Editor’s Notes

Preaching is fundamental to what the church is called to be and
is called to do. It is at the heart of worship. It is the chief means of
grace. It is the means for the salvation of the elect, both in the gen-
erations of believers and from the nations through missions. It is the
means to work faith, to strengthen faith, and to preserve in faith. It
is the means for the establishment of the kingdom of heaven and the
gathering of her citizens.

Preachers are what we aim to train for the church of Jesus Christ
in the Protestant Reformed Theological Seminary. We aim to produce
pastors who are preachers—chiefly preachers. As preaching is the
chief, from a certain point of view the only task of the minister, so
does all the instruction in PRTS have as its goal the development of
sound, capable preachers of the gospel.

Classis West of the Protestant Reformed Churches in America
sponsored an officebearers’ conference prior to its September 2014
meeting. The speeches presented at this conference make up the main
contents of this issue of the Protestant Reformed Theological Journal.
Domestic missionary of the PRCA, the Rev. Wilbur Bruinsma, gave
the keynote address: “The Minister’s Development of His Preaching
after Seminary.” In his speech Rev. Bruinsma not only emphasized
the need for the minister’s development as a preacher after gradua-
tion from seminary and once in the active ministry, but also gave a
number of concrete suggestions with a view to this development. The
remaining speeches were given by the faculty of PRTS: “The Elders’
Supervision of the Preaching,” “Developing God-Honoring, Faithful,
and Effective Preaching,” and “Application in Preaching.” We hope
that our readers, especially ministers and seminary students, will find
these articles to be worthwhile.

Besides the conference speeches that have been put into print,
readers should take note of the two review articles that are included
in this issue. Past issues of PR7.J have contained reviews of the indi-
vidual volumes of Reformed Confessions of the 16" and 17" Centuries
in English Translation, edited by James T. Dennison, Jr., as they were
published. Recently the fourth and last volume of this very worthwhile
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set was released. With the completion of the set, Rev. Angus Stewart,
minister in the Covenant Protestant Reformed Church in Ballymena,
Northern Ireland has submitted a review article. You will definitely
want to read what he has to say. Another significant book that has
recently been published by B & H Publishing Group (formerly Broad-
man and Holman Publishers) is entitled Perspectives on the Extent of
the Atonement: 3 Views. Emeritus Professor of Dogmatics at PRTS,
Prof. David Engelsma, offers readers an insightful analysis of this
new book. At the same time, his review article is a passionate call
to Reformed churches and officebearers to defend the biblical and
confessional truth concerning the redemption of the cross of Christ.
That cross, an offense and stumbling block to so many today—also
in the church—is “the power of God, and the wisdom of God” (I Cor.
1:24).

And then there are the book reviews. Notable among recently
published books is the publication of The Reformation Heritage KJV
Study Bible. This new study Bible is the first of its kind—a Reformed
King James Version study Bible. Up until now Arminians and Dis-
pensationalists have held the field among KJV study Bibles. At long
last a King James Version study Bible whose notes and articles are
written from a distinctively Reformed perspective. Reformed believers
who treasure the King James Version of the Bible—among them the
members of the PRCA and her sister churches—should welcome this
new study Bible.

Now read and enjoy.

Soli Deo Gloria!
—RLC
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The Minister’s Development of His
Preaching After Seminary

Rev. Wilbur Bruinsma

The Protestant Reformed Churches have much for which to be
thankful in God’s provision of a theological school in which students
for the ministry are trained. The education received in this seminary
is thorough and spiritual. It is evident from the oral examinations
before the PRC synods and classes that the ministers who come out of
this seminary are well-prepared to enter into the gospel ministry. That
does not mean, of course, that there is never room for improvement
and development in the curriculum and instruction provided there.
And the professors themselves and the Theological School Committee
are always reviewing that matter. At the same time, a minister needs
to develop in his preaching beyond seminary. He may never be so
proud that he thinks he does not need to improve in his preaching.

A student is taught the basics of preaching in seminary, the proper
mechanics of preparing and delivering a sermon. He is given the nec-
essary courses that will launch him into his ministry. He is taught the
proper means by which he can preach a theocentric and cross-centered
sermon. He receives thorough training in the Scriptures, the confes-
sions, Old and New Testament history, and the history of the church.
He is taught how rightly to divide the Word of truth. He is taught how
to organize his sermon in order that it might be a logical explanation
of the passage he has studied. He is taught the proper techniques of
delivery so that his sermons will be lively and interesting. He is even
taught the proper spiritual exercises that will keep him humble, gentle
unto all men, apt to teach, patient, and meek.

