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Preface

      The theory of a plurality of leaders in the church and the nature of the
                    « Calvinist » argument for an autonomous ecclesiastical office of discipline
                    have long been two of the Reformed tradition’s most distinctive ecclesiastical
                    features. The second of these is in fact one of the most controversial issues in
                    early Protestant history. Theologians of the Reformed tradition believed the
                    whole institution of the ministries of the church to be established on the
                    direct will of God as found in the Bible. However, little notice has been given
                    specifically to the biblical texts on which Calvinist Reformed claimed to base
                    their teaching on the ministry.

      Over fifty years ago it was pointed out that a study of the exegetical grounds
                    for Martin Bucer’s and John Calvin’s doctrine of the fourfold ministry would be
                        useful,
 but until recently this
                    project seems to have been neglected. Perhaps the reason was that it appeared
                    obvious to theologians that the reformers claimed scripture, and dubious to
                    post-Enlightenment readers that they were, in fact, influenced primarily by the
                    Bible. Whatever the causes, the lack of a detailed examination of how the
                    reformers’biblical interpretation fitted into historical context is regretable
                    for several reasons. It is logical to suppose that a knowledge of their
                    exegetical resources might illumine both how traditional and how innovative
                    their interpretations were. It is also possible that a study of how – over time
                    – they adopted and adapted what they inherited might cast light on how their
                    biblical studies influenced their theology and the latter shaped their exegesis.
                    In accordance with this hypothesis, several years ago I investigated the texts
                    the Reformed tradition considered normative for the diaconate ; the present
                    study, though considerably
 more restricted in scope, follows a
                    similar pattern.

      This examination of the Reformed tradition’s normative texts for the office of
                    elder and for the theory of plural ministries makes no
 claim to be
                    a full study of either. It is intended as a complement or supplement to more
                    politically or systematically oriented treatments of both topics.

      The text is logically, though not always conveniently, divided into two parts,
                    one devoted to the office of the elder, the other to the theory of the plurality
                    of ministries. (The order may seem to be inverted, but it facilitates 
the discussion.) Chapter
                    one indicates very briefly the context : the more usual approaches to the
                    question of discipline which the present study is designed to complement, and a
                    sketch of the « systematic » picture of the doctrine in John Calvin’s
                        Institutes of the Christian Religion.
 Chapters two through four
                    develop the exegetical histories of Rom. 12 : 8, I Cor. 12 : 28, and I Tim. 5 :
                    17, the verses which serve to establish the office of elder. Chapter five
                    concludes part one with a short discussion of how the exegetical investigations
                    contribute to a more rounded view of the teaching on the elder and its
                    development than has perhaps been common. Chapter six begins part two with a
                    sketch of the mature doctrine of the plural ministries. Chapters seven and eight
                    treat (wholly or in part, as appropriate) the exegetical histories of the texts
                    which ground the plural ministries : Eph. 4 : 11, Rom. 12 : 6-8, and I Cor. 12 :
                    28. The ninth and final chapter discusses what the exegetical materials
                    contribute to the traditional picture of the plural ministries, especially the
                    problem of the basis for distinguishing temporary from permanent offices, and
                    the question of « lay » ecclesiastical offices. It includes also some tentative
                    observations on Calvin’s theological methodology as illustrated in the work as a
                    whole.

      That exegesis does not
 explain everything – or even most of the
                    development of the Reformed teaching on the ministry – is clear. What, as a less
                    traditional approach, it can provide is a fresh angle from which to view what
                    the reformers’claim to be scriptural means, and how their theories of church
                    order were affected by the insistence that all be founded on the will of God
                    revealed in the Bible.

