Systematic Theology by Louis Berkhof

Part Five: The Doctrine of the Church and of the Means of Grace


The Church

Scriptural Names of the Church and the Doctrine of the Church in History
The Old Testament uses qahal (or kahal), means “to call” to denote the actual meeting together of the people. The word ‘edhah means “to appoint”, is used to denote the society itself formed by children of Israel or their representative head. Occasionally, the expression: qehal ‘edhah is used to mean “the assembly of the congregation”. (Ex.12:6, Num.14:5, Jer.26:17).  The New Testament uses ekklesia, “to call out” and sunagoge, “to come or to bring out”. The former designates the Church of the NT or denotes common civil assemblies (Acts 19:32, 39, 41). The latter is used to denote either the religious gatherings of the Jews or the buildings in which they assembled for public worship (Matt. 4:23, Acts 13:43, Rev.2:9, 3:9). There are several figurative designations of the Church in the NT: (1) the body of Christ (Eph.1:23, Col.1:18, 1Cor.12:27), (2) the temple of the Holy Spirit or of God (1Cor.3:16, Eph.2:21-22, 1Pet.2:5), (3) the Jerusalem that is above or the new Jerusalem or the heavenly Jerusalem (Gal.4:26, Heb.12:22, Rev.21:2), (4) pillar and ground of the truth (1Tim.3:15). The Church was generally represented as the communion sanctorum, the elect people of God in the patristic period. The emphasis has shifted to an external manifestation of the Church in the middle ages. Gradually, the doctrine of papacy came into development and the idea that the Catholic Church was the kingdom of God on earth emerged. During the period of the Reformation, Lutheran and Reformed theologians maintained the connection but distinguished the visible and invisible Church. The Anabaptists insisted that the Church did not contain a mixture of pious and wicked members, only believers. The Socinians and Arminians disregarded the invisible Church in actual life whereas; the Labadists and Pietists disregarded the visible Church. During and after the 18th century, Rationalism was indifferent towards matters of faith and even denied that Christ intended for a Church. Schleiermacher had not done much in the distinction between the visible and the invisible church. Ritschl substituted this distinction with the Kingdom and the Church. The “Church” is therefore restricted only to an external organization in the believers’ acquaintance by means of worship.
Nature of the Church

Roman Catholics defines the Church as “the congregation of all the Faithful, who being baptized, profess the same faith, partake of the same sacraments, and are governed by their lawful pastors, under one visible head on earth”. It speaks not only a militant and triumphant Church but also a suffering Church. The Greek Orthodox acknowledges more than Roman Catholics the two aspects of the Church, visible and invisible, but places emphasis on the Church as an external organization. It does not recognize Roman Catholics Church but only the Greek Orthodox the true Church. The Reformation was a reaction against the externalism of Rome, particularly its external conception of the Church. Calvin defines the visible Church as “the multitude of men diffused through the world, who profess to worship one God in Christ; are initiated into this faith by baptism; testify their unity in doctrine and charity by participating in the Supper; have consent in the Word of God, and for the preaching of that Word maintain the ministry ordained of Christ”. For Luther, Calvin, and the Reformers, the Church was simply the community of the saints. They profess one catholic or universal church with two (visible and invisible) aspects. The invisible Church naturally assumes a visible form in an external organization through which it expresses itself. Some other theologians have defined the Church as coetus electorum which developed into coetus electorum vacatorum, coetus vacatorum and more commonly, coetus fidelium. To regard the Church as an organism is the coetus fidelium, the communion of believers united in the Spirit. To regard the Church as an institution