But, after all is said and done, the preacher must continue to de-
velop in every one of these areas, in order that his preaching might
continue to be fresh, zealous, and applicable to the lives of God’s
people. It is true that talents and abilities vary from one individual
to the next. Students and eventually ministers are given by God their
own peculiar strengths as pastors and teachers. But every minister
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must also humbly recognize his own weaknesses and the need to
overcome them by continuing to develop after leaving seminary.

It is on this basis that the subject of developing our preaching
beyond seminary is indeed worthy of consideration.

I. The Need

During the first five years of my ministry, three professors sat on
the back of my study chair staring over my shoulders as I prepared my
sermons. They did not say much about my delivery, but they said a lot
when it came to the content of my sermons. Every sermon prepared, it
seemed, was meant to satisfy my professors. Was the truth I presented
solidly Reformed according to their standards? Did I explain the truth
in a way that would meet with their approval and expectations? Was
my application biblical? Or, was I too easily satisfied? I am assured
that those sermons accomplished God’s purpose and mine as a pastor.
But I could not imagine spending an entire lifetime in the ministry
with the pressure of those three professors examining every sermon
I made!

It was not until I landed on the shores of Jamaica and had to preach
to a people of very simple knowledge and faith that I learned for myself
a very important truth. It was not a profound truth. It was simple. I
was called by God as a pastor fo feed God's sheep! My preaching had
to be shaped and molded in such a way that God’s people on the island
were fed. I shortened the length of my sermons, since their attention
span would not carry them beyond half an hour. I made chalkboards
for every church and used illustrations in my sermons. I realized that
they had little or no knowledge of Reformed terminology so I could
assume nothing. The sermons were simple and drove home one point.
With those adjustments, | was pleasantly surprised by the fact that I
was indeed feeding God’s sheep and causing them to grow in their
knowledge of God’s Word.

Three times on the shore of the Sea of Galilee Jesus commanded
Peter to feed His sheep or lambs. One of these times (John 21:16)
the word Jesus used for feed was to shepherd the flock. This term
implies all the work of a shepherd. It contains the idea of oversight,
protection, and nurturing through admonition. Already in this word
we find the care that a pastor unselfishly imparts on the members of
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his congregation. His chief concern is not to impress his members
with his knowledge or to rule over them with a rod of iron. He loves
the members of his church and he will expend himselfin his care over
them.

Two times (John 21:15 and 17) Jesus also commanded Peter to
pasture His sheep. The idea behind this term is that of nourishing or
feeding God’s people. This ought to be our focus as pastors when
we preach and teach. We must be able to provide God’s sheep with
the richest pastures—wholesome, green grass. We must not attempt
to prove our impressive intellectual abilities. We must not attempt to
prove how dynamic our delivery can be. We must not attempt to prove
ourselves to be professors of theology. We are the under-shepherds
of our Lord Jesus Christ who receive the command from our Chief
Shepherd: make sure My people are fed with My Word! As ministers
we need to know our sheep, love our sheep, understand their needs,
and each Sunday provide God’s people with the nourishing meal of
God’s Word.

When a young man finally walks through the seminary doors with
diploma in hand, and his calling as a minister is sealed by means of
an objective call into a congregation, he is equipped with a deep well
of theological knowledge. But he ought to understand that for God’s
people to be nourished, they must understand what the preacher is
saying. It is not difficult for a pastor to preach a sermon so deep and
intellectual or philosophical that it goes beyond the understanding of
God’s people. On the other hand, a young minister might attempt to
overcompensate in the other direction and preach a sermon so shallow,
that the sheep are given straw and stubble for grass. When I returned
from Jamaica and took up my labors in the Protestant Reformed
Churches again, I have always strove to keep this truth before my
mind: [ must constantly examine my preaching—the content, the
presentation, and the delivery—to see to it that God’s sheep are fed,
fattened, satiated with the Word of God through the lively preaching
of the gospel.

The PRC seminary equips a man to do that. That is indeed the
goal of the education men receive in seminary. I am sure this truth of
feeding God’s sheep is emphasized in seminary over and over again.
But until that is written upon the heart and soul of a preacher, his
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preaching may be formally sound, yet lacking in purpose and zeal.
Our ministers well know from their seminary days that with practice
preaching exercises comes constructive criticism in the areas of both
content and delivery. Both are important. Not only is it essential to
bring the Word in all its beauty and depth, but it is necessary to bring
it clearly and in a lively manner. For some, both come naturally. For
others, one comes more naturally than the other. Some can develop a
sermon with pith, but it takes more work delivering that sermon in a
lively manner. Still others are natural when it comes to delivery but
need to work hard at developing the concepts in an understandable
way. Training in the PRC seminary teaches men to use the talents
and gifts God has given them in order that they might overcome their
weaknesses and turn them into strengths. And it does an excellent
job in doing this. We can thank God for our seminary training.

