
A few people have asked about our church’s approach to the COVID restrictions. We see 
other churches in our province and country paying a high cost to keep meeting in person. 
Why wouldn’t we do the same? 
 
Conversely, why do we go to such lengths to allow for in-person meetings amidst a 
pandemic? Why do we do things like sing, take communion, baptize, and hold youth 
services in such a time? Aren’t we jeopardizing lives by doing so? 
 
These are not simple questions. As the Christian community at large sorts through these 
questions, we are grateful for the variety of stances various churches have taken. In order 
to navigate these complex questions, the broader church will need to listen and learn from 
each other as we all grapple with the Scriptures. The key, of course, is that we allow the full 
counsel of God’s Word drive how we think and respond. 
 
This letter is an attempt to explain the Scriptural principles that have led our elders to the 
stance we have taken. 
 
One more preliminary comment, this one a personal one. In my pastoral ministry, I have 
long advocated for never closing the doors of the church. Some churches would close their 
doors when Christmas fell on a Sunday; this grieved me. When I came to Maple Avenue, I 
made clear that our doors would not be closed – including for inclement weather. On the 
Sunday of the 2013 ice storm, about twenty of us gathered in the gym as I led us through 
singing, prayers, and sermon. So when the world began to react to the COVID pandemic, I 
remember thinking to myself that our church would never close its doors. 
 
I say that just so you know my own disposition. It is such because I am convinced from 
Scripture about the priority of meeting with God’s people. This is so important to me, I 
insisted that Karen and I attend church the day after we were married! 
 
So why have I joined with the other elders in landing where we’ve landed? Here is how the 
Scriptures have led us to our conclusions. 
 

1. On matters of faith and conscience, the State does not have binding authority over 
the individual or the church. God is the higher authority, so we must always choose 
to obey him over man (Acts 4:19, 5:29; Ephesians 4:15). This position is a part of 
our doctrinal statement as a church (see articles 11 and 12). 
[Note: This is why we strongly oppose the government’s actions in fining and closing 
down churches who have chosen to meet, even though we may not agree with how 
those churches have acted. For a helpful article on this, click here and here.] 

 
2. God has instituted civil government as a means of regulating man’s evil nature 

(Genesis 9:5-6). Left unchecked, mankind would do heinous things. So even bad 
governments are part of the good institution God has ordained. Therefore, God calls 
on us to obey the government except where it would cause us to disobey God 
(Romans 13:1-7; 1 Peter 2:13-17). This position is a part of our doctrinal statement 
as a church (see article 14). 
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[Note: This is why we need to exercise care in how we speak about the authorities God 
has placed over us, even when we disagree with them. In a democracy, the place of 
public discourse is critical. Our voice needs to be heard, particularly when it is a 
contrary voice. The voice of Christians is particularly important in pursuing the public 
good. But we must express our view in a way that shows honour for the authorities 
God has placed over us. For more on this, read Titus 3:1-5 and the surrounding context 
of 1 Peter 2.] 
 

3. The New Testament commands us to prioritize gathering weekly with God’s people. 
The Old Testament set out a weekly Sabbath day for God’s people, and one key 
expression of this amongst the Jewish people was the synagogue, a weekly gathering 
around God’s Word. The New Testament explains how to fulfill this in light of 
Christ’s coming. We are not to forsake assembling together (Hebrews 10:24-25), 
and our gathering should prioritize God’s Word, prayer, and communion (Acts 2:42-
47; 1 Timothy 4:11-16). We do this, even as we await the truer and fuller Sabbath 
rest that Jesus will ultimately bring (Hebrews 4:1-11). Because Jesus is our ultimate 
rest, Christians have historically prioritized meeting on Sunday, the day of Jesus’ 
resurrection. This position is part of our doctrinal statement as a church (see article 
13). 
[Note: This is why church should be one of the last things cut from our lives when we 
seek to limit our public interaction. While some in good conscience cannot join in our 
gathering, it should not be one of the easy things to cut from our lives. If we do not 
attend church, it might be worth asking what we choose to do. Are those other affairs 
more important?] 
 