      A few words about sources are appropriate. In the notes short titles have been
                    given for all treatises or books. There is one rather large exception to this
                    general rule. In the exegetical histories of particular verses, no title is
                    given if the source is a commentary, sermon, or set of notes on the specific
                    passage in question, except in cases where there is more than one scripture
                    passage being discussed. (Thus in many cases a note gives only the author and
                    page number.) The original orthography has been maintained, but ν and u,
                        i
 and j
 have been distinguished, and occasionally
                    punctuation and capitalization have been modified in the interests of
                    intelligibility. All quotations in the text are translated. The originals are
                    given in the notes, with the one perhaps surprising exception of the writings by
                    John Calvin himself. It is assumed that the Opera Selecta
 and the
                        Corpus Reformatorum
 are accessible in any good research
                    library, and thus in the interests of space the original Latin or French has
                    been omitted except where particular words or phrases seemed useful. Unless
                    otherwise noted, all translations are my own, and these tend to be literal
                    rather than literary. I am much indebted to Dr. Irena Backus for checking and
                    correcting the Latin, and to Prof. Pierre 
Fraenkel for the German. Any
                    woodenness which remains is strictly my responsibility.

      Writing a preface provides me with the opportunity for one of the things I enjoy
                    most : expressing my gratitude for the kindness of colleagues and friends. A
                    number of years ago, Prof. Pierre Fraenkel mentioned that the history of Eph.
                    4 : 11 would be very interesting. Recently, Prof. Robert M. Kingdon suggested to
                    me that historians studying Calvin’s consistory would like for someone to do for
                    the biblical texts for the elder what I had done for those used to support the
                    Reformed diaconate. To both, my thanks for remarks I took perhaps more seriously
                    than they intended ; I hope the results may be found worthwhile. More
                    immediately, I thank Prof. Fraenkel and Dr. Irena Backus for taking the time to
                    read the completed manuscript, and for their helpful suggestions. My thanks are
                    also owed to the fine librarians, and libraries in which I have had occasion to
                    work, especially the Musée Historique de la Réformation and its director Dr.
                    Alain Dufour, the Institut d’Histoire de la Réformation, the Bibliothèque
                    Publique et Universitaire de Genève, and the Zentral Bibliothek in Zurich. I am
                    also very grateful to the American Council of Learned Societies and the National
                    Endowment for the Humanities for a grant which helped defray the expenses of
                    research time, and to Mrs. Margaret B. Adams and the University of Geneva for
                    providing access to the word-processing equipment on which the text was typed
                    and edited. Finally, my very special thanks to Dr. Alain Dufour, the generous
                    and gifted scholar-editor of the Librairie Droz, for accepting this for the
                    series Travaux d’Humanisme et Renaissance.

      As always, however, the author remains responsible for what is written, including
                    the errors. The task of « digging up the past » is as humbling as it is
                    exciting ; I hope only that some of the excitement and pleasure I have found in
                    the work may be conveyed to my readers along with the faults.

      
        
          	GenevaMarch 1987
          	E.M.Tshimunyi wa Ngulumingi 
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        CHAPTER ONE

      

      The Office of the Elder : 
A Sketch of the
                        Context

      
        THE CONTEXT OF THE PRESENT STUDY

        The « Calvinist » Reformed teaching on discipline, the office of elder
                            and the effort to institute an autonomous ecclesiastical discipline
                            have been foci of interest and controversy from the beginning. The
                            various aspects, theological, political, and practical, are closely
                            related, although the complex is usually approached from one angle or
                            another.

        Who would control the morals of a Christian community, like many other
                            matters of jurisdiction, became a subject of very lively debate in the
                            sixteenth century. In western Europe the question had for centuries been
                            less than precisely clear or consistent, especially in relating theory
                            to concrete practice. However, the breaking of Christendom, with the
                            Protestant insistence on the holiness of all honest vocations and
                            especially that of Christian rulers, raised the issue of moral
                            discipline in a critical way. Among Protestants, Christian princes and
                            magistrates were, in theory as well as in practice, accorded a leading
                            role in maintaining moral as well as civil order. Since the extent of
                            ecclesiastical jurisdiction had long been a sore point with many
                            princes, the latter were only too happy to be given the dominant role in
                            ordering the common life. « Calvinist » Reformed theologians and church
                            leaders tried to reclaim discipline for the ecclesiastical authority
                            The structure they developed for this purpose was « the most
                            controversial single institution » established by the Reformation in
                                Geneva, and represents
                            what was certainly one of the most disputed issues raised by the wider
                            Reformation, that of ecclesiastical autonomy or how to define
                            ecclesiastical-civil relationships generally.

