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			Who Runs This Church?

			For a while, I was the general secretary of the Committee on Christian Education. As I visited churches, again and again people would ask me, “What’s it like to work at the OPC headquarters?” My stock reply was, “I wouldn’t know. I only work at the OPC administrative offices. Our headquarters are at the right hand of God the Father Almighty!”

				Our Lord Jesus has “all authority in heaven and on earth” (Matt. 28:18). God’s Word insists, “Christ is the head of the church, his body” (Eph. 5:23; cf. Col. 1:18). There is one king—the only mediator between God and man—King Jesus. He is the one who runs the church. Edmund Clowney said it well:

			It is Christ’s church. Christ is the bridegroom, the church is his bride; Christ is the head, the church is his body; Christ is the king, the church is his kingdom; Christ is the shepherd, the church is his flock. Apart from Christ the church makes no sense. We cannot start with a building or a roll or members—we have to start with Christ. Without a shepherd the sheep are scattered. It is the call of the shepherd … that gathers the sheep into a flock (John 10). When Jesus said, “I will build my church” (Matt. 16:18) he was speaking of men and women, boys and girls to be set upon the foundation of his apostles. Christ builds in living stones; the church is not only his possession, it is his creation. (Living in Christ’s Church [Great Commission Publications, 1986], p. 44)

				We cannot be reminded too often of this truth! Alas, our sin is such that our expectations all too often sink down to feeling as if years ago Jesus set things in motion but then left it up to us to run the church according to his directions. But that is practical deism! It is functional unbelief! No! In his Word, God insists that our Lord Jesus is personally building his church. He himself is supernaturally gathering and perfecting his flock. The Lord is our Shepherd!
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			Jesus Christ Is Building His Church (1)

			Our Lord Jesus Christ promises that he will build his church, and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it (Matt. 16:18). The word “church” (ekklesia) means “a gathering” or “an assembly” (cf. Acts 19:32, 39); it has Old Testament roots (cf. Acts 7:38; Heb. 2:12). God gathered his people around himself at Mount Sinai (Ex. 19:4–5). Later he called them regularly to gather around his dwelling place on Mount Zion. In the same way, Christ gathers his people around himself. The Good Shepherd effectually calls his sheep, both near and far, into one flock around himself (John 10:16; Acts 2:39; Eph. 2:11–22). 

				Although they are one organism, like the caterpillar and the butterfly the New Testament church that Christ is building takes a different form from that of the Old Testament assembly of God’s people (Heb. 12:18–24). That assembly gathered around God on Mount Sinai. But Christ now assembles us by his Spirit at the heavenly Zion, “the church of the firstborn enrolled in heaven.”  The church is gathered around Christ where he now is, in heaven. Our citizenship in the heavenly Zion is not a future hope. It is a present reality (“you have come …”). Right now we are members of this church by grace through faith in Christ, gathered around our Lord Jesus in heaven (Heb. 12:22; Eph. 2:6; Col. 3:3). 

				This is the church we affirm by faith: “I believe in one holy catholic and apostolic church” (the Nicene Creed). She is one because the one Savior assembles her around himself by one Spirit in one place, in heaven. She is holy, because the living God consecrates her unto himself and sanctifies her members. She is catholic because Christ gathers her “from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages” (Rev. 7:9). She is apostolic because he founded her on the apostles and their teaching, and he sends her out with the gospel (Eph. 2:20; Rev. 21:14; Matt. 28:19–20). 

				The heavenly church is one, holy, catholic, and apostolic. We embrace her by faith, not by sight.

			3

			Jesus Christ Is Building His Church (2)

			The one, holy, catholic, and apostolic church is heavenly. We embrace her by faith, not by sight. 

			She will not be an object of sight until the Second Coming. Then, when Jesus Christ appears, the church he is building will also appear (Col. 3:4). We will be “caught up together” around him in the air (1 Thess. 4:17). Then we will see “the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband” (Rev. 21:2). And we will hear “a loud voice from the throne saying, ‘Behold, the dwelling place of God is with man. He will dwell with them, and they will be his people, and God himself will be with them as their God” (Rev. 21:3).

			In the meantime, our Lord Jesus keeps building his one, holy, catholic, and apostolic church. He keeps gathering his elect through the preaching of the gospel. He keeps adding to the church daily those who are being saved (Acts 2:47). 

			Thus, the heavenly church inevitably manifests herself in visible form. The Spirit of Christ keeps drawing the Lord’s people together to meet with Christ as his Word is ministered. This is why our Lord cautions us not to forsake the assembling of ourselves together (Heb. 10:25). Our churches visibly manifest the one heavenly church that Christ is building. The church Christ is building becomes especially apparent in the world when congregations gather for worship, and when believers fellowship with one another in love. 

			As the indwelling Spirit of Christ powerfully works by and with the Word, love in the local church keeps growing until it spills over, so that we love Christ’s sheep in other congregations and in other groups of congregations. The church becomes visible in broadening circles. The world sits up and takes notice. It says, “God is really among you” (1 Cor. 14:25) and “See how they love one another” (cf. John 13:36).
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			God’s Right-hand Man

			When you hear that someone has gone up in the world, it means that he has been promoted. And when God the Father lifted Jesus up in the air, and a cloud took him out of the apostles’ sight, it was a sign to them that God had promoted him to the throne of the universe. Having ascended, Jesus sat down at the right hand of God. Accordingly, pulling together many Scriptures, our Form of Government begins:

			Jesus Christ, upon whose shoulders the government is, whose name is called Wonderful Counselor, the Mighty God, the Everlasting Father, the Prince of Peace, of the increase of whose government and peace there shall be no end, upon the throne of David, and upon his kingdom, to order it, and to establish it with judgment and justice, from henceforth even forever, having all power given unto him in heaven and in earth by the Father, who raised him from the dead, and set him at his own right hand, far above all principality and power, and might and dominion, and every name that is named, not only in this world but also in that which is to come, and put all things under his feet, and gave him to be the head over all things to the church, which is his body, the fullness of him that fills all in all; he being ascended up far above all heavens, that he might fill all things, received gifts for his church and gave offices necessary for the building of his church, for making disciples of all nations and perfecting his saints. (1.1)

			He is not only King over all things for the sake of the church, but especially the King of the church, his kingdom of grace. As such, 

			Jesus Christ is the sole source of all church power. No man can have any office in the church except as appointed by Jesus Christ himself, who himself equips and appoints all other officers besides himself. The church is a kingdom, and he is, in right and practice, king. But the power of Christ is not merely an appointing power; he himself discharges all official functions whatever. … It is Christ who rules and teaches the church by the ministry of men, and not they who rule and teach the church for him. (F. P. Ramsay, An Exposition of the Form of Government and the Rules of Discipline of the Presbyterian Church in the United States, 1898, pp. 19–20)
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			The True Vicar of Christ (1)

			The Lord Jesus is our King. But how does he who is in heaven rule and teach his people who are on this earth? Roman Catholicism maintains that he does so through the Pope. They claim that he is “the Vicar of Christ” (i.e., his earthly agent or proxy). We agree that the church does need a vicar. At the same time, we protest that no man could ever come close to being up to the task. 

