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III.  Some suggestions for pursuing doctrinal and ethical purity without abandon-
ing brotherly love in the process –

A.  Do we have to choose between purity (truth) and peace/unity?  Sometimes (per-
haps) — but not nearly as often as we may think.  But is it wise or loving to make 
that decision prematurely; before we’ve given due consideration to a subject?

“Truth before friendship?”  Perhaps.  But can we find a “more excellent way” 
to preserve both — or purity and peace and unity?

If you are going to part of a group (like the church), by the nature of the case, 
you will not always be able to have it the way you would like.  Peace and unity 
will necessarily qualify what you may (conscientiously) expect.

When you are exasperated and ready to quit and leave the OPC (I’ve been 
there more than once!), think — “Will I really be able to better serve God, care for 
his people, and advance his Kingdom-interests on my own, or surrounded only 
by people who agree with me at every point?”

B.  Some suggestions:

1.  Cultivate and maintain a sense of proportion.  Everyone assumes that the is-
sue they are passionate about is “The Big Issue.”

How tightly will we draw our “circles” of theological (and ecclesiastical) fel-
lowship?  Westminster and other Reformed confessions.  Ecumenical creeds.  
Controversial issues (which are truly “deal breakers”?):

• eschatology
• “days” of creation; theistic evolution
• “law & gospel”; justification; theonomy; “two kingdoms”
• continuance of the “charismatic” gifts of the Spirit
• head covering and length of women’s hair
• frequency of communion
• two-office v. three-office
• others?

It has been rightly observed that often controversies arise in an attempt to 
correct a perceived (often real) departure from the truth, or confusion, or 
omission.  Often a “movement’s” critique is more cogent than it’s positive pro-
gram.

Sometimes “opposites” are not as incompatable as thought.  Can be en-
riched by complementary truths or emphases put forth by “the opposition.”
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2.  Give your brother who disagrees the benefit of the doubt.  We always “cut [our 
trusted friends] more slack” than we do our opponents or enemies.  Context.  
Ask, “What legitimate concerns drive your opponent’s opinions?”

Apply the WLC on the 9th commandment equally to theological 
discussion/controversy as to other interpersonal situations.

WLC 144. What are the duties required in the ninth commandment?
A. The duties required in the ninth commandment are, the preserving and promoting of 
truth between man and man, and the good name of our neighbor, as well as our own; 
appearing and standing for the truth; and from the heart, sincerely, freely, clearly, and 
fully, speaking the truth, and only the truth, in matters of judgment and justice, and in all 
other things whatsoever; a charitable esteem of our neighbors; loving, desiring, and re-
joicing in their good name; sorrowing for and covering of their infirmities; freely acknowl-
edging of their gifts and graces, defending their innocency; a ready receiving of a good 
report, and unwillingness to admit of an evil report, concerning them; discouraging tale-
bearers, flatterers, and slanderers; love and care of our own good name, and defending it 
when need requires; keeping of lawful promises; studying and practicing of whatsoever 
things are true, honest, lovely, and of good report.

WLC 145. What are the sins forbidden in the ninth commandment?
A. The sins forbidden in the ninth commandment are, all prejudicing the truth, and the 
good name of our neighbors, as well as our own, especially in public judicature; giving 
false evidence, suborning false witnesses, wittingly appearing and pleading for an evil 
cause, outfacing and overbearing the truth; passing unjust sentence, calling evil good, 
and good evil; rewarding the wicked according to the work of the righteous, and the right-
eous according to the work of the wicked; forgery, concealing the truth, undue silence in a 
just cause, and holding our peace when iniquity calls for either a reproof from ourselves, 
or complaint to others; speaking the truth unseasonably, or maliciously to a wrong end, or 
perverting it to a wrong meaning, or in doubtful or equivocal expressions, to the prejudice 
of the truth or justice; speaking untruth, lying, slandering, backbiting, detracting, talebear-
ing, whispering, scoffing, reviling, rash, harsh, and partial censuring; misconstructing in-
tentions, words, and actions; flattering, vainglorious boasting, thinking or speaking too 
highly or too meanly of ourselves or others; denying the gifts and graces of God; aggra-
vating smaller faults; hiding, excusing, or extenuating of sins, when called to a free con-
fession; unnecessary discovering of infirmities; raising false rumors, receiving and coun-
tenancing evil reports, and stopping our ears against just defense; evil suspicion; envying 
or grieving at the deserved credit of any; endeavoring or desiring to impair it, rejoicing in 
their disgrace and infamy; scornful contempt, fond admiration; breach of lawful promises; 
neglecting such things as are of good report, and practicing, or not avoiding ourselves, or 
not hindering what we can in others, such things as procure an ill name.

