Chula Vista Presbyterian Church

Essential Tenets and Reformed Distinctives

A Thirteen Week Journey

September – December, 2007

When we ordain officers in the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), one of the questions we ask is whether individuals “sincerely receive and adopt the essential tenets of the Reformed faith as expressed in the confessions of our church as authentic and reliable expositions of what Scripture leads us to believe and do, and will you be instructed and led by those confessions as you lead the people of God?”

We expect a “yes” answer.

The problem is not in getting a “yes” answer, but rather in helping people to identify what are those essential tenets of the Reformed faith that they have received and adopted. 

Why do this? Several reasons:

a. It’s important to practice thinking theologically. It’s not something that comes naturally to people. It’s not something that we are particularly accustomed to doing. 

b. It’s important to practice thinking theologically together. We are more accustomed to avoid discussing things theologically because “everyone has a right to their own opinion” or “everyone interprets Scripture differently” or “who am I to tell someone else how to think about things?” The problem is that when a real issue comes along, we are extremely uncomfortable dealing with it because we don’t know how others will respond. By practicing now, we give ourselves tools to be able to deal with real issues when they come along – and they will.

c. It’s important to practice bearing witness. One of the things I observe during periods of crisis or disaster is how many people are asked to articulate their faith. If you have not practiced, if you have not thought these issues through, it is difficult to respond.

d. It’s a faithful thing to do. Remembering who God is and who we are is really important. Practicing thinking theologically takes time and it requires some discipline – which, not coincidentally, is what being a disciple is all about.

In San Diego Presbytery, we adopted a document designed specifically to help equip people to do just that. Here at Chula Vista Presbyterian Church, our elders have had “homework” – word problems designed to promote theological discussion. 

The idea here is to use the word problems to gain a better familiarity with the “tools of the trade” in the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.). Thus, before you can “respond” to the question, you have to figure out:

a) what are the theological issues;

b)  what are the relevant passages from Scripture, the Book of Confessions and Book of Order; and, then (and only then), 

c) Respond. 

d) To complete the exercise, compare your results with others. 

A couple of preliminary notes:

a. After providing a sample written response in Week 2, I will not be providing any answers. This is not work I can do for you and – as is true in all classes – you will gain what you put in.

b. Do not expect to agree with everything that is said in class. Expect to disagree with some – and use that feeling to engage the material. If you disagree but can’t say why, it is an indication that some more digging would be worthwhile.
c. Watch for the consequences that follow taking a stand on the issues presented. 
d. Do not expect easy answers to be given. No one can do the work of faith for you. 

We will be studying the document entitled, “Essential Tenets and Reformed Distinctives.” Here’s the schedule:

September 26: Intro, Subject and Tools Essential 1 - Authority of Scripture

October 3: Essential 2 - God (Trinity, Creation, Providence, Sovereignty)

October 10: Essential 3 - Humanity (original righteousness/fall into sin)

October 17: Essential 4 -  (All Church Retreat) Jesus Christ (incarnation of the eternal Word)

October 24: Essential 5 - Jesus Christ (his atoning work)

October 31: Break

November 7: Essential 6 - Salvation by grace through faith

November 14: Reformed Distinctive 1 - Election for salvation and service

November 21: Reformed Distinctive 2 - Covenant and covenant life

November 28: Reformed Distinctive 3 – Sacraments

December 5: Reformed Distinctive 4 - Sanctification and the works of the Holy Spirit

December 12: Reformed Distinctive 5 - Priesthood of all believers

December 19: Reformed Distinctive 6 and 7 - Mission of the church/stewardship 

