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      Distinct, Not Designed

      Implications for the Corporate Life of the Church

      Remember before there were designer jeans? You went to the store and bought a generic pair of jeans because that’s all there was.

      That changed in the mid-1970s. I remember it mattered to the kids at school what the label said on the back of your jeans. Brands became an essential way of saying who you were and which group you belonged to.

      Yet the desire to belong to a group wasn’t invented in the 1970s. Branding simply gave us a new tool to do what people have been doing for millennia. People have divided themselves one way or another at least since the Tower of Babel. Being with people “like us” makes us feel safe, understood, and appreciated. There’s less conflict when we’re all the same. So culture divides into class. Class subdivides according to lifestyles. Pretty soon, the concerts and the bowling alley and the shooting range and the churches became filled with “folk like us.”

      Building on the church-growth theories of missionaries like Donald McGavran, church leaders in the twentieth century discovered they could grow their churches more quickly by dropping the “one size fits all” approach. So began what we might call the designer church movement. These days there are Boomer churches, Gen-X churches, and millennial churches. We have suburban churches complete with theater seating and cup holders as well as gritty urban hipster churches that look like the club down the street. In most cases the goal is to make the church feel less “churchy” and to reach a particular niche market. So programs mirror the natural interests of the target audience. The staff dress like cultural insiders. And to all appearances, the strategy works. The largest churches in America all follow this principle. After all, like attracts like. And birds of a feather really do flock together.

      But is it Christian?

      The biblical doctrine of conversion actually teaches something different. It teaches that Christians and churches should be distinct, not designed. We should be set apart from the world, not conformed to it. And it’s a church’s distinctness that gives credence to the truth of our message.

      Now as a child of fundamentalism, I want to be quick to acknowledge that this distinctness has often been pursued in wrong-headed ways. We’ve worn different clothes, avoided cards and movies, looked down our noses at non-Christians, and then taken a foolish pride in those things as marks of our holiness. Yet Scripture isn’t interested in our styles and preferences, but in the quality of our lives and our loves. The doctrine of conversion means that a church should be a distinct community.

      A Distinct Community

      Throughout the Bible God calls his people to be distinct. From the garden, to Noah’s Ark, to God’s people in Egypt and the wilderness, to Israel in the land, to Peter who describes the church as “sojourners and exiles” (1 Pet. 2:11), the Scriptures call God’s people to distinct lives, even as they invite the nations to join them. The trouble is, too often we want to be like the world. Old Testament Israel wanted a king so that they could be like the nations. The Corinthian church wanted to show how culturally relevant and hip they were with their fancy oratory. Today’s evangelicals worry about whether the world thinks we’re smart enough, politically astute enough, culturally sophisticated enough.

      But Paul has a different agenda:

      Do not be unequally yoked with unbelievers. For what partnership has righteousness with lawlessness? Or what fellowship has light with darkness? What accord has Christ with Belial? Or what portion does a believer share with an unbeliever? What agreement has the temple of God with idols? For we are the temple of the living God; as God said,

      “I will make my dwelling among them and walk among them,

      and I will be their God,

      and they shall be my people.

      Therefore go out from their midst,

      and be separate from them, says the Lord,

      and touch no unclean thing;

      then I will welcome you,

      and I will be a father to you,

      and you shall be sons and daughters to me,

      says the Lord Almighty.”

      Since we have these promises, beloved, let us cleanse ourselves from every defilement of body and spirit, bringing holiness to completion in the fear of God. (2 Cor. 6:14–7:1)

      Paul piles up a number of images that all serve to clearly demark the line between the church and the world. The local church is a “fellowship,” a “yoking” together of people who are in the “light” instead of “darkness,” in “Christ” instead of “Belial,” “believers” not “unbelievers” characterized by “righteousness” not “lawlessness.”

      Paul is not talking about who can show up at church meetings. He’s talking about the Corinthian church’s covenantal commitments to one another, and how they identify with Christ and one another. Together they are “the temple of God.”

      A church is a group of Christians who have yoked themselves to each other in Christ (see Matt. 11:29–30). They are not to remove themselves from the world of unbelievers or be weird for weird’s sake. But the members of a church should be identifiably separate, set apart and distinct, in the fear of God.

      Yet how easy it is to deceive ourselves that we’re trying to be relevant and accessible, when in fact we’re looking for approval. So we design our churches in ways that will draw a crowd, but in the process we contradict the power and the message of the gospel we preach. We expose our true confidence and let the world shape the church.