			Why does the church need a vicar? Because Jesus said that he would go away (his ascension) and that he will come again (his second coming) (John 13:33, 36; 14:1–3). But what is supposed to happen in the meantime? 

			When Jesus ascended to heaven, he did not stop working. He carries on his work, but now from heaven (Acts 1:1–2). He uses his church as his body—his voice, his hands, his feet—to continue his work on earth (John 14:12). But how can we possibly do that? We’re too weak and foolish and sinful! That is why we need a vicar. Jesus sent the Holy Spirit to meet that need. 

			First, he sent the Holy Spirit as a sort of replacement for himself (John 14:15–17). He promised the Holy Spirit as “another Helper” (paraclete). Now we have two paracletes—one in heaven, Jesus (1 John 2:1), and the other on earth, the Holy Spirit (John 14:16). 

			Second, Jesus sent the Holy Spirit as a sort of return of himself (John 14:18–24; 16:16). The Holy Spirit mediates the presence and saving rule of the exalted Christ in our lives and in the church.

			So when we ask, “Who is the true Vicar of Christ in this world?” our Lord Jesus answers plainly: the Holy Spirit! Roman Catholicism officially relies instead on the Pope, and Protestants, in practice, often rely instead on programs, papers (confessions or statements), people (compelling leaders), pyrotechnics (exciting displays), or something else. The underlying dynamic is that our sinful flesh has a deep-seated desire to walk by sight, not by faith (cf. 2 Cor. 5:7). We want to trust what we can see—that which is concrete and immediate. But by faith we look to our exalted Savior, and we rely on the Holy Spirit whom he sent as his vicar to mediate his presence and rule in this world.
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			The True Vicar of Christ (2)

			As we’ve seen, our Lord Jesus himself rules his church. He does so from heaven. He does so by means of a vicar (proxy or agent) in the world. That vicar is the Holy Spirit. Jesus says that this arrangement is actually better for Christians—“It is to your advantage that I go away” (John 16:4b–7).

			Why are we better off this way? For two main reasons: First, Jesus is much more accessible now that he is working from heaven by means of the Holy Spirit than he ever was on earth. Second, Jesus has a much wider ministry now that he is working from heaven by means of the Holy Spirit than he ever did on earth. 

			The overall new covenant ministry of the Holy Spirit is to mediate the presence of the exalted Christ—to make Jesus known and to deliver his blessings to his people. To do so, the Holy Spirit ministers as the vicar of Christ in this world. 

				On the one hand, the Holy Spirit has a ministry to the church. In the Upper Room, Jesus promised the apostles that the Holy Spirit would remind them of what he had said and done (John 14:25–26) and that he would teach them all truth (14:26; 16:12–15). He did that primarily by inspiring the Gospels (reminding) and the Epistles (teaching), thus providing the New Testament for us. He continues to carry on this ministry by illuminating God’s Word and applying it to the hearts and lives of his people. One consequence of this work of the Holy Spirit has been that the church has written her creeds and confessions, thus keeping a record of the truth that the Holy Spirit has taught her. 

				On the other hand, the Holy Spirit has a ministry to the world: first of all, a ministry of witnessing (John 15:26–27), and second, a ministry of convicting (16:8–11).

				The Holy Spirit carries on these ministries through the body of Christ. But notice what tool he especially uses: the Word of God. “The sword of the Spirit … is the word of God” (Eph. 6:17).
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			The True Vicar of Christ (3)

			In John 14:12, Jesus says, “Truly, truly, I say to you, whoever believes in me will also do the works that I do; and greater works than these will he do, because I am going to the Father.” Really? Does Jesus really say “greater works than these will he do”? Clearly he does, but what can he possibly mean by that?

			Luke 10:17–20 shows that our Lord deemed spiritual things to be greater than physical things, and eternal things to be greater than temporal things. Accordingly, it is noteworthy that John 14:12 does not speak of “signs” and “wonders,” but rather of “works” or “things.” According to our Lord Jesus, the conversion of sinners through the gospel is in fact even greater than physical, temporal miracles.

			That’s not all. Thanks to the outpouring of the Spirit, as the vicar of Christ on the earth, these works will also be done to an even greater extent. Don’t forget why this can be the case. Jesus says it will happen “because I am going to the Father”—not in spite of that fact, but because of it (John 14:12). We receive power to carry on Christ’s work and do “greater works,” precisely because Jesus went to be our Advocate with the Father and sent the Holy Spirit to be his Advocate with us!

			How can we carry on Christ’s work and do these “greater works”? We cannot, unless he empowers us to do them (John 15:5). And how can we experience the power of the Holy Spirit working for us and in us and through us to carry on Christ’s work and do these works? The answer is: through faith. We saw how the Holy Spirit inspired the Word and illumines it. The sword of the Spirit is the Word of God (Eph. 6:17). Keep hearing God’s Word, and keep responding in faith—with prayers and praises.

			Note what our Lord Jesus immediately goes on to say in John 14:13–14: Ask! Pray! When we do rely on our Lord by hearing his Word and responding in prayer, then who is it who ultimately does these works? Look again at John 14:13–14: “Whatever you ask in my name, this I will do, that the Father may be glorified in the Son. If you ask me anything in my name, I will do it.”

