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❑

n this issue we have the rest of
 the fine paper by Dr. James
 de Jong on the unity of the
 church. This paper was writ-

ten, in part at least, in  response
to our own OPC paper entitled
Biblical Principles of the Unity
of The Church. That paper is
available on the internet at
www.opc.org     and can easily be
downloaded for comparison with
Dr. de Jong’s paper.

❑ ❑

e devote special spe-
cial attention in this
issue to the momen-
tous task of preach-

ing. It is God himself who has
chosen this as the primary means
of converting sinners and of
building them up in holiness.
It is therefore of the utmost im-
portance that we who are
preachers to make use of any-
thing and everything that will
enhance our ability to preach.
We hope that you preachers will
find these articles stimulating
and helpful. And we welcome
good material from you in re-
sponse to what you read here.

❑ ❑ ❑

n the next issue of Ordained
 Servant we hope to put the
focus on ecumenical issues.
Perhaps you’ve written

something of value on this sub-
ject! If so we invite you to con-
sider sending it to us for possible
use in this publication. You can
send it to the editor on paper
(the old fashioned way), or in a
Word format file on a CD or as
an attachment by email. The ad-
dress for sending this to theedi-
tor is found on the page inside
the cover.

❑ ❑ ❑ ❑

y the time this issue goes
 out we anticipate the
 publication of a ‘new’
Commentary on the

Westminster Larger Catechism.
We say ‘new’ because it is only
new in the sense that it has never
before been published as a book.
Now it will be. It was originally
written in serial form for the
Blue Banner Faith and Life
magazine, by J.G. Vos, who was
the editor. When I asked his
widow for permission to publish
this material, a few years ago,
Mrs. Vos responded favorably.
Then the Board of Publications
of the Reformed Presbyterian
Church of North America—to
which Rev. Vos bequeathed the
rights to his writings—also gave
me permission to go ahead. I‘m
very thankful this permission was
granted because I believe the
Larger Catechism deserves far
more attention than it has re-
ceived. We here give a sample of
what Dr. Vos has written. These
are his comments on the second
part of Q/A 159.

1. Why must ministers preach the Word of
God faithfully, honestly and fully?

Because it is not their own message, but God’s
message, that they are handling. A minister is an
ambassador; therefore he has no right to tamper
with the message entrusted to him. It must be de-
livered accurately and in full.

2. What is meant by the expression “the
whole counsel of God”?

This expression, which is taken from the apostle
Paul’s words in Acts 20:27, means the entire re-
vealed truth and will of God. Ministers are to
preach the whole truth of the Bible. They have no
right to preach a limited, deformed or partial mes-
sage.

3. How are ministers to preach “the whole
counsel of God”?

It is of course impossible to preach the whole
counsel of God all at one time. Ministers can pro-
claim only a small part of the counsel of God in any
one sermon or address. To attempt too much at
one time would only result in confusion and spiri-
tual indigestion on the part of the hearers. But

ministers must make it their aim to preach, in due
time, all that God has revealed in His Word, omit-
ting nothing of the system of divinely revealed
truth.

4. Are all truths of the Bible equally impor-
tant?

No. All are equally true, but all are not equally im-
portant. The most important ones are the ones
which receive the most emphasis in the Bible itself.
While aiming at proclaiming the whole counsel of
God, a minister must take care to place the chief
emphasis on the most important truths or doc-
trines, which are given the most prominence in the
Bible itself, or which are most in need of emphasis
because most neglected or denied at the present
day. No minister should indulge in fads or hobbies,
specializing on certain truths to the neglect of all
others.

5. What temptation to deviate from preach-
ing the whole counsel of God must be faced
and resisted by ministers?

The temptation to say little about, or remain silent
about, those truths of the Bible which are com-
monly regarded as “unpopular,” while emphasiz-
ing and saying much about those truths which are
commonly called “popular.” Thus a minister may
face the temptation to say little or nothing about
sin, death and eternal punishment, while preaching
much on the love of God, the teachings of Jesus
about love to our neighbor, and the like. Ministers
have no right to “soft pedal” part of God’s message
because it may be distasteful to their hearers. As
servants of God they must preach the whole truth
without “trimming” it to suit human prejudices.

6. Why must ministers take “the necessities
and capacities of the hearers” into consid-
eration in their preaching?

Because if they fail to do this, their preaching will
be largely ineffective and useless. The truth of God
is always the same, but it must be preached in a
somewhat different manner to different groups of
people. The manner or method of preaching that
would be suited to an audience of non-Christians
on a foreign mission field would be different from
that suited to a congregation of Christian believers
in the same country, and the latter again would be
somewhat different from that suited to a congrega-
tion of Christian believers in America. The minister
may not deviate from the truth of God, but he must
try to present the truth of God in such a way that
his hearers, whoever they may be, will really “get
the point.”

7. What is meant by preaching the Word of
God “zealously”?

This does not necessarily mean an emotional pitch
of excitement, but rather a deep spiritual attitude,
which the Catechism describes as “with fervent
love to God and the souls of his people.” That is, a
minister of Christ is to preach the Gospel earnestly,
regarding it as an extremely important matter, not
something trifling or indifferent. The minister’s
motive should not be popularity or applause, but
devotion to God and desire for the spiritual welfare
of His people.
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2  C h u r c h  H i s t or y  &  G o ve r n m e n t 
2 .1  H i s t or i c a l Pat te r n s 

T h e  h i c  e t  n u n c ga th e r i n g  of 
t h e  c h u r c h  ar ou n d th e  w o r l d
i n c l u d es  a  di ve r s i ty  of  h i s t or i c a l 
p a t te r n s  a n d co n to u r s . Th e  f a m i l y 
o f  Re f or m e d  C h u r c h es  ar ou n d th e 
w o r l d is  ve r y di v er s e ,  a n d  th e f a m il y 
o f  Re f or m e d  c on f es s i o n s  o f  t h e 
w o r l d h a s  a  r i c h  an d div er s if ie d 
h is to r y.  T h e ch u r c h  is  ga t h e r e d 
“ f r om  al l  tr i be s  a n d  pe op l es , a n d 
t on g u e s , ”  Rev  7 : 9.  T h er ef o r e  a 
f u n da m en ta l  g iv e n  in  th e
u n d er s ta n d i n g  o f  t h e  un it y  o f  th e 
c h u r c h  i s  th a t it ca n  n ev e r  be 
a s s er t ed  w i th ou t  a  c o n s c i o u s 
r ec og n it io n  o f  th e  w i de s p r ea d
c u l tu r a l  d i ve r s i ty  o f  i ts  m a n y 
m a n if e s t a t io n s . 34

T h i s  c u l tu r a l - e t h n ic  di ve r s i ty 
i n c l u d es  e s s e n t i a l  a n d in t eg r a l 
c on f e s s i on a l  co m po n e n ts . T h e 
R ef or m ed  c o n f es s io n s  di f f e r  in  th e
f or m u l a t io n  a n d  ex te n t  co n c e r n in g 
t h e  m a jo r  doc tr i n e s  of  th e 
R ef or m ed  f a it h ,  an d in  so m e ca s es 
t h e  d i ve r s i ti es  ar e m or e s u b s t a n t ia l 
t h a n  in  ot h er s .  Sp ec i f i c  div er s it ie s 
a pp ea r  i n  th e  r e l a ti o n s h i p  b et w ee n 
t h e  c o n t in e n t a l  co n f e s s io n s  an d  t h e 
u n i q u e  t r a d it io n  o f  th e  E n g l is h  a n d 
S c o tt i s h  c h u r c h e s .  I t  i s  on l y a 
m a t te r  o f  h on es t y an d  i n t e g r it y  t h a t 
t h e s e  di f f e r e n c e s  of  f o r m u l a ti o n  be 
a c k n o w l e dg e d an d  t h a t  t h e  r e l a t iv e
w ei g h t  o f  th e  d i f f er e n c es  be 

                                                          
34  Hence pursuing the goal of “one world-wide
presbyterian/reformed church” should be
qualified by a respect for this diversity through
which nationally structured  federative
communities can continue to pursue patterns of
self-government according to their distinct
ecclesiological traditions, cf “Biblical principles
of the unity of the church” Proceedings ICRC
September 1997 (Neerlandia: Inheritance, 1997)
[hereafter Principles] 101.  See also J. A. Heyns,
The Church,  125.  Heyns defends a cultural-
ethnic motive for the pluriformity of the church
in the midst of its essential unity.

p r o pe r l y  a n d f a i r l y s et  f o r t h  to th e 
r es pe c ti ve  co m m u n i ti e s  de a l i n g 
w it h  th e s e  ch u r c h e s . 

R es pe c t f o r  e a c h  o th e r ’ s 
t r a di t io n s  wi l l  al s o  en ta i l  a c a u ti o u s 
a pp r o a c h  t o  c on f es s i o n a l 
a m e n d m en ts .  Wh i l e co n f e s s i on s 
r em a i n  h u m a n  do c u m en t s  an d 
c a n n o t  b e eq u a t e d to  Sc r i p tu r e  in 
a u t h o r it y,  th ey  do  s t a m p a 
h is to r ic a l  tr a d i ti on  an d l ea ve  th ei r 
m a r ks  th r o u g h  m a n y  g e n e r a t io n s .  I t
i s  ne i th er  r e a l i s t ic  no r  n ec es s a r y to
d em a n d  f a i t h f u l  f e de r a t ed 
c om m u n it ie s  o f  dis ti n c t 
g eo g r a ph ic a l ,  h i s t or i c a l  a n d 
c u l tu r a l - e t h n ic  tr a d i ti on s  t o br i n g 
t h e ir  co n f e s s io n a l  d o c u m e n ts  f u l l y
i n  ha r m o n y  wi th  ea c h  ot h e r .
G r e a t e r  ha r m o n y  ca n  bes t be
r ea l i z ed  a f te r  a  p er i od  o f 
c oo pe r a t io n  i n  w h i c h  ea c h 
f el l o w s h ip  ac h i e ve s  a  g r e a te r 
u n d er s ta n d i n g  o f  t h e  th ou g h t 
p r o c e s s e s  of  th e  o th e r ’ s  c on f e s s i on a l 
a n d  h i s t or i c a l  ba c kg r ou n d ,  a n d 
h ow  t h e r e l a t iv e  w ei g h t  o f  v a r i ou s 
c r e ed a l  ex pr es s io n s  ne ed s  t o be
v ie w e d  a n d  ev a l u a t ed . 35 It  m i g h t
b es t be do n e th r ou g h  th e a do pt i on 
o f  sp e c i a l  su pp l em en t s  (a dd en d a ) 
w h e r e b y m e m or a n d a  of 
u n d er s ta n d i n g  b e  f or m u l a t e d to 
c r o s s  br id g es  b e tw ee n  v a r i ed 

                                                          
35  Hence, while one can generally concur with
the OPC statement’s position that “the
obliteration of denominational separateness is
an obligation resting upon these churches of
Christ,” this would not necessarily involve the
obliteration of all historical distinctives,
especially in an international context.  Within a
national setting, it ought to be the aim of all
like-minded churches to seek integrated
federated unity on the basis of a commonly
accepted church order.  But where historical
differences are deeply rooted, the impetus to
unity should allow for a careful maturation
process for all parties, and tiered arrangements
of fellowship through which integral unity can
be fostered over extended time periods, cf.
Principles, 98

c on f e s s i on a l  tr a di ti o n s .36 Mu tu a l 
f el l o w s h ip  ca n n o t be  ar ti c u l a t e d or 
p r a c t i s e d w h e r e  su bs t a n ti a l  or 
f u n da m en ta l  d oc t r i n a l  a n d  po l i t y
d if f e r en c e s  ex is t bet w e e n  ch u r c h 
b od ie s . In  su c h  ca s e s , ev e n  th o u g h 
t h e r e  m a y be do c tr in a l  pr o xi m i t y in 
a  n u m b er  o f  i m p o r t a n t  a r e a s ,  t h e
c h u r c h es  m u s t  s e ek  t o  e s t a bl is h 
c l o s e r  t ie s  b y a  r es o l u ti o n  of 
d if f e r en c e s , an d  u l t i m a te l y le a ve  t h e
f in a l  ju dg m en t to Go d . Gi v en  t h e
d yn a m i c  as p ec t of  th e  c h u r c h  a s  s et 
f or th  ab ov e , m e a n i n g f u l  f e l l ow s h i p
c a n  o n l y  b e  a s s e r t ed  an d pr a c t i s e d
i n  si t u a ti o n s  o f  a  m a n i f e s te d
p r o g r e s s in g  c on v er g e n c e , w it h i n  t h e 
f r a m e w o r k  o f  o n e  co m m o n 
c on f e s s i on a l  pe r s p ec t iv e. 37 Th e
d eg r e e  a n d  ex te n t  of  o r g a n i z a t io n a l 
a n d  c o r p or a te  f e l l ow s h i p w il l  va r y
p r o po r ti on a te l y  wi th  th e pr o xi m it y
a s c er t a i n e d  i n  ter m s  of  c o n f es s io n a l 
a n d  c h u r c h  go ve r n m en t a l 
u n d er s ta n d i n g .

2 .2  P o li ty  Co n s i d e r at i o n s 
2 .2 .1  Th e ma n i f e s t a t i o n  o f  t he 
c hu rc h 

F u n da m en ta l l y  t h e ch u r c h  is 
m a n if e s t ed  in  t w o  w a y s  i n 
S c r ip t u r e,  th a t  is , a s  a u n i ve r s a l 
e n t it y  a n d  a lo c a l  o r g a n i z a t io n . Th e 
u s e  o f  t h e  bo dy  im a g e  ( s ô m a  t o u 

                                                          
36  See the defence of the WCF formulations by
Rowland S. Ward, “Recent Criticisms of the
Westminster Confession of Faith” Proceedings of
the ICRC September 1-9 1993, (Neerlandia:
Inheritance Publications, 1993) 184-202

37 It is not clear in this connection why it would
be necessary to recognize “several levels of
separateness (i.e. degrees of purity) among the
churches,” as proposed in the OPC statement,
cf. Principles, 101.  Rankings of this sort would
tend to foster static models of the church’s
diversity, and negatively affect the concentrated
focus that must persist on the dynamic aspect of
Christ’s church gathering work.  The suggested
categories also present certain ambiguities that
would detract from the usefulness of this
approach.
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C hr i s t o u )  i n c l u d es  bo th  th e
u n i ve r s a l  a n d  l o c a l  dim en s io n s , 
w h i l e  th e u s e  o f  t h e  te r m  é k k l e s i a  is 
o f t en  co u p l ed  w i th  t e r r it o r i a l 
q u a l i f ie r s . 38 F r om  th e evi de n c e  o f 
S c r ip t u r e w e ar e  t o th i n k  of  t h e
c h u r c h  a s  bot h  a  l oc a l  an d  a 
u n i ve r s a l  en t it y , wi t h  no  sp ec i f i c 
e m p h a s is  b e in g  g iv en  to  o n e or 
o th er  of  t h es e two  d im e n s io n s . 
I n v a r i a b l y  th e c on tex t de t er m i n es 
w h i c h  di m e n s i on  is  b e in g 
h ig h l i g h te d , an d  s ys t em a t i c 
f or m u l a t io n  w o u l d r eq u i r e th a t
c on s i s te n t l y bo t h  di m en s i o n s  a r e 
f a c to r ed  i n to  t h e ov e r a l l  pe r s p ec ti v e
o n  th e  c h u r c h .

I f  th e  u n i t y of  th e c h u r c h  i s  to
b e a l iv in g  a tt r ib u t e , it  m u s t  be 
ex pe r i e n c ed  an d pr a c t i s e d in  bo t h 
t h e  l o c a l  a n d  u n iv er s a l 
m a n if e s t a t i on s  of  th e  c h u r c h . U n i ty 
a t th e  l oc a l  le v el  i s  t h e  m o s t  vi ta l  t o
t h e  C h r i s t i a n , s in c e  it  i s  e s p e c i a l l y
i n  a l oc a l  co n t ex t th a t th e 
c on s c i ou s n e s s  o f  b ei n g  a pa r t of  a
c or po r a t e a n d  l i vi n g  bo dy  co m e s  t o
ex pr es s io n .  It  i s  p a r t ic u l a r l y a t th e 
l oc a l  le ve l  t h a t  t h e  co n f e s s io n 
c on c e r n i n g  th e c h u r c h  a s  th e 
c om m u n io n  of  sa i n t s  ( c o m mu n i o 
s a n ct o ru m)  m a n i f e s t s  i ts  tr u t h .
H ow ev e r ,  a t  a n y  gi ve n  m om e n t ,
u n i ty  as  a n  a tt r ib u t e  o f  th e  c h u r c h 
u n i ve r s a l  m u s t be co n f e s s e d an d 
ex pr es s ed . F or  t h e be l ie ve r  t h i s  c a n 
o c c u r  in  a  nu m b e r  of  co n c r et e
w a y s . 

