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"Where do you go to church?”

This is often the first question new believers ask each other the first time they meet.

Next comes another set of questions:

What denomination is your church a part of?

What does your worship look like?

What exactly do you all believe?

Answering these questions can be a helpful part of building healthy relationships with other believers - knowing where we have commonalities and where we might have interesting and profitable discussions and debates.

However, when some believers ask me this and hear that the church we attend is a Confessional Reformed Baptist Church, it’s not unusual for them to ask, “what does that mean?”

This book seeks to answer that question. Throughout the book when I use “us” or “we” or “our”, I’m specifically describing what I’ve seen in my own church and in other Confessional Reformed Baptist Churches, although each local church will be unique in its own way.

The shortest and simplest answer to the question “what is a Confessional Reformed Baptist Church?” may come across as sarcastic or even arrogant, but we believe it is true: 

A Confessional Reformed Baptist Church is a biblical church.

You might not yet agree with me on that point, but I hope that the rest of this book makes the compelling case for that answer. 

This book is written by a layman for laymen. I’m not a seminary trained theologian. I care about biblical doctrine because it helps me better understand God and my relationship to Him. I’ve also sought to learn about church history because it helps me understand how theologians have built upon the study and wisdom of those that came before them to better understand what Scripture is telling us. 

This book rests most solidly on Scripture itself to explain what we believe, but also explains the history of how doctrines were clarified over time, and it also references confessions written by men in history to summarize and communicate those truths. Where I use quotes from the Bible, they will be from the New King James translation, unless otherwise noted.

The book is organized to describe Confessional Reformed Baptist Churches from the base out, with each chapter expanding the definition:


●  What is a church?

●  What is Reformed doctrine?

●  What does it mean to be baptistic?

●  Why are Reformed Baptist Churches confessional?



These chapters are followed by a chapter on the critical topics of the Moral Law and the Gospel. The book closes with a summary chapter on why all of this matters. 

Also included is an appendix summarizing the distinctives of Confessional Reformed Baptist Churches and how we differ from some other groups that those visiting our churches may visit or consider.

Finally, before I launch into the main body of this topic, it is important to acknowledge that, although I believe a Confessional Reformed Baptist Church is a biblical church, you shouldn’t expect ours to be perfect churches. 

Any church is made up of people who are products of the Fall and are flawed, just as you are. While I believe our church leaders and members are redeemed and justified by Christ’s sacrificial atonement, we are all still being sanctified and we still make mistakes. I welcome you to join with us and be part of God’s sanctifying work in our lives and in our churches to the glory of God.

I would like to acknowledge and thank those who have contributed to this book, whether they know it or not. The only thing original here is the particular ordering of words to express the ideas contained. If I have written anything innovative or new, then I have failed. The entire goal of this book is to express truths that are as ancient as the Christian faith itself, and arguably even older than that. So the first and greatest thanks goes to the almighty and omniscient God of all knowledge and creation; to Him alone belongs all praise and glory. 

Second I would like to acknowledge that every concept covered here has been written about more thoroughly and more wisely by learned men over the centuries and up to our current day. Some are named in these pages, but many have contributed to my understanding over the years and their knowledge has flowed back out in my explanations. My goal has been to synthesize and simplify for the general reader, but if there are concepts in this book that are new to you that you’d like to better understand there are undoubtedly good books available that go much deeper. If you need further reading recommendations on a given topic, ask your local Reformed Baptist pastor, or feel free to reach out to me. 

Obviously, I have been most directly impacted by my own pastors over the years at Christ Presbyterian Church (yes, I was once only mostly reformed), Covenant Bible Church, Oak Hills Presbyterian Church, Northwest Bible Church, and the Reformed Baptist Church of Kansas City. I would specifically like to thank my pastor, Martin Nish, and brothers Trey Jadlow, Jared Ball, Konrad Holden, and Randy Scott at RBCKC for reading earlier drafts of this book, graciously correcting my theological errors, pointing out over-simplifications, and helping me see ways I could explain things more clearly. 

Finally, I would like to thank my son Kevin and especially my wife Donna for reading many drafts, copy editing, helping with wording, and generally supporting me in this work.

Just like me, this book is not perfect. I welcome any constructive feedback offered to encourage this publication to better reflect what a Confessional Reformed Baptist Church is. Please send it to me at russ.mcguire@gmail.com.
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Chapter 1: What is a Church?
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The Greek word ekklesia is the New Testament word most often translated into English as “church”.  

Ekklesia appears in 111 verses in the New Testament - twice in Matthew, 23 times in Acts, 61 times in Paul’s epistles, twice in Hebrews, once in James, three times in 3 John, and 19 times in Revelation.

But not all of these uses of the word ekklesia are used to describe what we would think of today as a local church. For example, in the first chapter of Paul’s letter to the Galatians we come across two uses of the word ekklesia that demonstrates two different meanings of the word.


