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IntroductionIntroductionIntroductionIntroduction 

There is in our day an imbalance and seriously mistaken view of the 
individual Christian’s pursuit of holiness and maturity through the truth of 
Scripture, yet apart from Christ's visible Church.  While the pursuit of 
holiness and maturity in the Word of God are noble and Biblical goals, the 
context in which they should be pursued should be in Christ’s visible 
Church, His Kingdom on earth.  In our individualistic culture today, Christ’s 
people must return to appreciating the importance of Christ’s Church, His 
Bride, and seek to grow in the Lord by using the means Christ has 
provided to us. 
  

John Calvin's teaching on the visible Church or visible Kingdom of Christ 
as our “spiritual mother” in this world can aid us better in understanding a 
Reformed view, and arguably a Biblical view of the importance of 
fellowship in and membership with the visible Church.  It was not only 
Calvin who used this imagery of “spiritual Mother”, but also others.  As 
early as the 3rd century AD, Cyprian of Carthage wrote:  
 

“You cannot have God as your Father unless you have the church 
for your Mother.” 

 
This teaching and understanding of the Church has been consistent with 
faithful Christians, from the early Church with Cyprian, to Calvin, even 
through the 19th century.  George William Martin, a hymn writer adapted 
Psalm 45 to speak of Christ in ‘My Heart Does Overflow’.  Notice the 
language of the last stanza: 
 

“Amid your glorious train kings’ daughters waiting stand, 
and fairest gems bedeck your bride, the queen at your right hand. 

O royal bride, give heed, and to my words attend; 
For Christ, the King, forsake the world and ev’ry former friend.” 

 
It was the Biblical teaching of the Church being the Bride of Christ 
(Ephesians 5:21-32) that influenced this understanding, as well as the 
Apostle Paul’s teaching in Galatians 4 concerning the “Jerusalem above” 
when he explains the difference between children of promise or grace, 
and the children of works: 



 
“Now this may be interpreted allegorically: these women are two 
covenants. One is from Mount Sinai, bearing children for slavery; she is 
Hagar. Now Hagar is Mount Sinai in Arabia; she corresponds to the 
present Jerusalem, for she is in slavery with her children. But the 
Jerusalem above is free, and she is our mother.” (Galatians 4:24-26). 
 
Calvin scholar Ronald Wallace writes concerning Calvin’s use of the term 
“mother” to describe the Church, especially in the time of the Reformation 
when true and genuine Christians who had been deceived the apostate 
Church of Rome were looking for the true Church of Christ upon the earth 
(or looking for their true mother): 
 
"Therefore, the church, as the bride of Christ, is the womb in which 

the infertile unbeliever encounters the gospel, is impregnated by the 
Holy Spirit by the preaching of the word. It is she who nurtures us, 

feeding us at her breasts with the pure milk of the gospel, later 
giving us the solid food of sound doctrine and discipleship. She 

guides us with her long wisdom, taught to her by the Holy Spirit from 
the Word of God, over long ages of her history--the very wisdom of 

God in Christ, to whom she submits. And her divine-human 
Bridegroom cares for her, leading her and loving her, teaching us 

through his Word and by His Spirit--in her church." 
 

Our Mother’s Good News Our Mother’s Good News Our Mother’s Good News Our Mother’s Good News in the Reformationin the Reformationin the Reformationin the Reformation    
John Calvin was a Roman Catholic priest of the 16th century who was 
saved by God's grace and did not seek to remove himself from the visible 
Church of Rome as some of the Radical Reformers did.  Rather, he 
sought as an ordained minister of God to reform the Church from within 
according to the Word of God to the best of his ability. 
  

It is important to understand that both Martin Luther and John Calvin as 
Reformers did not leave the visible church in their reformation, rather the 
visible Church of Rome ceased to be the Church that had been founded 
upon the Apostles and Prophets with Jesus Christ the Chief Cornerstone, 
when the visible Roman Church denied the apostolic and biblical teaching 
of the way of salvation at the Council of Trent (1545-1563). 
  

The way a person is saved is an essential of the Christian faith and Rome 
formally denied the biblical teaching of justification by faith alone.  What 
God does in the Person and Work of Christ to a save an individual was 
perverted by Rome, and therefore the Roman Church ceased to be a 
faithful representation of the visible Church of Christ.   
 
However, there were still men within the visible Church, such as Luther 
and Calvin (and thankfully many others by God's grace), who sought to be 



faithful to their calling as ordained men and call the Church back to the 
Word of God and to a sincere and humble repentance.  Calvin describes 
the dark historical situation in the Medieval Church in his Necessity of 
Reforming the Church (1544): 
 
“At the time when divine truth lay buried under this vast and dense cloud 
of darkness- -when religion was sullied by so many impious superstitions- 
-when by horrid blasphemies the worship of God was corrupted, and His 
glory laid prostrate- - when by a multitude of perverse opinions, the benefit 
of redemption was frustrated, and men, intoxicated with a fatal confidence 
in works, sought salvation any where rather than Christ- -when the 
administration of the Sacraments was partly maimed and torn asunder, 
partly adulterated by the admixture of numerous fictions, and partly 
profaned by traffickings for gain- -when the government of the Church had 
degenerated into mere confusion and devastation- - when those who sat 
in the seat of pastors first did most vital injury to the Church by the 
dissoluteness of their lives, and, secondly, exercised a cruel and most 
noxious tyranny over souls, by every kind of error, leading men like sheep 
to the slaughter; 
 
- - then Luther arose, and after him others, who with united counsels 
sought out means and methods by which religion might be purged 
from all these defilements, the doctrine of godliness restored to its 

integrity, and the Church raised out of its calamitous into somewhat 
of a tolerable condition. The same course we are still pursuing to this 

day.” 
  

This occasion of reformation made it ripe for Calvin to sit down and write 
concerning the importance of the visible Church, and how individuals who 
should be part of the visible Church through membership, would find the 
visible Church in a world where the once visible Church of Rome had 
become corrupted and ceased to be faithful to the gospel of Jesus Christ.  
This is the historical context in which we should understand and read his 
writings on the visible Church of Jesus Christ. 
  

However, do not let these writings by Calvin become merely historical 
documents that are interesting to the contemporary Christian.  Rather, 
allow them to inform us as to how we should find and regain a biblical 
understanding of the visible Church of Christ in a modern world full of 
counterfeits.  In this essay, we shall consider Calvin’s comments from 
three main sources: (1) Book IV of his Institutes of the Christian Religion 
(earliest edition was 1536 and the final edition was completed in 1559); (2) 
Calvin’s tract on The Necessity of Reforming the Church (written in 1544 
to Emperor Charles V where he gives a defense of the Reformation 
against the Roman Catholics); and (3) Calvin’s Commentaries, primarily 



from his commentaries on Paul’s Epistle to the Ephesians and to the 
Corinthians. 
 
Calvin begins Book IV of his 'Institutes of the Christian Religion' by 
stating the necessity of the Church of Jesus Christ.  He writes: 
  

"...It is by faith in the gospel that Christ becomes ours and we are made 
partakers of the salvation and general blessedness brought by him. Since, 
however, in our ignorance and sloth we need outward helps to beget and 
increase faith within us, and advance it to its goal [Christ-likeness or 
holiness], God has also added these aids that he may provide for our 
weakness.  
  

And in order that the preaching of the gospel might flourish, he 
deposited this treasure in the Church. He instituted pastors and 

teachers (Eph. 4:11) through whose lips he might teach his own; he 
furnished them with authority; finally, he omitted nothing that might 

make for holy agreement of faith and for right order." (IV.1.i). 
  

Is Our Mother Is Our Mother Is Our Mother Is Our Mother "Invisible" "Invisible" "Invisible" "Invisible" or “Visible” to Her Childrenor “Visible” to Her Childrenor “Visible” to Her Childrenor “Visible” to Her Children???? 

The invisible Church of Christ is made up of all those who will be saved 
(the elect) from the foundation of the world until the return of Jesus Christ.  
We are all part of this invisible Church of Christ if we are saved.  As the 
Westminster Confession of Faith defines the “invisible church” in contrast 
to the “visible church”: 
 
“The catholic or universal Church, which is invisible, 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. (25.1) 
 
However, it should be remembered that the Bible was always written to 
the visible Church.  When Peter, Paul or John wrote their letters, they 
were not vaguely addressed to a few believers wandering around the 
earth, fellowshipping with one another.  No!  These letters were written to 
a visible Church, a visible Body of Believers, who had visible elders and 
deacons, who learned a visible Word and partook in the visible 
sacraments.  Even when these congregations of the early church 
sometimes met in homes (because of persecution, or lack of buildings 
such as synagogues), they were still established as the visible Church 
because they had elders, pastors and deacons shepherding them (1 
Timothy 3; Titus 1). 
  

