Voice of the Martyrs

Prayers (Book of Common Prayer)

We give thanks to you, O Lord our God, for all your servants
and witnesses of time past: for Abraham, the father of
believers, and Sarah his wife; for Moses, the lawgiver, and
Aaron, the priest; for Miriam and Joshua, Deborah and
Gideon, and Samuel with Hannah his mother; for David, King
over Israel; for Isaiah and all the prophets; for Mary, the
mother of our Lord; for Peter and Paul and all the apostles;
for Mary and Martha, and Mary Magdalene; for Stephen, the
first martyr, and all the martyrs and saints in every age and in
every land. In your mercy, O Lord our God, give us, as you
gave to them, the hope of salvation and the promise of eternal
life; through Jesus Christ our Lord, the first-born of many from
the dead. Amen.
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https://thirdmill.org/magazine/article.asp/link/jac_sin%5Ejac_sin.Christian.Martyrs.html/at/Remembering%20the%20Christian%20Martyrs%20of%20the%20Church
https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/church-history-almanac-st-bartholomews-day-massacre/
https://www.persecution.com/kids/?_source_code=WPR21F4

Chapter 5: Truth

amily systems theorists pretty commonly talk about
four rules, four operating principles, for
dysfunctional families. Unhealthy family systems
usually behave according to these unwritten rules to some
degree. They are:
e Don’t talk
* Don’t feel
e Don’t trust anyone
e Don’t make this family look bad
The first rule is cardinal-don’t talk about anything. Avoid
conflict. Sweep the truth under the rug to guard against any
awkward or difficult conversations. Say “peace, peace”
when there is no peace. If you grew up in a family that
played by these rules, you probably know how destructive
they can be. The problem is, unhealthy churches also
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operate according to them. Over the next two chapters, we
will look at two such churches.

Pergamum (Revelation 2:12-17)

Pergamum was the first city in Asia Minor to build a
temple for worship of the emperor, and thus was a leading
city for the Roman cultus (Beale, Revelation, 2015, p. 65).
This is probably why Jesus calls it the place where Satan’s
throne is. The church there had endured its share of
suffering, just like in Smyrna, even seeing one of their own
martyred (v. 13). Jesus commends the church for its
faithfulness in the face of this suffering. But he also has
some strong words for them.

There were some in the church who were following a
particular strand of false teaching, which Jesus compares to
Balaam of the Old Testament. Balaam is a paradigmatic
figure in Scripture for the kind of corruption that feeds off
of financial gain (see 2 Peter 2:15) and for leading God’s
people into immorality and idolatry through compromise
(see Numbers 25:1-2, Deuteronomy 23:4). Further, another
group called the Nicolaitans were similarly leading God’s
people astray.

The picture we get here is fairly clear. There was a faction
in the church being led astray by some false and subversive
teaching, and this teaching was leading them into idolatry
and immorality through compromise with the culture. But
the real problem seems to be that no one wants to tell this
faction the truth!

“But the real problem seems to be that no one
wants to tell this faction the truth!”
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This church was following the cardinal rule for unhealthy
systems: Don’t talk. Don’t tell the truth.

How do we tell the truth?

The PCA’s Book of Church Order, the document that
summarizes and helps to apply the Bible’s teaching on
church government starts with a set of preliminary
principles, foundational commitments on which all of what
follows is built. One of them is this:

“Godliness is founded on truth. A test of truth is its power to
promote holiness according to our Saviour's rule, "By their
fruits ye shall know them" (Matthew 7:20). No opinion can be
more pernicious or more absurd than that which brings truth
and falsehood upon the same level.”

We will unpack the connection between truth and
holiness more in the next chapter, but notice the last line:
nothing can be more pernicious, more harmful and
detrimental to health, than a lazy approach to truth telling
which raises false doctrine and practice to the level of the
truth entrusted to the church. In other words, truth must
be promoted (in doctrine and practice), and falsehood
must be stamped out (in doctrine and practice). But how?

Telling the truth requires Holy Spirit-empowered
courage. I am reminded of a story from Christian history of
a man who was persecuted, imprisoned, and shunned for
his teaching about how the gospel should influence
relationships in society. From prison, he wrote a letter to
appeal to some fellow pastors, co-laborers in the gospel, to
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ask them to courageously join his truth-telling movement.
In the letter he wrote this:

“I must make two honest confessions to you, my Christian
and Jewish brothers. First, I must confess that over the last few
years I have been gravely disappointed with the white
moderate. I have almost reached the regrettable conclusion
that the Negro’s great stumbling block in the stride toward
freedom is not the White citizens’ “Councilor” or the Ku Klux
Klanner, but the white moderate who is more devoted to
“order” than to justice; who prefers a negative peace which is
the absence of tension to a positive peace which is the presence
of justice; who constantly says “I agree with you in the goal
you seek, but I can’t agree with your methods of direct action”
who paternalistically feels that he can set the timetable for
another man’s freedom; who lives by the myth of time and who
constantly advises the Negro to wait until a “more convenient
season.” Shallow understanding from people of good will is
more frustrating than absolute misunderstanding from people
of ill will. Lukewarm acceptance is much more bewildering
than outright rejection.”

That man, of course, was Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., and
that letter was his Letter from a Birmingham Jail. Notice a
few things that Dr. King points out. First, an unwillingness
to tell the truth stems from idols like comfort (a ‘negative
peace which is the absence of tension’). Idolatry is the
great enemy of truth, because the one who tempts us to
idolatry, our great enemy, is himself the father of lies.
Second, this idolatry can lead to an exchange of the truth
for a lie (living by a myth, contentment in shallow
understandings). And finally, this idolatry leads to a
lukewarm acceptance of immorality, something Jesus is
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quite concerned about in several of his epistles to the
churches.