        This
                            institutional history, the relationship of ecclesiastical and civil
                            authorities in the exercise of discipline in sixteenth-century
                            Protestantism, has long been an object of intense study and argument
                            The most detailed discussion of the development of Reformed disciplinary
                            practices is found in the three volumes of Walther Köhler’s
                                Zürcher Ehegericht und Genfer Konsistorium.
 Köhler
                            traces a line from the marriage courts of Zurich, through the practices
                            of Swiss and South German city-states, to the consistory of Geneva. The
                            marriage courts of Zurich were a function of the Christian community
                            established by the magistracy as spiritual and biblically based. Köhler
                            recognizes that Calvin did consider marital questions a « mixed
                            matter », properly shared between civil and ecclesiastical authorities,
                            and thus did not seek to exclude the magistracy from this area. Köhler
                            disputes the justice with which Calvin claimed that the consistory,
                            however, was a purely ecclesiastical court. He says that, for all
                            Calvin’s insistence on a theoretical distinction between ecclesiastical
                            and civil powers, the authority of the magistrate was clearly felt in
                            Genevan discipline, and only the energy with which it was carried out,
                            not the idea itself, really distinguishes Calvin’s consistory from
                            Zwingli’s marriage court.

        The best recent treatments of Calvin’s consistory as an institution are
                            the case studies by William Monter and especially Robert M. Kingdon,
                            which Monter puts in context in a general discussion of Calvin’s Geneva.
                            Both writers remind the reader that, although the authority of the elder
                            in Geneva was only with difficulty distinguished from that of other city
                            officials, toward the end of his life Calvin achieved a degree of
                            independence for discipline, and specifically for ecclesiastical
                                excommunication. Regarding the actual
                            work of the consistory, both Kingdon and Monter explain that the main
                            task was handling problems of inter-personal relations, rebuking to
                            reconcile. Although Monter maintains that after Calvin’s death the
                            consistory often excommunicated for trivial causes, the reformer himself
                            was concerned with admonition rather than punishment, and Kingdon
                            concludes that the consistory’s judgments were « relatively lenient ».
                            Monter and Kingdon offer different reasons, however, for the gradual
                            decline in consistory cases later in the century ; the former suggests
                            that the effort had reached a point of diminishing returns, the latter
                            offers the intriguing possibility that the
                            consistory had succeeded in persuading people to internalize the new
                            standards and modify their behavior.

        The question of discipline and the minister of discipline have also been
                            (even more) extensively studied from the viewpoint of intellectual
                            history, but in two rather different topical contexts. One of these is
                            political theory. In the sixteenth century discipline was clearly a
                            political question in the larger (not merely ecclesiastical) sense, and
                            thus especially for the Reformed tradition the minister of discipline
                            must always be discussed in any treatment of Protestant political
                            thought. The most recent investigation of Martin Bucer’s political
                            thinking, Studien zu Martin Bucers Obrigkeitsvertändnis

                            (1984), by M. de Kroon, focuses particularly on the reformer’s
                            explanation of Romans 13 in the context of his own political involvement
                            and efforts at Christian union. The authority of the magistracy and the
                            rejection of ecclesiastical immunity must be understood in relationship
                            to Bucer’s own conviction that the chief concern of the worldly power is
                            the care of true religion. Bucer’s objection to papal primacy (based on
                            Romans 13 among other texts) brings to the fore the Strasbourg
                            reformer’s emphasis on functionality and collegiality in the pastoral
                            office, but there is little attention specifically to the question of
                            church discipline.

        Harro Höpfl, The Christian Polity of John Calvin
 (1982),
                            however, concentrates primarily on how Calvin’s political experience
                            molded his views of ecclesiastical polity, especially with regard to
                            discipline and the ministry. (Höpfl finds Calvin’s practice better than
                            his theology, which did not assimilate all the reformer learned by
                            actual experience, according to Höpfl.) Höpfl maintains that although
                            Calvin did not intend to twist scripture, his church polity was strongly
                            influenced by non-scriptural factors, as is evident in the extensive use
                            of Roman imperial terminology in discussing the ministry from 1543.
                            Höpfl finds the real development of polity in the third edition of the
                                Institutes of the Christian Religion
 impressive for its
                            tendency « to consolidate and make doctrinal » the conclusions reached
                            between 1539 and 1541 through experience, study, and conversation with
                            other reformers. For Höpfl, the characteristics of this development are
                            « aggressive clericalism » and « the centrality of’discipline’to the
                            whole ecclesiastical order ».

