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      “The psalmist’s question ‘How shall we sing the Lord’s song in a foreign land?’ (Ps. 137:4) continues to haunt many Christians today. But—both in content and emotional energy—the answers given vary widely. Where, then, is wisdom to be found? In Empowered Witness, Alan Strange offers us a much-needed combination of historical learning, biblical thinking, and deep love for the church. Rather than browbeat us into sharing prejudices, Empowered Witness serves us by helping us think. In expressing the ‘reasonableness’ Scripture enjoins (Phil. 4:5), Strange provides a model for us all.”

      Sinclair B. Ferguson, Chancellor’s Professor of Systematic Theology, Reformed Theological Seminary; Teaching Fellow, Ligonier Ministries

      “Excellent history schools us in wisdom and truth, and Empowered Witness is no exception to this rule. Alan Strange skillfully examines the oft-misunderstood but biblical, true doctrine of the spirituality of the church. This book is required reading for anyone who wants to engage the world and at the same time preserve the church’s gospel mission.”

      J. V. Fesko, Harriet Barbour Professor of Systematic and Historical Theology, Reformed Theological Seminary, Jackson

      “The fruit of deep reflection over many years, this book by Alan Strange offers the wisdom we need now more than ever. Christ is building his church—his way—and Empowered Witness points us in the right direction.”

      Michael Horton, J. Gresham Machen Professor of Systematic Theology and Apologetics, Westminster Seminary California

      “The spirituality of the church is a doctrine that has fallen on hard times in recent years, and perhaps understandably so, given its very real historical association with a laissez-faire attitude to slavery in the antebellum American South. Nonetheless, at its heart, it expresses a vital truth: the church’s business is primarily heaven, not earth; yet Christians still live in the earthly city, and our faith is to make a difference in all areas of our lives. In this context, Alan Strange’s book is to be heartily welcomed as a guide for the perplexed who seek to honor the church’s task in dwelling on heavenly things while using this mindset as a motive for loving neighbors and being a good citizen. It is a tricky and controversial subject, but Strange’s thoughtful, clear, and kind book gently threads the needle. I hope it receives a wide readership and generates many constructive discussions.”

      Carl R. Trueman, Professor of Biblical and Religious Studies, Grove City College; author, The Rise and Triumph of the Modern Self

      “If the church fails to clearly address the revolutionary cultural and social changes in today’s world, it will be a dereliction of duty, but if it identifies itself with any factions in that world, the piercing message of the gospel will be blunted. Alan Strange discusses these topics with great skill and insight, using his encyclopedic knowledge of Charles Hodge’s contribution to debates on slavery and the spirituality of the church. This is a book that should inform and shape our thinking; it is not to be missed.”

      Robert Letham, Senior Research Fellow, Union School of Theology

      “As indispensable as Charles Hodge is for the history of American Presbyterianism, Alan Strange contends that Hodge is crucial for its future as well. Hodge steadfastly upheld the church’s spiritual vocation in his day—despite criticism from the South and the North in times of both peace and war. Strange, with dispassionate sense and impassioned urgency, calls us to follow Hodge’s example in our day and remain steadfast to the church’s divine calling, lest we deprive the world of consolation that the church alone can provide.”

      A. Craig Troxel, Robert G. den Dulk Professor of Practical Theology, Westminster Seminary California; author, With All Your Heart

      “The spirituality of the church is a crucial doctrine and a rather simple idea, even if it is sometimes challenging to apply. Yet the church can so easily lose sight of this doctrine or simply reject it, especially in times of high political tension. Alan Strange’s clear and charitable appeal for the ‘mere spirituality of the church’ is thus timely and welcome. Contemporary readers would do well to ponder Charles Hodge’s wise reflections in the midst of his own politically charged context, and Strange is an excellent guide.”

