
Scriptural  Church  Government

When  church  polity  or  the  form  of  church  government,  is  based  and  maintained  on  scriptural
principles, the dangers of hierarchy are averted. (Hierarchy is allowing rulers to dominate others). We
believe that Christ, by whom God the Father governs all things, is our only Head. By His Holy Spirit
He grants us His gifts and by His power He defends and preserves us (Eph 4;1-6; John 10:28,29; LD
19). We believe that Christ, the Anointed, has been ordained (Luke 3:21, 22) to be our Prophet and
Teacher, our only High Priest and our eternal King. We also believe that true Christians share in His
anointing (1 John 2:27) to confess His Name, to be living sacrifices of thankfulness and to fight sin and
the devil and join Him in His eternal reign (LD 12). Therefore, Christians are in faith bound to Christ
their Head, for He freed them from the power of the devil. As His possession, life depends totally on
Him alone.

Since  the  days  of  the  apostles,  believers  have  come  together  as  a  community of  believers,  a
congregation, the church of Jesus Christ (Acts 2:42; 4:31,32). They were “one in heart and mind”, for
they had received power from the Holy Spirit to be witnesses of Christ (Acts 1:6-9; 14,15).They were
called for God's purpose (Romans 8:29),

...“to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace. There is one body and one Spirit – 
just as you were called to one hope when you were called - one Lord, one faith, one baptism; 
one God and Father of all, who is over all, and through all and in all. But to each one of us grace
has been given as Christ apportioned it” (Eph 4:3-7).

Churches in separate localities

Believers share in Christ's anointing as prophets, priests and kings. They will show this general office
of all believers in a locally instituted church. This visible community are all who were  called to be
living holy and blameless lives, that is the church of Jesus Christ. The apostle Paul writes that Christ 

“gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors 
and teachers, to prepare God's people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be 
built up until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God, and  
become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fulness of Christ” (Eph 4:11-13).

That was quite a mouthful and may need to be read again. It is Christ who calls His fellow-workers to
these special offices. (See the Forms for the ordination of office-bearers). 

“Try to excel in gifts that build up the church” (1 Cor 14:12) and 
“Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ”(Eph 5:21).

So through the congregation, it is Christ who calls and appoints His co-workers to these special offices.
Through His congregation God calls His people and in this way Christ governs His church. Rules are
not prescribed in the Bible, but the principles for them can be derived from searching the Scripture as a
whole. Therefore, these principles are to be discovered and practiced in church life. They appear in
what we believe and confess with respect to the church in the Belgic Confession art. 27-32. The church
lives as expected by its Head. This becomes evident in the church's actions which show that she truly is
the body of Christ (1 Cor 14:26-40).

A clear  definition of the church is given in the Heidelberg Catechism, Lord's Day 21, QA 54. The
Belgic Confession, Article 27 gives a description of the church of Jesus Christ. It shows, as confessed i
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in the Apostles' Creed, that we believe a holy universal Christian church, a holy assembly. We do not as
Rome believe in the church or trust in her and rely on her. We do not confess to just see the church, but
to believe … a church. It is not a collection of individuals who are like-minded. It is a 'holy assembly of
the redeemed' (art.28), a people,  called together and  in faith coming together. As a whole, this body
consists of strong and weak believers who are continually urged to repent and believe. This assembly
even includes hypocrites or pretenders whom only God knows. Only at the end of days they will be
'weeded out' (Matt 13). This  flock is set apart by the Good Shepherd Himself (Gen17:21; 26:4; Isa
59:21; Rev 5:9). When some sheep get together  without Him or even  against His will, they are no
longer His flock. For He brings them together and they respond in obedience to His call since the days
of Enosh. For the church is an assembly, not 'over-see-able', but visible and one in “heart and will, in
one and the same Spirit, by the power of faith”(art. 27). 