B es id e s  th e  l oc a l  m a n if es t a t io n 
o f  th e  c h u r c h  S c r i pt u r e  i n tr od u c e s 
t h e  c h u r c h  as  a  r e g i o n a l l y  a n d 
n a t io n a l l y  qu a l i f i ed  en ti t y. 
S c r ip t u r e s pe a k s  o f  l oc a l  ch u r c h e s 
i n  on e  p r o v in c e ,  a  c o u n tr y , a r eg io n 
a n d  s o  o n .  Re g i o n a l  a n d  n a ti on a l 
f ed er a ti on a l  ti e s  ar e  c r u c ia l  f or 
m a i n t a in in g  t h e  un it y  o f  th e 
c h u r c h , an d  f or m  p a r t  o f  th e 
o bl ig a ti on  th a t  be l i e ve r s  ha ve  to 
e a c h  oth er .  C h u r c h es  as  l o c a l 

                                                          
38 For the texts see H. Bouwman, Gereformeerde
Kerkrecht, I (Kampen: J.H. Kok, 1928) 61

e n t it i es  g o ve r n e d di r ec tl y  b y C h r is t 
m u s t a l s o bin d th e m s e l v es  to g e t h e r 
a n d  p r ov id e  m u t u a l  s u pp or t  a n d 
a s s is t a n c e  to  e a c h  o t h e r . 
2 .2 .2  Th e na t u r e  o f chu rc h  p o w er 

T h e  s c r i pt u r a l  tes ti m on y
c l e a r l y pl a c e s  c h u r c h  p ow e r  at  th e
l ev el  of  t h e lo c a l  c h u r c h ,  A c t s 
2 0: 28 ,  P h i l  1 :1 .  I n  th e  l o c a l  c h u r c h ,
c h u r c h  p ow e r  is  en tr u s t ed  to  t h e
e n t ir e  c on g r e g a t io n  a n d  i s  n ot 
s tr ic t l y  l i m i te d  t o of f ic e r s .39 To  b e 
s u r e,  of f i c er s  a r e  d i r e c t l y ca l l e d by
C h r is t , an d  a r e  no t r es po n s i bl e  t o
t h e  c o n g r e g a t io n  f ir s t of  al l .  Bu t a t
t h e  s a m e  t i m e , th e y a l w a y s  ex er c is e
t h e ir  au th o r i ty  th r o u g h  t h e
c on g r e g a ti o n  an d  w it h  t h e 
a pp r o b a t io n  o f  th e  c o n g r e g a t io n . In 
o th er  wo r d s ,  th e el d er s h i p m od el  of 
c h u r c h  g ov e r n m e n t as  f o u n d  i n 
S c r ip t u r e a n d  p r a c ti s ed  i n  t h e  ea r l y 
c h u r c h  s te e r s  a w a y  f r om 
c on g r e g a ti o n a l i s m ,  b u t ac t iv a t e s  th e 
c on g r e g a ti o n  as  m u c h  as  p o s s ib l e in 
a l l  a s pe c t s  o f  c h u r c h  g ov e r n m e n t. 

I n  th i s  r e g a r d it is  im po r ta n t  to 
a vo id  a n y le a ve n  of  ep i s c op a cy  a s  if 
c h u r c h  o f f i c e r s  wo u l d s h a r e  an y
c h u r c h  p ow e r  be yo n d  t h a t 
i m p a r t ed  t h r o u g h  a  c o n g r e g a t io n .
Wh i l e  th er e  i s  a  l in e  o f  tr a di t io n 
f r o m  th e  a p os tl e s  to  th e c h u r c h 
o f f ic e r s  o f  t od a y,  t h a t  l i n e  r u n s 
t h r ou g h  th e  l oc a l  ch u r c h  a s  a bod y, 
a n d  c a n n ot  be  c o n c ei v ed  o f  i n 

                                                          
39 Here there is a substantial difference between
the continental tradition and the Presbyterian
system of church government.  Classical
Presbyterianism holds that church power proper
comes to ruling elders, and not to the
“community of the faithful”, see David W.
Hall, (ed.) Jus Divinum Regiminis Ecclesiaistici
or the Divine Right of Church-Government
originally asserted by the Ministers of Sion College,
London, December 1646 (revised edition, Dallas:
Naphtali Press, 1995).   The view that church
power comes to the congregation was attributed
both to the congregationalists, and to the
“independents” at the assembly: Thomas
Goodwin and Phillip Nye, with followers.  But
this is not in itself a congregationalist principle.
By definition, congregationalism includes the
notion that in the exercise of church power,
church officers remain accountable to the
congregation as the final ruling body in the
local church.

t er m s  of  a  pe r s o n a l  or  an  ab s t r a c tl y 
o f f ic i a l  s u c c es s io n  in  an y  s en s e of 
t h e  t e r m . A l l  a p os to l ic  s u c c es s io n  is 
s tr ic t l y  a  te a c h in g  s u c c e s s i on 
( s u c ce s s i o  d o c t r i na e) , an d  t h e  ca l l i n g 
a n d  c o op er a ti n g  co n g r eg a t i on 
a l w a y s  f u n c ti on s  a s  th e  i n s t r u m en t
i n  pa s s i n g  it  o n .40

2 .2 .3  Th e Off i c er s  of  th e Chu rc h 
T h e r e  is  a  ge n e r a l 

c on s e n s u s  in  th e  P r e s by te r ia n  a n d 
R ef or m ed  w o r l d th a t  S c r i pt u r e 
i s o l a t es  t h r e e o f f ic e s  wh i c h  h a ve  a 
p er m a n en t c h a r a c te r  in  th e  c h u r c h 
o f  th e  N ew  Te s t a m e n t .  T h e 
e p i s k o p o i  o f  th e  N ew  Te s t a m e n t , 
w h i c h  ar e ide n t i c a l  to th e 
p re s bu t er o i ,  f or m  t h e  or ig i n a l 
t ea c h i n g  a n d r u l in g  of f ic e . La t er  i n 
t h e  N e w  Te s ta m e n t pe r io d th i s 
o f f ic e  b ec a m e  t w o  d is t in c t  of f i c es ,
t h e  m i n i s t e r i a l  or  t e a c h i n g  of f ic e
a n d  t h e di s ti n c t  r u l i n g  o f f i c e ,  ( c f . 
R om  1 2 :8 , 1 C or  1 2 : 28 ) . Th o s e 
a pp oi n te d to se r ve  a t  t a b l es  i n  A c t s 
6  c a n  be  s e en  a s  a  p r ot ot y pe  o f  t h e 
m or e s pe c i a l i ze d  d ia c on a l  of f i c e
ex is ti n g  in  th e c h u r c h  t o d a y .

T h e  R e f o r m e d co n f e s s i on 
a tt r i b u t es  a di f f e r e n c e  o f  c h u r c h 
p ow er  to  t h e va r io u s  of f i c es , a l l 
a s s oc i a t ed  wi th  th e n a t u r e  o f  th e 
t a s k en t r u s te d to th e  o f f i c e r s . 
H ow ev e r ,  a  f u n d a m e n t a l  cr i te r i o n 
i s  th a t th e r e  i s  e q u a l i ty  am on g  t h e s e
o f f ic e s  in  su c h  a wa y  t h a t  n o on e 
o f f ic e r  ca n  l or d  i t ove r  a n o th e r . 
M in is t er s  do no t  p os s es s  g r e a t e r 
a u t h o r it y th a n  el d er s  o r  dea c o n s . 
T o be  su r e ,  f or  th e g oo d

                                                          
40  In this regard the OPC statement is unclear
with regard to the current role of the apostolic
testimony.  The apostolate cannot be taken to
be supreme “to the end of time” because it no
longer exists as a distinct office or institution in
the church, cf. Principles, 100.  The church only
has the testimony of the apostles.  And while the
apostolate exhibited a strong hegemony, one
can hardly posit a “descending hierarchy” from
the apostolate to the church today.  It is
doubtful whether the gifts of Christ to the
church should be characterized in terms of a
“descending hierarchy”, since they are given
directly to the local congregation in its entirety,
and from there branch out to cooperative efforts
of congregations federated together.
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g ov er n m e n t  of  t h e en t ir e c h u r c h ,
t h e  w o r k  o f  t h e  de a c o n s  w i l l  a l s o  b e 
s u b je c t to  th e g ov er n m e n t  of  t h e
r u l in g  c ou n c i l .  Th is ,  h ow e ve r , 
r ep r e s en ts  st r i c tl y a  d if f er en c e in 
f u n c t i on , a n d  i n  n o w a y  i m pl ie s 
a n y  r a n k in g  a m o n g  th e  c h u r c h 
o f f ic e r s  i n  t h e m s e l v es .  I n  ter m s  of 
t h e ir  of f i c es , a l l  s h a r e eq u a l 
a u t h o r it y. 41

2 .2 .4  Li mi t a t i o n s  to  th e Po w er  o f
C hu rc h  O ff i cer s 

A  c a r d in a l  pr in c ip l e  in  t h e
c on ti n en ta l  R ef o r m ed  tr a d i ti on 
c on c e r n s  t h e li m it a t i on  o f  c h u r c h 
p ow er  to  l o c a l  c om m u n it ie s . Al l 
c h u r c h  o f f i c e r s  ha ve  st r i c tl y l oc a l 
p ow er ,  a n d  th e a u t h o r it y of  th e 
o f f ic e r  do e s  no t  t r a n s c en d  i n  a n y 
w a y  t h e li m it s  of  th e  l oc a l  ch u r c h . 
Wh e r e  po w e r  i s  ex er c i s ed  b e yo n d 
t h e  l o c a l  c h u r c h  i n  a  f ed e r a ti v e
c a p a c i ty , th i s  is  on l y by  co m m o n 
c on s e n t of  th e c h u r c h es , a n d  i n 
i ts el f  d oe s  n ot  r e pr e s e n t  th e
a u t h o r it y of  ch u r c h  of f ic e r s , bu t  t h e
a u t h o r it y of  th e  a s s e m b l i e s 
e n t r u s te d w it h  s pe c i f ic  f e de r a t iv el y 
d es ig n a t ed  ta s k s .42 Th e a u t h o r it y
                                                          
41  Here another difference arises between the
continental tradition and classical
Presbyterianism.  The continental tradition sees
substantial differences of function between the
offices, but no difference in rank. Classical
Presbyterianism, on the other hand, posits a
certain ordo among the offices.  For example, J.
MacPherson says: “According to the principles
of Presbyterianism already laid down, the
Minister is indeed of a superior order, as
holding a superior office to that of ruling elder.”
See J. MacPherson, Presbyterianism (Edinburgh:
T.T.Clark, 1949) 114.  To be fair, it should be
mentioned that in other places MacPherson
insists on a general parity of the offices, cf. op.
cit.  80.  However, differences in rank manifest
themselves also in the constitution of the
presbytery and assemblies: “Ministers are
standing members of all church courts,” 115.
This is not true of ruling elders.

42 There is some ambiguity in the OPC
statement on this point.  The statement refers
to the “delegated authority of the presbyterate”
which, while subject to Christ and to the
apostolic testimony, is seen as “nevertheless
supreme in this sphere of government”.
However, there is no delegated authority
outside of congregational approbation, and
hence the notion of “supremacy” in a specific
“sphere” appears to unduly limit the more
subtle interconnections and interactions of
ecclesiastical government as presented in the

i n h er e n t  i n  t h e  bi n d i n g  d e c l a r a ti on s 
o f  br o a d er  as s e m bl ie s  i s  n ot 
h ie r a r c h ic a l  in  ch a r a c t er ,  b u t 
f u n c t i on s  in  th e  c h u r c h es  by 
m u t u a l  a g r e em en t , co u pl ed  as  i t  i s 
w it h  th e  p r in c i p l e  t h a t  o n l y  t h e
Wor d of  Go d  c a n  bi n d  th e
c on s c i en c e ,  a n d  no  d e c i s i o n  of  an y
a s s em b l y  c a n  bi n d th e  c on s c i en c e
b eyo n d  t h e di c ta te s  o f  th e  Wo r d  o f 
G od . T h i s  is  no t  t o s a y  t h a t 
d ec is i on s  of  br o a d er  as s e m bl ie s  o n l y 
r ec ei v e bi n di n g  au th o r i ty  up on  th e
d ec l a r a t io n  o f  r a t if i c a ti o n  gi v en  b y 
l oc a l  ch u r c h e s .  Th e dec is i on s  a r e 
b in di n g  by  vi r t u e of  th e a u t h o r it y
vo l u n t a r i l y  gr a n t ed  t o  t h e m  b y
a g r ee m en t,  bu t a t th e  s a m e  t im e  a r e 
b ou n d  st r i c tl y to th e  a u t h or it y  o f 
t h e  Wo r d  o f  G od . 

T wo  l im i ta ti o n s  t o  c h u r c h 
p ow er  ne ed  to  b e  i s o l a t ed  he r e .  I n 
t h e  f i r s t pl a c e ,  i n  th e  f e de r a t iv e
( n a t io n a l  )  bo dy ,  a l l  f e de r a t iv e 
a u t h o r it y is  li m it ed  by  t h e sp e c i f i c 
a g r ee m en t a do pt e d by  th e c h u r c h es 
i n  th e ir  c o m m on  Ch u r c h  Or d er .
S pe c i f ic a l l y,  d i s c ip l in a r y  m ea s u r es 
a r e  p r im a r i l y  l o c a l  in  na t u r e,  an d a l l 
f ed er a ti ve  in vo l v em e n t  i s  d es i g n ed 
p r i m a r il y to pr o vi de  su it a bl e
s a f eg u a r ds  to  w h a t  i s  e s s e n t ia l l y  a 
l oc a l  m a tt e r .  T h er ef o r e  i t  i s  of 
u tm os t  i m p o r t a n c e th a t br o a d er 
a s s em b l i es  do  n o t ar r og a t e  t o
t h e m s e l v es  po w e r  b eyo n d  t h a t 
c l e a r l y sp e c i f i e d in  Sc r i p tu r e  an d
t h e  R e f o r m e d co n f e s s i on s ,  v i z . th a t 
t h e  p o w e r  of  th e  o f f i c e r  is  li m it ed  to 
t h e  l o c a l  c on g r e g a t io n . 43

                                                            
scriptural evidence.  Scripture speaks of the
authority of the council of elders
(____________), but this authority is
mediated through the congregation as an
instrumental channel (cf Acts 14:13), and
cannot be regarded as absolute or “supreme” in
this context.

43 Still another difference arises here between
the Presbyterian system and continental
Reformed church governmental practice which
is not to be disregarded: in the continental
tradition the officer’s power is categorically
limited to the local congregation.  In
Presbyterianism, on the other hand, the officer
takes his invested (ordained) power with him to
all church courts, cf. Jus Divinum Regiminis
Ecclesiastici,  218, 219, 226.  See also note 23

S ec on d , gi v en  t h e co n s t r a i n t s 
i m p os e d by  cu l t u r e  a n d tr a di ti o n , 
c h u r c h  p ow e r  ca n n o t ef f ec t iv el y 
t r a n s c en d n a t io n a l  b o u n da r ie s . 
C oo pe r a t io n  o n  th e  i n te r n a ti on a l 
l ev el  is  b e s t  m a in ta i n e d a s  vo l u n t a r y 
a n d  m i n i s t e r i a l ,  a n d  de c i s io n s  of 
e c u m e n ic a l  co u n c il s  c a n  a n d sh o u l d
n ot  b e  i m p l em en t ed  w i th  b i n d in g 
p ow er .  F ir s tl y,  th e f ed er a ti ve  bo dy 
m a n if e s t s  its el f  d is t in c t l y as  a
n a t io n a l l y  qu a l i f i ed  in s t i tu ti o n , 
d ea l i n g  f e d er a t i ve l y  an d l oc a l l y wi t h 
t h e  r e s p ec t iv e c iv il  au th o r i ti e s . 44

T h i s  c a n n o t  s u i t a b l y  be  d o n e  i n  a n y 
o th er  wa y th a n  th r ou g h  f e d er a t i ve 
a r r a n g em en t s  st r u c tu r ed  o n  a 
n a t io n a l  l e ve l .  Se c o n dl y,  di s p a r i ti e s 
b et w e e n  va r io u s  na ti o n a l 
f ed er a ti on s  o f t e n  ar e  s o br o a d  th a t 
b in di n g  st a te m e n ts  o n  a n 
i n t er n a t io n a l  l e ve l  wo u l d be
c ou n t e r p r o d u c ti v e.  I n  m os t  c a s e s 
t h e y wo u l d be r e g a r de d  a s  too 
r em ot e  f r o m  t h e  co m m o n  be l ie ve r 
i n  th e  l oc a l  co n g r eg a ti on .   Gi v en 
t h e  g r ea t h is to r ic a l  an d c u l tu r a l 
d iv er s it y a m o n g  Re f o r m e d
c h u r c h es  i n  c ou n tr ie s  a r o u n d  t h e
w o r l d,  th e pot en t ia l  f or 
m is u n d er s t a n d in g  a n d  er r o r  i s  too 
g r e a t  to  a l l o w  f or  a n y bi n di n g 
a u t h o r it y pl a c e d  u po n  n a t i on a l 
f ed er a ti on s  o n  a n  in t er n a t io n a l 
l ev el . 