      David VanDrunen, Robert B. Strimple Professor of Systematic Theology and Christian Ethics, Westminster Seminary California

      “The debate over American slavery and the ensuing Civil War may not seem the best context for revisiting the doctrine of the spirituality of the church, but Alan Strange looks carefully at the teaching of Charles Hodge that was refined and nuanced in his debates with Southern Presbyterians and other competing versions of the doctrine. Though Hodge did not win the day, he points to how the church can speak into the pervasive politicization of our age. Strange’s commendation of a ‘mere spirituality’ is indeed no diminution of the church’s voice but rather the more excellent way of an ‘empowered witness’ to a divided and confused culture.”

      John R. Muether, Dean of Libraries and Professor of Church History, Reformed Theological Seminary, Orlando

      “What should be the role of the church in the affairs of the state, particularly its political process? Alan Strange addresses this much-mooted question primarily through an in-depth treatment—largely sympathetic yet also critical—of Charles Hodge’s wrestling for the answer. Following Hodge, Strange offers his own balanced understanding of the spirituality of the church as an institution. His insights will be helpful for Christians today faced with the same difficult question. A valuable read.”

      Richard B. Gaffin Jr., Professor Emeritus of Biblical and Systematic Theology, Westminster Theological Seminary
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      Foreword

      In the summer of 2023, at the General Assembly in Memphis, Tennessee, the Presbyterian Church in America (PCA) celebrated its fiftieth anniversary. As a part of the commemoration, commissioners were given a professionally produced replica of a document titled A Message to All Churches of Jesus Christ throughout the World from the General Assembly of the National Presbyterian Church. The document dates from 1973 and was issued at the founding of the PCA (then called the National Presbyterian Church). The Message to All Churches was named and written as a conscious echo of a previous document. In 1861, James Henley Thornwell issued his Address to All Churches of Christ at the founding of the Presbyterian Church in the Confederate States of America (PCCSA). In fact, the PCA deliberately began as a denomination (in Birmingham, Alabama) on December 4, 1973, because the PCCSA had its beginning (in Augusta, Georgia) on December 4, 1861.

      These origins continue to be a source of celebration for some and a source of embarrassment for others. The fact is that the PCA saw itself at its founding—and still sees itself today, in some respects—as a continuing church, as the faithful and orthodox branch of the Southern Presbyterian denomination. And make no mistake, the legacy of Southern Presbyterianism is complex. Take Thornwell, for example. Should he be remembered as a gifted educator, preacher, and writer, as the most influential theologian and churchman of his era? Or should he be remembered as a man who defended slavery and helped give birth to the Confederacy? Undoubtedly, he was all the above.

      Because of Thornwell’s complicated personal history, Christians in recent decades have been largely dismissive of one of his most strongly held convictions. The first point in Thornwell’s inaugural address from 1861 was to explain and defend the spirituality of the church. For most hearers today—including Bible-believing Presbyterians and other conservative Christians—the spirituality of the church means one thing: a wrongheaded and shameful defense of slavery. And it’s true, Thornwell and other Presbyterians used the doctrine to support the “peculiar institution” in the South. But it would be a mistake to think the doctrine of the spirituality of the church began in antebellum America as a convenient way to avoid taking a hard look at slavery. The explicit doctrine goes back at least to the Second Book of Discipline (1578) in Scotland, and in seed form it goes back further than that. Even in America, Thornwell was far from the only one to defend the spirituality of the church. Charles Hodge, to cite one important example, believed in a version of the spirituality of the church, even as he took issue with how Thornwell applied the doctrine.

      When the PCA began in 1973, it announced its continuing allegiance to the spirituality of the church. Here is how the Message to All Churches puts it:

      We believe the Church in its visible aspect is still essentially a spiritual organism. As such, its authority, motivation and power come from Christ, the Head, who is seated at the right hand of God. He has given us His rulebook for the Church, namely, the Word of God written. We understand the task of the Church to be primarily declarative and ministerial, not legislative or magisterial. It is our duty to set forth what He has given us in His Word and not to devise our own message or legislate our own laws.1

      This is a good summary of the spirituality of the church. The nature of church power is ministerial and declarative. This means all church power—whether exercised by the whole body, pronounced from the pulpit, or bound up in representative officers—must be in service to Christ (ministerial) and involves stating and enforcing the Word of God (declarative). The church does not have the competence, nor the authority, to make pronouncements on every matter that might matter to men and women. The aims of the church are first and foremost spiritual and eternal. Through most of Reformed history, the spirituality of the church has not entailed a silence on all political matters but rather a commitment to the uniqueness of the church’s mission and a principled conviction that the eternal concerns of the church should not be swallowed up by the temporal concerns of the state.

