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Why I Need the Church
Foreword  
What's so special about the Church? Why 
do we need it? Why can't our spirituality 
be expressed and strengthened exclusively 
at home, or in Christian schools, or on the 
soccer field?

You may have found yourself asking these 
questions already, but my guess is, when 
you go to college or to pursue your career, 
you’ll be confronted head-on with them. 
Even now, you are probably presented with 
a buffet line of spiritual options that could 
easily (if you’re not careful) take the place 
of church: youth clubs, after school Bible 
studies, sports teams, options with friends 
on the weekends, and more. So, the ques-
tion before you is essentially the same: 
Why do I need the Church?

The Westminster Confession of Faith, drawing 
on the Bible’s teaching, has a good answer 
to that question. It says that to the 
Church, “Christ hath given the ministry, 
oracles, and ordinances of God, for the 
gathering and perfecting of the saints, in 
this life, to the end of the world: and doth, 
by his own presence and Spirit, according 
to his promise, make them effectual there-
unto” (WCF, 25.3).

Part of what the confession means there is 
that Christ has given these things to the 
Church and no one else. In other words, Jesus 
has given certain gifts to the Church and 
founded it with a specific purpose which 
cannot be fulfilled through any other insti-
tution or place on earth. And not only has 
Jesus given these gifts exclusively to the 
Church, he also attends to them by his 
Spirit. He is present in the Church (his 
people) in a way that is different than his 
presence anywhere else.  

So, what’s so special about the Church? It 
is run by Jesus for the purpose of building 
up his people until the end of the world. 

If we were to talk about everything the Bi-
ble says about the Church, it would take a 
lifetime. We’d start in Genesis, when God 
created Adam and Eve and walked in per-
sonal fellowship with them, until their fall  
into sin, when his plan of redemption be-
gan to be worked out among his people for 
the rest of history. And we’d eventually end 
up in the book of Revelation, where we see 
that perfect fellowship restored in the 
New Heavens and New Earth.

ii



But in between, God has given us some 
pretty practical advice about the Church 
too. Paul wrote three letters, commonly 
called the “Pastoral Epistles” because he 
wrote them to pastors (Timothy and Titus) 
with instructions for their churches. But 
these books aren’t just useful for pastors. 
They deal with various topics in church 
life, and they helpfully instruct God’s peo-
ple about his design for the Church.

How to Use this Guide

In this study, we will survey some of the 
key topics in those letters. Each chapter 
will focus on one particular topic that Paul 
dealt with and will show how it helps us to 
understand our need for the Church. 

The chapters are short, and they are de-
signed to be read and reflected on at your 
own pace. You may want to read the mate-
rial on one day and then spend the rest of 
the week answering a few of the personal 
study questions each day. Or, you may 
want to go at a different pace. That’s okay. 
This study is designed as a supplement to 
our series in youth group, so it will help to 
bring it to your small group meeting in or-
der to discuss the things you are learning. 
You may also find that you can talk about 
these things with your parents or another 
group of friends.

If you have any questions throughout your 
study of this guide, make sure to write 
them down and talk with your pastor or 
youth leader.

Finally, pray that God will guide you by his 
Spirit in your understanding of what his 
Word says about these vital elements of 
church life.

iii



What is a church supposed to do? Imagine you are part of a 
church plant at First Presbyterian Church in Jerusalem, in 
the year A.D. 50. How would you know what to do? Where 
would you start? Would you hang out a local coffee shops, 
trying to recruit the most trendy and influential people to 
join your movement? Would you start by going to the poor-
est members of society and meeting their needs? Would you 
look for the latest trending topic on social media and 
preach a sermon series about it to draw a big crowd?

What is your church supposed to do? And why do they do 
things the way they do? These may seem like strange ques-
tions, especially if you have been raised in the church. The 
fact of the matter is, you may not have ever wondered 
“why,” simply because you are used to the way things have 
always been done. That’s okay. But let’s look ahead a few 
years. Your parents have just dropped you off for your first 
semester of college. With misty eyes the last thing they say 
to you is, “Find the right kind of church!” How would you 
go about doing that?
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There are certainly many things to consider when evaluating a church, and they may be dif-
ferent than what you have in mind. Many people think churches should be doing more for 
the poor, and perhaps they should. Others think the Church should be the most outspo-
ken about political and social issues. Still others think that the Church should be putting 
on concert-like mini-services each week in order to attract people by keeping up with the 
culture of entertainment in our society.

How are we to know what the church should be doing? Thankfully, we have both the Bible 
and church history to help us. The Bible is of course the only authoritative rule for church 
life and doctrine, but many faithful Christians throughout history have sought to defend 
what the Bible teaches about church life, and we can learn from them. So, we look at what 
the Bible says about the central ministry of the Church, and we also look at what some 
faithful Christians throughout history have observed. As we begin this study, we need to 
talk about one central thing: the gospel. 

An Encouragement to the Young & the Restless

The Apostle Paul wrote many letters to the churches he helped plant all over the ancient 
world. Some of these churches needed help combating false teaching, and some needed en-
couragement in suffering. Some had questions, and some needed to be reminded to stand 
firm in their faith. But each of these churches had one thing in common...they needed the 
gospel! That’s why Paul always included rich gospel truth in his letters to the churches. 
They needed to ground their lives in the core teaching about the life, death, and resurrec-
tion of Jesus.

It is no surprise, then, that when Paul wrote to instruct and encourage young pastors, he 
reminded them first and foremost of the importance of preaching the gospel. In addition 
to Paul’s letters to the churches, he also wrote three letters to young pastors which are in-
cluded for us in God’s Word. Timothy and Titus accompanied Paul on his travels, and they 
were trained by him to lead churches in Ephesus and Crete. Both of these men needed all 
kinds of instruction for their churches, including instructions about church leadership (1 
Tim. 3, Titus 1), church ministry (Titus 2, 1 Tim. 5), church unity (1 Tim. 6, Titus 3), and 
even gender roles within the church (1 Tim. 2, Titus 2). But the core of Paul’s instruction to 
these young pastors had to do with the gospel. In both Ephesus and Crete, as in every 
place today, the dangers of false teaching became perilous for the faith of God’s people, 
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and Paul wanted these men to stand firm against it. How were they to do that? By holding 
firmly to the gospel.

Paul writes to Timothy,

As I urged you when I was going to Macedonia, remain at Ephesus so that you may charge certain 
persons not to teach any different doctrine, (1 Tim. 1:3, ESV)

Paul gives us a few glimpses into the nature of this “different doctrine” (Greek: hetero-
didaskalein. Can you see the connection to the word “heterodox,” which means contrary to 
sound doctrine?). It was apparently brought about by “certain persons” who were using 
God’s good law (v. 8) in an unlawful and unorthodox manner. How was Timothy supposed 
to combat these certain persons? By understanding that the law was to be taught...

in accordance with the gospel of the glory of the blessed God with which I have been entrusted (v. 
11).

Verse 11 is key. Since these false teachers were distorting the law, the church needed some 
standard by which to maintain and defend the truth of God’s word. That standard is the 
gospel. John Calvin, the great leader of the Protestant Reformation in Geneva, wrote that 
any teaching that “is in open conflict with the pure doctrine of the gospel” or anything 
that either “corrupts the pure gospel...or obscures it”1 is simply false. He recognized Paul’s 
charge to Timothy: make the gospel your standard.

Likewise, Paul told Titus that his purpose in writing to him was

for the sake of the faith of God's elect and their knowledge of the truth, which accords with godli-
ness, in hope of eternal life, which God, who never lies, promised before the ages began and at the 
proper time manifested in his word through the preaching with which I have been entrusted by 
the command of God our Savior. (Titus 1:1-3)

Just what is the truth that Paul was writing to preserve? He charges Titus to preach “sound 
doctrine” (2:1). The Greek word here literally means “healthy” or “accurate.” In contrast to 
false teaching, which deforms us, resulting in deception (1:10), disobedience and defile-
ment (1:15-16), and even the ruin of families (1:11), the gospel re-forms us, training us to re-
nounce ungodliness, live uprightly, and await the return of our Savior (2:11-14).

6
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So, for the sake of God’s people, that they might stand firm in their knowledge of the 
truth, Paul wrote these gospel-centered, pastorally encouraging, church-instructing letters 
that have shaped the way the Church does ministry for centuries.

The question is...Are they still relevant? Do these letters reflect something only first century 
churches needed to hear? Or do they lay some core foundations for gospel-centered minis-
try today? Are they only meant for pastors to comb through, acting like an instruction 
manual for ministry? Or do they teach all of us about God’s design for the Church and its 
importance in our lives?

The truth is, even these letters themselves teach us that all of God’s word is meant for ma-
turing and building up God’s people (2 Tim. 3:16-17). That’s why the Pastoral Epistles are 
so helpful. They are God’s word to his people, specifically given to instruct his Church in 
key areas of doctrine and life. They can help me understand why I need the Church!

While these letters don’t say everything about the Church (you’d need to start in Genesis 
and read on to Revelation for that), they do provide some helpful guidance in key areas of 
church life, and therefore they are essential for the Christian’s walk, which was never 
meant to be made alone.

Why I Need Sound Doctrine

Another way of thinking about our need for the gospel is to understand our need for 
sound doctrine. Paul told Timothy to be prepared at all times to preach the word, because 

...the time is coming when people will not endure sound teaching, but having itching ears they will 
accumulate for themselves teachers to suit their own passions, and will turn away from listening 
to the truth and wander off into myths. (2 Tim. 4:3-4)

Sound familiar? If there was any doubt in previous generations, we certainly know where 
we stand today. Our world is filled with false teachers who are simply out to make a buck 
by saying what people want to hear. People in our culture believe that truth is in the eye of 
the beholder. As result, they have all kinds of different ideas about what the Church 
should be doing, like we saw earlier.

And yet...instead of instructing us to become more culturally relevant (which may not be 
all bad), or to soften our message so that people will swallow it more easily, Paul tells us 
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(the Church) simply to be ready, to be trained in sound doctrine, to be firmly grounded in 
the gospel. 

