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The history of family visitation during the first years of the Protestant Reformation, the 

struggle for establishing the true Biblical religion was fierce indeed. Among the bitter problems 

which the reformers had to incline, there was none more contrary to the truth and more grievous 

to their own hearts, than that they were trying to subvert the good order of Christ’s church by 

insisting on innovations. Because of these problems, John Calvin, in 1544 writes in his essay, 

namely The Necessity of Reforming the Church, “Therefore, let there be an examination of our 

whole doctrine, of our form of administering the sacraments, and our method of governing the 

church; and in none of these documents will it be found that we have made any change upon the 

ancient form, without attempting to restore it to the exact standard of the word of God.” This 

attempt has been at once, the glory and the strength of the Reformed Churches. 

More than any other Christian group which arose in those turbulent years, the Reformed 

sought consciously and consistently to model their church life after the apostolic pattern. Thus, in 

distinction from almost every other party in Christendom, they have also maintained and 

defended the practice of family visitation throughout the years. By pursuing this course of 

contact the families of the congregation, the ministers and elders insisted that they were not 

introducing something new, but rather revisiting a practice which dated back to the early church. 

At the outset, the Reformed churches, under the able leadership of John Calvin, broke 

completely the system of confessional and sacrament of penance. They returned to the time 

honored practice of visiting the members in their homes. Because of this they also developed to a 

much higher degree than ever before in the history of the Christian Church, no double as a result 

of carefully maintaining the office of the ruling elders in every congregation. 

Already at an early date Calvin emphasized that pastoral work included far more than official 

preaching of the gospel. He insisted on faithfulness on the part of all the pastors in visiting the 

members of the church, since he realized how beneficial this work was for the development of 

the spiritual life, and the edification of the church. Those reformed leaders who came to Geneva 

during that time and saw the progress which had been made, began to follow the same pattern of 

church care. Thus the practice of family visitation became current wherever the Reformed 

churches were established. 

In Geneva, the work was carried on with great regularity. Four times a year, before each 

celebration of the Lord’s Supper, all the members were to be visited in their homes by the 

ministers and the elders. Special attention was given the young people, in order that they might 

prepare themselves for the profession of their faith and thus receive the right to use the Lord’s 

Supper. We must not be mistaken however that because of the regularity of these personal visits 

after having rid themselves of the confessional, felt the need for a substitute and hence introduce 

family visitation. In no sense of the word is the latter a substitute for the former. Rather, in their 

heroic attempt to purify' the church of Christ of unscriptural practices, they returned to the Bible 

and found there a solid foundation for this type of spiritual work. Too long had the church 

through its leaders ignored an important aspect of her calling. And only by restoring and 

maintaining the proper spiritual contact between the churches officers and her members were 

they able to rejoice in an evident revival of spiritual fife in the congregations. 

Thus, a brief history concerning the “origin” of family visitation. We must now 

out of necessity, carry on, with no doubt, a more interesting and practical section of this paper, 



that is, the “value” house visitation affords all true believers of Christ’s earthly church here 

below. 

Spiritual blessing, we are convinced, will occur not only to the members of the church, but 

quite as much to the consistory which zealously seeks to perform this part of its calling. The first 

benefit for the elders which ought to be mentioned is that diligent pursuance of this practice; will 

enable them to know the spiritual condition of the flock over which the Lord has placed them. 

Many experienced elders will cheerfully witness to the truth of this statement. Especially in 

larger congregations where membership could change regularly, there is a danger that only the 

pastor knows who belongs. And since he may be called to another field of labor at any time, it is 

essential to the well-being of the church that the elders are as thoroughly acquainted with the 

needs of the people as possible. They will in periods of vacancy be compelled to carry on many 

of the labors which otherwise fall upon the minister of the gospel. How much easier it is to visit 

the sick and call on the delinquents, when the members of the consistory are acquainted with the 

Conditions of the family beforehand. Many situations which would be puzzling often present no 

problem at all when one understands the background of the case. The more the elders know the 

spiritual level of the members, the better able they are to give wise Christian counsel. And this 

will contribute in no small way to help them present the challenge of their church intelligently to 

their next pastor. 

Secondly, by conducting the work prayerfully and regularly, the members of the consistory 

will also know whether or not the believers over whom they have been placed make spiritual 

progress by using the means of grace. Those who superintend the Hock must not only know 

whether die members are diligent in church attendance, but also whether they receive spiritual 

blessings. 

Thirdly, these visits likewise give the elders a much needed opportunity for engaging in 

preventative work, with the result that instances of glaring defection from the rule of die gospel 

become more and more infrequent among the people of God. 

Fourthly, we should not forget that such visits also stimulate the spiritual unity of believers. 

It is easy to forget in our days of rank individualism that we are members of the body of Christ, 

and though our callings differ, we are all given to each other for the purpose of mutual 

edification. 

