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FoRewoRd

For about a decade, I taught a course on Presbyterian ecclesiology 
and worship at Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary. I developed a 
fairly extensive bibliography (nineteen pages, single-spaced), and was 
surprised at how much had been written about the church (ecclesiology) 
in the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries, and how little since then. 
One result is that even if someone were interested in learning more 
about Christ’s church, it would be hard to do so without the resources 
of a theological seminary, since most of the good material written 
about the church was out of print. Thomas E. Peck (the successor to 
Robert Lewis Dabney at Union Seminary in Virginia) was out of print; 
Princeton’s Charles Hodge recorded most of his ecclesiastical writings 
in the Princeton Theological Review; Charleston’s Thomas Smyth was out 
of print; Edinburgh’s James Bannerman was in and out of print; John 
B. Adger hid himself in the pages of the Southern Presbyterian Review 
(1847–85).

The seventeenth to nineteenth centuries had addressed matters 
not only thoroughly but avidly. In 1841, Thomas Smyth wrote An 
Ecclesiastical Catechism that took up 124 pages and asked and answered 
280 questions related to the church, such as these:

	 •	 “What	is	the	meaning	of	the	word	catholic?”
	 •	 “In	what	then	does	the	unity	of	the	church	essentially	consist?”
	 •	 “What	do	you	mean	by	a	true	church?”
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	 •	 “Is	a	connexion	with	any	visible	church,	sufficient	to	secure	the	
salvation of the soul?”

	 •	 “What	further	is	the	duty	of	the	members	of	each	particular	
church, toward those of every other Christian denomination?”

Today, we would be hard pressed to think of 280 questions to raise 
about the church, and even harder pressed to find anyone who could 
answer them.

Some things of a more recent nature had been written about the 
church, but they were prevailingly practical: how to organize meetings, 
how to deal with youth (and their parents!), how to counsel people who 
wanted none of it, and so forth. But the questions of how the church 
ought to be governed, by whom, and to what ends were largely unad-
dressed. What, if any, kind of power does the church have? What kinds 
of things may its officers rightly require of the members? Is membership 
itself important, or necessary, or an aspect of Christian discipleship? 
These questions were not being answered wrongly; they simply were 
not being asked at all.

On occasions, these (and like) questions were eventually raised in 
circumstances in which ecclesiastical catastrophe had already occurred. 
In churches that had suffered terrible, painful divisions (or gone under 
altogether), the survivors sometimes asked whether the pain could have 
been avoided, and if so, how. But by and large, thoughtful works on the 
nature of the church, and her government and its limits, were simply 
not being addressed.

Into this arid desert Dr. Guy Waters has inserted an oasis. In a 
book that is equally thorough yet brief, learned yet accessible, nuanced 
yet clear, Dr. Waters has covered the bases of ecclesiology with his How 
Jesus Runs the Church. His work is historically informed, theologically 
integrated, and biblically grounded; his discussions of controverted mat-
ters are always fair-minded and judicious. While not everyone will be 
capable of agreeing with him on every smaller point, everyone will find 
that he fairly and charitably engages those views with which he disagrees. 
If this book had existed when I was teaching at Gordon-Conwell, we 
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would not have worn out the photocopier reproducing chapters and 
articles from old books and journals.

In a narcissistic, egalitarian, plurastic, and voluntaristic American 
culture, Dr. Waters’s careful discussion of the way the risen Christ rules 
his church may seem as peculiar as my Greek lectures; but it is precisely 
what we need, and what we have needed for a long time. There are only 
two kinds of people who should read this book: those who love Christ’s 
bride, the church, and those who do not.

T. David Gordon
Professor of Religion and Greek
Grove City College
Grove City, Pennsylvania
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intRoduCtion

What	comes	to	mind	when	you	hear	the	word	“government”?	In	
the United States, most citizens have regular contact with local, state, 
and federal government. Sometimes the government makes demands on 
our time, like jury duty or military service. At other times, the govern-
ment makes demands on our pocketbooks, like sales taxes; and on our 
paychecks, like income taxes. It is common to hear people complain 
about the demands that their elected representatives make upon them.

It is also easy to forget the good things that well-functioning govern-
ment provides for its citizens. Schools, roads, public safety, and a host 
of other services and benefits make it possible for you and me to go to 
work, to raise our families, and to gather with God’s people for worship 
and service. If you have ever visited or lived in a country with poor or 
dysfunctional government, you can truly appreciate good government. 
Poor government can mean that we cannot count on such things as 
stable jobs, clean water and electricity, or personal security. Poor govern-
ment can even mean that citizens cannot enjoy the basic liberties and 
freedoms that many of us in the West enjoy. In short, whether we think 
about government much or not, government makes a big difference in 
the quality of our day-to-day lives.

GoveRnment in tHe CHuRCH

The church has a government of its own. This is no accident.  
As we will see, the Scriptures teach that Jesus himself has instituted a 
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government for his church, a government that we find in the Bible and 
in the Bible alone. This government is an important part of the way 
that Jesus rules his people.

Like civil government, the government of the church can sometimes 
make demands upon us. Also like civil government, well-functioning 
church government helps the people of God to live their Christian lives 
well. When church government ceases to be what Jesus has called her 
to be, that breakdown can hurt Christian living.

Church government, in other words, is a critical part of Christian 
discipleship. The government of the church is something in which every 
Christian should have keen interest. Whether you are a young Christian 
or a mature Christian; new to a Presbyterian church, or descended from 
generations of Presbyterians; a non-officer or an experienced church offi-
cer—you need to know what the Bible teaches about church government. 
This knowledge will help you to pursue a fruitful Christian life, to pray 
better for the officers and the work of the church, and to serve the church 
more capably. Above all, it will help you to have renewed appreciation for 
the wisdom and the glory of the church’s only Head and King, Jesus Christ.

wHat HaPPened to CHuRCH GoveRnment?

It is fair to say that interest in church government (also called 
church polity) has waned in the last century. One way to see this is by 
looking at publications concerning church polity. Although they have 
been reprinted, the classic articulations of Presbyterian church govern-
ment by Thomas E. Peck, Thomas Witherow, and John Macpherson 
date from the nineteenth century.1 Classic Presbyterian treatments of 
the doctrine of the church likewise date from the same period.2 This is 

1. Thomas E. Peck, Notes on Ecclesiology (Richmond, VA: Presbyterian Committee of 
Publication, 1892; repr., Greenville, SC: Presbyterian Press, 2005); Thomas Witherow, The 
Apostolic Church: Which Is It? An Enquiry at the Oracles of God as to Whether Any Existing Form 
of Church Government Is of Divine Right, 5th rev. ed. (1881; repr., Glasgow: Free Presbyterian 
Publications, 1990); John Macpherson, Presbyterianism (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1882). An 
edition of this last work was printed as late as 1949.

2. Representative are Stuart Robinson, The Church of God as an Essential Element of the 
Gospel (Philadelphia: Joseph M. Wilson, 1858; repr., Willow Grove, PA: The Committee on 
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not to speak of the countless articles, reviews, and speeches that were 
published in the journals, newspapers, minutes, and other organs of 
nineteenth-century Presbyterian bodies.3

These manuals, books, articles, and speeches reflect vigorous discus-
sions and, at times, disagreements among nineteenth-century Presbyte-
rians about church government. They remind us of a time when some 
of the best and brightest ministers and theologians of the Presbyterian 
church devoted their time and energy to questions of church polity.

Nor was this concern and devotion unique to the nineteenth cen-
tury. Book IV of Calvin’s 1559 Institutes of the Christian Religion—a 
full third of the Institutes—is devoted to the doctrine of the church.4 A 
substantial portion of Book IV addresses questions relating to the gov-
ernment of the church. This concern was carried over to sixteenth- and 
seventeenth-century Scotland, where John Knox, Samuel Rutherford, 
and George Gillespie reflected extensively on the government of the 
church.5 In keeping with her Reformation and Scottish Presbyterian 

Christian Education of the Orthodox Presbyterian Church, 2009); James Bannerman, The 
Church of Christ: A Treatise on the Nature, Powers, Ordinances, Discipline, and Government of the 
Christian Church, 2 vols. (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1868; repr., Edinburgh: Banner of  Truth, 
1960); Thomas Witherow, The Form of the Christian Temple: Being a Treatise on the Constitution 
of the New Testament Church (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1889); William D. Killen, The Framework 
of the Church: A Treatise on Church Government (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1890).

3. A handful of these were gathered and given more permanent form. See Robert L. 
Dabney, Discussions: Evangelical and Theological, vol. 2 (Richmond, VA: Presbyterian Com-
mittee of Publication, 1891; repr. Edinburgh: Banner of  Truth, 1967); James H. Thornwell, 
Collected Writings of James Henley Thornwell, vol. 4: Ecclesiastical, ed. John B. Adger and John 
L.Girardeau (Richmond, VA: Presbyterian Committee of Publication, 1873; repr., Edinburgh: 
Banner of  Truth, 1974); Thomas E. Peck, Miscellanies of  Thomas E. Peck, 3 vols. (Richmond, 
VA: Presbyterian Committee of Publication, 1895–97; repr., Edinburgh: Banner of  Truth, 
1999); Charles Hodge, Discussions in Church Polity: From the Contributions to the “Princeton 
Review” (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1878).

4. John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 2 vols., ed. John T. McNeill, trans. 
Ford Lewis Battles, Philadelphia: Westminster, 1960), 1009–521.

5. John Knox, Second Book of Discipline (1578), repr. in Robinson, The Church of God, 
117–49; Samuel Rutherford, A Peaceable and Temperate Plea for Paul’s Presbytery in Scotland 
(1642); The Due Right of Presbyteries (1644); Divine Right of Church Government and Excom-
munication (1646); George Gillespie, Treatise of Miscellany Questions, Aaron’s Rod Blossoming . . ., 
111 Propositions on Church Government, Assertion of the Government of the Church of Scotland, 
and Dispute against the English-Popish Ceremonies Obtruded upon the Church of Scotland, repr. 
in The Presbyterian’s Armoury, 3 vols. (Edinburgh: R. Ogle and Oliver and Boyd, 1846).
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heritage, the American Presbyterian church maintained the Reformed 
church’s longstanding concern with the doctrine of the church, gener-
ally, and church polity, specifically.

