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To my Poquoson Baptist Church Family: 

Thanks for faithfully gathering week after week.  
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Preface 

 

“Beware of your second church,” my pastor friend warned 

me. “The first church you pastor is such a blessing. The 

fellowship is sweet, and the people just dote on their young 

pastor. It’s the second one that’s the real challenge. But if you can 

survive your second church and make it to the third, that’s when it 

really gets special.”  

This is conventional wisdom in many pastor’s circles. By 

God’s grace it has not been true for me. Honestly, I never really 

desired to leave the first church I pastored, but I simply could not 

provide for my growing family where I was serving. And besides, 

we never intended to stay in the seminary town where we lived, 

no matter how much we loved it. 

So, in August 2016 we packed up our belongings and 

traveled over 600 miles to Poquoson, Virginia, a sleepy saltwater 

town with an amazing church. Not perfect, mind you, but still 

amazing. Nearly five years later we still love each other. And it’s 

with the sweet saints of Poquoson Baptist Church in mind that I’m 

writing this book.  

Perhaps you did a double take at that last sentence. “Wait a 

minute, this is a book about church attendance! And you had your 

‘amazing’ church on your mind as you wrote this book?” Isn’t 

that a bit like telling your wife, “I was thinking about you when I 

saw that ad for deodorant or diet pills?” Flattering. 
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That’s not at all what I mean. Most of the saints of Poquoson 

Baptist Church have continually blown me away that, week after 

week, they still faithfully gather to hear this imperfect pastor 

proclaim God’s Word. Even amidst a global pandemic, most PBC 

members were willing and able to gather regularly (facemasks and 

all!) to hear God’s Word preached.  

So why did I write this book with them in mind? Because as 

I’ve labored to shepherd these saints towards a more meaningful 

understanding of church membership there have been some 

challenges. Not knock-down-drag-outs, mind you, but a few tense 

moments here and there. Some confusion. Godly men and women 

who didn’t understand why a church would insist that, unless 

providentially hindered, a member should faithfully gather with 

God’s people. Beloved members who were willing to submit, but 

still struggled to understand why a church’s elders would 

recommend church discipline for a member who never darkened 

the doors of the church.  

It’s for PBC members like this that I wrote this book. I hope 

you’ll read what I’ve carefully labored to write, and I pray the 

Holy Spirit will use my imperfect words to bring about a greater 

love for the gathering of God’s people and a deeper understanding 

of why it matters.  

Soli Deo Gloria.
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Introduction 

 

This is a book about going to church. Thanks in part to my 

loving Christian parents I’ve been faithfully going to church 

almost every week for nearly four decades. For my family and 

many others, going to church is kind of like second nature. It’s not 

something we ever have to make time for in our weekly calendar. 

It’s a given.  

But even as church attendance was largely a given in my 

home growing up, the same is not true for countless Christians. 

I’ve encountered many well-meaning Christians for whom 

attending church is worth doing only when all the circumstances 

are aligned just right. Too many Christians have never considered 

that their non-attendance just might be wrong. That it sometimes 

might be a sin to not attend church. 

So this is also a book about sin. It’s not about sin in general. 

It’s a book about a particular sin, namely the sin of non-

attendance. Perhaps that one’s new to you. You’re familiar with 

the classics like pride, greed, lust, envy, gluttony, wrath, and 

sloth. What’s the sin of non-attendance? 

The sin of non-attendance is a believer’s willful and 

continual absence from regular corporate gatherings in a local 

church. I promise to unpack this definition in greater detail later, 

but for now consider just one passage that speaks to this sin: 

Hebrews 10:23-25—Let us hold fast the confession of our 

hope without wavering, for he who promised is faithful. And 
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let us consider how to stir up one another to love and good 

works, not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of 

some, but encouraging one another, and all the more as you 

see the Day drawing near.” 

Whether or not you agree with my definition (although I 

hope you will by the time you’re done with this book), I hope you 

at least agree there is such a thing as the sin of non-attendance. 

We may quibble over how serious the sin is, how many absences 

qualify, or how we should respond to this sin. I hope to address 

each of those concerns later. But for now, I hope we at least agree 

there is such a thing as “neglecting to meet together,” and that 

such neglect is disobedience to Scripture. In other words, it is sin.  

But wouldn’t it be better to approach this sin differently? If 

you’re trying to encourage people to faithfully attend church, 

wouldn’t it be better to be more positive? Shouldn’t we motivate 

them with delight, not duty? With grace, not guilt? I agree. But 

this book’s primary audience isn’t the wayward church member.  

In nearly ten years as a senior pastor, I’ve spent my fair 

share of time pursuing wayward church members. It comes with 

the territory. But if you can’t get a member to faithfully attend 

worship services at your church, you’re probably not going to get 

him or her to read a book about the sin of non-attendance. No, this 

book isn’t primarily meant for the non-attender (that said, if you 

are struggling in this area, I hope you’ll keep reading).  

This book’s primary audience is the faithful (or semi-

faithful) church attender who doesn’t fully understand why 

showing up matters. To him or her, faithful church attendance is 

like one of the options in the buffet. It’s great if you like that sort 
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of thing but it shouldn’t be forced on everybody. After all, 

everybody has their own tastes and preferences.  

In these pages I hope to get to the heart of why church 

attendance matters. And if you love your church, you should 

desire its membership to be marked by faithfulness. You shouldn’t 

view faithful attendance as one of the options at the buffet line, 

but the entire buffet. Faithful attendance isn’t one approach to 

membership, its part and parcel to what membership is. Showing 

up matters. 

 

Church Attendance and the Heart 

The truth is, I want to do more than convince you. I hope in 

these pages to engage your heart. After all, mere church 

attendance is not enough. It’s possible to show up every Sunday 

and still be far from the Lord. As Jesus said, quoting Isaiah, ‘This 

people honors me with their lips, but their heart is far from me” 

(Matthew 15:8). Church attendance is, first and foremost, a heart 

issue. As the hymnwriter Isaac Watts once wrote,  

The great God values not the service of men, if the heart 

be not in it: The Lord sees and judges the heart; he has no 

regard to outward forms of worship, if there be no inward 

adoration, if no devout affection be employed therein. It is 

therefore a matter of infinite importance, to have the whole 

heart engaged steadfastly for God.1 

 
1 Isaac Watts, Discourses of the Love of God and the Use and Abuse of the 

Passions in Religion, With a Devout Meditation Suited to Each Discourse 

(London: Clark & Hett, 1729), 108. 
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But what does it mean to engage the heart? In his book The 

Dynamic Heart in Daily Life, biblical counselor Jeremy Pierre 

says its more than merely engaging the emotions. He writes: 

Human experience is three-dimensional. The human 

heart responds cognitively, through rational processes based 

on knowledge and beliefs. It also responds affectively, 

through a framework of desires and emotions. It also 

responds volitionally, through a series of choices reflecting 

the willful commitments of the heart. These three aspects of 

the heart’s response are all a part of how people were 

designed to worship God.2 

Engaging the heart is three-dimensional work. It is more than 

engaging the feelings. A heart engaged by Biblical truth about 

church attendance will think rightly about gathering, feel rightly 

about gathering, and choose rightly about gathering. And with this 

three-fold goal in mind I’ve outlined this book. 

In part 1 we’ll learn to think rightly about gathering with 

God’s people. In chapter 1, we’ll study what the Bible teaches 

about sin and examine Hebrews 10:23-25 in greater detail. From 

that passage we’ll learn that non-attendance is (sometimes) a sin 

of commission. In chapter 2, we’ll respond to an initial objection: 

Is it right to make such a big deal about something only explicitly 

mentioned in one verse? Then we’ll examine a more damning 

aspect of the sin of non-attendance: when we neglect God’s 

people we may be guilty of many sins of omission. In chapter 3, 

we’ll consider a working definition of the sin of non-attendance. 

In part 2, we’ll learn how to feel rightly about gathering with 

God’s people. It’s not enough to merely know the importance of 

 
2 Jeremy Pierre, The Dynamic Heart in Daily Life: Connecting Christ to 

Human Experience (Greensboro, NC: New Growth Press, 2016), 12. 
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church attendance. We should delight in assembling with God’s 

people because when we do amazing things happen. In chapter 4 

we’ll learn how God shows up in the gathering of His people. In 

chapter 5 we’ll learn how God works in and through our 

attendance. In these chapters our goal is to tune our hearts to 

delight and treasure the goodness of gathering. 

In part 3, we’ll learn to choose rightly about gathering with 

God’s people. In chapter 6 we’ll examine the occasions when it is 

appropriate to miss the gathering. Here we’ll consider a host of 

objections. What about when I’m sick? What about people in 

nursing homes? What about vacations, pandemics, and overtime? 

Are there any justifiable reasons to miss church? Then in chapter 

7 we’ll examine church attendance against the modern 

phenomenon of online attendance. In chapter 8 we’ll conclude by 

considering when showing up is a sin. Mere attendance isn’t 

enough. Part of choosing rightly is choosing to attend for the right 

reasons and in the right way. 

Most who read this book will be people who understand the 

good news of the Gospel, that God in Christ is reconciling to 

Himself all who repent and believe in the finished work of Jesus 

on the cross (2 Corinthians 5:19). But merely understanding that 

good news is not enough. We must live like it’s true. And that 

includes thinking, feeling, and choosing rightly about how and 

when we gather with God’s people. I pray this book will help us 

to do that better.



 
 

 

 

Part 1 

 

THINKING RIGHTLY: 

WHY NON-ATTENDANCE IS 

(SOMETIMES) A SIN
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1 

Church Attendance and Sins of Commission 

 

“I have never sinned.”  

I couldn’t believe what I had just heard. I was outside a 

coffee shop in Atlanta, Georgia and my cookie-cutter evangelism 

encounter was falling apart before my eyes. In her defense, the 

woman I was talking with was a cyclist taking a brief caffeine 

pitstop. She probably wasn’t interested in an intense conversation 

about eternal life and the Ten Commandments with a twenty-

something spiky-haired youth pastor in cargo shorts.  

A decade and a half later, I’m still a firm believer that people 

need to understand the horrors of their sin before they’re ready to 

receive the hope of the Gospel. You need to get them lost before 

you can get them saved. Usually when I lead people to examine 

themselves against the Ten Commandments, they are quick to 

acknowledge their sinfulness. But that sweltering day in Atlanta 

was different. One commandment after another, this woman 

maintained her innocence.  

To this day I don’t really know if this woman seriously 

believed she had never sinned, or if she was simply trying to 

enjoy her coffee in peace. Regardless, hers was merely a more 

honest version of the types of responses I normally receive when I 

share the Gospel. Sure, most people admit they’ve broken a 

commandment or two. But sin? Really? Isn’t that the really bad 

stuff? I mean, I haven’t killed anybody?  
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Sin Lite 

Sadly, many who identify as Christians have adopted a 

similar posture towards sin. Sin is the word we use for the really 

bad stuff. Things like murder, abortion, racism, adultery, abuse, 

and others. You know, the big stuff. Sure, we all mess up here and 

there. Everybody makes mistakes. Nobody’s perfect. But sin? 

Now you’ve taken things up a notch.  

This sort of mindset will likely make a book like this hard to 

read. No need to judge a book by its cover when the title alone 

should do the trick. The sin of non-attendance? Are you kidding 

me? Smells legalistic at best and cultish at worst. Bear with me.  

I am confident that far too many Christians struggle viewing 

non-attendance as a sin because they’ve traded the biblical 

doctrine of sin for a lite version. Great taste, less filling. Easy to 

swallow and easy to sell. So before we go anywhere, we need to 

ditch the bottle of Sin Lite and drink a draught of hamartiology. 

 

Harm-a-What’s-It? 

Okay, now you really want to put this book down. What in 

the world is hamartiology? It comes from the word hamartia, a 

word commonly used in the Greek New Testament. It means to 

transgress a law. It’s a common word for sin. Hamartiology, then, 

is the study of the biblical doctrine of sin.  

We must begin our study of sin by agreeing on a definition. 

What is sin anyways? If “the really bad stuff” of Sin Lite isn’t a 

robust enough definition, what is? It’s hard to do better than the 

definition put forth in the Westminster Shorter Catechism nearly 
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400 years ago. The catechism defines sin as “any want of 

conformity unto, or transgression of, the law of God.”1  

Once you get past the somewhat archaic language, you’ll 

notice two important aspects to this definition. First, it requires a 

standard: the law of God. By law of God, we must not merely 

consider the first five books of the Old Testament, or even the Old 

Testament in its entirety. By law of God, the catechism authors 

clearly intended all of God’s commands in Scripture.2 In other 

words, to violate God’s law is to violate anything He has 

commanded in His Word. This definition agrees with Scripture’s 

own definition of sin in 1 John 3:4, “Everyone who makes a 

practice of sinning also practices lawlessness; sin is lawlessness.” 

The standard by which we measure sin is the perfect law of God.  

A second important aspect of this definition is the two well-

worn paths we travel whenever we sin. First, we sin by any want 

of conformity unto . . . the law of God. In other words, we sin 

whenever we fail to do everything that God’s law requires. These 

are sometimes called sins of omission, since they occur whenever 

we omit something God requires.3 It’s a sin that leaves undone 

what God requires to be done. In the words of James 4:17, “So 

 
1 Westminster Shorter Catechism, Question 14. 

2 In his commentary on the Westminster Shorter Catechism, Puritan 

preacher Thomas Vincent wrote this: “By the law of God is meant the 

commandments which God the Creator, and Supreme King, and Law-giver, hath 
laid upon all the children of men, his creatures and subjects, as the rule of their 

obedience.” Thomas Vincent, An Explicatory Catechism: Or An Explanation of the 

Assembly’s Shorter Catechism (New York: Printed by Lewis Deare, 1806), 55. 

3 See Vincent, 55. 
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whoever knows the right thing to do and fails to do it, for him it is 

sin.” 

The second path we travel whenever we sin is transgression 

of the law of God. In other words, we sin whenever we do 

anything outside the bounds of what God has required in his law. 

These are sometimes called sins of commission since they occur 

when we commit an act of disobedience to God’s Word. Think of 

one of the New Testament vice lists, like Galatians 5:19-21. “Now 

the works of the flesh are evident: sexual immorality, impurity, 

sensuality, idolatry, sorcery, enmity, strife, jealousy, fits of anger, 

rivalries, dissensions, divisions, envy, drunkenness, orgies, and 

things like these. I warn you, as I warned you before, that those 

who do such things will not inherit the kingdom of God.” A sin of 

commission occurs when we commit one of these or other actions 

he prohibits. 

In short, a biblical doctrine of sin requires a clear standard 

(everything God has commanded in His Word) and a recognition 

that we sin by not doing what we should (sins of omission) and by 

doing what we shouldn’t (sins of commission). Think about a 

coloring book. A sin of commission is like coloring outside the 

lines. A sin of omission is like not coloring at all. But what does 

any of this have to do with the sin of non-attendance? 

 

What’s Church Attendance Got to Do With it? 

If sin is measured against the law of God (i.e., the Bible), 

then we cannot call Sunday hooky a sin unless the Bible tells us 

so. Does God’s Word tell us anything about attending church? 

Well yes, but perhaps not in the way we might think.  
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For starters, let’s consider an example from the old 

covenant. In Deuteronomy 4:10 the Israelites were told, “Gather 

the people to me, that I may let them hear my words, so that they 

may learn to fear me all the days that they live on the earth, and 

that they may teach their children so.” Similar gatherings were 

commanded on the eighth day after the Feast of Booths (Leviticus 

23:36; Numbers 29:35; Nehemiah 8:18), during the Feast of 

Unleavened Bread (Deuteronomy 16:8), and every seven years 

(Deuteronomy 31:9-13), just to name a few. In addition, Leviticus 

23:1-2 indicates the need for a weekly assembly in the life of 

God’s people. Some might object. “Well that’s the Old 

Testament!” We’re not required to observe all those religious 

festivals and gatherings today. Those are specific rules for the 

Israelite people.” Fair enough. Just note that gathering has always 

been essential for the people of God.  

Let’s move to the New Testament and consider the example 

of the early church in Acts 2:42, “And they devoted themselves to 

the apostles' teaching and the fellowship, to the breaking of bread 

and the prayers.” It’s virtually impossible to devote yourselves to 

the apostles’ teaching if you’re not there to hear it. But this isn’t 

exactly a prescriptive command though is it? It’s more 

descriptive, telling us what the Christians in Jerusalem did, not 

necessarily telling you and I what to do. Besides, if you travel 

down to verse 46, you’ll notice that these believers were meeting 

together every day. Do we really want to suggest that faithfulness 

requires church attendance 365 days a year? 

Or what about 1 Corinthians 16:2? Paul writes this: “On the 

first day of every week, each of you is to put something aside and 
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store it up, as he may prosper, so that there will be no collecting 

when I come.” Here we have not only a clear precedent for 

weekly worship gatherings on Sundays, but we also see the 

priority of giving in the local church. But again, this isn’t 

necessarily a command to attend church as much as it is an 

expectation that the Corinthians will. And once again, we have a 

descriptive account of Paul’s dealings with the Corinthian 

Christians, not necessarily a prescriptive account for all Christians 

everywhere. That is, unless you’re expecting the Apostle Paul to 

visit your church sometime soon to gather your offering for the 

suffering Christians in Jerusalem (see verses 1-4). 

Other passages may be helpful to varying degrees. Acts 20:7 

once again illustrates the practice of the early church to gather 

weekly on the first day of the week. 1 Corinthians 11:17-33 

establishes an expectation that believers are gathering regularly to 

partake of the Lord’s Supper (among other things). 1 John 2:19 

seems to indicate that a permanent withdrawal from the local 

church indicates the lack of genuine saving faith. But perhaps the 

most important passage in establishing non-attendance as 

sometimes sinful is Hebrews 10:23-25, “Let us hold fast the 

confession of our hope without wavering, for he who promised is 

faithful. And let us consider how to stir up one another to love and 

good works, not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of 

some, but encouraging one another, and all the more as you see 

the Day drawing near.”  

 

Neglecting to Meet and Non-Attendance  
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We began this chapter by contrasting Sin Lite with a biblical 

doctrine of sin. In our study of sin, we observed that God has a 

standard (His Word) by which all our conduct must be measured. 

We also noted that there’s one of two paths we travel whenever 

we sin: omission or commission. We examined some of what 

Scripture says about church attendance and considered at least one 

passage with a clear command: don’t neglect meeting together. In 

other words, we are commanded to faithfully attend church.  

Here we arrive at the first reason why non-attendance is 

sometimes a sin: it is a potential violation of a clear command in 

Scripture. If God says, “don’t neglect meeting together” and I 

disobey this command I am guilty of a sin of commission. I have 

effectively colored outside the lines of God’s design for me as His 

follower. I have transgressed His law. 