			8

			The Sword of the Spirit

			We often say that our Lord Jesus is gathering and ruling his church “by his Word and Spirit.” For example, the OPC’s Form of Government says:

			There is therefore but one King and Head of the church, the only Mediator between God and man, Jesus Christ, who rules in his church by his Word and Spirit. (1.2)

			If the Holy Spirit is the vicar of Christ (the agent who mediates his presence and rule in this world), then the tool that the Holy Spirit especially uses is God’s Word. The sword of the Spirit is the Word of God (Eph. 6:17). 

			Again and again, the Bible links God’s Word and God’s Spirit (e.g., Gen. 1:1–3 [cf. Ps. 33:6]; Isa. 34:16; 59:21; John 3:34; 6:63; Acts 4:31; 1 Thess. 1:4–6; 2:13; 5:19–20). God’s Word is as closely connected to his Spirit as speech is to breath. When 1 Thessalonians 2:13 says that “the word of God … is at work in you believers,” therefore, that’s another way of saying that the Holy Spirit is at work in you believers! Those aren’t two separate works. Instead, they are two sides of the same work: God’s Spirit is at work by and with God’s Word. 

			Yes, it is true that the Holy Spirit is sovereign. He is free to work apart from God’s Word. But that by no means authorizes you to seek the Holy Spirit apart from God’s Word. That by no means encourages you to seek his work apart from God’s Word. The Holy Spirit may not be bound to God’s Word, but you are!

			Jesus said, “The sheep hear [the Good Shepherd’s] voice, and he calls his own sheep by name and leads them out. When he has brought out all his own, he goes before them, and the sheep follow him, for they know his voice” (John 10:3–4). The Good Shepherd leads his sheep by his voice—by his Word and Spirit! The Holy Spirit works by and with God’s Word, making it effectual in the hearts of God’s people. Thus, they hear the voice of the Good Shepherd and follow him. In this way, King Jesus rules his church. 

			9

			The Sheep Follow Him, for They Know His Voice

			The exalted Jesus himself gathers, builds, rules, preserves, and perfects his church. He does so by his Word and Spirit. Accordingly, when he speaks by his Word and Spirit, what happens? “The sheep follow him, for they know his voice” (John 10:4).

			The Good Shepherd comes to his sheep (John 10:2–4). He comes to do them good. He knows and loves his sheep, so much so that he laid down his life for them. He calls them each by name. He leads his sheep; he does not drive them. And what is the main tool the Good Shepherd uses? “His voice.” 

			On the other hand, false shepherds come into the fold (John 10:1). They are thieves and robbers, predators in disguise (cf. 2 Cor. 11:14–15). What is their main tool? It is also “their voice” (John 10:5). They use deceit and tell lies. 

			It is important, then, for believers to listen to the ministry of God’s Word prayerfully and with their Bibles open, straining to hear the voice of the true Shepherd. 

			It is important for them to rely on proven teachers whom the true Shepherd has given. For example, Reformed confessions and catechisms have proven to be reliable road maps to the Bible (see the CCE booklet Why Christians Need Confessions, by Carl R. Trueman). 

			It is also important for them to align themselves with genuine sheep. Genuine sheep listen for the voice of the Good Shepherd (John 10:3–9; cf. James 1:18, 19–21; 1 Peter 1:23–25; 2:2–3). They flee from the voice of false shepherds (John 10:5). This is partly why the OPC was formed in 1936; the sheep were fleeing from wolves. Genuine sheep follow the Good Shepherd (John 10:4). They hear his Word with faith (cf. Gal. 3:2, 5). They submit to his Word and obey (cf. James 1:22). It’s vital for believers to join themselves to a faithful flock of genuine sheep following the voice of the Good Shepherd.

			Who runs the church? The Good Shepherd himself. His sheep hear him speak by his Word and Spirit, and they follow him.
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			Be Quick to Listen

			Since our Lord Jesus himself runs his church by his Spirit speaking through his Word, we ought to be quick to listen to that Word! We ought to be eager to keep letting it take deep root in our hearts! God the Father has planned the salvation of his people. God the Son has secured it. Now God the Holy Spirit is applying it. And the main tool that the Holy Spirit uses is God’s Word.

				Accordingly, James 1:19 commands us to “be quick to listen” (niv). Listen to what? Notice the context. The immediately preceding verse says, “Of his own will he brought us forth by the word of truth.” Immediately afterwards it says, “Receive with meekness the implanted word, which is able to save your souls” (James 1:18, 21 esv). The whole context emphasizes God’s Word. To what, then, should we be “quick to listen”? God’s Word. 

				Notice that this passage emphasizes listening, or hearing (esv). Hearing takes place through the ears. It is important to read God’s Word, but it is even more important to hear God’s Word. Why? Because God has ordained preaching as the main way he ordinarily applies his Word and delivers his free and full salvation to his people (1 Cor. 1:18–2:5; Rom. 10:13–17). 

				This is why the Larger Catechism says, “How is the Word made effectual to salvation? The Spirit of God maketh the reading, but especially the preaching of the Word, an effectual means” (Q/A 155). 

				Every believer in every congregation should commit himself to keep on hearing God’s Word in faith. Why? Because God’s Word is the scepter by which King Jesus runs his church. Because God’s Word is the sword by which the Holy Spirit mediates the presence and saving rule of the exalted Christ. Because hearing God’s Word in faith is the way believers and churches are “holding fast to the Head, from whom the whole body, nourished and knit together through its joints and ligaments, grows with a growth that is from God” (Col. 2:19 esv).

			11

			Jars of Clay

			The Good Shepherd leads his sheep, and he does so by his voice—his Word and Spirit. For this reason, Scripture emphasizes the importance of hearing God’s Word. The Larger Catechism simply reflects Scripture when it says, “The Spirit of God maketh the reading, but especially the preaching of the Word, an effectual means …” (Q 155). This implies that our Lord Jesus has chosen to make use of human instruments as he leads his church.

			Look, for example, at Ephesians 4:11–12. There our Lord calls specific men his “gifts” to the church. They have a duty to serve the church as the Lord’s instruments: 

			And he gave some, apostles; and some, prophets; and some, evangelists; and some, pastors and teachers; for the perfecting of the saints, for the work of the ministry, for the edifying of the body of Christ. (kjv)

			Since the scepter of King Jesus—the sword of the Spirit—is God’s Word, it should not surprise us that each of these offices involves the ministry of God’s Word. Each one involves preaching. After all, since “faith comes from hearing, and hearing through the word of Christ” (Rom. 10:17), then “the preaching of Jesus Christ” (Rom. 16:25) is central to the life of the church.