During the Protestant Reformation, churches were struggling to recognize congregations 
and cities in which true reform had taken place, especially since things were rapidly chang-
ing for the Church after a long period of darkness. While certain things about “how to do 
church” were up for debate amongst the various branches of the Reformation, some things 
were not. How could you tell, in those days, if a congregation could truly be considered a 
Christian church?

The Genevan Confession, produced in 1536 under John Calvin’s influence, echoed the sen-
timent of other Reformed teaching on this matter by claiming that the marks of a true 
church are: “that his [God’s] holy gospel be purely and faithfully preached, proclaimed, 
heard, and kept” and “that his sacraments be properly administered.”2 And if that wasn’t 
clear enough, the confession goes on to say “where the gospel is not declared, heard, and 
received, there we do not acknowledge the form of the church.” That’s how important the 
sound preaching of the gospel is. Without it, you have no church.

So, why do I need the gospel? Because it is the heartbeat of the Christian life. It is the cen-
ter of Christian preaching. And it is the defining mark of the Christian Church, which is 
“a pillar and buttress of the truth” (1 Tim. 3:15). 

Think back to you, the college freshmen whose parents are waving goodbye in the rear-
view mirror, encouraging you to find a good church in your new town. Where would you 
start? How about starting with the gospel! The gospel is the message of any true church, 
and it is a message you need to hear weekly, as it is preached and displayed for you in the 
sacraments. Paul knew what we are prone to forget: that the gospel is not just the shallow 
end of Christianity; it is the whole point of Christianity! That’s why you need the gospel.

2 “The Genevan Confession,” in Confessions and Catechisms of the Reformation, ed. by Mark A. Noll (Vancouver, BC: 
Regent College Publishing, 1991), 131. 
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Questions for Personal Study

1. What is the gospel? How would you define it from God’s Word? Spend some time look-
ing up the following passages and record your findings: 1 Corinthians 15:1-11, Titus 
2:11-14, Romans 1:16-17, Galatians 1:6-10, Ephesians 1:3-14

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Read 1 Timothy 1:1-11. What kinds of false teaching seems to be going on in Ephesus?  
 
 
 
 

3. What kinds of false teaching threatens the truth of the gospel in our culture? 
 
 
 

4. Read 2 Timothy 4:1-5. What reasons does Paul give here for his charge to Timothy to 
“preach the word”?
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5. Are you ever temped to hear only the teaching you want to hear from God’s Word? 
Why? 
 
 
 
 

6. Read Titus 1:1-4. What do these verses teach about the importance of the Church’s 
preaching of God’s Word?  
 
 
 

7. How does the weekly hearing of God’s Word preached affect your life? 
 
 
 
 

8. Look up questions 88-90 in the Westminster Shorter Catechism. What can you learn 
from these questions about the importance of hearing the preaching of God’s Word? 
 
 
 

9. Why is the church important in your life?  
 
 
 

10.Why is the gospel important in your life? 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“How did we get here?” the pastor thought as he left the lo-
cal courthouse. That day had been one of the most discour-
aging he could remember in ministry. Months before, two 
families in the church had a dispute that they could not re-
solve, and he was called in to mediate. That was the encour-
aging part. What happened next...not so much. 

Let’s back up. The dispute arose when a high school boy 
had a crush on a high school girl. And, as often is the case 
with high school boys, he was handling it pretty awkwardly. 
When the young girl told her mother about feeling a little 
uncomfortable around this boy, things started to escalate. 
Her mom began to spread rumors about the boy and his 
family, and from there, the two families continued to allow 
this rift to build. By the time the pastor was aware of it, 
both families had dug in their heels.

After a meeting with the families, the pastor thought per-
haps the issue was resolved, and at least everyone had 
agreed to leave everyone alone. The next day, he received a 
call from the girl’s mother. She was pressing “stalking” 
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charges agains this high school boy. Within 24 hours, he was arrested and spent the night 
in jail. For the next several months, he was placed under house arrest and not allowed to 
participate in school activities. Finally, his court date arrived. The pastor went to the court-
house to encourage the young man, and to make one last-ditch effort at reconciliation, beg-
ging the families to drop this public dispute. When he entered the waiting area outside 
courtroom 9, it was one of the coldest environments he’d ever experienced. His heart was 
broken. How could this have happened to two families from his own church?

In Ephesians 4, Paul tells us that one of the reasons God has given church leaders to his 
people is so that they would attain, “the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son 
of God” (Ephesians 4:13). This pastor knew that a gospel-centered unity among his people 
was part of his charge. He couldn’t help but wonder what might have been if the dispute 
had been brought to him in its earliest stages, or perhaps if he’d been more attentive to 
these families during his time among them. Nevertheless, he learned a crucial lesson. 
Church leadership is important. It is designed by God purposefully to protect the doctrine 
and unity of the church. Church leaders are called to enter into the lives of God’s people 
to provide gospel encouragement and leadership. 

A Model for Leadership?

The Bible is full of leaders. Some are good and faithful (though fallen) shepherds of God’s 
people. Others, not so much. Many display both great godliness and deep sinfulness. Take 
David for example. On the battle field before Goliath, he shows great confidence in God 
as the Divine Warrior, fighting for his people, and so the Lord gives Goliath into his hand. 
David leads the people in righteous victory. And yet...David’s inability to lead his family 
and even his own heart end up causing major problems not just for himself but for those 
he leads. 

We shouldn’t be too hard on David, though. In fact, all of God’s appointed leaders in Scrip-
ture dealt with their own set of issues. Moses wasn’t allowed to enter the Promised Land. 
Samson had issues with women. Solomon had issues with idolatry...and a lot of women. Pe-
ter betrayed Jesus. Paul had some pretty heavy baggage in his background. They all had is-
sues. Except one. 

Jesus said, “I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.” ( John 10:11, 
ESV)
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Jesus serves as the perfect Shepherd, the perfect leader of God’s people. And as the true 
Shepherd of God’s people, he has appointed under-shepherds to oversee his Church. He 
has given the “keys of the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 16:19) specifically to his Apostles, 
and by extension their successors as ministers of the gospel. The authority given by Jesus 
to the leaders of his Church includes the authoritative teaching of God’s word, church dis-
cipline (Matthew 18), guarding church membership (Matthew 16:19ff.), and more. To be 
sure, this does not place church leaders in authority over God’s Word, for they are ambas-
sadors proclaiming his authoritative word to his people. However, even this brief survey 
shows the weight that the Bible itself ascribes to church leadership. Paul even calls church 
leaders a gift given by Christ to his redeemed people (Ephesians 4:11).

Given all that responsibility, it is a marvelous gift that the Bible also gives a description of 
what a church leader should look like in order to be able to bear such authority under 
Christ’s leadership. 1 Timothy 3 and Titus 1 are the only places in the Bible that list the 
character qualities required for church leaders. In fact, the Bible rarely gives us such neat 
lists of requirements for anything. So, when it does, we’d better pay attention.

What Does a Church Leader Look Like?

Between 1 Timothy 3 and Titus 1, Paul lists over 20 character qualities that church leaders 
should posses. Some of these apply to both elders and deacons, and some apply to elders 
alone. For our discussion, we will focus on the qualities the Bible gives for elders, or overse-
ers in the church. 

First of all, elders must be above reproach (1 Timothy 3:2). That can seem like an impossi-
ble quality, until we understand that “above reproach” does not mean “without sin.” We’ve 
already seen that Jesus is the only sinless church leader in history! But “above reproach” 
does mean that an elder should be blameless, not open to attack, and above criticism. 
There’s an important lesson in this distinction. Since he can’t be perfect, this means that 
he must be a good repenter. In other words, he must not have some hidden, habitual sin 
that can be charged against him. He must confess and repent in the appropriate manner 
so that if anyone were to bring a charge against him, it would be one that has already been 
dealt with. In general, to be “above reproach” means that an elder cannot legitimately be 
attacked by family, friends, community, etc. He is a man with a good reputation of faithful-
ness to God. 
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When you think about that first quality in this way, you begin to see how all-encompassing 
it is. Perhaps the rest of Paul’s list goes on to describe what a man who is above reproach 
looks like. He must be...

...above reproach, the husband of one wife, sober-minded, self-controlled, respectable, hospitable, able to 
teach, not a drunkard, not violent but gentle, not quarrelsome, not a lover of money. He must manage 
his own household well, with all dignity keeping his children submissive, for if someone does not know 
how to manage his own household, how will he care for God's church? He must not be a recent con-
vert, or he may become puffed up with conceit and fall into the condemnation of the devil. Moreover, 
he must be well thought of by outsiders, so that he may not fall into disgrace, into a snare of the devil. 
(1 Timothy 3:2-7).

Paul also relays many of these same characteristics to Titus:

...if anyone is above reproach, the husband of one wife, and his children are believers and not open to 
the charge of debauchery or insubordination. For an overseer, as God's steward, must be above re-
proach. He must not be arrogant or quick-tempered or a drunkard or violent or greedy for gain, but 
hospitable, a lover of good, self-controlled, upright, holy, and disciplined. He must hold firm to the 
trustworthy word as taught, so that he may be able to give instruction in sound doctrine and also to re-
buke those who contradict it. (Titus 1:6–9)

We could summarize many of these qualities by saying that an elder should be faithful in 
the spheres of his thoughts, his emotions, his family life, his business, his humility, his repu-
tation in the community, and more. That’s a pretty tall order, but the Scripture is crystal 
clear about this call for church leaders.

Finally, Paul tells Titus that an elder must hold firm to the trustworthy word, so that 1). he 
may be able to teach sound doctrine, and 2). he may be able to guard against those who 
contradict it. This is one of the chief responsibilities of church elders--to guard the doc-
trine of the church. It is interesting, then, that so many of these qualities have to do not 
only with what an elder is supposed to know, but especially with how he is supposed to 
live. Could it be that there is a deep connection between the way we live and the doctrine 
we believe?
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Why Do I Need Church Leadership?