is the mater fidelium, the mother of believers, a Heilsanstalt, a means of salvation or an agency for the conversion of sinners and the sanctification of the saints. The Scripture depicts the Kingdom of God as “the rule of God established and acknowledged in the hearts of sinners by powerful regenerating influence of the Holy Spirit, insuring them of the inestimable blessings of salvation- a rule that is realized in principle on earth, but will not reach its culmination until the visible and glorious return of Jesus Christ”. The Kingdom, however, is said to have a broader concept than the Church. The Church was represented in the pious households during the patriachial period. Entering to the Mosaic period, people of Israel were organized into a nation and constituted the Church of God. The worship of God was then regulated down to the minute details, ritual, ceremonial and was centered in one central sanctuary. In the New Testament, the Church became independent from the national life of Israel and extended to missionary Church, carrying the gospel of salvation to all the nations of the world. Premillenarians, in contrary, claim the Church as a NT institution exclusively, which did not come into existence until the outpour of the Holy Spirit on the day of Pentecost and will be eliminated from earth before the onset of millennium. Jesus, on the other hand said He would find the Church in future (Matt.16:18) and recognized it an already existing institution (Matt.18:17). Stephen referred “the Church in the wilderness” (Acts 7:38) while Paul testified to the spiritual unity of Israel and the Church (Rom.11:17-21, Eph.2:11-16). The Church carries with it several attributes: unity, holiness and catholicity. The wave of fabricate an external union where no inner unity is not real unity, only uniformity. Likewise the actual holiness should be found first in the inner man and also the outer life. The Church that is holy is separated from the world in consecration to God. The attribute of catholicity is appropriated by the Roman Catholic Church. The Protestants apply this attribute primarily to the invisible Church and secondarily to the visible Church. A true Church is commonly marked by three characteristics: (1) The true preaching of the Word (John 8:31-32, 47, 14:23, 1John 4:1-3, 2John 9); (2) The right administration of the Sacraments that is inseparably connected with the preaching of the Word (Matt.28:19, Mark 16:15-16, Acts 2:42, 1Cor.11:23-30) and (3) The Faithful Exercise of Discipline (Matt.18:18, 1Cor.5:1-5,13, 14:33,40, Rev.2:14-15, 20). 
The Government of the Church
According to the Quakers and Darbyites, every eternal Church formation necessarily degenerates which leads to results that are contrary to the spirit of Christianity, therefore, they reject all Church government. The Erastians regards Church as a society which owes its existence and form to regulations enacted by the State. This Erastian System has been applied in England, Scotland, and Germany (Lutheran Churches) but it is contradicting to the fundamental principle of the Headship of Christ. The Episcopalians, on the other hand, recognizes Christ’s headship of the Church. They believe Christ has entrusted the government of the Church to an order of prelates or bishops, as the successors of the apostles. In this system, the coetus fidelium shares absolutely no governing power of the Church. The Bible, however, does not warrant the existence of such separate class of superior officers. The nature of the Church of Rome is an absolute monarchy, under the control of an infallible Pope. The papal system recognizes the primacy of Apostle Peter on which the system is built upon, is said to be exegetically and historically untenable. The Congregational System is also called the system of independency, in which each church or congregation is a complete church which governing power rests with its members. This system has a disintegrating effect and opens the door for all kind of arbitrariness in Church government. The National-Church system is also called the Collegial System. In this system the