At this point your inner attorney may be working overtime, 

looking for loopholes. Is it right to make such a big deal about 

something that’s only explicitly mentioned in one verse? To 

answer that question, we need to look again at sins of omission. 
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2 

Church Attendance and Sins of Omission 

 

Sometimes omission can be deadly. One of the most famous 

tragedies in modern history wouldn’t have happened without it. It 

was not terrorism, sabotage or foul play that led to the great loss 

of life when the Titanic sank, but a series of unfortunate 

omissions. It was not so much what was done, but what was left 

undone. 

Only twenty lifeboats were aboard the Titanic, enough to 

accommodate little more than half of its passengers. The crew was 

not sufficiently trained in using the lifeboat launching equipment. 

A lifeboat drill was given to passengers in first and second class, 

but not for the 710 passengers in third class. On the evening of 

April 14, 1912, multiple warnings of ice in the area were ignored 

by the captain and crew. The binoculars in the crow’s nest were 

missing, hindering the crew from seeing the iceberg sooner. The 

first lifeboat was lowered into the water with most of its 65 seats 

still empty. All but two of the ship’s lifeboats left the sinking ship 

with empty seats. Many only carried half their maximum capacity. 

In the end, about 1,500 souls were lost in the sinking of the 

Titanic. Sometimes omission can be deadly. 

In the last chapter we explored why non-attendance could be 

a sin of commission. Perhaps you’re sufficiently convinced. 

Perhaps not. Either way, I hope to convince you in this chapter 

that the greater danger with non-attendance is not what we do, but 
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what we leave undone. In other words, non-attendance is often 

accompanied by a host of sins of omission. Let’s consider four 

key omissions that could be associated with non-attendance. 

 

Omitting the Responsibilities to Church Leaders 

“I’ve never heard of a pastor who missed church as much as 

you do.” It was December and I had just returned from my third 

Sunday out of the pulpit for the entire year. Present for 49 weeks, 

absent for three. And yet ironically, the man who spoke these 

words to me had been regularly pursued by several members for 

his own non-attendance issues. But that Sunday he was there to 

criticize his pastor for taking an annual family vacation.  

As frustrating as that encounter was at the time, it revealed 

something crucial about the importance of church attendance. 

Nearly everyone agrees that the pastor better faithfully attend 

church. Although this church was a small congregation with only 

one part-time staff member, most churches would expect the same 

sort of dedication for any pastor or ministry leader on staff. 

Pastors better attend church faithfully because they have 

responsibilities to their members. 

But what about the responsibilities that members have to 

their pastors? The book of Hebrews mentions at least two. First, in 

Hebrews 13:9 we’re told “Remember your leaders, those who 

spoke to you the word of God. Consider the outcome of their way 

of life, and imitate their faith.” Pastors sometimes complain that 

they’re put on a pedestal by the members in their churches. The 

expectations to live and act a certain way (or maintain perfect 

attendance like the man who complained to me that Sunday in 
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December) can sometimes be crushing. But Hebrews 13:9 is a 

reminder that pastors in the church are called to live publicly. 

They’re called to live in such a way that their faith and conduct 

can be imitated. But how can the membership hear their teaching, 

see their conduct, and imitate their faith unless they’re regularly 

present to observe? 

A second responsibility that members have to their pastors is 

found in Hebrews 13:17, “Obey your leaders and submit to them, 

for they are keeping watch over your souls, as those who will have 

to give an account. Let them do this with joy and not with 

groaning, for that would be of no advantage to you.” Again, this 

passage also has something to say to pastors. They should 

shepherd the flock with joy and not with grumbling. But notice 

the responsibility of members: to obey and submit to their leaders. 

Again, it’s hard to do this if you’re routinely absent.  

When I was in high school and college my work ethic was 

something of a work in progress. When I had a job I enjoyed, I 

worked harder and longer than almost anybody. But I also had my 

fair share of unpleasant jobs: from cafeteria dish washer to fast-

food restaurant employee. In jobs like these I learned a trick to 

help my survive: stay away from your supervisor as much as 

possible. Turns out its easier to obey your leaders when you’re 

regularly out of sight when they issue instructions.  

The same is true in the church. It’s far easier to fulfill your 

responsibilities towards your leaders when you stay away. But the 

easy path is rarely the right one. God intends for His people to 

exercise their submission muscles by following their pastors as 
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they follow Christ. And those muscles will get flabby unless 

you’re faithful to show up. 

 

Omitting the Responsibilities of a Church Member 

What’s the meaning of church membership? Why does it 

matter? Is it simply about having your name on a list? Or being 

accepted and included? Or the ability to serve in the nursery or on 

a ministry team or a committee? Or having a place to call home 

whenever you’re able to attend? Or the confidence that some 

church somewhere will host your funeral and be mentioned in 

your obituary? In fifteen years of ministry, I’ve heard each of 

these reasons and more. But none of them do justice to the 

meaning of membership.  

Pastor and author Jonathan Leeman helpfully explains that 

the role of a church member is to “guard the what and who of the 

Gospel.”1 In other words, the church member’s job is far more 

significant than what many people think. The church’s fidelity to 

the Gospel will rise or fall on the faithfulness of its members.  

What does it mean that church members are to guard the 

what of the Gospel? If you’re a church member, it is partially your 

responsibility to ensure “the faith that was once for all delivered 

to the saints” is faithfully taught at your church (Jude 1:3).  

Consider Paul’s words to the church in Galatia. He was 

astonished at how quickly the church had abandoned the true 

Gospel. He urged them to reject any so-called Bible teacher who 

 
1 Jonathan Leeman, Don’t Fire Your Church Members: The Case for 

Congregationalism (Nashville: B&H Publishing, 2016), 235. 
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contradicted this Gospel. But who was he writing to? Not the 

elders, not the deacons, not the ministry team leaders, not the 

denominational representatives, but the entire membership 

(Galatians 1:1-9).2 It is the responsibility of church members to 

guard the what of the Gospel. 

What about guarding the who of the Gospel? If you’re a 

church member, it is partially your responsibility to ensure that 

your fellow members who profess Christ live up to that 

profession. We see this most clearly in passages that deal with 

church discipline. For example, consider the role of the church in 

Matthew 18:15-17. Jesus instructs His followers to bring 

unrepentant sinners before the church if previous attempts to 

confront and restore them have failed. Then, if the sinning 

member still does not repent, he is to be removed from 

membership by the congregation. The same type of instruction is 

given in 1 Corinthians 5:1-5 when Paul instructs the church to 

remove a man whose life grossly contradicts the faith he claims.  

Notice in both instances, it is not the elders or the deacons or 

any other group that is tasked with this responsibility. It is the 

membership itself. It is the responsibility of church members to 

require those among them who profess faith in Christ to live in 

accordance with that profession. Church members are responsible 

to guard the who of the Gospel.  

 
2 Of course, this doesn’t mean that elders, deacons, etc. shouldn’t also help 

guard the gospel. But they do so first and foremost as part of the membership. 

They are members first before they’re office-holders in the church. It is partly their 

exemplary faithfulness as church members that qualifies them to hold an office in 

the church. 
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Now consider this two-pronged responsibility alongside the 

sin of non-attendance. Will non-attendance help or hinder one’s 

ability to carry out these responsibilities? How effectively can you 

guard the what of the Gospel if you’re not faithfully present to 

hear what is taught? Sure, you can always listen to the sermon 

audio online later, or perhaps even livestream the service (more 

on that in chapter 7). But even with these incredible technologies, 

your ability to effectively guard the what of the Gospel will be 

minimized without faithful attendance. 

Or what about guarding the who of the Gospel? This 

responsibility likely requires your physical presence even more. 

After all, how can you do your part to help the members in your 

church faithfully live out their profession if you’re not faithfully 

present? Forget knowing how a brother or sister is doing in their 

walk with Jesus for a moment—members absent for extended 

periods of time may return to church to find a host of new 

members they don’t even know at all. And how effectively will 

you be able to assist in the pursuit of wayward, sinning members 

(as instructed in Matthew 18:17a) if you’re not present to hear 

what’s going on in their lives? 

Non-attendance is sometimes a sin because it hinders the 

faithful execution of your responsibilities as a church member to 

guard the what and who of the Gospel. 

 

Omitting the Lord’s Supper 

At the time, Good Friday 2020 seemed like the best day 

ever. Like many churches in America, the church I pastor stopped 

meeting in early March 2020 due to the Covid-19 pandemic. A 
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month later we still hadn’t met together in person and it looked 

like we would have little choice but to celebrate Easter at home. 

We had a livestream service of sorts, but it wasn’t much I assure 

you. Often as I preached to an empty room and a camera, I looked 

like a man recording a hostage video. The truth is all the 

technology in the world wouldn’t have improved things by much. 

There’s no substitute for God’s people gathering. 

That’s why Good Friday 2020 seemed like such a good day. 

Our staff and volunteers put in a lot of hard work and we hosted a 

drive-in communion service to celebrate the death of our Lord. At 

the time it seemed amazing. In retrospect, preaching to people 

locked in their cars with the windows rolled up left much to be 

desired. And yet, we were able to do the one thing we had missed 

for over a month. We were able to celebrate the Lord’s Supper. 

1 Corinthians 11:17-34 gives us the most extensive teaching 

in the New Testament about the Lord’s Supper. Studying this 

passage in-depth is outside the scope of this book. For our 

purposes, consider Paul’s expectation that genuine Christians will 

regularly gather to celebrate the Lord’s table with God’s people: 

• When you come together it is not for the better but for the 

worse. (v. 17) 

• When you come together as a church, I hear that there are 

divisions among you. (v. 18) 

• When you come together, it is not the Lord's supper that you 

eat. (v. 20) 

• So then, my brothers, when you come together to eat, wait for 

one another. (v. 33) 

Christians of various denominations and traditions often 

disagree with how often a church should celebrate the Lord’s 
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Supper, but that isn’t the most important observation we can make 

here. What’s most important for our purposes is the expectation 

that believers will take the Lord’s Supper and they will do so as 

part of the gathering of the church. It is “when you come 

together,” that you should partake.  

Communion should ordinarily be taken as part of the 

gathering with God’s people. Which means non-attendance can 

potentially jeopardize the believer’s ability to faithfully celebrate 

the Lord’s Supper. This is not to say there cannot be exceptions 

for the pregnant mom on bedrest, the widow recovering from 

severe surgery, or the elderly man under hospice care. The right 

thing to do in these situations may be for the individual who 

cannot attend to receive communion at home from the hand of a 

loving elder. But in other instances, where an individual or family 

misses church despite being able to attend, they are potentially 

cutting themselves off from celebrating communion in obedience 

to the commands of Jesus. 

 

Omitting the “One Another” Commands 

Perhaps you’ve heard of the “one another” passages in the 

New Testament. The original language uses one word, ἀλλήλων 

(pronounced ah-LAY-loan), to articulate this concept. That word 

is used 100 times in the New Testament in 94 different verses. 55 

times the word is used to describe or command behaviors and 

actions within the local church.3 Consider a few examples: 

 
3 For a complete list of ἀλλήλων in the New Testament, see the Appendix. 
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• Be At Peace With One Another (Mark 9:50; Romans 12:16, 

15:5) 

• Be Humble Towards One Another (1 Peter 5:5; Philippians 

2:3) 

• Be Kind to One Another (Ephesians 4:32) 

• Bear Burdens for One Another (Galatians 6:2) 

• Bear With One Another (Ephesians 4:2; Colossians 3:13) 

• Build One Another Up (Romans 14:19; 1 Thessalonians 5:11) 

• Care for One Another (1 Corinthians 12:25)  

• Confess to One Another (James 5:16)  

• Do Good To One Another (1 Thessalonians 5:15)  

• Encourage One Another (Romans 1:12; 1 Thessalonians 

4:18, 5:11) 

• Fellowship With One Another (1 John 1:7) 

• Greet One Another (Romans 15:7, 16:16; 1 Corinthians 

16:20; 2 Corinthians 13:12; 1 Peter 5:14) 

• Honor One Another (Romans 12:10) 

• Instruct One Another (Romans 15:14) 

• Love One Another (John 13:34-35, 15:12, 17; Romans 12:10, 

13:8; 1 Thessalonians 3:12, 4:9; 2 Thessalonians 1:3; 1 Peter 

1:22; 1 John 3:11, 23, 4:7, 11-12; 2 John 5) 

• Pray for One Another (James 5:16) 

• Serve One Another (John 13:14; Galatians 5:13) 

• Show Hospitality to One Another (1 Peter 4:9) 

• Stir Up One Another to Love and Good Works (Hebrews 

10:24) 

• Submit to One Another (Ephesians 5:21) 

• Wait for One Another (1 Corinthians 11:33) 
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One important question related to these commands is to 

whom exactly the “one another” is referring. Is it referring to all 

people everywhere? Certainly not, for many of the commands 

cannot be applied towards unbelievers (e.g., fellowship with one 

another, stir one another up to love and good works, submit to one 

another, etc.). Or is it referring to all Christians everywhere? This 

interpretation fails because it effectively empties the commands of 

any force. You cannot possibly confess your sins to all Christians 

everywhere, so you don’t confess your sins to anyone. You can’t 

show hospitality to every Christian, so you don’t show hospitality 

to any Christians.  

The fact that most of these commands are directed to local 

churches is telling. When Paul told the believers in Rome to honor 

one another (Romans 12:10), he had a specific local church in 

mind with a specific responsibility. When he told the Corinthians 

to wait for one another before they partook communion (1 

Corinthians 11:33), he had a specific congregation in mind. It 

seems best, then, to view these commands as referring to life in 

the local church.  

So what does any of this have to do with non-attendance? 

The longer a member is absent from the life of her local church, 

the harder it will be for her to obey these commands. It’s harder to 

bear burdens if you’re not present to hear what those burdens are. 

It’s hard to serve one another if you don’t see one another. Some 

of these commands can be faithfully obeyed from a distance, but 

others (like greeting and showing hospitality) are virtually 

impossible virtually. They require physical presence.   
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Sometimes Sinful 

Years ago, I was preparing to teach a Wednesday night Bible 

study when a saint approached me with a confession. “I’m sorry I 

wasn’t here last Wednesday night, pastor. My friend is dying so I 

thought it was more important for me to spend some time with her 

while I could.” Ever since that conversation I’ve been waiting to 

write a book like this so I could help people see how wrong it is to 

miss church for any reason. God forbid! In truth, I told that 

precious saint she didn’t need to apologize or feel guilty because 

that Wednesday night she was exactly where she should have 

been. Because not all non-attendance is created equal.  

If you’ve been paying attention, you’ve noticed that I’ve said 

non-attendance is sometimes a sin. That word sometimes is 

crucial. Yes, there is a very real problem of non-attendance among 

professing Christians. But we can easily swing the pendulum to a 

legalistic approach to church attendance that demands full 

participation every time the church doors are open. The truth is, 

there are occasions when missing church is not only permissible 

but right.  

But for now, I hope you understand my burden in writing 

this book. No, non-attendance is not always sinful, but sometimes 

it is. Sometimes in their absence believers commit a legion of sins 

of omission as they neglect their responsibilities to church leaders, 

forsake their responsibilities as church members, fail to regularly 

take the Lord’s Supper, and overlook their responsibilities to the 

“one another” in their local church. The greater danger with non-

attendance is not what we do, but what we leave undone. 
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Before we leave this topic behind, let’s be clear about one 

thing. Attending doesn’t automatically make you faithful in any of 

the areas above. You can have perfect attendance and be divisive 

and unsubmissive to your pastor. You can show up every time the 

doors are open and fail to guard the what and who of the gospel. 

You can take the Lord’s Supper whenever your church partakes it 

and yet do it in an unworthy manner. You can never miss a 

Sunday and still never obey a “one another” command. Just 

showing up isn’t enough.  

But showing up still matters. So much that I’ve devoted this 

entire book to defending the importance of faithfully gathering 

with God’s people. But what do we mean by faithfully gathering? 

How often does one need to be absent to be guilty of the sin of 

non-attendance? To answer these questions, we’ll need to 

carefully define the sin of non-attendance. 
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3 

Defining the Sin of Non-Attendance 

 

“I know it when I see it.” So goes one of the most famous 

phrases in the history of the Supreme Court of the United States. 

The year was 1964, and an Ohio theater owner had been convicted 

for violating obscenity laws by showing a film accused of being 

pornographic. The theater owner appealed his conviction to the 

Supreme Court and eventually won by a 6-3 vote.  

In his brief concurring opinion, Justice Potter Stewart argued 

that the film did not violate obscenity laws since it was not hard-

core pornography. Then he uttered that famous line, “I shall not 

today attempt further to define the kinds of material I understand 

to be embraced within that shorthand description [i.e., “hard-core 

pornography”]; and perhaps I could never succeed in intelligibly 

doing so. But I know it when I see it.”1 

Instead of a clear definition, Justice Stewart left Americans 

with a vague notion of obscenity that is completely subjected to 

the personal tastes of the individual. One legal scholar 

summarized the utter subjectivity of Justice Stewart’s comments 

in this way:  “In effect, ‘I know it when I see it’ can still be 

paraphrased and unpacked as: ‘I know it when I see it, and 

someone else will know it when they see it, but what they see and 

 
1 As quoted in Paul Gewirtz, “On ‘I Know It When I See It,’” The Yale Law 

Journal 105, no. 4 (1996): 1024, https://doi.org/10.2307/797245. 
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what they know may or may not be what I see and what I know, 

and that’s okay.’”2 

 

Towards a Definition of Non-Attendance 

When it comes to defining the sin of non-attendance, I’m 

half-tempted to join Justice Stewart in saying, “I know it when I 

see it.” The problem with adapting such a vague and subjective 

definition (in fact it’s a non-definition) is that it doesn’t help 

anybody. If the clearest definition we can offer about the sin of 

non-attendance is “I know it when I see it” then our words can be 

paraphrased as: “I know it when I see it, and someone else will 

know it when they see it, but what they see and what they know 

may or may not be what I see and what I know, and that’s okay.” 

In the end everyone is content where they are (whether they 

should be or not), and nobody is pushed to evaluate how their 

faithfulness measures up against the truth of God’s Word. 

Although we dare not be content with a definition as vague 

and subjective as “I know it when I see it,” we must admit this is 

no easy task. Your biblical dictionary likely won’t supply a 

definition and your concordance certainly won’t.  

To complicate matters, this is an area potentially fraught 

with legalism. I’ve spent several years in churches that insisted 

faithful church attendance required a perfect record of showing up 

to a lengthy list of church events. I’ve heard pastors berate their 

members (sometimes even from the pulpit) for not showing up to 

 
2 William T. Goldberg, “Two Nations, One Web: Comparative Legal 

Approaches to Pornographic Obscenity by the United States and the United 

Kingdom,” Boston University Law Review 90, no. 5 (October 2010): 2123. 
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Sunday School, Sunday morning worship, Sunday night worship, 

Tuesday night visitation, Wednesday night prayer meeting, 

Thursday night small group, Saturday morning outreach, and 

more. Show up every time the doors are open, or you’ve forsaken 

the assembly. 