But though this is true, nevertheless, once a man is out of sem-
inary it is easy for him slowly to drift back into some of his former
weaknesses. He might be too philosophical, too dogmatic, dry, and
abstract. He might be too shallow, skipping over the doctrinal basis
for the people’s practical living. He might tell too many stories. He
might be prone to preach his exegesis. When we as pastors graduate
from seminary, we ought not think that we have attained—that there
is no more room for improvement. We have not attained. We must
continue to develop in our preaching.

We must do this as far as content is concerned. We need to grow
in our development of the concepts of Scripture. We may learn how
to develop a concept of the Bible such as grace, for example. We may
know the error of common grace backward and forward. We may
understand the beauty of God’s sovereign, particular grace, but if we
bring it to God’s people in exactly the same way each time without
developing it further, our preaching is going to become stale and rep-
etitious. Likewise, we need to develop in how we bring God’s Word.
When I look back to the beginning of my ministry, I think I might
have been one who fell asleep under my own preaching. I thank God
for patient and understanding elders and congregation. The point is:
there is a need to develop in our preaching beyond seminary.
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II. The Reasons

Let us examine a number of reasons for our need to develop. Two
of the reasons relate to our own personal benefit as preachers.

In the first place, there is a need soon after seminary to develop
our own style. Irealize there are some students who already begin to
do this in seminary. But that is not true for most. And even for those
who do begin to develop this already in seminary, they must be aware
of their need to continue to develop their style after they have begun
their ministry. This is true from the point of view of one’s delivery.
Students who have graduated from seminary often mimic the stance,
facial expressions, and even the voice inflections of one or another
of their professors. This is not a bad thing, of course. But there is a
need to develop in our delivery in order to reveal to God’s saints who
we are. The same is true of the content of our preaching. Different
ministers have different ways of presenting the truth. And that is a
good thing. Each of us has our own personality and characteristics.
The beauty and wonder of the preaching is that every minister of the
gospel leaves the imprint of his own personality and study on what
he proclaims. This needs to be evident in our preaching. This does
not mean that a minister may stray from the clear meaning of the
Word of God he preaches in order to be unique in his presentation of
the gospel. The Word of God is the objective standard of truth. The
meaning of God’s Word does not vary from one person to the next.
Nevertheless, the unique quality that is ours in delivering the Word
of God must shine forth through our preaching. That is the beauty of
God’s use of many different men to expound his Word.

I remember the instruction one of our professors gave us in class
about this while I was in seminary. He told us of the time he was a
student attending Calvin College. One of his professors there found
out he was studying to be a minister in our churches. Our professor
passed on to us the sage advice of his professor to him: “You know,
you may have a little Hoeksema in you when you preach. That’s all
right. You may have a little Ophoff in you too. But, by all means,
make sure your preaching reveals Herman Hanko.”

Also for our personal benefit, a second reason for developing in
our preaching beyond seminary is that we do not become stale. We
may not be too quick “to turn over the pile” (of sermons we have writ-
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ten)! This was another piece of advice passed on by our professors in
seminary. The temptation confronts us as ministers, especially after
we have preached the Heidelberg Catechism a few times, that we save
ourselves a little time and “turn over the pile.” But preaching needs
to be fresh. This will be true only when we continue making new
sermons, and developing in the way we present the various truths of
Scripture. We are faced over and over again with the same truths. In
seminary we are taught the doctrines and various concepts of Scripture.
But when a student becomes a preacher he may not simply repeat over
and over again what he was taught. He must push himself to develop
the truth of God’s Word. He must develop a fresh approach in order
to keep his preaching lively and instructive.

These are two personal reasons we must always continue devel-
oping beyond seminary.

There are two additional reasons to develop in our preaching
beyond seminary. These will be of benefit to the sheep.