Back to the story about the two families with an unresolved dispute. What happened? 
Well, unfortunately, one family went dark and ended up joining another church, without 
coming to discuss that decision with the church leaders. This happens way too often, and 
it reveals something about our need for church leadership. What do you think may hap-
pen in the next church that family is part of, if its leaders are not aware of the wreckage 
caused by the dispute in the previous church? You guessed it...more wreckage. But there is 
a different way, a better way. Instead of going to church leaders as a last resort, we can rec-
ognize the good gift God has given us in our pastors and elders, and we can trust them to 
give us sound spiritual guidance long before an incident like this needs to occur. Since they 
must meet the biblical character qualities we have talked about, we know they are trust-
worthy men. 

Our culture can tend to be skeptical about leadership, and perhaps for legitimate reasons. 
But during the time of the Reformation, people had perhaps more reason than ever to be 
skeptical because of the corruption that had penetrated the Church in the dark ages. How-
ever, the reformers did not throw the baby out with the bath water. They didn’t just scrap 
church leadership altogether. They recognized its biblical importance and sought to re-
form the way the church looked at leadership according to the word of God.

Martin Luther, the German reformer who sparked the Protestant Reformation, wrote a let-
ter to his fellow pastors in the preface to a catechism he wrote for use in their churches. 
Against the backdrop of so many years of abuses by church leaders, Luther wrote:

“So it is up to you, dear pastor and preacher! Our office has become something different 
from what it was under the pope. It is now a ministry of grace and salvation. It subjects us 
to greater burdens and labors, dangers and temptations, with little reward or gratitude 
from the world. But Christ himself will be our reward if we labor faithfully.” 1

You need church leadership because it is God’s design for you. Paul directed Titus to ap-
point elders in every town in order to care for God’s growing people on the island of 
Crete. Your church leaders have been appointed to care for your soul, and they do not take 
that lightly. They do this by careful oversight and shepherding, prayer for God’s people, 
preaching and administration of the sacraments, and, when needed, by exercising church 
discipline. All of these things are instituted by God himself for the good of his people and 
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the glory of his name. He has given us the good gift of church leadership. Will we make 
full use of that gift by trusting these men to care for and lead us well?

Questions for Personal Study

1. What has been your experience with church leaders? How does it compare to the pas-
sages we’ve talked about (1 Tim. 3 and Titus 2)? 

 

2. Read Ephesians 4:1-16. List the reasons Paul mentions for God giving church leaders to 
his people (Hint: see v. 12-16). 
 
 
 

3. According to what you’ve learned this week, what does it mean to be “above reproach”? 
(Hint: see 1 Timothy 3:2) 
 
 
 
 

4.Why is it important that church leaders should have the character qualities Paul men-
tions in 1 Timothy 3 and Titus 1?  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5. Do you think there is a connection between the doctrines we believe and the way we 
live? Why or why not? 
 
 
 

6.Do you tend to trust people in leadership? How does this affect your view of church lead-
ers? 
 
 
 
 

7. Read Hebrews 13:17. According to this verse, why should we submit to our church lead-
ers? 
 
 

8. How can we let our church leaders lead with joy? 
 
 
 

9.Read Titus 1:5-16. Why is it important for elders to be able to give instruction in sound 
doctrine?  
 
 

10. Where do you see “empty talkers” and “deceivers” in our society today? 

17



In February of 2012, a conversation that had for too long 
been repressed by many was once again thrust into to the 
headlines. 17 year old Trayvon Martin was fatally shot by 
George Zimmerman, who was later found not guilty of mur-
der charges. This acquittal began conversations about racial 
injustice, police brutality, and more, which turned into a 
movement known as Black Lives Matter. Over the years 
since, public outrage over these issues has only escalated. 
Major sports figures such as LeBron James, along with many 
political leaders and celebrities, have spoken out on racial 
injustice, and the issue continues to dominate headlines 
with perhaps few tangible solutions on the horizon. 

We live in a society that longs for racial reconciliation. 
While there are certain groups who continue to promote 
hate, many in our society long for peace. The problem is, 
we can’t seem to agree on how to get there. This is where 
the question of “Why I need the Church” comes in. 
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In the Church, God promises what our society longs for. True peace. Paul says in Ephesi-
ans 2 that Christ himself is our peace, and that he has abolished the dividing walls of hostil-
ity between Jews and Gentiles, “that he might create in himself one new man in place of the two, 
so making peace, and might reconcile us both to God in one body through the cross, thereby killing the 
hostility” (v. 15-16). 

According to God’s unfolding plan of redemption, there had been, since the time God 
called Abraham, a distinction between ethnic Jews and Gentiles. This does not mean that 
God did not call Gentiles to be part of his people throughout the Old Testament, for we 
see countless examples of that happening. However, it does mean that God worked spe-
cially through the Jews for a certain period in redemptive history. It was all part of his plan 
to draw people from all nations to himself. Yet once we get to the New Testament, we can 
see that this had become a point of pride for the Jews. In Romans 1-3 and again in Romans 
9-11, Paul makes sure to show the Jews that they have always been saved by the electing 
grace of God alone, just like the Gentiles are. Therefore, they had no reason to boast in 
their “Jewishness,” or along the lines of a supposed superiority of their ethnicity.

It is easy to see how this hostility between Jews and Gentiles relates to the conversations 
going on about race today. While there may not be some of the same religious barriers be-
tween ethnicities in our society, the heart of the problem is the same. We tend to think of 
ourselves, our way of life, our particular status, as superior to those of others. Yet the good 
news for all of us is that God is re-creating the human race through his Son. He is reconcil-
ing people to himself through the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus, and this means 
that we are also reconciled to one another. The church is meant to be a diverse community 
of reconciled people. It is the only place in the world where lasting peace and racial recon-
ciliation can be found because it offers the only true hope for reconciliation: the gospel. 

What did a New Testament Church Look Like?

Paul gives us a glimpse at what a New Testament church looked like when he writes to 
Timothy and Titus (and to other churches, for that matter). In the midst of giving instruc-
tions to Timothy for the church at Ephesus, he says,
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Do not rebuke an older man but encourage him as you would a father, younger men as brothers, older 
women as mothers, younger women as sisters, in all purity. (1 Timothy 5:1–2, ESV).

Apparently, this church was comprised of a wide range of age groups, and Paul knew it was 
important to instruct them on how to relate to one another. He goes on to give instruc-
tions about other groups in the church, such as widows, both older and younger.

When Paul writes to Titus, we get a glimpse into the diversity present in his church:

Bondservants are to be submissive to their own masters in everything; they are to be well-pleasing, not 
argumentative, not pilfering, but showing all good faith, so that in everything they may adorn the doc-
trine of God our Savior (Titus 2:9–10).

This church was made up of several different classes of people, including the wealthy (mas-
ters) and the poor (bondservants). But that’s not all. The church in Crete (as in Ephesus) 
contained a mixed group of Jews and Gentiles. We know there was a Jewish influence on 
the island, because some in the church had fallen pray to “Jewish myths” (Titus 1:14), but 
there was also and obviously a strong Cretan presence in the church, because Paul gives 
certain contextual instructions for discipling these people.1 So, in addition to a diversity of 
ages and classes, these churches were made up of people from diverse racial backgrounds.

Salvation for All People?

This really shouldn’t surprise us, though. From the beginning, God has revealed his plan to 
save people from all nations. When he called Abram from among pagan idol worshippers, 
God told him,

And I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you and make your name great, so that you will 
be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and him who dishonors you I will curse, and in you all 
the families of the earth shall be blessed. (Genesis 12:2-3)

God’s plan to bless all the families of the earth is worked out in redemptive history, from 
his calling of Israel to be a kingdom of priests (Exodus 19:6) who would mediate his bless-
ing to surrounding nations, to his inclusion of faithful Gentiles such as Rahab (Joshua 2), 
Ruth, and the repentant Ninevites in Jonah’s day, to the commission Jesus gave his disci-
ples to take the gospel to all nations (Matthew 28:19-20). And the final book of the Bible 
gives us a portrait of the ultimate outworking of this plan:
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After this I looked, and behold, a great multitude that no one could number, from every nation, from 
all tribes and peoples and languages, standing before the throne and before the Lamb, clothed in white 
robes, with palm branches in their hands, [10] and crying out with a loud voice, “Salvation belongs to 
our God who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb!” (Revelation 7:9–10)

So, we see throughout the Bible that God’s plan of redemption and blessing has to do with 
all nations, to the praise of his glory. Perhaps this is why Paul explains to Titus that, “the 
grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation for all people” (Titus 2:11). 

Immediately after his instructions for how these different classes of people are to relate to 
one another in the church, Paul reminds Titus that the grace of God brings salvation to all 
people. How are we to understand this? Certainly Paul is not saying that every person who 
has ever lived will be saved! That would be universalism, and the Bible clearly denounces 
it. So, how are we supposed to understand “all people” here?

John Calvin believed that this phrase meant all kinds of people, from older to younger, from 
slaves to masters, from men to women, and from ethnicity to ethnicity. In light of the Bi-
ble’s teaching about God’s plan for gospel diversity, this makes a lot of sense! The gospel is 
good news for every kind of person. It does not distinguish between races, ages, classes, 
and more. 

Why I Need Gospel Diversity

But the gospel doesn’t erase the God-given distinctions between these categories. In other 
words, diversity in the Church is God’s plan. When we are brought into the Church, we 
are not brought into a particular ethnicity, or social class, or anything like that. We are 
brought into God’s covenant community, which spans the years of history and culminates 
in a diverse people from every tribe, tongue, and nation worshipping together in heaven.

Someone has said it like this, “If you don’t like diversity, you are going to hate heaven.”2 

The point is, God’s design for his Church is that we would be a diverse group of redeemed 
sinners, worshipping the God who has reconciled us to himself and one another. You need 
gospel diversity because it is God’s idea. 

