


Ten Important Questions   
Use these ten questions to help you explore 
and understand a church you’re considering. 
They work whether you’ve been there for two 
weeks or ten years. This list isn’t exhaustive, 
and some of the questions will take time to 
process. But they can help you hone in on the 
issues that matter most.   
 
1. Is this a church where God’s Word is 
faithfully taught? 
 “The kind of church you want to be a part of,” 
writes Donald Whitney, “is one where, when 
the Bible is read at the beginning of a sermon, 
you can be confident that what follows will be 
built upon it. God made our hearts, and only 
He knows what we need most. And He made 
our hearts for the Word of God. Nothing 
nourishes us like His message.”  

A God-glorifying church is governed by 
God’s Word. Paul tells us in 2 Timothy 3:16 
that “all Scripture is breathed out by God and 
profitable for teaching, for reproof, for 
correction, and for training in righteousness.”  

Be careful here. At first glance, most 
churches will appear to teach God’s Word. 
You’ll see it printed in the bulletin, written on 
the walls, or sprinkled through the services. 
But these references to Scripture don’t 
necessarily mean a church is submitted to 
God’s Word.  

Some teachers start their messages with 
the Bible, but it’s only a jumping-off point to 
share their own opinions. I should know—I 
used to be one of those teachers! I used to 



build entertaining messages around engaging 
illustrations, stories, or ideas I had. I always 
peppered my messages with Scripture. But 
Scripture wasn’t the meat of the message; it 
was only the seasoning.  

Since then, God has mercifully helped me 
to grow in my understanding of faithful 
preaching. I’ve learned that the best thing I 
can do for my church is to build a message on 
the teaching of a particular passage of 
Scripture—to draw my points and emphasis 
from the points and emphasis of the passage. 
This approach, often called expositional 
preaching, can be expressed through many 
different personalities and presentation styles 
(and it doesn’t have to add up to long, 
difficult, or boring sermons!). The driving 
principle is that God’s Word has the authority. 
The preacher’s task is simply to unleash what 
it has to say to God’s people.  

So your first priority is to look for a 
church whose teaching is driven by a 
confidence in the authority of Scripture.   

 
2. Is this a church where sound doctrine 
matters?  
Acts 2:42 says that the first believers “devoted 
themselves to the apostles’ teaching.” Today 
we have the apostles’ teaching passed down in 
the Bible. Doctrine may sound like an 
intimidating word. But it simply means what 
the Bible teaches about any given subject. 
Therefore, a church in which doctrine matters 
is one that values biblical truth, knows what it 



believes, and is guided by these beliefs in the 
way it functions.  

Sound doctrine is always under attack. 
Paul tells us in 2 Timothy 4:3–4 that “the time 
is coming when people will not endure sound 
teaching, but having itching ears they will 
accumulate for themselves teachers to suit 
their own passions, and will turn away from 
listening to the truth and wander off into 
myths.”  

These days, doctrine is often derided by 
people who view it as divisive and 
unnecessary to living the Christian life. Some 
people pride themselves on not being 
concerned with the specifics of what they 
believe about salvation, sin, the work of the 
Spirit, and other doctrinal issues. A friend who 
attended a large conference for youth workers 
told me that the host started the event by 
walking onstage and declaring, “It’s not about 
doctrine! It’s about Jesus!”  

I consider this a sad and misleading 
statement. We don’t have to choose between 
caring about doctrine and loving Jesus. The 
two pursuits are not opposed to each other. In 
fact, they are inseparable! We can only grow 
in our love for our Savior as we learn more of 
who He is and what He has accomplished for 
us. A concern for truth doesn’t take us away 
from a deeper relationship with Him. It leads 
us closer to Him, in greater worship, 
adoration, and obedience.  

I agree that you can find churches that 
hold to their doctrinal positions arrogantly or 
unwisely. Or that use secondary doctrinal 



issues as a way to be exclusive or 
condescending toward others who disagree 
with them. I hope you’ll never fall into this 
kind of attitude. We can love truth deeply 
without being unkind or proud.  

Look for a church that clearly knows and 
defines what it believes—a place where the 
statement of faith actually makes a difference. 
If this is the church home for you, you should 
be able to agree with this statement on its 
major doctrines.  

If you’re looking for a book that can add 
insight to your Bible study on doctrine, I 
highly recommend Bible Doctrine by Wayne 
Grudem. This book covers all the major 
doctrines—of God, man, Christ, salvation—in 
a way that’s easy to understand. For an even 
simpler introduction to basic Christian beliefs, 
I’ve written a book called Dug Down Deep, 
which shares my story of learning to build my 
life on truth about God.   

