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UNSTOPPABLE: 

WHAT I SAW AND HEARD AT 

THE EPC GENERAL ASSEMBLY  

 

Matthew 7:7-11 
 

This will not be my typical Sunday morning sermon (if there is such a thing).  Instead of 

digging into a passage of Scripture or a particular theme in the Bible, I want to tell you about 

some of what I experienced at the just-completed EPC General Assembly in Denver on June 

18-21. 

 

The very first General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church held in America took place 230 

years ago in 1789, just 13 years after the Continental Congress adopted the Declaration of 

Independence.  Did you know that?  The Moderator (or presiding officer) of that first General 

Assembly was the Rev. John Witherspoon, the only clergyman to sign the Declaration of 

Independence. 

 

Now fast-forward nearly 100 years:  The founding General Assembly of our denomination 

(think of it as our “brand”) was held in 1981.  So the EPC is nearly 40 years old now.  The 

founding of this church – Faith Church – took place in October 1987, following the exodus 

from Fairlington Presbyterian Church and the Presbyterian Church (USA).  Faith Church was 

chartered as a congregation of the EPC in 1988, and we have never looked back.  The Lord 

called me into the EPC in 1997 when I became the pastor of this wonderful church, and I have 

never looked back. 

 

I am so grateful to be part of the EPC.  I love who and what we are in the EPC as a family of 

Presbyterian, Reformed, Evangelical, and Missional churches whose purpose is to carry out 

the Great Commission of Jesus in the world and to glorify God in all we do.  That is why we 

exist. 

 

I love the things we stand for as a “brand” or denomination.  I love our motto:  In essentials, 

unity; in non-essentials, liberty; in all things, charity (love).  I love the fact that we are clear 

and united in our affirmation of the doctrinal essentials of the Christian faith.  I love the fact 

that we have liberty in matters that are not essential to the faith.  I love our emphasis on the 

necessity and primacy of love in all our relationships, both inside and outside the church. 

 

I love the fact that we are connected to other congregations through our Presbytery (the 

Presbytery of the East) and the General Assembly, which is the national governing body of 

the EPC that unites us with EPC churches across the country and in the Caribbean, and with 

other churches around the world.  At this year’s General Assembly, I served on the Fraternal 

Relations Committee, which deals with our relationships and partnerships with other 

denominations in the U. S. and around the world.  We heard from a representative of the 

Presbyterian Church of Brazil, and approved the continuation of partnership discussions with 
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the Presbyterian Church of Ghana and the Presbyterian Church in Ireland.  These are valuable 

kingdom relationships. 

 

One of the highlights at every General Assembly is the commissioning of new missionaries 

serving with EPC World Outreach.  This year, only two new missionaries were commissioned 

(though several more are in the process of being appointed as World Outreach missionaries).  

The two newly-commissioned missionaries are Brown and Gisele C. (last name left out for 

security purposes).  Brown is a member of our Presbytery who recently retired as pastor of 

one of our churches in the Philadelphia area.  He will be teaching at a graduate school of 

theology in the Philippines. 

 

One of the missionaries we support, Randy H., who has worshiped with us here at Faith 

numerous times with his wife Martha, introduced me to Shawn Stewart, who serves as the 

Mobilization Coordinator for EPC World Outreach.  When he saw my commissioner badge 

that said “Faith Church, Kingstowne, VA” on it, Shawn said:  “You’re from the church that 

sends all the cards to our missionaries!” 

 

Did you hear that, Faith Card-makers (and senders)?  Did you hear that, Missions Committee?  

Your cards do not go unnoticed.  Neither do your prayers.  They matter to our missionaries 

and their families.  Thank you for all you do! 

 

A brief side note:   Last Wednesday Mary Sue and I attended the funeral of Howard Melton.  

Howard was a former member of Faith who served as an elder several years ago.  He was a 

regular at our Retired Men’s Bible Study until his heart attack in early May.  Howard and Jill 

were part of a Bible Study group with members of our church for about 25 years.  Howard’s 

daughter Stephanie lives in England with her husband David and son Luke.  Our church 

supported her financially for several years when she was engaged in mission work in London.  