T h e  r e a l iz a ti on  of 
e c c l e s ia s t i c a l  u n i ty  on  a n 
i n t er n a t io n a l  l e ve l  is  be s t pr o m o te d 
t h r ou g h  th e  d ev e l o pm e n t  o f  m or e 
i n t en s iv e f or m s  of  c o op er a ti on 

                                                            
above. The background to this viewpoint seems
to be that according to classical Presbyterianism,
the ordinary power of jurisdiction comes to the
presbytery first of all, not the local church, see
S. Rutherford, The Due Right of Presbyteries or,
A Peaceable Plea for the Government of the
Church of Scotland, etc, (London, 1644) 301,
302

4444 A Kuyper, Tractaat van de Reformatie der
kerken (Amsterdam: Höveker & zoon, 1884)
33, 47; see also H.J. Wotherspoon and J.M.
Kirkpatrick, A Manual of Church Doctrine
according to the Church of Scotland, second
(revised) edition, (London: Oxford University
Press, 1960) 8,9
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b et w e e n  m e m be r  bod ie s  i n  s u c h  a 
w a y  t h a t  n a ti on a l  co m m u n i t ie s  c a n 
f os te r  a  d e ep er  co l l e c t iv e  s en s e of 
b ei n g  in vo l v ed  to g e t h e r  in  th e  w o r k 
o f  th e  g a t h er in g  o f  th e  o n e ca t h o l i c 
c h u r c h  o f  G od . T h i s  is  be s t r e a l i ze d 
t h r ou g h  co o pe r a t io n  in  th o s e  a r ea s 
w h e r e  m e m b e r  ch u r c h e s  h a v e 
c om m o n  i n t e r e s t s  a n d  a co m m o n 
g oa l  – t h e  m o s t  sp ec i f i c  ex a m pl e 
b ei n g  th e wo r k  o f  t h e  wo r l d- w id e
m is s i o n  of  th e g os pe l  a n d  th e
t r a in i n g  f o r  th e  m in i s t r y  an d
m is s i o n a r y  ou t r ea c h . 

2 .2 .5  Th e Rol e of  Ec c l e s i a s t ic a l 
A s s em b l i es 

T h e  a b ov e is  no t  i n t e n d ed 
i n  an y  w a y  to  d e tr a c t  f r o m  t h e 
n ec es s a r y r ol e of  th e  e c c l es ia s ti c a l 
a s s em b l i es  as  d i vi n e l y in s ti tu t ed 
m ea n s  in  o r de r  to pr e s e r v e  a n d 
m a i n t a in  u n it y a n d  c o n c or d  i n  th e 
c h u r c h  o f  C h r is t . Wh i l e  t h e
c on ti n en ta l  R ef o r m ed ,  a n d 
p a r ti c u l a r l y th e  D u t c h  Re f or m e d ,
h a v e a l w a y s  s ou g h t  t o  d is t a n c e 
t h e m s e l v es  f r om  an y l ea ve n  o f 
h ie r a r c h y in  ch u r c h  g ov er n m e n t ,  a t
t h e  s a m e  t i m e  t h ey  h a ve  s o u g h t  to 
a vo id  t h e ex tr em e s  of 
i n d ep e n d en t is m  a n d 
c on g r e g a ti o n a l i s m .  T h e ch u r c h e s ’
a s s em b l i es ,  i n c l u d in g  t h e i r  br o a d er 
a s s em b l i es ,  a r e ,  b y vir tu e  o f  m u t u a l 
a g r ee m en t,  au th o r i ta t iv e in  th e ir 
o w n  r i g h t,  an d n ot  s i m p l y  to  b e 
r eg a r d ed  a s  a dv i s o r y  bo di e s .  Wh il e
w e ca n n o t in s is t  o n  a n y  s p ec if i c 
f or m  th e s e  as s e m bl ie s  m u s t  t a k e  o n 
t h e  b a s i s  of  th e  s c r i pt u r a l  da t a ,  o n e
m a y  a s s e r t  th a t  th e ex is te n c e  o f 
a s s em b l i es  pe r  s e is  a di v in e
m a n da t e (j u s  d i v i n u m)  f or  th e
c h u r c h . On e  c a n  de du c e f r o m  th e 
m ee ti n g  de s c r ib e d in  Ac ts  15 , f r o m 
P a u l ’ s  o w n  la bo u r s  f o r  th e  c h u r c h es 
i n  co m m o n ,  an d f r o m  th e  u n it y
i n h er e n t  i n  t h e  se ve n  l et t er s  to th e 
c h u r c h es  o f  A s i a  M in o r ,  t h a t 
c oo pe r a t iv e  f el l ow s h i p in  th e
c on c r e te  f o r m  o f  a s s e m b l i e s  he l d in 
o r d er  to  r e s o l v e  c om m on  p r ob l e m s 
a n d  i s s u es  of  m u tu a l  co n c e r n  i s  a 
b in di n g  la w  f or  th e c h u r c h es  o f 

C h r is t .45

P a r ti c u l a r l y th e  i m p o r t a n c e
o f  th e  b r o a de r  a s s em b l i es  as 
i n s tr u m e n t s  f or  th e pr o m o t io n  of 
e c c l e s ia s t i c a l  u n i ty  ca n n o t be 
u n d er e s t im a te d.  Sy n o d s  or 
a s s em b l i es  on  t h e r e g io n a l  a n d 
n a t io n a l  l e ve l s  se r v e  t o m a i n t a in  t h e
R ef or m ed  d o c t r i n e,  a n d to  gu a r d 
t h e  c h u r c h  ag a i n s t  t h e er r or s  of 
s pi r i t u a l  a po s t a s y  o r  b in d in g  a bo ve 
S c r ip t u r e.  It  b e l o n g s  t o th e 
p r o vi n c e  o f  t h e s e as s em bl i es , in 
d ea l i n g  wi t h  m a t te r s  br ou g h t 
f or w a r d la w f u l l y  f or  th ei r 
c on s i d er a t i on , to te s t is s u e s  in  th e 
l ig h t  of  S c r i pt u r e , a n d  i n  d oi n g  so , 
u ph ol d  t h e  co n f e s s io n a l  s t a n da r ds 
o f  th e  c h u r c h  a s  a  l i vi n g  co n f e s s io n 
w h i c h  ar e a l w a y s  t es t ed  i n  t h e  li g h t 
o f  Sc r ip tu r e an d  a u g m en te d  w h e r e
n ec es s a r y a c c or d in g  to Sc r ip tu r e.  I t 
i s  th r ou g h  th e veh ic l e of  br ot h er l y 
c on c o r d or  c o n s e n s u s  th a t 
c on f e s s i on a l  tr u th  i s  r ea s s e r t e d an d 
a r t ic u l a te d , an d  p ea c e,  u n it y a n d 
f r a te r n a l  h a r m o n y ar e  p r e s er ve d .46

2 .2 .6   T h e  Li f e  of  t h e Ch u r c h 

Wit h  th e  b l u e pr i n t  c h a r te d 
a bo ve  it  w i l l  b e  c l e a r  th a t th e  u n i t y
o f  th e  c h u r c h  i s  a  v i s i bl e  a n d 
f u n c t i on in g  r ea l it y pr i m a r il y on  th e 
l oc a l  le ve l , bu t  a t th e  s a m e  t i m e 
ex te n d i n g  t o  t h e  wh ol e  w o r l d. 
L oc a l  co n g r eg a t i on s  m a n if e s t  m o s t 
c l e a r l y th e  l iv i n g  s e r v ic e  ( d i a k o n i a ) 
a n d  g i f t s  ( c ha r i s ma t a )  o f  th e 
b el ie v er s  a n d  t h e co m m u n i o n  of 
s a i n t s  ( c o m mu n i o  s a nc t o r u m ) .
T h r ou g h  li v in g  f el l o w s h ip 
                                                          
45 For a detailed discussion of the scriptural
evidence see J. Kamphuis, “The Calling and
Duty to Maintain the Church Federation” in J.
De Jong (ed.) Bound Yet Free.  Readings in
Reformed Church Polity, (Winnipeg: Premier,
1995) 203-249.  The original article, entitled
“Roeping en recht tot oefening van het
kerkverband” appeared in Verkenningen III.
Opstellen over kerk en kerkrecht (Goes:
Oosterbaan en Le Cointre, 1966) 59-130

46 For a discussion of the factor of consensus in
the advance and codification of church
doctrine, see J. Kamphuis, In dienst van de
vrede.  De kerkelijke consensus als dogmatisch
factor (Groningen: De Vuurbaak, 1980) 71-78

( k o i no n i a )  t h e  ch u r c h  sh o w s  i t s  f a c e
t o th e  w o r l d.  Bu t th e  u n it y of  th e 
c h u r c h  i s  a l s o r ea l i s ed  o n  a  n a ti on a l 
a n d  i n te r n a ti on a l  le v el , a n d 
p a r ti c u l a r l y in  ar ea s  s u c h  a s  m is s i o n 
a n d  e d u c a t i on  f o r  m i n is tr y , th e 
c h u r c h  r el i es  h e a v il y  b ot h  o n 
f ed er a ti ve  an d in t er n a t io n a l 
c oo pe r a t io n , wh i c h  a r e im p or ta n t
v eh ic l es  f o r  m a n if es t in g  th e  u n it y of 
t h e  b o dy  o f  C h r i s t .

2 .2 .6 . 1 Th e  c hu r ch  a s  m i s s i o na r y 
bo d y 

O n e  o f  t h e  wa ys  to  s h ow  t h e
e c u m e n ic a l  f a c e  of  t h e ch u r c h  is  th e 
a ve n u e  o f  m is s i o n a r y  ac ti v it y. 
G iv en  th e n a t u r e  o f  th i s  wo r k  a n d
t h e  c o s t s  in vo l v ed ,  c h u r c h es  ne ed  to 
t h i n k  in  t e r m s  of  po o l i n g  r e s o u r c es 
t o cr e a t e m or e ef f ec t iv e m ea n s  of 
o u t r e a c h  i n  f or e ig n  s et ti n g s . A t th e 
s a m e tim e,  th es e  o u t r ea c h  ac ti v it ie s 
s h o u l d  r es p ec t th e  l i m i ta t io n s  of 
c h u r c h  p ow e r  an d  t h e  es s e n ti a l 
p r e r o g a t iv e s  of  th e l oc a l  ch u r c h e s . 
E s s en t ia l l y , to  ad eq u a t el y  e n s u r e 
t h e  i n vo l v em e n t  o f  a l l ,  a l l  l o ca l 
c hu rc h es  ne ed  to  b e  m is s io n a r y
c h u r c h es . How ev e r ,  l o c a l  c h u r c h es 
c oo pe r a t in g  t og e th er  in  f ed er a ti on a l 
t ie s ,  or  i n  i n t e r n a t i on a l l y
e s t a b l is h e d  l ia i s o n s ,  c a n  be  a  wa y of 
s h a pi n g  no t  o n l y  a  m o r e  p r od u c t iv e
m is s i o n a r y  en te r pr is e , bu t  a l s o 
f os te r in g  th e  u n it y of  th e  c h u r c h  i n 
b ot h  its  n a ti on a l  an d  i n t e r n a t i on a l 
m a n if e s t a t io n s . 

2 .2 .6 . 2 Th e  c hu r ch  a s  p a s t o r a l  an d
t ea ch i ng  f e l l o w s hi p 

A n o th e r  im p or ta n t f u n c t io n  o f 
t h e  c h u r c h  is  i t s  lo c a l  o u tr ea c h .  I t 
m u s t s h o w  its  l o ve  f o r  ou t s i de r s  in 
o f f er i n g  l e a d er s h i p a n d  g u id a n c e to 
a  l os t  a n d  br ok e n  wo r l d,  es pe c ia l l y 
i n  it s  c u r r en t p os tm o de r n  co n t ex t. 
I n  ot h er  w o r d s ,  in  l o c a l  a n d 
r eg io n a l  s e tt in g s ,  t h e ch u r c h  w il l 
s ee k to be  an  i n s t it u ti on  of 
e va n g e l i s m ,  h ol d in g  f or th  th e
g os pe l  o f  C h r is t  a s  th e  h e a l in g  s a l t 
f or  t h e lo s t an d  t h o s e es t r a n g e d
f r o m  C h r is t ia n  va l u e s  a n d  be l i e f s .
I n  th i s  m o r e li m it ed  se n s e  o n e  ca n 
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s pe a k  of  b e in g  th e  c h u r c h  “f or 
o th er s ”  an d  t h e  ch u r c h  f o r  t h e 
w o r l d,  w i th ou t  t h e r eb y det r a c ti n g 
f r o m  th e  c o n t in u ed  t a s k  o f  m u t u a l 
e di f i c a t io n , in t er n a l  t r a i n i n g  an d
C h r is t ia n  a po l o g et i c s .

T h e  o l de r  c on ti n en ta l  C h u r c h 
O r d er  sp ec i f i ed  th a t  on e of  th e 
d u t ie s  o f  el d er s  w a s  to  “ ex h o r t 
o th er s  t o th e  r e g u l a r  p r o f es s i o n  of 
t h e  C h r i s t i a n  r e l i g i o n . ” 47 Th e
p r o vi s io n  obv io u s l y en v is i on ed  a
s it u a t io n  in  wh i c h  t h e ch u r c h  a s  th e 
l ea di n g  r e l ig io u s  in s ti tu t io n  in  th e 
c om m u n it y f el t a  d ee p  s en s e of 
r es po n s i bi l it y f or  a l l  th e  c it i ze n s  of 
t h e  c o m m u n i ty . T h e  d e ve l o p m e n t 
o f  gr e a t er  r e l i g io u s  f r ee d om  a n d th e 
b ir th  of  d e n o m i n a t io n a l is m 
p r e c l u de  s u c h  a  sp ec i f i c  c h u r c h 
o r d er  pr ov i s i on  to da y . Ho w ev er , 
t h e  e s s e n t i a l  p r in c i p l e  e m bo di e d in 
t h e  o l d pr o vi s i o n  sh o u l d be
m a i n t a in ed .  T h e  ch u r c h  m u s t be 
a n  ou t r e a c h  c om m u n it y , ap p ea l i n g 
t o ne i g h bo u r s  w i th  t h e lo v e of 
C h r is t . Th i s  in s tr u c t io n  w il l 
i n v a r i a b l y  in c l u de  t h e pa s to r a l  a n d 
m in is t er ia l  e l e m en ts  se tt i n g  f o r t h 
p a t h w a ys  t o  h ea l in g  a n d  n u r t u r e  i n 
c oo pe r a t io n  w it h  c iv i l  ag e n c ie s 
d es ig n ed  t o  p r o v id e a s s is t a n c e  in 
t h e  m i ds t of  b r o ke n es s  a n d 
s u f f e r in g  – e s p e c i a l l y th a t b r o ke n es s 
a n d  s u f f er i n g  s o  c h a r a c te r is ti c  o f 
m od er n  d a y  in n e r  c it i es .