If you can look around your church’s worship service and see a variety of ages, races, 
classes, and more, count your blessings. Some churches have a long way to go in order to 
achieve the kind of diversity we are talking about. But whether your church already pos-
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sesses this kind of diversity or still needs to get there, there’s only one way to make it hap-
pen: the gospel. The gospel calls us to lay aside our cultural preferences in favor of service 
to one another. It reminds us that our peace with Christ is bound up with our peace with 
one another because we are all united to him. It reminds us that while age-banded groups 
like youth groups are good and healthy places to express ourselves, without the broader, 
generationally-diverse life of the church, we are lacking in something good that God has 
designed for us. And the gospel especially reminds us that racism has no place in God’s 
house, his people. That’s why we always need to measure our hearts against the truth of 
the gospel. 

Racial Reconciliation Matters

In 2015, the Presbyterian Church in America (PCA) publicly repented of sins of racial injus-
tice committed during the Civil Rights era by issuing a personal resolution on Civil Rights 
remembrance. After 60 years of unwillingness to speak truthfully about a “failure to seek 
justice and to love mercy during the Civil Rights era,” the General Assembly acknowl-
edged that the “Presbyterian Church in America does recognize and confess our church’s 
covenantal and generational involvement in and complicity with racial injustice inside and 
outside of our churches during the Civil Rights period.”3  

Why did the denomination decide to make this public confession after all these years? Be-
cause racial reconciliation matters. It matters to God, and it is directly reflective of our un-
derstanding of and living out the gospel. As we’ve seen, the Church is the only place in the 
world where true peace is to be found. Therefore, we must embrace the beauty of gospel 
diversity. 

How should we do this? Not merely by tweeting a pithy line when some new controversy 
arises in the news. Not merely with hashtags and catchy slogans. Not merely with T-shirts 
identifying ourselves with certain groups. We must do it by “adorning the doctrine of God 
our Savior” (Titus 2:10), by living in line with the truth of the gospel. By humbling our-
selves and listening to others, and by seeking to see others through the lenses of God’s rec-
onciliation of us. By embracing gospel diversity.
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A Note about Titus 1:12-13

In Titus 1:12-13, Paul appears to use something like a racial slur when he quotes a Cretan 
poet, saying, “Cretans are always liars, evil beasts, lazy gluttons.” He then goes on to affirm 
these qualities and offer specific instructions for training Cretan Christians in light of 
them. So, what is going on here?

When we understand the context of this passage, we see that Paul is definitely not using a 
racial slur. His concern is to address an issue related to contextualization, not racial profil-
ing. In giving instructions to Titus, Paul wants to make sure his preaching and discipleship 
are not only doctrinally faithful, but also culturally applicable. In order for cultural applica-
tion to happen, Titus needed to know the culture to whom he ministered. So, Paul makes 
a broad statement about Cretan culture, which was originally made by one of their own po-
ets. 

This would be similar to quoting an American politician who says, “Americans are mor-
bidly overweight!” He doesn’t mean that every American is overweight. He means that in 
general, American culture deals with issues of obesity, and that perhaps some legislative 
moves should be made to combat this epidemic.  Likewise, Paul is not saying that every 
Cretan is a liar and a glutton. Rather, he is noting that these are particular issues in Cretan 
culture, recognized by their own people. He wants to make sure that Titus is prepared to 
address these particular cultural applications of his teaching, so “that they [the Cretan 
Christians] may be sound in the faith” (v. 13). Furthermore, Paul does not only critique Cre-
tan cultural habits. He goes on to warn Titus about the danger of his people devoting 
themselves to “Jewish myths,” (v. 14) which probably made their way to Crete by way of 
Jews themselves. Clearly Paul is not preferring one ethnicity to another. Rather, he is sur-
veying the cultural context in Crete and preparing Titus to deal with some specific issues 
as he establishes a church there. 
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Questions for Personal Study

1.  “In the Church, God promises what our society longs for. True peace.” Do you believe 
this? Why or Why not?  
 
 
 
 

2. Read Romans 1:18-25. What does Paul say is the cause of God’s wrath against unright-
eousness? (Hint: see v. 18, 22-23, 25). 
 
 
 

3. How does racism display a suppression of certain truths about God? 
 
 
 
 

4.Read Romans 2:17-29. What were the Jews relying on or boasting about in this passage? 
What does Paul say they should be relying on? (Hint: see v. 29) 
 
 
 

5. What things, other than the grace of God, have you relied on for your salvation or sense 
of self-worth?  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6.Read Romans 3:21-31. Why does the gospel cause us to exclude our boasting based on ei-
ther our ethnicity our own law keeping? 
 
 

7. Read Revelation 7:9-12. How does it make you feel to understand that God’s plan in-
cludes redeeming people from all nations? 
 
 

8. How does your church handle diversity? What does your church do well? How could 
your church improve?  
 
 
 
 

9.Why does the gospel tell us there is no room for racism in the hearts of God’s people? 
 
 
 
 

10. How can your life more closely reflect God’s plan for gospel diversity? 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In the popular television show Parks and Recreation, Ben 
Wyatt--a nerdy accountant and creator of the board game 
“Cones of Dunshire”--and Leslie Knope--a strong-headed 
women with great political aspirations--host a party to cele-
brate their engagement. Their families had not met, and nei-
ther of Ben’s parents had been in the same room since their 
divorce many years prior. The evening was a recipe for disas-
ter. 

When Ben’s father arrives at the party with his young new 
girlfriend, chaos and discord ensue. In order to foster a 
sense of unity, the ambitious Leslie Knope unveils her plan 
to bring the families together: a unity quilt. Each square in 
this eccentrically designed blanket represented something 
that was beloved by members of the Wyatt and Knope fami-
lies. Leslie’s hope was that the quilt would symbolize the 
unity forged between their two families in the upcoming un-
ion. Unfortunately, her plans do not succeed. 

While a unity quilt may seem far-fetched, it is not too dis-
tant from some of our feeble attempts at unity. Broad com-
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mitments like “world peace” or even commitments to sports teams are said to unify people 
today. Perhaps shared experiences provide some common ground, as we’ve seen stories of 
cancer survivors rallying together in unique fraternity. Our own nation, the United States 
of America, while founded on the unifying principles laid out in the Declaration of Inde-
pendence, seems more disunited than ever, yet people continue to make feeble attempts at 
unity from all sorts of angles. 

True unity is difficult to come by. When Paul was writing to instruct Titus and Timothy 
about their churches, he knew he needed to address unity, its motivating factors, and the 
pitfalls along the path to unity. Interestingly, Paul warned both Titus and Timothy about 
one major pitfall to watch out for, and he also encouraged them to seek one unifying moti-
vation.

One Major Pitfall

Although there were other factors in the disunity taking place in Crete, Paul especially 
warns Titus against getting involved in certain doctrinal debates. 

But avoid foolish controversies, genealogies, dissensions, and quarrels about the law, for they are un-
profitable and worthless. (Titus 3:9, ESV)

Indeed, Paul had already warned Titus about false teaching introduced into the church by 
the “circumcision party” (1:10-16), and he is likely talking about the same kind of false 
teaching here. The point is clear. Quarreling about the law, its purpose, and reliance on it 
for salvation, leads to division in the church. Apparently, some other doctrinal issues hav-
ing to do with “genealogies” had become part of the false movement in Crete as well. John 
Calvin believed that these “genealogies” could have been sources outside of the Bible 
which people used to try to trace the lineage of their race, likely in order to justify a feel-
ing of superiority. His point wasn’t that it is wrong to use history books or to trace your 
lineage, but that these people seemed to be wasting their time on worthless pursuits that 
had nothing to do with biblical doctrine and life. Instead, they were devoting their time to 
unfounded and fruitless sources in order to promote further division. 

That’s what false teaching does, and that is why Paul tells Titus to avoid this pitfall. As 
we’ve already seen, a major theme in the Pastoral Epistles is the warning to avoid false 
teaching, and these passages teach us the reason. It is not just to preserve pure doctrine, 
though that is an important goal. It is because pure doctrine drives church unity.
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On the other hand, false doctrine promotes division. Paul wrote to Timothy,

If anyone teaches a different doctrine and does not agree with the sound words of our Lord Jesus 
Christ and the teaching that accords with godliness, he is puffed up with conceit and understands noth-
ing. He has an unhealthy craving for controversy and for quarrels about words, which produce envy, 
dissension, slander, evil suspicions, and constant friction among people who are depraved in mind and 
deprived of the truth, imagining that godliness is a means of gain. (1 Timothy 6:3–5, ESV)

Timothy’s opponents were teaching some kind of false doctrine and exploiting “godliness” 
for financial gain. They were like modern day “televangelists,” who were looking for an an-
gle that sounded good enough to make a few bucks. What does Paul say about them? They 
have no truth in them, and they are depraved. They crave controversy. It is drawn to them 
like a moth to a flame. They were peddlers of disunity for their own benefit.

Ultimately, the instructions for action against such a severe offense were equally severe. 

As for a person who stirs up division, after warning him once and then twice, have nothing more to do 
with him, knowing that such a person is warped and sinful; he is self-condemned. (Titus 3:10-11, 
ESV)

This is undoubtedly a reference to formal church discipline, as laid out by Jesus in Mat-
thew 18, and in other passages. It consists in a series of warnings and exhortations for the 
brother or sister to repent. If the sin and self-destruction continues, the elders of the 
church are to formally disassociate from the offending party. This may seem severe, but 
Paul reminds us that such a person is self-condemned. They have literally brought judg-
ment on themselves by opposing the very heart of the church, the gospel. 

Remember too, that the Bible teaches the goal of church discipline is restoration (see 1 
Corinthians 5:4-5). So, even in an action as severe and somber as formal church discipline, 
the goal is restoration and gospel-unity.

One Unifying Motivation

This brings us to the unifying motivation Paul talked about. It is the gospel. 