Christians have always been part of a visible organization as much 
as any other visible organization on the earth (and the Church in the 

Old Testament was a visible nation as well; cf. 1 Peter 1:2:5-12). 



  

The Westminster Confession of Faith goes on to define the “visible” 
aspect of the Church: 
 
“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.” (25.2) 
 
Founding Professor of Theology at Westminster Theological Seminary 
John Murray wrote concerning the Biblical emphasis on the visibility of 
Christ's Church on earth:  
 
"A rapid survey of New Testament usage will show how frequently the 
term 'church' designates what is visible. The church is the assembly or 
fellowship of the people of God, constituted by the call of God, a people 
formed for himself to show forth his praise and to bear witness to him in 
the performance of prescribed functions. The two instances in which our 
Lord used the term 'Church' (Matt. 16:18; 18:17) make this clear. When 
Christ said to Peter: 'Upon this rock I will build my Church', the investiture 
of the succeeding verse shows that the church is something to be 
administered on earth. It is not an invisible entity but one in which ministry 
is exercised. And when in the execution of discipline, Jesus says: 'Tell it to 
the Church' (Matt. 18:17), the church must be conceived of as the 
congregation to which information is to be conveyed." (Murray, 'Collected 
Writings', Vol. 1, "The Church: Its Definition in Terms of 'Visible' and 
'Invisible' Invalid", pg. 232). 
  

When (If?!) we confess the 'Apostle's Creed' or the 'Nicene Creed' today in 
our congregations, we confess that we believe one holy catholic 
(universal) and apostolic Church.  What do we mean as the people of God 
by this? The unity of the Church is confessed (John 17:17ff), the holiness 
of the Church is confessed (Eph. 5:22-32), the universal (or 
"catholic") aspect and character of the Church is confessed (John 3:16; 
Revelation 7:9), and the apostolic foundation is confessed (Eph. 2:20).   
  

Yet what is implied in these very foundational early creeds of the visible 
Church is that the Church is visible!  We can see the unity in doctrine and 
life -- visibly! We can see the holiness of the Church in doctrine and life 
(albeit imperfect this side of heaven)- - visibly! We can see the universality 
of the Church from every tribe, people, language and tongue (although not 
complete this side of heaven)- -visibly! We can see the apostolicity of the 
Church in doctrine and life as we believe and confess what the Scripture 
teaches together with all the saints for the last 2000 years (albeit imperfect 
this side of heaven)- - visibly! 



  

Professor Murray wrote in his conclusion on the visibility of the Church of 
Christ on earth (where he corrects me for even using the category of 
"visible" but I hope the readers will appreciate I am doing this in order to 
establish a contrast):  
  

"Strictly speaking, it is not proper to speak of the 'visible church'. 
According to Scripture we should speak of 'the church' and conceive 
of it as that visible entity that exists and functions in accord with the 
institution of Christ as its Head, the church that is the body of Christ 
indwelt and directed by the Holy Spirit, consisting of those sanctified 

in Christ Jesus and called to be saints, manifested in the 
congregations of the faithful, and finally the church glorious, holy 

and without blemish." (ibid, pg. 236). 
  

Have the gates of hell prevailed upon Christ's Church? God forbid! Rather, 
Christ's Church has been founded visibly on the Apostles and Prophets, 
and providentially preserved and propagated throughout the earth by the 
glorious work of the Holy Spirit!  In our day, we often seek God for a 
revival, but first we must ask him for another reformation (there is a 
document called the 'Cambridge Declaration' that states this goal formally: 
http://www.christianity.com/CC_Content_Page/0,,PTID307086|CHID58126
2|CIID,00.html).  A reformation that is concerned with reclaiming a 
Reformed view of the visible Church that was articulated by John Calvin 
(and articulated and formulated by the Westminster Confession of 
Faith and other Reformed creeds). 
  

Reclaiming a Reformed Reclaiming a Reformed Reclaiming a Reformed Reclaiming a Reformed Understanding of Our MotherUnderstanding of Our MotherUnderstanding of Our MotherUnderstanding of Our Mother 
We must seek a reformation in our understanding the place of the visible 
Church in the life of the Christian.  With an eye toward this need, and an 
effort to be faithful to this goal, I think it is extremely important that we 
return to John Calvin in his teaching on the visible Church.  For Calvin 
experienced a very similar time period in the 16th century as we should 
recognize we are experiencing today with regards to the Church.   
 
In the Reformation and now, we should be aware that the light of the 
preaching of the Word, consistent with the interpretation and 
understanding of the historic Christian Church, and the right administration 
of the sacraments have grown extremely dim and it is often difficult to find 
Christ's visible Church.  Yet Calvin did not call for separation from the 
Church or a lame attempt to start over arrogantly as an independent 
church, with false hopes that we could somehow attain a pure New 
Testament Church (whatever that means).  Rather, Calvin called for 
constant reform from within.   
 



In Calvin’s Necessity of Reforming the Church he wants Emperor Charles 
V to understand that the Reformers are not separating as schismatics 
form the Church of Jesus, but trying to restore or reform the Church to 
Biblical and apostolic purity.  He wrote: 
 
“…Let there be an examination of our whole doctrine, of our form of 
administering the sacraments, and our method of governing the Church; 
and in none of these three things will it be found that we have made any 
change upon the ancient form, without attempting to restore it to the exact 
standard of the Word of God.” 
  

Calvin begins his discussion of Christ's Church in Book IV, chapter 1 of his 
'Institutes of the Christian Religion' by discussing the visible Church using 
the image of a mother.  He writes: 
  

"But because it is now our intention to discuss the visible church, let 
us learn even from the simple title of "mother" how useful, indeed 

how necessary, it is that we should know her.  
  

For there is no other way to enter into life unless this mother conceive us 
in her womb, give us birth, nourish us at her breast, and lastly, unless she 
keep us under her care and guidance, until, putting off mortal flesh, we 
become like the angels in heaven (Matt. 22:30).  Our weakness does not 
allow us to be dismissed from her school until we have been pupils all our 
lives" (IV.1.iv). 
  

For Calvin, as God is our Heavenly Father, so God has granted to us to 
have an earthly mother to raise us up to maturity in Jesus Christ 
(Galatians 4:8-22; Hebrews 5:13-6:1).  The ascended Christ, has given 
heavenly gifts to earthly people in the visible Church, and this is the 
teaching of Ephesians 4:9-16.  The purpose of the heavenly gifts to earthly 
"jars of clay" is for the building up and maturing of the visible saints of God 
here on earth to prepare them for the New Heavens and the New Earth 
wherein will dwell perfect righteousness in the presence of God eternally 
(2 Peter 3:3-12; Revelation 21:1-7): 
  

Ephesians 4:9 ( In saying, "He ascended," what does it mean but that he had also 
descended into the lower parts of the earth? 

10 
He who descended is the one who 

also ascended far above all the heavens, that he might fill all things.) 
11 

And he 
gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the pastors and teachers, 

12 
to 

equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ, 
13 

until 
we all attain to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to 
mature manhood, to the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ, 

14 
so that 

we may no longer be children, tossed to and fro by the waves and carried about by 
every wind of doctrine, by human cunning, by craftiness in deceitful schemes. 

15 

Rather, speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in every way into him who is 
the head, into Christ, 

16 
from whom the whole body, joined and held together by 

every joint with which it is equipped, when each part is working properly, makes 
the body grow so that it builds itself up in love. 



  

Calvin says in a provocative yet truly loving manner that those who 
disregard this mother that has been given to us in the visible Church is 
ultimately to dishonor and be guilty of being unappreciative of God's gifts 
to Christ's bride and body.   
 
Notice in the following quote from Necessity of Reforming, Calvin 
challenges the doctrine of apostolic succession, while upholding the 
doctrine of “apostolicity” or the apostle’s rule of faith.  Calvin believed in 
“apostolicity” or the continuity of apostolic teaching in the office of 
pastor/elder/minister who was called by God to teach Christ’s people.  
During the Reformation, the office of pastor/elder/minister had been 
abused, and in Calvin’s Necessity of Reforming, he upholds the office, 
while showing forth the abuses of some sinful men that had occurred in 
the ordination of pastors/bishops in the Medieval Roman Catholic Church: 
 
“In the government of the Church we do not differ from others in anything 
for which we cannot give a most sufficient reason. The pastoral office we 
have restored, both according to the apostolic rule, and the practice of the 
primitive church, by insisting that every one who rules in the Church shall 
also teach. We hold that none are to be continued in the office [of 
pastor/bishop/elder] but those who are diligent in performing its duties…. 
 
