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John Owen’s 

Rules for Walking in Fellowship 

Rules 6-8 

RULE 6 – Frequent spiritual conversation for edification, according to gifts received 
 

Proof texts for Rule 6: Acts 18:26; Eph.4:29, 5:4; Heb.3:13, 10:24-25. 
 

1. What do these verses teach you about: 

a. The definition of spiritual conversation? 

b. The frequency of spiritual conversation? 

c. The content of spiritual conversation? 

d. The purpose of spiritual conversation? 
 

Explanation and Motivations for Rule 6: 
 
That men not solemnly called and set apart to the office of public teaching may yet be endued with useful gifts 
for edification I have before declared.  To not use such gifts, in an orderly way, according to the rule and 
custom of the churches, is to neglect gifts given for our mutual edification… Now, the performance of this 
duty of mutual edification is incumbent on the saints –  

 In Ordinary Conversation (Eph.4:29, 5:3,4; Heb.3:13). Believers, in their ordinary daily conversation, 
ought to be continually making mention of the Lord, with substantial discussion tending to edification, 
and not waste their opportunities with foolish, light, trivial dialogue that is not suitable. 

 On Specific Occasions (Luke 24:14; Mal.3:16).  If anything of weight and significance to the Church 
should be brought forth by Providence, a spiritual improvement of it by a due consideration among 
believers is called for.   

 By Assembling Together in Groups, by appointment of the elders, for prayer and Bible study (Acts 12:12; 
Eph.5:19; Js.5:16; Jude 20; 1Thes.5:14).  This is a special ordinance and appointment of God, for the 
increasing of knowledge, love, charity, experience, and the improving of gifts received, every one 
contributing to the building of the tabernacle.   

Let then, all vain communication be put away. The time is short, and the days are evil. Let it suffice us that 
we have neglected so many precious opportunities of growing in the knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ, and 
doing good to one another; and let the remainder of our few and evil days be spent in living to Him who died 
for us.  Be not conformed to this world, nor the inhabitants of it.” 
 
2. Why should church-members pursue spiritual 

conversation?  What benefits will they gain? 
3. When should church-members engage in spiritual 

conversation?  
4. What two extremes should be avoided in this discipline? (see 

Owen’s explanation above and quotation at right) 
5. Consider what you tend to talk about with your Christian 

friends (at Church, for example).  Is your conversation 
typically about spiritual things?  Why or why not?  What 
tends to prevent it?  How might you begin to foster such 
conversations?   

“Our Assembly commands godly 

conversation at all occasional 

meetings, or as God’s Providence 

shall dispose, as the Word of God 

commands, providing none invade 

the pastor’s office, to preach the 

Word, who are not called thereunto 

by God and His Church.” 
 

Act of General Assembly of the  

Church of Scotland, 1641  

(cit. in Owen, Works, 13:49) 
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RULE 7 – Mutually to bear with each other’s infirmities, weaknesses, tenderness, failings, in meekness, 
patience, pity, and with assistance 

Proof texts for Rule 7: Rom.15:1-2; 1Cor.13;4-7; Gal.6:1; Col.3:12-14 

6. Make a list of all the “infirmities and weaknesses” experienced by our fellow church-members 
(and ourselves!) which Paul mentions in these verses. 

7. Now make a list of all the ways Paul says we should respond to them.  Which fruits of the Spirit 
(Gal.5:22-23) do you think you’ll need to observe this Rule? 
 

Explanation of Rule 7: 
 

“Free pardon is the substance of the gospel, the work of God in perfection, and is proposed to us for imitation 
(Matt.18:23-35).  While we are clothed with flesh we do all things imperfectly; indeed, freedom from failings is 
a fruit of glory … ‘We all stumble in many things’ (Js.3:2) – and who knows how often?!  Mutual failings to 
bear with, offenses to be pardoned, weakness to be supported, may all serve to remind us of the sins forgiven 
us. Let him that is without fault throw stones at others.  

