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Introduction 
It has been said before that the church is in need of a continuous reformation.  

In other words, this call for reformation is a plea for the church to daily reclaim her 

fundamental roots.  The reason why the church is in need of constant reformation is 

that we as sinners are prone to wander; we are prone to leave the God that we love.   

Due to the tactics of the old Adam, there is a tendency for churches to drift 

away from a Christ-centered and Christ-crucified Gospel to an ‘ism.’  Generally 

speaking, the church will drift into one of the following isms and/or categories: 

mysticism, legalism, licentiousness, pragmatism, rationalism, and prosperity 

theology.  At the center of all of these categories and isms is none other than, self.   

Left to ourselves, without the Extra Nos Word, we are like a drug addict 

looking for his next fix—we will abandon everything rational, true, and meaningful for 

the fix.  Gerhard Forde once said, “As sinners we are like addicts—addicted to 

ourselves and our own projects.1”  This drift away from God’s Word back to ourselves 

has been consistently repeated over the centuries.  Michael Horton says, “In every 

generation, our natural tendency is to put the focus back on ourselves—our inner life, 

piety, community and actions...2” Thus,  

“Every Dark Age in church history was due to the creeping influence of the human-
centered gospel of ‘pulling oneself up by the bootstraps.’ Whenever God is seen as 
the sole author and finisher of salvation, there is health and vitality.  To the degree 
that human beings are seen as agents of their own salvation, the church loses its 
power, since the Gospel is ‘the power of God unto salvation for everyone who 
believes.’”3  

                                                           

 
1  Gerhard Forde, On Being a Theologian of the Cross (Eerdmans, 1997), 94. 
 
2 Horton, 122. 
 
3 Michael Horton, Pelagianism, 

http://pastormattrichard.webs.com/Pelagianism.pdf (accessed January 28, 2013). 



Richard 4 
 

Due to the drifting nature of the church, this paper is intended to explore the 

idea of reforming the local church, bringing her back to her roots of justification by 

grace through faith.  While this paper is written from my Lutheran presuppositions, I 

will attempt to avoid excessive theological labels so that it can be applicable in a 

plethora of church contexts.   

In part 1, we will be examining the idea of whether or not a church should 

actually attempt a reform.  To reform or not to reform, that is the question of part 1.  

In part 2, we will be spending some time thinking through what actually is going on 

behind the scenes when a new/renewed epistemological source is introduced into a 

church in need of reform.  Finally in part 3, we will reflect on parts 1 and 2 from a 

pastoral perspective.  In other words, part 1 examines whether or not it is feasible to 

attempt a reform in a church, part 2 examines what happens when one reforms a 

church, and part 3 reflects on how to pastor a church going through reformation. 
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Part 1:  

Introduction 
 It may seem odd to ask the question of whether or not a church should reform.  

However, this is not an improper question to ask.  The reason being, there are 

historical, contextual, and ethical factors that need to be consider.  In other words, a 

church must meet certain criteria if it is to undergo reformation.  

  

Consider The Church’s Theological Context And The Historical Ground 

It Stands Upon 
The first thing to consider with the reformation of a local church is to consider 

the church’s theological context and the historical ground on which it stands.  The 

reason why this is so important is because it is a matter of ethics.  For example, is it 

ethically proper to attempt to reform a Methodist Church to a Lutheran Church?  Is it 

ethically right to attempt to reform a church to a different confession than the one 

printed in its public and official statement of faith?  It certainly is not.  Ken Jones 

speaking to reformed pastors says, “Pastors, know your context.  There is a huge 

difference between reforming an existing church that stands within the Reformed 

tradition but has drifted from its standards, and bringing Reformational theology into a 

new context where it has never been intentionally or formally held.”4  What Ken 

Jones is saying is that it is not wise to attempt to reform a church to a position that it 

does not hold or reform a church to a position that its historical context may stand 

against.  For example, if a church body’s statement of faith and its historical roots are 

                                                           

 
4 Ken Jones, “Reforming A Local Church,” Modern Reformation, September-
October 2013, 36-37. 
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anti-Lutheran, a Lutheran Pastor really has no business working against years of 

history or does he have the right to introduce new confessions when the church 

already has an established confession.  However, when is it right to work towards a 

reformation in a local church?  It is ethically correct and morally just to work for a 

reformation when a pastor is attempting to return a church back to its statement of 

faith and back to its historical roots.  For example, it is just and right for a Lutheran 

pastor to attempt to bring about reform in a once confessional Lutheran church that 

has strayed into prosperity theology.  Therefore, in summary, the first thing to 

consider in reforming a local congregation is to consider, respect, and know the 

ground on which the church stands for the sake of reform ethics. 

  

Who Primarily Brings About Reform? 
The second thing to consider in reformation is who primarily brings about 

reform in the church?  Again, Ken Jones is most helpful on this subject speaking to 

Reformed Pastors and Elders,  

“If the pastor and elders are not convinced that Reformational theology is the proper 
theological framework, not much progress will be made.  Any effort on the part of the 
laity (no matter how noble the intention) to teach contrary to the doctrine of the pastor 
and elders is disruptive to church order.”5 

 

The reason why Ken Jones stresses that reform should come through the church’s 

leadership is because the main source of the church’s epistemology6 comes through 

the preaching and teaching of the pastor/elders (The idea of epistemology will be 

more thoroughly discussed in part 2).  If a layman introduces a teaching (i.e., 

                                                           

 
5 Jones, 36. 

 
6 See part II of this paper for a definition of the word epistemology. 
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knowledge) that is contrary to what is being preached and taught from the church’s 

pulpit and official Bible Studies, a crisis over teaching will most likely develop 

between the layman and the leadership, thus not bringing about reform in the church 

but conflict with leadership.  Simply put, if reform is going to happen, it must happen 

through the teaching and preaching in the church’s pulpit and the church’s official 

teaching ministries.    

