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Essentials of Reformed Doctrine: Lesson 24.4 (“The Church” [4])  

I. Introduction to Reformed church government 
A. The church is neither a democracy or tyranny. Christ is the Head, and He rules thru officebearers 

1. The church as it is instituted on earth has a leadership structure made up of officebearers. 
a. An officebearer (OB) is  a man called by Christ to occupy a position of authority (an office). 
b. As an OB this man is an official representative of Christ (who is the Officebearer [prophet, priest 

and king] in the church). The minister represents Christ as prophet; the elder represents Christ as 
king; the deacon represents Christ as merciful priest (but there is overlap). 

c. An OB is not a mere functionary but a man with real spiritual authority to rule in the 
congregation (I Thess. 5:12; I Tim. 5:17; Heb. 13:7, 17). Elders, pastors and deacons differ in 
function but there is no hierarchy in the church. Together they make up the “council.” The elders 
with the pastor make up the “consistory” (or “session”). 

d. OBs are given to the church by Jesus Christ Himself (Acts 20:28; Eph. 4:11) but Christ uses the 
means of a lawful call through the church, examination of the OBs, and election by the members 
(Acts 6:3; Acts 13:2-4, 14:23, 16:2-3; Rom. 10:15; I Tim. 3:10, 4:14, 5:22-25; Tit. 1:5). No man 
may impose officebearers (pastors, elders, deacons) upon a church without the church’s will.  

2. OBs are not “lords” or “tyrants” or “little popes” imposing their will on the congregation but 
servants whom represent the rule of Jesus Christ and are accountable to Him (I Peter 5:3) 
a. There is a danger in one man dominating in the church so the Lord has determined that there be a 

plurality of OBs.  Reformed churches require a minimum of two elders and one deacon to form a 
council. There is no such thing in biblical church government as a senior pastor.  

b. OBs must not rule out of selfish ambition, love of money or vainglory but for the good of the 
congregation and to the glory of God (II Cor. 10:8, 13:10; I Peter 5:2). 

c. OBs must rule in the consciousness that the Lord has made them rulers in His church, that the 
church is not theirs but Christ’s and they must give an account to Him as to how they treat His 
sheep (Acts 20:28; I Cor. 4:1-2; I Peter 5:3-4; Heb. 13:17).  

B. The general function of OBs 
1. Since OBs have real authority, OBs must rule and the members must submit to that rule.  

a. OBs, especially elders, are overseers (they “oversee” everything in the church); their calling is to 
“watch for the souls” of God’s people; to “feed [shepherd]” God’s people, to protect and warn 
God’s people, and to “take the oversight” of God’s people. It is also their responsibility to make 
decisions for the congregation so that everything is done decently and in order (I Cor. 14:40). 
But remember Belgic Confession Art. 32! 

b. OBs must never be tyrannical, ruling over God’s people with rigour, fleecing the sheep for their 
own evil selfish ends. Those are the characteristics of false shepherds (Jer. 5:31, 23:1-2; Isa. 
56:10-12; Ezek. 34:1-6; John 10:1, 13; II Peter 2:3). 

c. Instead a true OB loves God’s people as the sheep of Jesus Christ and treats them as Christ 
would treat them (I Thess. 2:1-11). 

d. The presence of OBs in the church in no way denies the office of believer. Each believer is a 
prophet, priest and king. Therefore, all believers have the right to question and even disagree 
with OBs if their decisions are not biblical. Church members have the right to question (and even 
protest) the preaching or other matters in the church (but only in an ecclesiastical manner using 
the right channels). Belgic Confession, Art 31-32. 

2. OBs have authority only over spiritual things 
a. OBs oversee the doctrine and life of all the members including the preacher himself. They also 

have the right to put disobedient members (and the minister) under discipline. 
b. But OBs do not have authority in carnal things: they cannot dictate to members what they eat, 

what they wear, what they buy, for whom they vote, etc. 
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c. OBs have authority only in their local congregation: a minister does not even have the right to 
preach in another church’s pulpit without the permission of his or their consistory; a member 
must seek permission of the local consistory to take the Supper. No elder may dictate to another 
church. We call this the autonomy of the local church.  

