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The true Church of Christ has three marks which distinguish and separate it from all false 

churches and religions which claim to be true. We do well to remind ourselves of these three marks as 

they are found in the Bible and summarized in our creeds. It is even proper that we take care to 

examine the church we attend and be sure that it possesses these three marks. 

The true Church is distinguished by three marks. Article 29 of the Confession of Faith states 

very clearly what these marks are. The marks by which the true Church is known, are these: if the pure 

doctrine of the gospel is preached therein; if she maintains the pure administration of the sacraments as 

instituted by Christ; if church discipline is exercised in punishing of sin: in short, if all things are 

managed according to the pure Word of God, all things contrary thereto rejected, and Jesus Christ 

acknowledged as the only Head of the Church. 

Lord’s Days 25 and 31 of The Catechism also speak of these three marks. Answer 66 reads: 

“The sacraments are holy visible signs and seals, appointed of God for this end, that by the use thereof, 

he may the more fully declare and seal to us the promise of the gospel.” Answer 67 reminds us that “the 

Holy Ghost teaches us in the gospel, and assures us by the sacraments.” 

In Q&A 83, the preaching and Christian discipline are described as “the keys of the kingdom of 

heaven.” It is evident after reading these two Lord’s Days and Article 29 of the Belgic Confession, that 

the true church is marked by pure doctrinal preaching, proper administration of the sacraments, and 

Christian discipline. 

The first mark, pure doctrinal preaching of the gospel, is the most important mark of the true 

church. Without pure doctrinal preaching, there can be neither discipline nor the proper administration 

of the sacraments. Both are dependent upon pure doctrinal preaching of the gospel. 

When we look at Article 29 once again, it is striking how specific this article is as to what the 

first mark is. It does not simply read preaching. Nor does it read only doctrinal preaching or pure 

preaching. Rather, it reads “the pure doctrine of the gospel is preached therein.” In I Cor. 1:17, 18 we 

learn what type of preaching this is. When the pure doctrine of the gospel is preached, “the cross of 

Christ is preached” and everything that the cross involves. The worthlessness and inability of man, and 

the power of God through Christ is preached. 

The Word of God allows for no substitutes or “wisdom of words” which are frequently 

preached from many Reformed pulpits today. Ministers speak of some worth that man has apart from 

God and man’s ability to earn some of his salvation. The work of Christ on the cross is put down and 

man is elevated. The preaching of the cross becomes “foolishness.” But God’s Word will have none of 

this, for by this “foolishness,” He saves “them that believe” (vs. 21). 

I Cor. 2:4 is further explanation that the pure doctrine of the gospel is not composed of the 

“enticing words of man’s wisdom.” Rather, the preaching is the “wisdom of God” (vs. 7) which is 

hidden to the unbeliever. 

The second mark of the true Church, and present only if the first is present, is the pure 

administration of the sacraments. The two sacraments instituted by Christ are holy baptism and the holy 

supper (LD 25, Q&A 68). There are two and only two sacraments which Christ has instituted and not 

seven as the Roman Catholic Church administers. These two Christ-instituted sacraments are spoken of 

in I Cor. 10:2-4 were we read: “And were all baptized unto Moses in the cloud and in the sea; And did 

all eat the same spiritual meat; And did all drink the same spiritual drink: for they drank of that spiritual 

Rock that followed them: and that Rock was Christ.” 

It is important to note that the preaching and the sacraments cannot be separated from each 

other. For “the sacraments are holy visible signs and seals, appointed of God for this end, that by the 

use thereof, he may more fully declare and seal to us the promise of the gospel” (Q&A 66). It is 



impossible for the sacraments to seal to us the promise of the gospel, when false doctrine is preached. 

Likewise, it is impossible that improperly administered sacraments seal the promise of the gospel. The 

Christ instituted sacraments seal the promise of the gospel only when the pure doctrine of the gospel is 

preached. 