We confess  and believe  that  physical  or  temporal  life  is  common to  all  mankind but  spiritual  or
heavenly life is given to those who are born again. The Belgic Confession, art 35 states that this second
birth is given and brought about or

“effected by the word of the gospel (John 5:24-30), in the communion of the body of Christ.  
This  life  is  not  common  to  all  but  only  to  the  elect  of  God”(compare  CoD,  III/IV,  
art.6,11,12,17).

John 6 explains that Jesus is the bread of life (vs 35, 48) and anyone “who feeds on me will live
because of me “(vs 57). Many disciples “turned back and no longer followed him” (vs 66), and he
reminded them “that no one can come to me unless the Father has enabled him”(vs 65). 

The Son of God calls, gathers and plants or institutes His church wherever He pleases. Believers have a
duty not only to join, but also to never leave this assembly (Hebrew 2:11; John 20:19, 26;). Together
they are to maintain its unity in accordance with the Word of God (art. 28). “Encourage one another”
(Heb 10:25) and uphold the truth, for the church is “the pillar and foundation of the truth” (1 Tim 3:15).
Therefore, churches make “every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace” (Eph
4:3)

Article 29 shows the  difference between the church and its counterfeits  or falsified and fraudulent
copies. There is only one Body, one church under Christ, its Head. Being one in faith  consequently
results in being one in organization, in function, practice or mission, irrespective of cultural differences.
Maintaining scriptural standards shows a legitimate assembly that is called by Christ. It is never static,
but always in a state of flux. It is either reforming or deforming with respect to the marks of the true
church, that is the pure preaching of the Gospel, the pure administration of the sacraments and the
proper exercise of discipline. A living faith results in continual reformation. Believers appeal daily to
the obedience and suffering of Jesus Christ. They repent daily and live in a renewed faith from day to
day. Unfruitful branches must be nurtured, assisted, pruned or removed (1 Cor 5:5; Matt 18:17). The
church, the congregation and council must judge the believers' lifestyle, their words and deeds, for God
judges the hearts, intentions or attitudes (1 Cor 5:12,13).

Christ told his apostles in Matt 28:18, that “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me”.
He gave this authority to the church and He declared that whatever the apostles would bind or loose on
earth will be bound or loosed in heaven (Matt 16:19; 18:18). They are true fellow-workers, just like the
first Adam, for we read of him in Genesis 2:19, that “whatever the man called each living creature, that
was its name”. According to the command of Christ (John 20:21-23), the kingdom of heaven is opened
and closed by the proclamation of the gospel. It testifies to believers the forgiveness of sins and God's
wrath to unbelievers who fail to repent. The second key, church discipline, closes the kingdom of 
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heaven by excluding those who do not heed admonitions (1 Cor 5). This key also opens the kingdom of
heaven to those who repent and practice real amendment (Lord's Day 31; 2 Cor 2:5-11).

Office-bearers  are  servants who exercise  the  power  and authority  of  Christ  in  a  spiritual  way by
instruction from the Word of God. They govern, lead, guide, direct, restrain, supervise and rule the
congregation on behalf of Christ. They subject believers only to Christ and His Word (1 Cor 11; Matt
18), for He is the Chief Shepherd (1 Peter 5:4). These servants must make sure that everything is done
“in a fitting and orderly way” (1 Cor 14:40). 

Office-bearers have no personal authority, but only delegated authority, because they speak and act “on
behalf of Christ”, the Head of the church. They are faithful ambassadors. They only come with the
divinely inspired Word and therefore, believers must respect their authority (1 Thess 5:12). 

“Obey your leaders and submit to their authority. They keep watch over you as men who must 
give account” (Hebrew 13:17).

Jesus instructed His seventy-two disciples in Luke 10, 
“He who listens to you listens to me; he who rejects you rejects me; but he who rejects me  
rejects him who sent me” (vs 16).
“ ... God did not call us to be impure, but to live a holy life. Therefore he who rejects this  
instruction does not reject man but God, who gives you the Holy Spirit” (1 Thess 4:7,8).