“[the kind of persons whom Roman Catholics are accustomed to ordain], 
and to commit the government of churches, we shall see that this 
succession on which they pride themselves was long ago interrupted. The 
ancient canons require, that he who is to be admitted to the office of 
bishop or elder, shall previously undergo a strict examination, both as to 
life and doctrine. 
 
Clear evidence of this is extant among the acts of the fourth African 
Council.  Moreover, the magistracy and people had a discretionary power 
of approving or refusing the individual who was nominated by the clergy, 
in order that no man might be intruded on the unwilling or not consenting.  
“Let him who is to preside over all, be elected by all; for he who is 
appointed, while unknown and unexamined, must of necessity be violently 
intruded…Let regard be had to the attestation of the honorable, the 
subscription of the clergy, and the consent of the magistracy and the 
people. Reason permits not any other mode of procedure” (says Leo, Ep. 
Xc- written from the fourth African Council)…. 
 
“As the Holy Spirit in Scripture imposes on all bishops/elders the necessity 
of teaching, so in the ancient church it would have been thought 
monstrous to nominate a bishop who should not, by teaching, 
demonstrate that he was a pastor also. Now were they admitted to the 
office on any other condition…Then it was enjoined by decrees of synods 



that at the ordination of a bishop/elder all the other bishop/elders of the 
province should assemble, or if that could not be conveniently done, at 
least three should be present. 
 
And the object of this was, that no man might force an entrance by tumult, 
or creep in by stealth, or insinuate himself by indirect artifices…These 
things, which might be narrated more fully, and confirmed more accurately 
in a set discourse, I here only mention in passing, because they afford an 
easy means of judging how much importance is due to this smoke screen 
of succession with which our bishops endeavor to blind us.” 
 
There is much wisdom to be gained from this, especially in a day when 
certain men who are seated in the pastoral office have taken it upon 
themselves to be pastors by the supposed silent call of God, rather than 
the official call of God through his Church.   
 
Notice in the lengthy quotation above that Calvin saw the danger of men 
taking it upon themselves to hold this office apart from the other 
pastors/elders in the visible Church.  Notice above that Calvin adheres to, 
and argues for a return to the way ordination has always occurred in 
Christ’s Church since the early Church.  What is important is that Calvin is 
arguing his position from the past, the way ordination and the teaching 
office was upheld and kept pure to uphold the ancient apostolic doctrine 
and teaching.   
 
In trying to reform Christ’s Church, Calvin’s appeal is to canon law that 
was accepted early in the Church (his reference to the fourth African 
Council), that was determined to be the biblical teaching of how a 
pastor/elder/bishop should be ordained.  He is not merely suggesting 
ideas conjured from the top of his head that seemed noble and good to 
him as an individual, but rather he speaks clearly about what the Church 
has always taught concerning ordination, and roots his argument in 
history. 
 
Calvin shows the importance of the visible Church of Christ in the 
ordination of ministers, particularly since their call is a sobering call to 
uphold what the apostles and teachers of the Church have always taught 
concerning the truths of Scripture.  Calvin wrote concerning the office of 
pastor/minister in his Commentary on the Epistle to the Ephesians, 
focusing and commenting particularly on chapter 4, verse 11-12: 
 
“The government of the Church, by the preaching of the word, is first of all 
declared to be no human contrivance, but a most sacred 
ordinance/institution of Christ. The apostles did not appoint themselves, 
but were chosen by Christ; and, at the present day, true pastors do not 
rashly thrust themselves forward by their own judgment, but are raised up 



by the Lord. In short, the government of the Church, by the ministry of the 
word, is not a contrivance of men, but an appointment made by the Son of 
God. As his own unalterable law, it demands our assent.  
 
They who reject or despise this ministry offer insult and rebellion to 
Christ its Author. It is Christ himself who gave them; for, if he does 

not raise them up, there will be none. 
 
Another inference [of Ephesians 4:11] is, that no man will be fit or qualified 
for so distinguished an office who has not been formed and molded by the 
hand of Christ himself. To Christ we owe it that we have ministers of the 
gospel, that they abound in necessary qualifications, that they execute the 
trust committed to them. All, all is his gift.” 
 
We must return to the same today in an age of individualism, where 
pastors are chosen merely by their personal charisma or ability to lead, 
and their audacity to say that they have “heard from God” and been “given 
a vision” to start a church.   
 
Unfortunately, too many times this so-called “call of God” and “vision” do 
not have a place in their theology for the visible Church of Christ or the 
urgency in upholding the doctrines of the past.  This is not a new 
development.  When Philip Schaff wrote his classic book on the Creeds 
and Confessions of Christianity in the 19th century, this is how he 
described the mood and character of the evangelical American Church of 
Christ with regard to creeds and confessions of the past: 
 
“Anyone who has, or fancies he has, some inward experience and a ready 
tongue, may persuade himself that he called to be a reformer; and so 
proceed at once, in his spiritual vanity and pride, to a revolutionary rupture 
with the historical life of the church, to which he holds himself 
immeasurably superior… 
 
… “He builds himself in a night accordingly a new chapel, in which now for 
the first time since the age of the apostles a pure congregation is to be 
formed; baptizes his followers in his own name…rails and screams with 
full throat against all who refuse to do homage to his standard…Thus the 
deceived multitude, having no power to discern spirits, is converted not to 
Christ and his truth, but to the arbitrary fancies and baseless opinions of 
an individual, who is only of yesterday….Every theological vagabond and 
peddler may drive here his bungling trade, without passport or license, 
and sell his false ware at pleasure. What is to become of such confusion is 
not now to be seen.” (Schaff, ‘The Principle of Protestantism’, United 
Church Press, 1964, pp. 149-50). 
 



In Calvin’s Commentary on the Epistle to the Ephesians, he comments on 
Ephesians 4:9-16, and speaks concerning the relationship between the 
gifts of the Holy Spirit and the way these gifts given by the ascended 
Christ to His Church are found in offices.  Calvin wrote: 
 
“It may excite surprise, that, when the gifts of the Holy Spirit form the 
subject of our discussion, Paul should enumerate offices instead of gifts. I 
reply, when men are called by God, gifts are necessarily connected to 
offices. God does not confer on men the mere name of the Apostles or 
Pastors, but also endows them with gifts, without which they cannot 
properly discharge their office.  He whom God has appointed to be an 
apostle does not bear an empty and useless title; for the divine command, 
and the ability to perform it, go together.” 
 

Separation, Individualism,Separation, Individualism,Separation, Individualism,Separation, Individualism,    and Sectarianismand Sectarianismand Sectarianismand Sectarianism    from Our Motherfrom Our Motherfrom Our Motherfrom Our Mother 
In spite of the historic and biblical importance of Christ’s visible Church, 
there have been those who have left her care and nurture in this world (1 
John 2:18-19).  Calvin says that in every age, there have been those who 
separated from the visible Church of Christ individualistically and self-
righteously to attempt to attain that which was ordained to be sought in the 
visible Church together with all the saints:  
  

"But in every age the prophets and godly teachers have had a difficult 
struggle with the ungodly, who in their stubborness can never submit to 
the yoke of being taught by human word and ministry. This is like blotting 
out the face of God which shines upon us in teaching...More detestable 
than this attitude is that of the apostates who have a passion for splitting 
churches, in effect driving the sheep from their fold and casting them into 
the jaws of wolves. We must hold to what we have quoted from Paul--that 
the church is built up solely by outward preaching, and that the saints are 
held together by one bond only: that with common accord, through 
learning and advancement, they keep the church order established by 
God (Eph. 4:12)." (IV.1.v). 
  

As in the Reformation, there is great distrust from many Christians today 
concerning the visible Church, particularly since some have experienced 
abusive leadership from pastors and elders, incorrect teaching, and 
various forms of abuse that come from those who profess the name of 
Christ.   
 
As in the Reformation, we need to be reminded that although there are 
abuses, this does not mean that we should individualistically take it upon 
ourselves to be Christians outside and apart from the ordained institution 
of Christ's Church, either separated physically and literally, or separated 
confessionally and spiritually.  Or to change the metaphor, we should 
never self-righteously seek our learning about Christ in His Word apart 



from the mother God has graciously provided for His people.  Calvin 
reminds us of the importance and significances of the gospel ministry 
through men in the visible Church: 
  

"Paul shows by these words [in Ephesians 4:9-16] that this human ministry 
which God uses to govern the church is the chief sinew by which believers 
are held together in one body. He then also shows that the church can be 
kept intact only if it be upheld by the safeguards in which it pleased the 
Lord to place its salvation. 'Christ ascended on high,' Paul says, 'that he 
might fill all things.' (Eph. 4:10).  This is the manner of fulfillment: through 
the ministers to whom he has entrusted this office and has conferred the 
grace to carry it out, he dispenses and distributes his gifts to the church; 
and he shows himself as though present by manifesting the power of his 
Spirit in this his institution, that it be not vain or idle [in its effect]... 
  