 

What Is The Church Being Reformed To? 
 The third thing to consider is what is the church being reformed to?  Keep in 

mind that if a church has gone astray and reform is necessary, reform will need to 

happen away from the error towards something.  Metaphorically speaking, if the 

theological house is to be deconstructed, a new theological house will need to be 

constructed.  People cannot exist in a theological vacuum.  Otherwise stated, the 

church needs to be reformed to an established confession that is derived and formed 

by the Bible.  The reason why this is so important is because the pastor should not 

attempt to reform the church to him.  The church cannot be reformed to the pastor’s 

theology mainly because pastors come and go.  Rather, the church needs to be 

reformed to an established statement of faith that is written in the church’s 

constitution or the church’s bylaws.  By reforming the church to an established 

confession, the pastor is connecting the church’s doctrine and ultimately its practice 

to something outside of the pastor.  Furthermore, by reforming the local church to a 

statement of faith, the pastor is arguably not promoting his own agenda but 

advocating something larger, older, and bigger than himself.    
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The Need For Patience 
The fourth thing to consider is the amount of time that is needed for 

reformation.  Pastors and leaders need to keep in mind that shifts in knowledge and 

changes in one’s worldview definitely take time.  Often times church are established 

in their beliefs and views over decades.  Therefore, one cannot expect reform to 

happen in terms of months.  Rather, reform is to be understood in terms of years.  

Preliminary data from my Major Applied Research Project at Concordia Seminary, St. 

Louis is showing that shifts in theological reform are averaging around 4-6 years.  

Therefore, it is very conceivable to say that the collective whole of the congregation 

could experience reform over a decade or possible two decades.  This means that 

reform simply takes time, patience, and endurance of the pastor and elders.  One 

should not even consider or attempt reform of a local congregation if the thinking is in 

the realm of months rather than years. 

Be Aware Of The Costs 
 One needs to be aware of the costs of reformation.  It is naïve to think that 

there will not be a cost to the reformation of a local church.  As we will see in the 

second part of this paper, there will be an epistemological and worldview defense 

among many when new knowledge is introduced into the congregation.  Thus a great 

deal of patience and love will be needed on behalf of leadership as reforming 

parishioners experience much angst, confusion, pain, fear, and so forth.  

Furthermore, one needs to be prepared that many parishioners will not accept the 

new knowledge into their epistemological framework and will either leave the church 

and/or fight the reforming knowledge being introduced into the church.  Finally, the 

new knowledge that the pastor will be introducing and attempting to reform the 
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congregation towards will not only impact the church’s worldview but it will also 

impact the church’s practice and linguistics.  As we will learn in part 2 the church’s 

epistemological framework forms and shapes their worldview.  The worldview then 

goes on to ultimately shape the church’s linguistics, emotions, and practices.   

In summary, when a church is reformed to a different epistemological source 

the ramifications are very drastic in that the new knowledge will penetrate every layer 

of the church.   

 

Transitioning Into Part 2 
Klemet Preus in his book, The Fire and the Staff, states,  

“Doctrine and practice are more closely related, even interdependent, than is 

often realized.  Doctrine affects practice and practice affects doctrine.  The two 

are so intimately woven together that when you change one, you will inevitably 

change the other, sometimes without realizing what has happened.”7  

Doctrine not only provides knowledge to one’s epistemological framework, but 

practice is also a source of knowledge for one’s epistemological framework as well.  

They are connected.  Furthermore, practice is not neutral, it contains theological 

presuppositions.  While embracing different methodologies, for pragmatic reasons, a 

church can allow the theology of the practice to bleed false truths back into the 

church’s core theology.  If practices are changed, the doctrine will be changed.  If 

doctrine is changed, practice will be changed.    

 With the information of the previous paragraph, it must be noted before we 

transition into part 2 that doctrine is the primary vehicle that influences reformation in 

                                                           

 
7 Klemet Preus. The Fire and the Staff: Lutheran Theology In Practice 

(Concordia Publishing House, 2004), 14. 
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the church.  The reason why doctrine is the primary vehicle is because it is the 

source of the church’s epistemology, worldview, linguistics, emotions, and practice; it 

works from the bottom up.  This is not to diminish the theological presuppositions of 

practice though.  Practice can tend to be more passive in its influence of the church 

and it tends to bleed back into emotions, linguistics, worldviews, and epistemology; 

from the top down.  Therefore, the major presupposition of part 2 in this paper is that 

reformation primarily begins in the realm of the church’s epistemology (i.e., the 

introduction of doctrine) and then filters through to the church’s worldview.  A change 

in the church’s worldview will then impact a change in the church’s linguistics, 

emotions and practices.   
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Part 2:  

Introduction 
Chances are that you have never heard of an epistemological crisis.  Don’t 

worry I will be the first to confess that the terminology is a bit confusing.  Even though 

the terminology is confusing, it is a very common occurrence in the church and every 

pastor should familiarize himself with it, especially when considering reform. 

A common example that authors have shared in describing what is called an 

epistemological crisis is with a story of a wife discovering a hand written note from 

another women in the pants pocket of her husband.  The note says, “I Love You.”  