I suspect some may be cringing at this sort of legalistic 

approach to church attendance. I am too. But let’s be careful lest 

we swing the pendulum to the other extreme. Too many 

Christians today are far too lax on the issue of church attendance. 

I’ve had conversations with professing Christians who believed 

themselves faithful because they attended church several times a 

year. We must do better than an “I know it when I see it” 

approach to faithful church attendance.  

So here’s my attempt at a definition: The sin of non-

attendance is a believer’s willful and continual absence from 

regular corporate gatherings in a local church. For the rest of 

this chapter, let’s unpack and explain this definition one line at a 

time. 

 

A Believer’s Sin 

The sin of non-attendance is a believer’s willful and 

continual absence from regular corporate gatherings in a local 

church. We begin with who. It is not the unbeliever that God 

requires to faithfully gather with the saints, but the Christian. 

Consider our primary text again:  

Hebrews 10:23-25—Let us hold fast the confession of our 

hope without wavering, for he who promised is faithful. And 

let us consider how to stir up one another to love and good 
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works, not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of 

some, but encouraging one another, and all the more as you 

see the Day drawing near.” 

Those commanded to not neglect the gathering are the same 

individuals commanded to hold fast to their confession of hope. 

This “confession of hope” is nothing less than our faith in the 

Gospel of Jesus Christ. Only believers (or professing believers) 

would claim this confession. 

If you’re reading this and you claim to be a follower of 

Jesus, this passage is talking to you. It is you whom God requires 

to faithfully gather with His people. Not your agnostic neighbor or 

your Muslim co-worker. Of course, they’re welcome to attend if 

they so desire. And if they do, let’s pray they hear the Gospel and 

believe it. But the fact is, church attendance is primarily for the 

saved, not the lost. We shouldn’t be surprised when unbelievers 

don’t want to come to church. It’s not designed for them. What 

they need is not church attendance, but Christ. You need church 

attendance because you claim to be a Christian. And one of the 

ways God helps you cling to that claim is your faithful attendance. 

Forsaking the assembly is the sin of the Christian. 

 

A Physical Absence 

The sin of non-attendance is a believer’s willful and 

continual absence from regular corporate gatherings in a local 

church. By absence we’re referring to your physical absence from 

the church. Yes, it’s 2021 and the Covid-19 pandemic has led 

churches large and small to incorporate some form of online 

worship service into their regular programming. We’ll consider 
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the question of online church attendance in detail in chapter 7, but 

for now understand we’re talking strictly about physical 

attendance here. You’re absent if your body is not in the vicinity 

when God’s people gather. 

If you or your church considers online attendance as equal to 

physical attendance, you may take issue with this narrow 

definition. I hope you’ll keep reading and at least consider why I 

believe online attendance is categorically different from physical 

attendance. If you still disagree when we’re done, I hope you’ll 

still find value in this definition, even if we disagree on this aspect 

of what it means to gather with God’s people. 

 

A Continual Sin 

What if I am one of those who miss because it’s sprinkling 

outside? Or because I’ve got tickets to watch my favorite team? 

Or because I’ve had a horrible week, and now I just want to lie in 

bed on a Sunday morning? Am I living in sin? Maybe, but not 

necessarily. Consider our definition again: the sin of non-

attendance is a believer’s willful and continual absence from 

regular corporate gatherings in a local church.  

Since Hebrews 10:25 warns against forsaking the assembly, 

it seems to me that simply missing a service here and there (while 

inadvisable) would not necessarily qualify as the sin of non-

attendance. To be clear, I personally believe you should limit your 

absences to works of necessity and mercy (something we’ll 

explain in further detail in chapter 6). For this reason, our family 

has made the habit of attending worship services even while we’re 

on vacation. Most of the time it’s not necessary to miss, so we 
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don’t. But if your approach to church attendance is slightly less 

rigorous than mine, I would likely stop short of labeling it a sin.  

What we have in mind is not the occasional absence from 

the gathered church, but a continual absence. Now let’s be careful 

here, lest we sound as vague as Justice Stewart. Some may ask, 

how often can I occasionally miss without being guilty of a 

continual sin? Can I skip once a month? Twice a month? Three 

times? 

These are the wrong questions. This is trying to find out 

where the line is, then getting as close to the line as you can 

without crossing it. Questions like these come from a heart that 

wants to do the bare minimum. Instead of asking “how often can I 

miss church and be okay?” a better question would be “when is 

missing church appropriate?” We’ll examine these questions in 

greater detail in chapter 6, but for now suffice it to say that 

continual absence is an issue of the heart. It’s a heart that prefers 

lesser things to the goodness of gathering with God’s people. 

 

A Willful Sin 

When I was a boy, my little Southern Baptist church 

occasionally gave pins to its members with a year of perfect 

attendance. Honestly, that seems laughable today. Even as lead 

pastor, I miss worship services in my church several times a year. 

Since most of us miss the gathering occasionally, it’s wise to 

examine our hearts lest we succumb to unnecessary guilt. Here’s a 

question to ask yourself next time you miss church: do I want to 

be there?  
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The sin of non-attendance is a believer’s willful and 

continual absence from regular corporate gatherings in a local 

church. The Christian who misses the gathering for the right 

reasons usually desires to be there. They want to attend, but for 

one reason or another they can’t.  

But before we conclude this section, let’s pay attention to a 

word of warning from 18th century Scottish preacher James 

Fisher. In his commentary on the Westminster Shorter Catechism, 

he discusses what activities Christians should do on the Lord’s 

Day. His advice can also be applied to what sorts of activities we 

allow to keep us from God’s people. He urges Christians to be 

sure these activities “be real, and not pretended; that we spend as 

little time about them as possible; and that we endeavour to attain 

a holy frame of spirit while about them.” 3 In other words, check 

your heart. Don’t be on the lookout for opportunities to miss the 

gathering. You should desire to gather with God’s people. If you 

don’t, something is wrong. 

 

Of Regular Corporate Gatherings 

But what church events must I attend? Am I in sin if I’m not 

present every time the doors are open? Again, not necessarily. Our 

definition states: The sin of non-attendance is a believer’s willful 

and continual absence from regular corporate gatherings in a 

local church. 

 
3 James Fisher, The Assembly’s Shorter Catechism Explained, By Way of 

Question and Answer., 1753. 
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I believe there are some churches that place attendance 

burdens on their people that are simply not realistic. For example, 

some independent fundamentalist churches require perfect 

attendance for weeklong “revival” services. That’s not what I 

have in mind here.  

There are certain gatherings at which a local church should 

expect regular attendance. In most churches this would be the 

main weekly worship gathering, often on a Sunday morning. This 

meeting should be prioritized because it’s the main gathering of 

the church.4 It’s where we use our spiritual gifts, flesh out the one 

another commands, celebrate the Lord’s Supper, and hear God 

speak to us in His Word. But the same cannot be said for the 

Wednesday night Bible study or the Sunday School class. I do not 

mean to say that these other meetings are unimportant (a church 

shouldn’t have them if they are), but they are not important to the 

same degree.  

That said, some churches may have additional meetings that 

do rise to a higher level of importance. For example, our church 

has a quarterly Members Meeting that we strongly encourage 

every member to attend. I would go as far to say that a member at 

our church should not miss these meetings unless necessity or 

mercy requires it. Why? Because at our church this is one of the 

main avenues for fulfilling the responsibilities of a church 

 
4 If your church has multiple main weekly gatherings (e.g., multiple 

services, multiple campuses, etc.) you may consider choosing one service time in 

one campus and faithfully attend that gathering as often as possible, rather than 
bouncing around from one meeting time/location and another. You may also find it 

helpful to consider a biblical critique of the multiple service model. See Jonathan 

Leeman, One Assembly: Rethinking the Multisite and Multiservice Church Models 

(Wheaton, Illinois: Crossway, 2020). 
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member (see chapter 2). That’s why I’ll sometimes tell our 

members it’s the second most important gathering at our church.  

Or consider the example of Capitol Hill Baptist Church in 

Washington, D.C. The elders there will often discourage 

prospective members from joining the church if they cannot 

regularly attend their weekly Sunday night prayer meetings. In 

their context, these meetings are crucial to the relationship-

building one another ministry of the church. 

But your responsibility is to be faithful to the regular 

corporate gatherings at your church. And if your church expects 

attendance at gatherings beyond the main weekly gathering you 

should either strive to be faithful or find a church where you can 

be.  

 

In A Local Church 

Last Christmas, the governor of my state held a press 

conference about the Covid-19 pandemic. In a statement 

specifically addressed to pastors and faith leaders he said, “this 

year we need to think about what is truly the most important 

thing, is it the worship or the building? For me, God is wherever 

you are. You don’t have to sit in the church pew for God to hear 

your prayers. . . . Worship with a mask on is still worship, worship 

outside or worship online is still worship.”5 

Now, on the one hand I agree with the governor. God is 

wherever you are. You don’t have to sit in a church pew for God 

 
5 Ralph Northam, “Covid-19 Press Conference” (Richmond, VA, December 

10, 2020), https://www.rev.com/blog/transcripts/gov-ralph-northam-virginia-

covid-19-press-conference-transcript-december-10. 
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to hear your prayers. Worship is happening whether your face is 

covered or not, whether you’re outside or inside, whether you’re 

online or not. But that’s not the point the governor was making. 

His point, whether directly stated or not, was that you don’t need 

to gather with a local church to faithfully worship God. 

That’s lightyears away from what we read in the New 

Testament. The word translated church in our English Bibles 

literally means assembly or gathering. A failure to gather with the 

people of God in a local church is sin. For this reason, we’ve 

defined the sin of non-attendance as a believer’s willful and 

continual absence from regular corporate gatherings in a local 

church.  

Faithfully gathering with your Bible study group is great, but 

that’s not a local church. Meeting with Christian friends for coffee 

is wonderful, but that’s not a local church. A local church is a 

body of baptized believers that formally commit to follow Jesus 

together. In 1559, the Belgic Confession put it this way:   

The marks, by which the true Church is known, are 

these: if the pure doctrine of the gospel is preached therein; 

if she maintains the pure administration of the sacraments as 

instituted by Christ; if church discipline is exercised in 

punishing of sin: in short, if all things are managed 

according to the pure Word of God, all things contrary 

thereto rejected, and Jesus Christ acknowledged as the only 

Head of the Church.6 

The Christian’s responsibility is not merely to engage in some 

form of fellowship with other believers every week but to 

faithfully attend a local church.  

 
6 Belgic Confession, Article 29. 
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But let’s take this one step further. The goal is not merely to 

attend in a local church but to attend your local church. Yes, there 

are many good reasons why you may temporarily attend a church 

that is not your church (e.g., vacation, pulpit supply, you’ve 

moved and are looking for a new church, attending a friend or 

family member’s baptism service at another church, etc.) but the 

bulk of your attendance should be in your local church. 

Technically you are attending church if you’re in a different one 

every Sunday. But you may be forsaking your assembly. And in 

so doing you’re likely not using your spiritual gifts as you ought 

or faithfully obeying the one another commands in Scripture. So 

don’t just attend anywhere. As often as possible, faithfully attend 

your local church.  

 

You Know it When You See It 

Perhaps there is one thing that Justice Stewart got right. 

Sometimes you do just know it when you see it. If you’re a 

genuine believer indwelt with the Spirit of Christ, I believe you 

know if you haven’t been faithful in your attendance to your local 

church. Take a moment and examine yourself. How are you doing 

in this area? Are you neglecting the body? Do you desire to gather 

with God’s people? Are there unhealthy patterns in your life 

related to church attendance? Are you missing important church 

meetings that you know you should be prioritizing? Are you 

justifying missing your church because you’re attending a church? 

If any of these things are true for you, talk to the Lord. He is 

faithful and just to forgive your sins and to cleanse you from all 

unrighteousness (1 John 1:9). Then perhaps you should talk to 
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your pastor. If he loves you and loves God’s Word, he’ll likely be 

overjoyed to hear how God is working in your life and will want 

to welcome you back with open arms. 

 



 
 

Part 2 

 

FEELING RIGHTLY: 

WHY SHOWING UP MATTERS
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4 

When We Show Up God Shows Up 

 

Years ago, I was putting my oldest son to bed when he said 

something to me in a sheepish voice "Daddy... will you cuddle 

with me for a minute?" 

I sighed ever so slightly. At six years old, my son was a 

master at delaying bedtime. It'd been a long day. We had company 

downstairs. But I had learned a long time ago the value of saying 

"yes" to my kids as often as I could. I took a deep breath and 

answered. "Yes." 

As I lay there, half-heartedly cuddling with my son, an 

amazing thing happened. In that same sheepish voice he 

whispered, "Daddy... I hope you fall asleep and sleep with me all 

night." 

I laughed. "You're silly, buddy!" I said. 

This time he sighed, but it wasn't like my sigh. His was the 

kind of sigh you make when you think about that memorable 

vacation, your favorite meal at that special restaurant, or 

Christmas morning with the entire family happy and together. 

And then he said something incredible as he started to drift off to 

sleep. "That would be awesome." 

Now I'm kind of slow, so the beauty of what had just 

happened escaped me until the next morning. But then it hit me: I 

didn't deserve that.  
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I certainly try to be a good dad, but this wasn’t a good week. 

When my son said that, it was during one of the busiest weeks I'd 

ever had as pastor. The day before was a sixteen-hour day from 

start to finish. That day I was supposed to take off, but two 

important meetings crept into our schedule, turning the day into a 

longer day than most normal days at the office. To top things off, 

I was about to leave town for three days for a conference. It was 

just one of those weeks. 

That's when the scandalous beauty of my son’s words hit 

me. He wanted to spend time with me, not because I had done a 

great job investing in our relationship, but simply because he 

loved me. Not because I had been a great dad, but because I was 

his dad.  

And he wasn't wishing for much. He didn't want me to play 

Legos with him or shoot his BB gun. He wanted me to sleep 

beside him. To snore and slobber and sleep. Not me at my best, 

certainly. But I would be there. Beside him. Doing nothing else 

but being there. He just wanted to rest in the presence of his 

father. 

 

Feeling Rightly About Gathering 

Thinking rightly about church attendance is important. But 

it’s not enough. Engaging the heart requires us to feel rightly 

about gathering with God’s people. It’s not enough to dutifully 

attend with cold dry feelings. God calls us to gather with joy. He 

wants us to feel rightly about gathering. Psalm 149:1-2 puts it this 

way, “Praise the LORD! Sing to the LORD a new song, his praise 

in the assembly of the godly! Let Israel be glad in his Maker; let 
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the children of Zion rejoice in their King!” God’s people are 

called not merely to assemble, but to do so with gladness and 

rejoicing as they praise their Maker.  

But why should we feel this way about gathering? Isn’t God 

present with us wherever we are? What is it about physically 

gathering with God’s people that should propel us to want to be 

there? My aim this chapter is to show you that when God’s people 

gather to hear His Word preached, God Himself is there in a 

special way. When we show up God shows up. We should feel 

rightly about gathering because when we do, we’re resting in the 

presence of the Father. 

 

How God Shows Up 

But how does God show up in the gathering? He does so 

through the faithful preaching of His Word. Now perhaps you’re 

thinking, “I don’t really need to show up to hear God’s Word, do 

I? After all, there’s dozens of preachers with podcasts and 

YouTube channels that are far more gifted than my preacher. I can 

listen to one of them anytime!” Or if you’re partial to your 

preacher, you can always just tune in to your church’s livestream. 

Both responses suffer from a severe misunderstanding of what I 

mean when I say showing up allows you to hear God’s Word. 

During my seminary days I spent several years studying 

everything I could about the preaching of Martin Luther. No, not 

the civil rights leader with the famous “I Have A Dream” speech. 

That’s Martin Luther King Jr. The Martin Luther I’m talking 

about was the German monk whose 95 Theses against the practice 

of indulgences in the Catholic church helped spark the Protestant 
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Reformation. Over 500 years ago, Luther became the most 

popular preacher of his day and his influence has had an enduring 

effect on Christianity to this day.  

Luther understood the act of preaching different from many 

Christians today. He firmly believed that the fundamental nature 

of the sermon was not mere words about God, but the words of 

God.1 As one scholar put it, “Luther’s greatest service to 

preaching is the recovery of the biblical understanding of 

preaching — God speaking . . . . Preaching is not mere human 

talk, but it is God himself speaking to individuals through human 

preachers.”2 Luther elaborated on this in a sermon on John 4:  

To be sure, I do hear the sermon; however, I am wont to 

ask: ‘Who is speaking?’ The pastor? By no means! You do 

not hear the pastor. Of course, the voice is his, but the words 

he employs are really spoken by my God. Therefore I must 

hold the Word of God in high esteem that I may become an 

apt pupil of the Word.3 

Perhaps this seems a bit fishy to you. If God speaks through 

the sermon, isn’t our understanding of the sufficiency of Scripture 

at risk? If God has already said all He intended to say through 

Scripture, in what sense can He continue to speak through 

sermons today? Furthermore, does God speak through all 

Christian preaching? Many so-called sermons are weak at best 

and unbiblical at worst. One theologian clarifies Luther’s position 

 
1 This view is sometimes called the sacramental view of preaching. 

2 Henry S. Wilson, “Luther on Preaching as God Speaking,” Lutheran 

Quarterly 19 (2005): 63. See also  J. Mark Beach, “The Real Presence of Christ in 
the Preaching of the Gospel: Luther and Calvin on the Nature of Preaching,” Mid-

America Journal of Theology 10 (1999): 77-134. 

3 Martin Luther, Luther’s Works, Vol. 22: Sermons on the Gospel of St. John 

Chapters 1-4 (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1957), 528.  
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this way: 

Christian preaching — when it is faithful to the word of 

God in the Scriptures about our need and God’s response to 

it — is God speaking. When it focuses on what God has 

done for the world in Jesus Christ, it is God speaking. When 

it invites faith and presents Christ so that faith becomes 

possible, it is God speaking. It is God’s very own audible 

address to all who hear it, just as surely as if Christ himself 

had spoken it.4 

Another scholar adds, “God is active in preaching insofar as 

the preacher remains obedient to the Word and seeks nothing but 

for the people to hear the Word of God.”5 Therefore, God binds 

His presence in preaching to the message, not the man.6 God 

speaks through the sermon insofar as it corresponds with the truth 

of Scripture. 

 

Preaching as a Means of Grace 

My study of Luther led me to adopt a similar view of 

preaching. Those who have heard my sermons have likely heard 

me pray beforehand asking the Holy Spirit to “preach louder than 

I can preach.” This simple prayer is my way of asking God to 

speak through me. I believe God has graciously chosen to 

continue to speak to His people through the faithful preaching of 

what He has already said in His Word. 

To put it another way, preaching is not a part of the Christian 

 
4 Fred W. Meuser, Luther the Preacher (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing 

House, 1983), 12. 

5 Wilson, “Luther on Preaching as God Speaking,” 69. 

 

6 Meuser, Luther the Preacher, 14. 
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worship service because we needed something to fill the time. It’s 

not simply a traditional element. It’s what the Reformers called a 

“means of grace.”7 This means that in the sermon we encounter 

grace. Or better yet, we encounter God Himself.  