3.  Promote purity on a broad front in peaceable ways.  Mentoring younger minis-
ters with limited (and narrow) experience/educational influences.

4.  Be patient, don’t panic (even in theological controversy).  “KEEP CALM AND 
CARRY ON.”  Heed James’ advice:

James 1:19 Know this, my beloved brothers: let every person be quick to 
hear, slow to speak, slow to anger;   20 for the anger of man does not pro-
duce the righteousness of God.

The operative word here is “slow.”
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Think again about the patient way Paul handles the “meat offered to idols” 
issue among the Corinthians and Romans.

Rom. 14:1 As for the one who is weak in faith, welcome him, but not to 
quarrel over opinions.   2 One person believes he may eat anything, while 
the weak person eats only vegetables.   3 Let not the one who eats de-
spise the one who abstains, and let not the one who abstains pass judg-
ment on the one who eats, for God has welcomed him.…   5 One person 
esteems one day as better than another, while another esteems all days 
alike. Each one should be fully convinced in his own mind.   6 The one 
who observes the day, observes it in honor of the Lord. The one who eats, 
eats in honor of the Lord, since he gives thanks to God, while the one who 
abstains, abstains in honor of the Lord and gives thanks to God.…

14 I know and am persuaded in the Lord Jesus that nothing is unclean 
in itself, but it is unclean for anyone who thinks it unclean.   15 For if your 
brother is grieved by what you eat, you are no longer walking in love. By 
what you eat, do not destroy the one for whom Christ died.…   19 So then 
let us pursue what makes for peace and for mutual upbuilding.

15:1 We who are strong have an obligation to bear with the failings of 
the weak, and not to please ourselves.   2 Let each of us please his 
neighbor for his good, to build him up.   3 For Christ did not please him-
self…   7 Therefore welcome one another as Christ has welcomed you, for 
the glory of God.

Or his words to the Philippians,

Phil. 3:15 Let those of us who are mature think this way, and if in anything 
you think otherwise, God will reveal that also to you.   16 Only let us hold 
true to what we have attained.

5.  Do whatever it takes to be able to legitimately trust (God’s grace at work in) 
your fellow-servants.  Can’t trust in a vacuum.  Trust grows in the soil of un-
derstanding and love (e.g., my history with Sal Solis).

On the other hand, “trust” can be abused — when Satan is about to do his 
worst, he says, “Trust me.”  “Satan…masquerades as an angel of light” (2 
Cor. 11:14).

A (potential) systemic problem with our small, spread-out OPC presbyter-
ies — we are supposed to love and trust men we little know or understand.  
“Solutions” to some problems are much deeper — and more complex — than 
mere doctrinal debates and rulings — and for that reason we are unwilling to 
make the effort.  Dealing with divisions on a theological level alone can some-
times be “taking the easy way out.”

6.  A deepening sense of “fellow-service” — Beware the “Elijah syndrome” ("I am 
the only one of the LORD's prophets left,” 1 Kgs. 18:22; 19:10) — You are not 
the only faithful servant left!!
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Many of those with whom you may have (sharp) disagreements are your 
brothers — they make important contributions to the advancement of the 
Kingdom of Christ and the life of God’s people within it — they might even be 
willing to lay down their lives for YOU!

Paul did so much to advance the cause of Christ and spread the church 
throughout the Roman world, but he was acutely aware that he was no “Lone 
Ranger.”  He understood that others were essential to the success of the total 
mission; that he would fail without them.  And he regularly thanked them, and 
thanked God for them:

Rom. 16:3   Greet Priscilla and Aquila, my fellow workers in Christ Jesus. 