Presbyterians today, of course, continue to study, discuss, and debate 
the government of the church.6 We do not do so, however, to the degree 
that previous generations once did. This raises two related questions. 
Why has this interest waned? Why was church polity so important to 
our Presbyterian fathers?

One important reason interest in church polity has waned is because 
of the sad experiences of many conservative Presbyterians in the mainline 
Presbyterian churches of the twentieth century.7 The unfaithfulness of 
many denominations and even the persecution of faithful officers within 
those denominations corrupted the wholesome purposes of biblical 
church government. Many Christians looked outside denominational 
structures for fellowship, evangelism, and missions. The result was an 
unfortunate distancing of church government and the biblical mandate 
of evangelism and discipleship.

This course of events did little to stem the tide of individualism 
and self-sufficiency that have long characterized American Christian-
ity.8 American evangelicals often exhibit distrust of institutions and 
authority, including that of the church. Such patterns run against 
the grain of the Bible’s teaching on the church. The Scripture tells 
believers that we need one another, and particularly the faithful labors 
of the officers of the church, in order to grow in the Christian life 
(see Eph. 4:11–16).

Perhaps one step toward a recovery of interest in church polity in 
the contemporary Presbyterian church is to consider why the doctrine 

6. See for instance Robert C. Cannada and W. Jack Williamson, The Historic Polity of the 
PCA (Greenville, SC: A Press, 1997).

7. These have been chronicled in such works as Morton Smith, How Is the Gold Become 
Dim: The Decline of the Presbyterian Church, U.S., as Reflected in Its Assembly Actions, 2nd ed. 
(Jackson, MS: Steering Committee for a Continuing Presbyterian Church, 1973); John Edwards 
Richards, The Historical Birth of the Presbyterian Church in America (Liberty Hill, SC: Liberty 
Press, 1987).

8. See particularly Nathan Hatch, The Democratization of American Christianity (New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1989).

Waters_How Jesus Runs the Church.indd   22 9/29/11   4:02 PM



xxiii

IntroductIon

of the church might have been so important to our Presbyterian forefa-
thers. Because they were wholeheartedly committed to the Bible, we may 
fairly surmise that their concern and labors reflected biblical priorities. 
In fact, we may consider four ways in which the Scriptures stress the 
importance of the church.

First, there is a close biblical connection between Christ and his 
church. Christ is the head of his body, the church (Col. 1:18, 24; Eph. 
5:23; Acts 9:5). Christ’s interests are bound up with the church. To 
study and to honor the government of the church is to bring glory to 
Jesus who has instituted that government for his own glory and for his 
church’s good. One reason, for instance, that Reformed Protestants so 
vigorously protested the Pope’s claim to be the vicar of Christ on earth 
is that they understood this claim to usurp Christ’s exclusive right to 
rule the church.

Second, the church is a body that is both divinely created and 
divinely ruled. The church is divinely created. She is not a mere volun-
tary association of persons with similar interests, backgrounds, or goals. 
In this respect, she is different from the Kiwanis or the Junior League. 
Adults	enter	the	church	when	they	profess	themselves	to	be	“sinners	in	
the sight of God, justly deserving His displeasure, and without hope 
save	in	his	sovereign	mercy.”	They	profess	to	“believe	in	the	Lord	Jesus	
Christ as the Son of God, and Savior of sinners, and [to] receive and 
rest upon Him alone for salvation as He is offered in the Gospel.”9 The 
taking	of	such	vows	is	to	“enter	into	a	solemn	covenant	with	God	and	
His Church.”10

The church is also divinely ruled. The church is the body of Christ, 
who is the only head of the church. Part of what it means for Jesus to 
be the head of the church is that he has an exclusive and unique claim 
of authority upon the church. The Old Testament taught believers of 
old to expect God himself to come and to reign over his people (see 
Psalms 2, 110). The New Testament frequently quotes these psalms as 

9. These statements have been drawn from the membership vows of the Presbyterian 
Church in America. See BCO 57–5. The vows of membership used by other Presbyterian and 
Reformed bodies address similar concerns as those broached here.

10. BCO 57–5.
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finding their fulfillment in the person and work of Jesus Christ.11 This 
is one of the many ways in which the New Testament shows us that 
Jesus is King over his people. Jesus is no absentee ruler. He is actively, 
intimately, and presently involved in ruling his church. One important 
way that Jesus rules his people is through the government that he has 
instituted in his Word.

Third, the church is the visible representation of the reign of Christ 
on earth. This is what the Westminster Confession of Faith means when 
it	identifies	the	“visible	Church”	with	“the	kingdom	of	the	Lord	Jesus	
Christ” (WCF 25.2). Without getting into the question of the precise 
relationship between the Kingdom of God and the visible church, we 
may simply note that the Confession, following the Scripture, identifies 
the church as the place where Jesus’ reign is now on particular display.12 
Seen in this light, the government of the church takes on pointed sig-
nificance. Church polity is a way to give concrete and visible expression 
to the present reign of our risen and exalted Mediator, Jesus Christ.

Fourth, Jesus has uniquely tasked the church with the work of 
missions. Our Presbyterian forefathers debated whether organizations 
outside the church (parachurch organizations) should undertake the work 
of the Great Commission.13 There was no disagreement, however, that 
Jesus had particularly called the church to bear the gospel to the nations.

The Great Commission of Jesus to his disciples in Matthew 
28:18–20 is instructive. Jesus appears to his disciples after his resurrec-

11. The most recent edition of the Greek New Testament from United Bible Socie-
ties (UBS) lists citations of Ps. 2 at Acts 4:25–26 (Ps. 2:1); Acts 13:33; Heb. 1:5; 5:5 
(Ps. 2:7); and citations of Ps. 110 at Matt. 22:44 and parallels; Matt. 26:64 and parallels; 
Acts 2:34–35; Heb. 1:13 (Ps. 110:1); Heb. 5:6; 7:17, 21 (Ps. 110:4). See The Greek New 
Testament, 4th rev. ed., ed. Barbara Aland et al. (Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft/
United	Bible	Societies,	1983),	887–88.	See	also	the	much	more	extensive	list	of	“allusions	
and verbal parallels” at 895–96.

12. On the relationship between the church and the kingdom, see Geerhardus Vos, The 
Teaching of Jesus concerning the Kingdom and the Church (1903; repr. Nutley, NJ: Presbyterian 
and Reformed, 1972).

13. For nineteenth-century arguments upholding the unique role of the church as the mis-
sionary agency of Christ, see Thornwell, Collected Writings, 4:143–295; Benjamin M. Palmer, 
“Lay	Evangelism	and	the	Young	Man’s	Christian	Associations,”	Southern Presbyterian Review 
29,	2	(April	1878):	354–77;	Robert	L.	Dabney,	“Lay	Preaching,”	Southern Presbyterian 
Review 27, 2 (April 1876): 228–49; repr. in Dabney, Discussions, 2:76–95.
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tion,	telling	them,	“All	authority	in	heaven	and	on	earth	has	been	given	
to me” (28:18). Jesus is referring, of course, to the authority that the 
Father had granted him, as Messiah, upon his resurrection. In view of 
that	authority,	he	gives	a	commission	to	“the	eleven	disciples”	(28:16).	
The commission may have application to the church generally, but the 
commission belongs particularly to the disciples, and to all those who 
after them were called to bring the Word of God to the nations. In 
other words, this commission has primary application to the ministers 
of the church.

The	disciples	must	“go	and	make	disciples	of	all	nations,	baptizing	
them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 
teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you” (28:19–20a). 
The disciples are to go to the nations and to make disciples of them.14 
In other words, they are God’s means of bringing the nations into glad 
submission to the saving reign of Christ, to bring men and women 
alongside them as disciples of the Lord Jesus.

By what means will Christ’s ministers make disciples of the nations?15 
Christ provides two means in this commission. Christ’s ministers will 
baptize them in the triune name of God (28:19), and they will teach them 
all that Christ has taught his church through his apostles (28:20). The 
Great Commission does not end when a person makes public profession 
of faith and is baptized. Rather, the Great Commission has just begun. 
Jesus likens the church to a school where his disciples are continuously 
taught from the Word of God. The New Testament goes on to tell us that 
disciples	are	“taught	to	observe	all	that	[Jesus]	has	commanded”	them	

14. The English word go translates the aorist participle poreuthentes, while the English 
words make disciples translate the aorist imperative matheteusate. Daniel Wallace has noted 
that	“in	Matthew	.	.	.	every	other	instance	of	the	aorist	participle	of	poreuomai followed 
by an aorist main verb (either indicative or imperative) is clearly attendant circumstance” 
(Greek Grammar beyond the Basics: An Exegetical Syntax of the New Testament [Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 1996], 645). The participle poreuthentes (“go”)	is	best	understood,	then,	as	
an attendant circumstance participle. Therefore, it should not be treated as an imperative 
coordinate	with	the	imperative	translated	“make	disciples.”	See	here	the	caution	voiced	by	
R. T. France, The Gospel according to Matthew, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 
1115n34.

15. The participles baptizontes and didaskontes (Matt. 28:19, 20) are likely participles of 
means. See Wallace, Greek Grammar, 645; France, The Gospel according to Matthew, 1115.
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through the preaching of the Word of God and through the discipline 
of the church (see 2 Tim. 4:1–5 and 1 Cor. 5:1–13, respectively).

What does all this have to do with the government of the church? 
Put simply, for the church to carry out the Great Commission faithfully, 
she must be governed well. The ministry of the Word through the officers 
of the church, and the discipline of the church are matters relating to 
the government of the church. The integrity of the church’s missionary 
calling, then, is bound up with the polity of the church.

This pattern is precisely what we see in the book of Acts. The exam-
ple of Paul, Barnabas, and the church at Antioch is especially instructive. 
In Acts, the church commissions and sends out Paul and Barnabas to 
preach the gospel (Acts 13:1–3). These men had been gifted and called 
by the Spirit to a particular work (Acts 13:2). The church recognizes 
that God has called them and therefore sets them apart by the laying 
on of hands (Acts 13:3). The church then sends them out to the work 
God has called them to do (Acts 13:3).

