THE WORK OF RULING IN CHRIST’S CHURCH
“Let the elders who rule well be counted worthy of double honor, especially those who labor in the word and doctrine.”  (I Tim. 5:17) 

“Remember those who rule over you, who have spoken the word of God to you, whose faith follow, considering the outcome of their conduct.”  (Heb. 13:7)

“Obey those who rule over you, and be submissive, for they watch out for your souls, as those who must give account. Let them do so with joy and not with grief, for that would be unprofitable for you.”  (Heb. 13:17)

“Greet all those who rule over you, and all the saints…”  (Heb. 13:24)

A.  A Theology of Rule in Christ’s Church

1 Contemporary Challenges  to the Exercise of Legitimate Rule in Christ’s Church

A. The Spirit of the Age, e.g. Anti-authority, Anti-tradition,  Anti-history, Feeling-based, Self-centered,  Disrespectful of sacred, Distrusting/disregarding of authority figures, Impatient of procedure…and in general..  cf. HABITS OF THE HEART, p. 221

cf. *II Tim. 3:1ff.  Antidote:  *vs, 10, vss. 14ff.  Perseverance in what is right + Evangelism, cf. II Tim. 4:5.  
B. The Spirit of American Evangelical Religion, e.g. Individualistic, Anti-institutional, Pragmatic, Free-enterprise oriented, Feeling-driven, Fiercely independent, A-historical, Insensitive to creeds, forms, traditions,  Separatistic.   e.g. Day of the Judges.

e.g.  The problem of people leaving a church because of exercise of church discipline.

C. Various Forms of  Legalism & Authoritarianism as a Backlash to Both, e.g. Cults,  Gurus, Authoritarian leaders or leadership boards.

i.e. Esp. in day of family breakdown, moral “wishy-washiness”, quest for formulas.



e.g. Beardmore, Roger, ed. SHEPHERDING GOD’S FLOCK, *p. 106



cf. II Jn. 9,10:  Diotrephes.  Love of preeminence.  Malicious words.  Separatism.

     NOTE: All of these are addressed in Scripture.  Final & sufficient authority for our response.

2  AN AFFIRMATION THAT THERE IS A RULE IN CHRIST’S CHURCH

i.e. Over against A & B above…

A.  OT:  Theocratic State.  Roles of prophets, priests, Kings, judges elders, etc.    

cf. What about the more “spiritual”, international, non-geographically & non-nationally bound church of the NT?

B. Implicit Proof:  

1. With Messiah’s coming is coming of a Kingdom, cf. Is. 9:6f., Dan. 2:44f., 7:26f., Matt. 3:2, 4:17, 5:3, 5:19f., etc.  Acts 28:23, Rom. 14:17, Col. 1:13, 4:11, I Thess. 2:12.   cf. Over 300 refs. in NT…

2. With every Kingdom there is a King and governmental officials who serve to carry out the will of the King and His administration.  cf. Close relation of “angels” and pastors/ ministers, e.g. Rev. 2,3, cf. Heb. 1:14.

C. Explicit Proof:  

1.  “Rule”:  *I Tim. 5:17, cf. *3:4f. (below) *Heb. 13:7f, 17, 24.  

cf. The Nature of Eldership, e.g. Acts 15, *16:4,  I P. 5:3 (neg.), 5  Rev. 4:4,10


2.   “Lead”,  *I Thess. 5:12 (proi?stame,nouj u`mw/n evn Kuri,w|)  cf.  Rom. 12:8, (
3.  “Governing”:  *Lk. 22:26.  (Although usually referring to the civil sphere).

4.  “Authority”:  *Mk. 13:34,  cf. See below… 

5. “Administration” *I Cor. 12:28  (kubernh,seij);  Leadership, Management, e.g. Pilot.  
   NOTE: Most of these give some type of clue to nature of rule in the church….

3 WHERE ALL RULE ULTIMATELY RESIDES, i.e. CHRIST!!!

i.e. Over against 1. C above…

A. Christ’s Unique Authority Affirmed:  *Matt. 7:29,  *28:18ff.  *Mk. 1:27, 11:28ff.,  

*Lk. 4:32,  *Jn. 5:27,  *17:1,2  Eph. 1:19-23,  Heb. 1:3, 2:7f. 