E f f or t s  al s o ne e d to  be 
u n d er t a k en  to  r e a c h  ou t  t o  v a r i ou s 
e th n i c  c om m u n it i es  t h a t  h a ve  t a ke n 
s h a pe  wi th i n  th e  c u r r en t pos t- 
c h r is t ia n  a n d  p os tm o de r n  co n t ex t
o f  ou r  w es t er n  a po s t a ti s e d  c u l t u r e. 
E ve r y  ef f o r t sh o u l d be ex pe n d e d to 
d em on s tr a t e  t h a t  t h e  Ch r i s ti a n 
v a l u e s  u n d e r l yi n g  so m e of  th e
d ee pl y  r oo t ed  t r a d it i on s  in  we s te r n 
c u l tu r e st i l l  l i ve  a m on g  th o s e  wh o
t a k e th e  g o s p el  m e s s a g e  s e r i ou s l y ,

                                                          
47  See Church Order of Dort, Article 23.  I am
quoting the American translation of the 1618-
1619 edition as found in D.J. Meeter, Meeting
Each Other in Doctrine, Liturgy and Government
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993) 70

a n d  t h a t  t h es e vib r a n t co m m u n i t ie s 
o f  Ch r is ti a n s  a r e r e a dy  t o  a s s i s t  a n d
i n s tr u c t  m i g r a n t  c om m u n it i es 
c on c e r n i n g  th e w a y  o f  l if e  i n  Jes u s 
C h r is t .48 Th is  wi l l  in vo l v e a c t iv e 
e va n g e l i s m  te a m s  u n d e r  th e 
s u p er v is io n  o f  el d er s , al o n g  w i th 
s u p po r ti n g  di a c o n a l  a g e n c i es .
P r e c i s el y s u c h  a n  ou t w a r d 
d ir ec t ed n e s s  of  th e l oc a l 
c on g r e g a ti o n  ai d s  in  pr ev e n t in g 
f a c ti o n a l i s m ,  a n d f o s te r s  th e c a u s e 
o f  in t er n a l  u n i t y an d  s pi r it u a l 
g r o w t h . Si n c e  p r oj ec t s  of  th is 
n a t u r e  w il l  i n v a r i a b l y in vo l v e
s ev er a l  co n g r eg a ti on s , su c h  an 
o u t w a r d f o c u s s e d  p er s pe c t i ve  w i l l 
a l s o s er ve  to  s t r e n g t h e n  r eg io n a l 
a n d  n a ti on a l  ti e s . 
2 .2 .6 . 3 Th e  c hu r ch  a s  d i a c o n a l 
c o m mu n i t y 

A  t h i r d wa y  t h e  ch u r c h  sh o w s 
i ts  w i tn es s  i n  th e  w o r l d is  as  a
d ia c o n a l  c o m m u n i ty . T h e  c h u r c h 
m u s t be ea g er  t o  ex te n d  th e l ov e of 
C h r is t  b eyo n d  t h e bo r de r s  of  t h e
c h u r c h  t o f el l o w  h u m a n  be i n g s , 
e s p ec i a l l y  th os e  w h o  ar e bu r de n ed 
u n d er  th e yo ke  o f  s u f f er in g  a n d 
h a r ds h ip  n e a r  t o  t h e  ga th e r i n g s  o f 
G od ’s  pe op l e.  A  nu r t u r i n g 
c om m u n it y w il l  a l s o be a s h a r i n g 
c om m u n it y,  sh ow i n g  t h e lo v e of 
C h r is t  n ot  si m p l y in  wo r d s  bu t 
e s p ec i a l l y  in  d e ed s .  Th is  wi l l 
i n vo l v e a  s pe c if ic  an d s ep a r a te l y 
a dm in i s t er e d di a c o n a l  c om p on en t 
t o th e  o u t r ea c h  m i n i s tr y of  th e  l oc a l 
c h u r c h . It  m u s t  sh ow  th e l ov e of 
C h r is t  t o th e  b r ok en  an d th e  l o s t ,
a n d  e s pe c i a l l y s ee k,  in  t h e co n tex t
o f  th e  a n n o u n c e m en t of  th e 
                                                          
48 Here the church puts its catholicity into
practice.  Note in this regard the remark of J.
Faber, Essays, 93-94: “Also the catholicity of the
church is grounded in the work of God the
Father, in His work of creation – the unity of
the human race – and in His work of re-
creation.  For God so loved the world that he
gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him
should not perish but have everlasting life (Jn
3:16).  Can there be a stronger motive for the
catholicity of the church than this world-wide
love of God?  God will be everything to
everyone, all in all (1 Cor 15:28). Is there a
more embracing aim for the catholic church?”

s c r ip t u r a l  pa tt e r n s  to sp i r i tu a l 
h ea l i n g ,  t o  c on f ir m  th e  c a l l  t o 
s a l va t io n  a n d  t h e r i c h e s  of  th e 
p r o m i s e wi t h  ta n g i bl e  g if t s  of  m e r c y 
t h a t pr o je c t th e  i m a g e of  th e c h u r c h 
a s  a c a r in g  c om m u n it y  a n d  a ha v en 
o f  ho p e in  a lo s t wo r l d.  He r e  ag a i n ,
t h e  c o op er a ti on  of  c o n g r e g a t io n s 
w o r k in g  t og e th er  wi l l  se r v e  t o
p r o m o t e in t er n a l  s pi r it u a l  g r o w th 
a n d  f o s t er  th e s tr en g th en i n g  o f 
r eg io n a l  a n d na t io n a l  t ie s .

3 .0  P r ac ti c al  C o n s i d e r at i o n s 
T h e  f o r e g o i n g  m a y al l ow  a 

n u m be r  o f  m or e pr a c t i c a l 
c on s i d er a t i on s  to be  se t f or th . 
3 .1  U n i t y an d  p r oc la m at i o n 

H ol di n g  to  ou r  s ta r t i n g  p o in t
t h a t u n i ty  is  a  di vi n e gi f t gr a n t ed  to 
t h e  c h u r c h ,  i t m u s t be cl e a r  t h a t 
t h i s  g if t is  no t  m a i n ta in e d th r ou g h 
h u m a n  ef f o r t f i r s t  o f  a l l  bu t
t h r ou g h  th e  w o r k in g  o f  th e  d i vi n e 
Wor d.  Un it y  i n  th e  l o c a l 
c on g r e g a ti o n s  i s  e s s e n t ia l l y  s h a p ed 
b y th e  c h i e f  m a r k of  th e pr e s e n c e  o f 
G od  ( p re s e n t i a  Dei )  i n  th e  c h u r c h , 
t h a t is ,  t h e tr u e pr e a c h i n g  of  th e
w o r d . T h e  S e c o n d  H el ve t ic 
c on f e s s i on  sa ys :  [ W] h e n  th i s  Wor d
o f  Go d  i s  n ow  p r ea c h e d in  th e
c h u r c h  b y pr e a c h er s  l a w f u l l y  c a l l ed , 
w e be l ie ve  th a t  th e ver y Wor d of 
G od  i s  p r o c l a im e d. .. ” 49 It  i s  t h e 
Wor d a c t iv e  i n  th e  p r es en c e of  th e
c on g r e g a ti o n  th a t bi n ds  h e a r ts  in to 
o n e  w i l l  a n d pu r po s e ,  a n d  un it e s 
s ou l s  in  t h e wo r s h i p  o f  G od ’s 
n a m e. 

H ow ev e r ,  t h is  i m pl ie s  t h a t  t h e 
Wor d m u s t be,  a s  t h e  ol de r 
t er m i n ol og y  h a s  it , “ r i g h t l y 
d iv id e d. ”  Of t en  in  c i r c u m s ta n c e s 
w h e r e  wi de s pr ea d  d is s en s i o n s  a n d
f a c ti o n s  ex is t in  a l oc a l 
c on g r e g a ti o n ,  t h e f a u l t  l i es  i n  t h e 
w a y  t h e Wo r d ha s  b ee n  ex po u n d ed 
a n d  a p pl ie d . It  is  c r u c ia l  f or 
p r e a c h er s  to is o l a te  th e in t en t io n  of 

                                                          
49  Quoting from A. C. Cochrane (ed.),
Reformed Confessions of the 16th Century,
(Philadelphia, Westminster Press, 1966) 225
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t h e  H o l y  S p ir it  (i nt en t i o  S p i ri t u s 
s a n ct i )  i n  a n y  t ex t of  Sc r i p tu r e ,  a n d 
t o al l ow  t h is  i n te n t i on  t o  g u i d e
t h e m  in  se r m o n  pr e pa r a t io n . It  is 
p a r ti c u l a r l y ha r m f u l  f o r  a 
c on g r e g a ti o n  wh e n  a pr e a c h er  h a s 
a l l ow e d hi m s e l f  to  h a r b ou r  a 
s pe c i f ic  t h eo l o g ic a l  m e n t a l 
c on s t r u c ti o n ,  a n d ha s  b eg u n  to 
p r e a c h  v a r i ou s  tex ts  o f  S c r i pt u r e 
w it h i n  t h e  gr id - l o c k  of  h i s 
p r e vi o u s l y  ad op t ed  a n d se l f - c r a f t ed 
t h e ol o g i c a l  c on s tr u c t io n .  Th e
m in is t er  m u s t  n o t im p os e a 
p a r ti c u l a r  pe r s p ec ti v e on  th e tex t, 
b u t  m u s t  l e t th e  t r u t h  of  th e tex t
e m e r g e  f r o m  S c r i pt u r e , al l  i n 
a c c or d a n c e  wi th  th e c on tex t,  t h e
c a n on ,  a n d  th e a n a l o g y of  f a it h 
( a na l o g i a  f i d ei ) . Ev e n  in  si tu a ti on s 
w h e r e  pr ea c h e r s  ar e bou n d  by 
s u b s c r ip ti o n  to  th e Ref or m ed 
s ta n d a r d s ,  th e pr e a c h er ’s  ow n 
t h e ol o g i c a l  c on s tr u c t io n s  ca n  h a v e
s u c h  a  d om i n a ti n g  im p a c t th a t th e 
p r e a c h in g  yie l d s  g r e a te r  pol a r i za ti o n 
a n d  f a c t io n a l is m  i n  bot h  l oc a l  an d
n a t io n a l  s e tt in g s .  R i g h tl y  d iv i di n g 
t h e  w o r d  i s  t h e  f i r s t  r u l e  o f 
m a i n t a in in g  t h e  tr u e  un it y  o f  th e 
c h u r c h .

3 .2  U n i t y  an d  l i t u rgy 

C h u r c h es  s t em m i n g  f r o m 
t h e  R e f o r m a ti on  ar e kn o w n  to 
m a i n t a in  a  st r i c t al l eg ia n c e  t o 
S c r ip t u r e in  th e  a do p ti on  of  t h ei r 
f or m s  of  w o r s h i p . Th e y r e j ec t th e 
p os it i on  t h a t  a l l  th i n g s  n ot 
f or bi d de n  in  Sc r ip tu r e ar e  l a w f u l 
f or  w o r s h i p , an d  t a k e  t h e  vi ew  th a t 
w o r s h i p  m u s t  c om p r i s e  wh a t 
S c r ip t u r e c om m a n ds . T h i s  r es u l t s 
i n  wo r s h i p  p r a c ti c e s  t h a t  a r e 
r ev er e n t , f oc u s s ed  o n  t h e  pr ea c h i n g 
o f  th e  g os p el  a n d th e  g r e a te r  g l o r y 
o f  Go d .

T h i s  pr i n c i pl e h a s  b e en  w o r k ed 
o u t  i n  d if f er en t  w a y s  i n  th e 
R ef or m ed  a n d Pr e s b yt e r i a n  wo r l d. 
I n  th e  c on t in en t a l  t r a d it i on  t h er e
h a s  b e en  a  gr ea t er  w i l l in g n e s s  to 
a do pt  hu m a n  o r  m a n - m a de 
r eg u l a ti on s  a n d  cu s t o m s  w i th 
r eg a r d  t o th e  l i f e  o f  w o r s h i p , as  lo n g 

a s  th e s e  d o  n ot  co n f l ic t w it h  th e 
o r d er  an d r u l e th a t C h r is t  h a s 
i n s ti t u t ed .  H en c e no t  o n l y  t h e 
s on g s  an d h ym n s ,  b u t  al s o  li tu r g i c a l 
f or m s  an d pr a ye r s  as  we l l  as 
r eg u l a ti on s  f or  th e a f t er n oo n 
s er vi c es  h a ve  b e en  a d op te d  b y th e s e 
c h u r c h es . T h i s  dif f e r s  m a r ke dl y 
f r o m  th e  P r es by t er ia n  t r a d it io n ,
w h i c h  ha s  a l w a y s  b ee n  h es i ta n t 
w it h  r eg a r d  t o th e  a d op ti o n  of 
s pe c i f ic  f o r m u l a r i es ,  a n d  al l o w s  th e 
m in is t er s  g r e a t e r  f r e ed om  in  t h e
w a y  t h e sa c r a m e n ts  a r e
a dm in i s t er e d an d  w o r s h i p  i s 
c on du c te d. 

I n  ou r  v ie w , th e  p os s es s i o n  of  a
c h u r c h  b oo k  w it h  a  c o m m on 
b in di n g  to  th e u s e  o f  a do p te d
l it u r g ic a l  f o r m s  a n d  wi th  th e
a do pt i on  o f  a  s p ec if i c  tr a di ti o n  of 
p s a l m o dy  a l l  se r ve s  to en h a n c e  th e
u n i ty  an d f el l o w s h ip  of  t h e
c h u r c h es  t o g e th e r  in  on e
f ed er a ti on .  T h e  ch u r c h  or d er  o f 
D or t pr o vi d es  f o r  th e  a do p ti on  of 
s pe c i f ic  m e tr ic a l  ps a l m s  a n d  h y m n s , 
r eg u l a r  ca t ec h e t ic a l  pr ea c h i n g 
a c c or d in g  to th e  H ei d el be r g 
C a t ec h is m ,  an d s er vi c es  o n  d a y s  o f 
c om m e m or a t i on .50 Si n c e  t h e  Sy n o d 
o f  D or t ( 16 18 - 16 19 ) , th e  c h u r c h es 
h a v e a l s o a do pt e d su g g e s t e d or d er s 
o f  li t u r g y  co m m o n l y in  us e , an d  a l l 
c h u r c h es  f o l l ow  th e a do pt e d or d er s . 
A l l  t h is  s e r v es  to  p r om ot e  u n i t y of 
p r a c t i c e  a m on g  va r io u s  lo c a l 
c h u r c h es , a n d  t o  c u r b  t h e  te n d e n c y 
t o de v el op  ch u r c h e s  of  a s pe c i f ic 
p er s u a s i on  or  m o da l i ty .

                                                          
50 On the issue of catechetical preaching and its
advantages, see N.H. Gootjes, “Catechism
preaching” Proceedings ICRC 1993 Neerlandia:
Inheritance Publications) 131-163. It may help
to point out that the early Scottish Protestant
tradition was also characterized by regular
catechetical preaching, cf. James K. Cameron,
The First Book of Discipline.  With Introduction
and Commentary, (Edinburgh: the Saint
Andrew Press, 1972) 181-182.  See also G.
Donaldson, The Scottish Reformation,
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1960) 33.  See also W. McMillan, The Worship
of the Scottish Reformed Church, 1550-1638.
The Hastie Lectures in the University of Glasgow,
(London, James Clark and Co., 1931), 133-
135.

A t th e  s a m e  t im e  w e n ee d to
r es pe c t th e  f r e e do m  of  di f f e r e n t
t r a di t io n s  to  d e ve l o p  t h e i r  ow n 
l it u r g ic a l  pa tt e r n s  es p ec i a l l y  in  t h e
m in is t r y  o f  w o r s h i p  a n d  pr a i s e. 
T h e r e  sh ou l d be  su c h  a de e p
r es pe c t f o r  t h e  f r ee d om  o f  ex eg es i s 
t h a t c h u r c h es  u n it ed  in 
i n t er n a t io n a l  c o op er a ti on  wo u l d
r ef u s e  t o bin d ea c h  oth er  to  a n y on e 
f or m  of  pr a is e or  m i n is tr y  o f 
w o r s h i p  a n d  so n g .  T h e  on l y 
b in di n g  r u l e sh o u l d be on e  o f 
a l l eg i a n c e  to  t h e te a c h in g  o f 
S c r ip t u r e a n d  c o n f or m it y to th e 
c on f e s s i on s , a pos it i on  w h ic h  wo u l d
r u l e ou t  t h os e s on g s  or  h y m n s 
c on ta i n i n g  ex pr es s io n s  de vi a ti n g 
f r o m  G od ’s  Wo r d . 
3 .3  U n i t y an d  e t h i c s 

T h e  p r a c ti c e of  un it y  i n  l oc a l 
c on tex ts  r e q u ir e s  gr e a t 
m a g n a n im it y  i n  dea l i n g  wi t h  ea c h 
o th er  as  m e m b er s  o f  on e  b o dy .
C h u r c h es  o f  t h e  Re f o r m e d f a m il y 
h a v e a l w a y s  d ef e n d ed  th e pr i n c i pl e
o f  Ch r is ti a n  f r e ed om .  T h i s  i m p l ie s 
t h a t th e  c o n s c i e n c e m a y  n o t be 
b ou n d  in  a n y et h ic a l  m a tt e r  be yo n d 
t h e  c a l l  a n d di c ta te s  o f  th e  Wo r d  o f 
G od . Wit h  r es pe c t to  da il y 
a c t iv i ti es  an d th e  p u r s u i t  o f  on e ’s 
c a l l i n g  on e  m a y  f r ee l y li v e ou t  h is 
c a l l i n g  in  th e wo r l d w it h  n o
c on s t r a i n t  pl a c e d by  an y
e c c l e s ia s t i c a l  bod y. 

