Spirit, Church & Last Things Lecture 22, page 1

Doctrine of the Church: Government & Presbyterianism

We are on page 47 of Edmund Clowney’s baidie Church, and we are talking about the government

of the church overview. Let us take a look at Nexgtd@ment churches. We can distinguish between four
different uses of the word “church” or “churchesthe New Testament. Sometimes a church meeting
in a person’s or people’s home is called a chuadiguse church. In other words, in 1 Corinthian446

we learn of the church that meets in the houseqpifilla and Priscilla. It was a house church. Sarchu

can mean a small entity. It can mean a congregafipeople that meet in a home.

On the other hand, as we go from micro to macmrgetlare metropolitan or city-wide churches. Act 8:1
speaks of the church in Jerusalem: “On that dagatgersecution broke out against the church of
Jerusalem and all except the apostles were saattei@ughout Judea and Samaria.” Not only could a
church denominate a house gathering, but it cdslul speak of a city-wide entity as well.

Getting larger still we have the mention of provahchurches. Acts 9:31 says, “Then the church
throughout Judea, Galilee and Samaria enjoyedeadinpeace.” That is because God had converted
Saul, the primary enemy of the church, disturbehefchurch. “It was strengthened; and encouraged b
the Holy Spirit, it grew in numbers, living in thear of the Lord.” The church throughout Judea,l€al
and Samaria speaks in terms of Roman provincetheSaord church could speak of a gathering in a
home, the people of God in a city, and now evegdrign whole provinces. And it could be a
designation for the church in its totality. We fitids in Acts 15 where it speaks of the ecumenical
church, the whole church of the believers.

Of course every particular church member did not€do the council, but representatives from the
churches did. And so in Acts 15:22 we read, “ThHendpostles and elders, with the whole church,
decided to choose some of their own men and s&md th Antioch with Paul and Barnabas.” Here
“whole church” means the church ecumenical, theathin its largest conception. It had represenéstiv
in the apostles and elders. There is diversithéNew Testament designations of the church.

Let us look at Presbyterian churches’ theology @mnatch order. First we will talk about its theology
There are three distinctive principles to Preshgteésm: the regulative principle, the organic pijhe,
and the principle of the parity and plurality ohteership.

The regulative principle means that the Word of @tathe regulates or rules the church. The Lordslesu
rules His church by His Word. Applied to worshipstprinciple means that ways contrary to the Word
are forbidden. Only ways that are in keeping wité ¥Word in principle are permissible. Ways that
contradict the Word are forbidden. The regulativiegple applied to worship is saying that the Word

of God regulates Christian worship.

Some may ask if Calvin taught this. In our own g&ry journal Presbyterian, there was a two-
installment article on this particular subject it by a man named R. J. Gore who did his disgamtat
at Westminster Seminary. Gore would say yes, Calidrieach the basic principle. He would also say
no, Calvin would not agree in every particular asgh some exponents today who use the Word in a
way that would constrict the worship and freedonthefpeople of God. | am with Gore in sympathy
and principle.

So first of all, the Word of God should regulate tthurch’s worship, and then second, the church’s
doctrine. Applied to faith this means that the chumay not require a belief not found in the Wofd o
God.
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Let me give some illustrations. If a church decitleat they can function quite well without the Lerd
Supper, this would be a violation of the regulatwmciple where Christ commanded His apostlesoto d
this in remembrance of Him. It is simply not negbte. It is part of the functioning of the churoh t
have the Lord’s Supper. The Bible regulates. Iste$ what we are to have and what we are notue.ha
Within those parameters there is freedom of stgbb@istom as Clowney has pointed out. But we are
not free to do whatever we want in worship, andaneenot fee to dispense with biblical elements.
Preaching cannot be done away with either. Pauhtamaded Timothy to preach the Word. The pure
preaching of the Gospel is one of the marks ircthech. We cannot do away with it. The Bible does
not decree how many minutes a sermon should be, kirichof illustrations and applications you have
to use, or what you have to wear in order to pre@hbbse things have varied with time and locales Th
fact is there is to be preaching, prayer, singamgli worship, as Clowney has outlined those essentia
elements. They seem to be not negotiable.

Applied to faith, the regulative principle means eaanot require things the Bible does not reqWe.
could ask the question, “What can we require aqrets believe in order to join the church?” My
answer would be we can require only faith in thedLéesus Christ as Lord and Savior.