These two missionaries preach the gospel and then organize those 
who	profess	faith	as	local	congregations:	“And	when	they	had	appointed	
elders for them in every church, with prayer and fasting they commit-
ted them to the Lord in whom they believed” (Acts 14:23). Paul and 
Barnabas then return to their sending church for mutual encouragement 
(Acts 14:26–28), and subsequently return to the newly planted churches 
for	ongoing	encouragement	and	instruction:	“Let	us	return	and	visit	
the brothers in every city where we proclaimed the word of the Lord, 
and see how they are” (Acts 15:36). Before Paul sets off on this next 
missionary journey, he participates in a spirited ecclesiastical assembly 
in Jerusalem (see Acts 15:1–35). The fruit of this meeting is a decree 
that, among other things, formally reaffirms the church’s commitment 
to the gospel that she is proclaiming to the nations (see Acts 15:22–35).

In short, properly functioning church government is critical to 
the church’s faithfulness as the missionary agency which Christ has 
appointed on earth.

Our Presbyterian forefathers valued the government of the church 
because they understood the importance and place of church polity 
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within the Scriptures’ teaching on the life of the church and on the 
life of the Christian. They understood that faithfulness to the pattern 
of the church’s government set forth in the Scriptures was nothing less 
than faithfulness to Christ himself. Because they grasped the biblical 
relationship between the government of the church and the reign of 
their exalted Savior and Lord, their love for the Savior drove them to 
give careful attention to the workings of the church. It is my hope that 
this same love for Christ may drive us, as the church, to prize and to 
commit ourselves afresh to the government that Christ has given to us.

and yet . . .

Since I have stressed the importance of the church and of church 
government, it might be helpful to make a couple of comments to avoid 
misunderstanding.

First, I am not saying that non-Presbyterian churches are not true 
churches because they are not Presbyterian. To use a classic distinction, 
biblical church government is crucial to the well-being (bene esse) but not 
to the existence (esse) of the church. In the words of the Book of Church 
Order	of	the	PCA,	“This	scriptural	doctrine	of	Presbytery	is	necessary	
to the perfection of the order of the visible Church, but is not essential 
to its existence.”16 We therefore embrace as brothers and co-laborers in 
Christ those believers who differ with us on matters of church govern-
ment. We acknowledge that their church membership and credentials 
as officers are valid.17 It is our hope, however, that brothers who differ 
with us and who read this book will, in true Berean spirit, weigh our 
arguments in light of the Scripture.

Second, I am not saying that Presbyterian government is itself the 
source of life in the church. It is the Spirit of Christ who brings the dead 
to life, and who strengthens and empowers the disciples of Christ for his 
service. F. P. Ramsay, an important nineteenth-century commentator on 

16. BCO 1–7.
17. Morton Smith, Commentary on the Book of Church Order of the Presbyterian Church in 

America, 6th ed. (Taylors, SC: Presbyterian Press, 2007), 31.
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the polity of the Presbyterian Church in the United States, powerfully 
presses this point.

The church is a spiritual organization. . . . It must do all its doings 
in the Spirit. It is not constitutional regularity, it is not mechanical 
perfection, that makes the church efficient for its end; it is the Spirit 
of Christ using the church as his agent. . . . Alas, form and machinery 
may exist without life and power.18

Ramsay	goes	on	to	say,	“This	Spirit	creates	fit	instruments	for	his	own	
use, and therefore we may expect the church to become more nearly 
perfect in organization and methods as it becomes more perfectly the 
obedient organ of the Holy Spirit.”19 To be sure, the Spirit and not 
church government is the source of the church’s life and power. And 
yet, God works by means. The government of the church is one of 
those appointed means. If we long to see the church prosper and flour-
ish, we cannot both look to that hope and at the same time neglect 
the church’s government.

wHat tHis book is—and is not

What is this book supposed to be? This work makes no claim to 
give exhaustive treatments of the full range of the topics of Presbyterian 
polity. It will not try to give the definitive word on some of the nagging 
questions relating to church polity that have been with the church for 
decades, even centuries. Neither does it try to offer thorough rebuttals 
of such other forms of church government as episcopacy and congre-
gationalism. Nor is this work an extensive commentary on the Book 
of Church Order of the PCA or on the forms of government of other 
Presbyterian bodies. The book is not intended exclusively for members 
and officers of the PCA. While the author is part of the PCA, my goal is 

18. F. P. Ramsay, An Exposition of the Form of Government and the Rules of Discipline of the 
Presbyterian Church in the United States (Richmond, VA: Presbyterian Committee of Publica-
tion, 1898), 9–10.

19. Ibid., 10.
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that non-PCA Presbyterians would learn from this work and apply what 
they learn from the Scriptures in their own denominational settings.

This book, rather, intends to accomplish two related goals. It offers 
a biblical case for the Presbyterian form of church government. I believe 
that the government that Christ has appointed for his church is Pres-
byterian in nature, and that the Scriptures bear out this fact. In saying 
this, I want to be clear that I do not believe that every (or even most) 
of the details of, say, the Book of Church Order are explicitly taught in 
some passage of Scripture or another. As we shall argue, this claim itself 
is rooted in biblical teaching.

In making this case, I make no claim to originality or ingenuity. I 
stand on the shoulders of giants. My debt to older writers on the subject 
of church government will be everywhere evident. My desire is to give 
classic arguments their biblical expression for a contemporary audience. If 
I am able to articulate Presbyterianism from the Scriptures to the church 
at the dawn of the twenty-first century, then I have accomplished what 
I have set out to do.

My second goal is to make this case as accessible as possible. I have 
above urged that knowledge of the church’s government is beneficial 
not only to the officers of the church, but also to each of her members. 
I realize that ministers, elders, and seminary students have particular 
interest in the government of the church. My desire in writing this 
book, however, is that members and officers, Presbyterians and non-
Presbyterians alike would read, study, consider, and weigh its contents.

For those who come to the Presbyterian church from a non-
Presbyterian background, church polity can be something of a puzzle. 
This was certainly true to my own experience as a non-Presbyterian 
new believer coming to Presbyterianism. What’s more, there are few 
contemporary resources available that lay out the biblical foundations of 
Presbyterian polity. I have intended this book to be just such a resource.

I am privileged to serve on the faculty of Reformed Theological 
Seminary, Jackson, and to teach church polity to seminary students each 
year. I hold membership, as a minister, in a PCA presbytery and am 
given opportunities to serve the church at many levels. I have witnessed 
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Presbyterian government work to my own spiritual good and to the good 
of the church that I am privileged to serve.

It is my hope that readers will see both the biblical truth and the 
practical implications of the Presbyterian form of government. I am 
not arguing that Presbyterianism is true because it works. I am arguing, 
rather, that Presbyterianism is true and that, by the blessing of Christ, 
it can and does work to his glory and to the good of his people. It is my 
hope and desire that this work may play some role, however small, to 
assist and to equip the people of God in serving our great and glorious 
Savior and King.
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wHat is tHe CHuRCH?

m
ost Christians take it for granted that they should be active 
members of the local church. We can remember sermons 
that have helped us to understand Christian teaching, and 

have urged us to live faithfully for Christ. We can recall the spiri-
tual help that the Lord’s Supper and the prayers of the church have 
given us. We think of the fellowship that we have enjoyed with God’s 
people—their encouragement and support in the hard times and in 
the good times.

This, of course, is no accident. Every Christian can testify to the 
many ways in which the church has been helpful to his or her Christian 
growth because God has designed the church and the Christian life to 
work together in just this way. In Colossians 2:19, the apostle Paul tells 
us	that	the	church	is	like	a	human	body	with	“joints	and	ligaments.”	
Christians are bound together like the joints and sinews of the human 
body.	It	is	“through	the	body’s	joints	and	ligaments,”	Paul	says,	that	the	
“whole	body”	while	“holding	fast	to	the	Head,”	that	is	Jesus,	“grows	
with a growth that is from God.”

The church is not only crucial to the Christian life but it is 
also crucial to God’s redemptive plan and purpose, decreed from 
eternity and executed in history. There is, therefore, hardly a page 
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of Scripture that does not, in some way, teach us about the church, 
or the people of God.

Before we look at the specifics of the government of the church, 
let us consider three interrelated lines of biblical teaching about the 
church. The first line to consider is the church in the history of redemp-
tion. In other words, what place do the people of God have in God’s 
plan to redeem sinners by the work of his Son? The second line is an 
important distinction that the Scriptures use to discuss the people 
of	God.	This	distinction	has	come	to	be	known	as	the	“visible”	and	
“invisible”	church.	Because	this	distinction	is	both	important	and	
easily misunderstood, we want to give some thought to it. The third 
line is membership in the church. We will take up this biblical line 
of teaching by asking and answering two questions. First, is member-
ship in the church necessary for Christians? Second, just who are the 
members of the church?

tHe CHuRCH in RedemPtive HistoRy

One People?

You	may	be	wondering	why	I	have	been	using	the	word	“church”	
to describe the people of God in every age of redemptive history. Does 
the	word	“church”	apply	to	Israel	under	the	Old	Testament?	Perhaps	
you were under the impression that the church was born on the day of 
Pentecost (Acts 2).

When we examine the Scriptures, we find out that God has had a 
single people throughout the history of redemption. He did not replace 
Israel with an entirely new people, the church. Rather, to borrow the 
language	of	the	Westminster	Confession	of	Faith,	the	“people	of	Israel	
[was] a church under age” (19.3).

What is the biblical evidence that God has had a single people across 
redemptive	history,	frequently	called	“Israel”	under	the	Old	Testament,	
and	“church”	under	the	New	Testament?	How	do	we	know	that	Israel	and	
the church are the Old Covenant and New Covenant titles of God’s one 
people, respectively? One passage that helps us is Romans 11, in which 
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Paul is dealing with a serious pastoral question. Does the fact that many 
Jews	in	Paul’s	day	were	rejecting	the	gospel	mean	that	“God	has	rejected	
his people” (11:1)? Paul answers emphatically in the negative. He does 
so in two ways.1 He urges, first, that Israel’s fall is not total (11:1–10): 
“at	the	present	time	there	is	a	remnant,	chosen	by	grace”	(11:5).	Second,	
he	reasons	that	Israel’s	fall	is	not	final	(11:11–32).	He	envisions	the	“full	
inclusion”	of	Israel	(11:12).	Specifically,	“a	partial	hardening	has	come	
upon Israel until the fullness of the Gentiles has come in. And in this 
way all Israel will be saved” (11:25b–26a). Reformed commentators 
differ on exactly what Paul is envisioning in these verses, but Paul’s basic 
point is clear.2 God has not reneged on his commitments and promises. 
He is faithful and trustworthy.