H ow ev e r ,  f o r  th e  s a k e  o f  th e 
u n i ty  of  t h e bo d y,  s e l f - i m po s e d 
r es tr a in ts  to  C h r i s t i a n  f r ee do m  w il l 
i n v a r i a b l y  be  a p pl ie d . On e  m u s t 
n ev er  le t h im s e l f  be  bo u n d  b y
a n o th e r ’ s  c on s c i en c e  in  t h e f l o c k  o f 
C h r is t , 1 C or  1 0 :2 9.   A t th e  s a m e 
t im e on e  m u s t  c o n s c i o u s l y  avo id 
p u t ti n g  a s tu m b l in g  bl o c k  in  h i s 
f el l o w  b el i ev er ’ s  wa y , (1  C or  1 0 :
3 2, 33 ;  R om  14 :2 1 ) .  T h e et h ic s  of 
P a u l ’ s  l et t er s  h er e c h a r t s  a  c o de  o f 
c on du c t by  wh ic h , in  th e
f r a m e w o r k  o f  g en u in e per s o n a l 
f r e ed o m ,  i n di vi d u a l  s a c r i f ic es  in 
c on du c t ar e  m a d e  f or  th e g r e a t e r 
u n i ty  an d w el l - b ei n g  of  t h e bo d y
a n d  t h e m u t u a l  s u p po r t an d 
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u pb u i l di n g  of  t h e wh o l e .51

P a u l ’ s  w o r d s  a s  ap p l i ed  to 
i n d iv i du a l s  c a n  al s o  be  a p pl ie d  t o
c h u r c h es  i n  t h e i r  m u t u a l 
r el a t i on s h i ps . G iv en  th e dee pl y 
r oo te d  h is t or ic a l  tr a di ti o n s  t h a t 
m a k e u p ch u r c h e s  o f  th e  R e f o r m e d
f a m il y , it  is  o n l y  a  m a tt e r  of 
f or be a r a n c e , r e s pe c t  an d m u t u a l 
l ov e th a t c h u r c h es  w i l l  a l l o w  ea c h 
o th er  th e f r e ed o m  to  li ve  ou t th e ir 
c a l l i n g  in  th e wo r l d w it h o u t in  an y
w a y  i n s t it u ti n g  ov er a r c h i n g  le g a l l y 
b in di n g  r e g u l a t i on s  th a t c ou l d  f o r m 
s tu m b l in g  bl o c k s  i n  th e  p a th w a y  o f 
l oc a l  ch u r c h e s . 
3 .4  U n i t y an d  c a te c h e s i s 

T h e  c o n t in e n t a l  tr a d i ti on  in 
t h e  R e f o r m e d ch u r c h e s  i s  m a r ke d 
b y th e  i n s t it u t i on  o f  R ef o r m ed 
e c c l e s ia s t i c a l  c a t ec h es is ,  a n  ex te n s i ve 
p r o g r a m  de s ig n e d  t o tr a in  yo u n g 
p eo pl e  i n  th e  C h r i s t i a n  f a it h . 
R ef or m ed  c a te c h e s i s  is  th e  t oo l 
t h r ou g h  wh i c h  yo u n g  peo pl e  a r e 
s c h oo l ed  i n  t h e  ch u r c h ’ s  c on f e s s i on 
a n d  t h e do c tr in e  o f  th e  S c r i pt u r e  t o 
t h e  p o in t th a t th e y m a y  p r es en t 
t h e m s e l v es  f o r  a dm is s io n  to h ol y
c om m u n i on .

T h e  R e f o r m e d tr a di ti o n  ha s 
a l w a y s  u n d e r s to o d ca t ec h e s is  t o 
c om pr i s e  t r a i n i n g  in  th e c a t h o l ic 
f a i th  as  s u m m a r i ze d in  th e  A po s tl es ’ 
C r e ed  in  a c c o r d a n c e w it h  th e 
d oc tr i n e  a s  d ev e l o pe d  i n  th e 
R ef or m ed  c h u r c h e s . 52  T h i s 
d oc tr i n e  w a s  th e n  la t er  e m bo di e d
i n  th e  R ef o r m ed  co n f e s s io n s  ca l l e d
t h e  T h r e e F or m s  of  U n it y.  Th es e 
c on f e s s i on s  c a n  pe r h a ps  m o r e 

                                                          
51 On these passages, M. Van Beveren says: “[I]f
Christian liberty does not include love for the
brother, it is no liberty at all.” Cf. M. Van
Beveren “The Strong and the Weak in Paul’s
Letters” Koinonia, Vol. 4 , no.1 (1981) 10.  In
these matters, it is the way of love which shapes
and preserves unity in the flock.

52  The reference to the Apostles’ Creed should
preferably be retained in the continental
Reformed (Dutch) liturgical forms, see G. Van
Rongen, “Unity of Faith and Church Unity in
Historical Perspective” in idem, The Church,
182-183

ex a c tl y  b e c a l l e d  t h e  Th r e e  F or m s 
o f  Un a n i m i t y,  o r  t h e  th r e e 
f or m u l a e  e n g e n d e r i n g  an d
p r o m o t in g  u n i ty .  T h e  v e r y  n a m e  o f 
t h e  c o n f es s io n s  wa s  c h o s e n  t o poi n t 
o u t  t h a t  t h e ch u r c h ’ s  u n i t y is 
f ou n d e d en t ir el y  i n  th e  b i n d in g 
p ow er  of  t h e ch u r c h ’ s  d oc t r i n e ,  a n d 
r ef l e c te d on l y a  f r a t er n a l  a g r e em en t 
o r  co m m o n  a s s en t  t o th i s  doc tr i n e 
w h i c h  wa s  th e n  pu t  i n to  c o m m on 
p r a c t i c e  i n  t h e  li f e  of  t h e
c h u r c h es .53  T h e  co n f e s s io n  i ts e l f 
f or m s  a co n c o r d a t or  bo n d 
ex pr es s in g  th e  i n n e r  c on s e n s u s  a n d 
u n i ty  of  m i n d  r e pr es e n t ed  am on g 
a l l  w h o tr a ve l  u n d er  it s  ba n n e r .
T h i s  f or m u l a  of  co n c o r d  d e m a n d s 
a l l eg i a n c e  of  a l l  it s  m em b er s  a n d 
o bl ig a te s  th e m  to de f en d a n d 
p r o m o t e it s  t er m s  in  al l  s it u a t io n s 
o f  hu m a n  l i f e . T og et h er  t h e
c on f e s s i on a l  f o r m s  s u m m a r i ze  t h e
c a t h o l ic  f a it h  of  th e  R ef o r m ed 
c h u r c h  a r o u n d  w h ic h  tr u e bel ie v er s 
e ve r y w h e r e  m a y be un i te d in  th e 
L or d. 

T h e  i m pl ic a ti on s  o f  th i s 
p r i n c i pl e f or  c a te c h e s i s  a r e  t o o
n u m er o u s  f o r  us  to  w o r k  o u t in  th is 
p a p er .  H ow e ve r ,  it  m a y su f f i c e  to 
p oi n t  ou t th a t Ref or m ed  c a te c h e s i s 
i s  an  in s t r u m en t  n ot  on l y  de s i g n e d
t o pa s s  on  th e h ea r t  of  t h e go o d
n ew s  to su c c e s s i ve  g e n e r a t io n s ,  b u t 
a l s o bin d yo u n g  bel ie v er s  tog et h er 
i n  co m m o n  c om m i t m e n t  to  C h r i s t , 
ex pr es s ed  b y  a dh e r i n g  to  t h e
s c r ip t u r a l  te s t i m o n y  su m m a r i ze d  i n 
t h e  R e f o r m e d co n f e s s i on s .  Pr ec i s e l y 
t h e  i n s t it u ti on  of  R e f o r m e d
c a t ec h es is  f o r m s  t h e  be s t  r e f u t a t io n 
o f  th a t il l - c on c ei ve d  s l o g a n : “ D e ed s 
u n i te ,  d oc t r i n e  di vi d es .”  In  f a c t ,
o n l y doc tr i n e  u n it es  in  a  m a n n e r 
t h a t tr u l y  en du r es  t h r o u g h  t im e .

I n  th e  R ef o r m ed  ch u r c h e s 
o f f ic e r s  a r e bo u n d  t o  s u b s c r ib e  t o
t h e  T h r e e F or m s  of  U n it y w h i l e 
m em be r s  in  co n f e s s in g  t h e i r  f a i th 
                                                          
53 J. Kamphuis, “Eénheid en ‘enigheid’” in
Nader Bekeken Vol. 2, no. 11 (November 1995)
275-277

g iv e a  p u b l ic  t e s t im o n y  o f 
a dh er e n c e to th e  A po s tl es ’  C r e e d as 
p r e s e n te d in  th e  t ea c h i n g  of  t h e
m in is t r y . Im p l i c it  i n  t h i s  p u b l ic 
c on f e s s i on  is  t h a t  t h e Th r ee  F o r m s 
o f  Un i ty  e m bo dy  th e tea c h i n g  o f 
S c r ip t u r e,  th a t  is , th e  t e s t im o n y  o f 
t h e  c a th ol i c  f a i th  a s  i t w a s  h a n d ed 
d ow n  th r ou g h  th e  g en e r a ti o n s . In 
t h i s  w a y , n ew  g e n e r a t io n s  of  yo u n g 
b el ie v er s  pr o f e s s  th e ir  u n it y w it h 
t h e  c a th ol i c  ch u r c h  of  al l  a g e s .

3 .5  U n i t y an d  t r u t h 
I n  th e  p r a c ti c a l  a f f a ir s  of  th e 

c h u r c h , of f ic er s  a r e  ob l i g a t ed  to 
h ol d th e  c o n g r e g a t io n  t o th e  t r u e 
c on f e s s i on ,  a n d  at  t h e sa m e ti m e to 
e n s u r e  t h a t  a s  m u c h  a s  po s s i bl e  t h e 
c on g r e g a ti o n  li v es  a n d gr o w s  i n 
h a r m o n y an d  p ea c e.  I n  t h e  ev er y 
d a y  l i f e  o f  t h e  lo c a l  c on g r e g a t io n ,  it 
i s  no t  a l w a ys  e a s y  t o  b a l a n c e th e s e 
a pp a r e n t l y  co n t r a d ic t or y dem a n d s . 
Wh i l e  co m p r om is e  o f  th e  t r u t h  is 
w r on g  in  ev e r y  c a s e , th e r e  m u s t  be 
a  g en u in e w il l i n g n es s  t o pu r s u e  t h e 
t r u th  in  a  s pi r t  of  l o ve  a n d
u n d er s ta n d i n g . T h a t a l s o in c l u d es 
m u c h  f or be a r a n c e , te m pe r a n c e  a n d
p a t ie n c e  i n  d ea l in g  w it h  ea c h  oth er . 
N ot  e v er y s in  n e ed s  to be  pu n i s h e d
w it h  ec c l e s ia s t i c a l  dis c i p l i n e . 
M em be r s  wh o  e s p o u s e opi n i o n s 
d ev ia t in g  f r o m  th e  c o n f es s io n a l 
s ta n d a r d s  of  th e  c h u r c h es ,  c a n ,  i f 
t h e s e  m a tt e r s  a r e on  le s s e r  po i n t s  of 
d oc tr i n e , r em a i n  f u l l  m em b er s  of 
t h e  f l oc k,  as  l o n g  a s  t h e y  d o n ot 
p r o pa g a t e th e ir  op in i on s  a n d  a r e
w il l i n g  to  be  t a u g h t .  H er e  t h e 
c h u r c h  m a i n ta in s  t h e  ca l l  to  u n it y, 
n ot  a s  a  p u r s u i t  o f  u n i ty  f o r  its  o w n 
s a k e,  bu t u n i ty  f o r  C h r is t ’s  s a ke ,
w h o  i n  g a t h er in g  h is  ch u r c h  is  al s o 
m er c i f u l  t o  t h e  we a k ,  a n d  de a l s 
g en tl y  w it h  h u m a n  f a i l i n g s  a n d 
s h o r t c om in g s .  O u r  lo v e f o r  t h e 
t r u th  wi l l  al w a y s  r e c og n i z e th a t
b el ie v er s  a s  hu m a n  b e in g s  ha ve 
“ g r ea t  w ea k n e s s e s ”  w h ic h  n ee d to
b e de a l t  w i th  i n  a  s p ir it  of 
c om pa s s i on  an d m u t u a l  t r u s t. 

3 .6  U n i t y an d  t o le r an c e 
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D ea l i n g  ju d ic ia l l y  w i th  t h e
f l o c k  al s o  r e q u i r e s  a  m ea s u r e of 
s ou n d  Ch r i s ti a n  to l e r a n c e .  J .
K a m ph u is  h a s  sh o w n  t h a t  t h e
c h u r c h  n ee d s  to  op po s e th a t id e a  of 
t ol er a n c e a n d  t o l e r a t io n  w h i c h  ha s 
i ts  r o ot  a n d ba s is  i n  m a n ,  a n d  in 
w h i c h  m a n  is  se e n  as  th e m ea s u r e
o f  al l  t h i n g s . Su c h  a  v ie w  o f 
t ol er a n c e is  ba s ed  o n  t h e  f i c t i ti ou s 
n ot io n  o f  h u m a n  se l f  -a u t o n o m y ; 
h en c e  it  s o on  m a n i f e s ts  i t s e l f  as  t h e
m os t vir u l e n t  f o r m  o f  i n t o l e r a n c e 
w h e n  is s u e s  o f  tr u th  an d ju s ti c e ar e 
a t st a ke .54 To l e r a t io n  a s  w a s 
p r a c t i s e d,  f o r  ex a m pl e , by  th e
R em on s tr a n t s ,  i s  s om e th in g  t h e 
c h u r c h  m u s t  s tr i ve  t o  a vo id .

H ow ev e r ,  a l l  th i s  do e s  no t 
d et r a c t f r o m  th e  c a l l  t o pr a c t i s e 
C h r is t ia n  tol er a ti on  ac c o r di n g  to 
t h e  p r in c i p l e s  of  Go d ’s  Wo r d .
C h r is t ia n  tol er a ti on  en ta i l s  r e s p ec t 
f or  e a c h  o t h e r ’ s  h is t or ie s  a n d 
t r a di t io n s  ev en  if  o n  s ev e r a l  poi n t s 
t h e r e  ar e m a r ke d  d if f er en c es . T o be 
s u r e,  ho n e s t an d  h on o u r a b l e
i n t er a c t io n  m a y  we l l  r e q u i r e  s p ec ia l 
p r o vi s io n s  by  w h ic h  c oo pe r a t iv e 
r el a t i on s h i ps  c a n  be  r e g u l a t ed  in 
d if f e r en t s it u a t io n s  f o r  th e  g r ea te r 
s ta bi l it y,  un it y  a n d  be tt e r m en t  o f 
t h e  i n di vi d u a l  m em be r s  of  th e
w h o l e .  H ow e ve r ,  ev en  wh er e 
a dd it i on a l  qu a l i f y in g  r eg u l a ti o n s 
h a v e bee n  es t a b l is h e d , ch u r c h e s  o f  a 
c om m o n  f a m i l y  s h ou l d  se ek  to 
e s t a b l is h  c oo pe r a t iv e  r el a ti on s h i ps 
a s  m u c h  as  po s s i bl e,  es pe c ia l l y  t h o s e
w h i c h  of f e r  o pp o r t u n i ti es  f o r 
g r e a t e r  un d er s t a n d in g  a n d  m u tu a l 
e n c ou r a g e m en t. 55

4 .0  C o n c lu s i o n s 

                                                          
54 J. Kamphuis, “Remarks on Church and
Tolerance” Proceedings of the ICRC September 1-
9, 1993 (Neerlandia, Inheritance, 1993) 213-
226

55 For a proposal regarding qualified regulations
for the church body to which I belong, the
Canadian Reformed Churches see  J. De Jong
“Sister Church Relationships and the Church
Order” Clarion Vol. 48 #5 (March 5, 1999) 98-
100.

I t m a y  b e h el pf u l  in  th e in t er e s t 
o f  f u r th er  di s c u s s io n  t o f or m u l a t e
s om e c on c l u s i on s  t o w h i c h  th is 
s tu dy  di r e c ts  u s :
4 .1  D o c t r i n al  c o n c lu s i o n s 
4 .1 .1  Wh il e  t h e  es s e n c e  o f  t h e  un it y 
o f  th e  c h u r c h  i s  s pi r it u a l , th e 
v is ib l e,  s t r u c t u r a l  a n d 
o r g a n i za ti o n a l  a s p ec t s  of  th is  un it y 
c a n n o t  b e r el eg a te d to a s ec on d a r y
l ev el ,  a s  if  th e y ar e  o f  l es s e r 
i m p or t a n c e .  T h e  sp ir i tu a l  un it y 
dr iv es  tr u e  be l i e ve r s  to  r e a l iz e  t h i s 
u n i ty  in  c o n c r e t e st r u c tu r a l  a n d
o r g a n i za ti o n a l  c h a n n e l s .

4 .1 .2  Wh il e  w e a vo id  a  f o r m a l 
d is ti n c t io n  b et w ee n  th e  c h u r c h 
v is ib l e an d  t h e  ch u r c h  in v is ib l e, 
t h e s e  ar e two  a s p e c t s  of  t h e  c h u r c h 
w h i c h  ar e pr e s e n t at  al l  tim es ,  a n d 
b ot h  a s p ec t s  m u s t be  f a c t o r e d in t o a 
s c r ip t u r a l  vi ew  of  t h e un i ty  o f  t h e 
c h u r c h .

4 .1 .3  Al l  a tt r i b u t es  of  t h e ch u r c h 
i n c l u d e bo t h  a r ea l  a n d  n o r m a t i ve 
d im en s io n ,  th a t  is , a tt r i b u t es  wh ic h 
a l w a y s  ex is t a m o n g  hi s  pe op l e f r o m 
G od ’s  si de  f o r m  f o r  bel ie v er s ,  in 
t h e ir  si tu a ti on  of  t h e on g oi n g  ba tt l e
w it h  s in  a n d b r o ke n es s ,  no r m s  f or 
t h e m  to pu r s u e a n d  p u t in t o
p r a c t i c e  t h r o u g h  a  l i f e  o f  s el f - d en i a l 
a n d  d e te r m i n e d,  co n c r et e a c t s  of 
o be di e n c e. 

