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I often describe myself as an orthodox Christian.  What does that mean and what does it not mean?  It does not mean that I am a member of the Orthodox Church in America (http://www.oca.org/).  Such a statement also does not mean that I am a member of the Greek Orthodox Church (http://www.goarch.org/).  Such Orthodox Christians have a number of differences in their worship methods including different dates for the Holy Week celebrations.  Such Orthodox Christians observe Pascha (Easter) April 23 and their Holy Week Begins on Palm Sunday April 16 due to their use of a different calendar.  For Orthodox Christians, Great Lent is a time when the Church enters into a period of penitence to prepare for the glory of the resurrection.  On the Saturday before Holy Week, the Orthodox Church commemorates a major feast of the year, the miracle of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ when he raised Lazarus from the dead after he had lain in the grave “four days”. Here, at the end of Great Lent and the forty days of fasting and penitence, the Church combines this celebration with that of Palm Sunday1.  Part of the difference in dates for celebrations is that the early Western Church adopted the Gregorian calendar in the 16th century and the Eastern Church continued to use the Julian calendar that was in effect at the time of the First Ecumenical Council.  Well, this could be a very long letter!  I don’t need to spend a lot of your time on this issue except to say that I do not mean to imply in any way that I belong to the Eastern Orthodox Church when I say that I am an orthodox Christian.  A study of the differences between the Eastern and the Western Churches is a fascinating study and maybe we will revisit some of the differences later.
But when I say that I am an orthodox Christian I only mean that I try to place all of my understanding and worship of God on the most reliable interpretations of the Bible relating to such.  In other words, “sola Scriptura” or “only Scripture” is the basis for my walk as a Christian.  The dictionary says for the meaning of orthodox: 
“(from Greek orthodoxos, “of the right opinion”), true doctrine and its adherents as opposed to unorthodox or heretical doctrines and their adherents. The word was first used in early 4th-century Christianity by the Greek Fathers”.  
Probably most denominations would say that they have the true doctrine!  So, where do I go for corporate worship as an “orthodox Christian”?  That is a good question!  I heard recently that there are about 2000 separately identifiable Christian denominations in the United States.  The only way that I can answer that question is by witnessing to what God has done in the life of me and my wife, Carol.  Since my conversion in 1970 I have refused to call myself a Methodist, Baptist, or whatever.  I say that I am a Christian and that I now worship at “whatever”.  [I don’t really say “whatever”!  I insert there the particular denomination to which I belong at the time.]  Carol and I study the Bible, pray, read a lot from various commentators, and study denominations to some extent.  We then just try to be led by the Holy Spirit in our corporate worship experiences.  My scientific background helps because I am very skeptical of emotional techniques and rely mainly on facts, observations, and prayer.  It is now 36 years after my conversion and we are in our third denomination; that is not church hopping!  When we start seeing things that bother our spiritual nature we talk about them, study, and pray.  We might say “that comment or action really set my spiritual red light going!”
We are now in a denomination based upon reformed theology and we believe that such is very close to God’s way.  The roots of reformed theology go back to Augustine (345-430), and are God-centered rather than man-centered.  We are not convinced of the Biblical accuracy of all of the tenets of reformed theology and discussions by experts will even differ a bit on what constitutes such a theology, but we do ascribe to most of them.  God is not through refining our understanding of Him!  For an example of something that we do not agree with: “As far as the Reformed camp goes, the (majority) position is that the spiritual gifts died with the apostles as the Bible was completed i.e. they are cessationists.”  We believe that most of the spiritual gifts are indeed intended for use in the continued making of disciples and uplifting the membership of the visible church as stated by Paul: 
Eph 4:12 "for the equipping of the saints for the work of service, to the building up of the body of Christ;" 

[Also see my article on gifts at http://livingtheology.com/HolySpiritII.htm.]
I will mention a few of our orthodox beliefs that are certainly of the reformed variety.  We believe in the Bible as the only source of inspired writing/teaching; we believe in the sovereignty of God; we believe in faith that is totally a gift of God and not of man’s making; we believe that salvation is only by the imputation of the works, death, and resurrection of Jesus Who is the Messiah; we believe that the five points of Calvinism (a topic for another letter or two or three) are indeed correct Biblical statements2; we believe that regeneration and being born again are the same phenomenon; and we believe that God initiates the salvation process:
Eph 2:8 “For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God;

Eph 2:9 not as a result of works, that no one should boast.

Eph 2:10 For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them.”

There is more to the reformed theology but that is enough for now.  Basically I am saying that the statement “I am an orthodox Christian” means that I believe that the practice of Christianity must be totally and only based upon the Word of God.  Any actions that we do in corporate or individual worship of God must be only as directed by Him.  I prayerfully hope that this letter has been helpful to most of you.
1. http://www.goarch.org/en/special/lent/
2. http://www.prca.org/fivepoints/index.html