Number one is this: both the needs and the spiritual level of a
particular congregation vary from one to the next. I already referred
to this earlier in connection with my preaching in Jamaica. I have also
run into this when preaching on the home mission field. And, although
the difference in spiritual maturity is more subtle when changing from
one of our congregations to another, it is there also. We must be able
to adapt our preaching to meet the maturity level of the congregation
to which we are called. Though it is true that the spiritual needs of
God’s people are always the same, and though it is true that the same
sins are prevalent everywhere, we will find that each congregation
has its own unique personality—strengths and weaknesses. This is
evident from Christ’s letters to the seven churches in Asia in Reve-
lation 2 and 3. Ephesus was strong doctrinally but had lost her first
love. Smyrna was persecuted. Laodicea was spiritually lukewarm
and proud in riches. And so the list goes on. A pastor must be able
to adapt his preaching to the particular needs and weaknesses of that
congregation to which he is called. He has to nurture in himself a
spiritual understanding, a certain perception needed to address wisely
and patiently in his preaching the needs of his flock of sheep. If a
pastor does not develop, he will not be able to address those needs as
they arise. He will be stuck in a holding pattern.
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The other reason for ministers to develop, from the point of view of
the congregations to which they minister, is the need always to remain
fresh in our application. Both the culture and the circumstances in
the lives of God’s people change as time goes on. The church world
at large becomes more apostate. Our political leaders change. Social
issues change. We ought not to be stuck pounding on the same old
issues year after year, when those issues have little relevance to God’s
people anymore. We need to accommodate the way we apply God’s
Word, in order to expose the new errors and temptations that Satan
casts before God’s sheep to lure them away from the fold.

III. The Means

There are a few practical methods that ministers can use to develop
in their preaching. The first means is one that is pounded into the head
of every seminary student: read! Obviously, when a pastor reads,
he is exposed in his reading to different ideas and different styles of
conveying the Word. Depending on what books we are reading—and
we need to read a wide variety of books—we can learn how to improve
both the delivery and content of sermons. Doctrinal books will help
improve our understanding of the doctrinal issues afloat in our present
church world. Books of a practical nature will help us develop in our
ministry at large, but also in our ability to feed the sheep. There are
pastoral books, books on missions, books on church history, church
polity, doctrine, social issues, and so the list can go on. We need to
read. That is a must in our development as preachers.

The ability to read varies from one pastor to another. Some can zip
through a book swiftly and effortlessly, while others take more time
to read a book. The retention of some is beyond that of others. Even
in this area talents vary. Some can read a book in hours; for others
it may take a few days. But that ought never deter the pastor from
reading. Reading is the chief means of development in our preaching.

But there are also other means. The use of these means, however,
takes humility. We need to listen to people. We need to listen to the
elders. But we need to listen to the members of the church. They
too, after all, fill the office of all believer. What they say ought to be
of importance to the minister. As we have noticed, ministers have
their weaknesses. Sometimes the flaw that may characterize a man’s
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preaching is a little one. Other times there are more serious weaknesses
that may characterize him. A short time can be devoted on family
visitation to the question: are you being fed by the preaching? I do
not believe that a lengthy period of time ought to be spent on this
question since the occasion of family visitation is to determine the
spiritual welfare within the home and family. But the pastor and the
elders need to listen to the sheep concerning the preaching too. Ifthere
is a common complaint, the pastor ought to consider that complaint
seriously in order to change and develop positively. And certainly, the
pastor needs to listen to the elders if he is going to develop properly in
his preaching. The pastor needs to understand that he and the elders
are on the same side. They both have the spiritual health of God’s
sheep in mind.

One last means the preacher must use to develop in his preaching
beyond seminary: he must make himself a part of the church. We
will not be effective preachers if we sit in our ivory palaces and do
not enter into the life of the sheep. They must be able to see us as one
with them. They must see us as a friend. Not just a dominie (lord), but
a friend. They must hear us speak of our need for Christ and the joy
we receive in our salvation. They must see in us a humble admission
that we too are sinners. We are no different than they are. When we
become a part of the life of the church, then we will see firsthand the
needs of God’s sheep. We will be able to take God’s Word and bring
it to them as one that they know is applying that Word to himself just
as well as he is applying it to them.

May God by His grace work in the hearts of pastors and teachers in
the church that they might see their need to develop in their preaching
once in the active pastorate. May God’s name be glorified by means
of their preaching. May God’s sheep be fed and His flock gathered.

[
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The Elders’ Supervision
of the Preaching

Ronald L. Cammenga

Important Underlying Principles

The focus of this article is on the elders’ supervision of the preach-
ing. Many elders have questions about this calling. They wonder
about what constitutes the calling. And they wonder how practically
to implement the calling. Often they have questions about putting
into place some regular type of review of the preaching that gives
the elders opportunity to offer constructive (helpful) criticism of the
preaching, including suggestions for improvement.