This new knowledge, if accepted, has drastic consequences.  In other words, the 

inescapable result of these three simple words on a note will bring into question the 

truthfulness of what her husband says about their marriage and the status of the 

marriage.  The note will also bring into question her marriage values, her behavior 

and feelings towards her whole family.  The conflict between her prior knowledge and 

the new knowledge collide, which creates an epistemological crisis.  As a result of the 

collision, she may accept the new knowledge, which could potentially bring about an 

alternative reality and reveal that she has been living in a lie for countless years.  She 

may also reject the new knowledge or try to rationalize it away so that things will stay 

relatively the same, with the exception of possible lingering doubts.  Painfully she 

may choose to neither fully accept nor reject the note but try to absorb the new 

knowledge into her prior knowledge, thus attempting to hold the two truths together in 

an obviously painful contradictory unit often referred to as cognitive dissonance.      
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As we can see from our example above, epistemological crises have large 

ramifications for individuals and this is also true for churches.  As we will see in the 

following sections of part 2, when a pastor introduces reform to the church through 

teaching a forgotten or neglected statement of faith, parishioners will also experience 

epistemological crises.  These crises will occur as God’s truths, as expressed in the 

statement of faith, conflicts with and undercuts other sources of truth that they accept 

and perceive to be the norm.   

What Is Epistemology?  
To begin we better define the word, epistemology.   Epistemology is the study 

of how a person obtains knowledge and how a person assesses and learns from that 

knowledge.8  Epistemology addresses the question of, “How do you know what you 

know?”  For example, the Apostle Paul in 1 Corinthians chapter 1 verse 22 discusses 

that the Jews identify signs as ways of getting at knowledge and the Greeks get at 

knowledge through wisdom, logic that is.  Each person’s epistemological framework 

can be thought of as a knowledge system that gathers data from one source or a 

plethora of sources.  In other words, each and every one of us derives knowledge 

from somewhere, such as: authority (e.g., How do I know?  Because Albert Einstein 

told me.), pragmatism (e.g., How do I know? Because I welded it up that way in my 

shop, tried it out in the field, and it has never failed me since.), conventional wisdom 

(e.g. How do I know? Because nearly everyone in my community thinks so.), 

observation (e.g., How do I know? Because I was there and saw it for myself.), 

                                                           

 
8 The two parts of the word Epistemology are episteme and ology.  Episteme 

means "knowledge and understanding" and ology means, "study of." 
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senses (e.g. How do I know? Because I touched it, and it felt hot, and it smelled as if 

something were burning.), logic (e.g., How do I know? Because, since A was greater 

than B, and B was greater than C, I concluded that A was greater than C.), 

empiricism (e.g., How do I know? Because many studies that used very large 

samples of the total population of people who have this disease confirm a high 

statistical correlation between salt intake and the aggravation of this disease.), 

revelation (e.g. How do I know? For the Bible tells me so; or, Thus saith the Lord.), 

etc…  The knowledge that we gather answers questions of truth.9 

Within the local church a parishioner’s epistemological framework is influenced 

by many things such as: hymnals, sermons, Bible studies, worship songs, other 

parishioners, study Bibles, other Christian books, etc...   Now, keep in mind that the 

average parishioner’s epistemology is often undiagnosed; they are relatively unaware 

of all the sources that form and shape their epistemological framework.  In other 

words, the receiving, gathering, and formation of knowledge often happen 

subconsciously.  Even though the working of a person’s epistemology happens 

                                                           

 
9 Truth is often seen as an abstract item that is drifting around in time and 

space that mankind stretches out to acquire, understand and harness.  However, as 
Christians we would funnel truth down to not an abstract ideology or philosophy but 
rather a person, Christ.  Jesus in John 14:6 states, “I am the way and the truth and 
the life…”  Jesus says that He is truth.  Furthermore, Christ not only applies the truth 
to him but also uses a definite article to essentially say, “I am not ‘a’ way, ‘a’ 
truth…” but rather “I am ‘the’ way, ‘the’ truth…”  Andrea Köstenberger in the first 
chapter of the book, “Whatever Happened To Truth?” (Crossway, 2005) argues that 
truth is a person, a crucified person, rather than some abstract ideology.   In other 
words, truth is theocentric and Christocentric.  One could even go so far as to say 
that truth is crucicentric.  The idea of truth is found in the Words and actions of God 
as they are expressed in the Bible and fleshed out in the life, death and resurrection 
of Christ.  Therefore, truth is not only something that is theocentric but more 
specifically is Christo-centric; it is revealed by God to us in Christ in His Word 
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intuitively, it does impact each and every one of us.10  The knowledge system forms 

and influences how a person views the world and reality.11  Simply put a person’s 

epistemology supplies data and truth (i.e. knowledge) to one’s worldview.   

What Is A Worldview? 
Obviously the next question that arises is, “What is a worldview?”  A worldview 

is a person’s perception of reality.  In other words, each person views the world 

through a particular lens, these lenses, “are deep, they are generally unexamined 

and largely implicit.  Like glasses, they shape how we see the world, but we are 

rarely aware of their presence.  In fact, others can often see them better than we 

ourselves do.”12  According to Paul Hiebert, our worldviews provide us with, 

“…mental models of deeply ingrained assumptions, generalizations, or pictures and 

images that shape how we understand the world and how we take action.”  I have 

heard it said that worldviews provide maps of how we view reality and life.    

                                                           

 
10 T.R. Halvorson (Personal Communication, July 27th of 2012), “Although 

most people have never heard of epistemology, everyone has an epistemology that 
usually combines several sources of knowledge or bases of knowledge, sometimes 
using them sort of mashed together, and other times alternating between them. This 
is a lack of epistemological self-consciousness: having an epistemology, but not 
being conscious of what it is; deciding whether I know something, but not being 
conscious of how I made that decision. We could call this implicit or unself-conscious 
epistemology, as opposed to explicit epistemology.” 
 

11 According to Paul Hiebert on page 85 of his book, “Transforming 
Worldviews,” a person’s epistemology or knowledge system is embedded in 
worldviews. 
 

