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I was given this question: 

 “Is city mission work as it is traditionally thought of, possible as an activity of 

the Protestant Reformed Churches?” 

 

I wish my correspondent had stated exactly what he means by the phrase: “as it is 

traditionally thought of.” But I can’t help but to be dealing with the matter that he must have had 

in mind, if by rewording his question I make it to read thus: 

 Is official preaching of the Gospel by persons other than those called and sent by Christ 

THROUGH HIS CHURCH allowable in the light of the Scriptures and the Confession? 

The phrase in capitals indicate the real issue. That no one may preach unless he be sent 

by Christ follows from the nature of matters, and is denied by no one. In the words of the apostle, 

“How shall they preach except they be sent? as it is written. How beautiful are the feet of them 

that preach the Gospel of peace, and bring glad tidings of good things” (Rom. 10:16). 

The Scripture that Paul here quotes to prove his point is found at Isaiah 52:7. The thought 

underlying it is, that the bringer of glad tidings must be sent of Christ or he has no tidings to 

bring, in which case his feet are not beautiful. To be sent is to be appointed by Christ; it is to go 

by the unction of and as qualified by His Spirit to speak His gospel and none other. Thus, how 

shall they preach, except they be sent? It is quite impossible. 

But, it is also plain from the Scriptures that in this dispensation Christ calls His 

servants— Ministers of the Gospel, Elders and Deacons—through His church and not apart from 

it. It was the apostles in cooperation with the common members of the church in Jerusalem that, 

in their care for the poor, appointed seven men to the office of deaconship. And likewise it was 

the apostles in cooperation with the common members of the church in every place that 

appointed, called, the men for the office of ministers of the gospel and for the office of elders. A 

few texts to prove this. Acts 14:23: And when they—Paul and Barnabas—had ordained them 

elders in every church, and had prayed with fasting, they commended them to the Lord, on 

whom they believed.” In cooperation with the members in the various churches and thus as 

adhering to the procedure that had been followed in Jerusalem, Paul ordained them, the churches, 

elders, that is, rulers, and pastors and teachers, ministers of the Gospel. One more text. To Titus 

Paul wrote: “For this cause I left thee in Crete, that thou shouldest set in order the things that are 

wanting, and ordain elders in every city, as I had appointed thee” Ti. 1:5). 

Limiting ourselves now to the office of ministers of the Gospel, then we perceive the fact 

of the matter to be this: Christ instituted in His church this special office to which he calls the 

men of His choice through the agency of His church. They whom he thus calls He empowers to 

be his official proclamators of His Gospel. Upon these persons alone devolves this right and 

duty. It is their preaching, that is, the preaching of the church through their agency, that 

constitutes the keys by which Christ opens the kingdom to the believers and shuts it to the 

unbelievers. 

This is Reformed. “No one,” so reads Article 3 of the Church Order, “though he be 

professor of theology, Elder or Deacon, shall be permitted to enter upon the Ministry of the 

Word and the sacraments without having been lawfully called thereunto,” lawfully called of 

Christ through the church, is the meaning. For the next article reads: “The lawful calling of those 



who have not been previously in office, consists: First in the election by the consistory, and 

thirdly, in the approbation by the members of the calling church . . .” 

Rightly considered then, Christ’s official proclamator of the gospel is the church 

functioning through its teaching ministry. It’s the only organization that has this right, task, 

calling, duty. And this is its sole calling. 

This eliminates the state, the family and the school. The state must be Christian, certainly. 

And the duty of parents is to bring up their children in the fear and the nurture of the Lord. And 

our schools must be Protestant Reformed. But the state is not the church. Its calling is not to 

administer the word and the sacraments certainly. And the same is true of these other institutions. 

And whatever our appraisal of street evangelism may be and of the labors that purpose to bring 

back to God such who have drifted away from the church and have apostatized from the truth, all 

such activity, if the work of the layman, is not official preaching of the Gospel. 

It is through the proclamation of the Gospel by the church as functioning through its 

ordained pastors and teachers. His official ambassadors, that Christ builds His body and gathers 

out of the world His elect. It requires but one Scripture to prove this. “Wherefore he saith, When 

he ascendeth up on high, he led captivity captive, and gave gifts unto men . . . And he gave some 

apostles, and some, prophets; and some, evangelists; and some pastors and teachers; for the 

perfecting of the saints, for the saints, for the work of the ministry, for the edifying of the body of 

Christ: till we all come in the unity of the faith, and of the knowledge of the Son of God, unto a 

perfect man, unto the measure of the stature of the fulness of Christ” (Eph. 4:8-13). 

Every believer studies the Bible. It is his duty certainly. We have our societies for this 

purpose. Would that they were better attended. The family if it is Christian, has its altar. The is 

the Sunday School and the day school. And by the good instruction given and received the man 

of God is fully furnished. But as substitutes of the church and its ordained ministry, these things 

are worthless. Only as adjuncts of this ministry and as willing to be enlightened and guided by its 

preaching do they have value, and great value. 

In the light of this Scripture, preaching by the layman can bear no fruit. But, one may say, 

the Gospel is the Gospel isn’t it, no matter by whom it is proclaimed, whether by the layman or 

by the ordained minister of the Gospel. But let us not forget that the preacher of the Gospel is 

Christ and mot man, and that, if Christ does not preach, nothing happens. It is well then, that we 

pay strict attention when Christ tells us by whom He wants His Gospel preached. 

But outside the church and apart from the official preaching of the Gospel by its ordained 

ministry there is no salvation for a man, no matter how diligent he may be as a student of the 

Scriptures. As pitted against this ministry and its preaching, he is doomed, unless, of course, he 

repents and returns to the church. For to reject this ministry is to reject Christ. 

Now this is not Roman Catholicism. On the contrary, it is good Reformed doctrine. 

Art. 28 of the Belgic Confession reads, and I quote: 

We believe, since this holy congregation is an assembly of those who are saved, and that 

out of it there is no salvation, that there is no person of whatever state or condition he may be, 

ought to withdraw himself, to live in a separate state from it; but that all men are duty bound to 

join and unite themselves with it; maintaining the unity of the church; submitting themselves to 

the doctrine and discipline thereof; bowing their necks under the yoke of Jesus Christ; etc. 

Of course, the article speaks of the true church and its ordained ministry, which can be 

known by definite marks, marks that the Confession names in the following article. The marks 

named 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; and if church discipline is exercised in 



punishing sin. 
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