1. This is nothing less than the authority of God, *Jn. 12:49, 14:10. 

2. Spirit’s work is to continue the demonstration of that authority, Jn. 16:13f. 

3.  There is a delegation of that authority to others during this administration of the Kingdom, e.g. Lk. 9:1,10:19,  I C. 9:18,  II C.10:8, 14, 13:10, II Th. 3:9. 

B. Confessional Formulations:  e.g.  WCF  *XXV:6,  *XXX:1, *XXXI:1.  Belgic Confession, *Article XXX.

4 WHERE CHRIST’S AUTHORITY IS VESTED

A. In the Church as a Whole, cf. *OPC FG III:1.   e.g. Matt. 18:15-17, *I Cor. 5:1ff, esp. 4f., 
II Cor. 2: 6,  Rom. 15:14,  Eph. 5:21, I Peter 5:5b.  cf. I P. 2:9, “royal priesthood”


cf.  “The General Office of the Believer” 

B. In its Special Offices, i.e. Ministers/Teaching Elders, Ruling Elders, Deacons, 

cf. Belgic Conf. XXX    cf. *T. E. Peck, NOTES ON ECCLESIOLOGY, *p. 162f.

   NOTE: Crucial to affirm this over all forms of clericalism and prelacy and over pure congregationalism, i.e. a distinctive American brand of church “government.”  cf. “The way of our New England brethren”, S. Rutherford!)

5 WHAT THE RULE IS AND IS NOT,  

A. “Ministerial & Declarative”  (Not Magisterial & Legislative),  cf. *OPC FG III:3

cf. I Cor. 7:23, “You were bought w. a price, do not become slaves of men.”

1. Our view of church authority presupposes our view of Scripture, cf. vs. Rome. 

cf. T. E. Peck, NOTES ON ECCLESIOLOGY, *p. 114,

2. It is, at every point, the rule of a servant, cf. I Cor. 4:1, etc.  

B. “Moral & Spiritual” (Not Civil & Physical),  cf. OPC FG III:4

C. “Judicial & Administrative”, cf. *WCF I:6b  

1. Scripture establishes a doctrine, government, and worship for the church.  
2. Church rule decides how these will be implemented in church life in ways “common to human actions and societies, which are to be ordered by the light of nature, and Christian prudence, according to the general rules of the word, which are always to be observed.  e.g.  I Cor. 11:13f.  I Cor. 14:26-40



6 SOME PARTICULAR QUESTIONS…

A. The Relative Authority of Precept, Principle, and Illustration.

· *Bannerman, Vol. 1, p. 214f.  cf. Appendix E, Vol. 2

1. Precepts, Examples, and Principles are binding when, a. they are founded on moral grounds, and b. they are common to all people at all times in all circumstances, i.e. they are not local, temporary, and peculiar to certain people in certain circumstances at the time given. 

e.g.  10 Commands. binding when civil & ceremonial aspects removed. 

   Acts 15:  Principle of “Synod” binding.  Specific regulations are not (except insofar as they are commanded elsewhere)

        I Cor. 7:  Singleness & “present distress”

  I Cor. 14:  Tongues, Prophecy, etc. vs. “spirits of prophets are subject to prophets”  “let all things be done decently and in order.” 

  I Tim. 2:  Adam was first created.  Woman was quite deceived, etc. 

2. Contemporary directions are binding only when they truly and accurately represent an application of a biblical precept, principle, or illustration.

e.g. “Fleeing youthful lusts”, and the use or non-use of things. 



NOTE: This is one of the many reasons for the way Christ has ordained govt.

B. How The Authority is Administered (Next section)

1. In the character of Christ.

2. In order than maximizes godly wisdom and puts a check on human tyranny.
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B.  THE MANNER OF RULE IN THE CHURCH

1.   A Reminder of Two All Important & Inseparable Presuppositions:

A. The sufficiency & final authority of holy scripture for this aspect of church life as for all others.  cf. II Tim. 3:16f.,  *I Tim. 3:15  

B. The rule of Christ’s church is, both actually and ultimately, Christ’s rule.  e.g. II Thess. 3:6, “We command you, brethren, in the name of the Lord Jesus.” cf.  4th OPC membership vow  cf.  II Cor. 10:1ff. 

