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 As the youth in the church of Christ face the future, when they shall take an active place 

in the midst of the congregation, their thoughts inevitably turn to the time when they may be 

called to serve in the consistory. There are necessarily many questions which arise, and many 

doubts which exist in their minds, as they think of these things. 

 And again I may add, that the time of youth is also the time of preparation for this highest 

calling in the midst of the church. To guide our thoughts along these lines, and to discuss some 

of the problems which arise, I write this present article. 

 I will only mention, briefly, some of the principles which reformed churches have always 

maintained as to the place of the consistory in the congregation, the relation of the consistory to 

the congregation, and the relation between consistories of one particular denomination, because 

these matters have been discussed before, and, rather recently, in our own “Standard Bearer.” 

 The reformed churches have always maintained that the local congregation is the 

manifestation of the body of Christ on this earth. As such, it is the complete manifestation of that 

body in this respect: that it is dependent upon no other group of people to function as an institute 

in the midst of the world. Christ manifests Himself through the local congregation where His 

Word is preached through the ministry of that Word, through the sacraments, and through the 

exercise of Christian discipline. 

 Therefore, the local congregation is autonomous, which means that the power which 

Christ exercises over His flock is resident in that particular church alone. No other church or 

group of churches can encroach upon that power; it must remain untouched. 

 However, the power in a local congregation is not in the congregation, but in the 

consistory. The church is not a democracy where the majority of the membership rules, but is 

rather an institute which is governed by Christ through the consistory. The consistory is therefore 

the sole power in the congregation. The consistory is called by Christ to its offices to rule in 

Christ’s name. Its duties are: 1) to preach the Word; 2) to administer the sacraments; 3) to 

exercise Christian discipline; 4) to care for the poor. In this respect, they fulfill the command of 

Christ, as they rule under Him, Who is the only King of His church. This ought to be 

emphasized, because it is often misunderstood. Not the congregation rules; but the consistory, 

called by Christ, rules in Christ’s name. And the congregation must very jealously guard this 

duty, to retain the rule of the flock. 

 The consistory, then, with respect to its place in the congregation, is that body of men 

called by Christ, to rule in Christ’s name over one particular congregation. 

 That also establishes the relation of the consistory to the congregation. The congregation 

must always submit to the consistory as it would to the rule of Christ. The congregation must 

conduct itself, in relation to the consistory, as to those who have Christ’s calling to serve and to 

rule. The congregation may not impose its will on the consistory, nor attempt to usurp its power. 

 Some practical proofs of that are: 1) the power to appoint into office is in the hands of the 

consistory. Although the congregation votes, the consistory nevertheless makes the nomination. 

2) No matters may be brought up to the congregational meeting except those which have been 

proposed by the consistory. If someone should think that a matter should be brought up, he must 

first bring the matter to his consistory. 3) The consistory makes the nomination from which the 

congregation calls one to the ministry of the Word.  



 It is important to notice here that the congregation is not completely passive, but must 

function in the office of believers. This is also its calling. To neglect the work of the 

congregation through its congregational meetings is a very serious error made by many of our 

own people. Nevertheless, the power to rule resides in the consistory and not in the congregation. 

 Further, from a practical point of view, that means that the congregation must submit to 

that rule in cases of Christian discipline. They must submit to the preaching of the Word, 

attending divine services regularly. They must faithfully partake of the sacraments. They must 

receive the consistory into their homes; be that for house visitation, sick calls, or for purposes of 

admonishing. They must abide by the decisions which the consistory makes in all matters 

relating to their place within the church. 

 This does not mean that the consistory is never above reproach. Nor that the consistory is 

not subject to error. If a person becomes convinced that this is the case, it is his solemn 

obligation to point the consistory to its error, and attempt to convince it, in what respect it has 

strayed from the ordinances of Jesus Christ. And failing to do that, the way is open for him to 

take his grievance to Classis and Synod. 

 That brings up one more subject which we shall briefly discuss this time. 

 What is the relation between the local consistories and other consistories within the 

denomination? We will only make a few remarks, because, especially of late, this subject has 

been rather extensively treated. 

 In the first place, consistories unite with other consistories because of the command of 

Christ to unite with brethren of like faith. The unity of the church must be sought on earth. This 

gives rise to denominations. Therefore, these various churches have problems and endeavors, in 

common, which they seek to solve and reach by meeting together in classes and synod. Because 

the local congregation enters into organization of this manner, it must of necessity delegate some 

of its authority to the broader bodies. It promises to abide by all the decisions of these bodies in 

as far as they are in harmony ultimately with the Word of God. It seeks the advice of these 

bodies in matters of discipline, and in matters which cannot be finished within its own sphere. It 

promises to subject itself to this advice with the understanding that it is to leave the framework 

of the denomination if at any time it disagrees with the decisions rendered. However, it retains to 

itself the power of the keys. Although it seeks the advice of the broader bodies, it nevertheless 

retains the power to open and shut the doors of the kingdom of heaven. Thus it retains its 

autonomy as a local manifestation of the body of Christ, and its autonomy is never violated. 

 Thus the consistory is a very important part of the church institute in the midst of the 

world. 

 Next time we will discuss some practical problems in relation to the preparation of the 

covenant youth as they are about to take their place actively in the church of Jesus Christ. 

 

Originally Published in: 

Vol. 15 No. 8 November 1955 

 