I want to begin by taking the time to lay the groundwork for this
calling. In laying the groundwork, I want to call attention to some
important principles of Reformed church government that are related
to the calling of the elders to supervise the preaching of their minister.
In establishing the calling of the elders to supervise the preaching, |
want to begin by establishing more generally the calling of the elders
to supervise the life and work of the minister. If the elders are called
to supervise the life and work of their minister, then included in that
calling is also the calling to supervise the preaching specifically.

One of the important principles that comes into play is the princi-
ple of the parity of officebearers. The parity of officebearers refers to
the equality of officebearers. This principle distinguishes Reformed
church polity and Reformed church government from all hierarchical
views of church government. Fundamental to all hierarchical systems
of church government is the distinction between superior and infe-
rior church officers. The most extreme form of hierarchical church
government is the government of the Roman Catholic Church. It is
literally ruled from the top down. The head of the church on earth, the
one officebearer over all other officebearers, is the pope. The present
pope—the first Jesuit to become a pope—is Francis. In principle,
every officebearer is subject to him. Technically, all the other office-
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bearers are subject to this one officebearer. Technically, all the other
officebearers in the Roman Catholic Church are under the supervision
of this one officebearer, who rules supreme over the church on earth,
that is, over every visible congregation and the officebearers in every
congregation.

The Reformers rejected hierarchy; they rejected hierarchy as a
fundamental denial of the headship of Christ in the church. The church
has one Head and that one Head is the resurrected, exalted, reigning
Lord Jesus Christ. The apostle Paul writes in Colossians 1:18, “And
he [Jesus Christ] is the head of the body, the church: who is the be-
ginning, the firstborn from the dead; that in all things he might have
the preeminence.” In I Peter 2:25 the apostle Peter calls Christ “the
Shepherd and Bishop of our souls.” Christ is the Bishop or Elder in
the church. Every other officebearer in the church is subject to him
and holds office from him.

It also follows from the fact that Christ is the supreme Ruler in the
church that beneath Him all earthly officebearers are of equal authority.
The Reformed churches rejected hierarchy and confessed the parity of
officebearers in what was the first article in the old Dutch Reformed
church orders, the article that was referred to as “the anti-hierarchical
article.” It is now nearly the last article in Reformed church orders.
In the Church Order of the Protestant Reformed Churches it is Article
84 of eighty-six articles: “No church shall in any way lord it over
other churches [as does the Church of Rome], no minister over other
ministers [as does the pope], no elder or deacon over other elders or
deacons.”! The Articles of Wezel, adopted at the Convent of Wezel,
1568, the first gathering of church leaders of the Reformed Churches
of the Netherlands, in chapter 4, Article 7 warned elders that they
“not lay claim to any authority nor to any liberty to lord it over the
ministers (of the Word) nor over the church....”” In chapter 4, Article
9 the Convent warned that the elders “ought to be fully aware of the

1 Confessions and the Church Order of the Protestant Reformed Church-
es (Grandville, MI: Protestant Reformed Churches in America, 2005), 403.

2 P.Biesterveld and H. H. Kuiper, Ecclesiastical Manual, Including the
Decisions of the Netherlands Synods and Other Significant Matters Relating
to the Government of the Churches, trans. Richard R. De Ridder (Grand
Rapids: Calvin Theological Seminary, 1982), 31.
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fact that it in no way pertains to their office to establish rules or to
exercise authority, be it over the ministers of the Word, their fellow
officebearers, or over the church” as they please.’ In other words,
their rule is not an absolute and arbitrary rule. Chapter 8, Article 14
warns every minister against “seeking to lord it over the church or his
colleagues.” And Article 15 mentions the sins that call for reprimand
and censure in the ministers, among which is “striving to command
and to lord it over the church and their colleagues.”

The parity or equality of officebearers has two aspects to it. There
is the parity among officebearers holding different offices—parity of
offices. There is equality of the ministers in relation to the elders and
deacons. Theirs is not a superior office. There is also equality of the
elders in relation to ministers and deacons. And there is equality of
deacons in relation to the ministers and elders. One office is not above
or over the other offices; but there is equality among officebearers who
are given authority in their own sphere. As they carry out the duties
peculiar to their own office and calling, the work of preaching, or
ruling, or collecting and distributing the alms, there is equality among
the three offices in the church.