2.TWO COMMON PITFALLS & A TRUISM    cf. Practical Counsels, below…

A. Pitfalls:

1. Laxity in rule due to one or a combination of factors, e.g. fear of flesh, personal laxity, lack of sufficient time, manpower, expertise, ignorance, poor examples, etc.

2. Authoritarianism in discipline due to one or a combination of factors,  e.g. false views of church & dynamics of sanctification, anger/bitterness, egotistical desire for control, sincere desire to see church have standards of holiness in an unholy age. 

NOTE: Helpful to keep in mind the identical situation of apostolic churches!

B. A Truism:  Perfect obedience here (as in any other area of Christian life and service) is impossible. e.g. Impeded by our sin as men & as leaders.  Confused/confounded by sins of others individually, and these individual sins as they bring added confusion by impacting many others, e.g….  The deleterious effects of ecclesiastical & secular culture. 
NOTE: Much more effort needed here, cf. Practical Counsels…

3. THE GENERAL MARKS OF PASTORAL RULE IN A BIBLICALLY ORDERED CHURCH

A. Familial in Character, e.g. “Brethren”, “as a nursing mother”, “like a father”, cf. I Cor. 4:15.  NOTE:  Provides strong implicit argument for high standards of ch. membership.

B. Displaying the Very Heart of God, e.g. God our father, e.g. II Cor. 6:18,  Christ our brother.  The Holy Spirit, Our “Paraclete”, etc.  cf. Ex. 34:6, Num. 1`4:18, Ps. 86:15

e.g.   *II Cor. 6:1-11:  The character of Christ through His ministers…

NOTE: This heart is meant to flow out of your heart in union & communion w.God.

C. Never Autocratic. i.e. One & plurality rep. by one & plurality.  cf. Gal. 2:11, *I C. 5:3-5.  

NOTE: Autocratic rule is an insult to both the character & the wisdom of God. 


cf. At least part of basis for Reformer’s view of Papacy as AntiChrist cf.  II Th. 2:3f...


Diotrephes, III Jn. 9f. 

4,
SPECIFIC ELEMENTS OF PASTORAL RULE
      NOTE: These things are also the elements & atmosphere of preaching, cf. Bridges, 296-339
A. In Truth & In Love

1. Truth:  Teaching, Admonition, Commands/Imperatives, etc.   *By word!

2. Love:  Giving yourself for the good of those among whom you rule.  *By deed.

NOTE: All biblical rule is constantly conditioned by Christ’s love for those ruled!

B. In Boldness & In Meekness

1, Boldness:  “All Speech” (Everything you need to say…in the way you need to say it.)

2. Meekness:  Calm submissive spirit when in midst of and under opposition.

NOTE: Fewer combinations better describe character of God.

C. In Gentleness & (When Necessary) In Severity

1. Gentleness, cf. II Sam. 22:36, cf. Ps. 18:35

2. Severity, *I Cor. 4:21, e.g. I Cor. 5:1ff. cf.  Rom. 11:22. *II Cor. 13:10, cf. Tit. 1:13

    
      NOTE: Gentleness must never be confused w. comprom., nor severity w. animosity.



e.g. Rom. 2:4:  Goodness & severity both designed to lead people to repentance.

D. With Patience & With Decisiveness

1. Patience (w. things)/Longsuff. (w. people), cf. *Eph. 4:1-3:  Led by officers!  *T. 1:16, cf. II Tim. 3:10; II Tim. 4:2,   

    NOTE:  Never underestim. role of this in our salvation, *II P.3:9,15.  *Err on this side!

2. Decisiveness,  e.g. Jesus casting our money-changers.  Peter resisting Simon,  Paul withstanding Peter!  Paul to Corinthians.  “Reprove, Rebuke Exhort”  Angels to 7 churches, etc.  

NOTE:  Fight politicized decision-making & cultural gutlessness w. might & main!