●  “Paul, an apostle—sent not from men nor by a man, but by Jesus Christ and God the Father, who raised him from the dead—and all the brothers and sisters[ with me, To the churches in Galatia:” (Galatians 1:1,2)

●  “For you have heard of my previous way of life in Judaism, how intensely I persecuted the church of God and tried to destroy it.” (Galatians 1:13)



The first quote clearly references multiple local churches in the region of Galatia, but the second quote uses the word to describe what is often called the universal church. 

It is that first use of the word that is most common in the New Testament and the one that helps us answer the question “what is a church?”

The focus upon the local church is seen, for example, in how Paul often opens his letters with a greeting to a specific church:


●  “To the church of God which is at Corinth...” (1 Corinthians 1:2; 2 Corinthians 2:1b)

●  “...To the churches of Galatia...” (Galatians 1:2)

●  “...To the church of the Thessalonians...” (1 Thessalonians 1:1; 2 Thessalonians 1:1)



The book of Revelation is a letter from John to seven specific local churches and begins with a vision used by God to communicate specific messages to those churches:


●  “John, to the seven churches which are in Asia...” (Revelation 1:4)

●  ...“What you see, write in a book and send it to the seven churches which are in Asia: to Ephesus, to Smyrna, to Pergamos, to Thyatira, to Sardis, to Philadelphia, and to Laodicea.” (Revelation 1:11)



Local churches are formed in obedience to the Great Commission given by Christ to His apostles: 


And Jesus came and spoke to them, saying, “All authority has been given to Me in heaven and on earth.  Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all things that I have commanded you; and lo, I am with you always, even to the end of the age.” Amen. (Matthew 28:18-20)



From this, we see several key characteristics of a local church:


●  Christ is the Head of each local church

●  A local church preaches the Gospel (makes disciples)

●  A local church baptizes disciples

●  A local church teaches baptized disciples to observe His commandments

●  Christ is present in the local church



Believers become members of the local church:


●  “And with many other words he testified and exhorted them, saying, “Be saved from this perverse generation.” Then those who gladly received his word were baptized; and that day about three thousand souls were added to them. And they continued steadfastly in the apostles’ doctrine and fellowship, in the breaking of bread, and in prayers.” (Acts 2:40-42)

●  “And the Lord added to the church daily those who were being saved.” (Acts 2:47)

●  “So the churches were strengthened in the faith, and increased in number daily.” (Acts 16:5)



Confessional Reformed Baptist Churches hold to the centrality of the local church in the ministry of Christ to the world and the spiritual life of the Christian. The local church is where individual Christians live and serve and grow as a church family to orderly carry out the work of Christ through His universal church.

The Bible describes the church family relationship as being “members of one another” and encourages us to live together in a loving and mutually supporting way as reflected in all the “one another” verses in the New Testament:


●  “so we, being many, are one body in Christ, and individually members of one another.” (Romans 12:5)

●  “Therefore, putting away lying, ‘Let each one of you speak truth with his neighbor,' for we are members of one another.” (Ephesians 4:25)

●  “A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another; as I have loved you, that you also love one another. By this all will know that you are My disciples, if you have love for one another.” (John 13:34,35)

●  “Be kindly affectionate to one another with brotherly love, in honor giving preference to one another;” (Romans 12:10)

●  “Be of the same mind toward one another. Do not set your mind on high things, but associate with the humble. Do not be wise in your own opinion.” (Romans 12:16)

●  “Now may the God of patience and comfort grant you to be like-minded toward one another, according to Christ Jesus,” (Romans 15:5)

●  “Therefore let us pursue the things which make for peace and the things by which one may edify another.” (Romans 14:19)

●  “Therefore comfort each other and edify one another, just as you also are doing.” (1 Thessalonians 5:11)

●  “And do not be drunk with wine, in which is dissipation; but be filled with the Spirit, speaking to one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making melody in your heart to the Lord, giving thanks always for all things to God the Father in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, submitting to one another in the fear of God.” (Ephesians 5:18-21)

●  “Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly in all wisdom, teaching and admonishing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing with grace in your hearts to the Lord. And whatever you do in word or deed, do all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through Him.” (Colossians 3:16,17)

●  “Therefore receive one another, just as Christ also received us, to the glory of God.” (Romans 15:7)

●  “Now I myself am confident concerning you, my brethren, that you also are full of goodness, filled with all knowledge, able also to admonish one another.” (Romans 15:14)

●  “Greet one another with a holy kiss. The churches of Christ greet you.” (Romans 16:16)

●  “that there should be no schism in the body, but that the members should have the same care for one another. And if one member suffers, all the members suffer with it; or if one member is honored, all the members rejoice with it.” (1 Corinthians 12:25,26)