How are people to avoid quarreling and disunity? Paul writes to Titus,
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For we ourselves were once foolish, disobedient, led astray, slaves to various passions and pleasures, 
passing our days in malice and envy, hated by others and hating one another. But when the goodness 
and loving kindness of God our Savior appeared, he saved us, not because of works done by us in right-
eousness, but according to his own mercy, by the washing of regeneration and renewal of the Holy 
Spirit, whom he poured out on us richly through Jesus Christ our Savior, so that being justified by his 
grace we might become heirs according to the hope of eternal life. (Titus 3:3–7, ESV)

Notice Paul says “we.” Remember that he knew what it felt like to be hated by others, and 
especially to hate other people. He used to persecute the church. Acts 9 tells us that he 
was “breathing threats and murder against the disciples of the Lord.” 

What changed? The grace of the Lord appeared to him on the road to Damascus, when he 
encountered the risen Christ and his regenerating power. Paul knew that the good news of 
the gospel was not that people are saved by their own righteousness, their law-keeping abil-
ity, their genealogy, or anything else in them. Rather, people are saved by God’s mercy, 
through regeneration and renewal which only comes by the Holy Spirit and through the 
sacrifice of Jesus. 

Can you see how this relates to Christian unity? The gospel is the “great leveler” for Chris-
tians, because it tells us that not one of us is saved by his/her own efforts. Therefore, we 
are all brought together by something more fundamental than our own efforts. We are uni-
fied by Jesus’ efforts for us. This is the unifying motivation for church unity.

Doctrine Divides?

It is often said that “doctrine divides” and “love unites.” What is meant by people who say 
this is that we shouldn’t talk about doctrine because it has a tendency to cause division. In-
stead, we should just “love one another.” However, as we’ve seen here, it is more accurate 
to say that bad doctrine divides, but right doctrine unites. There is no such thing as gospel unity 
without the gospel. Therefore, the good news about Jesus’ efforts on our behalf must be at 
the forefront of our efforts to unify. We cannot “love one another” without understanding 
and proclaiming how Christ first loved us through his sacrificial death in our place to ac-
complish something we could never accomplish for ourselves.

So, back to Ephesians 4, another critical passage dealing with church unity. In that pas-
sage, Paul talks about how God intends for churches to be strengthened in unity. 
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And he gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the shepherds and teachers, to equip the saints 
for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ, until we all attain to the unity of the faith 
and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to mature manhood, to the measure of the stature of the full-
ness of Christ, so that we may no longer be children, tossed to and fro by the waves and carried about 
by every wind of doctrine, by human cunning, by craftiness in deceitful schemes. Rather, speaking the 
truth in love, we are to grow up in every way into him who is the head, into Christ, from whom the 
whole body, joined and held together by every joint with which it is equipped, when each part is work-
ing properly, makes the body grow so that it builds itself up in love. (Ephesians 4:11–16, ESV)

As we’ve seen already, God has given good gifts to the Church in its leadership structure. 
These church leaders are called to equip the saints (God’s people), to build up Christ’s 
body toward the goal of “the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God.” 
How are they to do this? By exercising the duties of their office! By teaching sound doc-
trine. 

Do you see how all this works together? God has appointed and equipped church leaders 
to equip his people through the ministry of the Word (and sacraments), and this in turn 
will cause the people to grow in maturity and unity. Without the essential teaching minis-
try of the church, God’s plan for unity cannot be realized. So, gospel-centered teaching is 
critical to the heart of the Church. 

So, while “unity quilts” or team-building exercises, or political rallies, or sports teams may 
serve to unify in the short-term, we know that only the gospel, proclaimed by God’s ap-
pointed leaders and applied to the hearts of God’s people by his Spirit will bring true and 
lasting unity. Again, we are getting a true picture of why I need the Church.
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Questions for Personal Study

1. What kinds of things tend to unify people in our culture? What kinds of things tend to 
divide?  
 
 
 

2. Read Titus 3:1-11. As you look at the list beginning in verse 3, which of those sinful quali-
ties has marked your life at times? Describe your struggle with them. 
 
 
 
 

3. As you look at verses 4-7, how has your experience of the saving, regenerating grace of 
Jesus changed you? 
 
 
 
 
 

4.Why do you think bad doctrine promotes division? 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5. Why do you think right doctrine promotes unity? 
 
 
 
 
 

6.  Read Matthew 18:15-20. List the steps spoken of by Jesus if a brother or sister sins 
against you. (Keep in mind, Jesus is talking to his apostles here, to whom he gave special 
authority for “binding and loosing.” This authority is communicated now through God’s 
Word and by those he appoints as elders. Matters of formal church discipline are to be 
carried out by church elders. However, Jesus’ intent here is that restoration to unity 
would occur before that point).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

7. How is the gospel the “great leveler” for Christians? 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8. Read Ephesians 4:11-16. Why do you think this passage emphasizes doctrine as an impor-
tant building block for church unity?  
 
 
 

9.What role do church leaders play in this growth toward unity? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

10.What role do you play? 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The menu is set. You have plenty of options to choose 
from. Your mouth waters at the thought of this bountiful 
buffet before you. Though it begins with a salad bar, you 
know the real stuff comes later, so you eagerly skip the 
green section and move on to the main course. Loading up 
your plate with fried chicken, fried pickles, french fries 
(both straight and curly), and gravy, you move on to the des-
sert bar. You have died and gone to ice cream heaven. The 
combinations of toppings for your ice cream sundae are end-
less. Having piled your bowl high with every possible top-
ping permutation, the only choice that remains before you 
is the happy one that awaits at the soda fountain. And of 
course, you can always come back for more...

The wonderful thing about a buffet is you can choose ex-
actly what you want. And the awful thing about a buffet is 
you can choose exactly what you want. If my two-year-old 
son were given the option, he would choose chicken nug-
gets with ketchup every time! My 15-year-old self can’t 
blame him. But as a parent, is it loving to give my son such 
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a choice? Shouldn’t I stay the course in trying to help my son eat vegetables, so that he de-
velops a proper taste for what is good for him? 

Sometimes we can think of church life like a buffet. We look at the options available to us 
for church growth: podcasts, blog posts, para-church youth groups, devotional apps, and 
more, and we pick and choose those things which we like most, or which are most conven-
ient, or which will give us the fastest results. 

But God, being the good Father that he is, has ordained certain means by which he grows 
his people. They are fairly ordinary, like the salad bar section in a buffet line. They are not 
necessarily flashy, like the ice cream sundae bar, but they are vital to the Christian life. 
They are the means of grace. 

What are the means of grace?

The Westminster Shorter Catechism asks this question:

Q. 88: What are the outward and ordinary means whereby Christ communicates to us the 
benefits of redemption?

A. The outward and ordinary means whereby Christ communicates to us the benefits of 
redemption are, his ordinances, especially the Word, sacraments, and prayer, all which are 
made effectual to the elect for salvation.

So, the catechism lists three ordinary and outward means of grace: God’s Word, the sacra-
ments, and prayer. Some have sought to expand this list to include things like Christian fel-
lowship, and one can certainly see how fellowship, broadly speaking, can be a means that 
God uses to bring growth to his people. However, the catechism rightly focuses on these 
three which are clearly laid out in Scripture. Furthermore, the Bible emphasizes the prior-
ity of the reading and preaching of God’s Word as a primary means of grace. It stands 
apart from the others as the primary means through which God draws people to himself. 
The sacraments, in fact, should always be accompanied by the Word of God as signs and 
seals of the clear message preached along with them. The sacraments (and prayer) are criti-
cal means in the Christian life, but their character is different from that of the Word of 
God.
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But why are they called “means of grace?” Do they actually bring grace to you? Is there 
something magical about the preaching of the word, the sacraments, and prayer? How do 
they work?

There are three broad viewpoints related to this question. In the Roman Catholic Church, 
the Church itself is seen as the “storehouse” of grace, dispensing it through the sacraments 
to whomever the church chooses. Moreover, this grace is automatically dispensed inwardly 
because of the outward sign, like electricity flowing through an electrical outlet.1 If you 
plug in your phone charger, you invariably expect to receive electricity. 

The second view is that there is no connection between the outward and ordinary means 
and the actual grace given. Instead, the means of grace, especially the sacraments, are 
merely rituals to be performed. For example, there is a view of the Lord’s Supper which 
claims that the only thing taking place a the table is a remembrance of Jesus. There’s no 
grace communicated in any way by the outward sign.

This brings us to the third view, which is supported by Scripture and assumed in the West-
minster Standards. According to this view, there is a deep and intimate connection be-
tween the inward and outward. God is not tied to the means of grace, but he has ordained 
them to ordinarily bring about his purposes. The grace is not “automatic,” like the electri-
cal outlet, but it is ordinarily communicated through the means of grace because of the Spirit of 
Christ at work in his people. This is why Reformed churches believe that the Lord’s Supper is 
more than a mere remembrance of Jesus. It is a real experience of his grace through the or-
dinary means.

The catechism makes this point about the sacraments...

Q. 91: How do the sacraments become effectual means of salvation? 
 
A: The sacraments become effectual means of salvation, not from any virtue in them, or in 
him that doth administer them; but only by the blessing of Christ and the working of his 
Spirit in them that by faith receive them.
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The Church and the Means of Grace

We’ve already seen that Paul encouraged Timothy and Titus to preach sound doctrine as a 
means to build up their churches. But in 2 Timothy 3:16-17, Paul makes perhaps the clear-
est statement about the nature and function of God’s Word that we see in Scripture.

All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for 
training in righteousness, that the man of God may be complete, equipped for every good work. (2 
Timothy 3:16–17, ESV)

Why is the preaching of the Bible so important as a means of grace? Because all Scripture 
is breathed out by God. The Bible contains God’s own words to us. And when a preacher 
stands in the pulpit, he is not just giving you his words; he is authoritatively proclaiming God’s 
Word to you. This may be hard to believe, given the kinds of things that pass for “preach-
ing” in our society. But the reality is that true preaching of God’s Word is just that--God’s 
Word to us.  
 