4. Church is not simply sitting in an auditorium and listening to teaching and music. 
The church is what happens when Christians gather together as a family, each 
serving one another and lovingly speaking truth into each other’s lives (Ephesians 
4:11-16). The body only functions well when we are lovingly connected to one 
another, each doing our part (1 Corinthians 12:12-27). This position is part of our 
doctrinal statement of our church (see article 9). 
[Note: This is why livestream or televised services are not “church” and cannot be a 
replacement for it. One danger posed by us using this medium is that it can lead us to 
think that the up-front content is the essence of what church is. In reality, the up-front 
content is merely a means to serving our mutual edification and growth together. You 
may notice that we have done our best to make the livestream service feel as much like 
our regular services as possible, instead of going for the most polish or highest 
production values. This is intentional because we want to encourage a longing for 
what we’re missing.] 
 

5. The commands of #3 notwithstanding, there are times when Christians should 
refrain from meeting. Jesus addressed the Pharisees’ rigid adherence to their form 
of Sabbath-keeping by reminding them that “the Sabbath was made for man, not 
man for the Sabbath” (Mark 2:27). As he would explain it, the Sabbath is a day that 
should be marked by love and concern for others – doing good. In keeping with this, 
Christians have allowed people to miss the church gathering for reasons like: being 



ill or shut-in, or times of war or pandemic. These absences should always be grieved. 
Missing church should never be done willy-nilly or casually. 
[Note: The fact that there are some exceptions to the command to gather has never 
been controversial. The question becomes what constitutes a valid exception. Richard 
Baxter, a 17th century Puritan minister, offered his helpful answer to the question 
here.] 
 

6. The Scriptures emphasize how highly God values unity amongst his people (Psalm 
133; John 17:20-23; Ephesians 4:1-17). But unity is not manufactured or fake. It 
comes from us having the same Lord and the same Spirit. So when the Bible is clear 
about a matter, Christian unity must be driven by unity around the truth (Ephesians 
4:11-17; Philippians 1:27; 1 John 2:19-21). But when the Bible allows for differences 
of conscience, unity must be driven by love for one another and concern for the 
weaker brother (Romans 14, 1 Corinthians 10:23-33). 
 

7. Amidst the COVID pandemic, there are some in our church who feel we should be 
gathering for worship regardless of the regulations. There are others who feel it is 
wrong or irresponsible for us to gather in this season. The rest fall at various points 
along the spectrum. The underlying question on which we disagree is whether this 
pandemic falls into the exception outlined in #5 above – does this particular 
pandemic constitute a valid exception to the regular, corporate gathering of God’s 
people? Some would say it does; others would say it doesn’t. Generally, the 
difference lies in how we answer one or both of the following questions: 

a. How serious is the COVID pandemic? 
b. Is the government acting with ill motive? 

Because these two questions are not answered by the Bible, they are issues of 
conscience for each believer. We can reasonably disagree over these questions 
without denying the Bible. 

 
8. Because the elders believe that it is an issue of conscience whether or not one thinks 

the COVID pandemic falls into the exception outlined in #5 above, we are doing our 
best to create an environment that best preserves unity so that people of varying 
COVID perspectives can dwell in unity together at our church. We believe this is a 
good witness to the world and that it glorifies God. It would be sad for us if, post-
pandemic, Ontario was divided into churches made up of people primarily based on 
their COVID perspective. 
[Note: This is why we are doing everything we can to have our doors open to allow in-
person meetings for those whose conscience compels them to meet in person, while not 
defying regulations and recommendations that would trouble those who are more 
cautious. It is why we are doing everything we can to obey God’s clear commands to 
the church about what we are to do when we gather while doing it in a way that 
follows health official recommendations. It is why we purposefully address both sides 
of the spectrum as part of our church body. It is why we won’t deny people entrance 
who cannot in good conscience wear a mask (or get a vaccine) but why we still 
encourage the use of masks.] 
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9. As Christians seek to convince others of their respective views, other important 
principles have emerged. I’d like to make brief comment on a few of the most used: 