Finally, this custom enables the elders to demonstrate in a practical wav the spirit of 

Christian love and helpfulness. The rule which they bear has been given for the purpose of 

ministering to each other. Those called to the office should remember the example which our 

Savior gave His disciples at the Last Supper, when after die foot washing He said. “Know ye 

what I have done to you? Ye call me Teacher and Lord: and ye say well; for so I am. If I then, 

the Lord and the teacher, have washed your feet, ye also ought to wash another’s feet. For I have 

given you an example, that ye should do as I have done to you. Verily, verily, I say unto you, a 

servant is not greater than his Lord, neither one that is sent than he that sent him. If ye know 

these things, blessed are ye if ye do them.” In the discharge of their office, they will remember to 

mirror the office of the Savior, who Himself is the Great Shepherd of the sheep. Not only do the 

elders derive much benefit from this work, but the believing church also profits much. They will 

experience that by means of it; they are built up in faith and increased in love. 

First of all, as members of his living church they will see more clearly the value of discussing 

matters pertaining to spiritual life. In our age in which leisure is at a premium, and the things of 

the spirit are constantly clouded over by earthly and material interests, it is so necessary to em-

phasize this. Many find it difficult to speak to each other about these matters of supreme 



importance. Not only is there great reluctance to discuss spiritual problems and difficulties, but 

some members testify very little to the joy of salvation which should be their portion. 

We should not lose sight of the necessity of edifying one another. Without family visitation 

we would have to rely entirely on the minister and his ability to preach the Word from week to 

week. But, the oftener a believer gives a reasonable account of the hope that is in him, the easier 

it will be to witness to the powder of God’s grace that is in him in his life from day to day. In 

order that the believer may be stimulated, those who conduct family visitation should guard  

carefully against doing all the talking, thus becoming a one sided discourse by minister or elder 

on the Christian’s life. 

Secondly, these visits will build up the confidence of the people in the leadership of the 

church. The task of the elders is far from easy and pleasant. Many problems confront them, if 

they are zealous in keeping the church pure. If the members see the elders in their official 

capacity only at the time of public worship, the distance between the two parties will likely breed 

distrust and misunderstanding. 

Thirdly, the preventative work in which the elders engage in at the time of family visitation 

will help the believers live more consistently Christian lives. There are times when God’s people 

stumble into grievous sins before they are fully aware of the net Satan has spread for them. The 

longer any particular sin has dominion over their lives, the more hardened their hearts become 

and it will be more difficult to break that evil. Many can testify that the kindly words and fervent 

prayers of the elders have greatly aided them in escaping the snares of the devil and restoring 

them by grace to the blessed fellowship of God and His people. 

Fourthly, as a result, this work always presents a good opportunity for learning more about 

the Christian way of life. It is at times difficult to see the implications of the gospel for daily life. 

Although words are a wonderful vehicle for the communication of thought, we are still in an 

imperfect world. Therefore what may be clear to most of the members is by no means plain to 

all. These latter should be helped. Paul speaks to the members at Miletus of his practice of going 

from house to house teaching publicly the things of the Kingdom of Cod. Although the form may 

be different today since we have regularly established churches, the church still needs shepherds 

who teach in the homes of its members. 

Finally, by contacting the families in this way, the elders can effectively point out the high 

ideal of living together as a Christian family from day to day. That our people need such repeated 

and personal reminders needs no proof. No congregation is stronger than the families which 

constitute it. What greater blessings can be enjoyed than that of seeing God’s grace working in 

the generations, so that grandparents and parents and children alike bow to the same God and 

Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, rejoice in the same heavenly Savior, and experience the gracious 

operation of the Holy Spirit. Our first religious impressions were gleaned at the time of family 

worship. Our childish lips learned first to pray at our mother’s knees. There we first heard the 

stories of the holy gospel and way of salvation. Our God is the God of the covenant, whose 

gracious promises to our children place us under the solemn obligation to nurture them in the 

fear and admonition of the Lord. This is not only sound psychology but above all good scriptural 

doctrine. 

Let the elders never weary of pointing out to the children and the parents alike their 

privileges and obligations. The whole Bible plainly teaches the significance of a truly godly 

home. And when our homes are permeated with the principles of sound doctrine and the Holy 

Bible the future of the church is secure. We look upon the Christian family, where everything is 

on a footing of religion, and we see them around their own quiet hearth and table, away from the 



great public world and its strife’s, with a priest of their own to lead them. They are knit together 

in the ties of love that make them one; even as they are fed and clothed out of the same fund, 

interested in the same possessions, partakers of the same successes and losses, suffering together 

in the same sorrows, animated each by hopes that respect the future benefit of all. Into such a 

circle and since it is that religion comes, each day, to obtain a grace of well-doing for the day. It 

leads in the day, as dawn leads in the morning. It blends a heavenly gratitude with the joys of the 

table; it breaths a cheerful sense of God into all the works and tempers of the house; it softens the 

pillow for rest when day is done. And so the religion of the house is life itself, the life of life; and 

having always been observed, it becomes an integral part even of existence, leaving no feeling 

that, in a proper family, it could never have been otherwise. 

If then, family visitation did no more than keep alive in the minds and hearts of believers the 

ideal of a truly God-centered home; its value could never be overestimated. 
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