Again, the WSC helps us... 
 
Q 89. How is the Word made effectual to salvation? 
 
A. The Spirit of God makes the reading, but especially the preaching of the Word, and ef-
fectual means of convincing and converting sinners, and of building them up in holiness 
and comfort, through faith, unto salvation.  
 
The fact of the matter is, God has ordained the preaching of his Word by his appointed 
ministers as the primary means through which we are converted, and also as the primary 
means through which we are built up for the rest of our lives. This primary means of grace 
is not one among many menu options for spiritual growth. It is central. Without it, we will 
not be nourished. That is why regular Sunday morning worship is so vital for the Christian 
life. 

But what about podcasts? Can’t we receive the same kind of grace through listening to 
preaching via podcast? Quite frankly, no. God intends for his people to be built up in com-
munity (see Ephesians 4). The regular fellowship of the saints is a vital accompaniment to 
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the preaching of God’s Word. This may seem threatening to you, especially if you have an 
introverted personality. Don’t worry. I’m not advocating that you start going to Christian 
parties or attending more Christian concerts. I’m simply saying that the fellowship of 
God’s people in Sunday morning worship is a vital component of your growth in grace. It 
is the context in which God intends for you to experience his means of grace. 

What about Prayer?

How is prayer a means of grace? Paul writes to Timothy:

First of all, then, I urge that supplications, prayers, intercessions, and thanksgivings be made for all peo-
ple, for kings and all who are in high positions, that we may lead a peaceful and quiet life, godly and 
dignified in every way. This is good, and it is pleasing in the sight of God our Savior, who desires all 
people to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth. (1 Timothy 2:1–4, ESV)

Prayer is a means of grace in the same way that the sacraments are: it is an instrument 
God uses to bring about his purposes of grace. Paul encourages Timothy to practice vari-
ous kinds of prayer in his church (supplications, intercessions, etc.). He wanted Timothy 
to pray for those in authority so that the church might enjoy godly and dignified lives in 
the public sphere. It appears he wanted him to pray for their salvation, for this is in line 
with God’s desire. This is why you often hear your elders praying for local, state, and fed-
eral governing officials in public worship. They aren’t getting political. They are taking 
God’s Word and his use of the means of grace seriously!

The Westminster Confession of Faith (14.1) brings all of these things together beautifully:

“The grace of faith, whereby the elect are enabled to believe to the saving of their souls, is 
a work of the Spirit of Christ in their hearts, and is ordinarily wrought by the ministry of 
the Word, by which also, and by the administration of the sacraments, and prayer, it is in-
creased and strengthened.”

So...the next time you are tempted to treat spiritual growth as a buffet line, remember 
this: God ordinarily works through his ordinary means of grace. In public worship on Sun-
days, the church is called to believe and put these things into practice. The means of grace 
provide the essential elements of worship because they are essential to the faith and 
growth of the body. They are the “bread and butter” of the Church, and they provide a 
healthy diet for God’s people. 
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One more note...the means of grace are to be practiced within the church, the body God 
is building up. This is why they can’t be found on the soccer field, or through the podcast 
app, or even through a Christian school devotional. This is why I need the Church.

Questions for Personal Study

1. How have you treated Christian growth as a buffet line in the past? 
 
 
 

2. How has this study of the means of grace changed your understanding of Christian 
growth? 
 
 
 
 

3. Read 2 Timothy 3:16-17. What does it mean that all Scripture is “breathed out by God?” 
 
 
 
 
 

4.Do you believe that the Bible is the very Word of God, without error? Why or why not? 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5. What are the things Paul says the Scripture is useful for? 
 

6.How is God’s grace communicated to you at the Lord’s Table? (Note: if you are non-
communing, how do you see God’s grace held out to you in the elements of the table?) 
 
 
 
 

7. Read 1 Timothy 2:1-4. Why is it important for the church to pray for those in authority?  
 
 
 
 
 

8. Spend a few days working through the Westminster Shorter Catechism, Questions 98-
107. Read and reflect on a few questions each day. Record the things you learn about 
prayer in the space below.  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I never knew much about working on cars....that is, until I 
inherited a fifteen-year-old clunker with 200,000 miles on 
it. When you own a high-maintenance vehicle, it is wise to 
keep a copy of the manual handy. Inside the manual will be 
all kinds of instructions about high-mileage maintenance, 
replacement of vital parts, and what to do when everything 
starts falling apart. The manual will contain specific instruc-
tions, written by the mechanical engineers who designed 
each part to function a certain way so that the car would 
go. If you aren’t mechanically inclined, like me, it would be 
the height of arrogance to assume you could figure it out on 
your own and to start replacing parts without reference to 
the manual! If you did this, your car certainly wouldn’t run 
for long.

This illustration helps us to see why the Bible is so vital for 
Christian living. In the Bible, we are told “what man is to be-
lieve concerning God, and what duty God requires of man” 
(WSC, Q3).  Another way to say it is, the Bible teaches us 
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who God is and how he has designed life to work in relationship to himself. He is the wise 
and careful engineer of all things. 

One area of the Bible’s teaching that especially functions this way is biblical complemen-
tarity. That’s a big word that describes the design of God regarding the roles of men and 
women in the church and home. 

So, here’s where the auto manual illustration is so helpful. There is much confusion in our 
world about the roles of men and women in their relationships with one another. Further, 
our culture promotes a buffet-line of choices for sexual identity, which gives the impres-
sion that gender is something secondary to the way we are designed. But if the Bible is our 
guide or blueprint for the Christian life and relationships, then we can be confident in the 
truth of God’s good design, even when our culture remains confused. 

It is also helpful to keep this grid in mind when we come to passages like 1 Timothy 2:8-15. 
In this passage, Paul is giving Timothy instructions for public worship (which began back 
in 2:1 with instructions about prayer). He says,

I desire then that in every place the men should pray, lifting holy hands without anger or quarreling; 
likewise also that women should adorn themselves in respectable apparel, with modesty and self-
control, not with braided hair and gold or pearls or costly attire, but with what is proper for women 
who profess godliness—with good works. Let a woman learn quietly with all submissiveness. I do not 
permit a woman to teach or to exercise authority over a man; rather, she is to remain quiet. For Adam 
was formed first, then Eve; and Adam was not deceived, but the woman was deceived and became a 
transgressor. Yet she will be saved through childbearing—if they continue in faith and love and holi-
ness, with self-control. (1 Timothy 2:8–15, ESV)

This is a complex passage which includes a few layers that must be carefully peeled back if 
we are going to understand its message. 

First, there is a social layer. Each of Paul’s letters is written to a specific church dealing 
with specific issues in a specific social context. A church is part of the community it finds 
itself in, and therefore it cannot be ignorant of the social issues in the wider culture. One 
issue that seemed to be at play in Ephesus during Timothy’s ministry was the way some 
women were dressing. Some commentators suggest that a movement had begun in the Ro-
man empire in which wealthy women were dressing in provocative and expensive clothing 
(along with braided hair) as a means to seek unhealthy sexual freedom which was culturally 
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denied them.1 It would seem from Paul’s instructions that some women in the church at 
Ephesus were being drawn to participate in this social movement. 

This leads us to a moral layer. Does this passage mean that women shouldn’t braid their 
hair? Not at all. Paul is applying the moral principle of godly modesty to the social situa-
tion above. Rather than seeking to make themselves attractive according to the social 
movement that had taken over, Paul wanted women to adorn themselves with “what is 
proper for women who profess godliness—with good works.” He makes a shift from talk-
ing about the external adornment related to the social movement to talking about the in-
ternal adornment of the heart. Paul says that the proper adornment for those who confess 
Christ is good deeds, issuing from a pure heart. 

You can see how the two approaches would affect the public gathering of God’s people. If 
women came to public worship adorned according to the social movements of the day, 
they would certainly attract one kind of attention. But instead, Paul talks about an inner 
beauty, resulting in good deeds (to the glory of God). And this kind of beauty would be 
marked not by the attempt to be noticed, but rather by quiet and humble submissiveness 
(v. 11) in public worship. The two kinds of clothing couldn’t be more different. One is exter-
nal; the other is internal, a matter of the heart.

Finally, we see a theological layer to Paul’s statements here. Paul direct the church to not 
permit women to teach in the public worship gathering, nor to exercise authority over a 
man. Why? Because of God’s design: “For Adam was formed first, then Eve; and Adam was not 
deceived, but the woman was deceived and became a transgressor.” (v. 13-14).

Because God is the designer, we should submit to live out our God-given roles in the ways 
he has designed them to function. Notice that Paul does NOT instruct women to remain 
silent because of the cultural norms of the day, nor the political leanings of the church, nor 
some outdated form of fundamentalism. He anchors this instruction in Genesis 1-3. He 
goes all the way back to the beginning to show that God’s plan for gender roles is nothing 
new. It was God’s good plan since forming Adam and Eve to give each distinct roles in his 
church and in the family. Just like the auto-repair manual, Paul is going directly to the 
source, written by the designer, to determine how these relationships are supposed to 
work.
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What is Biblical Complementarity?

There’s much more to the Bible’s teaching about complementarity. It is a doctrine built 
not just on a few verses here and there, but woven throughout the very fabric of the Bible, 
as we see an unfolding story of human relationships relative to God’s design. 

John Piper helpfully summarizes the Bible’s teaching by defining both masculinity and 
femininity according to God’s design:

“At the heart of mature masculinity is a sense of benevolent responsibility to lead, provide 
for and protect women in ways appropriate to a man’s differing relationships.”

“At the heart of mature femininity is a freeing disposition to affirm, receive, and nurture 
strength and leadership from worthy men in ways appropriate to a woman’s different 
relationships.”2

In summary, God has designed men to lead, provide for, and protect women, and he has de-
signed women to affirm, support, and receive that leadership. But Piper makes an impor-
tant qualification. Men and women are supposed to live out these God-given roles in ways 
appropriate to their varying relationships. A young woman’s spiritual head is her father 
(along with her church elders). This means that a young man she may be dating is NOT 
spiritually responsible to lead her. However, if the two were to marry, that headship struc-
ture would shift. Biblical complementarity is not a blanket call for all women to submit to 
all men everywhere. It is an instruction from the designer of relationships about how men 
and women are to interact with one another according to their various social relationships. 