Thus the renewal of the saints is accomplished; thus the body of Christ is 
built up (Eph. 4:12); thus 'we grow up in every way into him who is the 
Head' (Eph. 4:15) and grow together among ourselves; thus are we all 
brought into the unity of Christ, if prophecy flourishes among us, if we 
receive the apostles, if we do not refuse the doctrine administered to us.  
  

Whoever, therefore, either is trying to abolish this order [that 
Christ has established in the visible Church] and this kind of 

government, or discounts it as not necessary, is striving for the 
undoing or rather the ruin and destruction of the church. For neither 

the light and the heat of the sun, nor food and drink, are so 
necessary to nourish and sustain the present life as the apostolic 
and pastoral office is necessary to preserve the church on earth." 

(IV.3.ii). 
  

In other words, Calvin is saying that an essential of Christian teaching is a 
sound doctrine of the Church.  You could say that how much you love 
Christ is how much you show your love for his Church.  Or to put it another 
way, if you are not for the Church, you are against her and have become 
her rival even though it may be unintentional on your part. 
  

Some in today's individualistic climate have truly thrown out the proverbial 
ecclesiastical Church-baby with the sinful abuses and bathwater of deceit.  
There are even some who "home church" as if they have the authority to 
do this, not understanding that those who "went out from us (the visible 
Church) can prove themselves not to be one of us" (1 John 2:19- This is 
not to say that those who do this are all proving themselves to be non-
Christian, but they have identified themselves with the world rather than 
with the visible Church).   
  



Separation from the visible Church is sinful behavior, and yet we all 
can be sympathetic with those who have taken these drastic 

measures, because all of us have experienced abuses of people and 
teaching in the visible Church. 

  

Humility or Pride Revealed inHumility or Pride Revealed inHumility or Pride Revealed inHumility or Pride Revealed in    Our Honoring Our MotherOur Honoring Our MotherOur Honoring Our MotherOur Honoring Our Mother 
However, this gives us no right to sinfully separate as if we were wiser 
than the Lord Jesus Christ who established his Church!  We must have 
external elders and submit to those God has called to be our overseers 
and pastors.   
  

As Christians, a sign of true humility and Christian love is to submit 
ourselves to elders/pastors/teachers "in the LORD".  The way we 
submit to God's ordained leadership shows forth the way we truly 

submit to Christ's Lordship in our hearts.   
  

Notice two passages with regard to elders/pastors/teachers and how true 
biblical humility is expressed (1 Peter 5; Hebrews 13): 
  

1 Peter 5:1 So I exhort the elders among you, as a fellow elder and a witness of the 
sufferings of Christ, as well as a partaker in the glory that is going to be revealed: 

2 

shepherd the flock of God that is among you, exercising oversight, not under 
compulsion, but willingly, as God would have you; not for shameful gain, but 
eagerly; 

3 
not domineering over those in your charge, but being examples to the 

flock. 
4 

And when the chief Shepherd appears, you will receive the unfading crown 
of glory. 

5 
Likewise, you who are younger, be subject to the elders. Clothe 

yourselves, all of you, with humility toward one another, for "God opposes the 
proud but gives grace to the humble." 

6 
Humble yourselves, therefore, under the 

mighty hand of God so that at the proper time he may exalt you, 
7 
casting all your 

anxieties on him, because he cares for you. 
8 
Be sober-minded; be watchful. Your 

adversary the devil prowls around like a roaring lion, seeking someone to devour. 
9 

Resist him, firm in your faith, knowing that the same kinds of suffering are being 
experienced by your brotherhood throughout the world. 

10 
And after you have 

suffered a little while, the God of all grace, who has called you to his eternal glory 
in Christ, will himself restore, confirm, strengthen, and establish you. 

11 
To him be 

the dominion forever and ever. Amen.  

  

Peter, an elder submitted to other elders in the visible Church (even 
though he is also in the office of Apostle!), teaches other elders what their 
responsibility to God is, and teaches those who submit to these elders that 
this is a sign of true humility (v. 6: "Humble yourselves under the mighty 
hand of God...").  Also notice in Hebrews 13:17: 
  

Hebrews 13:17 Obey your leaders and submit to them, for they are keeping watch 
over your souls, as those who will have to give an account. Let them do this with 
joy and not with groaning, for that would be of no advantage to you. 

  

The Author to the Hebrews commands all Christians to obey their leaders 
and submit to them, for they are called by God to keep watch over you 



souls in the visible Church.  There will be great advantage to following 
God's wisdom and will in this manner.  To disobey our elders (including 
the elders of pastors and elders over them) and make their work for Christ 
difficult is to sin against our Lord Jesus.  If disobedience to these 
commands in 1 Peter 5 and Hebrews 13 are clearly sins, how much more 
is it a sin to disregard the visible Church, its teaching and ordained 
ministry altogether by not even making yourself a part of a congregation of 
saints. 
  

When people ask me as a pastor whether church membership is biblical, I 
try to show them many places in Scripture including the genealogies 
where being on the role of God's people is an understood reality as we 
see in the Book of Nehemiah and the Chronicles with the lists of families.  
We see this particularly in Ezekiel 13:8-9, the prophet is prophesying 
against the leaders of Israel who have lied to those who are in the visible 
congregation of saints, and who are not "enrolled in the register of the 
house of Israel". This implies a visible role of the people of God that is just 
as important as the "role that will be called up yonder"!: 
  

Therefore thus says the Lord GOD: "Because you have uttered falsehood and seen 
lying visions, therefore behold, I am against you, declares the Lord GOD. 

9 
My hand 

will be against the prophets who see false visions and who give lying divinations. 
They shall not be in the council of my people, nor be enrolled in the register of the 
house of Israel, nor shall they enter the land of Israel. And you shall know that I am 
the Lord GOD. 

  

Another response I sometimes use when people ask if membership in the 
church is biblical, I remind them that we learn not only from general 
revelation in societies how membership in organizations and institutions is 
important, but that in the institution and organization of the visible Church, 
my elders who shepherd me as a pastor, and our elders in the local 
congregation ask that we show our submission "in the LORD" to the 
government of the church in life and doctrine by becoming members, 
which is not an unbiblical request.   
  

From Scripture, general revelation and from the good and necessary 
deduction from the Bible, membership in the visible church shows to 

the world our unity, humility, and our willingness to be formally 
accountable and disciplined if found out of line with the orthodox 

truths of Scripture and a holy life. 
  

The truth of the matter that we should remember today is that no matter 
how many abuses we find in the visible Church, no matter how many 
times we have been unintentionally or intentionally confused by elders and 
teachers who were supposed to be preaching and teaching the Word of 
God, we are to seek to find a true visible Church.  We should not take it 
upon ourselves to start anew, individualistically, by separating from the 



visible Church, because in many ways (to use the image of "mother" 
again), we are implicitly saying to the world that our mother is confused 
and wrong!   
  

Unfortunately some Christians in our time are trying to live their lives 
as children of the Kingdom as the children of divorced parents- - 
God the Father being their single parent!  Additionally, those who 

individualistically separate themselves from the visible Church are 
implicitly declaring to the world that in essence, the gates of hell 
have indeed prevailed against Christ's visible Kingdom on earth 

because they have been forced to leave it altogether (Matt. 16:18ff). 
  

The Marks of a True ChurchThe Marks of a True ChurchThe Marks of a True ChurchThe Marks of a True Church; Or, "Are YoOr, "Are YoOr, "Are YoOr, "Are You My Mother?"u My Mother?"u My Mother?"u My Mother?" 

With this struggle to remain in the Church even though we have 
experienced error and pain in other churches, John Calvin gives us help in 
recognizing the true marks of the visible Church so that we can seek to be 
a part of the visible Church on earth.  Calvin says that the two most 
important marks or signs of a true visible Church of Christ here on earth 
(no matter what denomination or name is on the sign in the front of the 
building) are the right preaching and teaching of God's Word and the right 
administration of the Sacraments.  He writes: 
  

"From this the face of the church comes forth and becomes visible to 
our eyes. Wherever we see the Word of God purely preached and 

heard, and the sacraments administered according to Christ's 
institution, there, it is not to be doubted, a church of God exists (cf. 