      For all these reasons—and many others you will read about in the pages ahead—I am thankful for this book. Alan Strange has marshaled his considerable expertise in this area to write an accessible introduction to the spirituality of the church. Several years ago, I began urging Alan and Crossway to get together and make this book a reality. Now it is finally here; I pray the book finds a wide audience. With admirable skill, Alan shows how the spirituality of the church has been used (and abused) throughout history. But more than that, he also makes a compelling case for employing the doctrine in the church today. Don’t let the size of the volume fool you. Empowered Witness is a learned and important book. While the spirituality of the church will not answer every question pertaining to politics or cultural engagement, it is a historic and biblical doctrine, and we neglect it to our peril.

      Kevin DeYoung

      June 2023

    

    
      
        1  Message to All Churches, PCA Historical Center, December 7, 1973, https://www.pcahistory.org/.
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      Introduction

      The calling, or mission, of the church as the church is to proclaim the gospel to the ends of the earth, not to be another merely (or even chiefly) political, social, or economic institution. The church, in its full-orbed existence, may have political, economic, or social concerns that develop out of its mission, but those aspects are not what primarily mark and define it. Our Lord Jesus Christ, who is head and King of the church, made it clear in his marching orders to the church—what we’ve come to call the Great Commission—that he intended the church to go to every people group (often translated “nations”) and to evangelize and disciple them (Matt. 28:18–20), enfolding them into his kingdom, which is “not of this world” (John 18:36), a kingdom that does not have the transitory but the eternal at its heart (2 Cor. 4:18). It is Christ himself, our heavenly King—since he is with us even now by his Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 15:45)—who gathers and perfects his church (Westminster Confession of Faith 25.3) through the appointed means.

      The gospel is not about worldly success in any proper sense, then, but is rather about deliverance from the penalty, power, and ultimately the presence of sin, a message that comes to permeate the whole of the lives of those transformed by it. We can rightly say that the message of the church is a spiritual one, coming to people of every sort in every land to bring them here and hereafter into the spiritual reality of the kingdom of Christ. Therefore, Paul encourages the Christians in Corinth, “In whatever condition each was called, there let him remain with God” (1 Cor. 7:24). Paul makes clear that the bondservant may and should avail himself of the opportunity of freedom (1 Cor. 7:21). He also makes clear, however, that whatever condition one finds himself in, even whether one is married or not, is not paramount: what is most important is not one’s vocation or life circumstance but being called by and coming to Christ, being a new man or woman in Christ. Paul’s concern is that his readers are Christians, whatever else may be true of their lives. His concern for them, to put it another way, is chiefly spiritual.

      This is the spiritual message that the church is privileged to herald to the world (salvation by grace alone), the good news—the meaning of gospel—without which there is no good news. The story of the world after Adam’s fall is nothing but bad news since all is sin, darkness, and hopelessness without the good news of the gospel. The gospel of salvation in Christ, however, is the good news that transforms the worst into the best, seen particularly at the cross, where humanity at its worst not only fails to defeat God but where God uses humanity’s attempt to do so as the centerpiece of our salvation. Christ has overcome the world. This is the message that the church joyfully preaches to the world. It does not preach itself, nor does it promote some sort of political, social, economic, or cultural utopia to be achieved in this age.

      The church preaches that we are to live in this age not for this age but for the coming age that has broken in on this age and beckons us to a new heavens and a new earth that await all who trust in Christ alone. This is no “superspirituality” and certainly not any form of gnosticism but simply the recognition of what is central—the spiritual message of the gospel—out of which all else radiates and from which the full-orbed Christian life, with all its consequences, emerges. This is the great message given to the church to proclaim to the world (faith alone in Christ alone), not some lesser political, social, or economic message that addresses only the things that pertain to this world and not to the world to come.