4 .1 .4  Un it y  a s  a n  at t r i bu t e ca n n o t
b e di s ti n g u is h e d  f r o m  a n y  ot h e r 
a tt r i b u t e of  th e  c h u r c h , bu t  b e l o n g s 
i n  cl o s e  h a r m on y  w it h  t h e  ot h e r 
a tt r i b u t es ,  a n d  r e m a i n s  i n te r t w in ed 
w it h  th e m .  Th er e f o r e ,  p r o m ot in g 
t r u e ec u m e n ic it y  w il l  r eq u ir e
c on s c i ou s  a tt en t io n  to al l  a tt r ib u t e s 
o f  th e  c h u r c h .

4 .1 .5   T h e  sc r i p tu r a l  i m a g es  o f  t h e 
c h u r c h  d em a n d  a  un it y  w h i c h  is 
b ot h  vib r a n t an d  o r d e r e d,  a li v in g 
d yn a m i c  r e a l i ty  in  t h e co n tex t of 
t h e  i m pl em e n t a t i on  o f  t h e 
s c r ip t u r a l  no r m s  f or  th e
a dm in i s t r a t io n  of  th e  m ea n s  of 
g r a c e ,  a n d  th e s u p er v is io n  a n d 
g ov er n m e n t  of  t h e ch u r c h . 

4 .1 .6   T h e  ca ta l ys t in  a vib r a n t
u n i ty  is  t h e sp i r i tu a l l y m ot iv a te d
a n d  s c r i pt u r a l l y  r eq u ir ed  “w il l  t o
e c u m e n is m ”  wh ic h  i s  a n  es s en ti a l 
m a r k of  tr u e be l ie ve r s .  T h e wi l l  to 
e c u m e n is m ,  wh il e  r ec o g n iz i n g  a n d
w o r k in g  w it h in  t h e co n tex t o f  th e 
g a i n s  gr a n t ed  i n  h is t or y in  te r m s  o f 
u n i ty  in  t h e tr u th , w il l  a l w a y s  s ee k 
t o f o s te r  dee pe r  a n d  br oa d er 
c h a n n e l s  o f  u n i t y in  ac c o r da n c e 
w it h  th e  e s c h a t o l o g i c a l  f o c u s  of  th e 
c h u r c h ’s  m i s s io n .
4 .1 .7  We  n e ed  t o  r ec o g n iz e  G od ’ s 
h a n d in  th e  h is t or ic a l  co n ti n u u m  of 
t h e  g a th er i n g  o f  t h e  a s s em b l y  o f 
G od ’s  pe op l e.  J u s t  a s  a l l  Go d’ s 
d ee ds  th r o u g h  h u m a n  bei n g s  a r e 
m a r ke d  b y a  r ea l  a n d  co n s c io u s 
e n t r y  in to  ou r  h is to r ic a l 
c on ti n u u m ,  so  t h e wo r k  o f  t h e 
S pi r i t  i n  th e  c h u r c h  r e pr e s e n t s  a n 
o n g oi n g  ga t h e r i n g  in  hi s t o r y 
t ow a r d s  th e  p er f ec ti o n  of  th e
k in g d o m  of  Go d. 
4 .2  H i s t or y  a n d  Go ve r n m en t 

4 .2 .1  Re s p e c t  f o r  va r io u s  st r a n ds  i n 
t h e  R e f o r m e d an d  P r e s by te r ia n 
t r a di t io n  im p l i e s  th a t f o r c e d or 
p r e m a t u r e c on f e s s i on a l 
h a r m o n is a t i on s  a r e  n e it h e r 
n ec es s a r y n or  d e s i r a b l e . C on ti n u e d
i n v es t ig a t i on  a n d st u dy  i n  t h e 
v a r io u s  is s u e s  of  po l it y a n d 
s tr u c t u r e c a n  a n d sh o u l d be
d is c u s s e d in  a c l i m a t e of  m u tu a l 
a c c ep t a n c e  an d c oo pe r a t io n . In 
p r a c t i c e , poi n t s  o f  s im il a r i ty  of te n 
o u t w e i g h  p o in ts  of  d i s s im i l a r i t y, 
a n d  i n  s om e  c a s e s ,  t h er e m a y  b e 
m or e c on ve r g e n c e  i n  pr a c t i c e  t h a n 
e vi de n t in  a co l l e c t e d se t  o f  s ta te d 
p r o vi s io n s  on  c h u r c h  go ve r n m en t. 

4 .2 .2   C l a r it y n ee ds  to  b e  g a i n ed  i n 
t h e  a r ea  o f  t h e  na tu r e an d  ex er c i s e
o f  ch u r c h  pow er .  U l t i m a te l y al l 
c h u r c h  p ow e r  is  th e f u n c t i on in g  o f 
t h e  p o w e r  of  th e  Wor d  o f  C h r is t 
a m o n g  hi s  f l o c k .  H ow e ve r ,  in 
p r a c t i c e  t h is  r e q u ir e s  a c a r ef u l l y
d el in e a t ed  vi ew  co n c e r n in g  t h e 
a g e n t s  o f  c h u r c h  p ow e r  an d  t h e i r 
r el a t i on  t o  e a c h  o th e r . 
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4  2 .3  Sc r i p tu r e  hi g h l ig h t s  t h e  lo c a l 
c h u r c h  a s  th e  p r im a r y  a g e n t of  th e
ex er c i s e of  c h u r c h  p o w e r .   P a t t er n s 
o f  ch u r c h  g ov er n m e n t  m u s t 
r ec og n iz e th i s  pr i or i ty  a n d dr a w  o u t
i ts  i m pl ic a ti on s  f or  po l i t y an d 
p r a c t i c e  i n  t h e  da il y  l if e  o f  th e 
c h u r c h es . T h e  p r im a r y  ex pe r i e n c e
o f  th e  u n i t y of  th e c h u r c h  f or  th e
b el ie v er  i s  t h e  r e l a t io n s h ip 
m a i n t a in ed  wi th  th e l oc a l 
c on g r e g a ti o n .  M a xi m u m  e f f o r t 
m u s t be m a i n t a i n ed  b y  a l l  of f i c er s 
t o pr e s e r v e  a n d  f o s t e r  th i s  un i ty  f i r s t
o f  al l .

4 .2 .4  Br oa d er  a s s e m b l ie s  a r e  c r u c ia l 
t o th e  w el l - b ei n g  of  t h e ch u r c h ,  an d
f or m  a  n ec e s s a r y  a n d  im po r ta n t 
c h a n n e l  f o r  p r o v id in g  m u t u a l  h e l p 
a n d  s u pp or t  a m o n g  ch u r c h e s .
H ow ev e r ,  t h e po w er  o f  t h e s e
a s s em b l i es  m u s t  al w a y s  be  se en  as 
s ec on d a r y to th a t gi v en  t o  t h e  lo c a l 
c h u r c h es . B in di n g  de c is io n s  ca n  b e
m a d e by br o a d er  as s e m bl ie s  o n l y  i f 
t h e y a r e  f a it h f u l  to  Sc r i p tu r e  an d
s er ve  to  e n h a n c e  t h e  we l l - be in g  a n d 
g r o w t h  o f  th e  l o c a l  c h u r c h es .

4 .2 .5  Ec u m e n i c a l  o r  in t er n a t io n a l 
a s s em b l i es  ca n  be of  gr ea t  s er v ic e to
t h e  c h u r c h ,  b u t ,  g iv e n  th e 
c on s t r a i n t s  o f  l a n g u a g e , r a c e a n d 
c u l tu r e,  t h ey  a r e m o s t se r vi c e a bl e a s 
n on - b i n d in g  f or m s  of  di s c u s s io n 
a n d  m u tu a l  en c o u r a g e m en t. 

4 .2 .6  Th e c h u r c h  n ee d s  to  be  a n d
r em a i n  a  m i s s io n a r y c h u r c h ,
s h o w i n g  it s  f a c e  t o th e  w o r l d,  an d
t u r n i n g  to  th e wo r l d w it h  its  l i f e - 
s a v in g  m es s a g e.  Nex t to  in te r n a l 
u pb u i l di n g  an d s ol id i f i c a t io n  in 
c a t h o l ic  d o c t r i n e,  t h e ch u r c h  m u s t
r ea c h  ou t to th e  l os t  a n d  su f f e r i n g 
w it h  th e  g o s p el  of  p e a c e a n d 
h ea l i n g .  T h is  i n c l u d e s  th e 
n ei g h b ou r  f a r  a w a y , th r ou g h 
m is s i o n  en t er pr i s e s ,  an d th e 
n ei g h b ou r  n ea r b y  t h r o u g h 
e va n g e l i s m  pr og r a m s  dev el o pe d
a n d  m a in ta i n e d in  lo c a l  c h u r c h e s . 
P r e c i s el y th i s  bi- f o c u s s e d  v is i on  o f 
t h e  c h u r c h  is  a n  i n t e g r a l  f a c t o r  in 
p r e s e r vi n g  an d f os te r in g  its  u n it y. 

4 .2 .7   C h u r c h es  of  a  co m m o n 
f a m il y  a n d  ba c k g r o u n d  ex is ti n g 
w it h i n  o n e  ge og r a p h i c a l  a r ea  o r 
n a t io n a l  e n ti ty  ou g h t  t o pr o m o t e
t h e  g r ea te s t f o r m s  o f  f el l ow s h i p an d 
u n i ty  po s s i bl e.  Th is  im pl i es  t h a t 
c h u r c h es  u p h o l d i n g  t h e sa m e
c on f e s s i on a l  st a n d a r d s  wi t h i n  on e 
g eo g r a ph ic a l  ar e a  sh o u l d pu r s u e 
m er g e r , or  f e de r a t iv e  u n i t y.  T h e
R ef or m ed  v i ew  o f  t h e  ch u r c h  as 
ex pr es s ed  i n  t h e  Th r e e  F or m s  of 
U n i ty  m a n d a te s  bel ie v er s  in  th i s 
d ir ec t io n . 56

4 .3  P r a c ti c a l  C o n c l u s io n s 

4 .3 .1   T h e  m e a n s  o f  g r a c e  sh ou l d
b e m a i n t a i n ed  i n  a  w a y th a t f o s te r s 
a s  m u c h  as  po s s i bl e th e  t r u e  u n it y
o f  th e  c h u r c h . T h i s  c a n  o n l y 
h a p pe n  w h e n  t h e  pr ea c h i n g  of  t h e
Wor d ex po u n d s  th e  t ex t ac c or di n g 
t o th e  i n t e n t io n  o f  th e  H o l y  S p ir it . 
4 .3 .2  Ca te c h e ti c a l  p r ea c h i n g  a i ds  i n 
p r o m o t in g  th e  u n it y of  th e  c h u r c h ,
a n d  c o n g r e g a t io n s  wh i c h  s e ek  t o 
m a i n t a in  a  Re f o r m e d h er it a g e  n e ed 
t o r e f l e c t  on  t h e m e r it s  of  th i s 
m ea n s  of  m a in ta i n i n g  an d tea c h i n g 
t r u e doc tr i n e . It sh o u l d be co u pl ed 
w it h  a n  ex te n s i ve  p r og r a m  o f 
e c c l e s ia s t i c a l  tr a in i n g  d e s i g n e d to 
l ea d yo u n g  m em be r s  to  pr of e s s io n 
o f  f a i th .
4 .3 .3   F or  th e s a k e of  th e  u n i t y of 
t h e  c o n g r e g a t io n  a n d  th e u n i ty  of 
t h e  c o n g r e g a t io n s  to g et h e r , ch u r c h 
d is c i p l i n e  m u s t  be  a p pl ie d  w it h 
g r e a t  m o de r a t io n  a n d  pa ti e n c e. 
A dm on i ti on s  n ee d  t o be ba s ed  o n 
S c r ip t u r e a n d  d o n e  i n  l ov e  f or  th e
w el l - b ei n g  of  t h e f l o c k .

4 .3 .4  In  t h e in t er es t s  of  pr om o ti n g 
u n i ty  in  w o r s h i p , th e  p r i n c i pl e  o f 
C h r is t ia n  f r e ed o m  sh o u l d be
                                                          
56  For a summary of the continental
confessional statement on the church as it
relates to the pursuit of ecclesiastical (federative)
unity with other Reformed bodies, see J. De
Jong, “Theses Concerning the Doctrine of the
Church as Confessed by the Canadian
Reformed Churches in Articles 27-32 of the
Belgic Confession” Clarion Volume 48, no. 16
(August 6, 1999) 373-374 with Clarion Volume
48 no. 17 (August 20, 1999) 402

f a c to r ed  i n to  t h e de t er m i n a t io n  o f 
t h e  s t r u c t u r e  a n d pr a c t ic e  o f  th e 
R ef or m ed  l i tu r g y . At  th e s a m e
t im e,  wo r s h i p  s h o u l d  b e  b a s e d on 
t h e  n o r m s  of  Sc r ip tu r e,  a n d sh o u l d
n ot  i n c l u d e  b in d in g  th e  c o n s c i e n c e
t o hu m a n  “ i n v en t io n s  or  l a w s ” 
a bo ve  Sc r i p tu r e ,  ( A r t ic l e  32 , B el g i c 
C on f e s s i on ) .

4 .3 .5  Th e l ea de r s h ip  of  t h e ch u r c h 
m u s t c on s c i ou s l y  a vo id  p l a c in g  a n y 
s tu m b l in g  bl o c k s  i n  th e  w a y of 
m em be r s ,  j u s t  a s  m em b er s  m u s t
c on s c i ou s l y  a vo id  p l a c in g 
s tu m b l in g  bl o c k s  o n  ea c h  oth er ’ s 
w a y . T h i s  pr i n c i pl e of  Ch r is ti a n 
f r e ed o m  be s t pr o m o te s  t h e  un it y 
a n d  w el l - b ei n g  of  t h e f l o c k .

4 .3 .6  Th e c h u r c h  m u s t  b e en g a g e d
i n  it s  e va n g e l i s m  ta s k in  or de r  t o
f u n c t i on  a s  a  l i vi n g  li g h t  i n  th e 
c om m u n it y in  wh i c h  i t  l iv e s .  A c ti ve 
i n vo l v em e n t  i n  l oc a l  or  r e g i o n a l 
o u t r e a c h  p r og r a m s  un d er  t h e
l ea de r s h ip  of  l o c a l  c ou n c i l s  c a n  al s o
b e a pos it i ve  m e a n s  f or  f o s t er i n g 
u n i ty  at  t h e lo c a l  l e ve l . 
4 .3 .7  On e es s en t ia l  a s p ec t  o f  th e 
c h u r c h ’s  m i s s io n a r y ta s k c on c e r n s 
t h e  o n g o in g  “ c r e a t io n  o f  th e  o n e
n ew  m a n  in  th e pl a c e  of  t w o ,”  E p h 
2 :2 0.  Th e c u l m i n a t io n  o f  th e 
m is s i o n a r y  en te r pr is e , al s o in  th e
i n t er c h a n g e  b et w ee n  Jew  a n d
G en ti l e,  w i l l  r e s u l t  in  t h e pe r f e c t i on 
o f  Go d ’s  g o a l s  c on c e r n i n g  th e
b u i l d i n g  a n d cr e a t io n  o f  th e  “ o n e 
n ew  m a n ” , th e  e s c h a t o l o g i c a l 
u n i te d  f a m i l y  o f  G od  f o r m e d af t er 
t h e  i m a g e of  Ch r is t. 
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I suspect that many Orthodox Presbyterian pastors could give better instruction than what follows. I know
that a great deal more could be said. But there may also be some benefit in a brief overview of rudiments of
preparing an expository sermon. What follows is a survey of steps that I more or less follow in my own
preparation. I hope that this can be a helpful model for others, especially for men getting started in preaching.

1. Prayerfully choose a text. Pray for the illuminating work of the Holy Spirit.

2. Read the whole book to get a basic grasp of its overall themes and structure.  (This is one reason why
there is practical value in preaching through entire books, or sections of books.)

3. Translate the text. Compare various English translations.  (I find it helpful at this point to print the text
in a column on the left side of a page and to keep jotting down notes as I go.)

4. Prayerfully read, reread, and meditate on the text in its context.
(a) Exegete the text using sound principles of interpretation:

(i) Simplicity (look for the natural sense)
Pay attention to common rules of vocabulary, grammar, and syntax.
Study key words.
Pay attention to figures of speech.

(ii) History (look for the original sense)
Consider the situation (e.g., when? Where? To whom? Why?)
Consider the style (e.g., prose or poetry? Narrative or didactic? History or prophecy?)

(iii) Harmony (look for the general sense)
Interpret Scripture by Scripture. In particular, interpret what is unclear by what is clear. Interpret

narrative texts in light of didactic texts.
Study your text in its context:

• immediate (paragraph, chapter, book)
• ultimate (the whole Bible and its unfolding covenant)

(b) Try to get a clear grasp of the basic point of the text in its context (“the melodic line,” Dick Lucas;
“the big idea,” John Chapman). Keep asking: why does God say this particular thing at this par-
ticular point in this particular way?