As we’ve seen, this includes relationships within the structure of the church. God’s intent 
is that qualified men would lead his church as elders and overseers (see 1 Timothy 3:1). This 
is because he has designed men to lead, and he has called and equipped church elders to 
lead his church specifically. This does NOT mean that women do not have a voice in the 
church. Rather, it means that the elders are charged with the loving and gentle oversight 
of the women under their care, and they are called to help them exercise their God-given 
gifts and abilities for the good of the church and the glory of God. They are called to pro-
tect the dignity of women in their care, both in their households and in their churches. 
They are called to look out for wolves dressed as sheep, who would be prone to prey on 
women in the church. They are called to enlist and empower women to serve as diaconal 
assistants and in other roles throughout the life of the body. 
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Why I need RIGHT Complementarity

One of the most powerful lectures I ever sat through in seminary began when the course 
material approached this passage in 1 Timothy. The class was about 95% male. Our male 
professor wisely anticipated some hesitancy and angst from the female population as this 
text was discussed in the classroom. So, before he ever lectured on the passage, the profes-
sor invited the women of the class to the front of the room and asked them one simple 
question: “How has this passage been used to abuse, neglect, shun, or undervalue your vi-
tal role in the Church?”

One by one, the young ladies recounted ways in which their former pastors, men charged 
with their spiritual care, had neglected their feelings and tritely used these passages to un-
dervalue their contributions to the ministry. These were all women committed to the 
truth of biblical complementarity, yet they hadn’t seen in practiced rightly.

The truth of the matter is, we don’t just need complementarity. We need biblical comple-
mentarity, right complementarity. We need men who seek to understand, lead, guide, and 
protect women through humility, gentleness, and patience. We need wise church leaders 
who are willing to empower women to develop and use their gifts in service to Christ’s 
body. We need thoughtful reflection on the theological issues related to this topic, and 
wise application of them in our churches. 

Young men, biblical complementarity does not give you the right to objectify, demean, or 
take advantage of women. It does not give you any power over them that comes from any 
virtue within yourself. It does not give you the right to exploit their deepest feelings for 
your personal gain. The fact of the matter is, unless you are a father or church elder, it 
doesn’t give you spiritual authority over them at all. Be careful in the way you carry your-
selves around these beautiful young ladies among God’s sheep.

Young women, biblical complementarity means that God has a good design for you. It 
means that you don’t have to settle for a young man who will leverage his authority for per-
sonal gain. Instead, it means that your model for the ideal man is Christ, who willingly laid 
down his life for his bride (see Ephesians 5). If a man is not willing to do this, he is not wor-
thy to lead you. 
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Questions for Personal Study

1. Read 1 Timothy 2:8-15. What is your initial reaction to this passage? What questions do 
you have? 
 
 
 
 

2. Read Ephesians 5:22-33. What relationship forms the backbone of Paul’s illustration 
here? (Hint: Who is the groom and who is the bride?) 
 
 
 
 
 

3. According to verses 25-28, how should a husband love his wife? 
 
 
 

4.According to verses 22-24, how should a wife submit to her husband? 
 
 
 
 

5. How have you seen passages like these abused in the past? 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6.What have you learned this week about biblical complementarity? 
 
 
 
 
 

7. Do you believe that biblical complementarity is God’s design? Why or why not? 
 
 
 
 
 

8. Write down any additional questions or thoughts you have about this topic and be pre-
pared to discuss them with your youth leaders. 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Have you ever participated in a family wedding? If anyone 
close to you has recently gotten married, you know that the 
whole thing takes a LOT of preparation. There are deci-
sions about dates and venues and flowers and cakes and 
guests...and the list goes on.

In addition to these more logistical preparations, there are 
also preparations of the heart that take place. Most couples 
submit themselves to a period of premarital counseling, dur-
ing which a pastor or counselor will help guide and prepare 
them for the coming union of marriage. Finally, when the 
day arrives, the bride adorns herself beautifully in a white 
dress, signifying the internal purity she’s committed herself 
to in preparation for the day when she would be presented 
to her bridegroom. 

This preparatory period provides some helpful parallels to 
the Christian life. Jesus has betrothed himself to his people, 
the Church, in a covenant relationship, and has secured it 
through his life, death, and resurrection. This has already 
happened. But what now? What about this period of “en-
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gagement”? What should the Church be doing as we await the glorious return of our bride-
groom?

Time and again, the Bible talks about the Church’s pursuit of holiness as we await Jesus’ re-
turn. The New Testament word for “holy” is hagios, and it means holy, pure, or conse-
crated. It parallels the Old Testament concept of things that were purified and set apart 
for use in the worship of God. In this way, all Christians are made holy by the sacrifice of 
Christ. It is something that is objectively true about you if you are in Christ.

However, the Bible also encourages Christians to continue to pursue holiness in light of 
this reality. So, there is an already/not yet element to holiness. We are already set apart by 
Christ’s sacrifice in our place, and not yet made perfect at his return. Therefore, we should 
prepare for it.

This is something like what Paul tells Timothy in 2 Timothy 2:22.

So flee youthful passions and pursue righteousness, faith, love, and peace, along with those who call on 
the Lord from a pure heart.

In other words, those who have been granted a pure heart by the Lord should pursue holi-
ness by fleeing “youthful” passions. In context here, the young people in Timothy’s church 
may have been prone to get involved in controversies and quarreling (v. 23-24). This makes 
sense of our tendencies as young people. We are naturally prone to arrogance and stub-
bornness that can lead to controversy. Here, Paul is characterizing the kinds of struggles 
young people are prone to relative to the issues in Ephesus. However, the principle he lays 
out can be broadened: know your weaknesses and flee from them. Whether you are young, 
old, male, or female, you have particular weaknesses related to your particular station in 
life, your personality, and your surroundings. Part of the pursuit of biblical holiness is 
knowing your weaknesses and fleeing from them. 

Advice From an Old Dead Guy

To paraphrase the great John Owen in his book The Mortification of Sin,

Think about the particular situations when sin has gotten the advantage over 
you, and seek to avoid them. In other words, Be Alert! Jesus told his disciples 
to stay awake (Mark 13:37). Be on the lookout for those situations in which 
sin tends to get the better of you. David talks about this in Psalm 18, saying 
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“I have kept myself from guilt” (v. 23). This doesn’t mean he was perfect. It 
means he was on alert! He watched all the ways and workings of his sin in or-
der to gain the advantage over them, and not to let them gain the advantage 
over him. 

Think about what kinds of people usually cause you to give in to your sin. 
Think about what time of day (or night) usually lends itself more to sin. 
Think about whether you are tired, or hungry, or alone, or angry, when you 
sin. And be on high alert when those conditions arise. We do this with our 
bodies, don’t we? If the doctor tells us we have high cholesterol, we cut it out! 
We need to do the same with regard to our sin. Know this. If we flirt with 
the kinds of situations that tend to produce sin—deciding not to flee in that 
moment—we will most likely fail. I’ll say it again. If you flirt with sin, you will 
find it.1

Owen originally delivered his material as part of a sermon series for young people studying 
at Oxford, yet his book has remained one of the most practically helpful and theologically 
rich works on the Christian Life in the past 300 years. His point here is simple and time-
less: Know yourself and your surroundings, and pursue holiness by fleeing from sin.

Gospel Training

In his letter to Titus, Paul goes into detail about how this pursuit of holiness is supposed 
to work:

For the grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation for all people, training us to renounce ungodli-
ness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright, and godly lives in the present age, wait-
ing for our blessed hope, the appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior Jesus Christ, who 
gave himself for us to redeem us from all lawlessness and to purify for himself a people for his own pos-
session who are zealous for good works. (Titus 2:11–14, ESV)

What is the motivation, the “trainer” for this pursuit? The gospel! The grace of God which 
has brought salvation through our Savior Jesus Christ. In other words, since we are already 
made holy, set apart, by the sacrifice of Jesus, we are trained to pursue holiness as we await 
his return. This is something like the commitment of engagement we talked about earlier. 
The promise has already been made. The downpayment has been posted. We are objec-
tively set apart for God by Jesus’ sacrifice. But we have not yet been presented to our bride-
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groom for the wedding feast (see Revelation 19:6-9), and therefore we need to prepare. 
The gospel is what enables us to do this! Since we have been saved from the penalty and 
power of sin by faith in Christ alone, we can now pursue holiness in the hope of his return. 

Again, to paraphrase John Owen: “Set your faith in Christ to work on the killing of sin. 
His blood is the great sovereign remedy for sin-sick souls. Live in this reality, and you will 
die a conqueror. By God’s grace, you will see some real victory over sin.”

Pursuing Holiness Together

So, what does the pursuit of holiness have to do with the Church? Isn’t my sin a personal 
thing? Shouldn’t I just try a bit harder on my own? Well....no!

The pursuit of holiness is a community project. It is part of the work of the church. Con-
sider these verses...

And let us consider how to stir up one another to love and good works, not neglecting to meet together, 
as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another, and all the more as you see the Day drawing near. 
(Hebrews 10:24-25, ESV)

Put on then, as God's chosen ones, holy and beloved, compassionate hearts, kindness, humility, meek-
ness, and patience, bearing with one another and, if one has a complaint against another, forgiving 
each other; as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive. And above all these put on love, 
which binds everything together in perfect harmony. (Colossians 3:12-14, ESV)

Only let your manner of life be worthy of the gospel of Christ, so that whether I come and see you or 
am absent, I may hear of you that you are standing firm in one spirit, with one mind striving side by 
side for the faith of the gospel, (Philippians 1:27, ESV)

And the list goes on. The Bible continually emphasizes the fact that holiness is to be pur-
sued in Christian community. This is why you need the Church. Think about it. Why do 
we corporately confess our sins and ask for God’s pardon in worship each week? Why not 
just have my own personal “quiet time” and deal with God alone? Because that’s not the 
way God has designed us. Personal devotions are good things, but they are not enough. We 
need one another. The Church is the place where God’s set apart people can and should 
pursue holiness together, as they await the great day of the wedding feast, when Jesus the 
great Bridegroom will return for his bride.
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Questions for Personal Study

1. Read 2 Timothy 2:20-26. What kind of “youthful passions” do you find you are most 
drawn to? 
 
 
 

2. What are some ways you can begin to flee these things and pursue holiness? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. Read the paraphrased quote from John Owen on pages 46-47. What have you learned 
from his advice? What questions do you have? 
 