The second aspect of parity of officebearers concerns equality
among officebearers functioning in the same office. No minister is
over the other ministers. No elder is over the other elders. No deacon
is over the other deacons. The practical manifestation of this aspect
of the parity of officebearers is in voting. In voting at council, con-
sistory, and deacons meetings, as is also the case at classis and synod
meetings, the rule is one man one vote. The ministers are not given a
greater voice at classis or synod than the elder delegates. Neither is
one minister given a greater voice than another minister, one elder than
another elder. This principle does not, of course, rule out deference
shown to those who are older, wiser, and more experienced. It does
not rule out primus inter pares, that is, “first or chief among equals.”
But it does establish the fundamental parity of officebearers. The
Reformers and our Dutch Reformed forebearers fought tenaciously
for the biblical principle of parity of officebearers over against every
form of hierarchy.

3 P. Biesterveld and H. H. Kuiper, Ecclesiastical Manual, 32.
4 P Biesterveld and H. H. Kuiper, Ecclesiastical Manual, 40.
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Closely related to the parity of officebearers is the principle of the
autonomy of the local church. Every local congregation is self-gov-
erning. It is not ruled over by officials outside of the local church,
who impose their will on the local church. But every congregation
is ruled over by those who have been elected by the members of the
congregation, out of the membership of the congregation. These two
principles always go hand in hand. They are really two sides of the
same coin. Whenever the autonomy of the local congregation is vi-
olated, whenever its right to govern itself is taken away, and men or
assemblies usurp the prerogatives of the local officebearers, there the
parity of officebearers is denied on a practical level. Then the rule is
taken away from the local officebearers. And rather than to rule, they
are ruled over by others outside the local congregation.

Even though there is parity of officebearers, this parity does not
preclude supervision, any and all supervision of the officebearers
in the local congregation. It does not preclude mutual supervision.
And it does not preclude supervision by the elders, the body of el-
ders, in the local congregation. What is rejected is rule by one man
or by a very few. The Form of Ordination of Elders and Deacons
speaks of this. It speaks of the government of the church being
placed in the hands of a number of men “to the end, that thereby all
tyranny and lording may be kept out of the church of God, which
may sooner creep in, when the government is placed in the hands
of one alone, or of a very few.” But parity of officebearers does
not preclude rule by a plurality of elders in the local congregation,
elders who have been chosen by the congregation and from within
the congregation.

Neither does parity of offices preclude the supervision of the min-
ister by the body of local elders. No one elder may usurp authority
over the minister, not actually and not practically. No, indeed! But
the elders together, the elders as a body, are called to supervise the life
and work of the minister. The elders may not usurp the duties of the
minister: preaching and the administration of the sacraments.® But

5 Confessions and Church Order, 291.

6  This is the explanation in the Reformed tradition for “reading ser-
mons.” In the Reformed tradition, ruling elders were not permitted to make
their own sermons, but were permitted to read the sermons that had been
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without usurping the office of the minister, the elders may and must
supervise the minister’s carrying out of the duties of his office.

Demonstration of the Elders’ Calling
to Supervise the Life and Work of the Minister

But can it be demonstrated that it is the calling of the elders to
supervise the life and work of the minister? Without question, this
can be demonstrated. That the elders have this calling is evident from
the Church Order, Article 23, which describes the calling peculiar to
the elders.

The office of the elders, in addition to what was said in Article
16 to be their duty in common with the minister of the Word, is to
take heed that the ministers, together with their fellow-elders, and the
deacons, faithfully discharge their office, and both before and after
the Lord’s Supper, as time and circumstances may demand, for the
edification of the churches, to visit the families of the congregation,
in order particularly to comfort and instruct the members, and also to
exhort others in respect to the Christian religion.”

This article in its present form was first adopted by the Synod of the
Hague in 1586. The first thing that Article 23 mentions as the office
peculiar to the elders “is to take heed” to the ministers. In commenting
on this article of the Church Order, Van Dellen and Monsma state in
The Church Order Commentary:

The Elders should give particular heed to the Ministers of the
gospel. It is of prime importance that these preach and teach
correctly and effectively, and that their labors are performed in
all faithfulness.®

Herman Hanko, emeritus professor of the Protestant Reformed

prepared for that purpose by ministers of the Word. In the Presbyterian tra-
dition, which emphasizes that the ruling and teaching elder occupy basically
the same office, it was usually permitted ruling elders to make and preach
their own sermons in the absence of a minister.

7  Confessions and Church Order, 388.

8 Idzerd Van Dellen and Martin Monsma, The Church Order Commen-
tary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1941), 108.
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Theological Seminary, commenting on Article 23 in his Notes on the
Church Order, says:

The minister is also under the supervision of the elders. He, too, is
subject to their rule. This is true as far as his personal life is con-
cerned. He is not above the consistory in any way. His doctrine and
conversation are subject to the scrutiny of the consistory.”