It is clear from their letters that the apostles exercised universal authority, for their letters often address
all the congregations. Apostles were necessary to lay the foundation of the worldwide church, because
by them God revealed his will. Reminding others of God's revelation to Simon Peter settled a dispute
about the life of gentile converts (Acts 15:14). There were no delegates from other churches when they
assembled in Jerusalem. God's Word revelation is the final authority in church decisions. Now that the
apostle  are  no  longer  with  us,  God's Word is  still  the  final  authority.  The  office  of  apostles  was
temporary. It disappeared when the apostle passed away and the Holy Scripture reached completion
(Deut 12:32; Rev 22:18,19). 

But with respect to pastors and teachers, elders and deacons, we read that they were to be appointed “in
every town” (Titus 1:5). They were given no authority elsewhere. They only served the local, instituted
church under Christ, who appointed them through and from each local congregation. Office-bearers
govern on behalf of Christ, to promote and preserve peace, harmony and unity in obedience to God.
The apostle Paul stipulated on behalf of Christ to be contend with what God provided (1 Cor 7:17; Col
2:6,7). Office-bearers are delegated and empowered not by election, but by Christ. The church is to
exercise  spiritual  power  (Calvin's  Institute  Bk  IV,  ch.8)  in  relation  to  doctrine,  legislation  and
jurisdiction. It goes without saying that such power is regulated and limited only by the Word of God.
So office-bearers are empowered 

a. to establish doctrine - or beliefs for maintaining the truth (1 Tim 3:15)
b. to prescribe rules - for up-building and for promoting order (1 Cor 14:40)
c. to administer justice - for saving the church by administering discipline (1 Cor 5:13).

Therefore, each church establishes rules about time, place and manner of worship services as well as
regulations with  respect  to  other  issues  such  as  meetings,  doctrinal  instructions  and  elections.
Moreover, a system of 'ecclesiastical polity', church government, is necessary to guard against disorder,

hierarchy and bureaucracy (ruling from the top down) and democracy (governing by majority 
or from the bottom up as in congregationalism) as well as independentism (irrespective of other
true churches) and individualism. The reason is that the churches are one in Christ, for He is our
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peace  (order)  (Eph  2:11-14).  There  is  one  body  and  one  Lord  etc.  (Eph  4:3-5).  The  church  is
independent but not autonomous. Everything is subject to God's Word, for the church-body has Christ
as its Head with office-bearers who act on His behalf.

Churches in Federation

So each church is independent, but not indifferent or ignorant of others. We read that Paul urges the
Thessalonians to continue to love “all the brothers throughout Macedonia” (1 Thess 4:9,10). The early
churches also supported each other in assisting the needy (Rom 15:25,26) and they were encouraged to
share apostolic letters (Col 4:16; 1 Thess 5:27) as well as greetings (2 John 1:13; 3 John 1:15; Romans
16:16) and good news (Acts 15:3). Under Christ, the church is one in faith and bound to “carry each
others burdens” (Gal 6:2). 

Jesus Christ gathers His people from all over the world (Col 1:6), for those who are being sanctified are
one with Christ who sanctifies (Heb 2:11,12). The Lord prayed to the Father that “they may be one as
we are one”(John 17:11,21). Therefore, churches are bound to unite in faith with all true churches.
They reach out to other true churches to also practice that unity of faith as the one body under the one
Head, Jesus Christ. 

“May they be brought to complete unity to let the world know that you sent me and have loved 
them even as you have loved me”(v.23).

In his epistle to the Colossians, Paul writes,
“... I am present with you in spirit and delight to see how orderly you are and how firm your 
faith in Christ is” (Col 2:5).