(c) Keep mulling over the text, prayerfully asking questions like:
(i) What does God reveal in this particular text about himself, the living God?
(ii) What does he reveal about Jesus Christ, the covenant Mediator?
(iii) What does he reveal about his covenant, and his covenant community (the church)?
(iv) What does he reveal about the believer (“the indicative,” what I am and have by God’s grace

in Christ) and his responsibility (“the imperative,” how I should believe and behave by God’s
grace in Christ)?

(v) Are there truths to believe? Commands to obey? Warnings to heed? Promises to claim?
(vi) What current sins, problems, and needs do I have that this text speaks to?
(vii) What current sins, problems, and needs does the congregation have that this text speaks to?

5. Try to identify the central thrust of the text in relation to the paragraph, chapter, section, book, and
period of redemptive history in which it is found.  (As you go keep jotting down your thoughts.)

6. See what others have said about this text.
(a) Consult commentaries.
(b) Consult biblical theologies. Use Scripture indexes.
(c) Consult systematic theologies, creeds, and other books. Use Scripture indexes.
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7. Summarize in one sentence the central thrust (theme) of the text in its context.  Make this the central
thrust or theme of your sermon. Many sermons are much less effective than they could be because the
preacher “scatters his shot” too widely.  Many a Christian father, at Lord’s Day family worship, asks his
wife and children, “What was the sermon about?”. If the preacher himself cannot give a pithy, pointed
answer to that question, how can Christ’s little ones be expected to?

8. Continue prayerfully to meditate on the text in light of that theme. Consider how God calls us to re-
spond. Ask questions like: “Who? What? Why? How?”

9. Develop an outline in sensitivity to the text and in light of its theme and your answers the above ques-
tions. Let the text—God’s inspired Word—drive your outline. Arrange your points—whether they be
two, three, or four—to be “subordinate to the theme, coordinate with each other, and collectively, so
far as possible, exhaustive of the text” (R. B. Kuiper). Think of your theme as a nail and your sermon
outline points as hammer blows to drive that one theme in.

10. Develop the body of the sermon.
(a) Flesh out your sermon outline. Develop and expand your points. Keep prayerfully meditating on

your text. Make sure that your points reinforce your theme. Make sure that they honestly explicate
your text.

(b) Illustrate. What stories, particularly from common human experience, biblical history, and church
history could be useful to illuminate the meaning of this text to the need of this congregation?
Make sure that your illustrations genuinely help to point to and shed light on your text.

(c) Consider:
(i) Does my sermon genuinely explicate the text? Will my hearers be able to follow my exposition

and see my theme and my sermon points in their own Bibles?
(ii) Do I clearly preach Christ from my text? Will my listeners hear the gospel of God’s grace in

Christ? Will they be able to see it in their own Bibles?
(iii) Will a young Christian or covenant child be able to understand and profit from this sermon?
(iv) If I had only half the time, what would I cut out? What would I leave in?

(d) All the while, keep praying and responding to your Lord’s self-disclosure in faith, repentance, and
consecration.

11. Review, revise, and prepare for delivery.
(a) Complete the body of your sermon.
(b) Write the conclusion to your sermon (drive home the theme and its application).
(c) Finally, write the introduction to your sermon (get interest and introduce the theme)

Keep praying earnestly for the Lord’s gracious blessing on the proclamation and hearing of his Word.

After more than a decade of service as Pastor of Grace Or-
thodox Presbyterian Church in Columbus, Ohio, Larry Wilson
was called to serve as General Secretary of our Committee
on Christian Education. Because of his love for preaching it
was not easy for Larry to say ‘yes.’ This article—which was
written for this issue of Ordained Servant in response to our
request—exemplifies that love his experience in expository
preaching.
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I. The centrality of purpose.
A. There is so much purposeless preaching

today.
A. Purposeless preaching has made dull

preachers, hindered truth and stifled
service for Christ.

A. Purpose ought to control the preacher’s
thinking and actions from start to fin-
ish in the preparation and delivery of
sermons.

I. What is preaching?
A. There are two kinds of preaching.

1. Evangelistic.
1. Edificational.

A. Elements of preaching.
1. Content in the form of a biblical

message.
1. A preacher.
1. An occasion.
1. Listeners.
1. The Holy Spirit.

A. Homiletics ought to teach you:
1. How to remove all obstacles to

preaching the truth.
1. How to make the message as clear

as possible.
1. How to point the listener to Christ

alone as the foundation for his be-
lief and action.

III. The purpose of preaching.
A. The purpose of preaching is to effect

changes among the congregation.
1. I Cor. 14:3 states that the purposes

of preaching are edification, assis-
tance and encouragement.

1. Matt. 28:20 states that the purpose
of preaching is to observe Christ’s
word.

A. Preaching is to effect changes among
the congregation, individually and cor-
porately.
1. One must be built up to love God.
1. One must be built up to love one’s

neighbors.

IV. The purpose of preaching the Bible.
A. To obey God; 2 Tim. 4:2.
A. To preach authority.
A. To preach with power; Isa. 55:10-11.
A. To preach effectively.
A. To preach at all!

V. Determining the preaching portion.
A. The Spirit’s telos is the determining

factor.  A unit of material that the
Spirit devotes to a particular purpose.

A. Both general and specific purposes
need to be kept in mind in determining
the telos of a particular book or pas-
sage.
1. The bible itself has a telos and tele.

a. Telos:  Glory of God.
a. Tele:  2 Tim. 3:15-17.

1. Each book normally has a telos and
tele.

A. Avoid arbitrary factors such as “preach
on a paragraph”.

VI. Determining the telos.
A. The telos or intention of the Holy

Spirit in the passage must be sought.
1. Includes all valid applications that

the Spirit intended to make from
any principles that may be gener-
alized from the basic thrust of the
passage.

1. Avoid at all costs imposing your
own purposes on the passage.

A. There are three general purposes:
1. To inform.
1. To convince (to believe or disbe-

lieve).
1. To motivate.

A. Helps to discover the purpose.
1. Ask, “Now, what does this all

amount to?”
1. Look for telic cues or statements.

VII. Analyzing the congregation.
A. By means of informal contacts.
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1. Necessary to preach well.  To
preach to people as they really are,
you must see and hear them as they
really are.

1. Don’t limit your informal contacts
to a limited group.  That will dis-
tort your view of the congregation.
Moreover, you must be a friend to
all.

A. By means of counseling contacts.
1. Necessary to preach well.  Discover

the problems your people are
dealing with.

1. Won’t truly understand a passage
until you see how it is applied in
your life and in the life of your
congregation.

A. By means of formal contacts.
1. New church: look at old bulletins

to see what has been preached.
1. Visit representative groups of per-

sons.
1. Review your counseling records.
1. Probe your session.
1. Go over each name on the roll

prayerfully and thoughtfully.  Try
to evaluate each person’s situation
as best as you can.

VIII. The preacher’s stance.
A. Must distinguish between the lecturer’s

stance and the preachers stance toward
the bible.
1. The lecturer speaks about the bi-

ble.
1. The preacher speaks from the bible

about the congregation.
A. The preacher’s stance.

1. Makes the Spirit’s purpose his
own.

1. Concerned about the here and
now.

1. Speaks largely in the present tense
to the congregation, about God
and themselves on the basis of
what God said and did to others
and to them in Bible times.

1. Engages the whole person.
A. The lecturer’s stance.

1. Only purpose is to inform.
1. Concerned about the past.
1. Speaks largely in the past tense and

in third person.
1. Engages the intellect.

VIII. A preaching outline.
A. The purpose of an outline is to cue you

to preach.
1. Preaching is speaking and thus

should be extemporaneous and not
written and read or written and
memorized.

1. A full sentence outline is best.
Provides the best of both worlds.

A. Preaching format:
1. Here and now.
1. Second person emphasis.
1. Concrete.
1. In terms of the congregation.
1. Persuasive or motivational.

A. Lecture format.
1. Then and there.
1. Third person emphasis.
1. Abstract.
1. In terms of others.
1. Informative.

A. The distinctives of a preaching outline.
1. A preaching outline is the outline

of a message directed to people in
order to change them in some way
that God wants to see them
changed.

1. A preaching outline applies from
start to finish.  In one sense the
whole sermon is application.

1. The difference between preaching
and lecturing is not the material
but in the use of the same material.
The handling and orientation of
the material is different.

A. Important facts on outlines.
1. Place emphasis where it belongs.
1. Make sure it is a preaching outline.
1. Make sure your outline achieves its

purpose by going over your conclu-
sion.

1. Only announce your points if it
serves a useful biblical purpose.

1. Don’t follow the form or division
of the text unless it naturally falls
into preaching divisions.

VIII. Purposeful introductions.
A. The purpose of an introduction.

1. To arrest and orient the congrega-
tion to the content of the sermon.

1. To interest the congregation in the
sermon.



An Outline of Jay Adams’ “Preaching with Purpose”

Ordained Servant—Vol. 11, No. 2 37

A. How to arrest and interest the congre-
gation.
1. Begin with the congregation and

not the text.
1. If interest is already high begin

with a statement or series of ques-
tions or both.
a. Don’t use this format in every

sermon.
a. Don’t use it when there is little

or no expectancy in the con-
gregation.

a. Don’t use it when an explana-
tion of one sort or another is in
order.

1. If interest is not high begin with a
short story or a startling statement.
a. Startling statement.

i. Don’t use it too often.
i. Choose your words

carefully.
i. Use it only when it is

needed.
i. Maintain the high level

of interest throughout
the sermon.  Keep these
sermons brief for a
greater impact.

a. Short story, example or inci-
dent.
i.    Never use a story that

does not truly introduce.
i.    Don’t drag the story out

too long.
i.    Use dialogue and de-

scriptive color.
i.    Involve the congregation

in the story.
(A) Tell a story about

the congregation it-
self.

(A) Tell a story about
something or some-
one in which the
congregation is in-
terested.

(A) Tell a story and
then at its conclu-
sion, in one sen-
tence, apply it to the
congregation.

1. “In the introduction, economy is
of the essence.”

1. Introductions will often come to
you at the end of your preparation.

VIII. Purposeful conclusions.
A. Conclusions are extremely important.
A. How not to conclude a sermon.

1. Do not introduce new material in
the conclusion.

1. Do not have multiple conclusions.
1. Don’t end abruptly.
1. Don’t fade away.
1. Don’t fumble around looking for a

way out.
1. Don’t generally, if ever, end with a

verse of poetry or hymn.
A. The conclusion either summarizes, ap-

plies or implements truth, or, as in
most instances, does some or all of the
above.

A. How to conclude a sermon.
1. Conclude in terms of the intro-

duction.
1. Conclude with a story: can be ef-

fective but hard to do.
1. Conclude with a series of appeals

in the form of a command or
question cluster.

1. Conclude with some sort of im-
plementation.

A. The purpose of the conclusion is not
merely to bring the sermon to an end
but to capsulize and capitalize on the
sermon telos.

VIII. Evangelistic invitations.
A. We need to urge, exhort, encourage in

our preaching.  We need to press for a
response.

A. “The answer, then, to the question of
invitations or no invitations is: ‘Give a
biblical invitation to profess faith in
Christ and be added to the number in
baptism.’  This invitation may be is-
sued, as Peter issued it, in the evangel-
istic message, usually as a part of its
conclusion.”

VIII. Purposeful planning.
A. Plan six months ahead.

1. Do the exegesis and outline your
sermon in rough form.

1. Gather illustrations and allow your
thoughts to mature.
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1. Put your sermon into final form a
couple of weeks before you preach
it.

A. Reasons for planning ahead.
1. Allows for interruptions and emer-

gencies during the week.
1. Gain perspective on the text.
1. Illustrations come naturally.
1. Gain overall view of the book you

are preaching through.
1. Solve the problems of an exegetical

conscience.
1. So you won’t ride hobby horses.

VIII. Sense appeal.
A. The purpose of sense appeal is to add

the dimension of reality to truth by
helping them to experience what you
are teaching them.
1. There is a great difference between

thinking something and experi-
encing it.

1. To experience something is to en-
gage the appropriate emotions.

1. The preacher needs to experience
the truth if he wants to move his
listeners.

1. Need to appeal to all of the senses,
not just sight.

A. Emotions may be aroused by sense ap-
peal through the use of:
1. Evocative language.

a. Evocativeness depends on
context and audience.

a. The Bible is full of evocative
language; Eg. Prov. 25-26.

1. Storytelling.
a. Three types of stories.

i. Full stories (illustrations or
parables); Luke 15.

i. Abbreviated stories (exam-
ples); Luke 13:1-5.

i. Mini-stories (instances);
Matt. 6:26,28.

a. Elements of good stories.
i. Contains persons in action

and/or conversation.
i. Contains dialogue.

a. Format of a story.
i.  Background; Luke 15:11-

12.
ii. A complication or prob-

lem; Luke 15:13.
i. Suspense; Luke 15:14-21.

i. Climax; Luke 15:22,23.
i. Conclusion; Luke 15:24.

a. The purpose of stories.
i. To clarify truth.
ii. To concretize and person-

alize truth, integrating
principles with life today.

ii. To make truth memora-
ble.

ii. To demonstrate how a
principle works.

ii. To back a claim.
ii. To create interest.
ii. To involve the listener.

1. Sound.
1. Gestures and other bodily actions.

VIII. Gathering storytelling materials.
A. Requires structure and practice.

1. Limit yourself to the study for six
months.

1. Gather 2 illustrations every day
using all of your senses.

1. Don’t limit yourself to the unusual
or sensational.  Use the common
and ordinary.

1. Rework them on Saturday.
a. Put them into better form (ar-

rangement and language).
a. Make new uses or applications

of the material.
A. Use materials in books, magazines and

newspapers.
A. Avoid books of illustrations and exam-

ples and stories in other men’s sermons.
1. Makes you lazy and dependent.
1. Find your own material!  More

genuine!
A. Don’t use the Bible illustratively, only

authoritatively.

VIII. A preaching style.
A. Styles to avoid.

1. 'Preachy' (KJV language) style.
1. ‘Scholastic’ style.
1. ‘Conversational’ style.  Poor

grammar and vocabulary.
A. “A good preaching style is a plain (but

not drab), unaffected (but not unstud-
ied) style that gets in there and gets the
job done without calling attention to
itself.”

A. How to better use the vocabulary you
already have.
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1. Be concrete.  Avoid abstractions.
2. Be precise.  Choose the exact term.
3. Be ruthless.  Get rid of poor words,

phrases etc.
4. Be persistent.  Practice.

IX. Counseling and preaching.
A. Counseling uncovers problems in per-

sons preachers must know about.
1. Excuse making.
2. Lack of discipline.
3. Presence of complicating problems.
4. Failure to repent.

B. Knowledge of counseling principles
will be useful to the preacher.
1. See Ready to Restore, pp. 32-38.
2. Eg.  Change is a two-factored

process.
C. Implementation of biblical truth (‘How

to’) is just as important in preaching as
it is in counseling; Matt. 5-7.

X. Application of truth.
A. The Bible itself is application.  God did

not reveal truth in the abstract and left
it up to the preacher to ‘apply it’.  God
delivered His message not only toward
the original audience but also toward
the church in all ages to follow; Rom.
4:23-24; 1 Cor. 9:8-10; Rom. 15:4.

B. Therefore, it is God’s task to apply the
Scriptures, not the preachers’.  The
preacher’s task is to discover what that
application is and to translate the pas-
sage into contemporary forms.

C. Need to separate the basic and ongoing
factors from those of the temporary and
incidental.

XI. The Purpose of implementation.
A. The purpose of implementation is to

enable the congregation to obey (im-
plement) the thrust of your sermon.

B. In implementing biblical truth it is im-
portant to distinguish plainly between
biblical commands, principles, prac-
tices, biblically directed ‘how to’ and
suggested biblically derived ‘how to’
devised from the preacher.

XII. Preaching Christ.
A. Moralism (legalistic, ignores the grace

of God and replaces the work of Christ
with self-help) must be avoided in
preaching.

B. All you say and do in preaching must
be related to Christ; it must be related
to His saving and His sanctifying work.

XIII. Delivery and purpose.
A. Delivery or manner (voice and body) is

important because it communicates a
certain message.

B. What to work on in delivery:
1. Not allowing personal practices to

get in the way of the message.
2. A flexibility in the use of voice and

body broad enough to match the
wide spectrum of biblical teaching.

3. A willingness to allow the biblical
content to determine how your
voice and body will respond, re-
gardless of what that requires.

C. “The delivery you should seek is a de-
livery that is formed, informed and in-
fluenced by God’s truth.  The best
preacher is the one who allows his voice
and body to become a well-tuned in-
strument in the hands of the Holy
Spirit.”

We are confident that most of

the readers of Ordained Servant

will already be familiar with the

writings of Dr. Jay Adams. We

thank him for permission to

publish this outline of his fine

book (which has the same title

as the title of this outline). We

also thank Rev. Ramsey for the

work he did to produce this out-

line. We think it could help

many of us to review ‘what we

are (or are not) doing when we

preach.’ We also hope it will en-

courage you to get the original

and read it.
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The Apostle Paul left these
words of instruction to the elders
of the Church at Ephesus, as re-
corded in Acts 20:28-31:

“Therefore take heed to your-
selves and to all the flock, among
which the Holy Spirit has made
you overseers, to shepherd the
church of God which He pur-
chased with His own blood….
Savage wolves will come in among
you, not sparing the
flock….Therefore watch.”