a. Christians should be driven by love of neighbour. They should be willing 
to lay aside their own good or convenience to help the vulnerable and needy 
amongst us. While this point is typically made by those with more cautious 
views of COVID, it is critical for all of us to continue to check our hearts and 
ensure that it is love for our fellow man that is driving us. It is important to 
note that many who are concerned about how Ontario is responding to 
COVID are likewise driven by love. For example, those who are less cautious 
might feel restrictions are doing more harm than good; or they might feel 
they are resisting a totalitarian tendency that has proven historically 
destructive to human flourishing. The point is, we must all be driven by love. 
This principle does not settle the question for one side or the other. 

b. Christians shouldn’t be driven by worry or fear. Christians are distinct 
from the world, in part because we are anchored amidst the storm. When the 
world is feasting on the media which drives hysteria, Christians are feeding 
on the Word which breeds peace. While this point is typically made by those 
with more skeptical views of COVID, it is critical for all of us to continue to 
check our hearts and ensure that we are not driven by fear or worry. For 
example, those who aren’t wearing masks or abiding by restrictions could be 
doing so out of fear. Their consumption of social media could be driving a 
different kind of hysteria. The point is, we all must be rooted in Christ instead 
of worry and fear. This principle does not settle the question for one side or 
the other. 

c. Christians should have a submissive and gracious posture toward civil 
authorities. When many in the world chafe at authority, Christians should be 
characterized by gracious submission. This point is often used as a “case 
closed” argument for why churches and Christians should simply abide by 
government regulations. But it is more complex than that. Consider: 

i. We live in a representative democracy. This means we are called to 
raise our voices and interact in the public sphere, hashing out 
important matters together. This is actually a part of how we submit. 
Silent acquiescence to something we sense is wrong runs contrary to 
the very fibers that allow our nation to thrive. We should never ask 
people to be silent or mute their voices; but whatever our voice – and 
whatever side we stand on – Titus 3:1-5 should characterize our tenor 
and our speech. 

ii. As explained above in #1, submission to government only goes so far. 
It must not drive us to disobey God or violate our conscience. The fact 
that someone else’s conscience has landed differently doesn’t mean 
they are unsubmissive people. Conversely, those who feel they must 
defy government regulations should take pains to make sure they are 
conveying an overall heart of submission in their life. 

The point is, we must all have a heart of submission – to God first, and then to 
civil leaders. But this principle does not settle the question for one side or the 
other. 



d. Christians shouldn’t let Caesar rule the church. This is absolutely true. 
Christ is the head of the church, not any man or institution. We obey Jesus 
alone. We only obey the civil authorities because Jesus has commanded us to 
do so. Anybody who feels torn between obeying Jesus and obeying the 
magistrate should always choose to obey Jesus. This point is often used by 
those who advocate resisting government regulations. The problem with this 
line of rhetoric is that it assumes the worst about a brother. Perhaps there 
are some who have made their decisions to follow regulations because they 
are obeying Caesar instead of Jesus. Those leaders should repent. But many 
others – like our own church – have chosen a different path precisely because 
we’re trying to obey the Scriptures as best we can. The point is, we must all 
allow the full counsel of God’s Word to direct our actions in this unique 
season because Christ alone is the head of his church. But this principle does 
not settle the question for one side or the other. 

 
For those who’ve made it this far, thank you for taking the time to read through this. I hope 
it helps you better understand what we’re doing and why we’re doing it. We don’t presume 
to have the market cornered on how to best live out the Bible in this season, but we are 
doing our best. We respect those who are fleshing it out in different ways than us. If the 
universal church ever needed to be united amidst our differences, it is now. 
 
It should be noted that there are a spectrum of views held amongst the elders, too. We 
don’t all think identically. If someone else were writing this summary, it would look and 
sound differently. So even while this represents our collective position, it is my own 
expression of it. 
 
I hope, by God’s grace, it is helpful. 
 
On behalf of the elders, 
 
James Seward 
 