Therefore,“We believe that, although it is useful and good for those who govern the church to establish 
a certain order to maintain the body of the church, they must at all times watch that they 
do not deviate from what Christ, our only Master, has commanded. Therefore we reject 
all human inventions and laws introduced into the worship of God which bind and 
compel the consciences in any way. We accept only what is proper to preserve and 
promote harmony and unity and to keep all in obedience to God” (Belgic Conf. art.32; 
1 Cor 14:33,40).

Eight years prior to the first Synod of the Reformed Churches in 1571, a Church Order was developed.
Consequent revisions were made but a finalized version was adopted by Synod of Dort (1618/19). Its
structure and principles are still followed (see preface to Church Order; Book of Praise, page 629).

“For the maintenance of good order in the church of Christ it is necessary that there be 
offices and supervision of doctrine;
assemblies;
worship, sacraments and ceremonies;
and discipline”(Introduction. Article 1 C.O.).

Churches in one country join each other in a covenant relationship, or a fellowship of 'sister' churches,
called a federation. A federation is a voluntary cooperative union of independent churches to assist each
other in their governmental functions. Together they bind themselves to consenting regulations that
ascertain the promotion of the truth of God's Word. Therefore, the sole purpose of such a union or
federation is not to just present a strong united front, but to assist each other. Together the churches
agree, 

 to maintain the unity of faith
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 to preserve the truth of Holy Scripture
 to assist each other in governing the church, and 
 to be a hand and a foot to each other

for example in Foreign Mission and in the Theological Training of Ministers.

A Church Order in accordance with the Holy Scripture has been established and adopted since Synod
1618/1619. Christ is our only Master (Matt 23:8). History has shown that an abundance of rules to
cover all possible situations will only end up in pharisaism, a pious burden or in tyranny, hierarchy and
bureaucracy. Although the first danger was feared most, the devil  managed to successfully use the
second. It resulted in new, expanded Church Orders, with growing bureaucracy and even tyranny (For
example, in 1816 by the Reformed Dutch State Church with its government Regulations. Also during
World War II in the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands and later the Christian Reformed Church in
North America). A tendency to  over-regulate is still present today. So let us insist on always testing
everything with the Word of God. A federation of churches is  not  like an alliance of churches.  A
federation of  churches  participates in  mutual  governance with respect  to  doctrine,  sacraments  and
discipline. Briefly, it is actively concerned with the maintenance of the three marks of the true church. 

As among council members, the basic rule among churches is also to be servants to each other. Among
unbelievers, “ … high officials exercise authority over them. Not so with you” (Matt 20:25,26; art.74
Church  Order).  Another  basic  regulation  is  that  “a  majority  vote  shall  be  considered  settled  and
binding, unless it is proved to be in conflict with the Word of God or with the Church Order”(art.31).
(In the 1940's the term 'unless' was used to mean 'until', resulting in temporarily living in disobedience).

Although desirable and prescribed, a mutually accepted Church Order is no guarantee that all is well.
When deformation in doctrine slowly sneaks into the church, deviations from the accepted 'good order'
rules may creep in as well. After the fact it is often difficult to identify, for example, which of the two
caused the disaster of 1944. Was it the doctrine formulation of 1905 or the breach of the Church Order
in 1926, or both? And it may happen again. For example, when a church decides to simply ignore a
majority decision by Synod just because it is not to its liking. This erodes the federation. Churches that
consent to a Church Order are bound to uphold and practice these orders or they must appeal the
decision on the ground of God's Word and the rules of federation. Ignoring major assembly's decisions
tears down the bond of faith. Another example is, when office-bearers doubt the written testimony of
other  overseers  (attestations),  by only  offering  membership  on  the  basis  of  their  own findings  of
confessed faith, the federation is in principle attacked if not broken. Mistrust and failure to admonish
others with the Word of God, leads to disruption of the bond of peace and unity of faith. General and
consenting regulations can not be blamed for the failure of an organization, but failing to  adhere to
them can. 

