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The reformation of Martin Luther revolved around the question: "Where can I find a merciful God?"  The reformation of Ulrich Zwingli revolved around the question:  "Where is the true church of Christ?"  Luther focused on the grace of the gospel and the saving efficacy of the righteousness of God.
  Zwingli focused on ecclesiological issues such as worship and discipline.
  While this contrast can be overdrawn,
 it does reflect, at the very least, a difference in emphasis and cultural context.  This first generation of Reformers, though having much in common, were following different ecclesiological agendas.


At the head of the second generation of Reformers was John Calvin.  Unlike Luther and Zwingli, Calvin was faced with the choice to either remain an officer of the Roman church or leave it to join the ranks of the Protestants.  Luther did not leave the Roman faith, he was excommunicated.  It separated from him. Zwingli's reformation was a slow movement of political and religious change.  Calvin, however, made a clean break when he resigned his benefice and left France to seek refuge in more amiable parts of Europe.


For Calvin the two questions were really one.  The merciful God is found in the true church where the pure Word of God is preached and the means of grace are properly administered.  The church, for Calvin, is the place where one finds God through his appointed means.
  Consequently, the search for the true visible church was an important one for Calvin.  It is not important because of some radical primitivism, but because Christ is to be objectively found and sealed to us through the visible church.  In view of this perspective, it is not surprising that Calvin devoted over a third of his Institutes to the doctrine of the church.


The purpose of this paper is to survey Calvin's doctrine of the church in the context of his search for the true visible church in order to make some contemporary observations about the current "identity crisis" of the Churches of Christ.  Therefore, the first part of this paper will discuss Calvin's doctrine of the true visible church.  The second part will build on his perspective in order to inform our own.

CALVIN'S DOCTRINE OF THE TRUE VISIBLE CHURCH
The Visible and Invisible Body of Christ

Calvin distinguished between the visible and the invisible church.  The invisible church includes all of God's elect who are only known to God.
  However, the visible church is the "mother of believers."  It is where believers are born, nurtured, and matured. Apart from "her bosom one cannot hope for any forgiveness of sins or any salvation."


We cannot discern the invisible church.  It is seen by God alone.  However, the visible church is tangible; it is open to our discernment.  Here we must make judgments.  Calvin made this clear in this famous passage from the Institutes:


How we are to judge the church visible, which falls within our knowledge, is, I believe, already evident from the above discussion.  For we have said that Holy Scripture speaks of the church in two ways. Sometimes by the term "church" it means that which is actually in God's presence, into which no persons are received but those who are children of God by grace of adoption and true members of Christ by sanctification of the Holy Spirit.  Then, indeed, the church includes not only the saints presently living on earth, but all the elect from the beginning of the world.  Often, however, the name "church" designates the whole multitude of men spread over the earth who profess to worship one God and Christ.  By baptism we are initiated into faith in him; by partaking in the Lord's Supper we attest our unity in true doctrine and love; in the Word the ministry instituted by Christ is preserved.  In this church are mingled many hypocrites who have nothing of Christ but the name and outward appearance.  There are very many ambitious, greedy, envious persons, evil speakers and some of quite unclean life.  Such are tolerated for a time either because they cannot be convicted by a competent tribunal or because a vigorous discipline does not always flourish as it ought.  


Just as we must believe, therefore, that the former church invisible to us, is visible to the eyes of God alone, so we are commanded to revere and keep communion with the latter, which is called "church" in respect to men.

The invisible church, then, is not subject to our judgment or discernment.  However, the visible church is identifiable.  It is marked.  Instead of special insight into God's election, we "recognize as members of the church those who, by confession of faith, by example of life, and by partaking of the sacraments, profess the same God and Christ with us."
  


For Calvin the visible marks of the church were connected with the visible preaching of the Word and the visible administration of the sacraments.


From this the face of the church comes forth and becomes visible to our eyes. Whereever we see the Word of God purely preached and heard, and the sacraments administered according to Christ's institution, there it is not to be doubted, a church of God exists.

The church is universal in the sense that it is gathered from many nations and though it is "divided and dispersed in separate places," it "agrees on the one truth of divine doctrine and is bound by the bond of the same religion" which is exhibited in the sacraments (baptism and the Lord's Supper).
  As Wendel observes, it is not "by the quality of its members, which could only give occasion for a subjective judgment, but by the presence of the means of grace instituted by Christ, that the Church is constituted and can be objectively judged."