Though we may want the person to believe OrthodatsGan Theology, that is part of the discipling
process. They cannot reject a major doctrine tlwatldvcall into question their belief in the Gospel.
However, even if they believe some wrong thinggne they believe in errancy, they should be a
member of the Christian church. If they believéhia Lord Jesus Christ, we cannot deny them
membership. If they have a feisty attitude andaageimentative, that is a problem that needs toelaét d
with in itself. But we cannot add other requirensetat faith in Christ as far as church membershigsgo
The Bible adds requirements, if you will, in terofg¢he offices of deacon and elder. We should aslher
to those as well. But to make a list of things yawe to believe, to require someone to sign thecthu
doctrinal statement in order join the church, seemise wrong. The sole qualification for church
membership seems to be faith in the Lord JesusChri

The first distinctive principle to Presbyterianisvas the regulative principle. The Bible is our sizml

for what we believe and how we live. It alone is #upreme authority for worship and for faith. The
second principle is the organic principle. It vie@sristians not merely optimistically but as urfje
belonging to Christ, and belonging to each othetight of what we said about the New Testament
churches and the various forms the church takespite. Presbyterianism seeks to have a real sekse
even practice of the unity of the church. The chuscone and should function unitedly in localities
(with local churches), in regions (with Presbytesiavorking together to further the Gospel), andhwit
the church as a whole. This is the applicatiorhefdssisted notion of a General Assembly.

| cannot prove these different manifestations.nl slaow that rule of a local church by elders igitdéb.

But | cannot prove that a person has to be patRrfesbytery of the General Assembly in order to be
biblical. It seems like a very reasonable applarabtf rule by elders, though. If the Christian attuis

one, we should look for ways to identify with othilievers and not regard them as our enemies. In
Presbyterianism, there are actual manifestationiseofocal church, regional church (which is a
Presbytery), and the whole church working togefregsresentatives coming together yearly at General
Assembly to oversee the work of the church).

Are we to view these principles together? Is thgiartant to see them side by side? Yes, these
principles are held together. The regulative pplecis what keeps Presbyterians from uniting
organically in terms of church structure with peopf other denominations in a given city. Although
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certainly hope they would unite with them in spiaihd | would encourage them to do certain mirastri
together.

The third distinctive principle of Presbyterianissrthe parity (or equality) and plurality of leadeip.

Let us assume that the church is to be led by lddders are equal in authority; the pastor do¢s n
have more authority under God than the other |leaglethe church. He is one elder among others. Dr.
Jones says in theory the PCA has two offices: elddrdeacon. But in practice it has three: pastor,
elder, and deacon. So elders are equal in authantythere should be more than one elder per kshurc
It is an equality and a plurality of leadershipisihot one person running the show, but rathéraaes!
leadership among elders.

Now let us look at Presbyterian churches’ churatenrThere are three degrees in church order: the
local church and its session (its governing bothg,regional church and its presbytery, and thelevho
church and its General Assembly. We will discussrafrom micro to macro levels.

First, we will discuss the local church and itsssas. In quoting Dr. Jones, “The local church cetssof
a distinct membership organized as a local congjaygwiith its officers. The membership of a local
church consists of communicant members and non-eorioant members, all of whom have the
privilege of pastoral oversight, instruction, aragrnment by the church.” Let us define some terms.

Communicant members are those who have profesgkedrf&Christ and have thereby been admitted to
the Lord’s Supper. Communicant means communinge@rcommunion, participating in the Lord’s
Supper by profession of faith. Non-communicant meralmeans the baptized children of believing
parents who have not yet made public professidaitif and indicated their desire to take the Lord’s
Supper. They have not made a profession of faibréehe elders of the church. In what sense a th
members? As mentioned above, they have the previdégpastoral oversight, instruction, and
government by the church. They are members butaleepon-communing members. This is based on a
covenantal theology that views the family in a aertway and has a theological view of the Christian
family.

A credible profession of faith is a confession ¢iriSt that, to the best of the ability of the churc
leaders or the elders to determine, is credibletebable. Of course there is the element of human
error.

The session is the ruling body of a local churamststing of its pastors and elders. It is resgdador
overseeing the items listed under the service®ttiurch on page 46. These are worship, evangelism,
discipline, diaconal ministries, edification of thleurch, and church property. The deacons
predominately care for the church property, buytterry out the will of the elders in this regafdhe
elders are the ruling body of a local church.