      What should our distinct communities look like? According to Scripture, our distinctness should consist of holy lives and self-sacrificing love.

      Holy Lives

      The apostle Peter calls us to holiness. He writes, “Do not be conformed to the passions of your former ignorance, but as he who

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    


    
      Conclusion

      When I moved from the East Coast of America to the West Coast, I entered the ranks of frustrated voters. By the time the presidential elections reach the West Coast every Election Day, which includes the most populous state in the nation, the East Coast and Midwest have made the outcome of the election clear. And if the outcome is already determined, do our votes even matter?

      The same question might be asked about our doctrine of conversion in the life of the church. If conversion is God’s work, and he’s sovereign over salvation, does it really matter how we work out the doctrine of conversion in our life together? If there’s nothing we can do to prevent his elect, chosen people from being saved, does it really matter how we practice evangelism or give assurance? If the outcome is assured, aren’t we sort of like the West Coast on election night?

      Surveying the landscape of conservative, Reformed evangelical churches in America today, it appears our doctrine doesn’t matter. Pragmatism, rather than theology, seems to be our guide in everything from evangelism to worship to membership (or lack thereof). We pursue whatever seems to work, even if that practice contradicts what we say about how a person crosses from death into life.

      But in fact our doctrine of conversion does matter. In the first century, Peter wrote to churches scattered through modern Turkey who were under pressure because they were out of step with the surrounding culture, a situation not unlike our own. Tempted toward pragmatic accommodation, Peter writes to encourage them to remain faithful. After discussing their salvation and life together, Peter draws this conclusion:

      But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for his own possession, that you may proclaim the excellencies of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light. Once you were not a people, but now you are God’s people; once you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy.

      Beloved, I urge you as sojourners and exiles to abstain from the passions of the flesh, which wage war against your soul. Keep your conduct among the Gentiles honorable, so that when they speak against you as evildoers, they may see your good deeds and glorify God on the day of visitation. (1 Pet. 2:9–12)

      In this passage, our theology of conversion matters for at least three reasons.

      It Matters for God

      Peter begins by pointing out what God has done. God chose us. God possesses us. God made us a people. God gave us mercy. God called us out of darkness into his marvelous light. This is not like me calling my kids to dinner, and certainly not like calling them to do their chores. Maybe they respond, maybe they don’t. My call is a request, an invitation that can be accepted or not. God’s call is a summons that accomplishes what he intends.

      God accomplished our salvation through the death and resurrection of Christ, and he sovereignly applies that salvation to us through his sovereign saving call. He gives us ears to hear the call. He gives us a new heart to respond to the call. He gives us the twin graces of repentance and faith to grasp hold of the salvation extended in the call.

      So why exactly does our theology of conversion matter? Peter answers, “That you may proclaim the excellencies of him who called you.” It matters to God. We naturally read that you as singular. But it’s not. It’s plural in the original language. Peter is writing to churches, not individuals. To understand Peter we need to translate this verse into American Southern: so that y’all may proclaim the excellencies of him who called y’all.

      God wants you personally to praise him for his salvation, but Jesus didn’t die just for you, he died for his people, and God wants to hear from his people. You might shout for joy by yourself in your living room watching your favorite team win a game on television. But the noise is quite a bit louder in the arena where the game is played. God’s purpose is to hear from the whole arena.

      That will ultimately happen on the last day, but we get previews of it in the local church. It matters who gathers each Sunday to sing God’s praises. People might like the friendships or benefit from the programs. But they can do that without being born again. If God is going to be truly praised, the local church needs people who have actually experienced God’s rescue.

      Local church worship isn’t an intellectual exercise. It’s praise for what God has actually done in our lives. This is why there can be no such thing as “belonging before believing.” There can be attending or involvement before believing. But there can be no belonging, because God’s purpose for belonging is praising, and we cannot praise him for something we have not experienced.

      I recently talked to a pastor whose church hired a consultant to help them boost their numbers. The consultant told them they got church wrong. Church isn’t for believers, they were told, it’s for unbelievers. So they needed to change their practice to make church more attractive to unbelievers, and that meant more entertaining. At one level the consultant was right. If the goal is a bigger crowd, entertainment works. But that’s not God’s goal for the church. He wants the praise of his people, people who know they have received mercy.