			Our Lord Jesus promises that as these officers do their work together in his name, he will be with them. He will supernaturally work in and through them (Matt. 18:18–20). Accordingly, our Confession of Faith says:

			Unto this catholic visible church Christ hath given the ministry, oracles, and ordinances of God, for the gathering and perfecting of the saints, in this life, to the end of the world: and doth, by his own presence and Spirit, according to his promise, make them effectual thereunto. (25.3)

			Amazingly, our exalted Savior transmits the treasure of knowing him through jars of clay—weak and sinful human instruments. Why? To show clearly that the surpassing power belongs to God and not to us (2 Cor. 4:6–7).

			12

			The Priesthood of Every Believer

			No sooner do we mention church officers (such as ministers of the Word) than someone protests, “Wait! Don’t you believe in ‘the priesthood of every believer’?” 

				Well, in fact, we affirm not only the priesthood of every believer, but also the prophethood and the kingship of every believer (cf. 1 Peter 2:9; Rev. 1:5–6; Joel 2:28–29; Acts 2:1–4). In union with Christ, by his Spirit, every believer is at the same time a prophet, a priest, and a king (cf. Heidelberg Catechism 31–32).

				As a prophet, each believer knows the living and true God. He also makes him known, confessing his name to others. As a priest, he has access to God. He offers all that he is and has as a living sacrifice to the Lord. He has the privilege of praying for himself and others. As a king, he learns self-control. He fights against sin and the devil. And he implements God’s Word in practice. Each believer does these things not only within the church but also in his daily walk within his vocation and stations in the world. This is the office of Christian, the general office of believer.

				As the OPC’s Form of Government puts it:

			The power which Christ has committed to his church is not vested in the special officers alone, but in the whole body. All believers are endued with the Spirit and called of Christ to join in the worship, edification, and witness of the church which grows as the body of Christ fitly framed and knit together through that which every joint supplies, according to the working in due measure of each part. The power of believers in their general office includes the right to acknowledge and desire the exercise of the gifts and calling of the special offices. The regular exercise of oversight in a particular congregation is discharged by those who have been called to such work by vote of the people. (3.1)

				Because believers hold the general office of Christian, all communicant church members are involved in selecting special officers for the church.
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			Guidance from the Lord (1)

			Our Lord Jesus runs his church by graciously working through his Word and Spirit. Part of how he does so is by making fallible humans to be officers in his church (see Eph. 4:11–12; Acts 20:28). Church government is not a human invention. It’s the structure that the exalted Christ himself gives to the life of his body. Our Lord does this by guiding and enabling the people in the church to recognize the men of his choice for the offices. We see an example of this in Acts 6. But how does he guide them?

			Romans 12:1–2 answers: “I appeal to you therefore, brothers, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your reasonable worship. Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewal of your mind, that by testing you may discern what is the will of God, what is good and acceptable and perfect.”

			These verses appeal to believers to respond in obedience to the salvation that God has given. Considering all that God has done in Christ and by the Spirit (Rom. 1–11), it is only reasonable that we should serve him by offering our bodies as a living sacrifice. We should devote ourselves to God in all that we are and do. God issues this summons to each believer.

			But how peculiar! “Bodies” is plural and “sacrifice” is singular! It seems sort of like saying, “We is a Presbyterian.” Moreover, it’s not only “sacrifice” that is singular, but also “living,” “holy,” “acceptable,” “reasonable,” and “worship.” In this way, God’s Word makes a very important point: each of us is to offer himself to God, but all of us are to do so together to make up one living and holy corporate sacrifice (cf. Eph. 4:15–16). 

			The fruit of this gospel obedience will be that “by testing you may discern what is the will of God, what is good and acceptable and perfect.” In other words, as God’s people devote themselves to seeking their Lord—listening to Christ speaking by his Word and Spirit, and following in faith—he supernaturally changes them from the inside out by renewing the way they think. Then they will together be able to discern and accept what God’s will is. Then they together will be able to understand and embrace what their Lord wants. In this way, the Head of the church guides his people to discern those whom he has chosen for church office.
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			Guidance from the Lord (2)

			If the Head of the church guides his people to discern whom he has chosen for church office, then how does he do it?

			Remember what the apostle Paul said to the elders at Ephesus: “The Holy Spirit has made you overseers” (Acts 20:28). The true vicar of Christ, the Holy Spirit, guides the church. How? By using the sword of the Spirit, the Word of God.

			We see an example of the Holy Spirit guiding the church to the officers of the Lord’s choice in Acts 6. Likewise today the Holy Spirit, speaking through God’s Word, guides the people of the church to recognize and choose the officers of Christ’s choice.

			So, in light of God’s mercies in Christ, in light of your faith in God acting for you by the work of Jesus and your faith in God acting in you by the work of the Holy Spirit, “present your bodies as a living sacrifice” and “be transformed by the renewal of your mind, that by testing you may discern what is the will of God, what is good and acceptable and perfect” (Rom. 12:1–2).

			As God’s people seek their Lord in faith, following him in submission to his Word, he gives them discernment concerning his will. He does so by enabling the people in the congregation to recognize the gifts and qualifications that he gives to certain men. 

			He guides his people by specifying what those who bear office are to be like. For one thing, he says that these leaders are to be male (1 Tim. 2:8–15; 1 Cor. 11:2–16; 14:33b–38). He spells out the qualifications for overseers (elders) in 1 Timothy 3:1–7 (compare Titus 1:5–9) and deacons in 1 Timothy 3:8–13 (compare Acts 6:3). 

			God’s Word teaches the assembly of God’s people prayerfully to examine the qualifications of men for office, looking especially for mature, godly character, gifts, and ability to lead. In this way, our Lord himself guides his people to select the leaders of his choice.

			15

			Guidance from the Lord (3)

			If the Head of the church himself guides his people to select the men of his choice, then why does this process sometimes go awry? Why do churches sometimes get leaders who tear down, rather than build up—who hurt, rather than help? 

			The answer, in a word, is sin. The Good Shepherd is gathering and perfecting his flock, but his sheep are prone to wander. “My people are bent on turning away from me,” says the Lord (Hos. 11:7).

			Sometimes it’s the undershepherds who wander. The apostle Paul warned the elders at Ephesus that “from among your own selves will arise men speaking twisted things, to draw away the disciples after them” (Acts 20:30). Leaders may start well, but then shipwreck their faith and their ministries (1 Tim. 1:19).