In order to be a true church of God, it must conform to the essential marks of the church.  It must have a pure ministry of the Word and a pure administration of baptism and the Lord's Supper. These are important because they are the means by which God seals our salvation to us; they are the means of our assurance through faith.  Therefore, "every congregation that claims the name 'church' must be tested by this standard as by a touchstone."


However, we must not think that Calvin somehow believed that the church is simply a rigid institution.  For Calvin the primary metaphor or image of the church was the Pauline description of the church as the body of Christ.  The church is a living organism that is centered on Christ.  Accordingly, Avis comments that "Calvin's doctrine is to be interpreted in a Christological way."
  The Church is a means of grace because it is the body of Christ, and not because it is an independently existing reality apart from Him.


Further, Milner has demonstrated that Calvin's doctrine of the church lies against a covenantal background -- the restoration of order through redemption.
   This covenantal center is focused on the work of Christ.  The church for Calvin, as Niesel has commented, is "a testimony to God's revelation in Jesus Christ, and not a characterization of the essence of religious fellowship."


Christ, therefore, is at the center of Calvin's doctrine of the church.  This was also true of Luther's ecclesiology.  It is what distinguished both of them from Zwingli.  However, as Avis has shown, there was a difference between Luther and Calvin.
 While Luther tended to spiritualize the nature of the church in order to hold it to its invisible Christological center, Calvin objectivized the form of the church in order to make it identifiable.  While Luther concentrated on the center, Calvin outlined the circumference of the circle.
  While Luther neglected the visible form of the church, Calvin sought to distinguish more carefully between the true and false church.  The circumference is the boundary mark of a true church of Christ.

The Restoration of the True Church


Calvin accepted the ancient properties of the church which were credalized at the Council of Constantinople (381).  The church is one, holy, catholic and apostolic.  These four terms are the ancient attributes of the church.  Calvin did not dispute them. He affirmed that he belonged to that church.  Instead, he denied that they applied to the Roman or Papist church.  In particular, the identity of the church - where we find Christ - is distinguished by two marks:  the pure preaching of the gospel and the scriptural administration of the sacraments.  In other words, the Roman church was not apostolic on those two grounds.


Consequently, the reformation spoke of the two marks of the church which distinguished the false from the true church on apostolic grounds.  Whereas the Roman church spoke of apostolicity in terms of successsion, Calvin spoke of it in terms of faithfulness to Scripture.
  Herein lies Calvin's restorationist perspective.  He was "in search of the Church of God."
  Calvin desired unity, but "by a common consent only to the truth of Christ."
  Truth was more important than unity.


When Bishop Sadoleto attempted to woo the church in Geneva back to the Roman Catholic fold, Calvin fired off a letter in response.  His premise was that the church is "built on the foundation of the Apostles and Prophets."  It is a foundation that joins the Spirit and the Word.  While the church is "governed by the Holy Spirit," God "annexed it to the Word" so that that "government might not be vague and unstable."
  By the Word of God, Calvin attempted to restore the ancient and true church.  Sadoleto is troubled, Calvin wrote, because "we have attempted to renew that ancient form of the Church" which the Roman tradition had "sullied and distorted."
  Consequently, Calvin called Sadoleto to compare the difference between his form of the church and the ancient one (that is, the church of Chrysostom, Basil, Cyprian, Ambrose and Augustine).  Yet, Calvin reserved his highest respect for that "form which the Apostles instituted" which is "the only model of a true Church, and whosoever deviates from it in the smallest degree is in error."


Therefore, the worship of the church (and the sacraments in particular) must conform to biblical and ancient models.
 Consequently, Calvin rejected instrumental music,
 desired that weekly communion be offered in Geneva,
 and reintroduced congregational singing.
  At all times, the "rule which we have in Scripture" was to be observed.
  