12 Paul Hiebert, Transforming Worldviews: An Anthropological Understanding 
Of How People Change (Baker Academic, 2008), 46. 
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Epistemological Circularity And Feelings 
How are epistemology and worldview related?  A person’s epistemological 

framework forms their worldview and their worldview informs their epistemological 

framework.   They are both connected, intertwined and create what is called, 

“circularity.”  The epistemological framework informs the individual what they need to 

consider as appropriate knowledge and the worldview identifies what is and what 

does not fit the criteria of true knowledge.  In other words, the knowledge system 

forms the lens and the lens processes and delivers knowledge back to the system.  

Around and around they go, working together.13 

A person’s epistemological framework lies at the foundation of the person, 

followed by a person’s worldview.  As previously stated, they form and inform each 

other in a circular fashion.  Besides the circular relationship, manifested feelings, 

values, linguistics, and practices emerge from the person’s worldview.  Therefore, 

what we see visibly on the surface is a person’s behavior patterns, values, practices 

and feelings that are shaped from their worldview, a worldview that is shaped by 

one’s epistemological system.  The reason why this is important to understand is that 

behind a person’s feelings, practices, and behaviors always lays another two 

layers.14 

                                                           

 
13 Alasdair MacIntyre, Why Narrative? Readings in Narrative Theology 

(Eerdmans Publishing, 1989), 140. 
 

14 Hiebert, 85. 
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Worldview Conflicts 
What happens when two individuals with two opposing worldviews interact?  

This may happen when a pastor with a different worldview than his congregation 

preaches, teaches, and interacts with the parish.  Paul Hiebert answers this saying,  

“We are similarly largely unaware of our own worldview and how it shapes our 
thoughts and actions.  We simply assume that the world is the way we see it, and that 
others see it in the same way.  We become conscious of our worldviews when they 
are challenged by outside events they cannot explain.”15 

 
Until a person’s personal worldview is held up in comparison with another, 

they are relatively unaware of their own point of view.  The interaction with an 

opposing perspective of reality causes the individual to self-reflect on their own lens 

making them attentive to their own point of view.  Furthermore, when these 

worldviews are challenged by events and situations that are too difficult to 

comprehend, great anxiety can come forth.  Hiebert comments on this saying,  

“To question worldviews is to challenge the very foundations of life, and people resist 
such challenges with deep emotional reactions.  There are few human fears greater 
than a loss of a sense of order and meaning.  People are willing to die for their beliefs 
if these beliefs make their deaths meaningful.” 16 

 
In general, worldview conflicts do and should happen in the church regardless 

of whether official reform is taking place or not.  As parishioners interact with each 

other, there will be point of view collisions.  Furthermore, as a pastor preaches the 

Scriptures and applies the Word to the flock he will be laying forth a particular way of 

viewing the world that has been shaped by the truths of the Scriptures.  The grand 

meta-narrative of the Scriptures will continually form the parish as well as the pastor’s 

                                                           

 
15 Hiebert, 47 

 
16 Hiebert, 85. 
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own worldview.  Therefore, we should not be surprised when the Scriptures come 

into conflict with assumptions in the church, due to worldviews that have not been 

solely formed by the Bible.  Keep in mind that many times worldviews of parishioners 

are formed by the Scriptures and a variety of other influences in life such as: personal 

experiences, cultural norms, the media, traditions, folk Christian theology and so 

forth.17   

Defending A Worldview 
When a person’s worldview is confronted, especially in the scenario of reform, 

don’t be surprised when defenses are raised.  As shared by Paul Hiebert, there will 

be deep emotional reactions when a person is confronted.  Furthermore, Hiebert 

shares that there will be long-lasting and powerful themes in place to reinforce a 

person’s worldview when conflict arises.  The themes will act as a defense 

mechanism, defending and reinforcing their particular point of view.  Therefore, in the 

case of reform we should not be surprised when the reintroduced statement of faith is 

minimized or rationalized away, or even reinterpreted to fit into the parishioner’s own 

longstanding worldview.  The tension must be resolved for the parishioner and these 

themes must reinforce and comfort the parishioner telling them that their current 

worldview is sufficient, accurate and that their way of viewing reality is legitimate.18     

                                                           

 
17 Please note that this paper is not intended to be a thesis of what an 

appropriate Biblical Worldview consists of or highlights.  This paper is merely 
attempting to flesh out the concepts of what a worldview is and how they function in 
the lives of Christians and the church.  For a more detailed handling of a Biblical 
Worldview and Biblical Epistemology see Appendix A.   
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The Result Of Worldview Conflict: Questioning The Epistemological 

Knowledge System 
If a person’s worldview cannot be defended through the powerful themes and 

if the opposing reforming perspective cannot be rationalized away, then the conflict 

will force the individual to examine their epistemological knowledge system that lies 

beneath the worldview.  Keep in mind that their worldview is formed by their 

epistemological knowledge system, therefore, when the worldview is questioned, the 

next logical step is to question the knowledge system and the source of its 

knowledge that lies beneath.  Commenting on how worldview conflicts cause us to go 

back and rethink our epistemologies, William Willimon says,  

“…Christian thought is a collision with the world’s epistemologies, a challenge 
to worldly ways of making sense.  Once we have said something such as, 
‘Jesus is Lord,’ or ‘The church is God’s answer to what is wrong with the 
world,’ or ‘The Bible is truthful in a way that, say, the United States 
Constitution is not,’ then we must go back and rethink much that we have 
taken for granted.  This is the task of all teaching that is Christian.”19 

The Epistemological Crisis 
As previously mentioned, if there is a conflict over worldviews and the powerful 

themes cannot defend them, the conflict will bleed back into the realm of 

epistemology where knowledge and its source will be questioned.  Most likely, what 

one will find behind opposing worldviews are opposing epistemological systems and 

opposing sources of knowledge (i.e., the church’s unofficial folk theology conflicting 

with the church’s official statement of faith).  The clash between the two creates what 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