        Discipline
                            and the ministers who carry it out are a part of the doctrine of the
                            church, of theology, as well as of sixteenth-century political theory.
                            When they revolted against what they saw as Roman Catholic
                            « perversions » of the faith, Protestants were obliged to redefine what
                            it meant to be the church and how that church should live its earthly
                            life. For all in the Reformed tradition, discipline was a critical part
                            of the reformed church, and some (such as Bucer and various other
                            Reformed theologians, though not Calvin) even made discipline the third mark of the
                            church, along with Word and Sacraments.

        The Reformed teaching on discipline is now usually traced to Johannes
                            Œcolampadius of Basel. How Œcolampadius came to develop the idea of an
                            autonomous ecclesiastical discipline by « lay » and ordained leaders is
                            studied in Akira Demura, Church Discipline according to Johannes
                                Œcolampadius in the Setting of His Life and Thought
 (1964).
                            The idea of discipline, its association with excommunication, and even
                            lay involvement, were not novel, but what Œcolampadius added was an
                            insistence on autonomy for the church. Demura finds no conclusive
                            evidence that this development was owed to contact with
                                « Anabaptists »,
                            although such influence is of course possible.

        The second major thinker in what became the typical « Calvinist »
                            Reformed understanding of discipline was Martin Bucer of Strasbourg. The
                            early development of Bucer’s thought and his relationship to the civil
                            ordinances are treated in François Wendel, L’Eglise de
                                Strasbourg
 (1950). Bucer was at first content
                            with a large role for the magistracy, but in time he came to realize the
                            difficulties created by the fact that the ordinances of 1533 gave all
                            disciplinary power to the civil authority. The most full and helpful study
                            of Bucer’s doctrine of the ministry is the work of W. van’t Spijker,
                                De Ambten bij Martin Bucer
 (1970). Drawing on many
                            sources, van’t Spijker discusses the nature of church office and the
                            individual offices Bucer proposed. The latter include the necessary
                            function of ecclesiastical discipline, which the Strasbourg reformer
                            understood as based on Christ’s command and practiced in the early
                            church (« Ambrose’s » testimony). For Bucer, discipline is a pastoral,
                            not a juridical concern.

        This same point is taken up perhaps even more forcefully in the most
                            recent extensive examination of Bucer’s ecclesiology, Entre la
                                secte et la cité
 (1984), by Gottfried Hammann. Hammann’s
                            chief concern is the doublesided nature of Bucer’s theology, which
                            attempts to provide for both a church of the whole people and a church
                            of convinced or confessing believers. One way this double focus finds
                            expression is in the Strasbourg reformer’s most fully articulated
                            pattern for pastoral care, Von der Waren Seelsorge
 (1538).
                            This treatise on « true pastoral care » envisages two levels of
                            discipline ; that for the multitude is coercive and is borne (chiefly)
                            by civil censors (Kirchenpfleger
), that for convinced
                            believers is voluntary and depends rather on the « presbyters ». Hammann
                            emphasizes that Bucer’s teaching on the ministry (though not the
                            function) of discipline is much less clearcut than that of Calvin, and
                            in fact has certain differences. The Strasbourg reformer can use
                            « elder » in the more narrow sense of lay ministers who share moral
                            supervision with preachers (ministers of Word and Sacraments). However,
                            Bucer can and does combine preaching and non-preaching « elders » or
                            « presbyters » together as « Hirten ». These « shepherds » have, in
                            addition to their governing (episcopal or presbyterial) function, a
                            pastoral role of warning (monendi
), which Hammann maintains
                            Calvin’s « elders » do not share with his pastors.