 Some men rejoice in others’ failings; they are malicious, and fail more in that sinful joy than their brethren 
in that which they rejoice at.   

 Some are angry at weaknesses and infirmities; they are proud and conceited, not considering that they 
themselves also are in the flesh.   

 Some delight to dwell always upon a frailty; they deserve to find no charity in the same kind.  For injuries, 
who can bear ‘up to seven times’? (Matt.18:21-22)  Peter thought that was a lot.   

 Some more study revenge than pardon.   

 Some pretend to forgive, but yet every slight offense makes a continued alienation of the affections and 
separation of converse.   

 Some will carry a smooth face over a rough heart.  
Christ is in none of these ways. They have no savor of the gospel.  Meekness, patience, forbearance, and 
forgiveness, hiding, covering, removing of offenses, are the footsteps of Christ.  Do you see your brother fail?  
Pity him.  Does he continue in it?  Earnestly pray for him and admonish him.  If you are angry, vexed, rejoiced, 
alienated from him, then you are partner with him in evil, instead of helping him.”   
 

8. In your own words, what are the six inappropriate responses to the failings of fellow church-
members that Owen lists?   

9. Think of an offense you once received from – or witnessed in – another Christian.  What 
antidotes does Owen suggest that might keep you from harboring such reactions in your own 
heart?  

 

Motivation for Rule 7: 
 

“Suppose your God should be angry every time you gave Him cause, and struck every time you provoked Him! 
When your brother offends you, restrain your heart until you take a faithful view of the patience and 
forbearance of God towards you, and then consider His command to you to go and do likewise.  Let, then, all 
tenderness of affection and compassion towards one another be put on amongst us, as becomes saints.  Let pity, 
not envy; mercy, not malice; patience, not passion; Christ, not flesh; grace, not nature; pardon, not spite or 
revenge, be our guides and companions in our Christian walk together.”  
 

10. How does Owen repeatedly use the Gospel to inform and motivate our Christian fellowship? 
11. Which of the “three marks of the Church” does this rule have a particular bearing upon?  How 

do we see Matt.18:15-20 worked out in this rule? 
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RULE 8:  Tender and affectionate participation with one another 
in their several states and conditions – bearing each other’s burdens 

Proof Texts for Rule 8: Gal.6:2; Heb.13:3; 1Cor.12:25-26; Js.1:27 

12. What specific examples do the Apostles give of Rule 7 in 
action, and how can we show this “affectionate 
participation” in our congregation today? 

Explanation and Motivations to Rule 7: 

“The former Rule concerned the frame of spirit towards our brethren in their failings; this one concerning their 
miseries and afflictions.  In this, also, conformity to Christ is required, who in all the afflictions of His people 
is afflicted (Is.63:9), and persecuted in their distresses (Acts 9:4).  … No man ever yet hated his own flesh: if 
one member is in pain, the rest have little comfort or ease.  It is a rotten member which is not affected with the 
anguish of its companions. They are marked particularly for destruction who, in the midst of plentiful 
enjoyments, forget the miseries of their brethren (Amos 6:6). If we will not feel the weight of our brethren’s 
afflictions, burdens, and sorrow, it is a righteous thing that our own should be double … They who are not 
concerned in the troubles, sorrows, wants, poverties, persecutions of the saints, not even so far as to pity their 
wounds and feel their strokes, or to refresh their spirits and help bear their burdens upon their own shoulders, 
can never assure themselves that they are united to the Head of those saints.” 

13. Explain how Owen argues for this Rule using: 
a. Christ’s own example. 
b. Our union with Christ and with one another in one body. 
c. The sick spiritual condition of those who neglect this Rule. 
d. The threatened judgments of those who neglect this Rule. 

14. What are some ministries in this congregation which provide a practical opportunity for you to 
get started observing this Rule?  In this denomination?  Beyond our Church? 
 

15. What steps do you feel challenged to take in order to apply Rules for Fellowship #5-7? 

 


