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“THE MARKS OF A TRUE CHURCH”

ROMANS 10:17
ROMANS 15:4-6
I CORINTHIANS 11:20-26

We gather this morning to give thanks to God for the inheritance we have received from our Scottish ancestors. This heritage however is more than kilts and tartans, bagpipes and haggish. No, those from Scotland who have gone before us have handed to us a faith and theology  which still serve as the basis for our life together as a church even today.

The word Presbyterian which names our form of government was first born in Scotland. The Scots Confession written by six ministers in four days still is 
one of the official confessional documents of our church today. Even our order of worship closely resembles that formulated by John Knox under the influence of John Calvin.

These gifts of faith given to us however came at a great price. John Knox who opposed the queen and the papacy that supported her was taken prisoner by the queen’s allies, the French, and even though they spared his life, Knox was made a galley slave and had to endure horrendous conditions. Upon his release and after a visit with John Calvin followed by a brief visit in England, Knox returned to Scotland with the Reformed Faith entrenched solidly in his heart and mind. He preached with such zeal and fervor that the Reformed Faith took hold in Scotland, and after Queen Mary died in her sleep in 1560, the Scottish parliament declared Scotland to be a Protestant nation. 

Even though his life was still being threatened by his opponents, Knox and his colleagues went to work to establish a church based upon the testimony of scripture. A service book was created providing for the worship of God. A book of church order was crafted which guided the church in its life and ministry. And the Scots Confession which spelled out the basic beliefs of the church of Scotland was written.

It is this confession to which I would like to turn this morning, for this confession does not only talk about such things as the sovereignty of God and election and predestination, it also offers a definition of the “true” church, or as it is called in Scotland, the “kirk”. It offers the definition of a true kirk, a definition that I feel should still give to the church its identity even today. 

What makes a church the church? There have been many answers to this question over the years. Some have felt that the true church must have a particular form of government with bishops and popes who can trace their authority back to the Apostle Peter.

Others have said that for the church to be the church, it has to subscribe to a particular form of baptism. ---If a congregation does not practice immersion, then it cannot be a true church. Still others feel that in order for the church to be the church, it has to subscribe to various doctrines. ---If you do not believe as these people do, then you might call yourselves a church ---but you are certainly not part of the church established by Jesus Christ.

I am sure that all of us have ideas as to what makes the church, the church. The church is the church if it invests itself in ministry to the poor and the unfortunate. Jesus himself said, “Inasmuch as you have done it unto the least of these, so you have done it unto me.” In the church of Scotland during the time of John Knox, one third of the offering each Sunday was used in ministry to those for whom life had been cruel. For others, the church’s distinguishing feature is the love shared among the members. Ask anyone today about the church they attend and they will usually talk about the love and support they have received within the fellowship of believers. After all, the church is not a building. It’s the people who share the love of Jesus Christ.

Still for others, the true church is known by its emphasis on evangelism. The last commandment Jesus issued while on earth was to go into all the world and make disciples. One reason for the church’s existence is to grow the family of the faithful.

Benevolence, evangelism, love, ---while all of these activities are indeed important for the wellbeing of the church ---they are still not the distinguishing marks of a true church, at least according to the Scots Confession. No, in the Scots Confession the definition of a true church is this: “First, the true preaching of the word of God in which God has revealed himself to us. Secondly, the right administration of the sacraments of Christ Jesus to seal and confirm the word of God in our hearts, and lastly, ecclesiastical discipline as God’s word prescribes whereby vice is repressed and virtue honored. These are,” says the Confession, “the marks of a true kirk.”

Proclamation, the Sacraments, and Church Discipline ---these are the marks that distinguish the church from other groups, clubs, and institutions. The church is the church not because it offers fellowship opportunities, or socials or pot luck suppers. While we all enjoy these things, they pale in comparison to preaching, the sacraments, and discipline. 