Canadian Reformed theologian W. W. J. Van Oene, in his commentary
on the Church Order entitled With Common Consent writes:

We also mention as belonging to the specific duties of the office of
elder that they have supervision of their fellow office-bearers.... What
they in particular should pay attention to is the purity of doctrine and
the sanctity of conduct of the ministers of the Word.'

G. Van Rongen and K. Deddens conclude that this article of the Church
Order calls upon the elders “to supervise [the minister’s] doctrine and
conduct.”" And J. L. Schaver, in the first volume of The Polity of the
Churches, states:

In presbyterial polity the Consistory or Session exercises a greater
control over the minister than is exercised by any group within inde-
pendent or episcopal congregations. But this control lays upon the
eldership of presbyterially-governed churches the solemn obligation
to use it judiciously.'?

That it is the calling of the elders to supervise the minister is made
plain by the Form of Ordination of Elders and Deacons. The Form
begins by discussing the institution of the office of elder, proceeding
then to “the office of elders,” that is, the duties of their office. The

9  Herman Hanko, Notes on the Church Order (Grandville, MI: Prot-
estant Reformed Theological Seminary, N.D.), 44.

10 W. W. J. Van Oene, With Common Consent (Winnipeg: Premier
Publishing, 1990), 107.

11 G. Van Rongen and K. Deddens, Decently and in Good Order (Win-
nipeg: Premier Publishing, 1986), 49.

12 J. L. Schaver, The Polity of the Churches, vol. 1 (Oak Lawn, IL:
Church Polity Press, 1947), 1:163-4.

16 Vol. 48, No. 2



Elders’ Supervision of the Preaching

Form identifies three main duties. First, the elders are called to ex-
ercise oversight over the congregation, that is, over the members of
the congregation generally. Second, it is their calling to see to it that
“all things are done decently and in order amongst Christians” in the
life and particularly in the worship of the congregation. And, third,

[i]tis also the[ir] duty particularly to have regard unto the doctrine and
conversation of the ministers of the Word, to the end that all things
may be directed to the edification of the Church; and that no strange
doctrine be taught....”"?

The calling of the elders to supervise the life and work of the
minister is also evident from the Questions for Church Visitation,
which are used in the Protestant Reformed Churches and their sister
churches at the time that the annual church visitation is conducted.
Six questions are put to the elders and deacons in the absence of the
minister. These questions focus on the calling of the minister, to be
sure. But they also include his life and work more generally. Among
these questions, the very first question asks: “Does the minister...do
his work faithfully according to the Word of God, the Forms of Unity,
and the Church Order?” The fourth question is: “Does the minister
reveal himself as a worthy example?” And the fifth question is: “Is
he devoted as much as possible to the exercise of his office?”!*

The calling of the elders to supervise the minister is also implied
in the Reformed practice of censura morem (Latin for “censure of
morals” or “censure of conduct”), as prescribed by the Church Order,
Article 81. The article reads:

The ministers of the Word, elders, and deacons shall before the
celebration of the Lord’s Supper exercise Christian censure among
themselves, and in a friendly spirit admonish one another with regard
to the discharge of their office."

13 Confessions and Church Order, 146.

14 The Church Order of the Protestant Reformed Churches (Grandville:
Protestant Reformed Churches in America 2010 edition), 134-5.

15 Confessions and Church Order, 403.
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The article calls for mutual supervision, to be sure; but included in
that mutual supervision is also the calling of the elders as elders to
supervise the minister’s discharge of his office.

The fact that the elders, along with the deacons, compose the
trios from which ministers are called, as well as issue and sign the
ministerial call letter, also implies their duty to supervise the work of
the minister. Their involvement in the process of calling a minister
and their oversight of the process from beginning to end, implies that
the minister who has been called, should he accept the call, is subject
to the supervision of the elders.

The calling that the elders have to supervise the life and work of
the minister is grounded in Scripture. This is reflected in the New
Testament practice of “laying on of hands,” the significance of which
ceremony in part is that the elders bestow the right on the minister
to exercise his office in the church. Paul exhorts the young pastor
Timothy not to neglect the gift that is in him, “which was given
thee by prophecy, with the laying on of the hands of the presbytery”
(1 Tim. 4:14). This stands behind the apostle’s warning in the very
next chapter (1 Tim. 5:22), that the elders “[l]Jay hands suddenly on
no man.” In 1 Corinthians 14:32, the apostle warns that “the spirit of
the prophets is subject to the prophets.” No prophet is on his own to
do and teach as he pleases; but every prophet is subject to his fellow
prophets. In New Testament terms, every teaching elder is subject to
his fellow elders in the church, the ruling elders. In Colossians 4:17
Paul admonishes the members of the Colossian congregation to “say
to Archippus, Take heed to the ministry which thou hast received in
the Lord, that thou fulfil it.”'® That they are to “say” to Archippus
that he is to take heed to fulfill his ministry simply means that they
are to call and encourage him to fulfill all the different aspects of the
calling that God had given him. If the church as a whole is to exhort
Archippus to take heed to his ministry, how much more are not the
elders of the church called to do this. And if the elders must exhort