Second, we will discuss the regional church angrégsbytery. The regional church consists of al th
members of the local churches and their minisfins. presbytery corresponds to the session on the
local church level. The presbytery’s ruling bodysists of all pastors and elders of the congregatio
within that region. It is believers working togettand having a common body of doctrine working
together for the ministry of the church in theirtpaular areas. The presbytery oversees the sairitu
welfare of the churches within its care, alwayeesing the rights of the congregations. Some who
believe in the autonomy of the local church are/\&eispicious of what they call hierarchialism. Teher
need not be a heavy handedness. In fact, in th@abiflocuments in the PCA, that very thing is
prohibited. For example, a Presbytery would newerd a pastor upon a church. People have to vaote an
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receive their own pastor. The Presbytery will exaamgandidates and help the local church. Presumably
all the pastors and elders working together habvetir ability to examine candidates. They have to
make sure the candidates are accurate in whabtleyve, examine letters of reference, and review
their own ministerial experience in the past, thestimony, and their reputation. But it is the s
responsibility as a congregation to receive thastors. It would be wrong for a Presbytery to faace
pastor upon a congregation whether they like nair

The church order within the PCA is not perfect, duatural outworking of the organic principle dahd
principle of the equality and plurality of eldef$e church is an organism and it is manifested loca
level, on a regional level, and now as a wholetgnti

The church does not necessarily find its eldersthedseneral Assembly its pastor. The elders come
from within the congregation, but the pastor maspnedrom within or without. The Presbytery is simply
involved in examining the pastor. As an excepttbe, Presbytery would be involved in getting the
elders for a church that is starting from the begig (as a church plant). But as time moves altmg,

local church has enough elders to examine the datesi and so forth. There would be some Presbytery
involvement at the ordaining of those elders torttieistry, even if it was just checking and oveisge

the work of the local church.

Last, let us look at the whole church as a bodyien@eneral Assembly. The whole church consists of
all the members of its regional churches. The Garfgsembly is its governing body. So the local
church is governed by the elders who sit in ses&egional church is governed by the Presbytergl An
the whole church is governed by the General Assgnilile General Assembly consists of all teaching
elders and representative ruling elders from eacigi@gation. Things can get cumbersome if all the
members came. This is a matter of the principleepfesentation of elders standing for the people.

Elders come from within the local church. Usualig tongregation has opportunity to recommend
names of potential candidates for elders and deawothe existing session. The candidates thenselve
are asked before they are nominated. Then theseddercise oversight in which candidates should
actually be on the ballot. There usually are clagiat go on so that the candidates get trained to
understand the teaching of the church. Sometimedidates disqualify themselves, perhaps because
they are not ready yet. They may still take thes#s, finding them very helpful. People who are
nominated need to be serving and doing the wotkefministry in different capacities to be encoewg
to pursue eldership. But some pastors encouragieod inen to take the classes and serve the Lord in
difference capacities. After a recommendation lgydbngregation, approval by the session, and
training, the congregation has to vote on theidées. It is a careful screening process of denamoimal
recommendation, elders’ oversight, and a periadsifuction and education. Finally the people vote
their leaders and then there is a public ceremémydination to the office of elder. Ruling eldexfthe
church are not usually paid. However, sometimasgwdlders are paid if they also have a job at the
church such as a church administrator. Sometineesdhsion helps run the church in terms of business
and legal matters.

Let us talk about being called into the ministryeAuling elders called into the ministry? Yes. My
understanding of calling of individuals to Gospehisiry is similar to my understanding of the aadji

of people unto salvation. There is both an inteab@inent and an external one. Even as a persaio has
hear the Gospel outside—on one’s ears to be savesh-Helieve within, so there seems to be at least a
twofold process in the call to become a ruling elde
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Paul writes to Timothy that if anyone aspires t® dfffice of overseer, it is a good work that heirdssto
do. In 1 Timothy 3:1 Paul says, “Here is a trusthpisaying: if anyone sets his heart on being an
overseer, he desires a noble task.” We need taredut here because there are different persoesliti
the world. There are some quiet types who needereauragement from others even to take the first
step. And some others could be convinced they wadted to be an elder, yet the congregation of whic
they were a part was not at all sure. There isxéer®al verification principle. A person needs avé a
desire and also some experience and outer conioma calling at least involves those two elements
and maybe more.

Some have asked when an elder will become an efderitus. This varies in local churches. Some have
elders serve for many years, and then they talddilaedate sabbatical or break in order to recupetat
have also known elders to step aside when there sexere enough problems in their families that the
felt they should not be serving then.

When | spoke about taking classes to be trainée @ leader in the church, | did not mean seminary.
was thinking of classes in the church. Church igroximity to the seminary. | think all different
backgrounds ought to take advantage of seminarglffitris worth and take some courses, but itas n
necessary to become a ruling elder. It would bénargt in Presbyterian circles for ministers to have
seminary degree. There are exceptions, but ortiiremgeminary degree is strongly recommended and
even required for Presbyterian pastors, althougdvé known exceptions to that.

| have not mentioned a term or a limit on the serwf elders. Could there be some danger of am@lit
ruling class in the church? | do not know bibligadf a time period for ordination to the ministty.
would see it as being life long in ordinary circuarses. There are elders in the church who sufiigie
mess up and do not get disciplined. But some goag&le. There is also danger of leaders abuseig th
power. We need to take to heart passages sucPet®d5 that speak to that very matter.
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