      The gospel is a spiritual message for a world whose greatest need is spiritual: redemption from sin and new life in Christ. This is not to say, however, that the effects of the gospel do not have consequences for the world in which we live. Indeed, the effects of the gospel, when the church obeys the Great Commission and the gospel is taken worldwide, is that the nations, in the comprehensive obedience taught to the faithful, come to have among them those who both trust (fundamentally) and obey (consequentially); thus the Christian faith and its fruits do, in fact, profoundly change the world because those touched by the gospel are new creations and because that spiritual rebirth affects them and those around them.

      The task of the church as such is not to transform the world at large or any society in it. The task of the church is to transform lives: to proclaim the gospel as the person and work of Christ applied by the power of the Holy Spirit in the means of grace so that men and women come to Christ by faith and are justified, adopted, and sanctified—all a gift of God’s grace. Such changed lives typically affect the lives of others in the various societies in which the saints find themselves. We as God’s people, the church, must certainly be ready to give an answer for the hope that we have within (1 Pet. 3:15) to all those we encounter in their profound spiritual need—chiefly, salvation in Jesus Christ. That we are concerned primarily for the spiritual vitality of those around us, however, does not mean that we as Christians are to be indifferent to the nonspiritual needs and sufferings of those around us, but we are to love and help them as we have opportunity, as did the good Samaritan (Luke 10:25–37), a responsibility with implications reflected even in the final judgment (Matt. 25:31–46).

      All that constitutes such obedience, however, does not play out in the life of the corporate, or institutional, church. The church can be variously conceived: as an institute, on the one hand, or as an organism, on the other.1 While it is the mission of the church as institute to evangelize and disciple all her members among the nations of the world, it is not the mission of the church as institute to incarnate the Christian faith in all of life. It is the call of the members of the church as organism to live the whole of their lives from the standpoint of faith and obedience, taking the ethics taught them by the church, for instance, and employing Christian ethics in their businesses, politics, culture, and so on. The church as institute must remain the church, a spiritual entity, and does not become the state, a civil entity, or the family, a biological entity. It does not even seek to do as institute what its members may do, singly or collectively, in the ordinary living of their Christian lives; this latter imperative is the task of the church as organism.2

      Throughout history, and again in our times, challenges have come from a variety of corners to the church as church—or, as just noted, the church as institute—pushing it to be something that it is not called to be. Some say that if the church is to have any value to society, it must be or become a political, social, or economic entity, as quarters of the church in the United States became in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries when figures like Walter Rauschenbusch and Washington Gladden promoted the social gospel.3 This pressure that the church become like other earthly agencies or institutions stems from the conclusion that some agenda other than the one to which the church is called is really the most important thing in the world.

      Marxism or other economic or social ideologies are seen by such who ill-regard the true calling of the church as most needful for the problems that currently beset us. These all-comprehensive ideologies demand that the church, along with the family, the university, the state, and any other institutions, if they are to be worth anything, join them in their conviction, as was Sigmund Freud’s, that all reality is sexual/psychological—or, in Karl Marx’s case, economic; in Charles Darwin’s, biological; and so forth—especially manifested in the fluid genderism left in Freud’s wake that outpaces our best attempts to keep up.4

      Martin Luther’s theology has been portrayed as teaching, “Let God be God!”5 It is the burden of this book to say, “Let the church be the church.” A variety of competing claims threaten to overrun and overwhelm the institutional church in our times. The call of the Lord to the church, the mission that he has given to the church, is an essentially spiritual one. If the church loses that, she has nothing to offer the world, or as D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones reportedly said, “The church does the world the least good when she seeks to be most like it.”6 The world does not need the church to echo all its utopian schemes for a better life. The world needs the church to preach the gospel to it. Yes, when that gospel is faithfully preached and received, men and women throughout the world not only come to Christ but also live in ways that better everything about them. If the church fails to do that, however, as she is called to do it, she suffers and the whole world with her. As attractive as it might seem at any given point for the church to cease to be the truly spiritual body that her Lord calls her to be, it is, in fact, for the church to retreat into futility.