When it concerned the worship of the church, Calvin demanded the authority of Scripture.  Yet, he did not drive a wedge between spiritual worship and the rule of Scripture.  In one of his apologetical works he explained the two basic principles by which he discusses the worship of God in the church:

First, we must hold that the spiritual Worship of God does not consist either in external ceremonies, or any other kind of works whatsoever; and secondly, that no Worship is legitimate unless it be so framed as to have for its only rule the will of him to whom it is performed.  Both of these are absolutely necessary...Wherefore, all modes of worship devised contrary to his command, he not only repudiates as void, but distinctly condemns.

A similar sentiment is echoed in Calvin's "Reply to Sadoleto:"


I have also no difficulty in conceding to you that there is nothing more perilous to our salvation than a preposterous and perverse worship of God.  The primary rudiments by which we are wont to train to piety those whom we wish to gain as disciples to Christ are these; viz., not to frame any new worship of God for themselves at random, and after their own pleasure, but to know that the only legitimate worship is that which He himself approved from the beginning.  For we maintain what the sacred oracle declared, that obedience is more excellent than any sacrifice (1 Sam. xv.22).  In short, we train them by every means to be contended with the one rule of worship which they have received from His mouth and bid adieu to all fictitious worship.

Calvin, then, saw a unity between the true worship of God and the forms of that worship; between expression of a spiritual relationship with God and the visible means of approaching him. The believer is required to act in accordance with God's ordained means since he is in covenant with him.  This perspective is also evident in his other apologetical tracts such as "On the Necessity of Reforming the Church"
 and "The True Method of Reforming the Church and Healing Her Divisions."
  


It is important to understand the principle that underlies Calvin's discussion of the true worship of God.  This principle is directly related to the marks of the church, particularly baptism and the Lord's Supper.  It is in connection with these two modes of worship that Calvin's hermeneutical principle is most evident. The "rule which distinguishes between pure and vitiated worship is of universal application" and requires obedience.  It is summarized in this extended polemical passage:

Justly, therefore, does the Lord, in order to assert his full right of dominion, strictly enjoin what he wishes us to do, and at once reject all human devices which are at variance with his command.  Justly, too, does he, in express terms, define our limits, that we may not, by fabricating perverse modes of worship provoke His anger against us.


I know how difficult it is to persuade the world that God disapproves of all modes of worship not expressly sanctioned by His Word. The opposite persuasion which cleaves to them, being seated, as it were, in their very bones and marrow, is, that whatever they do has in itself a sufficient sanction, provided it exhibits some kind of zeal for the honour of God.  But since God not only regards as fruitless, but also plainly abominates, whatever we undertake from zeal to His worship, if at variance with His command, what do we gain by a contrary course?  The words of God are clear and distinct, "Obedience is better than sacrifice."  "In vain do they worship me, teaching for doctrines the commandments of men," (1 Sam. xv. 22; Matth. xv. 9.)  Every addition to His word, especially in this matter, is a lie.  Mere "will worship" is vanity.  This is the decision, and when once the judge has decided, it is no longer time to debate.


Calvin believed that only what was explicitly sanctioned as a mode of worship is approved.  Whatever does not have explicit sanction is disapproved.  Worship must be regulated by Scripture, and it defines the limits of acceptable worship.  Those, then, who change the form of the Lord's Supper or baptism, who introduce novelties into the worship of God, worship God in vain.

Summary

The church is important for Calvin because it is the body of Christ.  The visible church is important because it is where the means of grace are deposited.  We are assured of our salavation when we receive the sacraments in faith and listen with obedient hearts to the pure Word of God preached.  This is the essential form of the church, and wherever this is true, the true church of Christ exists.  


For the true believer, the visible church of Christ is one with the invisible church.  The invisible church does not exist as an independent reality, but rather it exists in this present age through the visible presence of Christ in his Word and sacraments, that is, in his true visible church.  The visible church is God's instituted means by which the believer is assured of his membership in the invisible church.


As a conclusion to this first section of the paper, Milner provides this insightful summary of Calvin's doctrine of the visible church:

     This is of the greatest significance for our understanding of Calvin's doctrine of the church, for preaching and the sacraments are not simply evidences of a reality existing independently of them:  they are, from the human point of view, constitutive of that reality.  According to Calvin, then, we cannot think of the church as a legally defined institution, where the word is truely preached and the sacraments rightly administered, nor can we conceive it mystically, as simply being in the presence of Christ, leaving behind us the objective order.  Rather, the church must be defined dialectically as union with Christ in, through, and together with the means by which the Spirit brings us to him.  We may be led to Christ by the Spirit apart from the means, and we may have the means without the Spirit, and hence, without Christ; but in neither of these cases do we have the church.