So, how do we tell the truth? We might summarize, with
the help of Dr. King, like this:

1. Pray for the help of the Holy Spirit to see your idols and
repent of your idolatry.

2. Pray for help to see your own blind spots, to understand
where you might be exchanging the truth for lies. Ask
trusted friends and mentors to help you here too.

3. Asyou meditate on the truths of God’s Word preached
and taught, be open to the Holy Spirit exposing a
lukewarmness in your heart.

4. Ask the Lord for wisdom and courage, gifts he delights
to give to his children.

Notice that the path to truth-telling has a lot to do with
recognizing your need for divine help! How could it be any
other way? We serve the One who is the Truth, and
therefore we must look to him, and to his Spirit of truth,
who promises to guide us in all truth (John 16). May the
divine helper, the Holy Spirit, guide our church into a
season of truth-telling, even when it is difficult, that the
light of truth might shine in our hearts to more brilliantly
behold the beauty of Christ and his body.

Telling the truth about ourselves

One final note. It is often easy to tell the truth about a
body, or about its leadership, or about others. In fact, this
turns very quickly into virtue signaling. But is is another
thing entirely to pray for the courage to tell the truth about
ourselves.
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Vincent Van Gogh suffered from depression and other
mental health struggles, and was known to experience
publicly embarrassing episodes. One such outburst took
place in the context of a falling out with a friend and
roommate, who left Van Gogh alone in his flat. Despondent
and alone, he took a knife and cut off his own ear.

Vincent van Gogh, Self-Portrait with Bandaged
Ear, 1889, oil on canvas (Courtauld Galleries,
London)
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For a while after, Van Gogh spent time in an asylum
where he looked for beauty through his art, painting
profusely during his stay. Among his works in the Asylum
was this self-portrait, wherein Van Gogh depicts his ear
bandaged, clearly a nod to the infamous incident. This is an
honest and courageous self-portrait which tells the truth
about the darkness inside this gifted artist who has given
the world such beauty. It takes courage to tell the truth. But
truth produces beauty.

For more on this story, see Russ Ramsey, Rembrandt is in
the Wind, Zondervan, 2022

Additional Resources

“Letter from a Birmingham Jail,” Dr. Martin Luther
King Jr.

Westminster Larger Catechism 143-145

Prayers (Book of Common Prayer)
Prayer for pleasing God rather than men, Thomas a Kempis
Our God, in whom we trust: Strengthen us not to regard

overmuch who is for us or who is against us, but to see to it
that we be with you in everything we do. Amen.
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Prayer for guidance and wisdom

O God, by whom the meek are guided in judgment, and light
rises up in darkness for the godly: Grant us, in all our doubts
and uncertainties, the grace to ask what you would have us
do, that the Spirit of wisdom may save us from all false
choices; that in your light we may see light, and in your
straight path we may not stumble; through Jesus Christ our
Lord. Amen.

Prayer for consistency in confession & practice

Almighty God, you show those in error the light of your truth
so that they may turn to the path of righteousness: Grant that
all who have been reborn into the fellowship of Christ’s Body
may show forth in their lives what they profess by their faith;
through Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns with you
and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and for ever. Amen.
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Chapter 6: Holiness

esus’ letter to the church in Thyatira is the flip side of

the coin, as it were, from his letter to Pergamum in

the previous chapter. If dysfunctional families and

systems fail to tell the truth, that infection will most
certainly work its way out in the moral fabric of the
community. So, bearing in mind all we’ve already said
about the need for truth-telling, let’s investigate.

Thyatira (Revelation 2:18-29)

Thyatira was a commercial center, a hub for trade and
therefore a hub for various trade guilds. Participation in a
guild was an essential part of the economic fabric of the
city, but the problem for Christians was that each guild was
also intertwined with the idolatrous worship of local deities
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(Hendriksen, Revelation, 1967, p. 83). This idolatry would
be evident in the city’s public feasts, where food would be
sacrificed to these local deities and immoral practices
would be part of the cultus. So, if you wanted to participate
in the marketplace, you needed to get your hands dirty.
You can see how this would be problematic for followers of
Jesus in this city.

And apparently there was one faction led by a false
prophetess likened to the Old Testament Jezebel who
taught Christians to compromise, engaging in the
idolatrous feasts and rampant sexual immorality as the only
way to solve this problem. Perhaps this teaching came from
dualistic assumptions, that our bodies and minds are
utterly distinct and therefore we are able to keep our minds
free from destruction, even as we submit our bodies to the
idolatrous practices around us. Or, perhaps there was a
‘missional’ flare to the teaching that went like this, “the
only way to win ‘em is to join ‘em.”

Whatever the case, the church’s failure to stamp out this
false teaching led to serious immorality in the body. Jesus’
indictment of this false faction is serious. Though he has
given them time to repent, they have refused, and now he
promises discipline (v. 22-23). The punishment for the
church continuing to allow this wayward faction is serious
and striking. But Jesus makes it clear that it is purposeful,
that “all the churches will know that I am he who searches
mind and heart.”

Jesus Christ, the pure one who died to purify his saints,
will not tolerate rank unholiness in the church. He is the
just judge, whose eyes are like a flame of fire and whose
feet are like burnished bronze (v. 18), images evoking his
prerogative and power to judge. He longs for purity and
holiness in his church, fueled by faithfulness to the truth
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and a willingness to take up one’s cross and follow him on
the road of discipleship. Jesus died for our holiness; why
would he not want to see it fleshed out throughout this
family system we call the church?