E. With Pleadings & With Warnings

1. “Parakaleo”:  Beseech, Rom. 12;1f., Eph. 4:11;  Exhort, I Tim. 2:1, I P. 5:1;  Appeal, Philemon 9,10, Heb. 13:22;  Plead, I Cor. 1:10, II Cor. 10:1;  Implore, Phil. 4:2; Urge, Rom. 16;17, I Cor. 4:16, 16:15, II Cor. 2:8, Heb. 13:19; Beg, Rom. 15:30., I P. 2;11.   Also:  Encourage,   Acts 11:23, 15:31, I Thess. 3:2

2. Warnings, Acts 20:31, I Cor. 4:1, Col 1:28 (nouqetou/ntej)), esp. Hebrews. 4; 10:26ff. 

NOTE: Another reason for warning vs. every hyper-Calvinistic/rationalistic tendency, e.g. *Acts 20:31. 

F. With Tears of Both Joy and Sorrow

1. Joy, e.g. Lk. 15:7,10 cf. *II C. 2:3f., 7:12f.. Phil. 2:2, 4:1 *I Th. 2:19f.  3:9; III Jn. 4

2. Sorrow:  II Cor. 2:1, *Gal. 4:19; Heb. 13:17. 

G. Always in Context of Arduous, Self-Giving Labor:  e.g. Acts 20:35, I Co. 15:10, II Cor. 6:5, 11:23, Gal. 4:11, 19,  Phil. 2:16, Col. 1:29, *I Thess. 2:9 (& context), etc. 

   
NOTE: Never forget that in all these things you are representing the heart of God!!!

5. SOME PRACTICAL COUNSELS…

A. You must daily/moment-by-moment guard your own heart.  Its pools will either refresh or poison those whom you rule in the name of Christ, cf. Prov. 4:23, Jn. 7:38. 

B. Learn from your own family rule, i.e. the way you love your wife, instruct & discipline your children,  the dynamics of their personal growth & interaction w.one another.

cf. I Tim 3:4f. 

C. Make explicit efforts to counter the persistent influences that will cause you to avoid the disciplines of godly rule,  cf.  “stir up the gift…” *II Tim. 1:6-8,  “don’t become sluggish.”, Heb. 6:12, cf. 5:11.  “Watch!”  *Acts 20:28-31


D. Do not either abuse the role of prayer or forget its indispensability to godly rule.

i.e. Prayer is not a cop-out, nor is it optional at any point, cf. Mk. 9:29

CONCLUSION:  God cuts straight paths w. crooked sticks!!!   Including. here…

C. THE METHOD OF RULE IN THE CHURCH 

1. SOME ASSUMPTIONS,  i.e. Review of previous material.

A. That there is an understanding of the nature of rule in Christ’s Church, e.g. It is Christ’s rule through an office He has ordained  It is ministerial & declarative (not magisterial & legislative).   It is moral & spiritual (not civil & physical).   It is judicial & administrative, 

B. That there are the general marks of elder rule in the Session as a whole and in the elders individually, e.g. Familial in character.  Displaying the very heart of God. Not autocratic. 

C. That there is a commitment to & the presence of the specific elements of elder rule in the Session as a whole.  e.g. Truth & Love.  Boldness & Meekness.  Gentleness & (when necessary) Severity.   Patience & Decisiveness.  With Pleadings & Warnings.  Joy & Sorrow.  Arduous, Self-Giving Labor.  i.e. These things are best expressed by Session functioning as one body, cf. Eph. 4. 

   NOTE: Otherwise: Laxity or Authoritarian.  Phariseeism or Formalism. *Owen, #16, p. 135  

2. THREE KEYS TO FAITHFUL RULE AS A BIBLICALLY PRESBYTERIAN ELDER

A. Always Keep in Mind Your Vowed Commitments,  cf. Ordination Vows . 

cf. Ecclesiastes 5:1-6.  *Pay what you have vowed!

1. The final authority of Holy Scripture, cf. OPC vow 1.

NOTE: This does not make rule easy.  It will make you cast self on grace & mercy of Christ!

2. The secondary authority of our confessional standards, cf. OPC vow 2. 

a. The “Subscription” Question, cf. M. Smith in THE PRACTICE OF CONFESSIONAL SUBSCRIPTION, p. *185f.  (But, cf. J. Muether, p. 308!)

b. Authority for rule in areas of both doctrine & life, cf. Expositions of the 10 commandments in the Larger & Shorter Catechisms. 