 
18 Hiebert, 59. 
 
19 William Willimon, Pastor: The Theology and Practice of Ordained Ministry 

(Abingdon Press, 2002), 220. 
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is called an epistemological crisis.  John Wright shares with us that an 

epistemological crisis occurs when,  

“…a person’s narrative account is no longer an adequate account for the data at 
hand…  The collapse of a previously held narrative brings with it a new and often 
awkward self-consciousness and vulnerability…  An epistemological crisis grants a 
self-knowledge that otherwise would escape our own understanding of ourself.  As in 
tragedy, we stand exposed in front of new data.  The new data interrogates us…”20   

From personal experience I can attest that worldview conflicts are uncomfortable, 

however, an epistemological crisis can be paralyzing.  Wright states, “The pain of an 

epistemological crisis, while ultimately helpful, initially sends shock waves through 

individuals and congregations.”21   

Essentially what is at stake in an epistemological crisis is the assessment and 

comparison of two or more different and competing sources of knowledge (i.e., the 

reforming statement of faith and the long held folk theology of the congregation end 

up competing for the heart of the church’s epistemological framework).  These 

different sources of knowledge yield different assumptions that yield different 

worldviews that will yield different behavioral patterns and feelings.  Thus, you can 

see the profound impact and reaching breadth of this crisis.   

Epistemological Defense  
When pastors, who are attempting reform, proclaim the Word of God in 

accordance with the church’s official statement of faith, they are continually 

introducing new knowledge from the Scriptures into the frameworks of their 

                                                           

 
20 John Wright, Telling God’s Story: Narrative Preaching For Christian 

Formation (IVP Academic, 2007), 43. 
 

21 Ibid. 
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parishioners.  As previously stated this will continually bring about an epistemological 

crisis in the church, as it logically should.  Simplistically put the reintroduced 

statement of faith will contend with other sources of knowledge gathered by 

parishioners resulting in parishioners facing a crossroad.  According to Alasdair 

MacIntyre the, “…conflict tests the resources of each contending tradition.”22   

Because it is difficult for a parishioner to live within the ongoing tension of an 

epistemological crisis, the crisis will have to be solved or neutralized.  What can and 

often does happen is that individuals will compartmentalize their longstanding 

knowledge in such a way to remove it from the conflict.  This epistemological defense 

is a way that allows individual’s current knowledge and tradition to be free from being 

put into question or conflict with the reintroduced statement of faith.23  Like the 

defense that happens with one’s worldview, this defense accomplishes the same 

thing by preventing the necessary epistemological crisis with the new knowledge 

from happening.24    

If struggling parishioners cannot compartmentalize their longstanding 

epistemological framework, tragically parishioners will do several things to defend 

their epistemology and worldview.  The first option is that they may leave the 

                                                           

 
22 MacIntyre, 147. 

 
23 The motives behind an epistemological defense tactic can vary from 

paralyzing fear over the potential loss of one’s source of truth to the sinful nature 
simply opposing God’s revealed Word.  Also pride and self-investment can prevent 
individuals from being receptive to God’s Word.  In other words, too much might be at 
stake for the individual to accept the new knowledge.  The new Biblical knowledge 
would unravel and expose years of behavioral actions that were a result of a faulty 
worldview and a faulty knowledge source.  The cost is simply too much.      
 

24 Ibid. 
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congregation and attempt to find another congregation that matches up with their 

epistemology and worldview.  By leaving their church and joining another 

congregation they eliminate the epistemological crisis, worldview tension, and 

cognitive dissonance.  The second option is that they may attempt to confront the 

invading knowledge/message by trying to persuade the pastor and leaders to change 

their message in order to reduce the epistemological crisis, worldview tension, and 

cognitive dissonance.  If the reforming pastor can be influenced to drop or change his 

reforming message, the tension can be eliminated or reduced.  Finally, the third 

option in an epistemological defense is that parishioners may try to eliminate the 

messenger altogether.  This may happen through the removal of the pastor and/or 

elders.  Depending on the epistemological status of the church, pastors may decide 

to try and weather the storm of an epistemological defense, while there will be other 

unfortunate times that the pastor will resign due to the insurmountable weight of the 

epistemological defense that presses upon him.25    

                                                           
 
25 In his book written on pastoral theology, William Willimon shares that in 

some cases the failure of a pastor’s preaching is not due to poor homiletics gifts but 
due to the epistemological defense.  He states, “…at some point the faithful Christian 
communicator must cite revelation, must put forth that knowledge that does not arise 
from human experience but rather as a gift… When the Resurrection is preached, 
apostles risk rejection and communicative dissonance.  Ultimately, Christian 
communication, like preaching, is not based upon human experience or upon skillful 
oral presentation.  Preaching is a gift of a God who is graciously self-revealing.  
Preaching ‘works’ because this God intends to speak, to make contact with a 
beloved, still being redeemed creation… Many a failure of preaching is due not to the 
poor talents of the preacher, but to the difficulty of the gospel, the strangeness of 
hearing tell of a world upheld by the one in whom we live and move and have our 
being, a one quite different from the art and imagination of human.”  
    William Willimon, Pastor: The Theology and Practice of Ordained Ministry, 144. 
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Epistemological Transition 
If the knowledge, teaching from the Word of God, and the church’s long held 

statement of faith deconstructs and overrides the established epistemological 

framework, the parishioner and congregation will experience what is called an 

epistemological transition.  This epistemological transition is the movement that is 

often seen and visibly recognized as evidence of reform.  MacIntyre states that the 

person’s, “…narrative will be brought to a point at which questions are thrust upon 

the narrator which make it impossible for him to continue to use it as an instrument of 

interpretation.”  In other words, the reintroduced statement of faith will make it 

impossible for the person to depend on their previous knowledge source and system.  

As a result, the longstanding and familiar sources of knowledge are rejected and the 

new statement of faith is reaffirmed, which results in a change to their worldview and 

a change to their behavior structure, values, practices and feelings. 26  Like falling 

Dominos, the epistemological transition impacts all aspects of the person’s life.    