After her dad’s funeral, she told Mary Sue and me that Faith Church was always “the best” at 

keeping in touch with her, meeting with her when she was home from England, and 

supporting her in her work.  It always makes me feel good when I hear things like this.  It 

should make you feel good, too!  Praise God for the ways He uses us to bless others in the 

work of His kingdom. 

 

The General Assembly is always a good time to connect with old friends and meet new 

friends from across the EPC.  At this year’s Assembly, I especially appreciated time spent 

with my long-time friend Bob Cummings, who, after 23 years at Covenant EPC in Ligonier, 

PA, is now serving as a Transitional (Interim) Pastor in our Presbytery at Oreland EPC in the 

Philadelphia area.  Bob and I (and our wives) have known each other since college, and we 

were classmates at Princeton Seminary (but I hope you won’t hold that against us).  I also 

enjoyed spending time with another pastor in our Presbytery, Keith Fink from Great Valley 

Church in Malvern, PA.  Keith is a “Wheatie” – which has nothing to do with breakfast 

cereal.  It means that he is a Wheaton College grad.  Some of you are “Wheaties,” too.  Or 

you have family members who are “Wheaties.” 

 

Helen Franssell was there, too. She was recognized by the Assembly along with other EPC 

chaplains who serve in the military or in hospice (like Helen) or hospital or other ministry 
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settings.  Helen also serves as Chairman of the General Assembly’s Presbytery Review 

Committee, which is no small task. She and her team are responsible to review the official 

records of all 14 of the Presbyteries in the EPC. 

 

At every General Assembly we have business meetings where we hear reports on different 

areas of ministry and we vote on recommendations that affect how we function as a 

denomination.  But the highlights of every Assembly are usually the Worship services and 

what we call the “Leadership Institute” featuring both plenary speakers (to the whole 

Assembly) and smaller seminar speakers on a variety of ministry topics. 

 

Let me tell you a bit about two of the Worship services.  There were five of them – two on 

Wednesday, two on Thursday, and one on Friday.  At the Thursday morning Worship service, 

Brad Strait, Pastor of Cherry Creek Presbyterian Church (the host church for the Assembly), 

spoke on James 5:13-16: 

 

“Is any one of you in trouble?  You should pray.  Is anyone happy? You should sing songs of 

praise.  Is any one of you sick?  You should call the elders of the church to pray over you and 

anoint you with oil in the name of the Lord.  And the prayer offered in faith will make you 

well; the Lord will raise you up.  If you have sinned, you will be forgiven.  Therefore, confess 

your sins to one another and pray for each other so that you may be healed.  The prayers of 

the righteous” – that is, those who are rightly-related to God – “are powerful and effective.” 

 

There are some mysteries in this passage that Pastor Brad didn’t address.  The main point, 

though, is pretty clear, which is that there is never a time when it is not time to pray.  (My 

words, not his.)  He used the illustration of the Iaysan albatross, also known as the “gooney 

bird,” to help us understand the role of prayer in our lives.  The gooney bird is one of the 

largest seabirds in the world.  More than 99 percent of them inhabit the northwestern 

Hawaiian Islands.  They are weird-looking – which, I suppose, is why they are called “gooney 

birds.”  Their body is about the size of a chicken; they have tiny duck legs.  And huge wings 

as much as 7-8 feet long.  Because of their shape, they have difficulty getting off the ground.  

If it doesn’t catch the wind, a gooney bird will “crash and burn,” no matter how hard it pumps 

its little legs or flaps its wings.  It can’t get off the ground by itself.  But if the wind is 

blowing, it can take off.  And once it is in the air, a gooney bird can fly for as much as 4 years 

without touching the ground.  Can you believe that? 

 

They can do it because they have the ability to do what is called “uni-hemispherical sleep.”  

Do you know what that is?  It means that one half of their brain sleeps at a time, while the 

other remains awake.  So they can sleep in the air.  They can fly while half of their brain is 

asleep.  They can swoop down and catch a fish in the ocean while half of their brain is asleep.  

You may know some people who seem like they are always half-asleep.  But it is not the same 

as the gooney bird! 