NOTE: Officers must rule under this authority.  If you believe the standards are wrong, then you are bound to work for change.  Otherwise, submit unless conscience demands otherwise.  If that is the case…step down from office. 

3. The tertiary authority of our Book of Church Order, cf. OPC vow 3.

a. Tertiary Authority:  We are not saying this is the only way to do it, but this is the way we do it as a Church !  cf. Point 4    i.e. *House rules!

b. The distinction between Form of Govt., Book of Discipline, and Directory for Worship, cf.  *OPC DW, II:7. 

4. 
The mandate of submission to one another in the Lord, cf. Minister Vow 4.


i.e. While not required of ruling elders by vow, it is by God,  *I Peter 5:5.



cf. J. Brown, I Peter (pt 2), *p. 495ff. 

5. The demanding implications of seeking the purity, the peace, and the unity of the church,  cf. Minister Vow 6.
   NOTE: If elder rule were a locomotive, these would be the tracks on which it moves!

B. Remember the Different Aspects of Rule as Given in Scripture:

1. Oversight  (evpisko,pouj(  Acts 20:28, I Peter 5:2).  
a. Of  Minister of the Word & ministry of the word in the Church, cf. *FG X:3.

cf. Miller, THE RULING ELDER, *p. 204f.

b. Of the “doctrine and morals” of the flock among which they serve,  *Ibid. 

cf. Acts 20:27-31.  e.g….    *Goal: I Tim. 3:15

2. Leadership  (proisth/mi, Rom. 12:8, I Thess. 5:12, I Tim. 3:5, 5:17)

a. Standing before others, i.e. Leading the way.  Proactive.  Not afraid to advance.

b. Being an example to those following him, cf. I Peter 5:3.  

3. Care  (evpimeleomai, cf. Lk. 10:34f. [Good Samaritan]  Look after.  Take charge of)

a. Make provision for those under your care, cf. I Tim. 5:8.  *Primarily in spiritual things. 

b. Be careful for them and their spiritual welfare.  cf. Father’s role w. family…

4. Discipline, Matt. 28:19.  

a. Formative/Preventive, e.g. Various ministries of the Word, administration of the sacraments, provision of the means of grace, etc. 

b. Corrective, e.g.  Matt. 18:15-17.  Admonition, Rebuke, Suspension, Deposition, Excommunication, cf. *OPC BD VI:B 

· Distinction between administrative & judicial discipline, *OPC BD I:2,3.

         NOTE: Healthy session meetings will include more or less of each of these elements.  It will usually be necessary to devote special sessional times to consider particulars of these.

C. Be Careful to Distinguish Between Your Personal Role and The Corporate Role of the Session, cf. FG X & XII, XIII

1. Personal Role:  To exemplify.  To affirm.  To opine. To advise.  To personally admonish & exhort.  To refer.  To represent, i.e. the session when called upon. 

2. Corporate Role:  To confer.  To resolve.  To judge. To censure.  To act.  To convey.  To enforce. 

   NOTE: You will protect both yourself and the church as a whole by honoring this distinction. 

3. PUTTING THIS INTO PRACTICE:  Some Sample Situations for Discussion. 

*Imagine that you are a session member serving in an Orthodox Presbyterian Church.      The people we are dealing with here are members of that congregation…  

1. A young man in the church is adamant that wine must be used in the Lord’s Supper for it to be legitimate according to the standard of Holy Scripture.  You have sympathies with this view. The session is divided on this issue.  What do you do?

2. A woman in the church is fed up with her marriage.  She believes her husband is unreasonable and inflexible.  She wants a divorce.  All individual attempts to dissuade her have failed.  What do you do?

3. Some families in the church believe there are not enough youth activities for their children.  They are threatening to leave the church unless some changes are made.  What do you do?

4. Some individuals in the church believe that the minister is a lover of money and is too concerned with his worldly possessions.  They are sharing their views with others in the church.  There is growing disgruntlement with the minister.  What do you do?

5. You and your fellow elders become aware that gossip regarding a particular individual has become prevalent in the interaction of what seems to be a large number of congregation members.  What do you do?
