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Let me say at the beginning that I believe that the Westminster Confession of Faith and Catechisms (WCF, WLC, WSC) are one of the best summaries of important doctrines for Christian maturity and healthy Christianity, often called Reformed theology. While not every possible biblical topic is developed, WCF-WLC-WSC give a concise summary of some of the most important ones. We admit that not everything in these documents is necessary to believe in order to be saved, but also add that they are good for maturity and health, for growing up in to the maturity of Christ and the Gospel. In most Reformed churches elders and deacons must believe the details of these documents in order to be selected for service. As leaders they must guard and strengthen the church in healthy doctrine. Church members do not have to believe all these details in order to become members or have assurance of salvation. 

However, not everyone defines the value of the WCF, WLC, WSC in these ways. Some may understand that all Christians must believe the entirety of these documents to be saved, while those who do not believe all these details will not be saved. I have occasionally heard a vocal minority say that any who believe in the free will of man to choose salvation (Arminian theology) will not be saved, while only those who believe the Reformed view that God chooses, elects and provides all the means for salvation will be saved. I don’t believe this is a valid conclusion from the New Testament biblical data. Church membership practices regarding who is eligible to receive baptism and take the Lord’s Supper in the majority of conservative Reformed churches would verify this. Generally speaking, receiving baptism and participation in the Lord’s Supper requires a simple repentance for personal sins and statement of belief that the only way of salvation is that God forgives my sins through hearing with faith in the person and work of Jesus Christ the Lord on the cross and credits his righteousness by faith that God raised him from the dead and seated him in the place of anointed High Priest, King-Lord, and Prophet at his right hand. Generally, a Christian seeking membership in a Reformed church is also required to publicly state his/her faith and promise to serve in that church, tithe and submit to the leaders of that local body. These are wise requirements to establish for new members since they establish a mutual commitment between leaders to shepherd the specifically defined members and for members to commit to building up that particular church body with spiritual gifts and financial support.

Therefore, in this article I would like to try to start from a framework of essential New Testament theology in terms of the major New Testament issues that all Bible believing conservatives should promote and defend. Then I want to interact with the reality of so many denominations and come to some conclusions about how Reformed Christians should gently engage other denominational groups and individuals, avoiding unnecessary divisiveness among believers who differ on matters of minor importance.  Obviously there are numerous perspectives in what are New Testament essentials and what are minor differences, so the best I can hope for here is to show you my framework and why I have chosen these items, asking for you to consider the merits and revise any weaknesses you may observe.  The content for this article was generated in my New Testament Theology course, based in part on a sermon series I preached several years ago at Friendship Presbyterian Church English section, called “The Church Christ is Building.”   

Let me first explain what areas I considered to develop this framework. First I considered New Testament descriptions, both doctrinal formulations and accounts of individuals, of who will be saved and who will not be saved: accounts in Acts, the thief on the cross, the parable of the publican and the tax collector, and the commands of Jesus & the apostles in relation to the Gospel message and how to respond to it. Second, my own study and teaching of the New Testament books in their own contexts. Third, I considered the marks of the true church in Reformation church history definitions, namely, the proper preaching of the Word, proper administration of the sacraments, and church discipline. Fourth, what issues became central to the church’s defense of biblical truth throughout history and what was defined as heresy? What doctrinal boundaries were established with church creeds and confessions? Fifth, what issues are considered matters of church discipline in evangelical or Reformed churches, such that one could be excommunicate from the church for failure to repent for those sins? Jay Adams’ Handbook of Church Discipline, (translated) or denominational handbooks of church order and discipline give important guidelines. Sixth, what emphases do the pastoral epistles of Timothy and Titus give us for themes that young pastors ought to focus on, in addition to Paul’s speech to the Ephesians elders in Acts 20? Seventh, what good books can help us define healthy church theology, particularly New Testament theologies? Some of my favorites are New Testament Biblical Theology by G.K. Beale, Magnifying God in Christ: A Summary of New Testament Theology, Thomas R. Schreiner, New Testament Theology by Donald Guthrie, Theology of the New Testament: A Canonical and Synthetic Approach by Frank Thielman, (none of the above are translated), and also valuable for providing a collection of important application themes, these translated works The Mission of God’s People by J. Christopher Wright, and The Nine Marks of Healthy Churches by Mark Dever. These seven areas of study contribute to forming the outline and conclusions that follow. 