      This book, it should be here noted, does not seek to resolve all the difficult problems that surround this subject, such as the relationship between church and state or between Christ and culture or the place of public or political theology.7 For example, two-kingdom advocates distinguish broadly between the redemptive and secular (common) realms, and neo-Calvinists seek to integrate the two.8 Both approaches arguably have insightful contributions and valid concerns about the other, and these two schools, and variants thereof, can continue to battle for their models and the help that they might bring at various points while agreeing with the central concerns of this book.

      Beyond the ham-handed efforts of early twentieth-century social gospelers, who rendered the church another public aid society, albeit a religious one, those interested in political or public theology in more recent decades have generally been more subtle and sophisticated in their attempts to bring their convictions to bear on civil society broadly.9 Ultimately, however, some have often proved no less partisan than the social gospel promoters, who were politically quite liberal. Certainly, many contemporary advocates of political or public theology have tended in progressive directions not likely to garner evangelical support, though some who promote political theology do so from a more moderate position.10

      We should not, on the one hand, adopt partisan political positions as the church over which those who affirm the same creeds and confessions may rightly differ; we should not, on the other hand, fail to affirm what God’s word clearly teaches, even if our proclamation may be perceived to have political impact. Some within the Reformed and Presbyterian world hold to views about the civil reign of King Jesus that have deep historical roots, and various parties continue to vie for some version of Christendom even in an age that has largely been conceded as being post-Christian.11 Nonetheless, I hope that the most zealous Covenanter can read this book and agree that the church must remain the church and, as such, should not “intermeddle with civil affairs which concern the commonwealth.”12 Some positions would wall off the Christian faith from any influence on the public square. Not this work. Other positions would gladly have the church be viewed as the Republican or Democratic Party at prayer; some progressives and reactionaries, rejecting the “old” politics, look to others now.13 Again, this work calls for the church to baptize no political party or movement.

      I believe that what I propose and what I hope might be welcomed is in keeping with Augustine’s seminal insights in The City of God (412–426).14 In the century before Augustine, Constantine was converted (312), and Eusebius, the father of church history, became his court chronicler. Previously, many Christians, who were under persecution, had been chiliasts, expecting the coming of Christ to be followed by a thousand-year reign of Christ on the earth. With the conversion of the emperor, Eusebius identified the church with the state and saw a future golden age in which the Roman state and church would triumph and together dominate the whole world.

      When Rome was sacked by Alaric and the Visigoths in 410 and other evidence of the empire’s dissolution accrued, Augustine addressed the theological crisis by writing The City of God. In response to the charge that the church waxed at the expense of the waning state, he pointed out the failures of paganism and made clear that the church was its own entity, not to be simply identified with the Roman Empire—or any other empire, for that matter. Augustine wrote to assure Christians that though Rome may fall, the church will never fall but will continue to carry out its task until that great day of the Lord. The book in your hands is in the spirit of such Augustinian reasoning.

      Consonant with that Augustinian conviction, I do not seek to muzzle the prophetic voice of the church against such injustices as abortion, racism, abuse of power, and denial of due process in the course of the church’s proclamation of the whole counsel of God. The church must, in all its ministries, declare God’s word and minister to the spiritual welfare of those in and out of the church. We do not need less of a Christian witness in the public square; we need more of one. This is evidenced not only in the writings of those on the political left or right, who would bring biblical insight into play more explicitly in the public square, but also in the writings of some two-kingdom thinkers like David VanDrunen, who, in his book on politics, brings Christian wisdom and insight to bear (under a natural-law rubric) on the public square in a variety of ways.15