Rom. 16:9   Greet Urbanus, our fellow worker in Christ, and my dear friend 
Stachys. 

Rom. 16:21   Timothy, my fellow worker, sends his greetings to you, as do 
Lucius, Jason and Sosipater, my relatives. 

2 Cor. 8:23   As for Titus, he is my partner and fellow worker among you; 
as for our brothers, they are representatives of the churches and an honor 
to Christ. 

Phil. 2:25   But I think it is necessary to send back to you Epaphroditus, 
my brother, fellow worker and fellow soldier, who is also your messenger, 
whom you sent to take care of my needs. 

Phil. 4:3   Yes, and I ask you, loyal yokefellow, help these women who 
have contended at my side in the cause of the gospel, along with Clement 
and the rest of my fellow workers, whose names are in the book of life. 

Col. 1:7   You learned it from Epaphras, our dear fellow servant, who is a 
faithful minister of Christ on our behalf, 

Col. 4:7   Tychicus will tell you all the news about me. He is a dear brother, 
a faithful minister and fellow servant in the Lord. 

Col. 4:10   My fellow prisoner Aristarchus sends you his greetings, as does  
Mark, the cousin of Barnabas. (You have received instructions about him; 
if he comes to you, welcome him.)   11 Jesus, who is called Justus, also 
sends greetings. These are the only Jews among my fellow workers for 
the kingdom of God, and they have proved a comfort to me. 

1 Ths. 3:2   We sent Timothy, who is our brother and God's fellow worker 
in spreading the gospel of Christ, to strengthen and encourage you in your 
faith, 
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Phlm. 1   Paul, a prisoner of Christ Jesus, and Timothy our brother, To 
Philemon our dear friend and fellow worker,   2 to Apphia our sister, to Ar-
chippus our fellow soldier and to the church that meets in your home: 

Phlm. 23   Epaphras, my fellow prisoner in Christ Jesus, sends you greet-
ings.   24 And so do Mark, Aristarchus, Demas and Luke, my fellow work-
ers. 

Hebr. 13:3   Remember those in prison as if you were their fellow prison-
ers, and those who are mistreated as if you yourselves were suffering. 

1 Pet. 5:1   To the elders among you, I appeal as a fellow elder, a witness 
of Christ's sufferings and one who also will share in the glory to be re-
vealed …

Such genuine gratitude should protect you from rivalries that can creep into 
Kingdom work (e.g., Skip and I).

7.  Brotherly love — Obvious, but often overlooked, neglected (“Golden Rule” is 
too simplistic?).

Col. 3:12 Put on then, as God's chosen ones, holy and beloved, compas-
sionate hearts, kindness, humility, meekness, and patience,   13 bearing 
with one another and, if one has a complaint against another, forgiving 
each other; as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive.   14 
And above all these put on love, which binds everything together in perfect 
harmony.

More than “tolerance”.  It has been observed that “tolerance” is both too 
broad and too shallow – too broad because some things cannot be allowed 
biblically; too shallow because Christ calls us to LOVE – not simply to put up 
with (condescendingly) – our brothers. 

C.  Some practical suggestions to promote unity among the leaders and the 
churches in a region (presbytery):

1.  Intimate personal conversations (especially with your opponents).

2.  Pulpit exchanges.  Deeper necessity than merely “filling the pulpit”.  Assign 
topics of disagreement?

3.  Regional elders’ (deacons’) meetings.

4.  Sessions visiting sessions.

5.  “Do lunch”!
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CONCLUSION –

You find edifying and gripping illustrations of biblical truths in some surprising 
places.  In Dante’s Divine Comedy — Paradiso, Cantos 10ff — the two great rival “par-
ties” of the Franciscans and Dominicans are seen as reconciled in heaven — all partici-
pating in the same glorious dance.  Thomas Aquinas (the Dominican) praises the love 
and self-sacrificial service of St Francis (and his order), while Bonaventure (the leader 
of the Franciscans at the time) in turn magnifies the wisdom and zeal for truth of St Do-
minic (and his followers).

Will we not be able to appreciate one another’s distinctive emphases and contribu-
tions to the life of the church until we are dead and in glory?  Could we not begin to 
work toward that little part of heaven here on earth right now?
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