Epistemological Resolution 
After the epistemological transition has occurred, resolution takes place.  

Alasdar McIntyre comments on how this epistemological crisis is resolved.  He states 

that the new information (i.e., statement of faith) must enable, “…the agent to 

understand both how he or she could intelligibly have held his or her original beliefs 

                                                           

 
26 In Biblical terms the epistemological transition is known as repentance and 

conversion.  It is a change of mind and a change in direction.  As Christians we have 
major conversions and we can be converted daily.  According to Robert Overgaard 
(Personal Communication, July 29th of 2012), “The word for repentance, a change of 
mind, is a rich term…  It is richer than just knowledge because it takes into account 
the dimension of righteousness that leads to understanding truth and the need for a 
cleansing from blindness.”  
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and how he or she could have been so drastically misled by them.”27  Within 

epistemological resolution, the individual then processes the old knowledge and its 

source in light of the new epistemology and his new worldview.  During the crisis the 

person did not experience a comprehensive equilibrium where there was rest and 

continuity between the sources of his knowledge, his framework, his worldview and 

his behavioral patterns.  In this epistemological resolution stage he now experience 

symmetry, which then allows him to reflect upon the journey that he has taken and 

the errors that he believed.  As reflection happens, a wide variety of emotions may 

emerge, such as: regret over the old system, anger about believing old knowledge, 

embarrassment over possible naivety, relief that the crisis is over, joy with their new 

perspective and excitement over seeing things from a fresh perspective.28  

  

                                                           

 
27 MacIntyre, 140-141. 

 
28 There is a colloquial term used by Calvinist Christians called, “The Cage 

Stage.”  In this stage Calvinists contend that due to a person’s intense 
epistemological zeal (i.e. zeal resulting from the epistemological transition from 
Arminianism to Calvinism) that the best place for them is in a cage.  Reformed 
Baptist James White comments on this saying, “I've seen it many times. The Cage 
Stage. A believer's eyes are opened to the majesty of God as the sovereign King of 
the universe, and their entire life is turned upside down. And for a while, they have 
more zeal than they have knowledge. We call it the "cage stage." That period in the 
experience of the new Calvinist where they would be better off kept in a cage until 
they can gain enough maturity to handle these vitally important topics aright. That 
time when they are more likely to hurt themselves, and others! You know, when they 
are all running around smacking someone upside the head with Pink’s The 
Sovereignty of God?"  
(http://www.aomin.org/aoblog/index.php?itemid=2269&catid=4, Retrieved July 28th of 
2012) 
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Part 3:  

Pastoral Conclusions  
Pastors are called to be servants of the flock.  The congregation elects 

pastors.  The congregation calls pastors.  The congregation ordains pastors.  Since 

this is the case, it certainly sounds as if the pastor is accountable to the congregation, 

or is he?   

 

Let it be said that the pastor is obviously accountable to the church by the 

standards laid forth by the Apostle Paul in the Pastoral Epistles.  If he fails morally 

speaking or teaches false doctrine, the church certainly has the authority to remove 

him.  Because this is true, is the pastor solely accountable to parishioners?  In other 

words, where is the location of the pastor's control center for his ministry?  Does the 

pastor's control center rest in the opinions and suggestions of the congregation or 

himself?  Actually, the answer is, "neither."   

 

Eugene Klug referencing Martin Luther states, "God's Word is, therefore, the 

control center in a pastor's ministry.  Pastors are not to subject God's people to 'their 

laws and to the works ordained by them,' but to God's Word alone, and thus 'be ruled 

by faith' in that Word of God."29  In other words, the pastor is called to publicly 

preach, teach and administer the sacraments according to the Word of God on 

behalf of the congregation and for the congregation in accordance to the church’s 

constitution and its statement of faith.  What this means is that there will be times 

where the pastor may find himself between a rock and hard place.  The congregation 

                                                           

 
29 Eugene Klug, Church and Ministry: The Role of Church, Pastor, and People 

from Luther to Walther (Concordia Publishing House, 1993), 188. 
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may want to have their ears tickled and the pastor may be tempted to do so because 

of subtle pressures that he feels from the parish.  He may be tempted to think, "I am 

called to serve; I better not upset the hand that feeds me." However, the pastor can 

never forget that he is called not solely to be a servant of the congregation but he has 

also been called to be a servant to the Word of God.  In other words, he is called to 

the Word of God and in light of the church’s confession he is called to ministers to the 

congregation.  Klug, referencing Luther, goes on to say, "Ideally ministers of the 

Gospel are such who 'with the grace received from Thee (God) further administer it to 

others' and who 'by expounding the Scriptures labor to bring out the bread of the 

Word of God, as the farmer brings bread out of the earth by tilling the soil.'"30 

 

The pastor’s control center is not the popular opinions of the parish, nor the 

popular trends found within North American Christendom, but the Word according to 

the Bible and the Lutheran Confessions.  Pastors stand underneath the scriptures 

and are formed by the Word.31  Thus as pastors proclaim and teach the Scriptures, 

                                                           