But this view of preaching is not unique to Luther. Similar 

views were held by church fathers like John Chrysostom and 

Augustine of Hippo, the Reformer John Calvin, Puritans like 

William Perkins, Jeremiah Burroughs, and John Owen, and 

modern preachers like D. Martin Lloyd Jones, James Montgomery 

Boice, J.I. Packer, and many more. Consider, for example, these 

words from the Westminster Larger Catechism. Question 160 

asks, “What is required of those that hear the word preached?” 

The catechism answers this way: 

It is required of those that hear the word preached, that 

they attend upon it with diligence, preparation, and prayer; 

examine what they hear by the Scriptures; receive the truth 

with faith, love, meekness, and readiness of mind, as the 

Word of God; meditate, and confer of it; hide it in their 

hearts, and bring forth the fruit of it in their lives.8 

Even more importantly, this appears to be the testimony of 

Scripture itself. Referring to his preaching in Thessalonica, Paul 

writes this in 1 Thessalonians 2:13, “when you received the word 

of God, which you heard from us, you accepted it not as the word 

of men but as what it really is, the word of God, which is at work 

in you believers.” We preached, God spoke, you believed.  

But why preaching? Can’t God speak through other means? 

 
7 Carl Trueman argues that preaching is, “in fact the primary means of 

grace.” Carl R. Trueman, “The Word As Means of Grace,” The Southern Baptist 

Journal of Theology 19, no. 4 (2015): 60. 

8 Emphasis added. 
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That’s the wrong question. God can do whatever He pleases 

(Psalm 115:3). But He has chosen to speak through preaching. As 

Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 1:21, “For since, in the wisdom of 

God, the world did not know God through wisdom, it pleased God 

through the folly of what we preach to save those who believe.”  

Perhaps you feel like you “get more out of it” when you’re 

listening to your favorite preacher on YouTube. That’s not the 

point. God did not ask your opinion when He decided to speak to 

His people through the preaching of His Word. That’s His 

business. Your job is to obey. The Puritan preacher Richard 

Baxter put it this way: 

Objection: I can profit as much by staying at home and 

reading the Scripture or some good book; it is the word of 

God which they preach, and it is that which I read at home. 

The books that are written by learned men are better than the 

sermons that are preached by our ministers. 

 

Answer: What foolish pretences are these against the 

plain command of God and our own necessary duty! When 

God hath appointed you your duty, will He allow you to 

forsake it upon your own reason, as if you were wiser than 

God, and knew what will profit you better than He?9 

 

Get to the Point! 

But what does any of this have to do with showing up to 

church? What are the implications on church attendance if God 

has chosen to meet with and speak to His people through the 

faithful preaching of His Word?  

One implication is clear: every failure to gather with God’s 

 
9 Richard Baxter in I. D. E. Thomas, The Golden Treasury of Puritan 

Quotations (Carlisle, PA: Banner of Truth, 1977), 57. 
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people is a missed opportunity to hear from God. Let that sink in 

for a moment. God has chosen the sermon as the regular time 

when He promises to meet with His people. Missing the gathering 

is missing out on God Himself. 

Wait just a minute! What about listening to the recording 

later? What about the livestream? While sermon recordings and 

livestreams can be helpful tools to expand the impact of a 

preacher’s message, I am not alone in wondering what impact this 

has on the preaching event as a means of grace. Yes, God can still 

speak through a recorded message. But I’m not sure He does in 

the same way.  

Can the presence of God in the preaching moment be 

transmitted via livestream or recording? Can it be paused while 

you go to the refrigerator for a mid-sermon snack? Can it be 

muted while you tell your children to sit still and listen? Does 

God’s presence buffer or lag when the internet connection is 

poor? Forgive the sarcasm, but I hope you get the point. While 

modern technologies are beneficial in many ways, they are no 

substitute for the gathered saints encountering the presence of 

God through the preached Word.  

If we truly understood what happens when God’s Word is 

preached, we would treasure the gathering more than we often do. 

We wouldn’t be like Ferris Bueller, looking for another day off. 

We would want to attend. We would feel rightly about gathering 

with God’s people. 
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5 

God Works In and Through Our Attendance 

 

Family dinners matter. Researchers have shown that the 

time-tested tradition of a family gathering around a dinner table 

talking to one another has a host of positive benefits.  

Dinnertime conversations are proven to increase vocabulary 

even more than reading books aloud to your children.1 Want to 

know the easiest way to predict high achievement scores among 

middle and high schoolers? Don’t look first to the time spent at 

school or doing homework. Look at their family’s mealtime 

habits.2 Additional benefits include an overall healthier lifestyle, 

reduction of symptoms in various medical disorders, decreased 

anxiety, lower likelihood of high-risk teenage behaviors like 

smoking, binge drinking, marijuana use, and more. These benefits 

have led one Harvard professor to conclude that family dinners 

are “the most important thing you can do with your kids.”3 While 

she overstates her case, she’s right that family dinners matter 

more than many people think. 

 
1 Catherine E. Snow and Diane E. Beals, “Mealtime Talk That Supports 

Literacy Development,” New Directions for Child and Adolescent Development 

2006, no. 111 (2006): 51–66, https://doi.org/10.1002/cd.155. 

2 Sandra L. Hofferth and John F. Sandberg, “How American Children Spend 

Their Time,” Journal of Marriage and Family 63, no. 2 (2001): 295–308. 

3 Anne Fishel, “The Most Important Thing You Can Do with Your Kids? 

Eat Dinner with Them.,” Washington Post, accessed March 5, 2021, 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/posteverything/wp/2015/01/12/the-most-

important-thing-you-can-do-with-your-kids-eat-dinner-with-them/. 
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Dinner Tables and Declining Attendance 

The same is true for gatherings at your local church. 

Showing up matters more than many people think. And yet, like 

the many families who neglect the healthy habits of a technology-

free dinner, there are far too many professing Christians who 

neglect the importance of regularly gathering with God’s people.  

Several years ago, Thom Rainer reported on declining 

church attendance in America. He states: 

The number one reason for the decline in church 

attendance is that members attend with less frequency than 

they did just a few years ago. Allow me to explain. . . . If the 

frequency of attendance changes, then attendance will 

respond accordingly. For example, if 200 members attend 

every week the average attendance is, obviously, 200. But if 

one-half of those members miss only one out of four weeks, 

the attendance drops to 175. Did you catch that? No 

members left the church. Everyone is still relatively active in 

the church. But attendance declined over 12 percent because 

half the members changed their attendance behavior 

slightly.4 

Most Christians would agree that church attendance matters. 

But far too often our actions speak louder than words. Far too 

often we say showing up matters, but we act as if it only matters 

when it’s convenient.  

Parents should want to eat dinner with their children, 

undistracted by smartphones and smart TVs. They should want to 

eat dinner with their kids simply to spend time with them. But the 

 
4 Thom S. Rainer, “The Number 1 Reason for the Decline in Church 

Attendance,” Lifeway Research, December 17, 2018, 

https://lifewayresearch.com/2018/12/17/the-number-1-reason-for-the-decline-in-

church-attendance/. 
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truth is, sometimes even well-meaning parents don’t want what 

they should want. Sometimes hearing all the benefits of family 

dinner helps parents to feel rightly about its importance.  

Similarly, Christians should want to gather with God’s 

people. They should want to gather with God’s people, because 

when they do God shows up. But the truth is, sometimes even 

well-meaning Christians don’t want what they should want. 

Sometimes hearing other benefits of faithfully gathering helps us 

to feel rightly about its importance. Let’s examine nine additional 

benefits of faithfully gathering with God’s people. 

 

It Helps You Hold Onto Hope 

Let’s go back to the classic text on church attendance, 

Hebrews 10:23-25. The Spirit says, “Let us hold fast the 

confession of our hope without wavering, for he who promised is 

faithful. And let us consider how to stir up one another to love and 

good works, not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of 

some, but encouraging one another, and all the more as you see 

the Day drawing near.” 

Notice how faithful church attendance helps you hold onto 

hope. The passage begins with a command to “hold fast the 

confession of our hope without wavering,” and one of the ways 

we do that is by “not neglecting to meet together.” One of the 

fruits of faithfully gathering with God’s people is a greater grip on 

the hope of the Gospel. In his commentary on Hebrews, John 

Owen writes: 

“Whatever reserves men may have in their minds, that 

they would still continue to believe in Christ though they 
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attended not unto his discipline in these assemblies, he 

regards it not; because therein men do openly prefer their 

own temporal safety before his glory.”5  

You may say to yourself “I don’t need to attend church to 

keep hoping,” but you’d be wrong. If your hope is leaking, 

perhaps it’s because your grip on God’s people is loosening. Or 

you may think you’re holding onto hope just fine, thank you very 

much. But do not be deceived, God is not mocked (Galatians 6:7). 

If you sow a loose grip on God’s people you will reap a loose grip 

on Gospel hope.  

If you want a strong, hope-filled relationship with the Lord, 

you’ll cultivate a strong habit of faithful attendance to the 

gatherings in your local church. Kent Hughes puts it this way, 

“On the most elementary level, you do not have to go to church to 

be a Christian. You do not have to go home to be married either. 

But in both cases if you do not, you will have a very poor 

relationship.”6 

 

It Provokes Love and Good Works 

Faithful church attendance helps us grow in love and good 

works. I love the way the King James Version translates Hebrews 

10:24, “let us consider one another to provoke unto love and to 

good works.” Faithfully gathering with God’s people helps 

provoke you to love and good works.  

 
5 John Owen, An Exposition of the Epistle to the Hebrews, ed. W. H. Goold, 

vol. 23, The Works of John Owen (Edinburgh: Johnstone and Hunter, 1854), 521–

22. 

6 R. Kent Hughes, Disciplines of a Godly Man, Updated Edition (Wheaton: 

Crossway, 2019), 218–19. 
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This can happen in various ways. The nursery volunteers 

seem a bit frazzled when you drop off your children before the 

service, and you’re provoked to be especially encouraging and 

thankful when you pick the kids up later. Right after you get 

settled into your seat a man comes up to you and thanks you for 

the prayer of confession you led a few weeks ago. He shares how 

the Lord has given him increased victory over that sin since your 

prayer. A fellow church member sitting near you has tears 

streaming down her face as she sings, “through many dangers 

toils and snares, I have already come.” You know the year she’s 

had, and you’re provoked to invite her to lunch after service to see 

how she’s doing. The pastor exhorts you to love your neighbor as 

yourself, provoking you to begin loving in ways you’ve heretofore 

resisted.  

Notice also that this provocation to love and good works is a 

two-way street. You’re provoking others and they’re provoking 

you. But none of it is likely to happen if you’re not present. Sure, 

some local churches and some gatherings may do this better than 

others. But don’t think you can get this kind of holy provocation 

apart from the God-appointed means of faithfully gathering with 

His people. In other words, if God says this is the way to grow in 

love and good works, we better take Him seriously.7  

 
7 Once again, John Owen is helpful here. He writes, “those assemblies 

where the life, the food, the nourishment of their souls; without which they could 

neither attend unto the discipline of Christ, nor yield obedience unto his 
commands, nor make profession of his name as they ought, nor enjoy the benefit 

of evangelical institutions: whereas in a due observance of them consisted the trial 

of their faith in the sight of God and man.” Owen, Hebrews, 23:521–22. 
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It Helps You Persevere 

Faithful church attendance gives us encouragement to 

persevere until the end. Hebrews 11:25 states, “not neglecting to 

meet together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one 

another, and all the more as you see the Day drawing near.” 

What “day” is the author of Hebrews referring to? The 

capitalization in many English translations should give us a hint. 

This is the Day, the day when Christ returns and makes all things 

new.  

The closer we get to that Day, the more we need 

encouragement from one another to persevere. A few days before 

His crucifixion, Jesus gathered with His disciples on the Mount of 

Olives and taught them about the end of the age. He says in 

Matthew 24:12, “And because lawlessness will be increased, the 

love of many will grow cold.” Isn’t that interesting? The nearer we 

get to that Day, the more lawlessness will increase and love will 

decrease. The closer we get to the return of Christ, the harder it 

becomes to love.  

I’m not one of those preachers who theorizes much about the 

return of Christ. I know He’s coming again, but I don’t have a 

chart to show you when. But I know this: Matthew 24:12 feels a 

lot like the world we live in today. Lawlessness appears to be on 

the rise. And love? We talk and sing a lot about it, but it seems to 

me that the love of many has grown cold. 

And this isn’t just a problem “out there” in the world. It’s a 

problem in the church. We are just as tempted to put our love on 

ice as the world is. If you don’t believe me, spend ten minutes on 
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“evangelical” Twitter. Who am I kidding? Two or three minutes 

will probably be enough. Has our love grown cold?  

In the next verse Jesus says something startling. Let’s look at 

both verses together to get the full sense: “And because 

lawlessness will be increased, the love of many will grow cold. 

But the one who endures to the end will be saved.” Christian, you 

are called to endure, to persevere until the end. And that includes 

persevering in love. And God has chosen His people as the means 

to help you continue. One pastor put it this way:  

We desperately need the church for love, for maturity 

and preparedness, for spiritual care. It is arrogant, rebellious, 

self-reliant, God-indicting pride to conclude that the church 

is an optional extra to the Christian life. We need everything 

God designs for us. Everything. To reject what God designs 

for His glory and our good is spiritual suicide. To reject the 

church is to take your own spiritual life.8  

 

It Allows You to Use Your Spiritual Gifts   

Faithful church attendance allows you to use your spiritual 

gifts. Every Christian has been given a spiritual gift to be used in 

service to his or her local church. Paul puts it this way in 1 

Corinthians 12:4-7, “Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same 

Spirit; and there are varieties of service, but the same Lord; and 

there are varieties of activities, but it is the same God who 

empowers them all in everyone. To each is given the manifestation 

of the Spirit for the common good.” Every true believer has been 

 
8 Thabiti Anyabwile in Kevin DeYoung, ed., Don’t Call It a Comeback: The 

Old Faith for a New Day (Wheaton: Crossway, 2011), 199. 
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given some manifestation of the Spirit, some spiritual gift. Why? 

For the common good, for the good of the local church.  

Whenever a member of a local church is absent from the 

gathering, the entire body suffers (1 Corinthians 12:26). Why? 

Because the body is not benefiting from the gifts that member 

possesses. Perhaps you’re thinking of some member in your 

church who doesn’t seem particularly gifted. “Surely their 

absence wouldn’t hurt us that much, would it?” Or perhaps you’re 

thinking that way about yourself. I mean, what can you do to serve 

the body? Consider again the words of the Apostle Paul to the 

Christians in Corinth: 

For the body does not consist of one member but of 

many. If the foot should say, “Because I am not a hand, I do 

not belong to the body,” that would not make it any less a 

part of the body. And if the ear should say, “Because I am 

not an eye, I do not belong to the body,” that would not 

make it any less a part of the body. If the whole body were 

an eye, where would be the sense of hearing? If the whole 

body were an ear, where would be the sense of smell? But as 

it is, God arranged the members in the body, each one of 

them, as he chose. If all were a single member, where would 

the body be? As it is, there are many parts, yet one body. (1 

Corinthians 12:14-20) 

Every member of the body matters. Every member has a gift, 

and every gift is necessary. And without faithfully gathering with 

God’s people, you cannot use those gifts as God intends. 

  

It Encourages Your Leaders  

Faithful church attendance encourages your leaders. 

Hebrews 13:17 says that church leaders “are keeping watch over 

your souls, as those who will have to give an account.” There is 
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coming a day when every pastor will be called to give an account 

for the souls of the sheep in his flock. Most pastors I know take 

this heavy responsibility very seriously. 

Simply put, it’s hard for your leaders to know how your soul 

is doing if they don’t see you regularly gathering with the saints. 

It concerns them. Regardless of your reasons, they’re still 

concerned. And they should be. Not because you’re doing 

anything wrong, necessarily. In chapter 6 we’ll discuss several 

reasons why it might be right for you to be absent, at least 

temporarily. But they’re still concerned. I would suggest if your 

pastor isn’t particularly concerned about you when you’re away 

from the flock than you should question his love for you. If you 

love him back, don’t underestimate the encouragement you’ll be 

to him simply by faithfully gathering. 

 

It Encourages Your Fellow Members  

Faithful church attendance encourages your fellow members. 

I’ve been attending church regularly since before I was born. And 

nearly every church I can remember had at least one person who 

took great pains to gather with God’s people. Michael often rode 

his bicycle to church, even in bad weather, because he didn’t have 

a driver’s license. Claudette sang “How Great Thou Art” on the 

same concrete slab where her husband used to preach, before the 

earthquake killed him. Every time Charles entered the church 

building, he was reminded of his wife who used to attend with 

him before she passed away. Elli was pushed into the sanctuary in 

her wheelchair. Steve was in excruciating pain nearly every 
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worship service. Yet these saints, and many others, endured great 

pains to faithfully gather with God’s people. 

Men and women like this are a constant source of 

encouragement to me. If they’re able to faithfully gather despite 

painful circumstances beyond my imagination, what credible 

reasons do I have to stay home? Is it possible that my poor 

excuses to gather with God’s people are discouraging to those 

who risk so much to attend? Could my very presence be an 

encouragement to them to continue?  

For those of you who are parents and grandparents, I’d 

encourage you to consider another group of people who will 

certainly be encouraged by your faithful attendance (or 

discouraged by the lack of it): your children and grandchildren. 

They are watching. They are learning what you value. And no 

matter how much you say you love Jesus, they’re learning a very 

different lesson every time you choose something else above 

gathering with His people. Kevin DeYoung pulls no punches 

when he writes, "The man who attempts Christianity without the 

church shoots himself in the foot, shoots his children in the leg, 

and shoots his grandchildren in the heart.”9 

 

It Facilitates One Another Ministry 

In chapter 2 we discussed the “one another” commands in 

detail. We said that the longer a member is absent from the life of 

his or her local church, the harder it will be to obey these 

 
9 Kevin DeYoung, The Hole in Our Holiness: Filling the Gap Between 

Gospel Passion and the Pursuit of Godliness (Wheaton: Crossway, 2012), 132. 
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commands. It’s harder to bear burdens if you’re not present to 

hear what those burdens are. It’s harder to serve one another if 

you don’t see one another. But let’s consider one of the 

commands that we haven’t mentioned: the command to sing.10 

Ephesians 5:18-19—And do not get drunk with wine, 

for that is debauchery, but be filled with the Spirit, 

addressing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual 

songs, singing and making melody to the Lord with your 

heart. 

Colossians 3:16—Let the word of Christ richly dwell 

within you as you teach and admonish one another with all 

wisdom, and as you sing psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs 

with gratitude in your hearts to God. 

We’ll tackle the recent phenomenon of online church in 

greater detail in chapter 7, but for now just consider the 

impossibility of obeying this command apart from the physical 

gathering. In both passages, we are given more than a mere 

command to sing. Certainly that could be achieved remotely. But 

Paul is asking us to do far more than merely sing.  