national Church has jurisdiction over the local churches. This system disregards the autonomy of the local churches, ignores the principles of self-government and direct responsibility to Christ. The Reformed Churches assert that its fundamental principles are directly derived from the Scripture. These principles includes: (1) Christ is the head of the church and the source of all its authority in which His authority is manifested in (a) He instituted the Church of the New Testament (Matt.16:18), (b) He instituted the means of grace i.e. the Word and the sacraments (Matt.28:19-20, Mark 16:15-16, Luke 22:17-20, 1Cor.11:23-29), (c) He gave to the Church its constitution and officers and clothed them with divine authority (Matt.10:1, 16:19, John 20:21-23, Eph.4:11-12) and (d) He is ever present in the Church when it meets for worship and speaks /acts through its officers (Matt.10:40, 2Cor.13:3); (2) Christ exercises His authority by means of His royal Word; (3) Christ as king has endowed the Church with power; (4) Christ provided for the specific exercise of this power by representative organs; (5) The power of the Church resides primarily in the governing body of the local Church. There are extraordinary and ordinary officers in the Church. The former encompasses (1) apostles (the 12 chosen by Jesus and to Paul), (2) prophets (Acts 11:28, 13:1-2, 15:32, 1Cor.12:10, 13:2, 14:3, Eph.2:20, 3:5, 4:11, 1Tim.1:18, 4:14, Rev.11:6), (3) evangelists (Acts 21:8, Eph.4:11, 2Tim.4:5), and the latter includes (1) elders (presbuteroi or episkopoi) , (2) teachers, (3) decons (Acts 6:1-6). The calling of the ordinary officers is both internal and external. There are two rites in connection to the officers’ induction: ordination and laying on of hands. The ordination may be called a public acknowledgment and confirmation of the candidate’s calling to specific office and it is accompanied with the laying on of hands (Acts 6:6, 13:3, 1Tim.4:14, 5:22). It is the Lord Himself who places rulers over the people and clothes them with the necessary authority (Matt.16:19, John 20:22-23, Acts 1:24, 26, 20:28, 1Cor.12:28, Eph.4:11-12, Heb.13:17). The election by the people is an external confirmation of the inner calling by the Lord.
The Power of the Church
It was Jesus Christ Himself who found the Church. He endowed Peter and all apostles with power and the right to judge (John 20:23), and extended the power to the Church (Acts 15:23-29, 16:4, 1Cor.5:7, 13, 6:2-4, 12:28, Eph.4:11-16). Since the power of the Church is exclusively spiritual and the administration is spiritual, it is not a civil power (Luke 12:13 ff., Matt, 20: 25-28, John 18:36-37). This power of the Church is also a ministerial power (diakonia leitourgia) (Acts 4:29-30, 20:24, Rom.1:1), derived from Christ and subordinated to His sovereign authority (Matt.28:18). There is a threefold power in the Church. In the (1) Potestas Dogmatica or Docendi, the Church exercises her duty to witness the truth in the (a) preservation of the Word of God against all forces of unbelief and error (1Tim.1:3-4, 2Tim.1:13, Tit.1:9-11); (b) administration of the Word and of the sacraments carrying with her the great commission; (c) framing of symbols and confessions; and (d) cultivation of the study of theology (2Tim.2:2). (2) The Potestas Gubernans is divided into the (a) potestas ordinans and (b) potestas iudicans. The former regulative authority includes the power to enforce the laws of Christ and to draw up canons or church orders. The latter is the power that is used to guard the holiness of the Church through the admission and exclusion of members by the exercise of discipline. The necessity of proper discipline is stressed in Matt.18:15-18, Rom.16:17, 1Cor.5:2, 9-13, 2Cor.2:5-10, 2Thess.3:6, 14-15, Tit.3:10-11. (3) The Potestas or ministerium Misericordiae includes (a) the charismatic gift of healing (Matt.10:1, 8, Mark 3:15, Luke 9:1-2, 10:9, 10:9, 17) and (b) the ordinary ministry (deacons, –nesses) of benevolence in the Church (Acts 20:35, 1Cor.16:1-2, 2Cor.9:1,6,7,12-14, Gal.2:10, Eph.4:28, 1Tim.5:10, 16, Jas.1:27, 2:15-16, 1John 3:17). 