●  “For you, brethren, have been called to liberty; only do not use liberty as an opportunity for the flesh, but through love serve one another.” (Galatians 5:13)

●  “Bear one another’s burdens, and so fulfill the law of Christ.” (Galatians 6:2)

●  “with all lowliness and gentleness, with longsuffering, bearing with one another in love,” (Ephesians 4:2)

●  “And be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, even as God in Christ forgave you.” (Ephesians 4:32)

●  “bearing with one another, and forgiving one another, if anyone has a complaint against another; even as Christ forgave you, so you also must do.” (Colossians 3:13)

●  “Likewise you younger people, submit yourselves to your elders. Yes, all of you be submissive to one another, and be clothed with humility, for ‘God resists the proud, But gives grace to the humble.’” (1 Peter 5:5)

●  “Let nothing be done through selfish ambition or conceit, but in lowliness of mind let each esteem others better than himself. Let each of you look out not only for his own interests, but also for the interests of others.” (Philippians 2:3,4)

●  “Therefore comfort one another with these words.” (1 Thessalonians 4:18)

●  “but exhort one another daily, while it is called ‘Today,’ lest any of you be hardened through the deceitfulness of sin.” (Hebrews 3:13)

●  “And let us consider one another in order to stir up love and good works,” (Hebrews 10:24)

●  “Be hospitable to one another without grumbling. As each one has received a gift, minister it to one another, as good stewards of the manifold grace of God.” (1 Peter 4:9,10)

●  “Confess your trespasses to one another, and pray for one another, that you may be healed. The effective, fervent prayer of a righteous man avails much.” (James 5:16)



The local church is a body of Christ. Under Christ’s headship, local churches are led by officers. The Bible specifically identifies the offices of elder (also called pastor, overseer, or bishop) and deacon:


●  “Paul and Timothy, bondservants of Jesus Christ, To all the saints in Christ Jesus who are in Philippi, with the bishops and deacons:” (Philippians 1:1)

●  “This is a faithful saying: If a man desires the position of a bishop, he desires a good work.” (1 Timothy 3:1)

●  “From Miletus he sent to Ephesus and called for the elders of the church.” (Acts 20:17)

●  “Therefore take heed to yourselves and to all the flock, among which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to shepherd the church of God which He purchased with His own blood.” (Acts 20:28)

●  “The elders who are among you I exhort, I who am a fellow elder and a witness of the sufferings of Christ, and also a partaker of the glory that will be revealed: Shepherd the flock of God which is among you, serving as overseers, not by compulsion but willingly, not for dishonest gain but eagerly;” (1 Peter 5:1,2)

●  “Likewise deacons must be reverent, not double-tongued, not given to much wine, not greedy for money, holding the mystery of the faith with a pure conscience.” (1 Timothy 3:8,9)



Pastors, under the headship of Jesus Christ, the Head Shepherd, are to shepherd the flock. Deacons, under the authority of pastors, are to lead in ministry of mercy and the practical needs of the church. Christ gave to the local church (through His apostles) the Great Commission and the ordinances (sometimes called sacraments). So the local church is to be involved in evangelism, church planting, and sending and supporting missionaries, as well as administering baptism and the Lord’s Supper.

The local church exercises discipline over its members:


●  “And if he refuses to hear them, tell it to the church. But if he refuses even to hear the church, let him be to you like a heathen and a tax collector.” (Matthew 18:17)

●  “But we command you, brethren, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that you withdraw from every brother who walks disorderly and not according to the tradition which he received from us.” (2 Thessalonians 3:6)

●  “And if anyone does not obey our word in this epistle, note that person and do not keep company with him, that he may be ashamed. Yet do not count him as an enemy, but admonish him as a brother.” (2 Thessalonians 3:14,15)

●  “But now I have written to you not to keep company with anyone named a brother, who is sexually immoral, or covetous, or an idolater, or a reviler, or a drunkard, or an extortioner—not even to eat with such a person. For what have I to do with judging those also who are outside? Do you not judge those who are inside? But those who are outside God judges. Therefore ‘put away from yourselves the evil person.’” (1 Corinthians 5:11-13)

●  “Obey those who rule over you, and be submissive, for they watch out for your souls, as those who must give account. Let them do so with joy and not with grief, for that would be unprofitable for you.” (Hebrews 13:17)



Confessional Reformed Baptist Churches have a high view and priority of the Word of God and the worship of God. This is clearly seen in their Lord’s Day Sabbath worship, where one day out of seven is set apart with the highlight of corporate worship of God in Christ by the Spirit with the singing, reading, praying, and preaching of the Word of God.


●  “But the hour is coming, and now is, when the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth; for the Father is seeking such to worship Him. God is Spirit, and those who worship Him must worship in spirit and truth.” (John 4:23-24)

●  “Remember the Sabbath
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