      We do not need more of the secularism of the French Revolution sort, marked as it was by viciousness. Nor do we need the visible institutional church to be swamped with and give way to political concerns. We need the church to remain and be the church, both for its own welfare and that of the world. All Reformed and Presbyterian churches affirm Calvin’s second use of the law—as a guide for society broadly—and when civil government refuses to recognize God’s law explicitly, we pray that it will do so in spite of such unbelief because the works of the law are written on the rulers’ hearts (Rom. 2:14–15).16

      This book, then, seeks to refocus the church on its proper calling and mission, encouraging it to be what Christ has called it to be and not to give way to political concerns, as is so tempting and so common. This work seeks to foster a kind of “mere spirituality,” with apologies to C. S. Lewis, that would obtain in the face of competing models for understanding state and church, Christ and culture, faith and politics, and the like. In other words, I call on all Reformed and Presbyterians—indeed, all Protestants—however they conceive the relations of church and state, faith and politics, and so on, to embrace the “mere spirituality of the church.” At the same time, this approach will clash with that of those determined, on either left or right (however they may self-identify), to organize the church according to their own political convictions.

      All persons have political convictions, and those of the Christian must be consonant with Scripture, as all his beliefs must be. This does not mean, however, that those views should be preached as gospel truth in the pulpit. Yes, one may properly preach, as warranted by the text, that abortion is sin (or that greedy business practices, racism, same-sex marriage, oppressive exploitation, and so on are wrong) but not what precise political moves should be made to address it. To preach against sin is one thing; to preach the detailed solution to complex political questions, especially about which people of the same confession differ, is another.

      This book examines, first, the doctrine of the spirituality of the church—that is, the call, task, or mission of the institutional church. It then surveys that doctrine particularly as it developed stateside in the nineteenth century, especially as it relates to the nation’s enthrallment to slavery. We will see that Charles Hodge of Princeton Theological Seminary opposed the doctrine of the spirituality of the church as he initially saw it brought forth by James Henley Thornwell and others, particularly at the 1859 and 1860 General Assemblies of the Presbyterian Church, but modified it for his own purposes in opposition to the Gardiner Spring Resolutions at the 1861 General Assembly. The Presbyterian Church, turning away from the spirituality of the church, ultimately came to embrace an approach to political and civil matters that overwhelmed the spiritual: Northern Presbyterianism took actions during and following the US Civil War (1861–1865), including the reunion of the Old and New Schools on an unsound doctrinal and polity basis, that compromised the church and led her into theological liberalism.

      The Presbyterian Church, as a great cautionary tale, lost its spiritual way in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries; since then, mainline Presbyterianism has suffered the loss of the spirituality of the church, pervasive politicization, and arguably, because of that, precipitous decline.17 In the face of the widespread decline of this doctrine, recent years have witnessed a welcome awareness of the historical abuse of the spirituality of the church among confessionally sound Reformed and Presbyterian churches that once imbibed this doctrine.18 While it is true that it was abused in some measure, such abuse does not mean that the doctrine has no proper use.19 It is the aim of this book to warn against dismissing the spirituality of the church altogether just because it has been historically abused and to observe that if it is shelved, the church will suffer from losing a proper doctrine of the church’s spiritual mission. This book seeks to address both the abuse and the neglect of the spirituality of the church and to call for a healthy return to a mere spirituality, one that does not dodge painful responsibilities but remains alert and sensitive to the temptation of politicizing the institutional church.

      This book presses for a mere spirituality that encourages the church as church to mind its spiritual business and not to seek to proclaim anything but “Thus says the Lord” and what may be rightly implied from Scripture. The church as church lacks the competency and the authority to address political situations in detail because it lacks the scriptural word to opine about specific proposed remedies such as higher minimum wages, better tax schemes, term limits for public office, and many other matters that should be decided in the political forum and not in the ecclesiastical one. This is what this book means when it speaks of the spiritual call that pertains to the church, a call that challenges the church neither simply to become the world by echoing its highest humanism nor to flee from the world and retreat into a holy huddle. Rather, the church must be what Christ has called her to be, both for her own good and for the world’s, all to the glory and eternal praise of our triune God.20
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