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Essentials of Reformed Doctrine: Lesson 24.3 (“The Church” [3])  

I. Introduction and Review 
A. The church is both a spiritual organism and an institution (institute) 

1. The spiritual organism of the church is one, unified whole with one principle of life. 
2. Many Christians belong to the church organism but they neglect the church institute..  

B. Christ has set forth in His word how the church is to conduct herself; how she is to be ruled, and 
how the members are to behave. We call this aspect of ecclesiology “church polity.” 
1. Church polity teaches us what the work of the church is, and what power or authority the church has. 
2. This is an area greatly misunderstood and neglected by modern evangelical Christianity (but large 

parts of Scripture are devoted to it, especially Acts and the Pastoral Epistles [Timothy; Titus]) 
II.  THE POWER OF THE CHURCH  

A. Jesus Christ is the only King and Head of the Church: He rules from heaven in the institute. 
1. It is important that we confess that b/c in history there have been errors about church power. 

a. Some despise the power of the church, refuse her authority and live aloof from the church. 
b. At times the civil powers have tried to usurp power over the church (e.g. by the state church). 
c. At times the church has usurped the right of the state (e.g. medieval papacy; modern liberal 

churches’ involvement in social, political, economic affairs). 
2. Jesus Christ has given spiritual power and authority only to the church.  

a. Christ has not given the power of the sword to the church but to the state. The church has no 
power to impose civil penalties, imprisonment, death, etc (Rom. 13:1-6; I Cor. 5:5; I Tim. 1:20) 

b. Christ has not given power to the individual believer or to the individual minister, elder or 
deacon; He has not given power to the denomination but He has given power to the local 
congregation; and this power is administered through the office bearers (I Cor. 5:4). 

c. The power of the church is not tyranny, it is the power of edification (II Cor. 10:8, 13:10). 
3. The power of the church is strictly limited to spiritual things. 

a. The power of teaching: no other body has the right to teach the Word of God (I Tim. 3:15). 
b. The power of ruling, judging and church discipline (even excommunication): the church has the 

right to rule herself and her members by the Word of God (Belgic Confession, Art. 30-32). 
c. The power of dispensing the mercy of Christ through the office of deacon.  
d. These powers are given to the local church: the local church preaches (through the pastor); the 

local church rules (through the elders) and the local church dispenses mercy (through the 
deacons). And when the church does this faithfully by the Word of God Christ Himself does it.  

B. The power which Christ gives the church is especially the power of the keys of the kingdom. 
1. The keys of the kingdom are the means by which the kingdom is opened to believers and closed 

to unbelievers (Matt. 18:18-19). 
a. This is the power to declare someone inside or outside of the kingdom and of salvation. 
b. The keys of the kingdom are preaching and discipline. By these two keys believers are brought 

in and kept in the kingdom of God (the church) and unbelievers are thrust out and kept out of the 
kingdom of God (the church) (Heid. Cat. LD 31). 

c. Christ gives the keys to the church, not to an individual believer (not to Peter alone), not even to 
an individual officebearer (to all the disciples as representatives of the church), but to the church 
which exercises “key power” through officebearers. 

2. The first key is the preaching of the gospel. 
a. Preaching opens the kingdom of God to believers by declaring to them that they have the 

forgiveness of sins and eternal life through faith in Jesus Christ (Luke 24:47; Acts 13:38-39) 
b. Preaching closes the kingdom against unbelievers by declaring to them that as long as they 

remain unbelieving & impenitent they are under God’s wrath and liable to eternal punishment. 
c. Good preaching protects God’s people from wandering into the world; and it keeps unbelievers 

out of the church. Unbelievers do not belong in the church; and believers do not belong outside 
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the church. God determines through the preaching who will be saved and damned; and preaching 
is God’s means of giving and strengthening faith or hardening sinners in sin. II Cor. 2:16 

d. The preaching therefore is powerful: not a powerless offer or invitation but the means of opening 
and closing the very kingdom of God (Rom. 1:16) 

3. The second key is church discipline 
a. Christian discipline is the work of the church to deal with the sinful, disobedient members. 
b. The goals of discipline are three: 1) The salvation of the sinning member; 2) The protection of 

the church’s purity (I Cor. 5:6); 3) The glory of God. 
c. The process of discipline occurs acc. to pattern of Matt. 18:15-17, except for gross, public sins 

which must be dealt with publically. I Tim. 5:20. By discipline the kingdom is opened and shut.  
4. If we understand this we will see what great power the church has. 

a. The state has great power: the power of the sword, but the church’s power is greater: it has the 
spiritual power of salvation and damnation. Christ saves and damns through the church.  

b. The church does not have the power to save and damn whom she wishes but the power to wield 
the spiritual weapon of the Word of God on behalf of Christ (2 Cor. 10:4-6). 

c. This is the power to build the kingdom of God and destroy and tear down the kingdom of Satan 
III.  THE GOVERNMENT OF THE CHURCH  

A. The Bible teaches that Christ has ordained a certain kind of government for the church. 
1. The principles of church government are these 

a. Christ is the only King and Head of the church and He rules the church by His Word and Spirit. 
b. Christ rules the church through officebearers in local congregations called by Christ and chosen 

by the members of the congregation, not imposed on the church from the outside.  
c. Each local congregation is autonomous which means it rules itself through its own officebearers. 

No other congregation or group of congregations has the right to interfere in its government. And 
the state does not have the right to rule or interfere in the government of the church. 

2. Some forms of church government are contrary to the teaching of Scripture.  
a. Roman Catholicism: The pope is the visible head of the church and he has supreme authority. 

Under him are various levels of authority (like a pyramid) (“the clergy”). These rule over the 
common members (“the laity”). The pope appoints bishops; the bishops appoint priests. The laity 
have virtually no say at all and depend on the church for everything. This is hierarchy at its most 
developed: Matt. 23:9-12; Luke 22:24-25; I Peter 5:1-4).  

b. Episcopalianism: This is still hierarchical but without the office of pope. The basic teaching and 
practice of Episcopalianism is that the bishop has a higher rank than an elder. The Bible teaches 
that bishops and elders have the same office (Tit. 1:5-7). Bishop means overseer. 

c. Congregationalism (Independentism): Congregationalism does not do justice to the office of 
elder because the power to make decisions (to rule) does not ultimately rest with elders but with 
the congregation. This means that every major decision (even discipline) is made by majority 
vote, not by the consistory, session or council. The church is not a democracy: the members elect 
officebearers and then these officebearers must rule (I Thess. 5:12-13; I Tim. 5:17; Heb. 13:7, 
17, 24). Independentism is a danger because a local church is “on its own” if a problem occurs 
which cannot be resolved at the local church level. Churches must federate and cooperate in 
order to do work of the churches in common and to have the right of appeal and protest.   

d. Anarchy (traditional brethrenism; mega churches, etc): Under this category we place all 
churches which have no officebearers at all. There is no leadership. Often there is no oversight, 
there is no membership list, there is lay preaching, unsupervised administration of the 
sacraments, no discipline. This leads to either tyranny (one man or a few men will naturally take 
over) or chaos. The Bible insists that Christ rules through officebearers.  

B. Next time: how Christ governs Reformed churches thru officebearers of minister, elder & deacon.  