“Simply let your 'Yes' be 'Yes' and your 'No', 'No'; 
anything beyond this comes from the evil one”(Matt 5:37).

Broader  assemblies  within a  federation  like classes  and synods are  appointed at  regular  times for
specific  tasks.  They are  temporary bodies  that  represent  a  broader circle of churches. Once  these
assemblies get away with adding their own agenda points, they may tend to also direct rather than serve
(Eccl 10:7). Only consistories or councils are to govern on behalf of the Head of the church, because
they are appointed by the Lord. 

Broader assemblies on the other hand do not govern on behalf of Christ. Members are indeed office-
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bearers, but they function only as  delegates from minor assemblies. It has been argued that office-
bearers have  accumulative authority, but authority outside their own congregation is zero. It cannot
accumulate  nor  can  their  authority  be  delegated  (zero  multiplied  by zero  makes  zero).  Therefore,
classes and synods may only deal with matters that have been presented to them by minor assemblies
(art.30 C.O.). As mutually agreed, their decisions are binding, unless these are contrary to the Word of
God and in conflict with the Church Order. Therefore, the credentials of delegates (art.32 C.O.) include
the promises to abide by all decisions that will be made in accordance with the Word of God and the
Church Order. 

Other Federations

Christ gathers His church from all over the world in spiritual unity. This holy church is the body of
Christ  bound together and united in faith by the Holy Spirit  in one hope of salvation (Eph 4:3,4).
Although relations with federations in  other  countries are  initiated by the local churches,  they are
regulated and maintained by general synods (C.O. art.50). Such a desire to unite cannot call for an
international synod, because a synod could not do its work due to multiple languages, cultures and the
loss of identity of each country's federations. Moreover churches are independently called under the
one Head. Christ did not call federations nor offices in an organized, worldwide church. Federations
can however join in international conferences that function as advisory bodies. For practical reasons it
is  advisable on the basis of Scripture that independent federations establish  worldwide relations to
maintain the truth of God's Word and the unity of faith.

Therefore,  churches will  look for the  unity of faith practiced and maintained in other countries by
churches that also live by the only doctrine of the Old and New Testament. This does not need to be
expressed  in  identical  confessions.  On  minor  points  and  practices  a  relationship  “shall  not  be
rejected”(C.O. Art.50). The purpose of having contact with other federations in other countries and
languages is similar to churches uniting in a federation. They can be expected to help each other in
governing themselves  “according to  the pure Word of  God,  rejecting  all  things  contrary to  it  and
regarding Jesus Christ as the only Head” (B.C. art 29). Therefore, the mutual rules for contact between
federations are designed to assist, watch and warn each other in order to maintain good order and to
assure the pure proclamation of the gospel, the pure administration of the sacraments and the proper
exercise of discipline.  To keep ongoing contact,  Synods appoint a committee to attend each others
broader assembly, to inform each other about changes, and to watch and warn each others synodical
decisions. The churches promise to accept each others members and ministers. These committees will
report on their activities and findings to the next Synod. For detailed information see With Common
Consent, a practical guide to the use of the Church Order of the Canadian Reformed Churches, by the
Reverend W.W.J. Van Oene, Premier Publishing, Winnipeg, MB, 1990, pages 236-243.

In conclusion, independent churches are governed by the Lord's appointed office-bearers from and for
the local congregation. As servants they govern, lead, guide, direct, restrain, supervise and rule the
local congregation on behalf of Christ, the only Head of the church. His chosen ones are all over the
world and in unity of faith they seek each other.  They form federations of churches and maintain
contact  to  assist  each  other  in  keeping  the  truth  of  God's  Word  and  the  unity  of  faith.  Christ
accomplished peace between God and man which is gifted to the believers by the Spirit who is the
heart  and  soul  that  drives  every  one  and  every  church  as  one  body through  the  bond  of  peace.
Therefore, let us keep that oneness to which we were called in the one hope of eternal life (Eph 4).
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