CONTEMPORARY REFLECTIONS

The Churches of Christ are currently unsettled by a widespread discussion of identity.  The topics of discussion are varied; the views expressed are divergent; and the goal is ambiguous.  The purpose of this section is to provide some boundary lines for discussion; to provide a context in which fruitful dialogue might proceed.  In the light of Calvin's insights, there are five ecclesiological principles which are appropriate for our contemporary setting. 

1. Subjective and Objective Criteria for the True Church  


The biblical term "church" does not refer to any invisible entity.  Rather, it always envisions a concrete reality which is conceived either locally or universally.  The church may refer to the whole of God's people as they are scattered throughout the earth, or it may refer to a particular local congregation(s) or assembly of God's people.  But Scripture, contrary to Calvin, does not describe an "invisible" church.


The church has invisible aspects.  Faith, regeneration, inner holiness, the indwelling of the Holy Spirit have their invisible aspects.  But the church is not an invisible reality.  John Murray has correctly argued that the church "in the New Testament never appears as an invisible entity and therefore may never be defined in terms of invisibility."
  The invisible aspects of the church exist within the context of the visible church.  While only God knows who possesses these invisible aspects (that is, who has true faith and holiness), the visible nature of the church is discernible even to unbelievers.


The distinction between visibility and invisibility also cuts to the heart of the distinction between objective and subjective criteria in the search for the true church.  It is without question that the true church will have subjective (invisible) aspects to its existence.  The church, for example, cannot exist without the indwelling of the Holy Spirit even though there is no objective test by which he might be discerned.  Further, no one can judge the strength or weakness of the inner faith of another person.  No one can peer into eternity to know the ultimate destiny of any person. 


Just as we have no access to discern the invisible aspects of the church (which are discernible to God alone), so we have no indubitable basis for judging the inner subjectivity of another's faith.  Yet, we are called by Scripture to make judgments of fellowship; to make judgments about truth and falsity.  These judgments are made in the context of the visible church.  The invisible aspects must be left to God for his discernment and to the subjectivity of the individual believer.  The reality of the visible church, however, has an objective existence, and, as a result, it has objective grounds for identification.  Here Scripture calls us to discern between fellowship and separation; between acceptance and rejection.


The church is not defined by its marks or its identifiers. The church is the body of Christ.  Christ defines the church.  It the fellowship of believers in Christ.  However, the visible church can be identified.  It has marks that are objective in nature by which it is distinguished from the world and pseudo-churches. 
Calvin's insight is valuable here.  The church must be christologically-centered, and its identifying marks must be apostolic.  The church is mystically rooted in our union with Christ, and our union with Christ is objectively sealed to us through the visible church.  Without the visible church, we have no seal, no assurance -- indeed, we have no present salvation.


The search for the true visible church, then, is important because it is our objective link to Christ.  It is the concrete reality in which we commune with him.  That concrete reality has objective aspects.  It has identifying marks that signal the presence of the people of God in covenant with Christ.  The search for the true visible church is the search for these identifying marks.  The presence of the visible marks do not guarantee the presence of Christ, but there is no assurance of Christ's presence without the the visible marks.  The visible marks do not define the church, but they do identify it.

2. The Covenantal Nature of the Visible Church

The church is born out of the Word of God.  It is tied to the Word and rooted in the covenant of Christ.  The people of God are a covenant people, and that covenant is a written one.  It is Scripture, and, in some sense, it is particularly the New Testament.  Our covenant is with God through Christ, and the word of Christ is our covenant.


The church does not exist as a free-floating spiritual entity, but as a real, concrete assembly of the people of God under a binding and normative covenant.  It is built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets.  Whatever is erected upon that foundation is subject to the words of those apostles and prophets. It is in this way that the church is apostolic when it listens to the apostolic witness, believes it and implements it.