Eph. 2:20).  For [Christ's] promise cannot fail: 'Wherever two or three 
are gathered in my name, there I am in the midst of them" (Matt. 

18:20)." (IV.1.ix). 
  

For John Calvin during the Reformation, those who had been deceived by 
the Church of Rome were hurting people looking for the true visible 
Church of Christ on the earth.  Some of the Radical Reformers who left 
the visible Church and tried to "start over" individualistically were declaring 
in essence that the gates of hell had prevailed against Christ's fortress 
here on earth.  The Radical Reformers were called to repentance for 
leaving the visible Church and for separating individualistically from the 
one Institution that was founded on the apostles and the prophets (Eph. 
2:20). 
  

From within the church, Calvin wrote so that those who were looking to 
find their true mother and to continue to grow in grace and holiness, they 
might be able to recognize her.  Calvin taught that we could always 
recognize our mother by true teaching of the Word and the right 
administration of the two sacraments Christ had instituted in baptism and 
the Lord's Supper. 



  

What Our Mother Has Taught Us in Creeds and CouncilsWhat Our Mother Has Taught Us in Creeds and CouncilsWhat Our Mother Has Taught Us in Creeds and CouncilsWhat Our Mother Has Taught Us in Creeds and Councils 
Even today the face of the church comes forth and is visible to our eyes 
through the faithful preaching of the Word, the right administration of the 
sacraments, and we should add as a third mark biblical discipline that is 
meant to restore sinners and uphold the peace and purity of Christ's 
visible Church in doctrine and life (and this third mark of discipline was 
added in the Belgic Confession, the Scots Confession, and the 
Westminster Confession and Catechisms).   
  

The third mark of discipline was needed to uphold the first two: 
preaching and teaching of the Word and the right administration of 

the sacraments. 
  

The historical Christian faith expressed in faithful proclamations of creeds 
and councils is the right teaching of the Word and the right administration 
of the sacraments that all faithful visible Churches of Christ should 
uphold.  These creeds and councils have been written by ordained men 
called by Christ to teach his Word (Eph. 4:11ff), and these faithful creeds 
and councils articulate what is the Biblical teaching of the Word of God 
(the first mark) and how it should be rightly interpreted, and what errors 
should be avoided with regard to God, Christ, the Holy Spirit, salvation by 
grace alone, and the doctrine of the visible Church itself.   
  

Part of upholding the right teaching of the Word is by making sure 
that there is no new interpretation or declaration of the Word of God.  

There is nothing new under the sun and so Christ has graciously 
given us the visible Church to learn from not only in our own time, 

but in the last 2000 years. 
  

Not only should ordained men be careful in interpreting the Word of God 
(2 Timothy 2:15), they should be careful to interpret with the Church, as 
the Church has faithfully interpreted Scripture or apostolic teaching 
throughout Church history.  It is essential that the ordained man of God 
who is given to teaching Christ’s people is constantly aware of what the 
Church has taught concerning biblical truth so as to avoid aberrations and 
heresies of the past that have already been condemned. 
 
A pastor is called to preach and teach Scripture (2 Timothy 3:16-17; 4:1-5) 
because the time will come when men will not listen to sound doctrine and 
teaching.  This sound doctrine and teaching has been preserved 
graciously by the Holy Spirit as the Church has continually grown to 
maturity throughout the centuries.   
 
Calvin in his Necessity of Reforming the Church, reminds all pastors what 
the pastoral office is mainly concerned with. Implied in this quotation is the 



need to be upholding sound doctrine and teaching of Scripture throughout 
all Church history: 
 
“…The pastoral office itself, instituted by Christ, has long been in 
desuetude (discounted and denied existence). [Christ’s] object in 
appointing Bishops and Pastors [according to Ephesians 4:11-16], or 
whatever the name be by which they are called, certainly was, as Paul 
declares, that they might edify the Church with sound doctrine… 
 
“According to this view, no man is a true pastor of the Church who does 
not perform the office of teaching. But, in the present day, almost all those 
who have the name of pastors have left that work to others. Scarcely one 
in a hundred of the Bishops will be found who mount their pulpits in order 
to teach….According to the precept of Christ, however, no man can claim 
for himself the office of bishop or pastor who does not feed his flock with 
the Word of God…. 
 
“The Word of God furnishes a standard by which all such appointments 
ought to be tested, and there exist many decrees of ancient Councils 
which carefully and wisely provide for everything which relates to the 
proper method of election [of bishops and pastors]…. 
 
“We know the kind of examination which the Holy Spirit, by the mouth of 
Paul (Epistles of Timothy and Titus), requires a pastor to undergo, and 
that which the ancient laws the Fathers enjoin.  At the present day, in 
appointing Bishops/Pastors is anything of this kind perceived? 
 
“We see the order which the Apostles observed in ordaining ministers, that 
which the primitive Church afterwards followed, and, finally, that which the 
ancient Canons [Laws] require to be observed…. 
 
“Christ gave to the Apostles an authority similar to that which God had 
conferred on the Prophets, an authority exactly defined, namely, to act as 
ambassadors to men. Now, the invariable law is, that he who is entrusted 
with an embassy must faithfully and religiously conform to his instructions.  
This is stated in express terms in the Apostolical commission:  
 

“Go and teach all the nations whatsoever things I have 
commanded/delivered unto you.” 

 
Likewise “preach,” (not anything you please), but the “gospel.”  If it is 
asked what the authority is with which their successors were invested, we 
have the definition of Peter himself, which enjoins all who speak in the 
Church to speak “the very oracles of God” [1 Peter 4].  Now however, 
those who would be thought the rulers of the Church arrogate to 



themselves a license to speak whatsoever they please, and to insist that 
as soon as they have spoken they shall be implicitly obeyed. 
 
The Word of God must be taught and preached by the minister called of 
God.  This Word of God must be interpreted by the minister (“carefully  
handled”, or “rightly divided” as the KJV has it).  This interpretation should 
line up with other ministers not only in the present, but in the past as well.  
This means we should read the Bible with the Church.  Keith A. Mathison 
makes the distinction between two kinds of ministers, those who read solo 
Scriptura, or those who read sola Scriptura. This distinction makes the 
marked difference between ministers who read their Bible merely by 
themselves (“solo”) with their own private interpretations (whether these 
be true or false), and those ministers who read the Bible with the Church 
(what the doctrine of “sola Scriptura” actually meant in the Reformation).  
He writes:  
 
To assert that Scripture is the only inspired and inherently infallible 
authority, and that it is the final and supreme norm, does not in any way 
rule out the necessity or reality of secondary authorities. The church is one 
such authority. The church was established by Jesus Christ (Matt. 16:18); 
the church is given authority to teach and disciple the nations (Matt. 28:18-
20); the church is the instrument through which God makes the truth of his 
word known (Eph. 3:10).   
 

It is only within the church that Scripture can be interpreted 
correctly. The church is the human agency with the authority and 

ability to speak. The Scripture contains the content of what she is to 
speak. The church is necessary because the Bible cannot preach 

itself, and without the Bible, the church has nothing to say. 
 
The rightful authority of the church does not remove the right and 
responsibility of the individual Christian to read and study Scripture. It 
does, however, challenge the modern notion of individualism.  While each 
individual may and must read and study Scripture in order that his 
conscience may be bound by the Word of God, ecclesiastical authority 
cannot rest in the judgment of each individual member of the church.  
 

The private judgment of individuals cannot replace the corporate 
judgment of the covenant community of God.” (Mathison, ‘After 

Darkness, Light: Essays in Honor of R. C. Sproul’, P&R 2003, pp. 48-
49). 
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Because it is vital to learn how to teach and preach the Word of God by 
learning "together with all the saints" both living and dead (Eph. 3:18), and 
because the visible Church will never become invisible to our eyes, Calvin 
next addresses the true sin of schism, or separating oneself from the 
visible Church no matter how much we might judge the visible Church to 
be spotted and impure at times (and our hope is that Christ will make His 
glorious Bride as unspotted, clean and pure, Eph. 5:27ff).  Calvin writes 
concerning those who would make themselves sectarians and 
schismatics: 
  

"...Where the preaching of the gospel is reverently heard and the 
sacraments are not neglected, there for the time being no deceitful or 
ambiguous form of the church is seen; and no one is permitted to spurn its 
authority, flout its warnings, resist its counsels, or make light of its 
chastisements- - much less desert it and break its unity.  
  

