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The familiar words of Lord’s Day 1 of the Heidelberg Catechism are beautiful. In summary, they 

are: “I am not my own, but I belong to my Savior.” When we make confession of faith publicly, we are 

saying not only “I belong to Jesus,” but also “I belong to the body of Jesus Christ, his church.” While this 

means that you are now part of the church universal, it also implies membership in a local congregation. 

This is readily apparent by the fact that the one making the confession is doing so standing in front of a 

body of believers in a local congregation. What also leads us to see that a public confession of faith 

implies membership in a local congregation is the nature of the three questions asked of the confessing 

member. Each question asked of the one making public confession of faith implies membership in a local 

congregation. 

 Question 1: “Do you acknowledge the doctrine contained in the Old and New Testaments and in 

the Articles of the Christian faith and taught here in this Christian church to be the true and complete 

doctrine of salvation?” 

 This question asks if you agree with what your church teaches and the doctrine it confesses to 

uphold. Is what your church upholds the true doctrine of salvation? That salvation is all of God through 

Christ. Christ is the focus. Paul addressed the Corinthian church with this concern. He had heard that 

there were divisions in the church that produced a party spirit among its members, with some following 

Peter, some following Paul, some following Christ, and some following Apollos (1 Cor. 1:12). Paul’s 

answer? Christ is not divided. We are all one in Christ because he is the head of his body, the church, of 

which we are all a part. Paul described that unity earlier: “Now I beseech you, brethren, by the name of 

our Lord Jesus Christ, that ye all speak the same thing, and that there be no divisions among you; but that 

ye be perfectly joined together in the same mind and in the same judgment” (v. 10). The unity of believers 

in a local congregation is centered upon a scripturally grounded, common confession of Jesus Christ as 

the one who purchased the salvation we all share. 

 Question 2: “Have you resolved by the grace of God to adhere to this doctrine; to reject all 

heresies repugnant thereto; and to lead a new, godly life?” 

 The question is then asked, will you uphold this doctrine in your life? Not, do you bring mere lip-

service to that doctrine, but does it “adhere” to you in such a way that you will reject anything that 

attempts to degrade that doctrine? And will you live out of that doctrine? Paul exhorted the members of 

the Philippian church to “work out your own salvation with fear and trembling” (Phil. 2:12). You have 

been given salvation, now by his Spirit in you, live a life worthy of the name of Christ. Paul addressed the 

Colossian believers similarly: “As ye have therefore received Christ Jesus the Lord, so walk ye in 

him: Rooted and built up in him, and stablished in the faith, as ye have been taught, abounding therein 

with thanksgiving (Col. 2:6-7). You have been taught in your church the doctrine of salvation through 

Jesus Christ, “so walk ye in him.” 

 Question 3: “Will you submit to church government, and in case you should become delinquent 

(which may God graciously forbid), to church discipline?” 

 The first part of the vow you are about to take upon yourself explains your belief of the doctrine 

taught in your local church congregation to be the true doctrine of salvation. In the second part of the 

vow, you pledge to practice that doctrine in your daily life. The final part of your vow binds you to 

submit yourself to the government of the local congregation of which you are a member. The elders of 

that congregation have oversight of your life. By taking this vow you are willingly subjecting yourself to 

their judgment of your walk. If you live in unrepentant sin, you will be placed under discipline. This is 

what you tell the elders to do when you make public confession of faith. Your vow binds you to their 

judgment.  

Submission to church government includes not only your local congregation, but also the higher 

assemblies—classis and synod. How you speak of the decisions made by these bodies is governed by 

your public confession of faith. How you speak of the bodies themselves—suspicion and distrust or 



respect and humility—is governed by your public confession of faith. You took a vow to submit to their 

authority. If a decision is made at any level of church government that you feel is in error, you may 

protest or appeal as is your right (responsibility, even) according to Article 31 of the Church Order. 

However, when the final judgment is made on your protest or appeal, it is “settled and binding.” The 

word “binding” means that you—as a member of the denomination of churches that made that decision—

are bound to submit to the judgment that was made. 

 Making public confession of faith is a weighty matter. It is not merely sitting before the elders 

and answering a bunch of questions, then answering three questions on a Sunday evening in front of the 

entire congregation. It is much deeper than that. You are taking vows upon yourself. Vows that bind you 

to believe, live, and submit as a member of a local body of believers, which is a part of the church 

universal, the very body of Jesus Christ. 
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