While we may use varying metaphors to describe the relationship of the church to Scripture -- whether it be the popular "love letter" or the more traditional "constitution" -- the apostolic witness is fundamentally covenantal.  It is God's Word to us so that we might be joined to him.  If we are to be assured of our relationship to him, then we must find God in Christ through his covenant Word.  We cannot find the Spirit of Christ without the Word of Christ, though we may have the Word without the Spirit. Herein lies the unity and apostolicity of the church, that is, faithfulness to the apostolic witness of Scripture.

3. The Distinction between a True and False Visible Church

It is unfashionable in our ecumenical age to speak in categories of truth and falsity with respect to local churches or denominational bodies.  Indeed, it is unfashionable even to speak of truth and falsity as absolute categories.  Many Protestants and Catholics alike are embarrassed by their reformation ancestors who engaged in strong apologetical and polemical debates about the nature of the true church.  Calvin, as part of the reformation itself, saw the necessity of this distinction between the true church and the false or apostate church.


The reformation may be seen as a religious movement that viewed its predecessor, the Roman Catholic Church, as apostate. It was a false church.  This view is summarized by McNeill as a central theme of the reformation:

The charge was laid against the Protestants by their Papal opponents that they had broken Cathlolic unity and cast themselves out of the visible church.  With one voice they repelled the charge.  Their uniform argument was that schism had been caused by Roman apostacy and that it was Rome that had departed from the Catholic faith and fellowship.

The reformers sought to purify the apostate church so as to establish the church of God.  In particular, Calvin saw the New Testament church as the model of that true church.


The distinction between truth and falsity is rooted in the New Testament.  When Judaizing Christians tried to enjoin Mosaic requirements on Gentile Christians, they were rejected as false brothers (Gal. 2).  When a syncretistic religion arose in Colossae, they were rejected as false teachers (Col. 2).  When a schismatic group separated from the Johannine churches over the nature of the flesh of Christ, they were bid farewell as antichrists (1 John 2).   The distinction between the true church and the false church is rooted in the essentials of New Testament Christianity.  When there is divergence on the essentials, then the false church emerges.  The false church denies, lacks or fundamentally distorts one of the essential teachings or practices of the New Testament.  What these essentials are is a matter of some dispute.  While the debates will continue, we must not yield the principle that there is a difference between a true visible church and a false visible church.  The true visible church will objectively possess all the essential marks of the church.  The false visible church will actively deny, lack or fundamentally distort one of the essential marks of the church.

4. The Distinction between a True and Pure Visible Church

The true visible church is never a pure church.  A true church has the essential marks of the visible church, but it may lack in the understanding or practice of many important aspects of the total revelation of God.  In fact, no local church or group of churches can claim perfection for itself.  Every church is filled with people who are imperfect in faith; who are imperfect in doctrine; who are imperfect in life.  No church is pure in the sense that it is presently and fully sanctified.


The purity of the church is both objective and subjective. In neither aspect can any congregation claim perfection. Congregations fail in missions, benevolence, and discipline.  They fail in love, forgiveness and patience.  The church at Ephesus passed the test of works, only to fail the subjective test of love (Rev. 2:1-7).  The church at Thyatira passed the subjective test of love, only to fail the objective test of morality and public teaching (Rev. 2:18-29).  The church will not attain entire sanctification in its earthly existence.  Only in the consummation will it be found blameless and pure through the mercy of God.


However, though the church is not now nor will it ever be in this life pure, it may still exist as a true church in full fellowship with God and other believers.  That church is true which stands in fellowship with God.  By faith the church stands justified before God and joyously revels in the fellowship of the Spirit, while at the same time it exists as a concrete reality identified by its marks though marred by its weaknesses.  For Calvin those marks were the preaching of the true gospel and the right administration of the sacraments.  Even though the visible church may be full of imperfect people and even hypocrites who themselves are not justified in the sight of God, the visible church may stand in true fellowship with God if it has the objective marks of the church.  True believers are assured and sealed through those objective marks.


The New Testament contains the ideal of the church in its faith, holiness, and life.  No particular congregation of the Christ's body in the New Testament perfectly measured up to that ideal.  We cannot today.  Yet, there was a distinction between true and false churches in the New Testament, and that distinction still holds today.  The visible church may never be pure, but it can be faithful; it can be a true church.  It may never be fully sanctified, but it can be justified; it can stand in fellowship with God.  The objective marks of the church assure and seal that fellowship to the true believer.