For the Lord esteems the communion of His Church so highly that he 
counts as a traitor and apostate from Christianity anyone who 

arrogantly leaves any Christian society, provided it cherishes the 
true ministry of Word and sacraments. He so esteems the authority 

of the Church that when it is violated he believes his own authority is 
diminished" (IV.1.x). 

  

The reason Calvin can speak in this manner is that the visible Church is 
called "the pillar and ground (or foundation) of the truth" and the very 
"house of God" (1 Timothy 3:15).  The Church is the faithful keeper of 
Christ's own precious Word to His people.  The Church is not only founded 
on the Apostles and Prophets, with Jesus Christ being the chief 
cornerstone, it is the Church that has been preserved through the ages by 
the providential work of God's Holy Spirit.   
  

To divide from a faithful visible Church because of whatever reason, 
or to take it upon oneself to read the Scriptures without considering 

the faithful interpretation of the Scriptures in the creeds and councils 
of the Church is to dishonor the work of the Holy Spirit for the last 

2000 years!   
  

The Church is the place where God's Word and Sacraments are given so 
that Christ's people might grow mature in their faith (Eph. 4:14-16), 
avoiding the errors and false teachings of men.  Calvin wrote in his 
Commentary on the Epistle to the Ephesians: 
 
“Having spoken of that perfect manhood, towards which we are 
proceeding throughout the whole course of this life, Paul reminds us that, 
during such a process, we ought not to resemble children. An intervening 
period is thus pointed out between childhood and man’s estate. Those are 



‘children’ who have not yet advanced a step in the Lord, but who still 
hesitate,- -who have not yet determined what road they ought to choose, 
but move sometimes in one direction and sometimes in another, always 
doubtful, always wavering. 
 
Those…who are thoroughly founded in the doctrine of Christ, though not 
yet perfect, have so much wisdom and vigor as to choose properly, and 
proceed steadily, in the right course…After being born to Christ, we ought 
to grow, so as “not to be children in understanding.” 
 
Then Calvin explains the importance of Ephesians 4:16 with regard to the 
unity of the Church and the attitude of love and humility we ought to have 
one to another, not dividing, or separating from the visible Church, but 
remembering that we all have a common source- -Christ the LORD: 
 
“All the life or health which is diffused through the members flows from the 
head; so that the members occupy a subordinate rank…By the distribution 
made, the limited share of each renders the communication between all 
the members absolutely necessary…Without mutual love, the health of the 
body cannot be maintained. Through the members, as canals, is 
conveyed from the head all that is necessary for the nourishment of the 
body. While this connection is upheld, the body is alive and healthy. Each 
member, too, has its own proper share- - according to the effectual 
working in the measure of every part.” 
 
The Apostle Paul says: 
 

Rather, speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in every way 
into him who is the head, into Christ, from whom the whole body, 
joined and held together by every joint with which it is equipped, 

when each part is working properly, makes the body grow so that it 
builds itself up in love. (Ephesians 4:15-16). 

 
If you are sometimes tempted to separate from the visible Church 
because of personal sins and imperfections of your brothers and sisters, 
or if you are in a communion where the Word is not correctly taught, and 
the sacraments are not rightly ministered, and if you have no 
real accountability and true discipline from your elders (1 Corinthians 5), 
then it is not for you to take it upon yourself to separate from the visible 
Church and "go home", but to find a faithful and orthodox church as near 
as possible to your home so that your family can grow.  You should 
prayerfully ask the Holy Spirit to reveal our Mother to you! 
  

Woe be to the father or mother who teaches their children that the visible 
Church is insufficient and unimportant! You are not rightly nurturing and 
admonishing them in the LORD unfortunately.  For Christ has established 



that they be admonished and nurtured in the LORD in the visible Church 
(Deut. 27-32; Eph. 4:11-16; Eph. 6:1).  You may be part of an unfaithful 
visible Church, but you are called to find a faithful manifestation of the 
Christ's Church, not to separate and individualistically to try and interpret 
the Scriptures for yourself, or write your own creed or confession.   
  

Rather, you are called to root yourself in the historical and orthodox 
Christian Church, her creeds and councils that have proclaimed and 
declared biblical truth, and to find elders and teachers in your community 
who line themselves up with these correct and orthodox teachings of 
Scripture, no matter how far you have to travel, it will be worth it when you 
find yourself maturing and growing in Christ as His disciple once again! 
And oh! how it will bless your marriage, your family life, and be reassuring 
when you fall short and go through a difficult circumstance in your life! 
  

Calvin writes of the importance of finding a true visible Church but 
avoiding the separation from the Church with all one's might when he 
writes: "It is also no common praise to say that Christ has chosen and set 
apart the church as his bride, 'without spot or wrinkle' (Eph. 5:27), 'his 
body and...fullness' (Eph. 1:23).   
  

From this it follows that separation from the church is the denial of 
God and Christ. Hence, we must even more avoid so wicked a 

separation.  
  

For when with all our might we are attempting the overthrow of God's 
truth, we deserve to have him hurl the whole thunderbolt of his wrath to 
crush us. Nor can any more atrocious crime be conceived than for us by 
sacrilegious disloyalty to violate the marriage that the only-begotten Son of 
God deigned to contract with us (Eph. 5:23-32)" (IV.1.x). 
  

“Our Mother’s Not Good Enough for Me!”: “Our Mother’s Not Good Enough for Me!”: “Our Mother’s Not Good Enough for Me!”: “Our Mother’s Not Good Enough for Me!”: SelfSelfSelfSelf----Righteous Righteous Righteous Righteous 
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Calvin goes on to right that separation from the church because of 
perceived scandal or leaving because of personal problems with others in 
Christ's congregation sets one self-righteously up as judge of other 
Christians.  As Christ teaches there will always be tares and wheat 
growing up together.  
 
As Augustine said concerning the visible Church in his argument against 
the Donatists (who wanted to "start fresh" and leave the visible Church 
because they were the only one's left who were righteous): "There are 
many sheep without and many wolves within."  Even though this is a 
reality, scandals or personal problems are never any reasons for leaving 
the visible Church of Christ. 



  

Calvin describes the kind of people who leave the visible Church founded 
upon correct biblical teaching in creeds and councils this way: "For there 
have always been those who, imbued with a false conviction of their own 
perfect holiness, as if they had already become a sort of perfect angelic 
spirit-people who could do no wrong, spurned association with all men in 
whom they discern any remnant of human nature of sin....There are others 
who sin more out of ill-advised zeal for righteousness than out of that 
insane pride. When they do not see a quality of life corresponding to the 
doctrine of the gospel among those to whom it is announced, they 
immediately judge that no church exists in that place." (IV.1.xiii). 
  

Calvin encourages all Christians who are blessed to be under the right 
preaching of the Word and the right administration of the Sacraments in 
the visible Church to remember that we are all "works in progress".  Jesus 
has said that he will finish and complete the work he has begun in us, but 
that this was a lifetime of pursuing holiness (Phil. 1:6; 2:12-13).   
  

It is ironic that some would separate from the visible Church 
because of their perceiving some in their midst to be more sinful, 

but the visible Church is exactly the hospital where those who 
struggle with sin as Christians should be! 

  

In fact, Calvin points our attention to all of the problems at the Church at 
Corinth.  These Christians were divisive, unloving, had a sinner in their 
midst who had not been biblically disciplined yet (1 Cor. 5), was a gifted 
congregation who could not get along, and even were called "fleshly" by 
Paul because they were acting like men of the world (1 Corinthians 3), yet 
Paul still called them "saints", those "sanctified or holy in Christ Jesus" (1 
Corinthians 1:2; 6:11ff).  Paul understood, as we should, that our 
sanctification in Christ is a present reality, but there is still much work for 
God to do in all of us!  Yet love never fails! 
  

1 Corinthians 13:4 Love is patient and kind; love does not envy or boast; it is not 
arrogant 

5 
or rude. It does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; 

6 

it does not rejoice at wrongdoing, but rejoices with the truth. 
7 
Love bears all 

things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things. 
8 
Love never ends. 

As for prophecies, they will pass away; as for tongues, they will cease; as for 
knowledge, it will pass away. 

9 
For we know in part and we prophesy in part, 

10 
but 

when the perfect comes, the partial will pass away. 
11 

When I was a child, I spoke 
like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child. When I became a man, I 
gave up childish ways. 

  

The Church at Corinth had right teaching (1 Cor. 1:24-31), correct 
administration of the sacraments (1 Cor. 1:16; 11:19ff), and even 
discipline (1 Cor. 4:18ff; 5:1ff), yet they were also a true visible Church of 
Christ with "sanctified sinners" in the midst of the congregation.  
They were a visible Church that we could remember for ourselves today.  