How to Pursue Holiness?

The church throughout history has been deeply
concerned with personal and corporate holiness. But one
particular movement has handed down to us the language
and tools—the God-given medicine—to pursue biblical
holiness in a gospel-centered manner. The English Puritans
considered holiness to be essential and also practically
attainable. That is not to say that one’s sanctification can be
complete this side of heaven. Instead, the Puritans really
believed that growth in grace was possible, by the power of
the Holy Spirit, and progressing in increasing measure in
the Christian’s life.

You can categorize the Puritan approach to holiness
under two headings: mortification and vivification, putting
off that which is old and putting on that which is new in
Christ (see Colossians 3). We will look at some practical
advice on both.

“You can categorize the Puritan approach to
holiness under two headings: mortification and
vivification, putting off that which is old and
putting on that which is new...”
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Mortification

John Owen (1616-1683) literally wrote the book on the
Puritan approach to mortification, The Mortification of Sin.
He wrote it after delivering a series of sermons on Romans
8 to young men at Oxford. Here’s his simple thesis:

“Always be killing sin (mortification), or sin will be killing
you.” There is no neutrality when it comes to the fight
against sin. It must be contended against. It must be put to
death, or it will fester and grow. Think about the analogy of
health in the body. A cancer MUST be aggressively
attacked, or it will aggressively attack and kill you. So it is
with sin.

I cannot more highly recommend Owen’s entire work (it
is quite short for a Puritan), but here we will summarize a
few bits of practical advice. First Owen helps us by pointing
out what mortification IS NOT. I’ll paraphrase and
modernize his language a bit. Mortification is NOT...

1. To kill sin is NOT to utterly destroy it or totally uproot it
so that it is no longer a problem in our lives. We should
all desire to utterly destroy sin, so that it can no longer
seduce or tempt us, so that it can no longer whisper in
the dark corners of our hearts. Its total destruction is
our goal. Yet even though this is what we are aiming at,
and even though the Spirit of God can and will give us a
great measure of victory over sin, the Bible teaches that
we will never fully destroy sin in this life. Even the
Apostle Paul, who was one of the most devoted men to
ever live, said: “Not that I have already obtained this or
am already perfect, but I press on to make it my own,
because Christ Jesus has made me his own” (Philippians
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3:12).

. It almost goes without saying, but to kill sin is NOT
merely to hide it, so that we look like we have it all
together on the outside. When our outward appearance
is the only thing we care about, God knows our hearts.
We are acting like hypocrites, claiming to be holy when
in fact our hearts are deceitful and dark.

. To kill sin is NOT merely to get a handle on our temper.
While that is important, if all we aim at is that we don’t
look like angry people, we are missing the mark. And in
fact, some people are quieter and more shy by nature,
so that if we just looked on their mannerisms, we might
think they are pretty good at killing sin. But as we’ve
already seen, sin resides in the heart! And sometimes
people who seem outwardly passionate or angry are
battling against those sins daily, while those who don’t
struggle with those sins may have never had to fight
against them in the first place. We shouldn’t begin to
measure our sin-killing by outward reactions and
temperament. We should start at the heart level, looking
at things like self-denial, unbelief, envy, and other
spiritual struggles.

. Asin is NOT killed when we have just diverted it, taking
up some other sin, or coming back to the first sin after a
time. In Acts 8, we are told the story of a man named
Simon who previously practiced sorcery, and who
seemed to believe in Jesus. Yet we later learn that he just
wanted to obtain the power of the Holy Spirit that he
saw the Apostles using. When he asked the Apostles to
give him this power in exchange for money, Peter called
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1.

him out, claiming that he was still bound by his sin!
Simon needed a heart- change, not just a new job. Like
Simon, we can seem to give up our old ways for a little
while, taking care to make sure not to do the things we
used to. But if we don’t deal with the heart, our old
habits will eventually catch up with us, even if they pop
up in another way.

Finally, occasional victories do NOT amount to totally
destroying sin. Though we rejoice in winning the battle,
we must remember that only Jesus ends the war!

But, then, what IS mortification? Owen summarizes:

Cultivating the habit of weakening the root causes of sin.
Since we are all bent toward sin in our depravity, we
should always assume that the temptations we struggle
with find their roots in a deep habit or inclination of the
heart, driving us to love sin rather than God. They stir
up our imaginations, our thoughts, and our desires
toward their own wicked ends. These sinful desires are
creating in us sinful habits. Now, sinful habits are not
like natural ones. Maybe you have a bad habit of biting
your nails. It may drive your family crazy, but it’s not
very damaging to your soul. But that’s not how sinful
habits work. They are always on the attack, seeking to
destroy you! The Bible says they wage war on our souls
(1 Peter 2:11). Paul calls this kind of mortification
“crucifying the flesh” in Galatians 5:24. To crucify the
flesh is to take away its very lifeblood, or to seek to
utterly lay waste to the remaining sin each and every
day.
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2. Constant fighting and struggling against sin. To be always
fighting sin is no easy task. When we are overwhelmed
with the sins we carry, it can seem nearly impossible to
muster up the energy to fight. David talks about this in
Psalm 40:12: “For evils have encompassed me beyond
number; my iniquities have overtaken me, and I cannot
see; they are more than the hairs of my head; my heart fails
me.” Can’t you sense his exhaustion there? But God has
not left us without ways to fight, even when it seems like
we can’t. The Scriptures are filled with the saints’
struggle against sin, especially in the Psalms. When you
feel weak, find strength and solidarity there.

