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What is the church? 
This issue of Beacon Lights attempts to answer that question by explaining several aspects of the 

church. There are many things that characterize the church. The church is characterized by the pure 
preaching of the gospel. The church is described as the bride of Christ. The church is described by 
adherence to doctrinal purity. The church is militant. The church is triumphant. The church is universal. 
The church is described as the company of the elect. So many beautiful truths! 

Maybe we are fluent in all of this language about the church already. Maybe we make a 
confession that we love the church. But does our daily walk match our confession? Just as there are 
many ways to describe what the church is, there are also many ways to describe what the church is not. 
What follows is an explanation of a few of these “is nots.” These are ways the devil uses to drive a 
wedge between the reality of how we live and our confession (how we say we should live). These are 
shortcomings that we can easily fall prey to. When we identify these things in our lives, it is indicative of 
hypocrisy.  

The church is not only Protestant Reformed or even, more broadly, reformed. The church is 
universal. It is composed of members from all over the world and all periods of time throughout the 
history of mankind. 

The church is not a den of apathetic hypocrites. Christians are not called to live Christ-like for 
only one-seventh of each week. The difference between a believer and an unbeliever is not that one of 
them shows up for church on Sunday. The difference lies far deeper than the outward appearance of 
being a Christian. Being a part of the church of Jesus Christ implies that our hearts are different as well. 
But on the other hand, this change of the heart in the life of a believer should manifest itself outwardly. 
The church is not invisible to the world. The church does not blend in with the world. The church should 
be different because the church is antithetical. 

The church is not one member guarding the truth and pointing out the errors of another 
member simply because “I'm right and you're wrong” or “my knowledge is superior to your knowledge.” 
Errors do need to be pointed out and doctrinal debates must occur in order to bring clarity to certain 
issues. But doctrinal debate is not simply for the sake of knowledge. Concern for sound doctrine flows 
out of concern for the glory of God, who revealed the truth to me and to the person I may be engaged in 
a debate with. We must concern ourselves with seeking truth out of love for the brother. This must 
reveal itself practically in our conversation when we engage in such debates. In a debate does our tone 
reveal that we are seeking to smash down our opponent with our abrasive and berating language and 
superior intellect, or does it reveal a true, loving concern regarding the implications of what our brother 
believes? Sometimes we will need to say something to a brother that we know will hurt them. But 
always the question must be asked: “What is my motive?”.  There is no such thing as concern for the 
truth apart from love. If we understand sound doctrine and can explain it clearly but we don’t do it out 
of love, our knowledge and ability is nothing (1 Cor. 13:1-2).  

The church is not characterized by suspicion. If we have a problem with something someone 
said, we are not to go around to all of our friends and say, “You’ll never guess what Reverend So-and-so 
said” or “Do you know what Jim believes?”. Maybe a pastor said something that I can’t reconcile in my 
mind. Does that make me automatically suspicious of every sermon he preaches or every article or book 
he writes? How do I now talk about that pastor? Is it charitable? What should I do? Matthew 5:23-24 
speaks of a situation where we might know that someone has an unresolved problem with us. We may 
not even know why they have a problem with us. In this passage, Jesus tells us be reconciled to the 
brother before we engage in worship. If that is what is required in this situation, how much more so 



must it be required when I am the one who has a problem with something a pastor said? All of this 
applies to what we say about the meetings of classis and synod. We must submit ourselves to the 
decisions that these bodies take. If we disagree with a decision that was taken, our response must be to 
go through the proper channels in order to make our concerns heard. Our response must not be to 
speak ill of the men involved in the decision. There is a difference in saying “You’ll never guess what 
Reverend So-and-so said” and “Hey, in the sermon yesterday Rev. So-and-so said … I was going over it in 
my head and I can’t wrap my head around what he said about … What do you think about it?” 
 The church is characterized and described by many truths. In sinfulness, the church can also fail 
to live out these truths. Read about these truths in the rest of this issue of Beacon Lights. But don’t stop 
there. Live these truths. And may your confession be that of the Heidelberg Catechism in Lord’s Day 21: 
“I am, and for ever shall remain, a living member thereof.” 
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