  

 The Church at Corinth was a true Church, but had imperfect people 
within.  However, they had elders/teachers/pastors and the members 
were learning and receiving the sacraments from them and growing 

together in love. 
  

Calvin ends this section with regard to those who think of themselves 
higher than they ought by separating from Christ's Church by asking this 
question: "What, I ask, would those who rage with such churlishness 
against present-day churches have done with the Galatians, all but 
deserters of the gospel, among whom this same apostle Paul still 
recognized churches (Gal. 1:2)?" (IV.1.xiv). 
  

“Our One Mother”: “Our One Mother”: “Our One Mother”: “Our One Mother”: Seeking UnitySeeking UnitySeeking UnitySeeking Unity    Together with All the SaintsTogether with All the SaintsTogether with All the SaintsTogether with All the Saints 
As a visible Church submitted to our pastor-elders (including the pastor-
elders submitted to pastor-elders!), we want to strive to obedience through 
the Word of God and the power of the Spirit.  We want to work by God's 
grace to love one another and to be as pure and unspotted as we can by 
the grace that is within us!  We want to think of ourselves as a family, who 
would never forsake and leave our mother, disrespecting our Father in 
Heaven and the work of our dear brother Jesus Christ, the only-begotten 
Son of God (Heb. 2:9ff).   
  

If we forsake the mother we have been given by God, we are in great 
danger of believing the lies of an ungodly and wicked "step-mother"! 
  

Calvin writes concerning the Church's complete holiness in Christ, yet 
incomplete holiness of fully being like Christ until heaven: "...It also is no 
less true that the Lord is daily at work in smoothing out wrinkles and 
cleansing spots (Eph. 5:25-27). From this it follows that the church's 
holiness is not yet complete. The church is holy, then, in the sense that it 
is daily advancing and is not yet perfect: it makes progress from day to 
day but has not yet reached its goal of holiness..." (IV.1.xvii). 
  

We follow in the footsteps of our Lord Jesus and the apostles and 
prophets by being a visible Church that is incomplete in holiness, but 
constantly forgiving and merciful toward each other as we forgive the sins 
that we so commonly commit against our Lord and each other in thought, 
word and deed.  The hope of the Church is not separation from it, as if we 
are somehow holier than those who remain in Christ's visible 
congregation, but the hope is in our forgiving one another and seeking 
unity through love.   
  

And this unity through love includes both doctrine and life!  This means 
that part of our pursuit of holiness and unity is found in right and orthodox 
teaching of the Scriptures.  This is not merely attained through an 



individualistic searching the Scriptures, but it is attained through having 
knowledge of what the visible Church has faithfully taught in creeds and 
councils for the last 2000 years, then checking Scripture to see that these 
things are true.   
  

Remember, the reason the Bereans were so "noble" (Acts 17:9ff) was 
because they were checking the Apostle Paul's teaching with that 

which the early church had already established in the Old Covenant. 
  

We are to be "noble" in the same way.  The Church at Berea was not 
merely individuals seeking to prove from Scripture that Paul was correct.  
They were a visible Church who recognized that they were part of a 
greater family and founded on the teaching of the Old Covenant and they 
were checking the Scriptures of the Old Covenant to see if what the 
Church had always taught concerning salvation was what Paul was 
consistently teaching in light of the life, death, resurrection and ascension 
of Jesus.  Don't miss this important point! 
  

We today in the visible Church if we truly want to be "noble" like the 
Bereans, then we want to be doing theology and seeking unity with 
what the Church has already declared and proclaimed to be biblical 

teaching, such as the teachings of the Trinity (Council of Nicea, 
Council of Constantinople), the teachings of the Person and Work of 
Jesus Christ (Council of Chalcedon), the correct books of the Bible 

(various councils and providential oversight of the Spirit of God from 
140 through 367 AD), Salvation by grace and what that means 

(Council of Ephesus, Council of Orange, Synod of Dort), and the 
importance of the Church (Apostle's Creed, Nicene Creed, 
Heidelberg Catechism, Luther's Catechisms, Westminster 

Confession of Faith, Scots Confession, Belgic Confession and many 
more!). 

  

This is in no way to place councils or creeds above the Bible.  It is merely 
recognizing that the sole authority of God's special revelation is the 
Scripture alone, but we interpret this sole special revelation of God in and 
with the visible Church throughout history.  This is what made the Bereans 
"noble" and it will help the modern Church to become more noble as well 
instead of trying to reinvent the creedal and confessional wheel as if the 
visible Church of Jesus Christ was founded after 1967 and the release of 
the Beatles' 'Sgt. Pepper's Lonely Hearts Club Band' LP! 
  

Seeking "Unity" in What Does NOT Offend!Seeking "Unity" in What Does NOT Offend!Seeking "Unity" in What Does NOT Offend!Seeking "Unity" in What Does NOT Offend! 
In today's relativistic climate there is a thinking that true unity is sought by 
just finding the lowest common beliefs of Christians and organizing 
ourselves visibly around these.  In others words, modern Christians 
redefine biblical unity in the truth as something that doesn't offend!  We 



find these kind of beliefs in organizations or parachurches that try to 
reinvent their own creeds and confessions from Scripture as if Scripture 
had never been interpreted correctly and biblically before the organization 
was founded! 
  

We must challenge this kind of "Christian unity" that is no unity at all!  
What has happened in the history of the visible Church, from which we 
can all learn a valuable lesson, is that when the orthodox Church's 
proclamations and declarations of what Scripture teaches is denied, the 
heresy that was opposed formerly is usually raised up again to threaten 
the Church.  In the name of "no creed but Christ" that sounds truly God-
honoring, is really found the seeds of dissension and an undermining of 
the what the visible Church has already established confessionally in 
Church history as being the teaching of Scripture. 
  

An effort to unify in Christian congregations based on vague and lowest 
common beliefs leads to liberalism and a denial of the supernatural 
teachings of the Bible.  Not only that, ignoring the teachings of the past 
laid out in creeds and councils is to disrespect and dishonor the historical 
and providential work of the Holy Spirit.  In fact, there is an implicit claim 
by some that the Holy Spirit has just begun his work within the Church 
within their own generation. 
  

“Our Mother’s Essentials “Our Mother’s Essentials “Our Mother’s Essentials “Our Mother’s Essentials of the Faith”: of the Faith”: of the Faith”: of the Faith”: Reconsidering theReconsidering theReconsidering theReconsidering the    Creed Creed Creed Creed 
of "In Essentials, Unity..."of "In Essentials, Unity..."of "In Essentials, Unity..."of "In Essentials, Unity..." 

In an effort at so called unity, some base everything on a quotable saying 
of St. Augustine that in essence replaces and becomes the foundational 
creed and confession of everything they do.  The short creed says this: 

  

"In essentials, unity; in non-essentials, liberty, and in everything 
charity."   

  

What must be pointed out is that St. Augustine himself would disagree 
with much that these people define as "non-essentials".  I have met some 
who hold to this foundational and basic creed who deny the essential 
teaching concerning salvation by grace alone and the visible Church, both 
essentials that St. Augustine strove to defend his entire life against the 
Donatists and Pelagianism. 
  

What can happen when this short phrase is misunderstood out of context 
or abused is that although many who use it deny that they are 
confessional people, yet they become confessional in essence with this 
being their primary confession and they implicitly and experientially show 
the importance of reading Scripture with the Church in the past.   
  



However, one of the abuses of this short phrase is the ability to 
decide for themselves what is "essential" and what is "non-

essential". 
  

For instance, if someone is told that the visible Reformed Church at the 
Synod of Dort condemned Arminius and Arminianism, and if they are told 
that Pelagianism (and semi-Pelagianism!) has been condemned at the 
Councils of Ephesus and Orange, this still leaves them an open to say that 
salvation or the agreement and membership in the visible Church 
are "non-essentials".  This must be revealed for what it is! 
  

The way to respond to this is by reminding those who would think 
this way, that "essentials" are defined by the visible Church in the 

last 2000 years by what the visible Church of Christ thought 
important to defend, clarify, and articulate as the Biblical teaching 

and confession of Christ's Church.  All of these are essentials 
because they are the teachings of Scripture. 

  

And one of those "essentials" is the doctrine of salvation by grace alone 
and the teaching of the visible Church!  Again, even though there is this 
bare confession concerning essentials and non-essentials and charity, 
there is an individualistic judgment that still must be made against the 
councils and creeds formulated and articulated throughout Church History 
concerning what the Bible teaches. 
  