Paul stresses that Israel’s unbelief is not without purpose. By Israel’s 
unbelief	God	is	bringing	salvation	to	the	nations,	for	“through	their	
trespass salvation has come to the Gentiles, so as to make Israel jealous.” 
“Their	trespass	means	riches	for	the	world,”	“their	failure	means	riches	
for	the	Gentiles,”	and	“their	rejection	means	the	reconciliation	of	the	
world” (11:12, 15).

The apostle uses a striking picture to help us understand what 
he means. He compares the people of God to an olive tree at Romans 
11:16b–24.	Some	of	the	“natural	branches”	were	“broken	off	because	of	
their unbelief ” (11:21, 20). Here Paul is thinking about the unbelieving 
Jews. Those Jews who rejected Christ as he was offered to them in the 
gospel were cut off from the people of God. Other branches, Paul says, 
“were	grafted	in	among	the	others	and	now	share	in	the	nourishing	root	
of the olive tree” (11:17). Here Paul is thinking of Gentiles who, by the 
grace of God, have come to faith in Christ. They have been brought into 
the people of God. Notice how Paul summarizes his point at Romans 
11:24:	“For	if	you	[Gentiles	believers]	were	cut	off	from	what	is	by	nature	
a wild olive tree, and grafted, contrary to nature, into a cultivated olive 

1. The following distinction comes from John Murray, The Epistle to the Romans, 2 vols., 
NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1959, 1965), 2:75.

2. For a recent survey of opinion, see Douglas Moo, The Epistle to the Romans, NICNT 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), 710–39.
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tree, how much more will these, the natural branches, be grafted back 
into their own olive tree.”

This passage has many things to say to Christians today. It encour-
ages us to pray for the salvation of unbelieving Jews. It rebukes Christians 
who	boast	in	their	position	in	the	church	as	they	witness	the	“broken	
branches” (see 11:19–23).

In addition to these matters, Paul’s picture in Romans 11 teaches 
us an important truth about the people of God: God has always had 
one people in redemptive history. There is one root that supports the 
branches	(11:16b,	18).	Certain	branches	are	broken	off,	and	“wild”	
branches are grafted in, but there is only one tree. To put it another 
way, in providence God has removed unbelieving Jews from his people 
and has included believing Gentiles within his people. He did not chop 
down one tree and plant another! God has always had a single people 
to call his own.

The epistle to the Hebrews gives us another picture to illustrate 
the same point.3 After a breathtaking opening unfolding the splendor 
and majesty of the person and finished work of Jesus Christ (1:1–4), 
the author proceeds to argue for Christ’s superiority. Jesus is superior to 
the angels (Heb. 1–2). In Hebrews 3–4, we learn that Jesus is superior 
to Joshua. In Hebrews 5–7, we learn that he is superior to the Levitical 
priests of the Old Testament era. In Hebrews 8–10, we learn that his 
work is superior to anything realized under the Old Covenant tabernacle 
and temple systems.

In Hebrews 3, the writer stresses that Jesus is superior to Moses.

Therefore, holy brothers, you who share in a heavenly calling, consider 
Jesus, the apostle and high priest of our confession, who was faithful 
to him who appointed him, just as Moses also was faithful in all God’s 
house. For Jesus has been counted worthy of more glory as the builder 
of a house has more honor than the house itself. (For every house is 
built by someone, but the builder of all things is God.) Now Moses 

3. Hebrews does not claim to be written by any particular individual. For centuries, the 
church has been unable successfully to identify its author. For this reason, I will refer to him 
as	“the	writer”	or	“the	author.”
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was faithful in all God’s house as a servant, to testify to the things 
that were to be spoken later, but Christ is faithful over God’s house 
as a son. And we are his house if indeed we hold fast our confidence 
and our boasting in our hope. (Heb. 3:1–6)

In	saying	that	Jesus	was	“faithful	to	him	who	appointed	him,”	the	author	
does not suggest that Moses was unfaithful. On the contrary, he affirms 
that	“Moses	also	was	faithful	in	all	God’s	house.”

Even	so,	Jesus	excels	Moses.	How	is	this	the	case?	Jesus	is	“the	
builder of the house” (3:3). As such, he has more glory than the house 
itself and, by implication, than the servant of the house, Moses.4 
Further,	while	Moses	“was	faithful	in all God’s house as a servant” 
(3:5,	emphasis	mine),	Jesus	is	“faithful	over God’s house as a son” 
(3:6, emphasis mine). Moses is the servant-in-the-house. Jesus is the 
son-over-the-house.

But	what	exactly	is	this	house?	The	writer	tells	us	in	verse	6:	“and	
we are his house if indeed we hold fast our confidence and our boasting 
in our hope.” The house, in other words, is the people of God.

Notice that there is only one house in this passage. Moses served 
in this house, and Jesus stands over this house, but it is the same 
house. God has had one and only one people throughout redemp-
tive history.

That God has one people throughout redemptive history helps us 
to understand some of the ways in which the New Testament writers 
address Christians. The apostle Peter, for instance, says of believers that 
they	are	“a	chosen	race,	a	royal	priesthood,	a	holy	nation,	a	people	for	
his own possession” (1 Peter 2:9a). These are precisely the ways in which 
God addressed Israel in the Old Testament, as, for example, Exodus 
19:5,	6:	“you	shall	be	my	treasured	possession	among	all	peoples	.	.	.	
and you shall be to me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.” The 
apostle	Peter,	furthermore,	can	greet	the	church	in	these	terms:	“to	those	
who are elect exiles of the dispersion in Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, 

4.	In	stating	“the	builder	of	all	things	is	God”	at	verse	4,	Hebrews	once	again	affirms	the	
deity of Jesus Christ.
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Asia, and Bithynia” (1 Peter 1:1). Paul likely addresses the church as the 
“Israel	of	God”	at	Galatians	6:16.5

How is it that the apostles can speak this way? It is because the 
Scriptures understand there to be a single people of God across redemp-
tive history. In light of that reality, the titles that the Old Testament 
ascribes to Israel can just as easily be ascribed to the church.

The Church in God’s Plan

The Scriptures not only tell us that God has had a single people 
across redemptive history. They also tell us that the church has a crucial 
place in God’s unfolding redemptive plan. We will not take the time 
to develop the point at length, but just as God has had one people in 
redemptive history, he has also had in redemptive history a single plan 
to redeem sinners.6 One plan, one people. One purpose to redeem, one 
body of the redeemed.

This purpose to redeem was first announced in the Garden of Eden, 
after Adam sinned against God by eating the forbidden fruit from the 
tree	of	the	knowledge	of	good	and	evil.	God	says	to	Adam	and	Eve,	“I	
will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your off-
spring and her offspring; he shall bruise your head, and you shall bruise 
his heel” (Gen. 3:15). Many Christians have rightly seen this passage 
as protoevangelium,	which	is	Latin	for	“the	first	announcement	of	the	
gospel.” In dim and shadowy terms, God is announcing his plan to save 
sinners. He will do so by raising from Eve a descendant, whom the New 

5.	The	verse	reads,	“And	as	for	all	who	walk	by	this	rule,	peace	and	mercy	be	upon	them,	
and upon the Israel of God.” There is debate concerning whether Paul has in mind two groups, 
the	church	and	ethnic	Israel	(“all	who	walk	by	this	rule”	and	“the	Israel	of	God”)	or	a	single	
group,	the	church	(“all	who	walk	by	this	rule,”	that	is,	“the	Israel	of	God”).	If	Paul	has	in	mind	a	
single	group,	the	church,	then	he	has	applied	the	title	“Israel”	to	the	church.	Given	that	Paul	has	
been throughout Galatians arguing that believers in every age are the children of Abraham, it is 
unlikely	that	he	would	conclude	his	epistle	by	“split[ting]	up	Jews	and	Gentles	and	includ[ing]	
only Jews under the privileged title the ‘Israel of God.’ ” Michael F. Bird, Introducing Paul 
(Downers Grove: IL: InterVarsity, 2008), 50.

6. See O. Palmer Robertson, The Christ of the Covenants (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian 
and Reformed, 1980), and Covenants: God’s Way with His People (Philadelphia: Great Com-
mission Publications, 1987).
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Testament tells us is Jesus Christ.7	Although	Satan	would	“bruise	[Jesus’]	
heel”	at	the	cross,	Jesus	would	“bruise	[Satan’s]	head”	at	the	cross	and	
in his resurrection. In other words, Jesus would deal Satan the mortal 
blow (see Rom. 16:20; Heb. 2:14–15).

The rest of the Old Testament is commentary on this verse. Who 
is this offspring? How will he come into the world? How will he defeat 
the devil and save God’s people? One way that God develops this prom-
ise throughout the Old Testament is through a series of covenants that 
he makes with his people. His covenant with Noah, his covenant with 
Abraham, his covenant with Israel at Mount Sinai, his covenant with 
David,	and	the	“New”	Covenant	prophesied	by	Jeremiah	all	tell	us	
increasingly more about God’s purpose to save sinners through Jesus, 
and bring us closer and closer to the arrival of Jesus, who would bring 
to fulfillment God’s redemptive plan.

One of the things that we learn as we study the progress of God’s 
plan to save sinners across redemptive history is that God was at work 
to do more than to save sinners individually. To be sure, God does save 
sinners individually. Each person must, for himself, repent and believe 
in Christ according to the gospel. To be a true Christian, he must be 
personally indwelt and empowered by the Spirit of Christ. It is in this 
sense	that	the	saying	is	true,	“God	has	children	but	he	does	not	have	
grandchildren.”

At the same time, God stresses throughout redemptive history that 
he is saving sinners as a body, as a multitude. As Stuart Robinson put it 
in his classic work The Church of God an Essential Element of the Gospel, 
“It	is	set	forth	as	a	distinguishing	feature	of	the	purpose	of	redemp-
tion, that it is to save not merely myriads of men as individual men, 
but myriads of sinners, as composing a Mediatorial body, of which the 
Mediator shall be the head.”8 In other words, the church-as-the-church 
is an indispensible part of God’s plan to save sinners.

7.	As	Geerhardus	Vos	correctly	observes,	since	the	“serpent”	in	view	is	a	single	individual	
(the	devil),	we	should	understand	the	promised	“offspring	of	the	woman”	in	terms	of	a	single	
descendant, Biblical Theology: Old and New Testaments (Edinburgh: Banner of  Truth, 1975), 42.