What are the New Testament issues that the Apostles will fight to defend? 
Doctrine of salvation through the person and work of the Triune God and the right way to love and worship God: Galatians shows us the defense of the purity of the biblical-apostolic revelation of the Gospel of salvation. Here I prefer to use the 5 Reformation solas as a simple framework because they fit well with themes emphasized in the New Testament letters of Paul: Scripture alone, Christ alone as the way to the Father (including right teaching about his person as fully God with all the divine nature and fully human, as the OT Messiah, yet without sin), grace alone, faith alone, for the glory of God alone. Galatians highlights that salvation cannot be Jesus + circumcision (and foods or ceremonial days), for this is a different gospel, a cursed gospel, that if one believes he/she is cut off from Christ’s grace (Gal 1:6-12; 3:1-5; 5:1-4; Acts 15:1, 5, 8-11). The essential themes of salvation are defended by Paul and other views are excluded. Simply summarized, sins against the correct knowledge of the Triune God and the proper way to worship God in the first, second and third commandments are forbidden, and the message of the Gospel shows the proper way to worship God through Jesus Christ and the gift of the Spirit (Exod 20:1-7)
Ethical purity of the individual believers: Jude 1:3-4 and context indicates that we should defend the church from immorality, particularly errors that excuse sins and do not command repentance, because of a distorted teaching on permissive grace. Similar explicit teaching is given in Romans 6:1-4; 14:17-18; 1 Corinthians 6:9-11 and Titus 2:11-14, such as those who will not inherit the kingdom (Gal 5:19-21; Rev 21:8). Simply summarized, sins against the moral law, (Exodus 20:8-17) 4th-10th commandments are forbidden, while the nature of love for one another in the positive meaning of each command is expected (Romans 13:1-10; Gal 5:13-16; 1 Cor 13; see Westminster Larger Catechism Q & A 91-153). 
Unity of the visible church in love: Biting and devouring other believers is a fundamental problem in the early church that led to destroying one another (Gal 5:15; Rom 14:15, 20), thus the commands to preserve the unity of the church within the proper biblical teaching of the pastors and teachers (Eph 4:1-13; John 17; 1 Cor 13; Rom 14:17-18). Believers are to discern the unity of the body of believers in the self-examination required to take the Lord’s Supper in a worthy manner and protect this unity within the two doctrinal and ethical categories noted above (1 Cor 11:28-30).   
Judicial authority of church leadership: the elders and leaders of the church were to exercise authority in ways that defend the church from people or false teachers that would damage the three areas above and select leaders who promote healthy application of all four of these areas (1 Cor 5; 2 John 1:10-11; Acts 20:28-31; 2 Timothy).

If these four essential areas are not present in a church or denomination, we should consider whether we have enough influence to reform that church or denomination according to these principles, or whether we should leave that church for another fellowship that is more faithful to these principles. 
What are the minor disputable matters in the New Testament church when Paul tells believers to accept each other’s differences without fighting? 
The disputes between Jewish Christians and the Gentile Christians noted in Romans 14:1-15:7 gives an excellent example of mutual acceptance over minor differences. Paul both rebukes their unnecessary mutual condemnation and instructs them to accept each other’s differences. Ceremonial practices of the Jews did not so easily get put aside (foods, drinks, special days in the Jewish calendar). The Jewish background believers were interpreting the same Old Testament as the Gentiles, but came to different interpretive conclusions in their individual consciences. Paul permits private observance of some OT ceremonial laws by Jewish background believers who cannot in good conscience stop these practices. Paul tells the Gentiles with the stronger consciences to accept these weaknesses in their Jewish brothers and sisters without condemning, and tells Jewish believers not to condemn the freedoms of their Gentile brothers and sisters. He points us to accepting all whom Christ has accepted (Rom 15:7). In the early church this was applied by accepting those who had received the Holy Spirit, which was the sign of God’s acceptance (See Peter’s description in Acts 15:8-11 compared with Romans 15:7). We should accept all believers who have received the Holy Spirit. These minor issues do not get defined as essential kingdom issues of “righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit,” though arguing over these minor difference to the point of mutual condemnation would be a sin against the essential kingdom issues of church “peace and joy in the Holy Spirit” (Rom 14:17; see Paul’s use of these words throughout Romans for definitions: righteousness means God’s righteousness revealed in the Gospel, credited to believers through faith, and as the righteousness of holy living, peace with God and man, and joy in relation to our promised salvation). 