Look carefully. The command is to address, teach, and 

admonish one another through our singing. In other words, God 

intends our congregational singing to be directed not only to Him 

but to one another. Yes, there is a sense in which we sing for an 

audience of One. But we also should sing for and to one another. 

Not to impress each other, but to encourage each other. As Matt 

 
10 This command is also not included in the Appendix since both Ephesians 

5:19 and Colossians 3:16 use a different Greek word for “one another.” That said, 

it deserves inclusion here as a very clear one another command intended to be 

lived out in the context of the local church. 
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Merker writes, “When you join a church, you join the choir.”11 

And you can’t sing with the choir unless you’re present. 

 

It Makes Covenant Membership Possible 

Many churches have some form of church covenant. It’s a 

promise made by the members towards one another to faithfully 

live out the duties and responsibilities of church membership. The 

covenant at my church reads as follows:  

Having been led, as we believe, by the Spirit of God to 

repent and believe in the Lord Jesus Christ as our Savior, 

and on the profession of our faith having been baptized in 

the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, we do now in 

the presence of God and this assembly most solemnly and 

joyfully enter into Covenant with one another as one body in 

Christ.  

We are worshippers. With God’s help we pledge to not 

forsake assembling together for worship. We further pledge 

to work together to continue faithful worship in this Church, 

as we sustain its ordinances, discipline, and doctrines.  

We are disciples. With God’s help we pledge to grow in 

obedience to Christ and His Word, laboring to put our sin to 

death while abstaining from sexual immorality, drunkenness, 

substance abuse, gluttony, and other practices which harm 

the body or jeopardize our own or another’s faith. We 

further pledge to help one another as we follow Jesus 

together. 

We are family. With God’s help we pledge to walk 

together in Christian love and unity. We further pledge to be 

quick to listen, slow to speak, quick to forgive, and slow to 

take offense.  

We are servants. With God’s help we pledge to 

cheerfully and regularly give of our time, talents, and 

 
11 Matt Merker, Corporate Worship: How the Church Gathers as God’s 

People (Wheaton: Crossway, 2021), 136. 
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treasure to support the ministry, the expenses of the Church, 

the relief of the poor, and the spread of the Gospel to all 

nations.  

We are missionaries. With God’s help we pledge to seek 

the salvation of our families, friends, and acquaintances. We 

further pledge to labor in love towards our neighbors and the 

nations, pursuing them with the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  

We commit to pray for our leaders, submit to them as 

they submit to Christ, and hold them accountable as they 

lead us in obedience to Christ. We moreover engage that 

when we move from this place we will, as soon as possible, 

unite with some other church where we can carry out the 

spirit of this covenant and the principles of God’s Word. 

May the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, 

and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with us all. Amen. 

It's a mouthful, I realize. And yet it’s a beautiful thing to 

hear the saints at Poquoson Baptist Church recite it to one another 

at every one of our Members Meetings. But that’s not why I 

brought it up. If you look carefully at our covenant, you’ll notice 

that it would be virtually impossible to fulfill many of the 

responsibilities of membership without faithfully attending.  

How can you “work together to continue faithful worship” in 

your church if you’re not there for worship? How will you “grow 

in obedience to Christ and His Word” if you’re not present to hear 

it preached? How will you “help one another” follow Jesus if you 

don’t see one another? I could go on. Providentially, our church 

emphasizes the importance of church attendance by listing faithful 

attendance as the very first promise in our covenant.  

I realize that not every church has a covenant. And of those 

that do, many are different. But the fact remains, it’s virtually 

impossible to live out your membership responsibilities if you 

don’t show up. 
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It’s a Witness to the Nations 

One of my favorite passages about the local church is Acts 

2:42-47. Here we see the early church in action, loving one 

another, serving one another, and growing rapidly as they witness 

to the nations around them. Look at this passage with me: 

And they devoted themselves to the apostles' teaching 

and the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers. 

And awe came upon every soul, and many wonders and 

signs were being done through the apostles. And all who 

believed were together and had all things in common. And 

they were selling their possessions and belongings and 

distributing the proceeds to all, as any had need. And day by 

day, attending the temple together and breaking bread in 

their homes, they received their food with glad and generous 

hearts, praising God and having favor with all the people. 

And the Lord added to their number day by day those who 

were being saved. 

Notice the influence this church was having to those around 

them. They were “having favor with all the people.” People 

around Jerusalem started taking notice. Something special was 

happening here. But let me ask you, would anyone have noticed if 

the church never gathered? In the simple act of gathering, God’s 

people are a witness to the nations. 

Alan Noble writes, “The greatest witness to the world will 

always be the body of Christ gathered to worship, which means 

that churches and denominations need to consider well what it 

means to bear witness in a distracted, secular age.”12 The truth is, 

our gatherings don’t make a lot of sense in today’s world. Perhaps 

 
12 Alan Noble, Disruptive Witness: Speaking Truth in a Distracted Age 

(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2018), 120. Emphasis added. 
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this is especially true amid a global pandemic, when more than 

ever people are encouraged to “stay safe at home.” No matter 

what precautions churches may take, the world just doesn’t 

understand why anyone would take the risk to gather with so 

many people week after week. But when we’re faithful to gather 

we speak volumes to a confused and safety-obsessed world. Our 

actions scream the truth that Jesus and His people matter more 

than physical safety. Jesus and His people are worth it.  

 

Showing Up Isn’t enough   

Now of course it’s possible to faithfully attend worship 

gatherings without seeing any of these good fruits. It’s possible to 

be at church every time the doors are open and yet be weak in 

hope, poor in love and good works, empty of encouragement to 

persevere, failing to utilize your spiritual gifts, discouraging to 

your leaders and fellow members, and disobedient to the 

covenant. But the fact this is possible, takes nothing away from 

the value and importance of church attendance.  

You wouldn’t swear off diet and exercise because in some 

cases you can do both without losing any weight. Well, at least 

you shouldn’t. These are the normal means by which we pursue 

physical fitness, and when faithful diet and exercise doesn’t yield 

the expected results, we ought to dig deeper to figure out what 

else is going on.  

In the same way, faithfully attending church is one of God’s 

normal means by which we pursue growth in godliness. If faithful 

church attendance doesn’t yield these expected results in your life, 

you ought to dig deeper to figure out what else is going on. 
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Perhaps there’s an unconfessed sin in your heart. Perhaps you’re 

harboring bitterness against a fellow church member that’s 

coloring your ability to encourage and be encouraged by them. 

Perhaps your local church isn’t faithfully preaching God’s Word, 

which is the primary means by which God sanctifies His people 

(John 17:17; 2 Timothy 3:16-17).  

Whatever the reason, don’t throw the baby out with the 

bathwater. Showing up matters. As one preacher put it, “It is 

possible for you to be faithful to the church and unfaithful to God, 

but you cannot be faithful to God and unfaithful to the church.”13 

So let’s fight to feel rightly about gathering with God’s people.

 
13 Sam Cathey, The Danger Of Forsaking Church, accessed March 7, 2021, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I8DRZBA9wm4. 
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6 

When Not Attending is Not a Sin 

 

Have you ever heard of the “Newman Effect”? Biola 

Theology professor Thaddeus Williams explains it this way:  

In 2018 Canadian psychology professor Jordan Peterson 

joined Channel Four host Cathy Newman to discuss gender 

inequality in what became one of the most viral interviews 

of the twenty-first century. The lively exchange sparked the 

“So you’re saying” meme, based on Newman’s repeated use 

of that phrase to interpret Peterson’s statements in the most 

unflattering and inflammatory light possible. 

So you’re saying that anyone who believes in equality … 

should basically give up, because it ain’t gonna happen … 

You’re saying that’s fine. The patriarchal system is just 

fine … 

You’re saying that women aren’t intelligent enough to 

run these top companies … 

You’re saying that trans activists could lead to the deaths 

of millions of people … 

You’re saying that we should organize our societies 

along the lines of the lobsters …’ 

Professor Peterson wasn’t saying any of that. But 

because his perspective did not fit neatly into the black-and-

white boxes of our day, anything that seemed out of sync 

with Newman’s perspective was taken in the most extreme, 

cartoonish, and damning way possible.1 

 
1 Thaddeus Williams, Confronting Injustice without Compromising Truth: 

12 Questions Christians Should Ask about Social Justice (Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan Academic, 2020), 8. The exchange between Jordan Peterson and Cathy 

Newman can be viewed at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aMcjxSThD54. 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aMcjxSThD54
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Williams concludes with a lament: “The truth is, we are all Cathy 

Newmans now.”2  

What about you? Have you been affected by the Newman 

Effect? Have you found yourself asking one or more of these 

questions as you’ve read these pages: 

So you’re saying that it’s never okay to miss church? 

So you’re saying that I should show up even if I’m sick? 

So you’re saying that I should attend church regardless of 

my health and safety? 

So you’re saying that I’m in sin if I have to work on a 

Sunday? 

So you’re saying that I should completely ignore my 

government’s instructions about gathering in a pandemic? 

So you’re saying it’s never okay to watch a livestream 

church service? 

So you’re saying God can’t speak to me through a recorded 

sermon? 

So you’re saying shut-ins and the homebound are living in 

sin? 

No. I’m not saying any of those things. If that’s what you’ve 

gleaned from anything I’ve written, either I haven’t been 

sufficiently clear or you’re not reading carefully.  

My aim in this chapter is to address the Newman Effect by 

answering one question: when is not attending not a sin? If we’re 

going to choose rightly about church attendance, we need to 

clearly and carefully understand when missing the gathering is 

acceptable and right.  

 
2 Williams, 8. Emphasis added. 
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That said, I believe we’ll best answer this question if we first 

admit our tendency to what C.S. Lewis called “chronological 

snobbery.”3 The truth is, 21st century evangelical Christians are 

not the best suited to answer this question. We’ve already 

discussed how church attendance has declined exponentially 

among professing Christians and church members, just in the past 

decade or so. So, if we want to know when not attending is not a 

sin, we better look to the past. 

 

Church Attendance and the Westminster Confession 

In 1647, a synod of English and Scottish Presbyterian 

pastors composed the Westminster Confession of Faith (WCF), a 

magisterial summary of Christian doctrine in thirty-three chapters. 

Like any statement of faith, the WCF must be tested by Scripture. 

Nevertheless, it is a crucial piece of Christian history and one of 

the most influential statements of faith written in the last one 

thousand years.4  

In chapter 21, the WCF addresses the issue of Lord’s Day 

worship:  

This Sabbath is to be kept holy unto the Lord when men, 

after a due preparing of their hearts, and ordering of their 

common affairs beforehand, do not only observe an holy rest 

 
3 Lewis defines chronological snobbery as the “uncritical acceptance of the 

intellectual climate common to our own age and the assumption that whatever has 

gone out of date is on that account discredited.”  Lewis, C.S., Surprised by Joy: 
The Shape of My Early Life (New York: Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich, 1966), 207–

8. 

4 For my Baptist readers, remember that many of the historic Baptist 
confessions of faith were heavily influenced by the WCF, apart from major 

disagreements on issues like infant baptism. In fact, the above quotation from the 

WCF on Lord’s Day worship is almost identical to a similar article in the 1689 

London Baptist Confession of Faith. 
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all the day from their own works, words, and thoughts about 

their worldly employments and recreations; but also are 

taken up the whole time in the public and private exercises 

of his worship, and in the duties of necessity and mercy. 

Notice first that the confession assumes followers of Jesus will 

gather with God’s people for public worship. The truth is there is 

little discussion in church history about when it is permissible to 

miss public worship. For nearly two thousand years the general 

assumption has been that followers of Jesus will attend worship.5 

It is only in recent decades that professing believers have begun to 

substantially downplay the importance of church attendance. 

That said, the WCF can still be indirectly helpful 

determining when it is acceptable to miss gathering with the 

church. Where the statement does help is by explaining what sort 

of works are permissible on the Lord’s Day: works of necessity 

and mercy. While many Christians today may not share the 

Sabbath views of the WCF, I believe these two categories may 

help us think clearly and carefully about when it’s permissible to 

miss the gathering.  

 

Works of Necessity 

Let’s start with works of necessity. In his commentary on the 

Westminster Shorter Catechism, 18th century preacher James 

 
5 A first century Christian document called The Didache provides one 

example of the assumption that Christians will gather weekly: “But every Lord’s 

day do ye gather yourselves together, and break bread, and give thanksgiving after 

having confessed your transgressions, that your sacrifice may be pure.” Alexander 
Roberts and James Donaldson, eds., Ante-Nicene Fathers: Fathers of the Third 

and Fourth Centuries: Lactantius, Venantius, Asterius, Victorinus, Dionysius, 

Apostolic Teaching and Constitutions, Homily, vol. 7 (Buffalo: The Christian 

Literature Company, 1886), 381. 
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Fisher defined a work of necessity as “Such as could not be 

foreseen, nor provided against the day before, nor delayed till the 

day after the Sabbath.” 6 In other words, a work of necessity is 

something that must be done but cannot be rescheduled to another 

day. But what can be considered necessary? The 17th century 

theologian Francis Turretin says a work of necessity brings “some 

great advantage . . . to us or our neighbor if they are done or some 

great disadvantage and loss if they are omitted.”7 

It may be necessary to work an occasional shift on Sundays 

because your job requires it. Failure to do so will put your career 

in jeopardy, making it difficult or impossible to provide for your 

family. It may be necessary to stay home if you’re sick since 

you’ll bring greater harm to yourself if you do not rest and 

recover. Or perhaps your vehicle broke down, you’re caring for a 

sick child, you’re snowed in, you’re quarantining because of 

exposure to a contagious virus, or you’re traveling on a much-

needed vacation. All of these and more could reasonably be 

considered works of necessity. But probably not a sports event, a 

drizzly morning, a day to binge watch your favorite show, or 

because you just feel like staying home.  

 

Works of Mercy 

What about works of mercy? Once again, Fisher is helpful. 

They include, “The moderate refreshment of our bodies, Luke 6:1; 

 
6 Fisher, Shorter Catechism Explained. 

7 Francis Turretin, Institutes of Elenctic Theology, ed. James T. Dennison 

Jr., trans. George M. Griger, vol. 2 (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 1997), 98. 
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visiting the sick, preparing and administering remedies to them, 

Luke 13:16; feeding our cattle, ver. 15; and preserving their lives, 

if in danger, chap, 14:5; and making collections for the poor, 1 

Cor. 16:2.” 8 Again, Fisher and the WCF were talking about works 

permissible on the Lord’s Day, but the same logic applies to 

reasons it may be permissible to miss the gathering. If mercy 

requires you to be elsewhere, then its right for you to miss. 

If you’re on your way to church and you notice a single 

mom pulled over with a flat tire on the side of the road, it’s right 

for you to help her. Even if in doing so you miss the entire 

worship service. That’s a work of mercy. Or remember my friend 

in chapter two who didn’t attend a Wednesday night Bible study 

because she was ministering to a dying friend. That’s a work of 

mercy, and not just because it happened on a Wednesday night 

instead of a Sunday morning. I know Christians who have been 

caught up in impromptu crisis counseling sessions after Sunday 

School that have caused them to miss the entire worship service. 

Again, that’s a work of mercy. 

 

Three Simple Questions 

Let me suggest three simple questions to help you decide 

whether its right for you to miss church this Sunday. Let’s begin 

with the reason why you’re considering missing. A day on the 

boat? Travel? Sickness? Sleeping in? An extra shift at work? A 

picnic in the park? A ballgame? Once you’ve got your reason in 

mind, ask yourself these three questions. 

 
8 Fisher, Shorter Catechism Explained. 
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Question One: Can it be rescheduled to another day? If the 

answer is yes, reschedule it and go to church. If no, move on to 

question two.  

Question Two: Is it a work of necessity? Just remember what 

we mean by necessity. Not “I need to go fishing today because I 

haven’t been in ages!” More like, “If I don’t do this thing it will 

significantly harm myself or my neighbor” (see Fisher and 

Turretin above). If the answer is yes, you are free to miss church 

without guilt or shame. If no, move on to question three. 

Question Three: Is it a work of mercy? Are you meeting 

your neighbor’s serious and urgent need in such a way that you 

are unable to gather with God’s people? Are you sure that this 

cannot be rescheduled to another day? If the answer to both 

questions is yes, you are free to miss church without guilt or 

shame.  

 

What About the Sick? 

Before we leave this topic, let’s consider one more group of 

people. How should we think about church attendance for those 

suffering chronic illnesses that keep them at home? Allow me to 

make three observations. 

First, we must admit there are some who would abuse this 

privilege. Read that last sentence carefully lest we succumb to the 

Newman Effect yet again. I am not saying the abuse of this 

privilege is always true, or even usually true. I am simply 

admitting it is sometimes true. Sadly, in a fallen world there are 

some who would feign or exaggerate their sickness to avoid 

gathering with God’s people. 150 years ago, Charles Spurgeon 
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warned his congregation about this very temptation. In a sermon 

about the Queen of Sheba’s visit to Solomon, he said this: 

“But now-a-days, oh, how little a thing keeps men from 

seeking the wisdom of Christ who is far greater than 

Solomon. To go up to the house of God to hear about him is 

sometimes wonderfully difficult. Persons go out on Monday 

to business who cannot go out on Sunday. It is raining on 

Sunday, and it is very curious how rain on Sunday will keep 

some people in, their health, is so weak, though the same 

rain on Monday does not affect them at all in that particular 

way. Have you never observed how some persons appear to 

be periodically ill on Sundays? That seems to be a favourite 

day for being ill; and then they will say they cannot walk so 

far, and they would object to ride, the objection being, 

probably, to going at all, at the bottom. And then you will 

hear persons say, “Well, I found that I must stay at home 

with this child,” or, “I had something that must be done in 

the family.” You did not make those excuses if there is going 

to be a party to which you are invited, or if there is some fete 

[festival or celebration] to be held.”9 

Charles Spurgeon is not alone. Every pastor with more than a few 

months of ministry experience has witnessed the phenomenon of 

members regularly sick on Sundays but back to work or school on 

Monday morning. Recognize this temptation lies in you, 

Christian, then fight against it for the glory of God and the good 

of His people. 

A second observation about sickness and church attendance 

is that God may use your faithfulness amidst your frailty as a 

profound encouragement to the saints and testimony to the lost. 

Think about it for a moment. Whose church attendance is the 

 
9 C.H. Spurgeon, “A Greater Than Solomon” (Sermon, Metropolitan 

Tabernacle Pulpit, May 29, 1873), https://www.biblia.work/sermons/a-greater-

than-solomon-2/. 
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greatest encouragement? The one who attends when its easy or the 

one who attends amidst suffering, sickness, or pain?  