3. Finally, killing sin actually consists in success. Success is
evidence that our efforts are working. By success, I
don’t mean a mere small victory, like when we are
tempted to lie and decide against it. I mean a real,
tangible, victory over sin such that we can recognize its
schemes and cut them off before they are able to work
on us. I mean the kind of victory that pits sin against the
promises of God’s Word and the love of Christ, which
are the real weapons in the fight! I mean real victory.
Now, when a person comes to this place, where the root
of sin has been greatly weakened and there has been
some victory, we do get a sense of peace and quiet. Sin’s
methods and actions are much quieter and not
as easily able to hinder us from serving God and his
people. When we continue to have this kind of
awareness and victory against sin, we can say that in
some measure that sin has been put to death. Though
we must remember that only Christ will fully and finally
put sin to death at his return. And that’s the point. A
person who has reached this point recognizes that very
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truth, and so he is always on guard against sin. We never
let our guards down.

Vivification

But merely putting something to death is not enough.
Scripture calls us to put on those things which lead to life.
This is vivification. Vivification is really about lifting your
gaze. If all we did was focus on our sin, we would be
constantly navel-gazing. But the hope of the Christian life is
to behold the face of God! To paraphrase Owen: “Perhaps
the most useful piece of advice we can give regarding the fight
against sin is to simply behold God—in all His beauty and
majesty as He is presented in His Word.”

Owen devotes an entire chapter of his book to the pursuit
of beholding God. He gives two broad pieces of advice:

1. First, we simply need to think much about the
excellence of the majesty and holiness of God, as well as
our great distance from him because of our sinful
nature. When we consider the greatness of God, we are
drawn to consider our own smallness. This happened to
Job after God had taught him a lesson about His
greatness:

Then Job answered the LORD and said: “Behold, I am of
small account; what shall I answer you? I lay my hand on
my mouth. (Job 40:3-4 ESV)

Habakkuk had a similar response to God:

I hear, and my body trembles; my lips quiver at the sound;
rottenness enters into my bones; my legs tremble beneath

51



me. (Habakkuk 3:16).

Perhaps Isaiah best summarizes our smallness in
relation to God’s majesty:

Behold, the nations are like a drop from a bucket, and are
accounted as the dust on the scales; behold, he takes up the
coastlands like fine dust. (Isaiah 40:15 ESV)

I think you get the point. The Bible is full of this kind of
contemplation on the majesty of God, and the related
contemplation on the smallness of man. When we
meditate on God this way, our hearts assume a humble
posture, and we are less likely to be taken by surprise
when temptation comes. So, think greatly about the
greatness of God.

. But we need to also consider our own unacquaintedness
with God. Here’s what I mean. We are finite. God is
infinite. Though we may know some of his laws pretty
well, this does not mean we can come close to knowing
the extent of his majesty and glory! Related to this, we
cannot come close to apprehending the wisdom of God!
We are simply stupid when compared to him! In fact,
the book of Proverbs proves it:

Surely I am too stupid to be a man. I have not the
understanding of a man. I have not learned wisdom, nor
have I knowledge of the Holy One. Who has ascended to
heaven and come down? Who has gathered the wind in his
fists? Who has wrapped up the waters in a garment? Who
has established all the ends of the earth? What is his name,
and what is his son’s name? Surely you know! (Proverbs
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30:2-4 ESV)

How can we avoid the pride of heart that will lead to
sin? By considering what we don’t know in light of what
God does know. Seriously! What do you know? Can you
look into eternity? Can you bear the utter weight of the
wisdom and glory of the eternal God? This kind of
thinking is a great tool in the fight against sin—as long as
this healthy fear of God is coupled with the bold faith to
draw near to the throne of grace through Jesus Christ
alone.

Mortification and Vivification Together

Owen’s advice is practical for the life of the Christian. It
can be contemplated and practiced as you are walking
along the road, as it were. But it is also practiced regularly
in the corporate worship gathering. Each week, we confess
sin together. And we don’t just confess sin “out there.” We
confess particular sins particularly. We confess individual
sins and corporate idols. We confess together those sins
which infect our body, so that Christ might apply the
scalpel of his word for our healing.

But we also engage in corporate vivification. What is
weekly worship if not a time to behold God through liturgy,
preaching, sacraments, prayer, and fellowship? As ordinary
as this all sounds, it is the lifeblood of the church. It is the
primary way Christians pursue holiness and truth. It is
these practices that Jesus himself has given to weary
pilgrims on the road with him, to feed us on himself and
provide us strength, comfort, and peace for the difficult
journey ahead. So may we be strengthened by his grace as
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we pursue holiness together.

Additional Resources

The Mortification of Sin, John Owen

(For teens & young adults): Killing Sin, An Adaptation of
John Owen’s The Mortification of Sin. Contact Alex Dean if
you would like a digital download.