      The difference between church as a crowd and church as a gathering of believers is the difference between those who want entertainment and those who love God and switched their allegiance to him. It’s the difference between a consumer of religious experiences and a producer of praise to the glories of Christ crucified.

      Our theology of conversion matters, because it reorients our understanding of the purpose of our assembly and the meaning of our membership. If our churches aren’t filled with believers, then God is robbed of the praise he desires and deserves.

      It Matters for Us

      Second, our doctrine of conversion matters to us. Peter reminds us we are “sojourners and exiles” and to keep our distance from the sinful desires that “wage war against” our souls.

      For a Christian, the guilt of sin is removed. And the power of sin is broken. But the presence of sin remains, and this is not a trivial matter. Sin means to murder us. As one Puritan observed, “Be killing sin, or it will be killing you.”1 Once again this is where our theology of conversion in the life of the church matters. The battle against sin gives us assurance that we really believe, and the fact that we are not alone in the battle makes all the difference. We cannot help each other in this battle if we don’t know we’re in the battle or are not engaged in the fight.

      We need each other in the fight. We need fellow church members who understand how hard the fight is, who know how to help and encourage us, who understand that spurring one another on in the faith is a life-and-death matter over which the day of judgment looms (Heb. 10:25). How discouraging and confusing to battle against sin, only to look to our right or left and see fellow church members, either standing by the side or even consorting with the enemy!

      I once knew a Christian leader who was a gifted counselor. People would come with their problems—broken marriages, family conflict, anxiety and depression—and all of them would walk away genuinely helped by his wisdom and counsel. All, that is, except one group: young men dealing with homosexuality. When they came to his office, he taught them to be discreet about their sexual orientation, and where to meet up safely with other young men for liaisons. It turned out this leader also experienced same-sex attraction, but he lost interest in the battle. He eventually left the faith altogether. And how many young men did he dissuade from battling against the sin that wars against the soul?

      A college friend of mine found her marriage breaking up, as her husband left her for another woman. She went to her church leaders for help, but they told her there was nothing they could do. Soon her evangelical church welcomed her former husband and his new wife into the church. And she was left in a dark night of the soul that took years to recover from. How many spouses tempted by adultery in that church were helped in their battle against the sin that wars against the soul?

      Our theology of conversion matters in our churches’ discipleship, gospel counsel, and even church discipline, because the presence of sin remains, and we are the walking wounded. We need each other’s help in churches filled with people who will battle with us.

      It Matters for the World

      Third, our doctrine of conversion matters for the world’s sake. By looking at our churches, the world gains assurance that there is a God and that the hope of change exists. Peter knows that when the world sees our “honorable” conduct and “good deeds,” they might “speak against” us, but they will also “glorify God.”

      Peter says this will happen on “the day of visitation.” It’s quite possible this phrase refers to the day of judgment. But I don’t think that’s what Peter has in mind. Throughout Scripture, the day of God’s visitation is the day of salvation, and we glorify God by believing him.2

      If the world looks at the church and sees only itself with a lot of religious speech tacked on, how can they have confidence that there is a God who gives hope for something different? If they see the church posturing and pretending, they’ll regard it as a lie. But if they see lives that are genuinely changed and changing, some, Peter teaches, will glorify God on that day by becoming Christians.

      Some years ago, an older gentleman began visiting the church to which I belonged. It was a church full of young people, and so quite naturally he stayed on the edge of the community. But he didn’t go away. He observed. He listened. He got to know many of us. And the day came when he put his faith in Christ. In his baptismal testimony he explained what had happened. It turns out he was a psychiatrist and university professor. All of his training had taught him that what he was seeing in that church wasn’t possible: genuine community that crossed natural barriers; real change that wasn’t just therapeutic adjustment; self-sacrificing love for others that was not transactional. He realized that the only thing that could explain what he was seeing was that God was real and the gospel of Jesus Christ was true.

      The local church is God’s evangelism plan for the world. The local church is the world’s assurance that Jesus got up from the dead. Our genuinely converted lives, our authentically Christian community, our dependence upon grace rather than technique, is God’s apologetic to unbelief. This is why both our theology of conversion and the practice that flows from it matter for the world. If the world doesn’t see this truth in us, then where will they see it?

      God chooses and God saves. Conversion is his work. And yet he uses means to accomplish his predetermined ends. One of those means is the local church. We give witness to the gospel with our words. Then we make those words plausible with our lives. For God, for ourselves, and for the world, it matters that we get this doctrine right, and that we work it out faithfully in the life of the church.
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