8. Stuart Robinson, The Church of God as an Essential Element of the Gospel (Philadelphia: 
Joseph M. Wilson, 1858; repr., Willow Grove, PA), 34.
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How do we see this in the Old Testament? We have already seen 
it	in	Genesis	3:15,	the	“first	announcement	of	the	gospel.”	God	says	
here,	“I	will	put	enmity	between	you	and	the	woman,	and	between	your	
offspring and her offspring.” We argued above that this verse is proph-
esying Jesus’ victory over the devil. The verse is also saying something 
else. God is going to put a spiritual division within humanity. Some will 
be aligned spiritually with the devil. Others, by grace, will be aligned 
spiritually with God. We see this division and the conflict that results 
in Genesis 4, where we read of Cain slaying Abel. The apostle John 
comments	on	this	grim	event:	“We	should	not	be	like	Cain,	who	was	
of the evil one and murdered his brother. And why did he murder him? 
Because his own deeds were evil and his brother’s righteous” (1 John 
3:12). Cain was spiritually aligned with the devil, while Abel was spiri-
tually aligned with God.9

After Abel was murdered, God raised up Seth in his place (Gen. 
4:25).	In	the	generation	of	Seth’s	son,	Enosh,	we	read,	“people	began	
to call upon the name of the Lord” (Gen. 4:26). That is to say, people 
began to gather publically to worship the Lord.10 God’s promise to 
redeem sinners established a people who would be set apart from the 
world and who would offer him true, sincere worship.

The covenant that God makes with Noah (Gen. 6, 9) reflects the 
serious spiritual dangers in which the people of God found themselves. God 
judges the earth and delivers Noah and his family in view of the people 
of God’s sinful intermarrying with unbelievers.11 God institutes this cov-
enant for the preservation and for the spiritual well-being of his people.12

9. We see this in Genesis, when Abel, in an act of worship, brings an offering to God. Moses 
comments,	“And	the	Lord had regard for Abel and his offering, but for Cain and his offering he 
had no regard” (4:4b–5a). It is not just Abel’s offering that the Lord regards, it is Abel himself.

10.	Compare	Ps.	116:17,	where	the	psalmist	says,	“I	will	offer	to	you	the	sacrifice	of	
thanksgiving and call on the name of the Lord.”	Since	“call	on	the	name	of	the	Lord” is in 
parallel	relationship	with	“offer[ing]	the	sacrifice	of	thanksgiving,”	and	the	latter	is	an	act	of	
worship,	we	may	conclude	that	“to	call	on	the	name	of	the	Lord” is an act of worship also.

11.	That	is,	the	“sons	of	God	came	in	to	the	daughters	of	man	and	they	bore	children	to	
them”	(6:4).	The	“sons	of	God”	likely	refers	to	the	people	of	God,	and	the	“daughters	of	man”	
likely refers to the world of unbelievers.

12. See further Robertson, Christ of the Covenants, 109–25.
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It is the covenant that God establishes with Abraham in Genesis 17, 
however, that preeminently illustrates the importance of the church to 
God’s redemptive plan. In fact, Robinson has termed this covenant the 
“ecclesiological	covenant”	(that	is,	a	covenant	that	fundamentally	relates	
to the church).13	In	this	covenant,	the	people	of	God	are	“visibly	and	
formally set apart to become the special people of Messiah.”14 It is at 
this	point	in	the	history	of	redemption,	Robinson	observes,	that	“the	
promise of the Messiah, the Victor over Satan, takes the definite form 
of the Deliverer, Lawgiver, and Ruler of a people.”15

Furthermore, this covenant anticipates God’s plan to extend the 
gospel, through the promised offspring of Abraham, to the entire world 
(cf. Gen. 12:1–3). Circumcision, the sign of God’s covenant, was at that 
time administered even to members of Abraham’s household who were 
not physically descended from him (Gen. 17:12–13). In this small way, 
we catch a glimpse of God’s purpose to establish a redeemed people from 
every nation, tribe, people, and language (Rev. 7:9).

As Robinson observes, the Abrahamic covenant sets the stage for 
the rest of the covenants of redemptive history.

The covenant with Abraham is specifically with him, as representative 
and head of a separate society. The covenant made through Moses is 
with this society itself, now actually existing. The covenant with David 
stipulates for a King, who shall rule over this peculiar society as its 
perpetual head. And when, in the fullness of time, the King manifests 
himself, it is not claiming directly the headship of the world at large, 
but of a kingdom not of this world. His mission is to the lost sheep 
of the house of Israel, and to sit upon the throne of David.16

In other words, the Mosaic covenant (Exod. 19) orders the life of the 
society that God has brought forth from Abraham. God’s covenant with 
David (2 Sam. 7) specifically promises that the people of God shall be 

13. Robinson, The Church of God, 42.
14. Ibid., 43.
15. Ibid.
16. Ibid., 42.
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ruled by a king descending from the line of David. The New Testament 
tells	us	that	to	Jesus	“the	Lord God will give . . . the throne of his father 
David” (Luke 1:32). Jesus is the one whom God had promised to David 
that	he	would	“establish	the	throne	of	his	kingdom	forever”	(2	Sam.	7:13).

Although Jesus rules the whole world as the Son of God, he exercises 
a special and distinct rule over his people as their Mediator and Head.17 
It	is	to	this	rule	that	Paul	refers	when	he	writes,	“and	he	is	head	of	the	
body, the church” (Col. 1:18). It is this rule that God’s covenant with 
David envisioned. It is this rule of which the prophets so elegantly speak 
(see Isa. 9:1–7; 11:1–16; 33:17–24; Mic. 4:1–5; Ezek. 34).

The New Testament informs us that this people will be drawn not 
simply from ethnically Jewish persons. This people will be drawn from 
the	“nations”	to	whom	Jesus	sends	his	disciples	(Matt.	28:18–20).	The	
apostle	John	shows	us	“a	great	multitude	that	no	one	could	number,	from	
every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages standing before the 
throne and before the Lamb” in praise and adoration of Christ (Rev. 7:9). 
Surely in Jesus the blessing of Abraham has come to the nations (Gal. 3:14)!

The New Testament does not lose sight of the place that the church-
as-the-church has in God’s plan of redemption. We have already seen 
Paul relate the church to Christ as a human body to its head (Col. 2:19; 
see also Eph. 1:21–22; 5:23). In Matthew 28, we saw that Jesus reigns 
over	his	people	as	their	king.	And	so	Paul	writes,	“He	has	delivered	us	
from the domain of darkness and transferred us to the kingdom of his 
beloved Son, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins” 
(Col. 1:13–14). Believers have exchanged the hard service of their for-
mer master, the devil, for the joyous service of King Jesus. The church, 
furthermore,	is	a	family.	We	are	the	“household	of	God”	(Eph.	2:19).	
As sons and daughters of the living God, every Christian is a brother 
to every other Christian.

What’s more, the New Testament describes the people of God as 
the bride of Christ, their bridegroom (Mark 2:18–20; Eph. 5:22–33; 
2	Cor.	11:2).	Our	great	hope,	as	the	people	of	God,	is	“the	holy	city,	

17.	Thus,	we	distinguish	the	“essential	dominion”	of	God	from	the	“mediatorial	dominion”	
of Christ. We shall have more to say on this in the next chapter.
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new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a 
bride adorned for her husband” (Rev. 21:2). Redemptive history began 
with a promise of and to the church (Gen. 3:15). Fittingly, redemptive 
history closes with that promise wondrously fulfilled in Christ.

CHuRCH “visible” and “invisible”

It is at this juncture that we need to remind ourselves of another 
line of biblical teaching. This line has been described in terms of the 
“visible/invisible	church”	distinction.	This	is	a	longstanding	distinction	
in Christian theology, and is expressed in chapter 25 of the Westminster 
Confession	of	Faith.	The	invisible	church	“consists	of	the	whole	number	
of the elect, that have been, are, or shall be gathered into one, under 
Christ the Head thereof; and is the spouse, the body, the fullness of Him 
that filleth all in all” (WCF 25.1).

The	visible	church,	“which	is	also	catholic	or	universal	under	the	
Gospel (not confined to one nation, as before under the law), consists 
of all those throughout the world that profess the true religion; and of 
their children; and is the kingdom of the Lord Jesus Christ, the house 
and family of God, out of which there is no ordinary possibility of 
salvation” (WCF 25.2).

It is important to recognize that the Westminster Standards are not 
claiming that the Scriptures teach that two churches exist, one invisible 
and one visible. They are not saying that the Christian must choose to 
which church he wishes to belong. Nor are they saying that the invisible 
church	is	“immaterial”	while	the	visible	church	is	“material.”

How then are they different? First, the visible church is universal in 
nature. It is, however, the church as you and I see it in our generation. 
The invisible church, also universal, is spread across many generations. 
Second, one is a member of the visible church either by professing 
Christianity or by descending from a parent who professes Christianity. 
One is part of the invisible church by the eternal decree of God. Third, 
the numbers of the visible church increase or diminish. The numbers 
of the invisible church are fixed and never change.
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Fourth and particularly important for our consideration, there are 
some members of the visible church who are not true members of the 
invisible church. One may profess faith insincerely and be reprobate, 
not elect. Furthermore, some members of the invisible church are not 
yet members of the visible church. Let us take up one example. Consider 
people who become genuine Christians later in life. Earlier in life, God 
had not yet regenerated them. We do not expect such persons at that 
point to have made profession of faith. When God does regenerate them, 
they will most certainly make profession of faith. For the time that they 
are unregenerate, however, we do not expect that these members of the 
invisible church will be part of the visible church.18 Although they could 
not know it until they were regenerated and came to believe in Christ, 
as elect persons, they were all the while members of the invisible church.

Notice that the composition of the invisible church is fully known 
only to God. You, having made your calling and election sure, may be 
assured that you personally are part of the invisible church. You have no 
certain knowledge, however, of others who may be part of the invisible 
church.	Of	this	body,	“God	alone	judges	with	certainty	concerning	its	
members.”19

The composition of the visible church, however, is based upon 
profession and descent. These are matters that you and I may see. These 
are matters that human beings can judge to be credible or not. Of this 
body,	“man	is	also	the	judge.”20

In summary, there is overlap but not identity between the visible 
church and invisible church. Those who profess and possess faith belong 
to the invisible and the visible church. Those who profess faith only and 
are reprobate belong to the visible church only. Persons who are elect 
but not yet regenerate belong to the invisible church but not yet to the 
visible church.