			Sometimes it’s the sheep who wander. Perhaps they select officers without seeking the Lord, but instead are pursuing their own personal goals. Pursuing good ends, while not relying on the Lord, can sometimes be more destructive than pursuing bad ends. It gives the illusion of walking in faith, when all the while hearts are far from God, devoted to self-seeking, just like the Pharisees. 

			Perhaps they fail to wait on the Lord to give them the leaders of his choice Like Abraham, Sarah, and Hagar, they take shortcuts, compromising God’s standards and reaping sorrow.

			Perhaps they rebel against good leaders, so that God chastens them. People often get the leaders they deserve. God will bless godly people with godly leaders. But corrupt people can expect to have corrupt leaders (cf. Hos. 4:9).

			There may be any number of reasons, but they all boil down to one: sin. What is the solution? In each case, believers and churches must treat sin as sin, confront and correct it, confess and forsake it, and rededicate themselves to listening to the voice of the Good Shepherd, maintaining vital contact with him, and following him in ongoing repentance and faith (John 15:4; Col. 2:19; Rev. 3:15–22).

			16

			Ordination

			After a man is called, the church is to formally, publicly attest its conviction that the Lord Jesus has called, gifted, and qualified him for this office. They set him apart by prayer and the laying on of hands. We call this “ordination.” We have an example of this in Numbers 27:15–23: 

			Moses spoke to the Lord, saying, “Let the Lord, the God of the spirits of all flesh, appoint a man over the congregation who shall go out before them and come in before them, who shall lead them out and bring them in, that the congregation of the Lord may not be as sheep that have no shepherd.” So the Lord said to Moses, “Take Joshua son of Nun, a man in whom is the Spirit, and lay your hand on him. Make him stand before Eleazar the priest and all the congregation, and you shall commission him in their sight. You shall invest him with some of your authority, that all the congregation of the people of Israel may obey. And he shall stand before Eleazar the priest, who shall inquire for him by the judgment of the Urim before the Lord. At his word they shall go out, and at his word they shall come in, both he and all the people of Israel with him, the whole congregation.” And Moses did as the Lord commanded him. He took Joshua and made him stand before Eleazar the priest and the whole congregation, and he laid his hands on him and commissioned him as the Lord directed through Moses.

			Ordination carries over into the New Testament. First Timothy 4:14 refers to the ordination of  Timothy: “Do not neglect the gift you have, which was given you by prophecy when the council of elders laid their hands on you.” “Council of elders” actually translates a single Greek word, presbyterion (i.e., “presbytery”). 

			Here we see that King Jesus uses a presbytery (that is, an assembly [or council, or court] of elders acting collectively) to solemnly commission and authorize a person to do a specific task. When a man is duly called to serve as a church officer, the church formally inaugurates him into that office by ordination (cf. Form of Government 20.1, 2).

			17

			All the King’s Men (1)

			What are the New Testament church offices? Initially Christ gave the church offices like apostle and prophet (Eph. 4:11). The apostles and prophets were church officers: 

			The mystery of Christ … was not made known to the sons of men in other generations as it has now been revealed to his holy apostles and prophets by the Spirit … that the Gentiles are fellow heirs, members of the same body, and partakers of the promise in Christ Jesus. (Eph. 3:4–6)

			But these apostles and prophets served the unique purpose of being the foundation of the New Testament church: 

			So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are fellow citizens with the saints and members of the household of God, built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus himself being the cornerstone. (Eph. 2:19–20)

			The church is like a building, a holy temple in which God dwells. In order to build a building, the workers must first lay a foundation. Then what? Do they keep laying the foundation over and over? No, first they lay the foundation, and then they build the superstructure on it. This is why the foundational offices of apostle and prophet were extraordinary and temporary. We no longer look for apostles and prophets (in that technical sense) today. The foundation has been laid.

			The ordinary and continuing offices in the church are those which our Lord gives for the ongoing ministries of the Word, of rule, and of mercy. We call those who minister in mercy and helps “deacons” (see 1 Tim. 3:8 ff.). We call those who share in the rule of the church “elders” or “church governors” (see 1 Tim. 3:1 ff.; 1 Peter 5:1 ff.; Heb. 13:17). The Bible distinguishes those elders whom Christ has called to labor also in the Word and teaching from the ruling elders (see 1 Tim. 5:17). We call them “ministers of the Word.” Sometimes we call them “evangelists” (from Eph. 4:11), sometimes “pastor-teachers” (from Eph. 4:11), but mostly we call them “ministers” or “pastors” (cf. Form of Government 5.3).

			18

			All the King’s Men (2)

			The OPC’s Form of Government says:

			The ordinary and perpetual offices in the church are those given for the ministry of the Word of God, of rule, and of mercy. Those who share in the rule of the church may be called elders (presbyters), bishops, or church governors. Those who minister in mercy and service are called deacons. Those elders who have been endued and called of Christ to labor also in the Word and teaching are called ministers. (5.3)

			In our day, however, much of the church has doubts about this division of labor. And it’s not hard to figure out why. The New Testament doesn’t elaborate much on these offices. Look, for example, at Philippians 1:1: “Paul … to all the saints in Christ Jesus who are at Philippi, with the overseers and deacons.”  This mentions two categories—overseers (or elders) and deacons. What does that mean? 

			Does it mean that there are no ministers in the church? Well, that is what Brethren churches think. They historically have had elders and deacons, and have regarded ordained ministers as an unbiblical innovation. 

			Or does it mean that preachers are the only elders in the church? Well, that is what Baptist churches think. They historically have had ministers and deacons, but have regarded ruling elders to be an unbiblical innovation.

			But Presbyterians have insisted that God did not inspire the New Testament in a vacuum. He never intended for us to read the New Testament in isolation from the Old. When we read the New Testament in light of its Old Testament background, then this conundrum is solved. It shows that the Bible sometimes uses the term elders in an inclusive sense to mean “those who share the ministry of rule in the church.” In other words, the Bible uses the term elders (or overseers) to refer to an order of church officers which includes both ministers and ruling elders.
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			All the King’s Men (3)

			It is important to remember that our Lord Jesus himself gathers and perfects his church by his Holy Spirit working through and with his Word, and in his sovereign grace he uses men as his media to administer that Word. As the Chief Shepherd, who always cares for his flock, he appoints undershepherds to take heed to the flock in his name (1 Peter 5:4). They are to care for the sheep of Christ by publicly reading and proclaiming God’s Word, administering his sacraments, praying with and for his people, and exercising pastoral leadership and oversight. 