Proper administration of the sacraments means that unrepentant sinners are kept from the Lord’s 

table and baptism is administered only to adults who have confessed their faith in Jesus Christ and to 

the children of confessing parents in good standing. The sacraments are improperly administered when 

they are separated from the preaching. They are also improperly administered when they are not closely 

guarded by the elders of the congregation. Partaking of the holy supper by children is a glaring example 

of the improper administration of the this sacrament. Churches that baptize the children of any parents 

outside of the church, improperly administer the sacrament of baptism. 

The third mark of the true Church is the exercising of church discipline in the punishing of sin. 

Once again, church discipline cannot be practiced where there is no pure doctrine of the gospel 

preached. The proper method of church discipline is found in Matthew 18:15-18. It is our duty to go to 

the brother first if he has sinned against us. It is our calling to tell him of his fault. If he will not listen, 

then we are to bring one or two with us, “that in the mouth of two or three witnesses every word may 

be established.” Again if the brother refuses to hear, it becomes the duty of the church elders to 

discipline this brother after we have brought the matter to them. 

Discipline is also exercised from the pulpit when the gospel is preached. Q&A 84 of The Catechism 

explains this with the following words: 

Thus: when according to the command of Christ, it is declared and 

publicly testified to all and every believer, that, whenever they receive the 

promise of the gospel by a true faith, all their sins are really forgiven them 

of God, for the sake of Christ’s merits; and on the contrary, when it is 

declared and testified to all unbelievers, and such as do not sincerely 

repent, that they stand exposed to the wrath of God, and eternal 

condemnation, so long as they are unconverted: according to which 

testimony of the gospel, God will judge them, both in this, and in the life 

to come. 

Preaching the cross of Christ means that sin is pointed out in the preaching and God’s judgment 

against the sinner. When sin is glossed over and not pointed out, christian discipline is not carried out. 

Pure doctrinal preaching means that sin is pointed out and the sinner is called to repentance and faith in 

Christ. 

In the church world today, there are many false, unbiblical notions as to what ought to 

characterize the true Church. The Bible and the creeds have been tossed out the window, and many 

churches, including those who take to themselves the name “reformed,” have advertised themselves as 

churches that are “friendly, seeker-sensitive, and socially and politically active.” No longer do sound 

preaching and discipline fill the pews, but the time has come for friendliness and seeker-sensitivity. 

While friendliness ought to characterize the true Church, it is not among the Biblical marks of 

the true church. Hand shaking as part of the worship service and coffee and refreshments afterwards do 

not distinguish the true Church from the false. Often these so-called “friendly” churches have ever so 

friendly pastors who go to great lengths to comfort their congregations and raise the self-esteem of their 

members. They may preach, but they don’t preach Christ and His cross. Rather, they preach man and 

his goodness. 

Neither does “seeker-sensitivity” mark a church as true. These churches seek to build their 

membership as fast as they can through silly, as well as unbiblical outreach programs. Such programs 

include Super Bowl parties, where anyone and everyone is invited to the church on Sunday, not to hear 

the preaching, but to watch the Super Bowl and enjoy some food and drink. Maybe a five minute 

halftime talk is thrown in for good measure. Other activities include bringing in bands and guest 



speakers and doing away with the more formal aspects of the worship service. It is figured that the 

sermon may be intimidating to those who are visiting. Really, attending church becomes no different 

than going to a concert or a ballgame. 

Social and political action also do not mark a church as true. Ministers in these churches, 

instead of preaching the Kingdom of God, tell their members to do all they can do to make this world a 

better place to live. The gospel of social change and world-improvement is preached instead of Christ 

crucified. 

Standing in stark contrast to this is the true Church. Instead of the social gospel stands the pure 

doctrine of the gospel. Instead of the bland messages where the goodness and worth of man is extolled 

stands the preaching of man’s total depravity and his complete dependence upon God for all things. 

Instead of the tolerance of sin and alternative lifestyles stands sharp preaching against sin and vigilant 

discipline of the sinner. 

Do not be fooled. The true Church of God on this earth possesses these marks. There are no 

substitutes for these marks. The true Church is easily distinguished from the false church. Does your 

church possess these marks? ❖ 
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