Where do we see this distinction reflected in the Scriptures? The 
apostle Paul recognizes this distinction within Israel. In Romans 2:28–29,  

18. Unless, of course, they happen to descend from a parent who professes Christianity.
19. Thomas E. Peck, Notes on Ecclesiology (Richmond, VA: Presbyterian Committee of 

Publication, 1892; repr., Greenville, SC: Presbyterian Press, 2005), 16.
20. Ibid.
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he says that it is possible to be a physically circumcised Jew, and yet not 
a	true	member	of	God’s	people:	“For	no	one	is	a	Jew	who	is	merely	one	
outwardly, nor is circumcision outward and physical. But a Jew is one 
inwardly, and circumcision is a matter of the heart, by the Spirit, not 
by the letter. His praise is not from man but from God.”

Paul is not disparaging circumcision. He is not saying that it is 
bad to be circumcised. In fact, later in Romans Paul says that ethnic 
Israel enjoyed great privileges (Rom. 9:1–5). What Paul is saying is 
that one may be physically circumcised without being spiritually 
circumcised. In other words, one may have a mark on the flesh that 
we call circumcision. But he might not have a heart made new by 
the gracious working of the Spirit of God. There are Israelites, Paul 
says, and then there are Israelites. There are those who have only the 
sign of the covenant. And then there are those who have both the 
sign and the saving or redemptive benefits of the covenant. What 
Paul has described here is what the visible/invisible church distinc-
tion expresses.

Or consider Paul’s argument later in Romans 9:6–18, where he 
applies this distinction to the history of the Old Covenant people of 
God,	Israel.	In	Romans	9:6,	he	declares,	“Not	all	who	are	descended	from	
Israel belong to Israel.” He remembers from Genesis that the promised 
offspring	will	be	reckoned	through	Isaac	not	Ishmael:	“it	is	not	the	chil-
dren of the flesh who are the children of God, but the children of the 
promise are counted as offspring” (Rom. 9:8). God’s true people, Paul 
goes on to argue, are not determined by biological descent or human 
activity.	All	that	counts	is	the	sovereign	choice	of	God:	“So	then	it	
depends not on human will or exertion, but on God who has mercy . . . 
he has mercy on whomever he wills, and he hardens whomever he wills” 
(Rom. 9:16, 18). Under the Old Covenant, then, there were two ways 
to reckon Israel. There were those whose claim to be Israelites was based 
only upon physical descent. True Israelites, however, while numbered 
among the visible people of God under the Old Covenant, were chosen 
and saved by a sovereign and merciful God. Once again, the visible/
invisible church distinction expresses this biblical reality.
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The visible/invisible church distinction is therefore biblical. But 
why is this important? It is so for at least two reasons. First, this dis-
tinction helps us to understand apostasy, that is, a person turning away 
from the faith that he or she once professed. Perhaps this is something 
that you have witnessed for yourself. A person gives every appearance 
of being a zealous Christian. He is in the pew every Sunday morning 
and Sunday evening. He is knowledgeable in the Scriptures. He seems 
to radiate the peace, joy, and love that belong to God’s children. And 
then one day, he turns his back on Christ and his church. It is almost 
as if he has become a different person.

What are we to make of such persons? The Scriptures teach that 
no true child of God can ever completely or finally fall away from the 
state of grace.21 Jesus says that of all whom the Father gives him, he 
will lose none, and he will raise them up on the last day (John 6:39). 
Believers,	Peter	says,	are	“by	God’s	power	being	guarded	through	faith	
for a salvation ready to be revealed in the last time” (1 Peter 1:5). The 
Scriptures	assure	us	that	“he	who	began	a	good	work	in	you	will	bring	
it to completion at the day of Christ Jesus” (Phil. 1:6).

At the same time, Scripture also teaches that sometimes persons 
profess faith when they do not possess faith. An example is Simon, 
described in Acts 8. When Philip preached the gospel in Samaria, the 
Bible	says	that	“even	Simon	himself	believed”	and	“after	being	baptized	
he continued with Philip” (Acts 8:13). Simon, however, later asked 
the apostles if he could purchase from them the ability to give the 
Holy Spirit (Acts 8:19–20). Peter gives Simon a stern rebuke (Acts 
8:21–23).	After	telling	him	to	repent,	Peter	says	that	Simon	is	“in	the	
gall of bitterness and in the bond of iniquity” (Acts 8:23). What the 
Bible is saying is that Simon made a profession of faith even though 
his heart had been unchanged by the grace of God. For Simon, it was 
only a matter of time before his true character made itself known to 
those around him.

21. See here the summary of biblical teaching at WCF 17 and WLC 79. See the helpful 
treatment of Robert Peterson, Our Secure Salvation: Perseverance and Apostasy (Phillipsburg, 
NJ: P&R Publishing, 2009).
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When we see people turning away from Christ and the church, 
we do not know what will happen to them in the future. It may be that 
they will repent and return to fellowship with God’s people. It may be 
that they will continue in their rejection of Christ. In either case, we 
can be sure that no true child of God will ever completely or finally fall 
away. If they are true Christians, then God will restore them. If they are 
not, it may be that God will convert them. Or it may be that God will 
leave them in their sins. Here, the visible/invisible church distinction 
helps us to understand both the Bible’s teaching on the perseverance of 
the saints and the Bible’s recognition that sometimes members of the 
visible church reject the faith they once professed.

This distinction is important in a second way. It gives background 
to the way in which God calls the church to receive adult persons into 
her membership. The church judges a person’s Christianity on the 
basis of what he or she professes to believe and the life that he or she is 
living. On that basis the church admits a person into its membership. 
In	Presbyterian	circles,	this	is	sometimes	called	a	“credible	profession	
of	faith.”	By	“profession”	we	mean	“an	intelligent	profession of true 
spiritual faith in Christ, which is not contradicted by the life.” By 
“credible”	we	mean	“that	which	can	be	believed	to	be	genuine”	not	
“that	which	convinces.”	It	is	“not	a	positive	judging	of	his	conversion,	
but determining negatively that there’s no reason for pronouncing 
him not to be a Christian.”22 At no point has the church had infal-
lible knowledge of the hearts of those seeking membership. This is a 
knowledge that God has not given to us.

Therefore the church, by design, is not a society of exclusively 
regenerate persons. It is our hope and prayer that the church will be 
pure, her members renewed by the grace of God. Membership in the 
church, however, is reckoned by profession not regeneration. This fact 
is good for every Christian to know. Church membership is not a dec-
laration that I am a regenerate person. It is, rather, a declaration that 
the faith that I profess and the life that I live are credible or believable. 

22. Archibald Alexander Hodge, Outlines of  Theology (1879; Edinburgh: Banner of  Truth, 
1972), 645–46.
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It is not an infallible assurance that I am a Christian. It is an assurance 
that fellow Christians regard me as a Christian.

membeRsHiP in tHe CHuRCH

We are now ready to take up a third line of biblical teaching, that of 
membership in the church. We have two questions before us. First, is church 
membership necessary? Does a Christian have to be a member of the church? 
Second, what is the biblical definition of a member of the church? Whom 
does Scripture say may be admitted to the membership of the church?

Is Church Membership Necessary?

Is it necessary to join the church? We have seen above that the Chris-
tian draws great benefit from the service and fellowship of his fellow Chris-
tians. We have seen that the Scripture envisions the believer as one part 
of a much larger body, joined to its directing head, Jesus (Eph. 4:11–16; 
Col. 2:19). It is certainly profitable to join the church. But is it necessary?

Some Christians today challenge the necessity of church member-
ship.	On	occasion	this	is	done	in	theory.	Some	have	reasoned,	“I	am	a	
member of the invisible church, why then do I need to join the visible 
church? Surely membership in the visible church is redundant.”

More often, however, this is seen in practice, when people simply fail 
to join the church. They may attend services, Bible studies, and participate 
in church-sponsored activities, but they are not recognized members of 
that body. They do not see the importance of joining the church and so 
do not take steps toward church membership. Compounding the problem 
is that there are certain congregations in the United States that neither 
require	nor	have	church	membership.	One	might	say,	“If	these	churches	
do not require me to join them, then why should I join the church?”

Situations like these send us to the Scriptures. Does the Bible 
require church membership? If so, why does it obligate Christians to 
join the church?23

23. Throughout this discussion we will be speaking of the individual Christian’s relation-
ship to the local congregation. Of course, when believers join the church, they are not merely 
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Scripture does in fact require church membership of believers.24 
If	we	look	for	a	single	verse	that	says	“you	must	join	the	church,”	we	
will be disappointed. Rather, Scripture shows us the necessity of church 
membership in a different way. In showing us what the Christian life 
is, and what the church is, it leads us inescapably to the conclusion that 
Christians must join the church.

We see this conclusion in at least six ways. First, remember the Great 
Commission, which we discussed in the Introduction. Jesus commissions 
his	disciples	to	“go	and	make	disciples”	of	the	nations.	They	are	to	do	
this in two ways. They are to baptize them, and they are to teach them 
everything that Jesus had commanded them to teach others. The Great 
Commission, we saw, does not end at conversion. It is just beginning 
at conversion. The Great Commission consists of both the ingathering 
and the perfecting of the saints.

But how is the Great Commission to be executed? The book of Acts 
gives us an answer to this question. In the Introduction, we observed a 
certain pattern to the work of missions from Acts, in which the Word 
is preached by men who are gifted and called by the Spirit, and sent out 
by the church. When the Holy Spirit blesses the preaching of the Word, 
men and women respond in faith and repentance. They then begin a 
common life together. In Acts 2:42, we read that the early disciples 
“devoted	themselves	to	the	apostles’	teaching,”	and	also	shared	a	com-
mon	life	together	(Acts	2:46).	Luke	comments	that	“the	Lord	added	to	
their number day by day those who were being saved” (2:47). In other 
words,	when	a	person	professes	faith	in	Christ,	he	is	“added	to”	the	
existing body of believers. That is to say, he joins the church.

This is the pattern that we see again and again in Acts. The Word is 
preached, people profess faith, and they gather locally into congregations 

part of that local body. They are members of the whole body of believers. See further our 
discussion in chapter 5.