I would like for us to look at each of these marks and reflect upon their importance for the life of the church. First there is preaching. “The church,” wrote Knox, “lives by hearing the word of God.” I mean that was how the church was established in the first place. In the book of Acts, Peter preached the gospel to a crowd gathered in Jerusalem, some three thousand people repented and were baptized and the church was born. The church did not come by way of human hands. The disciples did not come together and say, “Let’s make a church.” No, the church was established by God through the proclamation of the word. And from then until now, whenever Christians gather for worship, the word of God has been read and proclaimed.

John Calvin, whose theology greatly influenced the church of Scotland, said, “Wherever the word of God is preached and heard, there is the church. And if the word of God is not preached, the church does not exist regardless of its structures, programs, or liturgies.” “One thing and one thing only is necessary for the Christian life,” wrote John Knox, “and that is the most holy word of the Lord.”

Knox and the other Scottish reformers practiced what they preached. (No pun intended. ;-) ) There was preaching every day of the week in many of the kirks in Scotland with the sermons lasting well over an hour. The reformers also insisted that those who were ordained to preach be well educated in the areas of Bible and theology so as, to put it in their words, true preaching might occur.

Preachers in the days of Knox were not what you might call “pretty preachers.” They were not noted for their eloquence, but they were not in the pulpit to entertain but to bring God’s word to bear upon their people. The reformers believed that when the gospel is proclaimed, the Holy Spirit especially draws near to initiate and strengthen fait. Wrote one Scottish minister, “The word of God reveals God’s mind toward us, his requirements for living and his purpose for our lives.” When the word is preached, we are confronted by no less than the Almighty.

In today’s church, we tend to discredit the power and effectiveness of preaching. We believe that we have to add programs and other activities to make the church attractive to folks. People will not come simply for the sake of the sermon. ---But God’s word will not return to him empty. There might not be any overnight transformation that takes place when good preaching occurs; still, however, a congregation’s character is shaped through proclamation. Show me a church that knows what it is about, that has a strong faith, that has a commitment to mission and benevolence and ministry, and I will show you a church that has been exposed to a steady diet of faithful proclamation based upon God’s word..

Notice I said “based upon God’s word”; the pulpit is not an arena to publish personal opinions or points of view. Neither is it a place to endorse a political candidate or party or to be a soapbox for a particular cause. An old Scottish prayer for illumination gets at this when it says, “Dear Lord, Undergird my preaching with your Holy Spirit so that insofar as it is false, it may pass away and do no harm, but insofar as it is true, it may be planted in our hearts to bear fruit.”

The preaching of God’s word ---what an awesome privilege and responsibility it is ---knowing that God can take the words of my mouth and use them for his gracious purposes! I might not be a good preacher, but it is not for a lack of time and/or effort because our Scottish ancestors have reminded me that preaching is one of the most important things I have been called to do.

So preaching is the mark of the true church ---and another mark of the church is the right administration of the sacraments. The Roman Catholic church has seven sacraments, but the Reformers reduced the number to two because to them a sacrament was an outward sign of an invisible grace which was instituted by Christ and available to all believers. The only two sacraments that fit their definition were baptism and the Lord’s Supper.

But while the Reformers reduced the sacraments to two, they were very important to the church. Baptism was available both to infants and adults, and the Lord’s Supper was celebrated weekly. ---And the reason these sacraments were so important was because they confirmed and sealed the promise of God the people had heard from the sermon. They saw enacted at the table what they had heard from the pulpit. 

Symbols have always been so important to human life. A handshake confirms friendship. A wedding ring promises love while we both shall live, but the water of baptism and the bread and the wine of the Lord’s supper have even greater significance than these. ---For by way of these symbols, the Holy Spirit draws near to give the assurance of God’s grace. When a child is baptized, the Holy Spirit confirms she is my child and I will move in her life now until her death. Or when an adult is baptized he is convinced by the Spirit that his sins are forgiven and he is engrafted in Christ’s body. Or when the Lord’s Supper is celebrated and we remember the sacrifice of Christ, the Holy Spirit comes and whispers “for you” my body is broken and my blood shed for you. As the Scots Confession states, “Jesus in the Lord’s Supper is so joined with us that he becomes the very food and nourishment of our souls and he remains in us and we remain in him.”