 
3. Is this a church in which the gospel is 
cherished and clearly proclaimed?   
The gospel is the Good News of Jesus Christ’s 
perfect life, sacrificial death for sinners, and 
glorious resurrection and ascension. It’s the 
story line of all of God’s Word—a holy God 
has mercifully made a way for sinners to be 
forgiven and accepted through the cross of 
Christ.   

I grew up in a Christian home, but for 
many years of my life the gospel wasn’t a 
central focus. In fact it was all rather fuzzy. I 
knew Jesus loved me. I knew He wanted a 



personal relationship with me. I knew He 
wanted me to be a good person.  

It wasn’t until God brought me to a 
church that clearly proclaimed and cherished 
the gospel that I learned how the work of 
Christ for me functioned practically in my 
daily Christian life. I could only relate to God 
on the basis of His grace. My good works 
didn’t earn my standing before God; Jesus had 
earned my standing before Him. I wasn’t just 
a lovable guy in need of a personal 
relationship; I was a sinner who needed to be 
rescued from God’s just wrath by the death of 
Jesus. Focusing on this sweet truth made grace 
truly amazing. It helped me when I was 
struggling against sin. It helped me to readily 
forgive others.  

About choosing a church, Charles 
Spurgeon once said:  

Do not go where it is all fine 
music and grand talk and 
beautiful architecture; those 
things will neither fill 
anybody’s stomach, nor feed 
his soul. Go where the gospel 
is preached, the gospel that 
really feeds your soul, and go 
often.  

 
C. J. Mahaney, the pastor and friend who 

has coached and trained me in ministry, has 
taught me the primacy of the gospel in my 
personal life and in leading a local church. He 
has taught me that the gospel isn’t just for 
getting saved—it’s the defining reality we 



need to live in every day of our lives. That’s 
why I highly recommend his book The Cross 
Centered Life to help you understand what it 
means to cherish and live in the good of the 
gospel.  

And for help in understanding how a 
focus on the Cross shapes a church’s approach 
to ministry, I recommend D. A. Carson’s 
outstanding book The Cross and Christian 
Ministry.  

 
4. Is this a church committed to reaching 
non- Christians with the gospel?  
Jesus commissioned every follower to go and 
make disciples (see Matthew 28:18–20). So 
make it a priority to look for a church that not 
only celebrates the gospel, but also reaches out 
to the unsaved in the community with this 
same Good News (both locally and to the ends 
of the earth).  

Without an emphasis on mission, a 
church becomes selfish and ingrown. Some 
churches can become so preoccupied with 
being relevant to the surrounding culture that 
they lose all distinctiveness. But the clear 
message of the gospel should never be altered 
to make it more marketable. People separated 
from God by their sin are never served when a 
church places relevance above its mission of 
faithfully proclaiming the gospel.  

 
5. Is this a church whose leaders are 
characterized by humility and integrity?  
On my twenty-first birthday, my dad wrote me 
a special letter in which he encouraged me to 



find men I wanted to be like. “Then sit at their 
feet and learn from them,” he wrote. It’s good 
advice. No pastor is perfect, but when it comes 
to evaluating a church’s leaders, you want to 
find men you can trust and whose example 
you can follow.  

First Timothy 3 lists the qualifications for 
pastors: A leader in the church must be a man 
who is above reproach, sober-minded, self-
controlled, respectable, hospitable, not violent 
but gentle, not quarrelsome, not a lover of 
money. Notice that the qualifications relate 
mostly to the quality of his life. It’s been said 
that pastoring is a character profession. No 
amount of skill, leadership ability, or 
communication skills can replace godly 
character. Look for a church where personal 
character is of higher importance than title, 
position, or outward success.  

I’ve found that the most effective leaders 
view themselves first as servants. And leaders 
with integrity keep themselves accountable. 
They don’t view themselves as being immune 
to sin, but build safeguards around themselves 
financially, morally, and in every other 
category to keep themselves from 
compromise. They see themselves as servants 
of the Great Shepherd—and live in light of 
their accountability to Him.  
 
6. Is this a church where people strive to 
live by God’s Word?  
No church can claim to live out God’s Word 
perfectly. What’s important is to look for a 
church that is seeking not only to believe 



rightly, but also to live rightly. It’s possible for 
a church to be doctrinally sound but have a 
culture of total apathy when it comes to 
applying the truth of God’s Word in everyday 
life.  

Our faith in God and our desire to honor 
Him with obedience and holiness will affect 
everything—from how we conduct ourselves 
at work to how we speak to our children at 
home. If it doesn’t, something is wrong.  

That means that the church you’re 
looking for will seek to build a culture and 
community of both hearing and obeying God’s 
Word (see James 1:22). It will seek not only to 
win converts, but to make disciples by helping 
them to mature in godly living in every area of 
life.  
 