        The development begun in the writings of (Œcolampadius and broadened in
                            those of Bucer comes to much more precise and clear expression in the
                            theology of John Calvin, who was also more successful in achieving a degree of
                            ecclesiastical autonomy, or recognition that the lay elders represented
                            the church and not the civil power. Discipline is, of course, an element
                            in most general works on John Calvin’s theology or ecclesiology. The
                            majority of writers merely touch on discipline and/or the office of
                                elder,
                            but a number of books and articles carry the discussion further.
                            Among the latter one of the best is Alexandre Ganoczy, Calvin :
                                théologien de l’église et du ministère
 (1964). Ganoczy
                            explores and explains in considerable detail Calvin’s understanding of
                            church, discipline, and the ministry. After mentioning hints of the
                            future teaching on the elder found in the Articles of 1537, Ganoczy
                            treats the discussions in the commentary on Romans (1540), the
                                Ordonnances ecclesiastiques
 of 1541, and
                                Institutes
 of 1543. Particularly interesting, however,
                            are Ganoczy’s comments on the sources the reformer claims for his
                            teaching. Ganoczy first remarks on the language Calvin uses in the
                            primary locus defining the elder, where the reformer bases the doctrine
                            on Rom. 12 : 8 and I Cor. 12 : 28 (4. 3. 8, quoted below).

        
          Note the expressions « I believe » and
                                « experience makes clear ». Calvin thus does not speak of something
                                directed by divine law. It is he himself who interprets a Pauline
                                saying in the sense of an organ of spiritual jurisdiction composed
                                of certain Christians chosen to share with the bishops the
                                responsibility for discipline.

        

        Ganoczy characterizes the Reformation interpretation of Paul’s sketch of
                            the presbyterial office as an expression of a typical concern of the
                            late middle ages : a real religious (not merely moral) preoccupation
                            with establishing a level of behavior worthy of a church desiring to be
                            reformed in fact as in name. Ganoczy also points out Calvin’s appeal to
                            an Old Testament model, the custom of establishing a senate or council
                            of presbyters for the exercise of discipline, which the reformer
                            believed to have been adopted by the early church.

        The most
                            recent article on « The Eldership in the Reformed Church », by
                            T.F. Torrance (1984), takes issue with Bucer and Calvin on these very
                            points : the lack of « any definite or certain biblical evidence » for
                            the office of elder, and the introduction of civil « elders ». Torrance
                            traces the latter to the North African church, not the Old Testament,
                            maintaining that Bucer, Calvin, and others found these officers in early
                            church history and then looked for biblical justification for them.
                            Torrance’s greatest ire is raised by the understanding of the Reformed
                            « elder » from Beza and Melville to the present, but he specifically
                            objects to Calvin’s interpretation of I Tim. 5 : 17 and the reformer’s
                            use of Ambrosiaster. One purpose of Torrance’s argument is a refutation
                            of the idea that there are two kinds of presbyters (« pastors » and
                            « elders »). Implicitly Calvin’s teaching on the elder is rejected as
                            unscriptural, although there is no explicit comment on the other two
                            texts (from Romans and First Corinthians). Torrance’s
                            criticism throws into sharp relief a perennial
                            question faced by those examining the classical Reformed doctrine of the
                            church, the problem of scriptural justifications for ecclesiology.

        Like all Protestants, Reformed theologians claimed to base their teaching
                            (doctrine) on scripture alone, but unlike many other reformers, they
                            also maintained that the proper form of church order is given (or at
                            least sketched)
                            in the Bible. The fact that Reformed writers make this claim to base
                            ecclesiology, and the ministry in particular, on scripture is a
                            commonplace in the literature, though not all scholars accept it at face
                            value. Not insignificant attention has been given to Calvin’s
                            hermeneutics, the most notable work being the recent volume by Ganoczy
                            and Scheld, Die Hermeneutik Calvins
 (1983), which places
                            the Genevan reformer’s theory in historical context. It remains true, however, that little
                            has been done to examine in detail the
                            relationship of Calvin’s exegesis to the history of particular passages
                            to see in fact how his interpretation fits in the broader stream of
                            thought, to determine how his own views of particular passages developed
                            through different editions of the Institutes,
 and the
                            significance of this development for the reformer’s hermeneutics and
                            theological method. Most often scholars content themselves either with
                            naming the biblical texts, or discussing the principles of exegesis. The
                            latter project, though essential, needs filling out and nuancing by
                            means of concrete examples. My own study on the diaconate is a first
                            effort in this direction, and the present work has a similar
                                purpose.
                            In both cases, theory is treated only indirectly, as the research allows
                            certain conclusions.