Westminster Confession of Faith, Ch. 15

Westminster Shorter Catechism, 41-81 (On the 10
Commandments)

Prayers (Book of Common Prayer)

Prayer for the local congregation

Almighty and everlasting God, you govern all things in heaven
and on earth: Mercifully hear our prayers, and grant that in
this Congregation the pure Word of God may be preached and
the Sacraments duly administered. Strengthen and confirm
the faithful; protect and guide the children; visit and relieve
the sick; turn and soften the wicked; arouse the careless;
recover the fallen; restore the penitent; remove all hindrances
to the advancement of your truth; and bring us all to be of one
heart and mind within your holy Church, to the honor and
glory of your Name; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
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Prayer for those in bondage to addiction

O blessed Lord, you ministered to all who came to you: Look
with compassion upon those who through addiction have lost
their health and freedom. Restore to them the assurance of
your unfailing mercy; remove from them the fears that beset
them; strengthen them in the work of their recovery; and to
those who minister to them, give patient understanding and
persevering love; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

Prayer for Jesus to be formed in us

Lord Jesus, Master Carpenter of Nazareth, on the Cross
through wood and nails you wrought our full salvation: Wield
well your tools in this, your workshop, that we who come to
you rough-hewn may be fashioned into a truer beauty by your
hand; who with the Father and the Holy Spirit live and reign,
one God, world without end. Amen.
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Chapter 7: Spiritual Life

f corporate worship is the lifeblood of the church, what

happens when the congregation reaches a point of

stasis or complacency, wherein its worship curves in
on itself, rather than compelling an outward movement to
impact the world around it? Something that looks a lot like
spiritual death.

Sardis (Revelation 3:1-6)

In one of the shorter yet more pointed epistles, Christ
rebukes the church in Sardis, which apparently has a good
reputation, but one that it only skin deep. Jesus says,

“I know your works. You have the reputation of being alive,
but you are dead.”
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This church has apparently reached a point of inward
curvature and self-importance that it is on the brink of
spiritual death. Like the church in Ephesus, they seem to
have lost their ‘first love,” and so Jesus calls them to:

“Remember, then, what you received and heard. Keep it,
and repent. If you will not wake up, 1 will come like a thief, and
you will not know at what hour I will come against you.”

Perhaps this forgetful state has arisen through a series of
compromises, as Jesus so often warns against in these
epistles. Perhaps it has arisen by an inordinate trust in the
church’s good reputation. Whatever the case, as
Hendriksen notes, “Sardis was a very ‘peaceful’ church...
but it was the peace of the cemetery” (Henriksen, 1967, p.
87).

“Sardis was a very ‘peaceful’ church...but it was
the peace of the cemetery”
- William Hendriksen

It seems this congregation was caught up in a stare it
couldn’t break, an inward gaze, an esteem of its own
reflection which was slowly killing it.

Corporate Narcissism

Can a system, or an organization, be caught up in a kind
of corporate narcissism like this? Professor, counselor, and
author Chuck DeGroat notes,
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Narcissus, Caravaggio, ca. 1597-1599

“Indeed, we all participate in narcissistic systems. Perhaps
these systems are part and parcel of the ‘powers and
principalities’ with which we contend. Perhaps they are all
around us, not just in church systems, but in out corporate
and political institutions, even in our looser social media
connections and broader tribal identifications. Perhaps this is
about us, an invitation to wake up to the many ways in which
certainty trumps curiosity, uniformity trumps unity, hubris
trumps humility, control trumps connection, loyalty trumps
love.” (When Narcissism Comes to Church, 2020).
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Retrieval for Spiritual Life

Perhaps what we need is not to discover some new key to
spiritual life, but to recover—to retrieve—something of the
Reformed church’s teaching about spiritual life in the
church.

To that end, we can turn to the Dutch neo-calvinist
thinkers Abraham Kuyper and Herman Bavinck, who
developed a paradigm which drew on Reformed
ecclesiology (the doctrine of the church) from centuries
before.

The paradigm sees the church existing in two modes, as
an institution and an organism. The Dutch Reformed
theologian Herman Bavinck explains it this way:

“From the very beginning, the church appears on the scene
in a dual form. It is a gathering of the people of God in a
passive as well as an active sense; it is simultaneously a
gathered community and the mother of believers, or, in other
words, an organism and an institution.” (Bavinck, Reformed
Dogmatics, Volume 4, p. 329).

He is talking about how the visible church exists in the
world, or if you like, what the visible church does in the
world. The church gathers as an institution for worship,
sacraments, and discipline. These things, as we’ve
mentioned are the lifeblood of the church, and they pump
vital nutrients to the church’s outer limbs. But when the
church leaves this worship gathering, it does not cease to
be the church. Instead, it appears in the world as an
organism, a group of scattered believers into every sphere
of life- work, home, school, neighborhood, and more. In
this way, the church works as a leaven in the world:
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“Christ planted his kingdom in that world and made sure it
could exist in it, and like a leaven, have a transforming impact
in all areas of life.” (Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, Volume 4,
p- 413).

Gathered and Scattered: The Rhythm of Spiritual Life

Kuyper and Bavinck’s paradigm has led some to describe
a kind of rhythm to the church’s life. Each Lord’s Day, we
gather for worship, to be fed, equipped, built up,
pardoned, and more. This gathering serves as a rest stop on
the road of the Christian life. But when we leave that
gathering, we scatter to our various callings, built up for
service in our vocations as employees, employers,
neighbors, parents, friends, and more.

The upshot of this is a built-in rhythm which lifts the
church’s inward gaze and directs it upward and outward
each week. We are gathered to be scattered, built up to be
sent out, fed to feed others. This life-giving rhythm can
help an inwardly focused church to reframe its sense of
mission in its time and place.

It seems that Sardis was is need of such a revival. Perhaps
we are too. Reformed worship is a beautiful thing to
behold. It is orderly and awe-inspiring. It is active, as we
participate in the word, sacraments, and prayer. It is
engaging for worshippers of all ages. It really is a beautiful
thing.