Now of course, it’s different if you’re sick with a highly 

contagious ailment that could infect others. In such cases mercy 

would compel you to remain home until you recover. But if your 

sickness is not contagious, think twice before you assume it’s best 

to remain home. Perhaps God would use your faithfulness as an 

example and encouragement to others. Again, Spurgeon is helpful 

here: 

“There was a dear Sister, now in Heaven, who attended 

this Tabernacle for years though she was so deaf that she 

never heard a word that was spoken. The reasons she gave 

for being here were that, at any rate, she could join in the 

hymns and that had she stayed away, she would have felt as 

if she was dissociated from the people of God and other 

people, perhaps, might not have known the reason for her 

absence—and it might, therefore, have been a bad example 

to them. So she said, "Though I do not hear a word, I love to 

be there," and she has told me that some of the happiest 

hours she has ever spent have been those when she has thus 

had communion with the people of God, although she could 

not fully understand all that was being said or done. In like 

manner, dear Friends, as often as the people of God 

assemble for worship, join with them!”10 

Suffering Christian, before assuming you should stay home this 

Sunday ask if God might use your faithfulness to encourage other 

saints to persevere.  

Finally, we dare not conclude this section on sickness and 

church attendance without admitting that often the sick cannot 

gather with God’s people. Even long before Christians struggled 

 
10 C.H. Spurgeon, “A Sabbath Miracle” (Sermon, Metropolitan Tabernacle 

Pulpit, June 11, 1876), https://www.ccel.org/ccel/spurgeon/sermons50.xxvii.html. 
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with church attendance to the degree they do today, this was a 

recognizable fact of life. Around the year 150 A.D., Justin Martyr 

wrote about the common practice of pastors and deacons to 

deliver communion to homebound saints who were unable to 

gather with the church.11  

But we can go even further back than that. The Apostle 

James himself writes this to those who were sick: Is anyone 

among you sick? Let him call for the elders of the church, and let 

them pray over him, anointing him with oil in the name of the 

Lord (James 5:16). Notice James doesn’t tell the sick to go to the 

church meeting and talk with the elders after service. He 

encourages the sick to call for the elders to come and visit them. 

Those who find themselves in short or lengthy periods of 

extended illnesses that preclude them from gathering should 

receive special care from their pastors.  

Those who are sick need the love, care, and support of the 

local church no less than those who are well. If anything, they 

need it even more so. As Martin Luther said, “When people are 

dying, they most need a spiritual ministry which strengthens and 

comforts their consciences by word and sacrament and in faith 

overcomes death.”12  

 
11 Justin Martyr, The First Apology of Justin in Alexander Roberts and 

James Donaldson, eds., Ante-Nicene Fathers: Apostolic Fathers with Justin Martyr 

and Irenaeus, vol. 1 (Buffalo: The Christian Literature Company, 1885), 185–86. 

12 Martin Luther, “Whether One May Flee From A Deadly Plague,” in 

Luther’s Works, Vol. 43: Devotional Writings II, ed. Jaroslav Jan Pelikan, Hilton 

C. Oswald, and Helmut T. Lehmann (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1999), 121. 
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So for all who read this book who are relatively healthy and 

able to attend worship regularly: let us not forget the sick. As 

Brian Croft so powerfully states,  

As we fellowship, love, care, and encourage one another, 

let us not lose sight of those who can all too easily be 

forgotten. Those who are sick don’t have the energy or the 

ability to fight for our attention, like so many other things in 

our lives do. Instead, we must take the initiative. Visiting the 

sick will not slide easily into our schedules. It will interrupt 

our plans. But we must not grow discouraged or frustrated. 

We must take heart. As we are intentional in our calling to 

visit the sick, we can trust that we are engaged in a divine 

task — souls are being loved and nurtured; we ourselves are 

being transformed into the likeness of Jesus Christ; the 

gospel is being revealed through this ministry; and God is 

being glorified.13 

 

But What About? 

How about you? Has the Newman Effect clouded your 

vision on this issue? Are you willing to concede that often our 

reasons for missing the gathering fall short of the historical 

precedents set by our fathers and mothers in the faith?  

Perhaps you’re not convinced. This is, after all, the 21st 

century and modern times call for modern measures. Besides, just 

because you’re not physically in the building on Sundays doesn’t 

mean you’re not faithfully attending. Your church has a 

livestream, after all. What about online attendance? Isn’t that 

sufficient? Stay tuned.

 
13 Brian Croft, Visit the Sick: Ministering God’s Grace in Times of Illness 

(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2014), 61–62. 
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7 

What About Online Attendance? 

 

I’m currently writing this chapter in Bogota, Colombia 

where my family is finalizing an adoption. For twenty-three days 

(and counting!) our family has enjoyed the beauties of Bogota as 

we bonded with the newest member of our family. But not 

everything has been sunshine and roses. Our family’s usual 

practice when traveling is to find a local church nearby and gather 

with the saints on the Lord’s Day. These visits have always been 

encouraging as God reminds us how He’s working through His 

Word all over the world. But this time has been different.  

Its March 2021 and the Covid-19 pandemic is still a major 

topic of international discussion. Even in Bogota. While our 

family was willing to accept the risks and gather with a local 

church here in the city, we were sad to learn churches in the city 

were not allowing families to attend so they could protect children 

from possible exposure to the virus. And so, for the first time 

since May 2020 our family gathered around a screen to livestream 

a worship service. 

Perhaps you’re confused. Why wouldn’t you just livestream 

in the first place? Isn’t that safer? And isn’t livestreaming your 

church’s service better than gathering with an unknown church in 

a strange city? Doesn’t livestreaming allow you to maintain 

faithful attendance in your church even when you’re unable to 

attend physically?  



83 

 

 

Why We Stopped Gathering 

March 15, 2020 may be forever burned into my memory. 

There are several reasons for that which I won’t get into here, but 

one reason was this was the very first time I livestreamed a 

sermon. I’ve never been a technological innovator in the ministry, 

and that day was no different. If I remember correctly, the live 

video we recorded that day was upside-down for the entire 

sermon. No, our church wasn’t trying to innovate. We were trying 

to survive. 

The governor of our state had just issued various stay-at-

home orders due to the Covid-19 pandemic. Just over a week 

before, the first confirmed case of the virus had been reported in 

the state. Like most people we were afraid and uncertain. Like 

most pastors we submitted to government restrictions on our 

gatherings.  

Of course, I was conflicted. If you haven’t figured it out by 

now, I love the local church. And I sincerely believe that 

faithfully gathering with God’s people isn’t optional. It’s essential 

to the Christian life. So I studied how Christians in the past 

responded to plagues that threatened their gatherings. Of help to 

me were the words of Francis Grimke, a Presbyterian minister in 

Washington, D.C. who pastored amidst the Spanish Flu epidemic 

in 1918. In a sermon preached after the worst of the virus, Grimke 

said this: 

There has been considerable grumbling, I know, on the 

part of some, particularly in regard to the closing of the 

churches. It seems to me, however, in a matter like this it is 

always wise to submit to such restrictions for the time being. 
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If, as a matter of fact, it was dangerous to meet in theaters 

and in the schools, it certainly was no less dangerous to meet 

in churches. The fact that the churches were places of 

religious gathering, and the others not, would not affect in 

the least the health question involved. If avoiding crowds 

lessens the danger of being infected, it was wise to take the 

precaution and not needlessly run in danger, and expect God 

to protect us.1 

With a historical example like this, the clear restrictions 

from our state government, and a host of uncertainty about the 

virus, I and the other PBC elders were willing to lead our church 

to suspend its gatherings temporarily. From March 15 until May 

10, 2020, we held no public gatherings at our church, except for 

two drive-in worship services on Good Friday and Easter. But 

what to do in the meantime? How could we remain connected as a 

church? How could we ensure the sheep remained fed? 

 

Why We Livestreamed 

Francis Grimke and the thousands of other pastors in church 

history who have led their churches through deadly plagues didn’t 

have access to the technology we have today. Livestreaming 

wasn’t an option for them. For us it was. So we began offering a 

weekly worship service for our people to watch online from the 

safety of their homes. 

A few weeks in, it occurred to me that what we were doing 

really couldn’t rightly be called a worship gathering. After all, we 

 
1 Francis Grimke, “Some Reflections Growing Out Of The Recent Epidemic 

Of Influenza That Afflicted Our City” (Sermon, Fifteenth Street Presbyterian 

Church, Washington, D. C., November 3, 1918), 

https://www.9marks.org/article/some-reflections-growing-out-of-the-recent-

epidemic-of-influenza-that-afflicted-our-city/. 
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weren’t gathering. Sure, our computers, tablets, and smart TVs 

were all accessing the same content on the internet at the same 

time. But a gathering it was not. I stopped calling these videos 

worship gatherings and started calling them online chapel 

services. I began to stress to our church that although these videos 

may be a helpful supplement for a season when gathering wasn’t 

an option, they were no substitute for physically gathering with 

God’s people. And as soon as the government permitted us to 

begin meeting again, we did. 

Looking back, I’m grateful for the technology that allowed 

us to connect with one another during those painful two months. 

I’m grateful I was able to prepare sermons from God’s Word that 

were recorded and viewed by many. Hopefully, they helped some. 

But the more prolonged the Covid-19 pandemic has become, the 

more concerned I have become about the state of the church. 

 

A New Normal? 

It’s no surprise that many are calling the Covid-19 pandemic 

an opportunity for the church to embrace a “new normal.”2 Are 

physical gatherings even necessary if the church can meet safer 

digitally? Call me a Luddite, but I prefer to be counted among 

those who insist upon the “old school” church gathering. What 

pastor and author Jay Kim refers to as “analog church.”3 

 
2 See, for example, Jerry Pillay, “COVID-19 Shows the Need to Make 

Church More Flexible,” Transformation 37, no. 4 (October 1, 2020): 266–75, 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0265378820963156. 

3 Jay Y. Kim, Analog Church: Why We Need Real People, Places, and 

Things in the Digital Age (Downers Grove, Illinois: IVP, 2020). 
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Consider some of the ground we’ve already covered. In the 

physical gathering God speaks through Spirit-filled preachers who 

faithfully preach the Spirit-inspired Word. When we gather we 

encounter God. The presence of God cannot be coded into ones 

and zeros and broadcast on the internet. I do not mean that God 

cannot use these technologies to bring about encouragement, 

conviction of sin, and even saving faith. But that’s not the same 

thing as encountering the presence of God. I once met a saint who 

was born again after reading one of the Left Behind books and 

meditating on the truth of the Gospel. God can use all sorts of 

things to draw sinners to Himself. But that’s not the same thing as 

encountering His presence when the saints gather to hear His 

Word preached. 

But that’s not all. In the physical gathering we are provoked 

to love and good works. Now sure, the preacher can still do that in 

the sermon you’re watching on Facebook Live or YouTube. But 

that’s not what the author envisions in Hebrews 10:23-26. It is the 

people, not merely the preacher, who are called to provoke one 

another to love and good works. And that’s unlikely to happen in 

the comments section on Facebook while you’re watching the 

service on your tablet.  

In the physical gathering we are invited and encouraged to 

use our spiritual gifts. Sure, you can use your gifts throughout the 

week to serve one another in the body. But the gathering creates a 

unique space where your gifts can be used to serve one another, 

and that simply cannot be replicated over a livestream. 

In the physical gathering your presence encourages your 

leaders and your fellow members. I suppose you can probably 



87 

 

encourage others by posting a comment in the chat box online 

while you observe the livestream from the comfort of your couch. 

But when the typical response to that encouragement is a thumbs 

up or heart emoji (instead of a smile, a hug, or happy tears), it’s 

obvious that your ability to encourage is lessened by the lack of 

physical presence. 

In the physical gathering you can exercise one another 

ministry to the body. Sure, some of these commands can be 

obeyed apart from the gathering. But some commands, like 

singing to one another, simply cannot be achieved remotely. And 

even if they could I’m pretty sure none of us would want that. 

Few sounds are more rapturous than a gathering of saints singing 

God’s praises together. No technology can ever replace that.  

I could go on, but I think you get my point. While online 

attendance may be a necessary supplement for a season, it is no 

substitute for the physical gathering of the saints. As Jay Kim 

writes, “online church” offers information not transformation, 

content not community, communication not communion.4 

 

A Word to Those Safe at Home 

Perhaps you’re reading this as one who, for one reason or 

another, has chosen to livestream worship services at your church 

rather than attend in person. First, I’ll admit I do not know your 

circumstances. I hope after you read this, you’ll talk things over 

with your pastor to get wisdom to your specific situation. But if 

you’ll permit me, I’d like to ask you a few questions to examine 

 
4 Kim, Analog Church. 
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yourself as you evaluate your decision to abstain from the 

gathering. 

Are you allowing a cultural idolization of safety to color 

your thinking? Two years before the Covid-19 pandemic began, 

Greg Lukianoff and Jonathan Haidt wrote about a culture of 

“safetyism” that is pervading American culture. In their book The 

Coddling of the American Mind they write,  

“Safetyism” refers to a culture or belief system in which 

safety has become a sacred value, which means that people 

become unwilling to make trade-offs demanded by other 

practical and moral concerns. “Safety” trumps everything 

else.5  

This side of the pandemic, it’s hard to argue with their 

analysis. I’ve heard more talk about safety since the Covid-19 

pandemic began than I think I have my entire life pre-Covid. Yes, 

we live in dangerous times. But frankly, they are significantly less 

dangerous (at least for most Westerners) than almost any other 

time in world history. Yes, it’s wise to take precautions to stay 

safe. But let’s remember that physical safety is not the only kind 

of safety there is. There’s also such a thing as spiritual safety. 

And sometimes you cannot have both physical safety and spiritual 

safety at the same time. Just ask the Apostles, John Wycliff, 

William Tyndale, Corrie ten Boom, Jim Elliott, and thousands of 

other saints who forfeited their physical safety but remained 

spiritually safe in the arms of Jesus.  

 
5 Greg Lukianoff and Jonathan Haidt, The Coddling of the American Mind: 

How Good Intentions and Bad Ideas Are Setting Up a Generation for Failure 

(New York: Penguin Press, 2018), 30. 
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There is a very real spiritual danger for the saint who is cut 

off from the local church. Sometimes it cannot be helped, but the 

danger is there nonetheless. And the longer the saint is absent 

from God’s people, the greater the danger becomes. So ask 

yourself, Christian, are you allowing the cultural obsession with 

safety to color your thinking? What role does spiritual safety play 

in your decision-making?  If prioritizing your spiritual safety 

means potentially compromising your physical safety (at least to 

some degree), are you willing to make that trade-off? If not, why 

not? 

Have you thought about how long you’re willing to stay 

safe at home? One of my pastoral concerns since the pandemic 

began has been the indefinite nature of the pleas for people to stay 

safe at home. First it was two weeks to flatten the curve. Then a 

vaccine. Then enough of the population vaccinated to make going 

out safe again. Then a host of viral variants reset the cycle all over 

again. Sure, I admit I’m a bit cynical. But I wonder if we’re 

aiming at the wrong things.  

Technically speaking, all of us are safer at home. At least 

safer from some things. But Jesus has never promised safety to 

His followers. “But that doesn’t mean we throw caution to the 

wind!” Of course not. But it does mean we don’t hold out hope for 

the illusion of safety. We examine our circumstances and do our 

best to obey in the times in which we live. At the very least, I 

would encourage those staying home for a season to set a limit on 

just how long they’re willing to do so. Don’t allow the news alone 

to dictate when its safe for you to resume gathering with God’s 

people. 
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How are you moving towards the physical gathering? I 

think it’s helpful to think about livestreaming like a pair of 

crutches. When I broke my ankle at age twelve, I was forced to 

use crutches for weeks while my leg healed. After a few weeks I 

got pretty good on those crutches, but the goal was never to use 

them long-term. The same should be true for your experience with 

livestreaming. It’s a temporary crutch best reserved for a time of 

acute need. It’s not intended to be used for those weeks you just 

don’t feel like getting out of bed early. Don’t abuse this 

technology. Don’t allow yourself to think you’re walking just fine 

when you’re still using crutches. Work towards healing. Do what 

you can to move towards the physical gathering as soon as 

possible. 

 

Learning from Plagues Past 

On August 2, 1527, the Bubonic plague first struck 

Wittenberg, Germany where Martin Luther was a pastor. At the 

height of the epidemic, the mortality rate could range anywhere 

from 30 to 90 percent, or even higher. Luther stayed to minister to 

his congregation despite considerable risk to himself, his infant 

son, and his pregnant wife. But Luther didn’t insist that everyone 

respond to the plague in the same way he did. In fact, he wrote an 

entire treatise arguing that it was sometimes wise and permissible 

for a Christian to run away from a deadly plague.6  

 
6 Luther, “Whether One May Flee From A Deadly Plague.” 
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500 years later, Luther’s advice went viral as the Covid-19 

pandemic raged.7 His words were applauded by many for their 

sensible wisdom that spoke against ideological errors on both the 

right and the left. But what many missed in Luther’s words was 

his insistence on the importance of gathering with God’s church, 

even amidst a plague far deadlier than Covid-19.8 Luther wrote: 

“One must admonish the people to attend church and listen to the 

sermon so that they learn through God’s word how to live and 

how to die.”9 Even amidst a deadly plague.  

Now of course, one could argue that Luther may have 

changed his tune if he lived today with modern technologies that 

allow us to learn without leaving the safety of our homes. But to 

argue thus would be a complete misunderstand of Luther’s 

theology of preaching. God’s people gather to listen to the sermon 

because there they encounter God. And is there ever a time when 

we more need to encounter the Living God than amidst a deadly 

pandemic? 

Choosing rightly about gathering requires us to wrestle with 

the rightness of online attendance. Livestreaming your church’s 

worship service for a season may be a short-term help to you in 

seasons when physically gathering is impossible. But it is no 

 
7 Emily McFarlan Miller, “Martin Luther’s Pandemic Advice Goes Viral — 

500 Years Later,” IFYC, November 24, 2020, https://ifyc.org/article/martin-

luthers-pandemic-advice-goes-viral-500-years-later. 

8 According to one historian, the Black Death killed 50 million people in the 

14th century, or 60 percent of Europe’s entire population. Ole Benedictow, “The 
Black Death: The Greatest Catastrophe Ever,” History Today 55, no. 3 (March 3, 

2005), https://www.historytoday.com/archive/black-death-greatest-catastrophe-

ever. 

9 Luther, “Whether One May Flee From A Deadly Plague,” 134. 
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substitute for the physical gathering. But let’s be careful here. 

Gathering with God’s people is meant to be a physical act, but 

physically gathering is not enough. In fact, sometimes you can 

physically gather and still sin. There is such a thing as sinful 

attendance. And to that species of sin we now turn. 
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8 

When Attendance is a Sin 

 

I would be amiss if I concluded this short book without 

warning you about one final sin related to church attendance. 