24. For a helpful and thorough treatment of this subject, see the unpublished paper by 
Mark	Herzer,	“The	Church:	A	Covenant	Community.”	At	the	time	of	writing,	this	paper	is	
available online. See also Wayne Mack, To Be or Not to Be a Church Member? That Is the Question! 
(Amityville, NY: Calvary, 2004); Wayne A. Mack and Dave Swavely, Life in the Father’s House: 
A Member’s Guide to the Local Church, rev. and exp. ed. (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 
2006), esp. pages 15–52.
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or assemblies ruled by Christ through a government of his appointment 
(Acts 14:23). Their lives, individually and corporately, are governed by 
Christ through the Scriptures. There is no occasion in the Acts of the 
Apostles when an individual Christian lives a solitary existence, isolated 
from other believers. Christians, by definition, join themselves to the 
body of believers.

Second, many commands given to Christians in the New Testa-
ment assume church membership. Let us look at two examples. The 
New Testament commands believers to give due submission to church 
leaders.	In	1	Thessalonians	5:12–13,	Paul	says,	“We	ask	you,	brothers,	
to respect those who labor among you and are over you in the Lord and 
admonish you, and to esteem them very highly in love because of their 
work.” This command assumes that the Thessalonian believers had an 
acknowledged relationship with leaders in that church. Their leaders 
are	“over	them,”	are	called	to	“admonish”	them	when	necessary,	and	
should	receive	the	“respect”	and	“esteem”	of	those	whom	they	serve.	How	
did this relationship come into existence? It came into existence when 
the Thessalonian believers committed themselves to join the church at 
Thessalonica.

Or,	consider	Paul’s	exhortation	at	Colossians	3:13:	“bearing	with	
one another and, if one has a complaint against another, forgiving each 
other; as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive”; or at 
Colossians	3:16,	“Let	the	word	of	Christ	dwell	in	you	richly,	teach-
ing and admonishing one another in all wisdom, singing psalms and 
hymns and spiritual songs, with thankfulness in your hearts to God.” 
Christians	have	defined	obligations	to	“one	another.”	Whom	does	Paul	
have	in	mind	when	he	says	“one	another”?	The	answer	is	found	in	the	
greeting	of	the	letter:	“to	the	saints	and	faithful	brothers	in	Christ	at	
Colossae”	(Col.	1:2).	The	“one	another”	is	the	church	at	Colossae.	Paul	
has in mind a specific and defined body of believers who have certain 
commitments and obligations to one another in that body. It is church 
membership that makes possible and gives rise to these commitments 
and obligations. Paul simply does not envision, here or anywhere else, 
free-floating Christians flitting from one congregation to the next. He 
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assumes that Christians exist in the committed relationships that church 
membership solemnizes.

Third, Jesus’ teaching about discipline in the church assumes 
the necessity of church membership. He tells his disciples at Matthew 
18:17b	of	an	unrepentant	sinner,	“and	if	he	refuses	to	listen	even	to	
the church, let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector.” By 
Christ’s commandment, a person who persists in his sins should be 
confronted about his persistence in sin. If he remains impenitent, the 
one	to	confront	him	is	the	“church,”	that	is,	the	assembly	of	the	el-
ders of the church.25 If a person is not a member of the church, if he 
has no formal relationship with the church, then on what basis can 
the	“church”	confront	him	about	his	sin?	The	discipline	of	the	church	
assumes church membership.

Paul makes the same point in his first epistle to the Corinthians. 
At 1 Corinthians 5, Paul addresses a church which has failed to con-
front one of its own about a serious, scandalous, and persistent sin. 
What	does	Paul	tell	the	church	to	do?	“Let	him	who	has	done	this	be	
removed from among you” (1 Cor. 5:2). This is to be done when the 
church	is	“assembled	in	the	name	of	the	Lord	Jesus”	and	“with	the	
power of our Lord Jesus” (1 Cor. 5:4). The aim or goal of discipline is 
not	punitive	but	restorative:	“you	are	to	deliver	this	man	to	Satan	for	
the destruction of the flesh, so that his spirit may be saved in the day 
of the Lord” (1 Cor. 5:5). Once again, this exercise of church discipline 
would be incomprehensible if the offending party were not a member 
of	the	church.	He	could	not	be	“removed”	from	the	church	were	he	not	
already in the membership of the church.

Fourth, the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper assumes the existence 
of church membership. Paul, again writing to the Corinthians, makes 
it clear that not everyone is entitled or permitted to come to the Lord’s 
Table and so partake of the sacrament (1 Cor. 11:17–34). He gives 

25. By church, Jesus does not refer to the congregation as such. He means, rather, the 
assembly of the elders. We will return to this point more fully in chapter 3. In light of these 
considerations, T. David Gordon has helpfully suggested translating the Greek word ekklesia at 
Matthew	18:17	as	“assembly,”	rather	than	“church.”	See	his	unpublished	paper	“When	‘Church’	
is a Judicial Assembly.”
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specific directions to the church as to how the Lord’s Supper is to be 
observed.	He	warns	persons	against	“eating	the	bread	or	drinking	the	
cup of the Lord in an unworthy manner” (1 Cor. 11:27). Each person 
must	“examine	himself	.	.	.	and	so	eat	of	the	bread	and	drink	of	the	cup”	
lest	he	bring	“judgment	on	himself ”	(1	Cor.	11:28–29).

Notice the assumptions behind Paul’s argument. Paul assumes 
that the Lord’s Supper will be administered only in the church, when 
the church gathers for public worship (see Acts 20:7). He also assumes 
that those who approach the Lord’s Table are professing Christians. 
This is what Paul has already stated at 1 Corinthians 10:16–17, namely, 
the Lord’s Supper signifies the union of believers with Christ, and the 
unity of the body of believers.26 But how is a person to be recognized 
as such a person in union and communion with Christ and in fellow-
ship with other believers? The biblical pattern, we have seen, is that 
they formally join the church. This attachment to the church—church 
membership—is precisely what is assumed in the church’s observance 
of the Lord’s Supper. Without church membership, that which the 
Lord’s Supper signifies (the fellowship of believers) would be, on bibli-
cal terms, meaningless.

Fifth, the passages discussing Christian growth that we consid-
ered above (Eph. 4:11–16, Col. 2:19) require church membership. 
The	growth	of	the	body,	Paul	says,	requires	“each	part	.	.	.	working	
properly” (Eph. 4:16). Further, believers are joined to one another in 
the way that the parts of the human body are joined to one another. It 
is not simply that believers share in one another’s gifts and graces. It is 
that they do so committed and bound to one another. How does this 
commitment and binding come to expression in the church? Church 
membership.

Sixth, the responsibility of the elders of the church requires 
church membership. At Hebrews 13:17a we read the following com-
mand,	“Obey	your	leaders	and	submit	to	them,	for	they	are	keep-
ing watch over your souls, as those who will give an account.” The 
church’s	elders,	or	“leaders,”	are	those	who	have	oversight	over	the	

26.	Herzer,	“The	Church,”	6.
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“souls”	of	the	congregation	and,	at	the	judgment	day,	must	“give	
an account” to Christ for those souls. But unless the elders are in 
a defined relationship with a specific group of Christians, how can 
they oversee them, much less give an account for them? Without 
church membership, the elders of the church would be unable to 
fulfill their God-assigned task.27

In conclusion, the New Testament requires church membership of 
every professing Christian. Church membership underlies the govern-
ment, discipline, worship, and life of the church. One is not at liberty 
to claim membership in the invisible church without also joining 
the church visible. Christian discipleship requires that one become a 
member of the church.

Who Are the Members of the Church?

We have seen that it is necessary to be a member of the church. 
We have seen that one attaches himself to the church by profession of 
faith. One final question is to consider more precisely who the members 
of the visible church are.

Above we quoted the Westminster Confession of Faith’s definition 
of the visible church, which mentions two groups of people. There are 
those who make credible professions of faith, and there are the children 
of those who have made credible professions of faith.

Few object to receiving into the membership of the church 
persons who are able to profess the Christian faith and to adorn 
that profession with godly living. Some have objected, however, to 
acknowledging the children of such persons as members of the church. 
This objection explains one difference between Presbyterians and 
Baptists. Both acknowledge one another as Christians. Historically, 
Presbyterians and Baptists have agreed theologically on far more than 
they have differed. They differ, however, concerning whether the 
children of professing believers, as such, are members of the church. 
Presbyterians	say	“yes,”	while	Baptists	say	“no.”

27. I am grateful to T. David Gordon for alerting me to this argument.
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What is the biblical evidence that the children of professing believ-
ers are by birthright members of the church and entitled to the church’s 
recognition of their membership? As with our study of the necessity of 
church membership above, the answer to this question will not be found 
in a single verse. We must look at Scripture’s teaching and consider some 
implications that surely follow from that teaching.

We begin with the covenant that God made with Abraham in 
Genesis 17. God intended this covenant to confirm the promises he 
had made to Abraham in Genesis 12 (see Gen. 17:5–6). This cov-
enant embraced Abraham and his children such that Abraham and 
his children were recognized as part of the visible people of God. On 
this basis, Abraham’s male children were to receive the covenant sign 
of	circumcision:	“And	I	will	establish	my	covenant	between	me	and	
you and your offspring after you throughout their generations for an 
everlasting covenant, to be God to you and to your offspring after 
you”	(Gen.	17:7),	and	“This	is	my	covenant,	which	you	shall	keep,	
between me and you and your offspring after you: Every male among 
you shall be circumcised” (Gen. 17:10).

Further, the covenant that God made with Abraham is an evan-
gelical covenant. That is to say, this covenant administers the prom-
ises	of	the	gospel.	This	is	Paul’s	reasoning	in	Galatians	3:8:	“And	
the Scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the Gentiles by 
faith, preached the gospel beforehand to Abraham, saying ‘In you 
shall all the nations be blessed.’ ” Paul quotes here the promise that 
God makes to Abraham in Genesis 12. He further describes God’s 
declaration	of	this	promise	to	Abraham	as	“preaching	the	gospel	
beforehand.” It is this promise that God designed the covenant of 
Genesis 17 to administer.