7. Is this a church where I can find and 
cultivate godly relationships?  
We all need relationships where we can 
receive encouragement, accountability, and 
care. And an essential part of living out God’s 
Word is being connected to other Christians.  

Does the church you’re considering 
provide settings where you can enjoy biblical 
fellowship, mutual encouragement, and 
application of Scripture? This will look 
different at different churches—some have 
official small group structures; others don’t, 
but achieve the same purpose through other 
means. What matters is that godly 
relationships happen. And of course, these 
kinds of relationships usually take time to 
develop.  



Finally, think about whether you’ll be 
able to invest adequately in the relationship 
opportunities the church offers. No matter 
how great the church, if you live two hours 
away you’ll be very limited in your ability to 
be a meaningful part of the community. The 
local church you choose should indeed be 
local.  
 
8. Is this a church where members are 
challenged to serve?  
Pastors are not supposed to be paid 
professionals who do ministry in place of their 
members. Ephesians 4:12 tells us that pastors 
are to “equip the saints for the work of 
ministry, for building up the body of Christ.” 
That means you should look for a church that 
equips its members to serve and minister, and 
then challenges them to do so.  

I want to caution you about how you 
apply this criterion. I’ve met people who 
evaluate opportunities to serve in a very self-
centered way. For example, they’re motivated 
to serve, but only in their preferred way. If 
you don’t make this opportunity available, 
they leave in a huff. When you think about it, 
that attitude is funny: True service means 
giving cheerfully to meet someone else’s 
genuine need— and the most important need 
probably isn’t the server’s need to serve in a 
particular way!  

My advice, then, is to make sure you’re 
not evaluating a church primarily by its 
capacity as a stage to showcase your gifts. 
Look for a place that will challenge you to 



care deeply about the needs of others. Then be 
ready to do whatever it takes to meet those 
needs.  
 
9. Is this a church that is willing to kick me 
out?  
This priority might sound old-fashioned to 
you. But there’s a hard, important truth here. 
When a person who claims to be a Christian 
lives in a way that blatantly contradicts all that 
it means to be a disciple of Christ, a faithful 
church’s responsibility is to begin the process 
of removing that person from membership and 
to treat him or her like an unbeliever in the 
hope that he or she will repent and ultimately 
be restored (see 1 Corinthians 5; 2 Corinthians 
2). This is not harsh or abrupt. This practice is 
called church discipline and was instituted by 
Jesus (see Matthew 18).  

Why should you be excited about the 
potential of being expelled from a church? I 
gain a wonderful sense of protection in 
knowing that if I committed a scandalous sin 
and showed no repentance, my church 
wouldn’t put up with it. They would plead 
with me to change. They would patiently 
confront me with God’s Word. And 
eventually, if I refused to change, they would 
lovingly kick me out.  

Remember that the purpose behind 
church discipline is first to restore. Four 
hundred years ago Menno Simons wrote: “We 
do not want to expel any, but rather to receive; 
not to amputate, but rather to heal; not to 
discard, but rather to win back; not to grieve, 



but rather to comfort; not to condemn, but 
rather to save.” So church discipline is an 
expression of love. It’s a way to try to restore 
a sinning brother as well as a way to protect 
the witness of the church.  

After all, the power of a church in a 
community starts with its example. As our 
generation knows too well, hypocrisy destroys 
a church’s witness and leaves its message 
discredited. A church committed to glorifying 
God and reaching the lost world will not only 
have membership, but will clearly define what 
that membership requires. It will want to be 
able to answer clearly anyone who asks who is 
truly part of the church and who is not.  
Discipline is also important when someone 
begins spreading false teaching. In these cases, 
discipline guards the church against the 
damaging effects of heresy.  

So look for a church that will not only 
welcome you into membership, but will 
lovingly hold you to your commitments as a 
Christian—a church that will love you enough 
to put you out of fellowship for the good of 
your soul.  
 
10. Is this a church I’m willing to join “as 
is” with enthusiasm and faith in God? 
 I’ve often advised men and women not to 
marry someone if their unspoken plan is to 
change them “into the person they ought to 
be.” Ask anyone who’s been married more 
than a year. It just doesn’t work.  

In your church quest, ask yourself, “Can I 
joyfully and fully support this church’s 



leaders, their teachings, and the direction they 
have set?”  

Please don’t join a church because you 
think God has called you to overhaul it! 
Humbly recognize that you have your own sin 
to deal with and that you won’t succeed 
anywhere as a self-appointed leader.  

Find a church you can be excited about. 
Of course, you’ll want your church to grow 
and improve (as you yourself hopefully will!). 
But if it’s the one for you, you should be ready 
to join it “as is”—that is, join it with faith that 
God is at work. Leave your gripes and 
complaints at the door. Those attitudes will 
only detract from your experience, limit your 
involvement, and weaken the church’s unity.  
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