The following is a list I developed of 21 topical categories that Christians have differences related to Bible interpretation, but in my understanding, should not normally be defined as essential issues in relation to salvation because they do not get defined as essential kingdom issues of “righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit.” 
TYPICAL DISPUTABLE MATTERS: some of the issues noted below have been emphasized by various Christian groups as being so significant that they needed to form new denominations in order to practice their differences. However, differences in these areas below ought not to lead to condemnation of others as non-Christians who will not be saved because of their different practices or views in these areas. We should accept each other’s differences in these areas and accept one another as Christ has accepted us. This will probably not mean that we should dissolve denominational differences, but that we can seek ways to cooperate with other denominations sharing common beliefs about essentials where possible, and when referring to other individuals or denominations that share essentials, we refer to one another as brothers and sisters in Christ. We will avoid divisive condemnation of other denominational groups. If we must disagree, we will specifically note who within that group we disagree with, rather than assuming all of that denomination share in the same disagreement.   

1.  DRINKS: wine or alcoholic drinks, drinking coffee or tea

2.  FOODS: eating chocolate, eating junk food, natural vs. genetically modified foods

3.  SMOKING: smoking cigarettes or marijuana

4.  MEDICINES: drug use, including psychiatric drugs, pain killers, beetle nut, vitamins, medicines, modern medicine vs. faith healing or traditional medicine

5.  MEDICAL ETHICS: cloning, in vitro fertilization, artificial insemination, birth control, sterilization, brain stem cell research, is abortion acceptable in rare cases where the life of the mother is truly in danger? 

6.  DEFENSE: guns or weapons ownership, involvement in civil or international wars

7.  ENTERTAINMENT: use of free time, card playing, gambling, watching certain movies or TV shows, reading Harry Potter books, reading other books with questionable moral content like horror stories, ghost stories, murder mysteries, romance novels, books with sexual content, computer games, music styles and lyrics

8.  WEALTH: stock market, banking, use of discretionary money, tithing, credit cards, home & land ownership, car ownership, simple lifestyle

9.  ECONOMICS: capitalism vs. other economic systems

10.  GOVERNMENT: republic or democracy or other governments, social security, political party

11.  APPEARANCE: men wearing earrings, jewelry, long hair or wearing hats in church, women: skirt length, spaghetti strap tops or dresses, tube tops, pants, tops that show a bra underneath, nylons, heel sizes, open toed shoes, open heel shoes, colors of clothing, earrings, jewelry or make-up, hair length, covered head

12.  RELATIONSHIPS: dating, divorce, remarriage, polygamy in some African & American sub-cultures

13.  EDUCATION: home school, public school, Christian school

14.  WORLD RESOURCES: animal rights, animals used in experiments, endangered species vs. use of land, sea and natural resources, air pollution, global warming

15.  CHURCH GOVERNMENT: (congregational, Presbyterian, Episcopal, Roman Catholic [but their teaching on essentials is wrong]), the role of women in the church

16.  BAPTISM: Who should be baptized: Adults only or infants also? Method of baptism: immersion or sprinkling?

17.  HOLY DAYS: Sabbath or Lord’s Day practices, observing a religious calendar (Christmas, Easter, Lent, Passover, Epiphany, etc)

18.  OLD TESTMENT INTERPRETATION: circumcision, foods, drinks, food offered to idols, theonomists want to apply the OT law to civil society, those who believe Ten Commandments do not apply in age of grace, creation in 6 literal days vs. scientific views of very old earth, eating blood rice cakes or blood pudding

19.  WORSHIP: singing of psalms, worship without musical accompaniment, types of instruments allowed in a worship service, types of music allowed in a worship service, worship styles, what is permitted in worship services