The Means of Grace

The Means of Grace in General

The Word and the sacraments are regarded as the means of grace in which Christ has instituted in the Church. The Roman Catholics regarded also relics and images as means of grace but singled out the Word and sacraments. They considered the sacraments the real means of grace and the Word had only preparatory significance. The Church was regarded as the primary means of grace which Christ communicated the fullness of His grace and truth. It is this grace that infused into man (gratia elevans) through sacraments (e.g. baptism, eucharist) and raised him from natural to supernatural order (ex opera operato). The Lutherans shifted emphasis from the sacraments to the Word of God. The Word of God is in itself always efficacious.  The opposition to the subjectivity of the Anabaptists caused Luther to stress the objective effectiveness of the sacraments which depend on the divine institution rather than on the faith of the recipients. The Anabaptists and other mystical sects stressed that God is absolutely free and denied that He has to bind to such external means to distribute His grace. Socinus did not regard baptism as a rite permanent in the Church. His followers, however, recognized both baptism and the Lord’s Supper and ascribed to them a moral efficacy. They again placed the emphasis on man than God. The Arminians and Rationalists shared this view. The Reformed Churches carried along the original view of the reformation. God is the only efficient cause of salvation and He has appointed the means of grace as the ordinary means through which He works His grace in the hearts of sinners. The means of grace do not operate in virtue of an inherent power and cannot themselves confer grace. In addition, the Word of God must always accompany the sacraments. We must guard against all kind of Mystics who claim to special revelations and spiritual knowledge that is not mediated by the Word and therefore lead us into boundless subjectivity. 
The Word as a Means of Grace
Nomism (e.g. Judaism, Pelagianism, Semi-Pelagianism, Arminianism, Neonomianism, and Rationalism) does not believe in a supernatural operation of the Holy Spirit through the Word, only moral influence by the Word of God. Antinomianism, on the other hand, believes only the immediate operation of the Holy Spirit and does not regard the external Word as necessary. Reformers regard the Word and the Spirit work together in the work of redemption. The law and the gospel are regarded as the two parts of the Word of God. The law, with its condemning effect and as a rule of life, is a revelation of God’s will in the form of command or prohibition. The gospel embraces the whole account of the redemptive work of Jesus Christ. The law seeks to awaken in the heart of sinner while the gospel aims at the awakening of the saving faith in Jesus Christ. The distinction between the law and the gospel is not the same in the Old and New Testament but applies to both testaments. 
The Sacraments in General
A sacrament may be defined as “a holy ordinance instituted by Christ, in which by sensible signs the grace of God in Christ, and the benefits of the covenant of grace, are represented, sealed, and applied to believers, and these, in turn, give expression to their faith and allegiance to God”. It has three components: (1) the outward/visible sign or seal (Gen. 9:12-13, 17:11, Rom.4:11); (2) the inward spiritual grace signified and sealed (Gen.17:1-14, Ex.12:13, Matt.3:11, Mark 1:4-5, 1Cor.10:2-3, 16-17, Rom.2:28-29, 4:11-13, 6:3-4, Gal.3:27); (3) the sacramental union between the sign and that which is signified (Gen.17:10, Acts 22:16, 1Cor.5:7). However, God does not bind His grace to the use of external forms of the sacraments (John 4:21, 23, Luke 18:14). The Scripture mentions only faith as the instrumental condition of salvation (John 5:24, 6:29, 3:36, Acts 16:31) and sacraments are administered where faith is assumed (Acts 2:41, 16:14-15, 30, 33, 1Cor. 11:23-32). In addition, believers before the time of Abraham and of the penitent thief on the cross were saved without the use of sacraments. There is no essential difference between the sacraments of Old and New Testament (1Cor.5:7, 10:1-4, Col.2:11, Rom.4:11) but among Israel, the sacraments had national and culture aspects whereas the NT sacraments stand alone. The OT sacraments point forward to Christ where the seals of a bigger measure of the divine grace merited in the NT by the complete sacrifice of redemption of Christ. Circumcision and Passover were the two sacraments in the old dispensation of the OT. Baptism and the Lord Supper are the two sacraments in the NT.