II.  In the NT, Christ has given His church three permanent types of officebearers. 
A. We say “permanent” b/c there were temporary OBs in the NT: apostles, prophets, evangelists.  

1. Apostles 
a. Christ chose 12 apostles and the 11 apostles chose Matthias to replace Judas in Acts 1:22; and 

Christ directly called Paul to be an apostle in Acts 9:15 (see also Acts 26:15-18). 
b. The apostles were eyewitnesses of the risen Lord (Acts 1:22; I Cor. 9:1).  
c. The apostles were qualified for their work by miracles (II Cor. 12:12); and they had authority 

over all the churches (I Cor. 7:17; II Cor. 11:28). No man today can claim that he has been 
directly commissioned by the risen Lord; that he has seen the resurrected Christ; and that he has 
authority over all the churches. There are no apostles today.   

d. Apostles were necessary for the NT church to build the foundation. Since the NT is completed 
and the foundation has been laid there are no new apostles (Eph. 2:20). 

2. Prophets and evangelists  
a. During the apostolic age God gave new revelation for the edification of the churches until the NT 

was completed. This was a temporary office (also part of the foundation, Eph. 2:20). 
b. Evangelists such as Timothy, Titus, Philip were apostolic assistants (Acts 21:8; Eph. 4:11) and 

since apostles have passed away so have evangelists. The minister does the work of an 
evangelist, which is the work of preaching the gospel (I Tim. 4:5). 

B. Christ has left three permanent types of officebearers: ministers, elders and deacons. 
1. Minister or pastor (teaching elder) 

a. The minister is called by Christ to preach the gospel fulltime. Through the minister the church 
officially preaches the Word of God. This office is called pastor-teacher. No man has the right to 
preach unless called by Christ through the church (Rom. 10:14-5; Acts 13:2-4) 

b. The Bible makes a distinction between elders who rule and those who labour in the word and 
doctrine (I Tim. 5:17). They are worthy of double honour (for their work’s sake); must give 
themselves wholly to the work of preaching & teaching and ought to be supported by the church 
(I Tim. 4:15; II Tim. 4:2; I Tim. 5:18; I Cor. 9:6-15). 

c. The work of training and preparing men to preach is that of qualified ministers. Paul trained 
Timothy (Acts 16:2) and the principle of training is found in II Tim. 2:2. 

2. Elder, overseer or “bishop.” 
a. A plurality of elders rules over the local congregation with the minister who is also an elder. The 

words elder, overseer or bishop all refer to the same office (Tit. 1:5-7). There is no hierarchy; 
and the elders are taken from the local congregation (I Peter 5:1). 

b. The qualifications of an elder are carefully laid down in Scripture: they are not the richest, most 
powerful, most popular men but godly men (I Tim. 3:2-7; Tit. 1:6-9). Together, as a body, they 
have spiritual oversight over the whole congregation.  

3. Deacon 
a. The deacons are called to collect and distribute the alms (mercies for the poor); they have 

authority in the church as the official representatives of the merciful Christ (Acts 6:1-6; I Tim. 
3:8-13; Phil. 1:1). 

b. Deacons must use their wisdom to encourage God’s people to give (and to manage their money) 
and wisely to distribute the same to the deserving poor (I Cor. 16:2; II Cor. 9:7; I Tim. 5:3-16).  

C. There is also the authority of the broader assemblies of the churches: classis and synod 
1. Every congregation is autonomous but churches willingly federate to cooperate mutually with one 

another. The two broader (not higher) assemblies are classis and synod. 
2. Such assemblies have authority to deal with matters the churches have in common (Acts 15).  