16 Archippus is also mentioned in Philemon 2 where Paul refers to him
as “our fellow soldier” and where he is mentioned along with Apphia and
seems to be a member of Philemon’s household, as well as “the church that
is in thy [Philemon’s] house.” Archippus appears to have been a Greek
convert; his name means “chief of the horse.”

18 Vol. 48, No. 2



Elders’ Supervision of the Preaching

Archippus to carry out the duties of his ministry, it is certainly implied
that they have the calling to oversee Archippus’ work in the ministry.
Both his life and his work as a minister of the gospel are subject to
the elders, the very elders who called him to labor in the Colossian
congregation and laid their hands upon him when he began his labors.

The Elders’ Supervision of the Preaching

As they have the calling to supervise the life and work of the
minister generally, so do the elders also have the calling to supervise
the minister’s preaching. I am fully aware that this is a very sensitive
subject. It is a sensitive matter for the minister whose preaching the
elders are called to scrutinize. From his point of view, his sermons
are very personal. Perhaps only a minister can fully understand the
fact that the minister pours himself into the sermons that he makes.
To have his sermons critiqued, though necessary, can be a very pain-
ful thing. The elders need to remember that, too, in their criticism
of their minister’s preaching. They must be sure that their criticism
and the way in which they critique their minister’s sermons reflects
an awareness of this reality.

But the elders’ supervision of the preaching is also a sensitive
subject as far as the elders are concerned. They often feel that they
are inadequate to evaluate their minister’s sermons. At times the
minister is not a young, recently ordained seminary graduate, but an
experienced man. That can add to the elders’ sense of inadequacy.
They may even be somewhat intimidated. If things are right in the
relationship between the elders and the minister, then the elders love
the man who God has sent to be their pastor, and they certainly do not
want to hurt their brother. That can certainly contribute to a hesitancy
to criticize the minister’s preaching. At times, they recognize a dif-
ficulty or deficiency in the preaching, but struggle to “get a handle”
on the real cause of the problem and are uncertain what the solution
to the problem may be.

As sensitive as the subject is, | believe that it is a critically im-
portant aspect of the calling of the elders in every congregation. As
elders they are called not only to supervise the life and work of the
minister generally; but they are also called specifically to supervise his
preaching. I believe that there can be no question that this belongs to
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the work that God gives to elders. From a certain point of view, this
is not merely one of the duties of the elders, but is the most important
calling that the elders have. Their supervision of the congregation
begins, must begin with their supervision of the minster’s preaching.
If the main calling that the church has is the calling to preach the
gospel, if this is the main task that the minister of the gospel has, it
is crucially important that the elders supervise the preaching. At the
same time, the elders’ supervision of the preaching, properly carried
out, will pay rich dividends. It will pay rich dividends for the minister
who will grow, develop, and mature under the watchful care of his
elders. It will also pay rich dividends in the congregation, which will
in turn benefit from the development and growth of the minister.

That the elders have the calling to supervise the preaching of the
minister can easily be established. That the elders have this calling is
evident from the Church Order, Article 23, which describes the calling
peculiar to the elders. The article begins:

The office of the elders, in addition to what was said in Article 16
to be their duty in common with the minister of the Word, is to take
heed that the ministers. .. faithfully discharge their office....”"”

We have already taken note that the first thing that Article 23 mentions
as the “office of the elders” is the oversight of the minister. And if
the main calling of the minister is the preaching of the gospel, and it
is, it follows that the main duty of the elders is the oversight of the
preaching of the minister.

In commenting on Church Order, Article 23, Van Dellen and
Monsma say:

The Elders should give particular heed to the Ministers of the
Gospel. Itis of prime importance that these preach and teach correctly
and effectively, and that their labors are performed in all faithfulness.'®

The elders are to see to it that the ministers “preach and teach correctly
and effectively.” In his Notes on the Church Order, Herman Hanko,
after pointing out that the minister “is also under the 