Christian Baptism
Christian baptism was instituted with divine authority by Christ. This divine commend is indicated in Matt. 28:19-20: “Go ye therefore, and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit: teaching them to observe whatsoever I have commanded you.” and in Mark 16:15-16: “Go ye into all the world, and preach the gospel to the whole creation. He that believeth and is baptized shall be saved; but he that disbelieveth shall be condemned”. The Baptists regard immersion, followed by emersion, expressed in the going down into and coming up out of water, symbolizes the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ and therefore is an essential symbolism of baptism. Opinions outside of the Baptist circles accept immersion, pouring or effusion or sprinkling proper modes of baptism. The Scripture makes it clear that baptism symbolizes spiritual cleansing or purification (Acts 2:38, 22:16, Rom.6:4 f., 1Cor.6:11, Tit.3:5, Heb.10:22, 1Pet.3:21, Rev.1:5). Only adults and infants are proper subjects of baptism. Adults baptism must be preceded by a profession of faith (Mark 16:16, Acts 2:41, 8:37) and the sacrament of baptism strengthens faith. The Bible, however, has no explicit command to baptize children/infant. In the covenant language, it may be said that infant baptism applies to the New Testament as a continuation of the old dispensation (Matt. 19:14, Mark 10:13-16, Acts 2:39, 1Cor. 7:14), which required circumcision of children in the OT as the sign and seal of the covenant. Some regard infants who born of believing parents the children of covenant. Such heirs include the promise of regeneration, and that spiritual efficacy of baptism is not limited to the time of administration but continues through the believer’s life.
The Lord’s Supper

The New Testament names for the Lord’s Supper are (1) Deipnon kuriakon, the Lord Supper (1Cor.11:20); (2) Trapeza kuriou, the table of the Lord, (1Cor.10:21); (3) Klasis tou artou, the breaking of bread (Acts 2:42, 20:7); (4) Eucharistia, thanksgiving, and eulogia, blessing which can be used interchangeably (Matt. 26:26-27, 1Cor.10:16, 11:24). The Old Testament’s paschal lamb had symbolical significance that it was necessary for the shedding of blood unto the remission of sins. There was also a national significance as a memorial of Israel’s deliverance. Until the all-sufficient sacrifice of Jesus Christ took place, the feast was therefore replaced with an un-bloody symbolic representation (Luke 22:19-20). As the middle wall of partition was broken down at the time of Christ’s death, salvation was extended to the whole world. And as the memorial of the sacrificial death of Christ: “for as often as ye eat this bread, and drink this cup, ye proclaim the Lord’s death till He come” (1Cor.11:26). The Church of Rome’s doctrine of transubstantiation conceives the sacramental union of the Lord Supper in a physical sense. After the formula “hoc est corpus meum” is uttered, the bread and wine change into the body of Christ. The Lutherans adopt the doctrine of consubstantiation, where the bread and wine remain what they are but there is a mysterious and miraculous real presence of the whole person of Christ (local presence) in the sacrament. According to the Zwinglian view, the sacrament is merely a commemorative rite and a sign and symbol of what the believer pledges in. Although Zwingli denied the bodily presence of Christ in the Lord’s Supper, he did not deny Christ’s presence in a spiritual manner to the faith of the believer. In view of the Reformers, “the virtues and effects of the sacrifice of the body of the Redeemer on the cross are made present and are actually conveyed in the sacrament to the worthy receiver by the power of the Holy Ghost, who uses the sacrament as His instrument according to His sovereign will” (Dr. Hodge). In the OT time, the Israel was forbidden to partake in the Gentiles’ sacrificial meals for the purpose of avoiding the allegiant expression to the pagan gods (Ex. 34:15, Num. 25:3, 5, Ps. 106:28). The sacrament of the Lord’s Supper on the other hand, is instituted by the Lord Himself. It is a sign and seal, and also a means of grace for the believers only (Acts 2:42, 46, 1Cor.11:28-29). This sacrificial meal, testifies to the union of the Lord and His people, serves the purpose of strengthening faith. Children have not reached the years of discretion should not permit to partake of the table of the Lord (1Cor. 11:28-29). The holiness of the Church and of the sacrament must be safeguarded from unbelievers. 