But if Reformed worship terminates on itself, as if we are
worshipping worship rather than worshipping God, it can
cause the narcissistic disease which brings about spiritual
death. So, may we recover a sense of the church’s mission
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in the world as we are gathered each week to scatter in our
callings.

Additional Resources

Westminster Confession of Faith, Ch. 25 (on the church)
Westminster Larger Catechism, 62-63, 152-177
Westminster Shorter Catechism, 98-107

“The Church as Institution and Organism,” Essay by
Alex Dean (contact for a copy)

Prayers for mission (Book of Common Prayer)

Almighty God, you sent your Son Jesus Christ to reconcile the
world to yourself: We praise and bless you for those whom you
have sent in the power of the Spirit to preach the Gospel to all
nations. We thank you that in all parts of the earth a
community of love has been gathered together by their prayers
and labors, and that in every place your servants call upon
your Name; for the kingdom and the power and the glory are
yours, for ever and ever. Amen.

O God, our heavenly Father, you manifested your love by
sending your only-begotten Son into the world, that all might
live through him: Pour out your Spirit on your Church, that
we may fulfill his command to preach the Gospel to all people.
Send forth laborers into your harvest; defend them in all
dangers and temptations; and hasten the time when the
fullness of the Gentiles shall be gathered in, and faithful Israel
shall be saved; through your Son Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
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Chapter 8: Endurance

s you have probably gathered, life was difficult for

Christians in Asia Minor in the first century. They

faced persecution, marginalization, slander, and
even death for the sake of following Christ. They lived in a
constant pressure cooker, pressed from the outside by
cultural forces and pressed from the inside by false
teaching and other maladies. In this context, how could
Christ-followers endure?

Philadelphia (Revelation 3:7-13)

As in Smyrna and other cities, Christians were troubled
by the Jews, who would seek to discredit them in the court
of public opinion. They claimed to have exclusive rights as
God’s chosen people, but Jesus called them “the synagogue
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of Satan.” Instead, as the One who holds the key of David,
the authority over salvation and judgment, Jesus presides
over entrance into his kingdom, and he has put before the
Christians in Philadelphia an open door to come in and find
rest in him. He even promises that the Jews who are
tormenting the church will one day bow down at their feet.

Why does the church in Philadelphia enjoy these great
blessings of the kingdom? Because they have kept Christ’s
word about patient endurance. They have held fast under
persecution. Though they possessed little power in the
community (v. 8), they did not cave to the allure of safety
and security that cultural capitulation would allow. They
have endured. Faithful, patient endurance on the road with
Jesus is a mark of a healthy church.

But what is it that motivates such endurance?

Heavenly Mindedness

Jesus makes several promises related to the church’s
endurance:

I am coming soon. Hold fast what you have, so that no one
may seize your crown. The one who conquers, I will make him
a pillar in the temple of my God. Never shall he go out of it,
and I will write on him the name of my God, and the name of
the city of my God, the new Jerusalem, which comes down
from my God out of heaven, and my own new name.
(Revelation 3:11-12, ESV)

All of these promises are related to the reward of the
Christian in the New Creation, when heaven comes to earth
and God Almighty invites his people to dwell with him in
his city. These promises face heavenward.
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When I talk about “heaven” (and usually when the Bible
does), I am not talking about an ethereal and immaterial
realm. I am talking about the fullness of the promise of
heaven, the place where God dwells with his people,
consummated ultimately in the New Heavens and New
Earth. Jesus is promising the Christians in Philadelphia that
the ultimate reward for their endurance will be dwelling
with him in his Celestial City.

This is the hope of the Christian life—the Beatific Vision.
Beholding Christ. Dwelling with him in the place he has
prepared for the weary pilgrims he welcomes home. So
how do we cultivate this hope?

C.S. Lewis reflected deeply on the idea of heavenly
mindedness. His well known quote in Mere Christianity
serves as an appropriate heading: “Aim at Heaven and you
will get earth 'thrown in': aim at earth and you will get
neither.” He is debunking the idea that to set one’s mind on
heaven will be of no earthly good. Instead, Christians who
have done the most earthly good have often been the most
heavenly-minded.

“Aim at Heaven and you will get earth 'thrown
in': aim at earth and you will get neither.”
- C.S. Lewis

It is worth noting some advice that Lewis gives about the
hope of heaven. Consider your unmet desires and
expectations. Lewis says there are three ways of thinking
about them:

1. “The Fool’s Way”— Lewis says, “[The fool] puts the
blame on the things themselves. He goes on all his life
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thinking that if only he tried another woman, or went
for a more expensive holiday, or whatever it is, then,
this time, he really would catch the mysterious
something we are all after.”

. "The Way of the Disillusioned ‘Sensible Man’”— He soon
decides that the whole thing was moonshine. ‘Of
course, he says, ‘one feels like that when one’s young.
But by the time you get to my age you’ve given up
chasing the rainbow’s end.” And so he settles down and
learns not to expect too much and represses the part of
himself which used, as he would say, ‘to cry for the

»»

moon-.

“The Christian Way”— “The Christian says, ‘Creatures
are not born with desires unless satisfaction for those
desires exists. A baby feels hunger: well, there is such a
thing as food. A duckling wants to swim: well, there is
such a thing as water. Men feel sexual desire: well, there
is such a thing as sex. If I find in myself a desire which
no experience in this world can satisfy, the most
probable explanation is that I was made for another
world.”

Lewis is showing us that our unmet longings, rather than

leading us to licentiousness or disillusionment, should lead

us to the hope of heaven. The beautiful thing is, Jesus
himself gives us a taste of those longings being met even

now.