 
30 Ibid. 
 
31 Francis Pieper in volume 1 of his, “Christian Dogmatics,” shares on page 

197 that reason can be thought of in two ways, ministerial and magisterial.  The 
magisterial use of reason happens when mankind’s reason stands above the wisdom 
of God and judges God’s Word on the basis of man’s argument.  The ministerial use 
of man’s reason happens when man’s reason is formed and shaped by God’s 
wisdom, the Word of God stands above mankind.  Pieper shares more specifically 
saying, “The ministerial use of reason is, of course, legitimate in theology because 
the Holy Ghost works and sustains faith only through the Word of God as it is 
correctly perceived by the human mind.  Scripture therefore very emphatically enjoins 
this use of reason…”  Pieper goes on to say on page 199, “We must distinguish 
between reason left to itself, or judging according to its natural principles, and reason 
held locked within the circle of the divine Word and kept under discipline, or 
illuminated by Holy Scripture.  That the latter can judge in matters of faith, we do not 
deny; but we deny that judgment in matters of faith belongs to the former.”  
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this truth will penetrate the ears, hearts, worldviews and epistemological systems of 

our hearers.  The Scriptures will challenge hearers’ behaviors, feelings, worldview 

and epistemologies because God is actually present and exercising power in His 

Word in oral, written, and sacramental forms.32   

On the other hand, the church as the body of Christ continually comes to 

worship to be ever reformed by the Word.  If the church merely gathers together for 

social or fellowship reasons and the Word does not ever form and reform the body of 

Christ, the church is no different than a common rotary club.  In a striking statement 

William Willimon once stated, “’Community,’ untested by any criterion other than our 

need to huddle in groups, can be demonic.”33  Therefore, according to Willimon we 

should not be surprised when, “…modern congregations may express surprise and 

even offense at hearing the ancient biblical story.”34  Willimon goes on to share in his 

book, “Shaped by the Bible,” that it is not the job of a pastor to apologize for the 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

Contradictions do not rise when the scriptures form our reason and form our 
worldviews.  However, contradictions do arise according to Pieper when, “Reason 
has gone mad, presumes to judge things that transcend its sphere.”    
 

32 T.R. Halvorson (Personal Communication, July 27th of 2012) says, “Many 
people say that it does little good to quote the Bible to people who do not already 
accept the epistemology of revelation. If our doctrine of the Word were merely 
Fundamentalist or Reformed, we could agree. But in Lutheran theology, the Word is 
not merely authoritative and inerrant. The Word is living and active. The Word not 
only is something. The Word does something. It persuades those whom the Holy 
Spirit converts even though the converted never held either explicitly or implicitly to 
the epistemology of revelation before, because the Holy Spirit and the Word have the 
power to effect either or both implicit or explicit epistemological change in the hearer, 
causing them to, seemingly simultaneously, convert to the Word and to Christ, to the 
revelation and the Person, and that happens because of the Word being like a 
sacrament (or the sacraments being like the Word) does something.” 
 

33 William Willimon, Shaped By The Bible (Abingdon Press, 1991), 85. 
 

34 Willimon, Shaped By The Bible, 63.  
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scriptures but to simply be faithful proclaimers of the Word.  Appealing to Jesus he 

states, “The story caused offense when it was first preached in places like Nazareth; 

we should not be surprised that it continues to offend.  In fact, we preachers ought to 

be troubled when our handling of the Bible never offends!”35     

In summary, pastors are not to lessen the worldview conflict nor alleviate the 

epistemological crisis, as many pastors in our day and age do.  Rather, the calling is 

to be faithful expositors of truth according to the Word 36 and the church’s confession 

of faith while at the same time graciously stand by the side of the congregation as 

they experience small and large worldview conflicts, as well as small and large 

epistemological crises.  Furthermore, the pastor is not to introduce any new 

knowledge to the congregation, but knowledge that is printed in the Word, historically 

adopted by the church, and presented in the official statement of faith.  Pastors are 

simply called to be a vessel to proclaim to the Church what the church already has 

accepted to be true even though at times they may have forgotten it.   

  

                                                           

 
35 Ibid. 

 
36 E.g. 2 Timothy 4:1-5 
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Appendix A:   

A Biblical Epistemology And Worldview Exercise 
The material at the bottom of the page comes from a document that I have 

worked on for the past several years.  The document is titled, “How Do We View 

Christianity?  Two Ways: Plan A and Plan B.”  The material covers 24 different 

doctrinal subjects with two opposing worldviews laid forth (i.e. Plan A and Plan B).  

Each subject also has epistemological sources listed (i.e. Bible References).  

  By comparing Plan A with Plan B, this sheet may create a worldview conflict 

for you, the reader, as you ponder which plan is right and which one is wrong.  After 

the worldview conflict occurs, you will likely be driven to the Biblical sources listed 

above the worldviews where you will rightly examine the Scriptures.  By turning to the 

Scriptures you are then entering into the realm of a possible epistemological crisis as 

the knowledge from the Scriptures may conflict with prior accepted knowledge.   

  Enjoy this little exercise as it illustrates and brings about a possible worldview 

conflict and a possible epistemological crisis.  Lord willing it will bring about an 

epistemological transition and resolution for you too.   
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How Do We View Christianity? Two Ways: Plan A and Plan B 
 

State of Mankind’s Heart and Sinful Actions (Jeremiah 17:9 & Mark 7:23): 

Plan A:  My heart is good; therefore, the evil actions that I do make me a sinner. 

Plan B:  My heart is evil; therefore, the evil actions that I do are because I am a sinner. 

 

State of Mankind and Jesus’ Actions (Ephesians 2:1-10 & Ezekiel 37:1-14): 

Plan A:  I am infected with sin; therefore I ascend to Jesus so that I can get a hold of forgiveness and be healed. 

Plan B:  I am dead in sin; therefore Jesus descends to me so that I can receive forgiveness and be made alive. 

 

Cause of Salvation (Romans 8:29-30; 2 Thessalonians 2:13-15; 2 Timothy 1:9 & Ephesians 1:3-6): 

Plan A:  God saves me in view of my faith; therefore, I am saved on account of my faith.  

Plan B:  God saves me in view of His mercy & the work of Christ; therefore, I am saved insofar as I receive by 

faith. 

 

The Gospel Proclamation (Acts 8:35; Romans 10:13-17  & 1 Peter 1:12): 

Plan A:  Gospel proclamation is an announcement of good advice to be applied. 