Not only was the promise evangelical, but the sign of the Abrahamic 
covenant is evangelical also. This is evident from Paul’s description of 
circumcision	at	Romans	4:11:	“a	seal	of	the	righteousness	that	Abraham	
had by faith” (compare Rom. 4:1–5). In signifying justification by faith 
alone, circumcision served to point Abraham and his children to the 
promise by which he—and believers in every age—was saved.
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God has not nullified this covenant. This covenant embraces 
New	Testament	believers.	This	is	why	Paul	calls	believers	“Abraham’s	
offspring,”	and	“sons	of	Abraham	[through	faith]”	at	Galatians	3:29	
and Galatians 3:7. Paul calls the blessings of the gospel that New 
Testament	believers	presently	enjoy	the	“blessing	of	Abraham”	(Gal.	
3:14).	It	is	as	“Abraham’s	offspring”	that	we	are	“heirs	according	to	
promise” (Gal. 3:29).

But if the Abrahamic covenant continues, what of the covenant 
sign of circumcision? What has become of circumcision? Under the 
New Covenant, the Scriptures argue, baptism has replaced circumci-
sion as sign and seal of the covenant of grace. This is what Paul argues 
at Colossians 2:11–12.

In him you also were circumcised with a circumcision made without 
hands, by putting off the body of the flesh, by the circumcision of 
Christ, having been buried with him in baptism, in which you were 
also raised with him through faith in the powerful working of God, 
who raised him from the dead.

What is Paul saying here? He is saying that believers have been 
“circumcised”	by	the	“circumcision	of	Christ.”	This	is	not	physical	
circumcision.	It	is	“made	without	hands.”	That	is	to	say,	it	is	a	work	
of	God.	This	circumcision	Paul	describes	in	terms	of	the	“putting	
off the body of flesh.” Here, Paul is saying that the believer has a 
new	relationship	with	sin	(“the	body	of	flesh”).	Sin	no	longer	has	
dominion over the believer. It no longer sits in the driver’s seat, 
determining the believer’s thoughts, choices, and actions. This is why 
Paul	can	say	that	the	“body	of	flesh”	has	been	“put	off ”	(compare	
Col.	3:9,	“you	have	put	off	 the	old	self	with	its	practices”).	This	
“putting	off ”	or	“circumcision”	describes	what	took	place	at	 the	
believer’s regeneration. Compare what we saw Paul say at Romans 
2:29:	“but	a	Jew	is	one	inwardly,	and	circumcision	is	a	matter	of	the	
heart, by the Spirit, not by the letter.” God has made the believer, 
once alive to sin and dead to righteousness, now, in Christ, dead to 
sin and alive to righteousness.

Waters_How Jesus Runs the Church.indd   23 9/29/11   4:02 PM



24

whAt Is the church?

But	“circumcision”	is	not	the	only	way	that	Paul	can	here	describe	
this decisive change in the believer. He says that believers have been 
“buried	with	[Christ]	in	baptism”	and	“raised	with	him.”	So	fully	has	
God united believers with Jesus in his death that Paul can say that they 
were	“buried	with	him.”	God	has	so	united	believers	with	Jesus	in	his	
resurrection	that	Paul	can	say	that	they	were	“raised	with	him.”

But	Paul	says	that	believers	have	been	“buried	with	[Christ]	in 
baptism.” Is Paul talking about water baptism here? No. Paul is not 
primarily thinking of physical baptism any more than he is thinking of 
physical	circumcision	in	Colossians	2.	“Baptism”	is	Paul’s	way	of	talking	
about the decisive change that God has wrought in believers such that 
they have a brand new relationship with sin and with righteousness: 
“in	which	you	were	also	raised	with	him	through	faith	in	the	powerful	
working of God, who raised him from the dead.”

Just as spiritual circumcision once had its counterpart in physical 
circumcision, so we may infer that spiritual baptism now has its coun-
terpart in water baptism. That is to say, circumcision once served as sign 
and seal of the regeneration of the Old Testament believer. Now, baptism 
serves as sign and seal of the regeneration of the New Testament believer. 
We have the same grace represented under different signs.

This is precisely what we see in the New Testament. Christ com-
missions	his	disciples	to	“baptize”	those	who	respond	in	faith	to	the	
gospel (Matt. 28:18–20). Later in the New Testament, we see that after 
persons make public profession of faith, they are baptized (Acts 2:38 
with Acts 2:41; 8:12; 16:14–15, 31–33). Circumcision is no longer 
required of God’s people (see Acts 15). Baptism does the job now that 
circumcision did prior to the coming of Christ.

This observation brings us to our final point. The children 
of believers during the Old Testament were, by divine command, 
to receive the covenant sign of circumcision. In the same way, the 
children of believers during the New Testament are, by the same 
command, to receive the covenant sign of baptism. In both cases, 
they are entitled to the sign of the covenant because they are by 
birthright members of the church.
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But do we have any indication that the New Testament recognizes 
the children of believers to be members of the church? We do. Notice 
what Paul says at Ephesians 6:1–3.

Children,	obey	your	parents	in	the	Lord,	for	this	is	right.	“Honor	your	
father and mother” (this is the first commandment with a promise), 
“that	it	may	go	well	with	you	and	that	you	may	live	long	in	the	land.”

Which children does Paul address? He addresses the children of believ-
ers in the church at Ephesus. How does Paul address these children? 
He	addresses	them	as	among	“the	saints	who	are	in	Ephesus,	and	are	
faithful in Christ Jesus” (Eph. 1:1). That is to say, he addresses them 
as members of the congregation. Why does he call the members of the 
church	at	Ephesus	“saints”	or	“holy	ones”?	Paul	here	is	not	saying	that	
they are all inwardly holy. He is saying that they are, by calling, set apart 
from the world, and set apart for God.

Children, then, are members of the church and, as such, are 
called to pursue holiness. In Ephesians 6:1–3, Paul tells the children 
of the congregation how they ought to live in light of that calling. In 
Ephesians	6:4,	Paul	tells	the	fathers	of	these	children	to	“bring	them	
up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord.” These children, 
in other words, are called to be students in the school of Christ, to 
be disciples of Jesus.

Consider	what	Paul	argues	at	1	Corinthians	7:14:	“the	unbelieving	
husband is made holy because of his wife, and the unbelieving wife is 
made holy because of your husband. Otherwise your children would be 
unclean, but as it is, they are holy.” The children of at least one believer 
are	“holy”	not	“unclean.”	In	light	of	our	conclusions	from	Paul’s	state-
ments	in	Ephesians,	we	may	say	they	are	“holy”	in	precisely	the	way	that	
Paul called them holy in Ephesians 1:1. They are, by calling, set apart 
from the world, and set apart for God.

One	might	object,	“But	Paul	says	that	the	unbelieving	wife	is	made	
holy because of her husband. Are you saying that unbelieving spouses 
should join the church simply because they are married to a believer?” In 
reply, observe the concern that Paul addresses in this passage. His main 
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concern is the ecclesiastical standing of the child of a spiritually mixed 
marriage. Which spouse—the unbelieving or believing—determines 
that child’s standing? Paul replies that the child ought to be recognized 
as a member of the visible church because of his relationship with his 
believing	parent.	In	what	sense	are	unbelieving	spouses	“holy”?	They	are	
“holy”	in	the	sense	that	they	are	the	ones	through	whom	these	“holy”	
children have come into the world.28

One final set of passages showing the recognition of the member-
ship of children in the church and their entitlement to the sacrament of 
baptism	are	the	“household	baptisms”	of	Acts.	We	read	that	Lydia	“was	
baptized and her household as well” (Acts 16:15). The Philippian jailor 
“was	baptized	at	once,	he	and	all	his	family”	(Acts	16:33).

This is precisely what we expect to see. In Genesis 17, we saw that 
professing believers and their households received the covenant sign 
to indicate their membership in the church. In these New Testament 
passages, we are seeing professing believers and their households also 
receive the covenant sign to indicate their membership in the church.

One might object that there are no children, much less infants, 
mentioned in either of these baptisms. We may reply that it is not nec-
essary for the Scripture to tell us precisely who was or was not part of 
that household. The important point for what we are trying to show is 
that	the	“household”	was	baptized	upon	the	profession	of	faith	of	the	
head of that household.

One might also object that in Acts 18:8 the Scriptures say that 
Crispus’s	“entire	household”	believed.	Does	that	not	imply	that	the	
members of the jailor’s household and Lydia’s household believed 
also? Not necessarily. Whether or not the household believed, they 
were entitled to the sign of baptism once the head of the household 
made profession of faith. They were entitled to that sign because they 

28.	Charles	Hodge	paraphrases	Paul’s	statement	in	this	way:	“[T]he	pagan	husband,	in	
virtue of his union with a Christian wife, although he remained a pagan, was sanctified; he 
assumed a new relation; he was set apart to the service of God, as the guardian of one of his 
chosen ones, and as the parent of children who, in virtue of their believing mother, were children 
of the covenant.” Charles Hodge, An Exposition of the First Epistle to the Corinthians (New York: 
Robert Carter, 1860), 116.
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were members of the church by virtue of their relationship with the 
person professing faith.

In summary, the Scriptures recognize the children of a believing 
parent to be, by virtue of that relationship, members of the church. In 
other words, these children have an acknowledged relationship with 
the church; they stand under its government; they have privileges and 
responsibilities attending that membership.29

In saying that these children are members of the church, we are 
not saying that they are regenerate or will certainly become regenerate. 
We would not say this of any member of the church, whether under 
the Old Covenant or under the New Covenant. We are saying that, as 
the children of believers, they are entitled to certain privileges and have 
certain responsibilities.30 They are owed the prayers, instruction, and 
admonition of their fellow church members. What should these children 
be taught? They should be taught that they are sinners in the sight of 
God, that they justly deserve the punishment of God for their sins, and 
that they need the cleansing of Christ’s blood and the renewing of the 
Holy Spirit. They should be taught Scripture’s pattern of mind and life 
that is pleasing to the Lord. They should be taught to turn to Christ in 
faith and repentance, and to live lives pleasing to him.

We have surveyed Scripture’s teaching on the importance of the 
church	in	redemptive	history.	We	have	considered	the	biblical	“visible/
invisible church” distinction. We have considered why membership in 
the visible church is necessary for Christians, and why the Scriptures 
consider the children of believers to be members of the church. We are 
now ready to take a closer look at the government of the church.

29. I owe this three-fold definition to David F. Coffin Jr.
30. There are certain privileges that they may not exercise until they demonstrate the 

maturity and spiritual qualifications that Scripture requires for those privileges. One such privi-
lege, of course, is admission to the Lord’s Table (1 Cor. 11).

Waters_How Jesus Runs the Church.indd   27 9/29/11   4:02 PM