Tasting Heaven

How do you cultivate hope? Simple. Eat at Christ’s table.
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Last Supper (in modern context), Fritz Von Uhde,
1886.

The sacraments, and especially the Lord’s Supper, are
meant to fuel Christian hope and endurance. The Supper
(along with the Word preached) is the sustenance for the
weary pilgrim on the road with Jesus. It is a taste of heaven
on earth, as Jesus meets with and feeds his people on
himself, giving them strength and sustenance for the
journey.

For the rest of this reflection, I refer you to the additional
resources, specifically the sections of the Larger Catechism
cited here. Meditate on all Christ promises to do at his
table. But for now, I leave you with my favorite question
and answer in the larger catechism:

Q. 172. May one who doubteth of his being in Christ, or of
his due preparation, come to the Lord’s supper?
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A. One who doubteth of his being in Christ, or of his due
preparation to the sacrament of the Lord’s supper, may
have true interest in Christ, though he be not yet assured

thereof; and in God’s account hath it, if he be duly affected

with the apprehension of the want of it, and unfeignedly
desires to be found in Christ, and to depart from iniquity:
in which case (because promises are made, and this
sacrament is appointed, for the relief even of weak
and doubting Christians) he is to bewail his unbelief,
and labor to have his doubts resolved; and, so doing,
he may and ought to come to the Lord’s supper, that
he may be further strengthened.

Translation: Do you have doubts? Come, weak, wounded,

and doubting sinner to Christ’s table, and there he will
strengthen you in hope.

Additional Resources

Westminster Larger Catechism, 168-175

C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity

“Heavenly Mindedness,” by Michael Allen in
Reformation21
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Prayers (Book of Common Prayer)

For the love of heavenly things

Grant us, Lord, not to be anxious about earthly things, but to
love things heavenly; and even now, as we live among things
that are passing away, to hold fast to those that shall endure;
through Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns with you
and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever. Amen.

For Seeking Christ

Teach me to seek you, and as I seek you, show yourself to me;
for I cannot seek you unless you show me how, and I will never
find you unless you show yourself to me. Let me seek you by
desiring you, and desire you by seeking you; let me find you by
loving you, and love you in finding you. Amen.

After Communion

Finished and perfected is the mystery of thy dispensation to us,

O Christ our God: For we have beheld the likeness of thy death,

we have seen thy resurrection in the breaking of the bread, and

we have partaken of thine inexhaustible and divine delights, of

which do thou make us worthy, both now and in thy kingdom
and unto the ages of ages. Amen.
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Chapter 9: Discipline

esus’ final epistle—like the rest—pulls no punches. He

is gracious as ever, for he calls the church to the gift

of repentance, but his words for the church in

Laodicea are direct. You get the sense that his tone is
that of a good father who has patiently trained, taught, and
waited, but who is seeing an inflection point draw near.

And in fact, that’s what Jesus is doing. He is seeking to

discipline this unhealthy church like a good father caring
for his rebel child.

Laodicea (Revelation 3:14-22)

Laodicea was probably the city in Asia Minor most like
Dallas. It was a banking center, a medical hub, and was
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home to all kinds of production. The economy was
booming, and the citizens enjoyed the spoils.

Apparently, this wealth gave Christians in Laodicea a
false sense of comfort and security. Jesus says,

“For you say, I am rich, I have prospered, and I need
nothing, not realizing that you are wretched, pitiable, poor,
blind, and naked.” (Revelation 3:17)

The problem was that the church had gone lukewarm.
They were not dependent on Christ for life and sustenance.
Instead, they collectively trusted in their wealth and
prosperity, a snare consistently warned against in
Scripture.

This church was lukewarm because there was no sense of
sin or dependence. Like the Pharisee in Jesus’ parable, they
looked around and thanked God that they were not like the
pitiful tax collector (Luke 18). All the while, they were blind
to their own need for Christ himself.

But Jesus promises something remarkable to this pitiful
body—the gift of repentance. How does he purpose to bring
it about? Through discipline:

I counsel you to buy from me gold refined by fire, so that you
may be rich, and white garments so that you may clothe
yourself and the shame of your nakedness may not be seen,
and salve to anoint your eyes, so that you may see. Those
whom I love, I reprove and discipline, so be zealous and
repent. Behold, I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears
my voice and opens the door, I will come in to him and eat with
him, and he with me. (Revelation 3:18-20, ESV)

70



He offers them gold, refined by fire (the fire of discipline
and the cost of following Jesus), real clothes to cover their
nakedness (the clothing of justification by faith, not trust in
comfort or wealth), and salve to heal their blindness, that
they might see their sin and repent. Why? Because Jesus
disciplines those he loves. He disciplines his church
because he loves her.

Pharisee and the Publican, James Tissot, ca.
1886.
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What and Why?

In its broad sense, church discipline is always happening
to all of us. It is the ordinary rule of Christ over his people
through the ordinary means of grace in his church. If you
are a follower of Jesus, you are “under” his discipline.
Further, there is a sense in which all Christian carry out
church discipline with one another before it ever moves to
a formal process. We are called to bear one another’s
burdens, to exhort one another, and so much more.

But there is a narrow sense of church discipline, which
Jesus calls his under shepherds, the elders of the church, to
carry out. Interestingly, in one of the greatest pastoral
treatises in history, the reformer Martin Bucer, talks about
church discipline in terms of health and healing. Here is his
advice for the church in applying the gospel medicine of
church discipline (from Martin Bucer, Concerning the True
Care of Souls, 1538, translated and published in 2009 by
Banner of Truth Trust).