 
 
 
 

4.Read Titus 2:11-14. How does the grace of God motivate you to pursue holiness? 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5. Read Colossians 3:1-17. What instructions are given in this passage for pursuing holiness 
together? 
 
 
 
 
 

6.Read Hebrews 10:24-25. What does the regular worship gathering of your church have to 
do with your pursuit of holiness? How do the different elements of worship drive this 
pursuit?  
 
 
 
 
 
 

7. How can your small group pursue holiness together? 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At the council of Elrond, Lord of the Elves, a fellowship is 
formed which is commissioned with the task of taking the 
One Ring back to the fires of Mount Doom in Mordor in 
order to destroy it and thereby save the people of Middle 
Earth from almost certain destruction. 

The fellowship is an eclectic group which includes Gimli, a 
fiery dwarf, along with an Elf named Legolas who should 
have been his mortal enemy. Two men, Aragorn and Boro-
mir, both notable warriors and heroes of their people, also 
accompany the Ring. Then there is Gandalf, the eccentric 
wizard who has been mysteriously guiding the journey to 
this point. Last, but certainly not least, there are three hob-
bits: Frodo Baggins (who will assume sole responsibility for 
the Ring), Samwise Gamgee, Peregrin Took, and Meriadoc 
Brandybuck. 

This diverse group of creatures sets out on an all-
encompassing quest which will test their varying skills and 
abilities as they seek to destroy the Ring and bring peace To 
Middle Earth. In the end, one reason the quest is successful 
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is that Sam and Frodo, as hobbits, are small enough to journey through Mordor nearly un-
detected. In addition, only hobbits are so unassuming and humble that they are not prone 
to be overtaken by the alluring power of the Ring. They were uniquely suited for this 
quest.

There are no hobbits in the Church. But God has uniquely gifted each of his people by his 
Spirit in order to bring about his kingdom work. Without a diversity of gifting among 
God’s people, the mission would not move forward. God has designed the Church to be 
an intricate body with many parts working together for a unifying goal. Each member is 
important. Each has a gift, and each has a task. If you are not prepared to exercise your 
God-given gifts for the good of the Church, then you are depriving the Church of a good 
thing. 

We’ve spoken a LOT about “Why I need the Church,” but as we close this study of Paul’s 
Pastoral Epistles, we have one final question to discuss: Why does the Church need me?

Timothy was a pastor. He was uniquely called and gifted for the work of pastoral ministry. 
This is obviously a vital role in the Church. Yet relative to his contemporaries, he was a bit 
young. He may have been in his thirties, but this was likely younger than many people in 
his church, and even than many of his elders. Therefore, it seems he had a tendency to-
ward shyness or timidity. Paul writes to encourage him to exercise his vital gifts for the 
good of the body:

Command and teach these things. Let no one despise you for your youth, but set the believers an exam-
ple in speech, in conduct, in love, in faith, in purity. Until I come, devote yourself to the public reading 
of Scripture, to exhortation, to teaching. Do not neglect the gift you have, which was given you by 
prophecy when the council of elders laid their hands on you. Practice these things, immerse yourself in 
them, so that all may see your progress. Keep a close watch on yourself and on the teaching. Persist in 
this, for by so doing you will save both yourself and your hearers. (1 Timothy 4:11–16, ESV)

We need to note a few things. First, Paul is specifically reminding Timothy of his calling 
and gifting as a pastor. He was to devote himself to the public reading of Scripture and to 
preaching and teaching (tasks pastors are uniquely called and gifted for). Timothy had 
been given particular spiritual gifts from God, as affirmed by the council of elders when 
they ordained him (laid hands on him).  Therefore, the passage before us will not apply to 
all of us in the same way it applied to Timothy. But one thing is certain: it applies to all of us. 
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How Does the Body Work?

While those who are not pastors are not called to preach and teach, every Christian is 
called by God to service in his Church, and every Christian is uniquely gifted for that serv-
ice. In another letter Paul writes,

For the body does not consist of one member but of many. If the foot should say, “Because I am not a 
hand, I do not belong to the body,” that would not make it any less a part of the body. And if the ear 
should say, “Because I am not an eye, I do not belong to the body,” that would not make it any less a 
part of the body. If the whole body were an eye, where would be the sense of hearing? If the whole body 
were an ear, where would be the sense of smell? But as it is, God arranged the members in the body, 
each one of them, as he chose. If all were a single member, where would the body be? As it is, there are 
many parts, yet one body. (1 Corinthians 12:14–20, ESV)

The point here is that God has given a diversity of gifts to his body for the common good. 
If everyone had the same gift, say the gift of teaching, the body would be morbidly dys-
functional. Where would the ministry of mercy be? Where would service be? How would 
things get done administratively? A church full of preachers would quite frankly be a night-
mare!

As it is, God has designed the body so that each member has a unique gift and function. 
This is why it is called the body. Your hands are not your feet. Your eyes are not your ears. 
They have different functions that contribute to you walking and talking and seeing and 
performing all the tasks necessary for daily living. In the same way, the Church needs the 
particular gifts God has given you in order to function the way God has designed it to. 

How am I Gifted?

How do you know what your gifts are? There are many ways to start exploring. But per-
haps the best way is simply to serve where you are. Do you have opportunities to serve in 
children’s ministry? Serve! Do you have the chance to take a mission trip? Go! Our gifts 
are recognized and developed in the context of service in the body of Christ. 

How do we know what a “spiritual gift” is? The Bible gives us a few lists, but even these 
are perhaps not meant to list out every kind of gift God gives to his people. Let’s look at 
them.
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To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good. For to one is given through the 
Spirit the utterance of wisdom, and to another the utterance of knowledge according to the same Spirit, 
to another faith by the same Spirit, to another gifts of healing by the one Spirit, to another the working 
of miracles, to another prophecy, to another the ability to distinguish between spirits, to another vari-
ous kinds of tongues, to another the interpretation of tongues. All these are empowered by one and the 
same Spirit, who apportions to each one individually as he wills. (1 Corinthians 12:7-11, ESV)

And God has appointed in the church first apostles, second prophets, third teachers, then miracles, then 
gifts of healing, helping, administrating, and various kinds of tongues. Are all apostles? Are all proph-
ets? Are all teachers? Do all work miracles? Do all possess gifts of healing? Do all speak with tongues? 
Do all interpret? But earnestly desire the higher gifts. (1 Corinthians 12:28–31, ESV).

For as in one body we have many members, and the members do not all have the same function, so we, 
though many, are one body in Christ, and individually members one of another. Having gifts that dif-
fer according to the grace given to us, let us use them: if prophecy, in proportion to our faith; if service, 
in our serving; the one who teaches, in his teaching; the one who exhorts, in his exhortation; the one 
who contributes, in generosity; the one who leads, with zeal; the one who does acts of mercy, with cheer-
fulness. (Romans 12:4–8, ESV)

Now, we need to note a few things. First, not all of the gifts listed here are operating in the 
Church today. Gifts related to revelation, such as “tongues” and prophecy, and gifts related 
to apostleship such as healing, are no longer needed because God’s perfect revelation 
through Jesus Christ and his Word are here. There are no more Apostles because they 
played a unique, foundational role for God’s Church which is no longer needed. Therefore, 
the gifts used to validate and signify their ministries are no longer operating. 

However, there are a variety of gifts that are vital for the ordinary function of God’s 
Church. Where would the Church be without people uniquely gifted in generosity? How 
would the essential ministries of mercy be carried out without those gifted for them? How 
would anything get done without those who lead and administrate? A variety of gifts is nec-
essary in the Church because it is God’s design. In short, your gift is vital to the Church.

Once again, we also need to remember that our gifts are designed to be discovered and 
used in the context of the Church. So, a vital component to recognizing our gifts is having 
others recognize them in us. The elders in Ephesus recognized Timothy’s unique gifts for 
ministry. Do you think your elders could help you understand and recognize your own? 
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What about your Christian friends? Do you think they might be able to see some of these 
gifts and qualities in you? What about your family (the people who know you best)? Have 
you thought about asking them to help identify your spiritual gifts?

Why the Church Needs Me

If you go off to college, you may be tempted to use the following criteria for finding a 
church to attend: What kind of church will best fit my particular needs? What kind of 
church will minister to me? These aren’t necessarily bad things to think about in them-
selves. However, to these kinds of questions, we also need to add: What kind of church 
can I serve in? What are the needs of this church that God has equipped me to help with? 
Why does the church need me?

Questions for Personal Study

1. Have you ever thought about the church needing you to use the gifts God has given you? 
Why or why not? 
 
 

2. What are some areas in which you have served? How have they helped you to begin to 
identify your gifts? 
 
 
 
 

3. Read 1 Corinthians 12:7-11, 28-31 and Romans 12:4-8. Are any gifts listed there among 
those you (or others) have identified in yourself? 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4.If you are not currently serving in the church, what are some areas you might want to ex-
plore serving in? Who should you talk to about getting involved? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5. Read 1 Corinthians 12:4-13. According to these verses, who is the giver of spiritual gifts? 
 
 
 
 
 

6.According to verse 7, why does the Spirit give these gifts? 
 
 
 
 
 

7. How can your unique gifts contribute to “the common good” in your church? 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