 

The point of this illustration is that, like the gooney bird, we need to continuously seek and 

catch what Pastor Brad called “the wind of prayer.”  When you’re in trouble, seek the Lord in 

prayer.  When you’re struggling, seek the Lord in prayer.  When you’re happy – when life is 

going well and you are basking in the sunshine of God’s blessings – say thank you to the Lord 
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and sing songs of praise to Him.  When you’re sick – when you or someone you love is 

dealing with illness or chronic pain that just sucks all the energy out of you – turn to the Lord 

in prayer.  If there is sin in your life that you need to confess to the Lord, sin you need to 

repent of, don’t wait another moment.  Go to God in prayer with it.  Catch the wind of prayer.  

It is always blowing.  It is always available.  The source of our strength, the source of our 

power, as we were reminded, is not in ourselves.  The source is God.  The source of our 

strength and power and hope is our loving Heavenly Father, who invites us and even 

commands us in the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 7:7-11) to come to Him with all our 

requests and needs.  Jesus does not promise that the Father will give us everything we ask for 

in prayer.  God is not a cosmic genie for whom our every wish is His command.  But Jesus 

does assure us that the Father gives good gifts to His children.  He will always, in all 

situations, give us what is best – for our good and for His glory. 

 

You may sometimes wonder what God is doing, why He is taking so long to answer a 

particular prayer, or why He seems to be silent.  All I can say is:  It is an opportunity to trust 

God.  It is an opportunity to believe that God is present and at work, even if you cannot feel 

His presence or see what He is doing. 

 

One of the enduring images of this General Assembly for me took place at the beginning of 

Pastor Brad’s message on Thursday morning.  He told us about his little granddaughter, who, 

a year ago at the age of 3 months, had to undergo emergency surgery for a severe spinal cord 

problem.  He described how the surgeon cut a hole at the bottom of her spinal cord and then, 

using a scope of some kind, pulled her spine out of the spinal cord.  He did his best to fix the 

places where the spine was attached incorrectly, put the spine back in the spinal cord, and 

sewed up the hole.  The surgeon was optimistic but not certain the surgery was successful.  If 

it were not successful, this little girl would have serious, life-altering complications.  She 

would never be able to walk and would never have bladder control. 

 

At last year’s General Assembly, Pastor Brad said, “You” – meaning the Assembly meeting 

in Memphis – “prayed for us.”  Then he brought his wife, daughter, and three granddaughters, 

including this little girl, now 15 months old, up on the platform. We watched as this healthy, 

beautiful little girl toddled across the platform without any help.  What a beautiful, moving, 

powerful demonstration of the power of God.  And the power of prayer.  I hope I never forget 

it. 

 

I need to tell you at least a little also about Andrew and Norine Brunson, who were there in 

person at this year’s General Assembly, I hope you remember that we prayed for the 

Brunsons for two years, while Andrew was in prison in Turkey from October 2016 to October 

2018 on charges of terrorism and conspiracy to overthrow the government of Turkey.  He was 

facing the possibility of 35 years to life for the crimes he had supposedly committed.  The 

press in Turkey reported that Andrew was the mastermind of the attempted coup against the 

government of President Erdogan in 2016.  Had the coup been successful, the Turkish press 

reported, Andrew would have been rewarded for his efforts by being named the new Director 

of the CIA!  They referred to him a “Spy Priest” and “Terrorist Priest.”  His favorite, he said, 

was “Rambo Priest.”  In truth, what motivated Andrew and Norine was not Turkish politics 
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but the passionate desire to follow Jesus, to tell the people of Turkey about Jesus, and to build 

up the church in Turkey. 

 

Andrew spoke to the Assembly on Wednesday morning about his ordeal in prison and the 

profound challenge it presented to his own faith in God.  Then both Andrew and Norine spoke 

about their experiences in a Q & A session.  Andrew also preached at the Worship service on 

Thursday evening, weaving in his own testimony as he spoke about the persecution of 

followers of Jesus that he believes lies ahead for us.  He said it is going to become 

increasingly difficult in coming years to stand up for Jesus and His truth here in America.  I 

think he is right.  He is concerned that we – and the next generation of believers – may not be 

prepared for what is to come.  It is likely, he said, that we will be increasingly marginalized 

for our faith, discriminated against, and despised by those who reject our biblically-grounded 

beliefs. 