			In the Old Testament church, the priests and Levites—sometimes termed elders (Lam. 4:16; Acts 5:21)—were especially responsible to fulfill these ministries (Deut. 10:8; 33:10; Lev. 10:11; Neh. 8:7–9; Mal. 2:7). They were joined in the government of the church by the elders of the people—sometimes termed judges—(Deut. 17:9; 19:17; 21:1–9; 2 Chron. 19:8–10). 

			In Old Testament polity, then, the term elder could refer specifically to the lay rulers of the people. Or it could refer generally to all church governors, which included not only lay rulers but also priests and Levites (the ministers of the Word and sacraments of the Old Testament). This is why Acts 5:21 calls the Sanhedrin “the elders of the people,” even though it included both lay rulers and priests. The High Priest was the president (or moderator) of the Sanhedrin. Other priests also sat in this “council of the elders” or “presbytery” (Luke 22:66). So, every priest was an elder, but that did not make every elder a priest.

			When we consider this God-inspired Old Testament backdrop, then we can see the same usage in the New Testament. For example, every apostle was an elder (1 Peter 5:1), but that did not make every elder an apostle. This sheds light on 1 Timothy 5:17. 

			According to 1 Timothy 5:17, there are elders who rule the congregation, but some of them are also called to labor in preaching and teaching. Similarly, every New Testament minister of the Word is an elder, but that does not make every elder a minister of the Word. 

			20

			All the King’s Men (4)

			Philippians 1:1 refers to “overseers and deacons.” Since the New Testament uses the term “overseer” interchangeably with the term “elder” (compare Acts 20:17 with Acts 20:28, and Titus 1:5 with Titus 1:7), this passage refers to elders and deacons.

			In the Old Testament, both Levitical priests and lay rulers are referred to as “elders.” But no one thought that, for that reason, Levitical priests and elders held the same office. Similarly, in the New Testament, as we have seen, the term “elder” can include both ministers and ruling elders without making them the same thing. 

			Given this background, then, doesn’t it seem most likely that Philippians 1:1 refers to “overseers” inclusively as well? If it does, then it has in view the three offices of Presbyterianism—ministers, ruling elders, and deacons—with ministers and ruling elders both embraced by the term “overseer.” Edmund Clowney explains:

			The ruling gift is distinguishable from the gift of teaching (Romans 12:8; 1 Corinthians 12:28). A man may have that gift and exercise it without being a teacher. In the Old Testament there were elders (representatives of the people) who were not priests or scribes (cf. Mark 14:43; Luke 7:3; 22:66). Paul distinguishes between older men who rule well (ruling elders) and those who also labour in the word and teaching (teaching elders). Elders of both kinds join in the rule of the church. (Living in Christ’s Church, pp. 146–47)

			For a church to be healthy, she needs a faithful administration of the means of grace (God’s Word proclaimed and confirmed in the sacraments)—the role of the ministers. She needs faithful obedience to God’s Word by the church and its members—the concern of the elders. And she needs active love expressed in concrete service—the task of the deacons. Each of these ministries is so important that our Lord Jesus has ordained an office to lead it. (See Mark R. Brown, ed., Order in the Offices, especially the articles by Edmund P. Clowney, Jack Dennis Kinneer, and Robert S. Rayburn. See also Leonard J. Coppes, Biblical Eldership Revisited.)
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			Authority in the Church (1)

			Our Lord Jesus ordained that there be officers in his church. But do these church officers really have authority? Authority is the right to rule. And God insists that pastors and elders do have authority. He makes this clear in Hebrews 13:17: 

			Obey your leaders and submit to them, for they are keeping watch over your souls, as those who will have to give an account. Let them do this with joy and not with groaning, for that would be of no advantage to you. 

			God holds the leaders of the church accountable to lead. He commands the members of the church to “obey” them and “submit” to them. In other words, he gives his church officers real authority.

			Still, the fact that these officers really do have authority by no means puts them on a par with our Lord Jesus himself. Instead, the officers of the church are stewards of Christ’s authority. King Jesus delegates authority to them so that they might represent him—and not only that, but also so that he might use them as the media of his own rule. Therefore, their authority is always under Christ’s authority. What does that mean?

			For one thing, it means that while our Lord Jesus has original authority, the authority that church officers have is only delegated. A church officer is like a man whom a marshal deputizes, as in the old American West. The deputy had better not pretend to be equal to the marshal. He had better not pretend to be the marshal. At the same time, people had better not ignore what the deputy says. Why not? Because he speaks in the name of the marshal.

			Church officers are to offer themselves as a living sacrifice to our Lord to serve as instruments of his rule, not their own rule. And church members are to follow the Lord himself as he rules them through the instrumentality of his officers.

			22

			Authority in the Church (2)

			Our Lord Jesus is the only lawgiver of his church. Rather than inventing laws and imposing them on the church, the elders are to apply Christ’s law. They are to apply God’s Word, which is found in the Bible, without adding to it, subtracting from it, or in any way altering it. 

			Their authority is declarative, not legislative. This is because Jesus alone is the King of the church, and he runs it by the agency of his Spirit working through the instrumentality of his Word. The Bible is our only infallible rule of faith and practice. As our Confession of Faith 1.10 says,

			The supreme judge by which all controversies of religion are to be determined, and all decrees of councils, opinions of ancient writers, doctrines of men, and private spirits, are to be examined, and in whose sentence we are to rest, can be no other but the Holy Spirit speaking in the Scripture. 

				To be sure, the leaders of the church need to make certain rules, like setting the time and place for public worship or developing procedures for finalizing church budgets. Indeed, there are all sorts of judgment calls that the overseers must make. But this is only so that Christ’s rules may be followed decently and in order (1 Cor. 14:40). 

				Such rules may never compete with God’s Word; instead, they must always comport with God’s Word. They may never seek to supplement God’s Word; instead, they must simply implement God’s Word. They may never supplant God’s Word; instead, they are only to apply God’s Word to specific circumstances.
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			Authority in the Church (3)

			Our Lord Jesus himself runs his church. As its King and Head, his authority is magisterial and sovereign. 