Believe it or not, it’s possible for you to sin even as you’re 

faithfully attending your church. Yes, showing up matters, but 

mere attendance is not enough. We get a glimpse of this reality in 

1 Corinthians 11:17, where the Apostle Paul says, when you come 

together it is not for the better but for the worse. Paul continues 

by addressing the ways the Corinthian Christians have abused the 

Lord’s Supper in their gatherings. Many of the members are 

fighting. Some are eating the Lord’s Supper without waiting for 

the entire congregation. Others are getting drunk on the 

Communion wine. As a result, some go home hungry. And for 

these reasons, Paul says it’d be better for them to stay home. 

Consider two observations from this verse. First, it’s 

possible to gather for the worse, not the better. It’s possible for us 

to sin in our attendance. Second, what the Holy Spirit wants is our 

repentance. Paul does not intend for the Corinthians to respond, 

“well, I guess if I’m sinning in my attendance I might as well stay 

home.” No, that’s not what he’s after. He wants the Corinthians to 

repent and gather rightly. The same should be true for each of us. 

Choosing rightly about gathering means choosing to gather in the 

right way and for the right reasons. To illustrate, let’s consider 

five types of sinful attenders. 
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The Consumer Attender 

For nearly two thousand years some Christians have 

attended church for what they can get. They’ve attended not to 

contribute, but to consume. This is one of the major problems that 

Paul is addressing in 1 Corinthians 11. Many believers are 

gathering for the worse because they’re attending as consumers. 

Paul explains, “For in eating, each one goes ahead with his own 

meal. One goes hungry, another gets drunk. What! Do you not 

have houses to eat and drink in? Or do you despise the church of 

God and humiliate those who have nothing? What shall I say to 

you? Shall I commend you in this? No, I will not” (1 Corinthians 

11:21-22). 

Notice Paul’s heart in these verses. Some are hungry. Those 

who have nothing are being humiliated. Which leads to a key 

insight about consumer attenders: when you attend as a consumer 

you’re usually doing so at someone else’s expense. Remember the 

way God designed the church to function. We’re a body, with 

each member playing a key part in the wellbeing of the whole. 

Whenever a member attends merely to consume instead of to 

contribute, someone is left picking up the slack.  

Mere attendance is not enough. If we leave our hearts on 

autopilot, we will gravitate towards a consumer mindset. It takes 

intentionality to contribute to the good of the body. But after 

thirty-six years of regular church attendance, I can assure you of 

this: it is the contributor, not the consumer who finds the most joy 

in the gathering of God’s people. So don’t just show up. For 

God’s glory and your good, show up and serve. Choosing rightly 
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about gathering means choosing to gather to contribute, not 

merely to consume. 

 

The Hypocritical Attender 

In the summer of 2004, I faced a crisis. I was dating a 

beautiful Christian woman who was serious about church 

attendance. I, however, was not. But I was serious about this girl. 

So when she asked me what I was doing one Wednesday night, I 

told her my plans to stay home and watch a movie with my 

brother. Her response was immediate: “You’re not going to 

church?!?”  

“I wasn’t planning on it,” I replied. “There’s not any 

programs available for people my age anyways.” 

“I don’t know if I can marry a guy who isn’t faithful to 

church.” 

Crickets.  

“On second thought, I think I will go to church. Besides, 

prayer meetings are fun!”  

And so began a year of hypocritical church attendance. I 

gathered faithfully with God’s people, but not for Him and not for 

them. I gathered for a girl. Thankfully, the Lord eventually 

convicted me of my hypocritical church attendance. He forgave 

my sin. He gave me a desire to gather with God’s people. And He 

gave me the girl too.  

Nearly 2800 years ago, God’s people were having a similar 

problem with their worship assemblies. Amos was called by God 

to prophesy to the northern tribes of Israel. They were a religious 

lot, but their religion was self-serving and hypocritical. They 
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honored God with their lips but not their lives. Listen to what God 

told His people through Amos: 

“I hate, I despise your feasts, and I take no delight in 

your solemn assemblies. Even though you offer me your 

burnt offerings and grain offerings, I will not accept them; 

and the peace offerings of your fattened animals, I will not 

look upon them. Take away from me the noise of your songs; 

to the melody of your harps I will not listen. But let justice 

roll down like waters, and righteousness like an ever-flowing 

stream” (Amos 5:21-24). 

I suspect many observers today would be quite impressed 

with Israel’s worship. They had solemn assemblies. Only serious 

worshippers do stuff like that. They offered burnt offerings, grain 

offerings, and peace offerings. And they weren’t giving God the 

scraps either. Their fattened animals were devoted to the worship 

of the Most High. And they sang. I imagine the singing was loud 

and boisterous. And accompanied by some of the most popular 

instruments of the day. 

But God wasn’t impressed. Why? Because their worship was 

hypocritical. They claimed to love God with their solemnity, their 

sacrifices, and their songs, but their love for Him was empty. How 

do I know? Because of their unjust treatment of their neighbors. 

The Scriptures are clear, If anyone says, “I love God,” and hates 

his brother, he is a liar; for he who does not love his brother 

whom he has seen cannot love God whom he has not seen (1 John 

4:20).  

So don’t try to say one thing with your faithful attendance 

while your heart and actions say something else. God is not 

impressed. Choosing rightly about gathering means choosing to 

gather authentically, not hypocritically. 
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The Uncommitted Attender 

Mere church attendance can be highly dangerous. C.S. 

Lewis sheds light on this in his imaginative work, The Screwtape 

Letters. Uncle Screwtape, a seasoned demon, writes to his nephew 

Wormwood about the art of temptation. He writes: "Surely you 

know that if a man can't be cured of churchgoing, the next best 

thing is to send him all over the neighbourhood looking for the 

church that 'suits' him until he becomes a taster or connoisseur of 

churches."1 The Enemy is perfectly content for us to attend 

church, providing we don't commit anywhere.  

What would Screwtape think of your church attendance? Is 

it fueled by a deep and abiding commitment to a specific local 

church, or is it a sporadic, diverse sampling of churches—

something that looks more like dating around than covenantal 

marriage? If you want to frustrate the principalities and powers, 

stop merely attending church. Connect. Commit. Covenant. And 

not merely to the idea of "church," but to a specific Bible-

preaching, Christ-exalting local church. After all, when Jesus 

pursued His bride He wasn't haphazardly searching for options. 

He committed Himself to the pursuit of the Church, even to the 

point of a bloody death on a rough-hewn beam of recycled 

wood. Choosing rightly about gathering means choosing to 

commit where you gather. 

 

 
1 C. S. Lewis, The Screwtape Letters (New York: The Macmillan Company, 

1944), 81. 
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The Divisive Attender 

Sinners welcome. Statements like these are quite popular 

taglines for the modern church. And there’s certainly loads of 

truth there. I don’t know who first said it, but the church is a 

hospital for sinners not a museum for saints. One of the reasons 

the weekly gatherings at my church include prayers of confession 

every Sunday is our belief that even Christians are sinners in need 

of grace and forgiveness.  

But there is a sin that is incredibly dangerous to the health 

and wellbeing of every local church: the sin of divisiveness. 

Matthew 18 outlines the normal process of church discipline.2 But 

there are exceptions to this normal process that, due to the 

seriousness of the sin, move significantly faster. One such 

exception is the sin of divisiveness.  

Paul says in Titus 3:9-11, “But avoid foolish controversies, 

genealogies, dissensions, and quarrels about the law, for they are 

unprofitable and worthless. As for a person who stirs up division, 

after warning him once and then twice, have nothing more to do 

with him, knowing that such a person is warped and sinful; he is 

self-condemned.” It appears the divisive people Paul condemns 

here are regular attenders in Titus’ church. After all, there would 

be little need to avoid and warn those who never show up. 

Another example of this type of division occurs in 

Philippians 4:2-3. Near the end of his letter, Paul addresses a case 

of division within the church’s membership: “I entreat Euodia 

and I entreat Syntyche to agree in the Lord. Yes, I ask you also, 

 
2 See the Epilogue for a more detailed explanation of this passage. 
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true companion, help these women, who have labored side by side 

with me in the gospel together with Clement and the rest of my 

fellow workers, whose names are in the book of life.” 

You must remember the way the Apostolic letters were 

generally handled in the early church. Most scholars believe these 

letters would be read in the middle of a church worship service. 

Which means Euodia and Syntyche would likely be worshiping 

along with all the other members in Philippi when, suddenly, they 

hear their names dropped by the preacher reading Paul’s letter. It 

reminds me of the time my sister and I were loudly goofing off in 

the front row during one of my pastor dad’s sermons and he 

stopped his sermon mid-sentence to stare in our direction and say, 

“Julia and Hopson, STOP.” Our behavior was so distracting, it 

was worth interrupting the gathering to stop it. So too with Euodia 

and Syntyche’s squabble. 

Division in the church is a serious issue that must be dealt 

with. If you’re such an attender don’t think you’re safe just 

because you’re regularly present. The truth is, if you’re causing 

division in your church your attendance may be doing more harm 

than good. No, that doesn’t mean you should call it quits on your 

church attendance. Instead, call it quits on your sin and strive to 

unify instead of divide. Choosing rightly about gathering means 

choosing to gather as a uniter, not a divider. 

 

The Faithless Attender 

Romans 14:23 says that whatever does not proceed from 

faith is sin. Any action committed without faith is sin. That 
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includes your church attendance. If you faithfully gather with 

God’s people without faith, even your attendance is sin.  

So what does it look like to gather in faith? Its gathering 

believing that God will speak to you through the faithful 

preaching of His Word. It’s believing that your hope will be 

helped as you gather. It’s believing that gathering helps you 

persevere. It’s believing you have a job to do. It’s gathering 

believing all these things and more. Not because I said them, but 

because God did.  

But what if your faith in these truths is weak? What if you’re 

struggling to believe they’re true? Should you fake faith until you 

make it? No. Take your doubts to Jesus. Tell Him, “I believe; 

help my unbelief” (Mark 9:24). And trust that He will use your 

faithfulness to increase your faith. Choosing rightly about 

gathering means choosing to gather in faith. 

 

What’re You Doing this Sunday? 

The local church matters. It’s essential to the life and health 

of every Christian. So what’re you doing this Sunday? If you’re 

able, I pray you’ll gather with the saints. Not merely to consume, 

but to serve. Not in hypocrisy, but with a heart that desires to 

worship God and encourage His people. Not with a laissez-faire 

attitude that eschews commitment, but with a genuine desire to 

covenant with the members in your local church. Not to divide, 

but to build up and unite. Not in unbelief, but in faith that God 

will do great things through your faithfulness to gather with His 

people. 
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The aim of this entire book has been to encourage you to 

faithfully attend. Choose rightly. But don’t just choose to show 

up. Choose to show up in the right way and for the right reasons.   
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Epilogue 

How to Respond to the Sin of Non-Attendance 

 

In the preface, I mentioned the case of Poquoson Baptist 

Church. This is the church I currently pastor, filled with saints I 

deeply love. And yet, as I’ve labored to shepherd them towards a 

more meaningful understanding of church membership there have 

been some challenges. One of the most difficult challenges in 

recent years is related to the sin of non-attendance. Specifically, as 

our church’s elders have recommended church discipline for 

members committing the sin this book is directed against. But is 

this the right response to the sin of non-attendance? How should 

we respond?  

 

Let’s Start With You 

Theology professor and author Andrew Naselli rightly points 

out that not all the Bible’s commands are the same. Some 

commands are quite binary, you’re either obeying or you’re 

disobeying. But there’s many commands in Scripture that are not 

pass or fail. Often obedience is a matter of degrees. He puts it this 

way:  

In the New Testament there are over 1,400 commands 

directed to “you” (i.e., second-person imperatives). Most of 

them appeal to your will and assume that you can obey the 

command. And most have a black-and-white nature; you 

either completely obey them or don’t. But some commands 

that the New Testament addresses to Christians are not all-or 

nothing. Obeying and disobeying these commands are not 
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always like flipping a toggle switch but may be more like 

moving a dimmer switch. 1 

I believe the various commands related to our relationship with 

the local church are more like dimmer switch commands. Even if 

you have a perfect attendance record in your local church, the 

odds are there’s still areas where you fall short. 

So before we talk about how we might respond to the sin of 

non-attendance in others, we need to begin with a look in the 

mirror. How are you doing? Is your attendance what it should be? 

If you can honestly say, by the grace of God that you’ve been 

faithful to gather with God’s people, where might you still be 

falling short? Are you faithfully and consistently using your 

spiritual gifts for the good of the body? Are you obeying the “one 

another” commands? Where has the light of your covenant 

membership grown dim? 

If we’re going to be honest with ourselves, we must admit 

that any area where we’ve fallen short is a sin that must be 

confessed and forsaken (Proverbs 28:13). But here’s the good 

news: God promises to forgive all who truly come to Him through 

faith in Christ (1 John 1:9). Come to Him. He is gentle and lowly 

in heart (Matthew 11:29). 

 

Two Types of Forsaking 

Now that we’re done looking in the mirror, it’s time for us to 

take a broader look at the how we should respond to the sin of 

 
1 Andrew David Naselli, No Quick Fix: Where Higher Life Theology Came 

From, What It Is, and Why It’s Harmful (Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2017), 

66–67.  
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non-attendance. It helps to begin by determining what type of 

non-attendance we’re dealing with. In his commentary on 

Hebrews 10:23-26, John Owen helpfully distinguishes between 

two types of forsaking the assembly:  

“There is a twofold forsaking of these assemblies: (1.) 

That which is total, which is the fruit and evidence of 

absolute apostasy. (2.) That which is so partially only, in 

want of diligence and conscientious care in a constant 

attendance unto them according as the rule and their 

institution do require. It is the latter that the apostle here 

intends, as the word in part signifies; and of the former he 

speaks in the following verses.2 

In other words, there are some committing the sin of non-

attendance who need instruction and correction. These are men 

and women who do not prioritize the assembly as they should but 

have not forsaken it entirely. At our church, our elders consider 

this type of non-attender to be those able-bodied members who 

are absent more than they are present.3 These men and women 

need to be pursued, confronted, and encouraged. 

But there’s another type of sinful non-attender. This is the 

person whose non-attendance is “total, which is the fruit and 

evidence of absolute apostasy.” There are those whose absence 

from God’s people is so egregious that it seems to be an indication 

that they are not truly born again. To put it bluntly, those able-

bodied members who rarely or never darken the doors of the 

church are probably not saved. This is what the Apostle John 

 
2 Owen, Hebrews, 23:522. 

3 By able-bodied we mean those who could attend but choose not to for 

illegitimate reasons. This is not referring to deployed military personnel, 

homebound saints, those away at college, or those taking reasonable precautions 

during a serious health crisis like the Covid-19 pandemic. 
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means in 1 John 2:19, “They went out from us, but they were not 

of us; for if they had been of us, they would have continued with 

us. But they went out, that it might become plain that they all are 

not of us.” 

Discerning which type of non-attendance you’re dealing 

with may not always be simple or clear. Those in the first 

category should be approached with more patience and a 

willingness to instruct and encourage. Those in the second 

category should be approached with a more serious attempt to 

warn. But regardless, those who are committing the sin of non-

attendance should be subject to the discipline of the church. 

That last sentence is worth repeating. Those committing the 

sin of non-attendance should be subject to the discipline of the 

church. Does that surprise you? If so, it may be because you’ve 

misunderstood what the Bible teaches about church discipline.  

 

The Normal Process of Church Discipline 

One of the most painful realities in a local church is the 

difficult doctrine of church discipline. And yet, any faithful 

reading of Scripture cannot ignore the importance of this 

doctrine.4 

 
4 The following passages address this doctrine either directly or indirectly: 

Deuteronomy 5:11; 1 Kings 11:2; Ezra 6:21; Nehemiah 9:2; Psalm 119:115, 

141:5; Proverbs 13:20; 15:5, 17:10, 25:12, 27:5, 28:7, 29:15; Ecclesiastes 7:5; 
Isaiah 52:11; Ezekiel 36:20; Matthew 5:13–16, 7:1-6, 18:15–17; Luke 17:3; John 

15:8; Acts 5:1–11; Romans 2:24, 15:14; 1 Corinthians 4:14, 5:1-12, 15:33; 2 

Corinthians 6:14–7:1; Galatians 6:1–5; Ephesians 1:4, 5:11, 5:27; 1 
Thessalonians 5:14; 2 Thessalonians  3:6, 14–15; Titus 1:10-16, 3:9-11; 1 

Timothy 1:20, 5:19-20; Titus 1:13–14; Hebrews 10:24–25, 12:4–11; James 1:22. 

1 Peter 2:12; 2 Peter 2:2; 1 John 3:10; 2 John 10; Revelation 21:2. 
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But how should church discipline normally be carried out? 

Jesus outlines a clear process for church discipline cases in 

Matthew 18:15-17: 

15 “If your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault, 

between you and him alone. If he listens to you, you have 

gained your brother. 16 But if he does not listen, take one or 

two others along with you, that every charge may be 

established by the evidence of two or three witnesses. 17 If he 

refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church. And if he 

refuses to listen even to the church, let him be to you as a 

Gentile and a tax collector.” 

Before we outline the normal process for church discipline, I 

think it’s important that we refer to Jesus’ teaching as referring to 

phases and not steps. When a step is taken the next one usually 

follows quickly on its heels. But a phase is different. A phase 

implies time, effort, and energy before moving on. That’s the way 

it should normally be with matters of church discipline. 

Phase One occurs when the sinning member is confronted 

by a fellow church member one-on-one (Matt. 18:15). This sort of 

loving biblical confrontation should happen regularly in a healthy 

church (Galatians 6:1; 2 Timothy 2:24-26; Hebrews 3:12-13). 

Most of the time church discipline should stop here as the sinning 

member repents and is restored without anything being made 

public and the process ends. If the sin in question is non-

attendance, restoring the sinner likely means a gentle conversation 

with the individual about your concerns. Perhaps he or she doesn’t 

realize the seriousness of the sin. Maybe it would be helpful to 

read and discuss this book together. 
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Phase Two should only occur if the sinning member did not 

repent after phase one. A fellow member should take one or two 

others along with him or her to confront the sinning member again 

(Matt. 18:16). If the sinning member repents and is restored, the 

process ends. If the sin in question is non-attendance, you should 

expect evidence of repentance to follow (Matthew 3:8). This 

should likely include a greater evidence of commitment to the 

sinner’s local church. 

Phase Three should only occur if the sinning member did 

not repent after phase two. Think of this phase as an intermediate 

phase between Matt. 18:16 and 17a. Rather than individual 

members presenting their discipline cases before the church in a 

Members Meeting, it seems best to many to first recruit the help 

of a church’s elders if they are not already involved. This helps 

ensure that all things are done decently and in good order (1 
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Corinthians 14:40).5 Furthermore, it should serve to effectively 

slow down the process a bit, ensuring that the church is not too 

aggressively rushing sinning members through the discipline 

process. If the sinning member repents and is restored after the 

elders are involved, the process ends. 

Phase three is slightly different if the sin is non-attendance. 

Failing to gather is a public sin, since all it takes is a look around 

on a Sunday to know the person is missing. Of course, this 

becomes more difficult the larger the church becomes, but by and 

large the church’s pastoral leadership should know who is and 

isn’t attending. In most cases other members should not need to 

alert the elders that a member is MIA. The elders should already 

be aware and be praying for and pursuing that individual. 