That is why the sacraments were so important to our ancestors from Scotland. They were in fact the means of grace.

Today in the Presbyterian Church in the U.S. we do not have as high a view of the sacraments as did those who came before us. I do not know why this is so. Perhaps we do not know how to deal with the mystery of Christ’s real and personal presence in the sacraments. Being quite logical and rational, we are more comfortable with what we can see or explain. Or perhaps we have tended to emphasize the proclamation of the word at the expense of the word enacted. I do not know why but we do not regard the sacraments in the same light as our ancestors.

Baptism by some is seen merely as an infant’s coming out party and the Lord’s Supper is viewed merely as a meal of remembrance which has no power or effect. Several weeks ago when we celebrated the Lord’s Supper, I saw very few expressions of awe as we were standing before the presence of Christ himself.

But some of the most moving experiences I have had have come in celebration of this meal. There was the time that I administered communion to a person in an Alzheimer unit and despite the person’s state, a look of understanding came across her face and she looked as if Jesus Christ were offering her the bread and wine. And then there was the time I served communion to a lady two days before she died and afterward her daughter told me that it had meant so much to her mother who went to her grave assured of God’s presence and grace.

The sacraments rightly administered are a mark of the church and are the very occasions when God’s spirit draws near to confirm and seal his promise upon our hearts. 

The third mark of a true church according to our Scottish ancestors is that of discipline.  “Ecclesiastical discipline uprightly administered as God’s word prescribes whereby vice is repressed and virtue nurtured.” Those who came before us certainly exercised church discipline more extensively than we do today and sometimes that discipline was harsh by our standards. 

People thought to be heretics were excommunicated from the fellowship. Those guilty of adultery were forbidden to participate in the sacraments. Troublemakers in the fellowship were rebuked and told to hold their tongues. Discipline was also meted out for improper dress or for the improper observance of the Sabbath.

Even though our ancestors said that discipline should be exercised with love, they were heavy handed, but their goal was admirable. They wished to maintain the purity of the church and to produce men and women whose lives would be reflective of the gospel in which they believed. It was not enough to hear God’s word from the pulpit and see it enacted in the sacraments, one must also be guided by the word in daily living and conduct. Preaching and sacraments must bear fruit and mold faithful character.

For our ancestors, church discipline could be compared to the wrath of God in scripture, for God’s wrath was not exercised simply to punish but to correct and bring people to repentance. Its purpose was restoration, not condemnation.

Now certainly we should not be as heavy handed as those who came before, but neither should we overlook wrongdoing or wink at transgressions within the life of the church. In the exercise of church discipline, our goal should be to foster good and faithful conduct with children, youth, and adults.

Within a church, we are called to condemn hatred and promote love, to speak out against unfaithfulness in any and all human relationships, and to foster fidelity to the convenent we have with our spouse and family, to discourage selfishness and to encourage selflessness, to nurture truth, honesty, integrity and to build faith and character. Our witness as a church will not be as effective if the life of the church simply reflects the sinfulness of the world. 

Certainly ministers are disciplined by the presbytery for such things as infidelity and sexual misconduct, but on rare occasions have I seen church sessions exercise discipline within the local church. I knew of a case in which a member of the church was the landlord of several dilapidated tenement homes in which poor families lived. These homes were rat infested and lacked adequate plumbing and heating. When this came to the church session’s attention, they sent a delegation to the member imploring him to improve the conditions of these homes.

On another occasion a church session asked the minister and the clerk to meet with two factions of the church who were fighting over a trivial issue so as to promote peace and unity. 

Exercising discipline is not easy and I am not sure what form discipline should take today, but it is a mark of the church and if accomplished in love and for the purpose of restoration both the individuals involved and the church will in the long run benefit.

Proclamation, the Sacraments, Church Discipline. These are the marks of a true church according to our Scottish ancestors. These marks have shaped and guided the church’s ministry throughout its history and they still serve as standards by which to judge the church’s life today. And these marks are also our legacy that we are asked to pass on to the next generation so that they will inherit a church that is still founded upon God’s word that is preached from the pulpit, enacted at the table and fleshed out in our daily living.
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