			The authority of his church officers, on the other hand, is only ministerial. They are to act as ministers (servants). “For what we proclaim is not ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord, and ourselves as your servants for Jesus’ sake” (2 Cor. 4:5).

			As Edmund Clowney explains:

			When the disciples thought that the Kingdom would bring them prestige and power Christ warned them about the vast difference between his kingdom and the gentile empires. He who would be first in the Kingdom must be the servant of all (Mt. 20:20–28; Mk. 9:35; Lk. 22:24–30; 1 Pet. 5:3). (Living in Christ’s Church, p. 154)

			Accordingly, our Lord Jesus commands his officers:

			Shepherd the flock of God that is among you, exercising oversight, not under compulsion, but willingly, as God would have you; not for shameful gain, but eagerly; not domineering over those in your charge, but being examples to the flock. (1 Peter 5:2–3) 

			This means that leaders in the church are to devote themselves to serving King Jesus and his redeemed flock, not themselves. How many church problems we could avoid if only every minister, every elder, and every deacon earnestly applied himself to this pursuit!

			24

			Authority in the Church (4)

			As sovereign King, our Lord Jesus has the power to execute temporal punishments. For example, he killed Ananias and Sapphira for lying to the apostles (Acts 5:1–11).

			His church officers, however, may not kill or physically punish anyone, even those whom they deem to be guilty of grave sin. Their authority is wholly moral or spiritual. The OPC Form of Government expresses it in this way:

			No church officers or judicatories possess any civil jurisdiction; they may not inflict any civil penalties nor may they seek the aid of the civil power in the exercise of their jurisdiction further than may be necessary for civil protection and security. (3.4)

				Edmund Clowney explains:

			Christ has refused the sword for the advancement of the kingdom of heaven (Mt. 22:16–21; Jn. 18:36f.; 1 Pet. 2:23; 2 Cor. 10:3–6; 2 Tim. 2:24). The government of the church is the new form of God’s theocracy. The church, not the state, is the New Israel. The rule of Christ’s saving kingdom cannot be enforced by the state on behalf of the church, as in the Spanish Inquisition or even Calvin’s Geneva. Christ’s kingdom is not of this world. His servants may not use the sword to bring it in. God’s mercy has postponed the day of judgment. (Living in Christ’s Church, p. 154)

				Our God is very emphatic about this:

			For though we walk in the flesh, we are not waging war according to the flesh. For the weapons of our warfare are not of the flesh but have divine power to destroy strongholds. (2 Cor. 10:3–4)

				The most powerful weapons this world can offer are too weak to accomplish God’s holy purposes. But the sword of the Spirit has divine power to do all that God desires in order to gather and perfect his people.

			25

			Authority in the Church (5)

			Our Lord Jesus Christ forbids church officers to lord it over the flock. Their authority is always under his authority. Even so, it is real authority. Our Lord Jesus commands believers to obey their leaders and submit to them (Heb. 13:17). This is why the OPC’s Form of Government 3.5 says:

			Nevertheless, church government is a valid and authentic jurisdiction to which Christians are commanded to submit themselves. Therefore the decisions of church officers when properly rendered and if in accord with the Word of God “are to be received with reverence and submission; not only for their agreement with the Word, but also for the power whereby they are made, as being an ordinance of God appointed thereunto in his Word” (Confession of Faith, Chapter XXXI, Section 2). 

			In other words, we are to receive such decisions with reverence and submission, not only because they are scriptural, but also because the Lord endows them with his authority. So when we become communicant members of the church, we vow to submit in the Lord to the government of the church and to heed its discipline. Edmund Clowney explains that:

			Authority in the church is Christ’s authority. It is he who gives the keys of the Kingdom and who validates in heaven what is determined on earth in his name. (Living in Christ’s Church, p. 154)

			Submission to church government, then, is always “in the Lord.” First of all, we submit to the Lord. And then we show that we submit to the Lord by submitting to his agents. Of course, if we are genuinely persuaded in our consciences that their decisions require us to sin, then “we must obey God rather than men” (Acts 5:29). But if we merely differ in opinion on some judgment call, then we must submit in the Lord. Stephen D. Doe says: 

			This commitment springs from God’s grace, and it requires us to trust—really trust—Christ, the Head of the church. But through believing submission, Christ richly blesses both us and the church. (New Horizons, May 2004)
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			An Abundance of Counselors (1)

			Presbyterians stress that “government in the church is not exclusively clerical.… ‘Church governors’ share with the pastor in the ruling function” (Edmund P. Clowney, “Distinctive Emphases in Presbyterian Church Polity,” in Pressing toward the Mark [Committee for the Historian, OPC, 1986], 105.

			In other words, our Lord Jesus runs his church, not only by ministers (“teaching elders”), but also by lay elders who share with the ministers in this ruling function. We see this in Acts 14:23 (“they … appointed elders [plural] for them in every church”). We see it in Acts 20:17 (“he sent to Ephesus and called the elders [plural] of the church”). We see it in Philippians 1:1 (“Paul … to all the saints in Christ Jesus who are at Philippi, with the overseers [plural] and deacons”). In serving as instruments of King Jesus, who runs his church through them, ministers and ruling elders share equal authority.

			Moreover, church rule is not merely individual; it is joint. Because Christ alone is King of the church, he insists that his undershepherds are not to act on their own. Rather, they are to work in concert with one another. No individual elder—whether teaching or ruling—may lord it over others whom King Jesus has called to rule. No individual elder may say to others whom King Jesus has called to rule, “I have no need of you” (1 Cor. 12:21). The church is ruled by a group, or plurality, of elders. 

			In a hierarchical form of church polity, only the bishop (or some other prelate) can ordain. But in the apostolic church, men were ordained by the laying on of hands by the presbytery, a council or assembly of elders (Acts 6:6; 1 Tim. 4:14). 

			Some think that presbyterianism means “rule by elders,” but actually presbyterianism means that our Lord Jesus rules his church by his Word and Spirit through presbyteries (councils or assemblies of elders acting jointly). “In an abundance of counselors there is safety” (Prov. 11:14).