Phase Four should only occur if the sinning member did not 

repent after phase three. In this phase the elders recruit the help of 

the entire church in pursuing the sinning member (Matt. 18:17a). 

A member is only to be excommunicated if he “refuses to listen 

even to the church,” implying that the church was involved in 

pursuing the sinning member. Since at this point the sin has now 

been made public to the entire church, repentance and restoration 

should also be public as well. The circle of confession should be 

as wide as the circle of knowledge. In our church this would mean 

the sinning member publicly confesses and asks to be restored at a 

meeting of the membership. If this happens, the sinning member 

should be restored to the church. 

 
5 For a more thorough explanation of this phase, see Jay Adams, Handbook 

of Church Discipline (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1974), 70–71. 
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Phase Five should only occur if the sinning member did not 

repent after phase four. In this phase the church takes the decisive 

action of removing the sinning member from membership (v. 

17b). If after his or her removal the sinning former member 

publicly confesses and asks to be restored, he or she should be 

joyfully welcomed back into the church (1 Cor. 5:4-5; 2 Cor. 2:6). 

The only exceptions to the ordinary church discipline 

process seem to be cases of egregious sin (for example, sins that 

would not even be tolerated “among the gentiles” as in 1 Cor 5:1-

5) and exceptional divisiveness or false teaching (Titus 3:9-11). In 

these instances, the elders may lead the church to move more 

quickly.  

 

Why Discipline for Non-Attendance? 

But is such a process necessary for the sin of non-

attendance? If you’re still not convinced, let me conclude with 

several reasons why I believe it is right and necessary to discipline 

for sinful non-attendance.  

First, if non-attendance is a sin, then God’s Word is clear on 

how we should respond to it. Perhaps you’re asking yourself, is it 

right to confront someone because they’re not faithfully attending 

church? The answer to that question depends entirely on whether 

you believe there is such a thing as the sin of non-attendance. If 

you agree with my argument in this book, that it is possible to sin 

against God and neighbor by forsaking the assembly, then 

confronting sinning non-attenders is a matter of obedience. 

Consider Galatians 6:1, Brothers, if anyone is caught in any 

transgression, you who are spiritual should restore him in a spirit 
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of gentleness. Keep watch on yourself, lest you too be tempted. 

Paul doesn’t say to restore those caught in serious transgression, 

but any transgression.  Besides, the burden of this book has been 

to demonstrate that sinful non-attendance is serious. 

Second, refusing to discipline for non-attendance is a refusal 

to warn those who are in great spiritual danger. Some might 

suggest an alternative approach to dealing with this sin: just 

remove them from the membership list without going through any 

of that discipline stuff. But simple removal does not warn the 

sinner (or the rest of the members) in the way God intends.  

In 2 Thessalonians 3:14-15, the Apostle Paul says, “If 

anyone does not obey what we say in this letter, take note of that 

person, and have nothing to do with him, that he may be ashamed. 

Do not regard him as an enemy, but warn him as a brother.” 

Biblical church discipline functions as a warning to God’s people. 

And these warnings are essential to help us persevere until the 

end. 

Third, failure to discipline for non-attendance may withhold 

from the sinner the grace by which God will bring him or her to 

repentance and restoration. In 1 Corinthians 5 we learn about a 

grotesque church discipline case in the Corinthian church. A man 

is engaging in gross immorality and Paul urges the church to 

remove him immediately. In doing so the members of the church 

in Corinth will “deliver this man to Satan for the destruction of 

the flesh, so that his spirit may be saved in the day of the Lord” (1 

Corinthians 5:4-5).  

Surely this was a painful ordeal, but Paul hoped their 

obedience would work a positive outcome in this sinner’s life. 
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Many believed that’s exactly what happened. 2 Corinthians 2:6-8 

seems to indicate this man who had been excommunicated from 

his church was now to be restored upon his genuine repentance. 

Often church discipline is the very means by which God brings 

sinning believers to repentance. 

Fourth, the sin of non-attendance is more serious than most 

of us are prone to think. When the elders of our church first 

presented such a case of church discipline to our membership, we 

listed five main reasons why this sin is so serious:  

1. It is a clear violation of passages like Hebrews 10:25-26 

2. It makes obeying the “one another” commands in 

Scripture virtually impossible 

3. It misleads unbelievers, confuses new believers, 

discourages regular attenders, and becomes a liability to 

our corporate testimony. 

4. It diverts the elders’ time and energy away from those 

who do want to grow in Christlikeness and grow in 

loving and serving one another 

5. It is the first promise of the PBC Covenant and makes 

keeping the other promises virtually impossible. While 

this does not carry the same weight as Scripture, it is 

rooted in and flows out of Scripture. 

 

Frankly, this list could be much longer. The sin of non-attendance 

is not some slight peccadillo. It’s a serious sin with serious 

consequences. Church attendance matters. If God’s people will 

respond rightly to this (and other) sins, we need a serious 

confidence in the Scriptures. 
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Appendix 

The “One another” Passages in the New Testament 

 

Descriptive Passages 

Out of 100 uses of the word ἀλλήλων (translated in English as 

“one another,” “each other,” “their,” “themselves,” or 

“yourselves”), 44 of the uses are descriptive. In other words, each 

of these instances merely describes the term without giving any 

sort of command or principle to follow. Given their heavy 

narrative content, it should come as no surprise that most of these 

uses occur in the gospels and in the book of Acts. 

 

Matthew 24:10—And then many will fall away and betray one 

another and hate one another.  

 

Matthew 25:32—Before him will be gathered all the nations, and 

he will separate people one from another as a shepherd separates 

the sheep from the goats.  

 

Mark 4:41—And they were filled with great fear and said to one 

another, “Who then is this, that even the wind and the sea obey 

him?”  

 

Mark 8:16—And they began discussing with one another the fact 

that they had no bread.  
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Mark 9:34—But they kept silent, for on the way they had argued 

with one another about who was the greatest.  

 

Mark 15:31—So also the chief priests with the scribes mocked 

him to one another, saying, “He saved others; he cannot save 

himself. 

 

Luke 2:15—When the angels went away from them into heaven, 

the shepherds said to one another, “Let us go over to Bethlehem 

and see this thing that has happened, which the Lord has made 

known to us.”  

 

Luke 4:36—And they were all amazed and said to one another, 

“What is this word? For with authority and power he commands 

the unclean spirits, and they come out!”  

 

Luke 6:11—But they were filled with fury and discussed with 

one another what they might do to Jesus.  

 

Luke 7:32—They are like children sitting in the marketplace and 

calling to one another, “ ‘We played the flute for you, and you did 

not dance; we sang a dirge, and you did not weep.’  

 

Luke 8:25—He said to them, “Where is your faith?” And they 

were afraid, and they marveled, saying to one another, “Who then 

is this, that he commands even winds and water, and they obey 

him?”  
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Luke 12:1—In the meantime, when so many thousands of the 

people had gathered together that they were trampling one 

another, he began to say to his disciples first, “Beware of the 

leaven of the Pharisees, which is hypocrisy.  

 

Luke 20:14—But when the tenants saw him, they said to 

themselves, ‘This is the heir. Let us kill him, so that the 

inheritance may be ours.’  

 

Luke 23:12—And Herod and Pilate became friends with each 

other that very day, for before this they had been at enmity with 

each other.  

 

Luke 24:14—and they were talking with each other about all 

these things that had happened.  

 

Luke 24:17—And he said to them, “What is this conversation 

that you are holding with each other as you walk?” And they 

stood still, looking sad.  

 

Luke 24:32—They said to each other, “Did not our hearts burn 

within us while he talked to us on the road, while he opened to us 

the Scriptures?”  

 

John 4:33—So the disciples said to one another, “Has anyone 

brought him something to eat?”  
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John 5:44—How can you believe, when you receive glory from 

one another and do not seek the glory that comes from the only 

God?  

 

John 6:52—The Jews then disputed among themselves, saying, 

“How can this man give us his flesh to eat?”  

 

John 11:56—They were looking for Jesus and saying to one 

another as they stood in the temple, “What do you think? That he 

will not come to the feast at all?”  

 

John 13:22—The disciples looked at one another, uncertain of 

whom he spoke.  

 

John 16:17—So some of his disciples said to one another, “What 

is this that he says to us, ‘A little while, and you will not see me, 

and again a little while, and you will see me’; and, ‘because I am 

going to the Father’?”  

 

John 16:19—Jesus knew that they wanted to ask him, so he said 

to them, “Is this what you are asking yourselves, what I meant by 

saying, ‘A little while and you will not see me, and again a little 

while and you will see me’?  

 

John 19:24—so they said to one another, “Let us not tear it, but 

cast lots for it to see whose it shall be.” This was to fulfill the 

Scripture which says, “They divided my garments among them, 
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and for my clothing they cast lots.” So the soldiers did these 

things, 

 

Acts 4:15—But when they had commanded them to leave the 

council, they conferred with one another,  

 

Acts 7:26—And on the following day he appeared to them as they 

were quarreling and tried to reconcile them, saying, ‘Men, you are 

brothers. Why do you wrong each other?’  

 

Acts 15:39—And there arose a sharp disagreement, so that they 

separated from each other. Barnabas took Mark with him and 

sailed away to Cyprus,  

 

Acts 19:38—If therefore Demetrius and the craftsmen with him 

have a complaint against anyone, the courts are open, and there 

are proconsuls. Let them bring charges against one another.  

 

Acts 21:6—and said farewell to one another. Then we went on 

board the ship, and they returned home.  

 

Acts 26:31—And when they had withdrawn, they said to one 

another, “This man is doing nothing to deserve death or 

imprisonment.”  

 

Acts 28:4—When the native people saw the creature hanging 

from his hand, they said to one another, “No doubt this man is a 
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murderer. Though he has escaped from the sea, Justice has not 

allowed him to live.”  

 

Acts 28:25—And disagreeing among themselves, they departed 

after Paul had made one statement: “The Holy Spirit was right in 

saying to your fathers through Isaiah the prophet:  

 

Romans 1:27—and the men likewise gave up natural relations 

with women and were consumed with passion for one another, 

men committing shameless acts with men and receiving in 

themselves the due penalty for their error.  

 

Romans 2:15—They show that the work of the law is written on 

their hearts, while their conscience also bears witness, and their 

conflicting thoughts accuse or even excuse them 

 

Romans 12:5—so we, though many, are one body in Christ, and 

individually members one of another.  

 

Galatians 5:15—But if you bite and devour one another, watch 

out that you are not consumed by one another.  

 

Galatians 5:17—For the desires of the flesh are against the Spirit, 

and the desires of the Spirit are against the flesh, for these are 

opposed to each other, to keep you from doing the things you 

want to do. 
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Ephesians 4:25—Therefore, having put away falsehood, let each 

one of you speak the truth with his neighbor, for we are members 

one of another.  

 

Titus 3:3—For we ourselves were once foolish, disobedient, led 

astray, slaves to various passions and pleasures, passing our days 

in malice and envy, hated by others and hating one another.  

 

Revelation 6:4—And out came another horse, bright red. Its rider 

was permitted to take peace from the earth, so that people should 

slay one another, and he was given a great sword.  

 

Revelation 11:10—and those who dwell on the earth will rejoice 

over them and make merry and exchange presents, because these 

two prophets had been a torment to those who dwell on the earth.  

 

Prescriptive Passages 

56 uses of ἀλλήλων are prescriptive in nature. Either they are 

direct commands or have imperatival force. The first prescriptive 

passage listed below applies to the context of marriage. The 

remaining 55 uses either directly or indirectly apply to 

relationships in the local church. 

 

1 Corinthians 7:5—Do not deprive one another, except perhaps 

by agreement for a limited time, that you may devote yourselves 

to prayer; but then come together again, so that Satan may not 

tempt you because of your lack of self-control.  
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Be At Peace/Harmony With One Another 

Mark 9:50—Salt is good, but if the salt has lost its saltiness, 

how will you make it salty again? Have salt in yourselves, and 

be at peace with one another.” 

 

Romans 12:16—Live in harmony with one another. Do not 

be haughty, but associate with the lowly. Never be wise in 

your own sight.  

 

Romans 15:5—May the God of endurance and 

encouragement grant you to live in such harmony with one 

another, in accord with Christ Jesus 

 

Be Humble Towards One Another  

1 Peter 5:5—Likewise, you who are younger, be subject to 

the elders. Clothe yourselves, all of you, with humility 

toward one another, for “God opposes the proud but gives 

grace to the humble.”  

 

Philippians 2:3—Do nothing from selfish ambition or 

conceit, but in humility count others more significant than 

yourselves.  

 

Be Kind to One Another 
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Ephesians 4:32—Be kind to one another, tenderhearted, 

forgiving one another, as God in Christ forgave you.1  

 

Bear Burdens for One Another 

Galatians 6:2—Bear one another’s burdens, and so fulfill 

the law of Christ.  

 

Bear With One Another 

Ephesians 4:2—with all humility and gentleness, with 

patience, bearing with one another in love 

 

Colossians 3:13—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.  

 

Build One Another Up 

Romans 14:19—So then let us pursue what makes for peace 

and for mutual upbuilding.  

 

1 Thessalonians 5:11—Therefore encourage one another 

and build one another up, just as you are doing.2  

 

 
1 Although the English translation says “one another” twice in Ephesians 

4:32, the second instance (“forgiving one another”) is actually a different word in 

the original Greek. 

2 Although the English translation says “one another” twice in 1 

Thessalonians 5:11, the original language only uses the word ἀλλήλων once. That 

said, the passage is clear that we should both encourage and build up “one 

another.”  
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Care for One Another 

1 Corinthians 12:25—that there may be no division in the 

body, but that the members may have the same care for one 

another.  

 

Confess to One Another 

James 5:16—Therefore, confess your sins to one another 

and pray for one another, that you may be healed. The prayer 

of a righteous person has great power as it is working.  

 

Do Good To One Another 

1 Thessalonians 5:15—See that no one repays anyone evil for 

evil, but always seek to do good to one another and to 

everyone.  

 

Don’t Envy One Another 

Galatians 5:26—Let us not become conceited, provoking 

one another, envying one another.  

 

Don’t Grumble With One Another 

John 6:43—Jesus answered them, “Do not grumble among 

yourselves.  

 

James 5:9—Do not grumble against one another, brothers, 

so that you may not be judged; behold, the Judge is standing at 

the door.  

 

Don’t Judge One Another 
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Romans 14:13—Therefore let us not pass judgment on one 

another any longer, but rather decide never to put a stumbling 

block or hindrance in the way of a brother.  

 

Don’t Lie to One Another 

Colossians 3:9—Do not lie to one another, seeing that you 

have put off the old self with its practices  

 

Don’t Provoke One Another 

Galatians 5:26—Let us not become conceited, provoking 

one another, envying one another.  

 

Don’t Speak Evil Against One Another 

James 4:11—Do not speak evil against one another, 

brothers. The one who speaks against a brother or judges his 

brother, speaks evil against the law and judges the law. But if 

you judge the law, you are not a doer of the law but a judge.  

 

Encourage One Another 

Romans 1:12—that is, that we may be mutually encouraged 

by each other’s faith, both yours and mine.  

 

1 Thessalonians 4:18—Therefore encourage one another 

with these words.  

 

1 Thessalonians 5:11—Therefore encourage one another 

and build one another up, just as you are doing.  
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Fellowship With One Another 

1 John 1:7—But if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, 

we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus 

his Son cleanses us from all sin.  

 

Greet One Another 

Romans 15:7—Therefore welcome one another as Christ has 

welcomed you, for the glory of God.  

 

Romans 16:16—Greet one another with a holy kiss. All the 

churches of Christ greet you.  

 

1 Corinthians 16:20—All the brothers send you greetings. 

Greet one another with a holy kiss.  

 

2 Corinthians 13:12—Greet one another with a holy kiss. 

 

1 Peter 5:14—Greet one another with the kiss of love. Peace 

to all of you who are in Christ.  

 

Honor One Another 

15b—Outdo one another in showing honor.  

 

Instruct One Another 

Romans 15:14—I myself am satisfied about you, my brothers, 

that you yourselves are full of goodness, filled with all 

knowledge and able to instruct one another.  
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Love One Another 

John 13:34—A new commandment I give to you, that you 

love one another: just as I have loved you, you also are to 

love one another.  

 

John 13:35—By this all people will know that you are my 

disciples, if you have love for one another.”  

 

John 15:12—“This is my commandment, that you love one 

another as I have loved you.  

 

John 15:17—These things I command you, so that you will 

love one another.  

 

Romans 12:10a—Love one another with brotherly affection. 

 

Romans 13:8—Owe no one anything, except to love each 

other, for the one who loves another has fulfilled the law.  

 

1 Thessalonians 3:12—and may the Lord make you increase 

and abound in love for one another and for all, as we do for 

you 

 

1 Thessalonians 4:9—Now concerning brotherly love you 

have no need for anyone to write to you, for you yourselves 

have been taught by God to love one another 
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2 Thessalonians 1:3—We ought always to give thanks to God 

for you, brothers, as is right, because your faith is growing 

abundantly, and the love of every one of you for one another 

is increasing.  

 

1 Peter 1:22—Having purified your souls by your obedience 

to the truth for a sincere brotherly love, love one another 

earnestly from a pure heart 

 

1 John 3:11—For this is the message that you have heard 

from the beginning, that we should love one another.  

 

1 John 3:23—And this is his commandment, that we believe 

in the name of his Son Jesus Christ and love one another, just 

as he has commanded us.  

 

1 John 4:7—Beloved, let us love one another, for love is 

from God, and whoever loves has been born of God and 

knows God.  

 

1 John 4:11—Beloved, if God so loved us, we also ought to 

love one another.  

 

1 John 4:12—No one has ever seen God; if we love one 

another, God abides in us and his love is perfected in us.  
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2 John 5—And now I ask you, dear lady—not as though I 

were writing you a new commandment, but the one we have 

had from the beginning—that we love one another.  

 

Pray for One Another 

James 5:16—Therefore, confess your sins to one another 

and pray for one another, that you may be healed. The prayer 

of a righteous person has great power as it is working.  

 

Serve One Another 

John 13:14—If I then, your Lord and Teacher, have washed 

your feet, you also ought to wash one another’s feet.  

 

Galatians 5:13—For you were called to freedom, brothers. 

Only do not use your freedom as an opportunity for the flesh, 

but through love serve one another.  

 

Show Hospitality to One Another 

1 Peter 4:9—Show hospitality to one another without 

grumbling.  

 

Stir Up One Another 

Hebrews 10:24—And let us consider how to stir up one 

another to love and good works,  

 

Submit to One Another 

Ephesians 5:21—submitting to one another out of reverence 

for Christ.  
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Wait for One Another 

1 Corinthians 11:33—So then, my brothers, when you come 

together to eat, wait for one another 

 

 



 

 

 