20.  GIFTS OF THE SPIRIT: charismatic views, cessationist views

21.  END TIMES PROPHECY: pre-millenial, post millenial, amillenial, the number 666 in society, the beast, interpreting the book of Revelation
Here is my list of questions for choosing a healthy Christian church denomination:
1) Do you see evidences of the fundamental confessions of healthy churches? 
Choose a church that believes she should teach, preach, evangelize and exercise church discipline under the God-breathed authority of the 66 books of Old and New Testaments, the Holy Bible (Eph 2:20; 2 Tim 3:16-17). Choose a church that wants all people to give all glory to the sovereign God (Eph 1:6, 12, 14) who graciously saves sinners (Acts 20:24) who publicly confess that “Jesus is the Lord and Christ, the Son of the living God” (Matt 16:16; Rom 10:9), and confidently believe that God raised him from death by the power of the Spirit (Rom 4:24-25; 10:9-10; 1:4-5; 8:13). 
2) Do you see evidences of the fundamental practices of healthy churches? 
Choose a church that believes she should have fellowship together characterized by joy in the Holy Spirit (1 Thess 1:6), devotion to church practices of eating meals & the Lord’s Supper together, generous giving to meet each other’s needs, studying the Bible and hearing it taught and preached, and worship of our Triune God (Acts 2:41-47). Choose a church that shows the world that they are Christ’s disciples by their love (John 13:35), so that by the grace of our sovereign God they will attract non-Christians to their joy-filled (Acts 13:52), fear-of-God-inspiring (Prov 9:10; Acts 5:1-11; 1 Cor 14:24-25) fellowship as they use their gifts in the church (1 Pet 4:10-11), witness to his wondrous salvation (Acts 4:29-33) and serve people with mercy, skill, integrity and stewardship in the family, workplace, community and society (Gal 6:9-10;1 Tim 5:4, 8; Matt 25:31-45). 
3) Do you see evidences of biblical boundaries for unity and separation maintained by healthy churches? Romans 14:1-15:7; Acts 15:7-11; Matthew 18:15-17
Choose a church that believes she should unite as believers within the boundaries of the fundamentals of church confession and practice and call those who have received the Holy Spirit brothers and sisters in Christ. Choose a church that believes her unity is both spiritual and associational in various national Christian organizations, publishing & teaching ministries, schools and mission boards but not necessarily denominational with everyone joining the same local church body. Since various differences on disputable matters can be held as convictions of conscience within like-minded local assemblies, choose a church that believes that denominational differences within categories of disputable matters allow greater peace between us and permit us mutual opportunities to persuade others to examine our differing models of Christian maturity for the greater benefit of all believers. Choose a church that repents of sins of rivalry, divisiveness because of differences over disputable matters and of treating Spirit-indwelt Christians with contempt and judgment. Choose a church that believes that when evil creeps into their denomination, they must guard the holiness of the church using the three stages of discipline: individual correction, team rebuke, and church excommunication. Those evils could be described as unfaithful representation of God’s primacy and the path of salvation, failure in stewardship of fundamental church practice, and failures in stewardship of church peace, property ownership, and God-given pleasures.
Lots of other reason exist for choosing churches. Below I list typical non-essential or practical reasons why Christians choose or change denominations in transitional times.
TRADITION
Emotional identification & familiarity (born & raised a …)

PROGRAM CHOICES
Christians are attracted to different models of community (large church with multiple staff offers more need-meeting programs, small church offers more closeness and opportunities for participation) looking for remedies to weaknesses in previous churches: Attracted by better worship styles, preacher, pastor or church staff people, clearer vision with administratively gifted people are carrying out the vision, meeting budget with stewardship & wise use of finances in trust-protecting ways, Christians who have been sinned against find better support and encouragement (abused, divorced, mistreated, persecuted), good gifts training and service opportunities, potlucks offer great food, nursery facilities staffed by capable people, youth & children’s program
NATURAL RELATIONSHIPS
Have good & trusted friends who attend a particular church, or easy to make new friends with similar life contexts, Church culture & members attract those with shared linguistic, national or cultural backgrounds (Richard H. Neibuhr’s book on The Social Sources of Denominationalism), Available singles looking to get married
DOCTRINAL SHIFTS
New identification with the doctrinal statement promoted by the church, either through self-study, others’ recommendation or seminary classes

Christians often grow from simpler models of maturity and visions of God & salvation to appreciate the more complex and more biblically thorough model of maturity presented by another denomination and switch churches. 

Christians struggling with life damaging sins find another denomination that offers better counsel, teaching and support that helps them repent and change.
GEOGRAPHY & FACILITY
The church is in a convenient location with convenient transportation
The building style, smells, atmosphere, air temperature, sound system volume, technology & hardware are appealing, enough women’s bathrooms for the women, safe nursery facilities

Advertising and website allows people to find the church
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