			27

			An Abundance of Counselors (2)

			In biblical church government, elders are to work together, not only in the local church, but also beyond the local level. There are many benefits to this. On a regional level, they can plan, provide leadership, and give oversight to all sorts of ministries that local churches cannot do alone. And together they can help to deal fairly with various conflicts and issues that may arise.

			When disputes arise that the local church cannot resolve, that church and any of its members have the privilege of appealing to their presbytery. The assembly of Acts 15 shows how the apostolic church handled disputes and disagreements in the church. When they sent their decision to the churches, it went in the name of  “the apostles and elders” (Acts 15:23).

			In our presbyterian form of government, we have governing councils, or assemblies. What we call the “session” governs the local church. (Even the name “session” is drawn from the joint character of biblical church rule. The elders are “seated” together. When they meet together, they are “in session.”) 

			What we call the “presbytery” governs the regional church. That is, it exercises jurisdiction over what is common to the ministers, sessions, and congregations within a prescribed region. 

			Historically, some Presbyterian bodies have also had “synods” that exercise jurisdiction over what is common to the ministers, sessions, and congregations within several presbyteries. 

			What we call the “general assembly” governs those matters that concern the whole church. 

			Each of these assemblies—whether it is local or regional or synodical—is a presbytery, that is, a “council of elders.” Our Lord Jesus calls it to further truth and righteousness, and to combat sins and errors that threaten the peace, purity, unity, or ministry of the church.
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			An Extended Church Family

			Independency recognizes no visible church of Christ on earth except separate, local churches. In contrast, Presbyterianism affirms that there is one visible church of Christ on earth, with every particular church as a part of the whole. As Edmund Clowney explains,

			The unity of the church is fully recognized at both the local (parish) and the area (city) level. The New Testament presents a church that shows unity at local, regional, and ecumenical levels (Rom 16:5; 1 Cor 16:19; 2 Cor 11:8; 12:13; Acts 8:1; 11:22, 26; 13:1; Acts 9:31; 1 Cor 10:32; 12:28; Gal 1:13; Eph 1:22; Col 1:18). 

			Underlying this flexibility is the heavenly reality of the church of Christ which is manifested in the world. The doctrine of the church in Scripture is centered upon the Lord of the covenant, the Savior. It is in its structure theological through and through. Many of the problems that plague polity discussions are false problems because they are not theologically grounded. If the church is approached from a sociological rather than a theological standpoint the individual will be sundered from the community, and authority will become magisterial rather than ministerial. The confusion about the relation of the aspects of visibility and invisibility of the church can only grow until it is again recognized that the church as invisible is not some abstract ideal, but simply the church as God sees it, in contrast with the church as we see it. So also the church cannot be initially defined in terms either of the local congregation or the church universal. (“Distinctive Emphases in Presbyterian Church Polity,” in Pressing toward the Mark, pp. 106–7) 

				This brings us right back to where we started—there is one, holy, catholic, and apostolic church gathered around our Savior in the heavenly places. She comes to more or less visible expression here on earth. She does so in broadening circles. We embrace her by faith, not by sight.
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			Independence versus Interdependence

			An independent church assumes that it has all the powers needed to accomplish all the purposes of a church of Christ. Accordingly, in independency, congregations and pastors are not accountable to anyone beyond their own congregational meetings. 

			But does this not fly in the face of the scriptural pattern of unity and connection in the body of Christ? King Jesus lays down a pattern of connected churches sharing a presbyterial government.

			Independency not only goes against the grain of this scriptural principle, but also gives rise to many practical problems. Suppose that a local church lacks the necessary wisdom or resources to solve a problem or a conflict. But there is no provision or permission to appeal to others. The church is stuck. 

			An example shows how painful this can be. Some years ago, a well-known American politician, a member in good standing of an evangelical church with independent polity, was caught in notorious sin and deception. Throughout his federation, pastors and others pleaded for and exhorted his local congregation to exercise church discipline over him. But his local congregation refused. And the other churches could do nothing about it. They were all independent. There is no accountability beyond the local church.

			According to God’s Word, however, things should be very different. A problem arose on the local level in Antioch. They couldn’t resolve it there. Acts 15 shows how they appealed the matter to a broader assembly of elders who could settle the matter.

			A prominent feature of Presbyterianism is that it entrusts the duty of ruling the regional church to the regional presbytery—that is, to the elders of the regional church in their assembled capacity. This means that congregations don’t have to stand alone. Instead, in unity and mutual deference, with interdependence and accountability, they can work together to build up one another as parts of the whole body of Christ.
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			The Presbyterian Vision

			The biblical ideal is that there should be one Christian church in any community. It should be made up of more than one local congregation, and should be ruled jointly by its assembled elders. In our day, we can barely even imagine this. There is too much ecclesiastical pandemonium. Nevertheless, it is the Presbyterian vision. 

			Of course, we can implement this vision only as far as believers come to agree with it. And in our day, like-minded Christians are few and far between. We’re divided and scattered. How desperately the church needs revival and reformation! 

			This is part of our vision in the Orthodox Presbyterian Church—to keep proclaiming Christ, to keep planting Christ-exalting churches, and to keep cultivating ecumenical relations with other Christ-exalting churches in order to accomplish together what no one church can do alone.

			Thankfully, the shortcomings and failures of believers and churches can never change the basic reality: King Jesus is gathering, ruling, and perfecting his one, holy, catholic, and apostolic church by the agency of his Holy Spirit working through his Word as it is administered by weak and sinful men. And he will continue to do so until he returns in power and glory and his one beautiful bride appears (Col. 3:4). What a day that will be!

			Meanwhile, our Good Shepherd calls us to keep listening to his voice and following him as closely and faithfully as we can and to keep trusting him to keep his promise to build his church. We can do so with this assurance:

			Did we in our own strength confide, 

			our striving would be losing;

			were not the right Man on our side,

			the Man of God’s own choosing.

			Dost ask who that may be?

			Christ Jesus, it is he,

			Lord Sabaoth his name,

			from age to age the same,

			and he must win the battle. (Martin Luther)

		

	OEBPS/image/1.jpg
e ARCS @it

Presbyterianism

A Messa-ge from the
ORTHODOX

PRESBYTERIAN
CHURCH

BY LARRY E. WILSON





OEBPS/image/ABCS_cover_for_epub.jpg
The ABCs of

Presbyterianism

A Message from the
ORTHODOX

PRESBYTERIAN
CHURCH

BY LARRY E. WILSON