5. The Visible Unity of the Church  


The unity of the church does not consist in the subjective aspects of faith, love and holiness alone.  Rather, it also consists in public doctrines and objective rituals.  The unity of the church not only consists in "one faith," but also in "one immersion" (Eph. 4:5).  The unity of the church is a visible as well as an invisible concept in the New Testament.


There is an invisible aspect to the unity of the church.  It is a "unity of the Spirit" (Eph. 4:3); a unity grounded in our spiritual union with Christ and his body (1 Cor. 12:13).   It is a unity created by the Spirit who indwells each Christian. Nevertheless, it is also a visible unity which is grounded on the essential marks of the church, such as public doctrine, immersion and the Lord's Supper.


There is a core set of facts and teachings that are essential to the unity of the church (Eph. 4:4-6).  There is a visible ritual, immersion in water, which initiates one into the fellowship of the church (1 Cor. 12:13).  There is a visible ritual, the Lord's Supper, which solidifies and symbolizes that unity (1 Cor. 10:16-23).


The unity of the church is not founded on holding the same opinions, or a uniformity of teaching on all questions, or a uniformity of gifts.  Rather, the unity of the church is Christological.  It is rooted in Christ -- the one who shares the fellowship of the body.  It is a mystical unity where we are members of the church by virtue of our relationship to him.


However, to say that our unity is spiritual does not mean that it is simply spiritual.  Unity in the biblical sense is not a nebulous spiritual entity that is indeterminate except in one's own inner subjectivity.  It is a visible, concrete and objective unity that finds its expression in the life, fellowship and existence of the visible church.  To actualize that unity is to search and find the true visible church since only there are we assured that we have true fellowship with God and with each other. 

CONCLUSION


Calvin maintained a balance that neither Luther nor Zwingli had the perspective to see fully.  It was a balance that was soon lost in the intricate debates of the Puritan period as the circumference was extended.  There it degenerated into fights over meaingless traditions.  It was lost in early America in the clash between denominations and in the heat of sectarianism.  There it was lost in the exaltation of human traditions over unity.  It has been lost in the modern ecumenical discussions within Christendom. Here truth has lost its objectivity.  It has been lost in modern evangelicalism when the visible church is subordinated to the invisible or neglected altogether.
  Here the church has been divorced from its Christological base and treated as a human institution.


Calvin held two poles together as the foundation of his doctrine of church.  Herein lies the genius of his insight.  The church has a Christological center -- it is founded on Christ; and, at the same time, it has a covenantal circumference -- it is governed by the Word of God.  While it may be debated how well Calvin related and understood these two poles, his attempt has plowed a theological path for us which balances Luther over against Zwingli.


We must not be overbalanced by leaning too heavily to either pole.  We must always maintain that Christ is the central and most important theme of the church.  He is the heart and soul as well as the head of the body.  Yet, Christ has left us his covenant by which the church is to be governed and ruled.  He has entered into covenant with us and Scripture, especially the New Testament, is that covenant document.  We always look to Christ for our salvation, but we seek him through the covenant, through his Word.


We are currently in the throes, it is said, of an "identity crisis" among the Churches of Christ.  If by "identity crisis" we mean an attempt to understand the traditions of our predecessors and relate it to the contemporary setting, then perhaps the appellation is justified.  It is difficult to maintain continuity with the past in our traditions when our culture changes and new horizons begin to envelope the life of the church.  But the real "identity crisis" is a covenantal one.  Have we balanced the Christological base of the church with the covenant demands of God? Are we faithful to his Word -- the Word which embodies the covenant as well as proclaims the the cross?  Are we, in the setting of our local congregations, members of a true church of God?  That is the fundamental question.  It is a question that can only be answered, and must be answered if we are to be assured of our salvation, with reference to Christ and his Word.


To look for Christ without the Word is to find Christ without his covenant.  To be governed by the Word without Christ at the center is to find an external hull with no meaning.  We must keep a Christological focus to our ministry since the gospel is, as Paul said, "of first importance" (1 Cor. 15:1).  However, the visible church is the means by which the world receives the gospel of Christ and in which it is assured of its inheritance.  The search for the true visible church, then, is an essential one.  We must find Christ at the center, but also find him within the circumference of his covenant.
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