Plan B:  Gospel proclamation is an announcement of good news to be believed. 

 

Faith and the Word of God (Romans 10:17; 1 Peter 1:23-25 & Hebrews 4:12): 

Plan A:  As I hear the Word of Christ, the Word enables me to have faith.  (i.e. Informative words that I act upon.) 

Plan B:  As I hear the Word of Christ, the Word creates faith in me.  (i.e. Performative words that act upon me.) 

 

Justification and Righteousness (Romans 4:1-12): 

Plan A:  Justification is my internal transformation, where I am made completely righteous. 

Plan B:  Justification is God’s external declaration, where I am accounted completely righteous for Christ’s sake. 

 

Location Of  Justification And Assurance (John 3:14-15, 19:30; Hebrews 12:2): 

Plan A:  Justification is something that happens inside a person, thus we look inward to one’s heart for 

assurance. 

Plan B:  Justification is something that happened outside a person, thus we look outward to Jesus/Cross for 

assurance. 

 

The Sacraments (Matthew 26:27-28 & 1 Peter 3:20b-21): 

Plan A:  Communion and Baptism are acts of my obedience and commitment brought to God, on my behalf. 

Plan B:  Communion and Baptism are acts of God’s forgiveness and grace brought to me, on Christ’s behalf. 

 

Faith and Obedience (Romans 1:5; 1 Thessalonians 1:3 & Galatians 5:6): 

Plan A:  Obedience produces Faith.  

Plan B:  Obedience is a fruit of Faith.  OR  Obedience that consists of Faith. 

 

Acceptance and Obedience… a.k.a. Sanctification (1 John 4:19 & Matthew 22:37-40): 

Plan A:  I obey (i.e. love); therefore I am accepted (i.e. loved) by God. 

Plan B:  I obey (i.e. love); because I am accepted (i.e. loved) by God through Christ. 
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Complete Sanctification (Hebrews 10:10-25 & Ephesians 2:10): 

Plan A:  Complete sanctification is the goal of all good works. 

Plan B:  Complete sanctification is the source of all good works. 

 

Progress In Sanctification (Colossians 3:5-17 & Galatians 5:22-25) 

Plan A:  Progress in sanctification is the movement of the Christian upon holiness. 

Plan B:  Progress in sanctification is the movement of the Holy One upon the Christian. 

 

Good Works (Ephesians 2:8-10 & James 2:14-26): 

Plan A:  Good works are prescriptive for salvation.  

Plan B:  Good works are descriptive of salvation. 

 

Ongoing Effects of Original Sin and Grace (Romans 7:24-25 & 1 Timothy 1:15): 

Plan A:  I was a sinner who was saved by Grace.  (i.e. viewing original sin and forgiving grace in the past tense.) 

Plan B:  I am a sinner who is daily saved by Grace. (i.e. viewing original sin and forgiving grace in the present 

tense.) 

 

Understanding Repentance And Sanctification (Galatians 3:10; Galatians 5:24 & Colossians 3:5-ff): 

Plan A:  My sinful nature needs to be reformed daily. 

Plan B:  My sinful nature needs to be crucified daily. 

 

Ongoing Struggle Against the Sinful Nature (Romans 8:13; Philippians 3:12-14 & 1 John 1:8-10): 

Plan A:  There is spiritual depth and maturity in this life when the struggle against the sinful nature entirely 

ceases. 

Plan B:  There is spiritual death and deception in this life when the struggle against the sinful nature entirely 

ceases. 

 

Spiritual Blessings (Ephesians 1:3-14 & Colossians 2:9-10): 

Plan A:  Jesus is the means to every spiritual blessing; He is a means to another end.  (i.e. Jesus helps me attain 

joy.) 

Plan B:  Jesus is the source of every spiritual blessing; He is the end.  (i.e. Jesus is my holiness and joy.) 

 

Worship (Luke 2:20 & Isaiah 6:1-8): 

Plan A:  Man is the speaker; God is the audience in worship; God responds to man’s sacrifice of worship with 

pleasure. 

Plan B:  God is the speaker; Man is the audience in worship; Man responds to God’s sacrifice of Christ with 

pleasure. 

 

Prayer Conversation (Revelation 3:20 & Psalm 51:15): 

Plan A:  Prayer begins by me knocking on God’s heart with my words; God responds to me in a prayer 

conversation. 

Plan B:  Prayer begins by God knocking on my heart with His Word; I respond to God in a prayer conversation. 
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Tithing Motivation (Exodus 25:2 &2 Corinthians 9:7): 

Plan A:  God has blessed me in innumerable ways in life, because I give to God.  

Plan B:  God has blessed me in innumerable ways in Christ, therefore I give to God. 

 

Church Discipline (Matthew 18:15-17 & Galatians 6:1): 

Plan A:  Church discipline can be summarized as vengeance for a wrong. 

Plan B:  Church discipline can be summarized as redemption from a wrong. 

 

The Great Commandment & The Great Commission (Matthew 22:36-40 & 28:16-20): 

Plan A:  The Great Commission is about serving our neighbor through loving works.  

Plan B:  The Great Commandment is about serving our neighbor through loving works.  

Plan B:  The Great Commission is about discipling our neighbor through the Gospel.  

 

Exegesis Example (Matthew 13:44): 

Plan A: The kingdom is the treasure & I am the man; I was willing to give up everything to obtain the kingdom. 

Plan B: I am the treasure, the field is the world & Christ is the man; Christ was willing to give up everything to 

obtain me. 

 

Assumption Example (Romans 6:1-23 & Galatians 2:17): 

Plan A:  Assumes the will is free, therefore, the preoccupation is always how to keep freedom in check, how to 

bind. 

Plan B:  Assumes the will is bound, therefore, the preoccupation is always how to set out the Word that frees. 
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