“Keys to Our Mother’s Heart”: “Keys to Our Mother’s Heart”: “Keys to Our Mother’s Heart”: “Keys to Our Mother’s Heart”: Keys of the KingdomKeys of the KingdomKeys of the KingdomKeys of the Kingdom 

So what can Calvin teach us about what Christ meant when he gave the 
"Keys of the Kingdom" to Peter and said that upon Peter he would "build 
his church..."? (Matt. 16:18).  How is the visible Church related to the 
individual's forgiveness of sins by God?  
  

Calvin writes: "...We must firmly believe that by God's generosity, 
mediated by Christ's merit, through the sanctification of the Spirit, sins 
have been and are daily pardoned to us who have received and engrafted 
into the body of the church....To impart to us this benefit of the forgiveness 
of sins, the keys of the church have been given.  When Christ gave the 
command to the apostles and conferred upon them the power to forgive 
sins (Matthew 16:19; 18:18; John 20:23), he did not so much desire that 
the apostles absolve from sins those who might be converted from 
ungodliness to the faith of Christ, as that they should perpetually 
discharge this office among believers... 
  

Paul teaches this when he writes that the mission of reconciliation has 
been entrusted to the ministers-officers of the visible church and that by it 
they are repeatedly to exhort the people to be reconciled to God in Christ's 
name (2 Corinthians 5:18-20).  Therefore, in the communion of saints, our 



sins are continually forgiven us by the ministry of the church itself when 
the presbyters-elders or bishops to whom this office has been committed 
strengthen godly consciences by the gospel promises in the hope of 
pardon and forgiveness. This they do both publicly and privately as need 
requires.... 
  

[The forgiveness of sins] is dispensed to us through the ministers 
and pastors of the church, either by the preaching of the gospel or 
by the administration of the sacraments; and herein chiefly stands 
out the power of the keys, which the Lord has conferred upon the 

society of believers.  Accordingly, let each one of us count it his own 
duty to seek forgiveness of sins only where the Lord has placed it." 

(IV.1.xxii). 
  

In this discussion of the forgiveness of sins, Calvin again shows us the 
importance of elders/pastors/teachers, or officers in the Church as Christ 
has appointed them for the basic and ongoing need of using the Word of 
God in proclamation and declaration that the people of God are forgiven.  
We should remember that Calvin lived in a time when the Roman Catholic 
priesthood had abused the privilege of the keys, and made up additional 
teachings with regard to auricular confessions, penance, and the false 
doctrine of purgatory.  However, Calvin still focuses our attention away 
from the abuses in the visible Church of Rome, to the biblical foundation 
and gift of Christ to the Church through his elders and officers called to be 
ministers of reconciliation. 
  

“Our Mother’s Love: “Our Mother’s Love: “Our Mother’s Love: “Our Mother’s Love: "He Who Has Ears, Let Him Hear What the "He Who Has Ears, Let Him Hear What the "He Who Has Ears, Let Him Hear What the "He Who Has Ears, Let Him Hear What the 
Spirit Says to the Churches"Spirit Says to the Churches"Spirit Says to the Churches"Spirit Says to the Churches" 

We can see a glimpse of the visible and universal Church of Jesus Christ 
by looking at Revelation 2-3.  Jesus Christ walked among these churches 
that represent not only real historic churches of Asia Minor, but the visible 
Church of Jesus on earth until he returns. As Christ walked among these 
churches, so he walks among his churches today.  There are some 
churches more faithful to his truth than others, and this should never be 
disputed. Rather, there should be a prayerful and humble seeking of 
Christ's visible congregations to rightly interpret and carefully handle the 
Word of  Truth (2 Timothy 2:15). 
  

In Christ's addresses to the seven churches of Asia Minor, we should have 
"ears to hear" his address to visible congregations today.  As the seven 
churches of Asian Minor are judged by how accurately they hold to the 
Word of Truth, so congregations today are judged by Jesus Christ the 
Lord by how accurately they hold to the Word of Truth.  As some of these 
churches had become "synagogues of Satan", not holding to Christ's truth, 



so many visible congregations of Christ's church have become haunts and 
wildernesses with regard to the truth as well! 
  

Christ commends some of the churches of Asia Minor because they are 
holding out the Word of Truth in persecution, sufferings, and all manners 
of trials just because they are speaking the truth of God's Word in this 
world of sin and misery and this storms the institutions and organizations 
of hell itself!  Christ encourages some of the congregations (as he does us 
today!) that if they more precisely and accurately teach and make known 
his Word, so they will grow more mature in their faith.  This is a reminder 
of the importance of avoiding some vague and lowest common theology in 
the Church today, and seeking with the Church throughout history (rooted 
back in the 7 Churches of Asia Minor), to know the truth that we are all 
called to be sanctified by (John 17:17). 
  

The visible Church of Jesus today, in order to be commended by the Lord 
Jesus must return to a right handling and right teaching of His Word and a 
right administration of His sacraments, and an appreciation of what God in 
Christ has already established as Biblical teaching throughout the last 
2000 years.  Jesus says to the churches of Asia Minor and to us today, 
that if we will repent of our unbiblical teachings and life, if we will seek our 
first Love with all of our hearts by His grace, if we will endure even when 
others visible congregations of Christ speak ill of us, if we will seek to 
forgive each other, and if we will seek to honor Christ's visible Church by 
becoming members of it, we shall truly be overcomers and conquerors by 
His grace! 
  

The Roman Church during the Reformation died, although it was once 
part of the visible Churches of Christ, because it no longer held to the 
doctrines of salvation by grace alone revealed in Holy Scripture, and 
disagreed with the orthodox articulations and formulations of Biblical 
teaching in early church history.  The Word of God was no longer 
preached, and the sacraments were not only abused, but additional ones 
were added that were not instituted and ordained by Christ.  Yet God was 
faithful in the Reformation to raise up ordained ministers within the Church 
to respond to these abuses and false teachings as Jesus responded to the 
churches false teaching in Asia Minor!   
  

A Rediscovery of OA Rediscovery of OA Rediscovery of OA Rediscovery of Our Mother's Formula Against Error and Her ur Mother's Formula Against Error and Her ur Mother's Formula Against Error and Her ur Mother's Formula Against Error and Her 
Recipe for Quality Spiritual FoodRecipe for Quality Spiritual FoodRecipe for Quality Spiritual FoodRecipe for Quality Spiritual Food 

These official responses of Biblical truth by the visible Church of Christ are 
found in the confessions and creeds of the Reformation.  In the 
confessions and creeds of the Reformation, we find the teaching 
contained in Holy Scripture.  These formulations and articulations of what 
the Bible teaches are still available to many visible congregations today to 



rediscover and find what the Church has already established as Biblical 
teaching.  This rediscovery of Biblical truth can lead to a new reformation 
and by God's grace to a great revival. 
  

May all of us, particularly those in official positions of Christ's Church such 
as ministers, strive to know what the Church has taught with regards to 
Biblical truth, testing these formulations and articulations with Scripture as 
the Bereans, but not separating physically from, or confessionally from the 
teachings of Christ's Church.  God has always been faithful to his visible 
Church and the gates of hell will never prevail with either true doctrine or 
life that God by His Spirit has formulated in the Church.   
  

But why arrogantly and individualistically would you want to try to "start 
again" creedally and confessionally, as if you could know more, or be 
more biblical or wise than those faithful people in the visible Church who 
have come before you?  For those who would think this way, who have 
separated themselves physically from, or confessionally from the visible 
Church's Biblical articulations, as a minister of the gospel, I pray that you 
will repent and come home to the mother God has graciously given to all 
believers in His One, Holy, Catholic (Universal), and Apostolic Church! 
  

I say this as a pastor who seeks not only to understand God's Word by His 
Spirit, but seeks to understand the Scriptures together with all the saints, 
knowing that there is much for me still to know and to learn.  May God 
grant that where we are in error with regards to the Scriptures in both 
doctrine and life, that God would forgive us and more precisely teach us 
His Word of Truth!  As the Word teaches us and the Spirit blesses our 
hearing and understanding, so the Word of God encourages, rebukes and 
trains us in all righteousness so that the man of God is thoroughly 
equipped for every good work (2 Tim. 3:16-17). 
  

Let the visible Churches who have ears, hear what the Spirit still says 
today to the Churches! 
 

“Amid your glorious train kings’ daughters waiting stand, 
and fairest gems bedeck your bride, the queen at your right hand. 

O royal bride, give heed, and to my words attend; 
For Christ, the King, forsake the world and ev’ry former friend.” 

 

IN Jesus' Love and Service, and for the Sake of our Holy Mother, 
Pastor Charles 
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