With these words, the Apostle
sets a standard to which all elders
are called.  God does not ask for
men who are necessarily well
equipped, articulate, friendly, or
educated.  The Lord asks for
men who are faithful.  The Lord
calls to office and He equips for
office.  Our duty as elders is to
uphold the standard for faithful
office, keeping true to the re-
quirements the Bible outlines.
This does not mean, however,
that elders have no obligation to
read, study and dig deep into the
Word of God and the Confes-
sions of the Church for instruc-
tion.  The elder who thinks he
can fly by the “seat of his pants”
is often ill suited for the office.
While experience can be a very
good teacher and the examples
supplied by older and more ex-
perienced men can be very
helpful, it is still necessary and
desirable for elders to take it
upon themselves to strive to be-
come more knowledgeable in
terms of “book learning” to be
able to better fulfill the duties of
their office.

With this in mind, I would
like to address a trend that is of-
ten seen in many churches which
in my opinion amounts to the
elders abdicating much of the re-
sponsibility of their office to the
minister.  Many times the min-
ister is overloaded with adminis-
trative duties and the many de-
tails it takes to keep a church
running smoothly.  The minister
is not the C.E.O. of the church!

The primary task of the
church is the preaching of the
Word of God.  Therefore, the
primary task of the elder is the
oversight of the preaching.
While ministers of the church
are trained, examined, and or-
dained to carry out this task, the
elders are deeply involved as well.
It is each elder in the local con-
sistory or session that is respon-
sible for what is said from the
pulpit.  This is where the conflict
often comes between seeing the
minister as C.E.O. versus his real
calling as pastor.  A minister who
does not have the time to spend
in his study will not be able to
faithfully preach the whole word
of God.

Preaching is not done in a
vacuum.  The faithful minister
expounds and applies a portion
of the Scriptures to the daily life
and needs of the congregation.
In order to do this the minister
must be busy in his study using
the tools essential to Biblical in-
terpretation that his education
has taught him to use.  Elders as
well must have some idea as to
what these tools are and how

they are to be used.  If elders are
not so equipped, possibly part of
elders’ meetings could be used to
educate and inform on this sub-
ject.

Elders must help the minister
in knowing the needs of the con-
gregation.  Paul tells Timothy in
2 Timothy 4:2 “Preach the Word.
Be ready in season and out of sea-
son.  Convince, rebuke, exhort,
with all longsuffering and pa-
tience.”  How can a minister do
this without knowing the needs
of the congregation?  The elders
are to assist the eyes and ears of
the minister in this task.  A min-
ister may deliver a sermon that is
beautifully phrased, exegetically
correct, and orthodox in doc-
trine, but if he fails to apply it to
the daily life of his congregation
it becomes a lecture instead of a
sermon.  An awareness of the
daily lives of the people and a
finger on the pulse of the con-
gregation is the discipline needed
by the minister, with help from
the elders, to pursue his weekly
study and sermon preparation.
A wise eldership not only can
but must evaluate, critique, and
give guidance where necessary to
see that this discipline is being
carried out by the minister in the
quiet of his study.

Often elders have the feeling
of being inadequate to the task
of evaluating the preaching of
the Word.  This seems to be
even truer today when we are
faced with the prospect of being
at odds with the “experts”.  In
many parts of our lives those that
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have advanced training or
knowledge may intimidate ev-
eryone else.  To counteract this
feeling of intimidation we must
remember what the term “elder”
actually means.  This term has
acquired its universal respect
over time from the fact that
knowledge alone does not neces-
sarily make one wise.  Knowl-
edge with experience leads to
wisdom and the acquiring of
wisdom takes time.  Time spent
living in obedience to God’s
Law, studying the Scriptures,
and sitting under the faithful
preaching of the Word.  This, by
the grace of God, produces wis-
dom and this wisdom in men
leads us to respect them as elders
in the best sense of the word.
While the elder is the product of
time, the expert is the product of
training.  The task of the elder is
to encourage and if necessary re-
buke the minister if he begins
acting like the “expert” rather
than a humble servant of God.

Another branch of the tree
that defines the elders’ responsi-
bilities is to help the congrega-
tion understand the minister’s
primary task.  A minister is not
the coach, manager, advisor, or
encourager for the whole church.
It is not his task to “run the
church”.  Too often the elders
become lax and allow the minis-
ter to take on these additional
duties if he is willing.  This is es-
pecially true if the minister has a
“take charge” type of personality.
Holding back a minister like this
can be a difficult part of the
elder’s work, but the emphasis
needs to be made that the pri-
mary calling of the minister is to
be in study to preach the Word.
In light of this, we here at Cor-
nerstone have made a conscious
decision that a capable elder be
President of the Council rather
than automatically having the

minister serve in this capacity.
By doing this, the congregation
is more inclined to go to the
President with many concerns
rather than to the minister.  This
has helped prevent to some de-
gree the “busy work” that often
bogs down a minister and pre-
vents sufficient study time.

While it is often assumed that
the minister by virtue of educa-
tion, occupation, and commu-
nity recognition may exercise a
higher authority in the church
than does the elder; this has no
foundation in the Bible.  Ordi-
nation to the teaching and
preaching ministry obligates the
minister to the awesome respon-
sibility of courageously and
faithfully proclaiming “the whole
counsel of God” (Acts 20:27). Or
as Paul says in 2 Timothy 2:15
“be diligent to present yourself ap-
proved to God, a worker who does
not need to be ashamed, rightly di-
viding the word of truth”.  In this
responsibility the minister de-
pends on the fervent support of
the eldership.  The elders’ over-
sight of the preaching includes
their encouragement to spend
the necessary time in study and
preparation.

While it is easy to be critical
of the trend in the churches to-
day that keeps the minister too
busy to spend time in study,
prayer, and sermon preparation,
being negative without offering
positive ideas does no good.
Elders can take steps to help
counter this trend while assisting
the minister in his work.

Some suggestions:

1. The Bible is the guide to
your relationship with the
minister. The mutual com-
mitment between elders and
minister to obedience is up-

permost.  Use the Bible to set
your course especially if the
elders and minister do not see
eye to eye on things.

2. Be faithful in your over-
sight of the congregation and
the minister including his
faith and life.  Do not let
congregational matters slide
or ignore them hoping the
minister will deal with them.
This is even more important
in any discipline matters.
The elders should always be
the ones that bring admon-
ishment when needed.  This
prevents the congregation
from seeing the minister as
the tool of the Consistory and
allows him to concentrate on
preaching without fear of per-
sonality conflicts.  The work
of the Consistory could be
seen as the personal vendetta
of the minister.  To that end
the President and the Clerk as
representatives of the elder-
ship should sign all letters
that are sent from the Con-
sistory.  This is another rea-
son for having an elder as
President.  Do all you can to
distance the minister from
difficult discipline cases.
While he is a valuable re-
source for the elders, his pri-
mary duty lies in preaching to
the whole congregation and
too much involvement in
specific cases can hinder this
responsibility.

3. Be firm in your com-
mitment to helping your
minister to grow.  All men
have a need to develop and
learn.  Set aside money in the
budget for him to use in
building his library, attend
conferences, continuing edu-
cation and study.  Encourage
him to set aside time to read
extensively.  Ask him what he
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is reading outside of sermon
preparation and look at what
magazines and periodicals he
has in his study when you
visit.  Your minister is a pro-
fessional, please treat him as
such.

4. Protect his time for ser-
mon preparation and study.
Preaching well is his first ob-
ligation.  If he needs help in
time management use the tal-
ents of the eldership in help-
ing him.  If necessary use the
gifts and abilities of others in
the congregation in this area
as well.  Encourage him to be
accountable to the elders for
how he spends his time.  Our
minister is expected to pro-
vide to the elders each month
a list of the visits he has
made, the books he has read,
the other things he has done
in addition to sermon prepa-
ration and study.  This is
helpful in seeing his time
management in action.  A
young man may need more
help in this area than some-
one with experience but do
not assume that an older
minister has it all together.

5. Keep his family in mind.
Do not let your minister get
so overloaded that he has no
time for his wife and chil-
dren.

6. Assist him in the re-
sponsibilities of teaching the
congregation.  This is crucial.
Elders should be willing and
able to teach catechism, Bible
studies, and other classes and
not let this fall totally on the
shoulders of the minister.

7. Be active in visits to the
members.  While the minister
must take time to visit the
congregation and get to know

the flock, the elders must be
involved as well.  Structured
home visitation by the elders
is valuable in helping guide
the minister in the needs to
be addressed in preaching.

8. Anticipate the workload
of the minister and be proac-
tive in getting him help when
needed.  Be aware of extra
busy times when he needs as-
sistance and do not expect to
get him help only when he
asks for it.

9. Be ready for the reaction
that solid, Biblical preaching
will evoke.  To encourage this
preaching without expecting
consequences is naïve.  “You
therefore must endure hardship
as a good soldier of Jesus
Christ”  (2 Timothy 2:3).  Je-
sus Himself says, “A servant is
not greater than his master.
If they persecuted Me they
will persecute you; if they
kept My work, they will keep
yours also”.  The minister
that is bold in the pulpit will
generate opposition even
from among the congrega-
tion.  The elders must be
prepared to receive com-
plaints if they strongly en-
courage the minister to
preach the whole truth of
God.  To that end the elders
must be committed to stand
firmly behind the minister if
he is preaching the Word of
God.  Faithful elders must
require that there be Biblical
support for any complaints
against the minister.  Nu-
merical church growth is not
the measurement of courage
in the pulpit.  Elders that are
timid and easily threatened by
vocal members of the congre-
gation will soon be evidenced
by timid and lukewarm
preaching and in time by a

lukewarm church.  Be strong
as elders standing on the
foundation of the Scripture
and the Confessions.

Preaching of the Word is the
primary task of the minister.
With him the elders share in the
responsibility of making sure this
is central in our churches.  When
it seems as though this task is too
great lean on the Lord who sup-
plies all of our needs.  As the
writer to the Hebrews comments
on the duty of elders in 13:17
“…for they watch out for your
souls, as those who must give an
account.  Let them do so with joy
and not with grief…”.

“Now to the King eternal, im-
mortal, invisible to God alone who
is wise be honor and glory forever
and ever”  1 Timothy 1:17.
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Setting Up the Sheep for Heresy

One of the differences between
the Continental Reformed and the
Scottish Presbyterian traditions is
the strong emphasis, in the former,
on catechetical preaching. As one
who has had experience in both tra-
ditions I write these observations
with appreciation for both of these
traditions, and with the conviction
that both have certain inherent
weaknesses.

Preaching every year under the
subject guidance of the Heidelberg
Catechism has several great virtues.
It results in covering the content of
the Christian faith as a whole in a
way that is sometimes lacking in the
Presbyterian tradition. I found, for
example, that it was a very profitable
thing to revisit the ten command-
ments, and the Lord’s Prayer, every
year. It is certainly possible, of
course, to do this in such a way that
people sense the heavy hand of too
much repitition. But, as I hope to
explain a bit further on in this arti-
cle, it does not need to be this way.
And it does work against the ten-
dency that all preachers seem to
have; which is to be somewhat one-
sided. I think we need more
catechectical preaching in our
churches, not less. And there is
nothing in our constitutional stan-
dards, in my judgment, that stands
against this. It is also my perception
that it is more and more common in
our own churches to find the Hei-
delberg Catechism used for this
purpose. And I have not found it
difficult to use the Shorter Cate-
chism in much the same way.

But in saying that we need
more catechetical preaching it is
very important to make clear what
we mean. The editor of the Outlook
(back in 1988) said: “we ought to be
alert to the danger that by using the

Catechism as though it were a text
of the Bible, we inadvertently lead
people back into the Roman Catho-
lic error of placing church creeds
and decisions beside (and, in effect,
over) the Bible.” That this is not a
needless warning I will illustrate out
of my own experience. During the
early years of my ministry, as an
Orthodox Presbyterian pastor in
New England, I sometimes
preached in Iowa during the Sum-
mer in Christian Reformed
Churches. I met some wonderful
people. But I also noticed an ele-
ment that troubled me in the
thinking of some I met—and they
were invariably among the most
conservative in many ways. I re-
member one middle-aged-couple, in
particular, who said the Heidelberg
Catechism was inspired by God. I
could hardly believe it, and ques-
tioned them closely. But that is
what they said, meant, and believed.
And I think it was at least in part
because they so often heard it
treated as if it was. On another oc-
casion I actually heard a Reformed
pastor—in one of the soundest
churches in North America—say
‘the Heidelberg Catechism is the
word of God.’ To say that the Hei-
delberg Catechism is true to the
word of God, that it is based on the
word of God, and that it is a faithful
summary of the word of God, etc.,
is one thing. But to say that it is the
word of God is quite another.

Now in giving these two exam-
ples I do not want to suggest any
deliberate attempt to move in a
Romish direction, where church
tradition (and that, after all, is what
our Creeds and Catechisms are) is
said to have the same authority as
the Bible. No, but when the text of
the catechism is allowed to function
as the text of a catechism sermon

danger is involved. I’ve heard cate-
chism sermons in which the text was
read—and used—as the sermon
text, in virtually the same way that a
bible text was read—and used—as
sermon text in the other sermon of
the day. I believe I am second to
none in my honest love for the Hei-
delberg Catechism as a sound sum-
mary of Christian doctrine. But
what I want—and what I need—is a
sermon based on a text chosen out
of the infallible word of God. Let
the preacher faithfully expound that
text, and if it ends up proving the
Heidelberg Catechism to be faithful
I am blessed. After all, the Apostle
did not say ‘preach the church’s fal-
lible word about the infallible word
of God.’ No, what he said is ‘preach
the word’—meaning the inspired
and inerrant word set down in
Scripture.

What I’m saying, in other
words, is that Peter de Jong was
right when he warned of “the dan-
ger that by using the Catechism as
though it were a text of the Bible,
we inadvertently lead people back
into the Roman Catholic error of
placing church creeds and decisions
beside (and, in effect, over) the Bi-
ble.” As John Murray put it: “one
thing must be appreciated, namely,
that tradtition—even when it is the
best—has no intrinsic author-
ity…This is just saying that it is
never propoer to appeal to tradition
as having intrinsically an authority
in matters of faith or mor-
als…tradition when right is always
derived, it is never original or pri-
mary.” And, continues Professor
Murray, “Perhaps the best example
that can be provided is that of a
creed.”

As Reformed Christians we
need to remember that—unlike the
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text of the Bible—the text of our
Confession of Faith and Catechisms
can be changed. As a matter of fact
it has been changed. We only need
to think of what the original text of
the Westminster Confession of
Faith said about the Pope, or about
the powers of the Civil Magistrate,
to see the point. If the Westminster
Assembly had been divinely in-
spired, and had produced infallible
documents, who cannot see that
such changes would have been
wrong by definition. We certainly
cannot do any such thing with any
part of the text of the Bible. And

right there we ought to be able to
see why it is not right to preach
sermons in the church of God with
even the best fallible texts as the ba-
sis of our sermons.

It is my contention, therefore,
that catechetical preaching ought to
begin with a Scripture text. The
sermon should expound that text
faithfully. And then, if the cate-
chism really is a faithful summary of
what the Bible teaches, the sermon
will convincingly show this. People
will be convinced because they have
seen proof from the word of God

that leads them to respond in the
same words as the catechism—or
their equivalent.

The bottom line, then, is this:
the catechism is not the word of
God. No, it is our word (corpo-
rately, as the believing church) re-
sponding in faith  the word of God.
So the way in which we do our cate-
chism preaching is very important
because we need to always make it
clear that we make this important
distinction.

“…doctrinal preaching, like all preaching, must be based upon the Word of God, and that is a
way of saying that it may not be based upon the creeds. Protestantism from the beginning re-
jected the Roman Catholic teaching of an infallible church and, therefore, has always been scru-
pulously careful not to place the creeds on a par with Scripture. The greatest creeds of Christen-
dom are but fallible interpretations of Holy Writ. It does not follow that they cannot perform
valuable service for preaching. They can indeed do that, for, although fallible, they are precious
products of the illumination of the historic church by the Holy Spirit. Christ’s promise to the
apostles that the Spirit of truth would guide them into all the truth was intended for the church
of all ages, and Scripture describes the generic church as “the pillar and ground of the truth.”
Therefore, for the minister of the gospel to stress his right of private interpretation to the practi-
cal exclusion of the illumination of the historic church deserves to be described as boundless
conceit. Nevertheless, the church’s interpretation of Scripture is fallible, and so its confessions
of faith and catechisms can do no more than serve as helpful guides in preaching. Never may
they be regarded as the source of doctrine or the touchstone of truth. Those distinctions belong
to the Bible alone. And he who makes use of the creeds in preaching is in sacred duty bound to
keep that fact unmistakably clear.” – R.B. Kuiper (The Infallible Word pp. 228,229
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