 

The court proceedings against Andrew in Turkey – there were at least three of them during his 

two-year imprisonment – were described by observers as a “kangaroo court,” which prompted 

one observer, an EPC elder, to say:  “That is an insult to kangaroos everywhere!”  Kangaroo 

court or not, Andrew knew his life was in jeopardy.  He didn’t know if he would ever get out 

of prison to hug his wife and kids again.  He didn’t know. 

 

After he was released from prison and returned home with Norine to the U. S. last October, 

someone jokingly said to him:  “God loves you so much that He kept you in prison for two 

years so you could be alone with Him.”  That is not the way Andrew would have chosen for 

God to show him His love. 

 

During his first year in prison, Andrew said, he was thoroughly broken.  He lost 50 pounds 

and contemplated suicide.  He felt completely abandoned by God.  The crisis, he said, was not 

being in prison.  The crisis was being in prison and feeling abandoned by God.  What changed 

things for him, he said, was when he made the decision to fight for his relationship with God, 

even if he could not feel God’s presence.  He made the conscious decision that, regardless of 

what God did or did not do, he would still follow God.  There was very little he could hold 

onto, he said, except the promise from Romans 8 that “nothing can separate you from God’s 

love.”  So he determined to pursue God with devotion, faithfulness, and love. 

 

I could tell you much more about what Andrew Brunson said.  Let me urge you to go online 

to the website indicated on the Announcement page in your bulletin:  

https://epc.org/ga/ga2019recordings/.  There you can find videos of Andrew’s presentation to 

the Assembly on Wednesday morning, the Q & A time with Andrew and Norine, Andrew’s 

Thursday evening sermon, and several other videos from the General Assembly.  I urge you to 

take advantage of the opportunity to listen to him in his own voice. 

 

One of the remarkable works of God that came from Andrew’s arrest and imprisonment was 

what Andrew called an “unprecedented movement of prayer” centering on prayers for one 

person.  We participated in that prayer movement, praying for Andrew and Norine Sunday 

after Sunday, and urging you to take part in times of prayer and fasting for him.  God Himself 

https://epc.org/ga/ga2019recordings/
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mobilized this prayer movement for His purposes and allowed us to have a part in what He 

was doing. 

 

I want to tell you, too, that a major highlight of the Assembly for me personally, in addition to 

seeing the answer to our prayers in flesh and blood in the persons of Andrew and Norine, was 

the serendipitous opportunity the Lord gave me to meet Andrew personally and speak with 

him.  On Thursday afternoon, during a lull in some of the activities, I was talking with a 

couple friends when I saw Andrew walk into the church building by himself – no bodyguards, 

no entourage, no photographers.  So I put on my best extrovert face, walked over to him, 

shook his hand, and told him how grateful to the Lord we are for sustaining Andrew and 

bringing him through the awful ordeal of his imprisonment.  Andrew was very gracious.  We 

talked for just a moment.  I told him I’m from northern Virginia and that Norine’s brother 

Neil, who lives in northern Virginia, has worshiped with us at Faith on a few occasions.  

Which is true; he has. 

 

The theme of this year’s Assembly, based on the promise of Jesus in Matthew 7:7, was 

“Unstoppable.”  We are not unstoppable in and of ourselves.  That should be intuitively 

obvious.  We are not hot stuff.  None of us is.  But God is unstoppable.  The power of God is 

unstoppable.  The purposes of God are unstoppable.  The grace of God is unstoppable.  The 

power of God unleashed in His answers to our prayers – in His time and according to His 

plans – is unstoppable.  The church, as it operates in obedience to the Lord Jesus Christ in the 

power of the Holy Spirit, is unstoppable. 

 

Take heart in this.  Don’t be discouraged in the hard times.  Keep on asking, seeking, and 

knocking at the door of your Heavenly Father, who loves you more and better than the best 

earthly parent ever could.  Always be ready and willing to accept the answers God gives, even 

if it means, as it did for Andrew Brunson, a season of suffering. 

 

Soli Deo Gloria.  To God alone be the glory.  Lord, let it be so in us.  Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 
 