1. The work of punishment and reformation (discipline) is
to be carried out by carers of souls. Bucer notes how the
elders are given the charge of caring for the souls of the
church, including wayward sinners. He also notes that
in some cases, discipline must be carried out publicly,
as a matter of warning for the rest of the church and
hopeful healing for the parties involved (see 1 Timothy
5:20)

2. We should be concerned to give treatment to all sheep
which are hurt. That is, we must not succumb to
partiality. The church is called to enact discipline on all
who are straying. This is how Jesus cares for his
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wounded sheep.

3. Repentance is the medicine that heals. Bucer says,
“[the] medicine is nothing else than getting the one who
has sinned to recognize his sin sufficiently to cause and
move him tot a position of true acknowledgment, regret
and sorrow for his sin, and in this way going on to
comfort him again and strengthen his hope of grace.”

4. The medicine is to be given with a gentle spirit and great
love. See Galatians 6:1-2

5. All spiritual health consists in faith in the forgiveness of
sins. Bucer says, “Thus the health and life of the inner
man consists in a true living faith in the mercifulness of
God and a sure confidence in the forgiveness of sins
which Christ the Lord has acquired and earned for us.”

Bucer goes on to give plenty of advice about the
healthfulness of church discipline, highlighting the many
biblical texts which give instruction in this needed practice.
But he also strikes at the heart when he unpacks the “why”
of church discipline:

“..in order that we should not strive against Christ when he
himself wishes out of his own great grace to help us with this
medicine for our souls, which we have neither desired nor
asked for, and that we should not say that we lack nothing and
fall away, let us not think that we are already a properly
ordered church and people of God just because we still have so
much of proper Christian order. We need to decide once and
for all whether we really want to be Christians. If we want to be
Christians and the Lord’s lambs, we really need to listen to his
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voice, deny ourselves, and commit ourselves to him, so that he
lives in us and we in him in such a way that at last we share
together in that communion with him...”

In other words, when we neglect church discipline, we
neglect the very medicine that Christ gives us for health
and healing in the church. May we grow in our
understanding of the ways Christ cares for and heals his
church.

Additional Resources

“Matthew 18 and the Shepherd,” Essay by Alex Dean
(contact for a copy)

Westminster Confession of Faith, Ch. 30 (Of Church
Censures)

Prayer (Book of Common Prayer)
For Submission of God’s Will

O Holy Spirit, beloved of my soul, I adore you. Enlighten me,
guide me, strengthen me, console me. Tell me what I should do;
give me your orders. I promise to submit myself to all that you
desire of me and to accept all that you permit to happen to me.
Let me only know your will. Amen.
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Discussion Guide for Small Groups

Introduction & Chapter 1: The King is Coming

1. What are some things Scripture teaches about church
health? How would you assess the health of our church
based on what you know today?

2. How has your small group experienced the transition in
our church over the last few years? Have you lost
people? Gained people? Have you endured difficult
relational strife? Talk about these things together.

3. How do the promises of Revelation 1 give you hope?

Chapter 2: The King is Risen

1. What are some of this church’s corporate sins? How
have you seen them at work in our body?

2. How does the truth of the “keys” (1:18) give you hope for
spiritual health in your own life or in the life of the

church?

3. How does the pattern of suffering before glory shape the
Christian life? How does it shape your life?
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Chapter 3: Repentance

1.

How is repentance talked about in this church? How
does this chapter change your attitude about
repentance?

Which elements of repentance from Thomas Watson
were new or surprising or helpful to you?

According to Scripture, should repentance be public in
the case of public sin?

Chapter 4: Suffering

1.

What are some ways you are called right now to suffer
for the sake of Christ?

How might you be called to suffer for the sake of Christ
in the future?

How does suffering relate to glory?
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Chapter 5: Truth

1.

Review the four rules for dysfunctional families. Which
of these rules do you see at work in our church?

2. What does it mean that “Godliness is founded on
truth”?

3. Read Dr. King’s “Letter from a Birmingham Jail.” What
strikes you from this letter about truth-telling?

4. In what ways do we need to learn to tell one another the
truth?

Chapter 6: Holiness

1. In what ways does participation in our culture require
moral comprise?

2. How is the “mortification & vivification” paradigm
helpful to you? Is there anything it lacks?

3. How might you engage in mortification and vivification
with others at church?

4. What did you learn from Owen that you found helpful in

the fight against sin?
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Chapter 7: Spiritual Life

1.

How would you define “peace” in the church? How does
it relate to truth?

2. Do you think that organizations like churches can

participate in narcissistic tendencies? Do you see any of
them at work in our church?

How does the paradigm of “institution and organism”
help you to think about the rhythm of your life as a
Christian?

4. In what ways can we be “the church scattered,” on

mission in our neighborhoods?

Chapter 8: Endurance

1.

What comes to mind when you hear the phrase
“heavenly-mindedness”?

How does heavenly-mindedness compel us to endure on
earth?

How does corporate worship set our minds on heaven?

How does the Lord’s Supper strengthen you for
Christian endurance?
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Chapter 9: Discipline

1. Do you think discipline is necessary for health in the
church? Why or why not?

2. How have you seen church discipline done well? Done
wrongly?

3. Reflect on Bucer’s point that “all spiritual heath consists
in faith in the forgiveness of sins.”

4. Reflect on this quote: “Let us not think that we are
already a properly ordered church and people of God
just because we still have so much of proper Christian
order.”
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