        Attention to Bucer’s use of biblical proofs for the ministry is perhaps
                            even less developed than for Calvin. Hammann devotes one chapter to
                            gathering up the various texts Bucer claims as the basis of his
                            ecclesiology (without, though, always substantiating his explanations of
                            Bucer’s texts). Hammann highlights the fact that one
                            important difference between Bucer and Calvin is the way the latter
                            narrows and makes more precise the interpretations of texts he
                            apparently adopted from his older colleague. This is a slight but
                            significant difference of nuance which Hammann attributes in part, at
                            least, to different degrees of interest in practical application on the
                            part of Bucer and Calvin. This last comment hints at one of the important
                            factors influencing Calvin’s exegesis and raises again the issue of how
                            to assess Reformed claims for a biblical church order.

        The Reformed tradition’s insistence that its ecclesiology is based on
                            scripture is often contested. Not infrequently, as is evident above,
                            this claim is regarded as primarily ex post facto justification for
                            ideas and structures established on other grounds.
                            Usually there is no accusation of deliberate abuse of scripture, but
                            normally the sources of theological views on social questions are sought
                            elsewhere, particularly in historical circumstances. Such questioning is
                            appropriate and may in fact sometimes be proved correct. It is not
                            appropriate, however, simply to assume that the biblical commentators
                            who preceeded the Protestant reformers contributed so little to the
                            Reformed tradition that their writings can be safely ignored.
                            Protestants did not study the Bible in a vacuum – quite the contrary !
                            Preaching the Word purely did not mean beginning from nothing, but
                            distinguishing good from bad interpretation. Calvin and his colleagues
                            were usually very good exegetes, and they often exhibit considerable
                            independence, but it is unrealistic (and simplistic) to assume that they
                            ignored the tradition which came to them, especially the strands of it
                            which fitted – or plainly contradicted – their own theological
                            convictions.

        There are a number of reasons for believing that a study of the history
                            of exegesis may be rewarding, especially but not solely to those
                            interested in the Reformed tradition and its theology. Both to
                            understand their theology better and (perhaps) to distinguish which
                            non-scriptural factors influenced the reformers’thought, it is useful to
                            examine what they used, what they rejected, and what they changed in or
                            added to the exegetical heritage which came down to them. Another value
                            of examining the history of a passage is that it often provides clues to
                            the network of biblical texts which were frequently associated and how
                            these texts were used to interpret each other, thus giving a better
                            picture of how pre-critical hermeneutics functioned. Occasionally this
                            network of cross-references may even offer clues to one of the most
                            elusive problems in a « biblical » theologian, the question of
                            omissions. Of the possible texts used to support any given doctrine,
                            which are missing ? Discovering what particular writers omit can
                            sometimes be as illuminating as the study of what they include. Finally,
                            comparing pre-critical biblical commentators with their predecessors
                            rather than with twentieth-century historical-critical scholarship may
                            assist post-Enlightenment writers in dealing more objectively with a
                            world view which seems very foreign to the late twentieth century.

        The purpose of Part One of the present work is thus to fill a lacuna in
                            the scholarly understanding of the Reformed teaching – not the
                            institutional practice – of the ministry of discipline. This
                            investigation makes no
 claim to be a properly rounded
                            discussion of discipline, even as theory (intellectual history). The
                            foregoing brief remarks are intended only to evoke the contexts in which
                            to situate what follows, and to suggest some problems worth considering.
                            The present study may be seen as a narrowly
 circumscribed
                            delving into the exegetical histories of biblical texts for which, after
                            Calvin, very precise theological interpretations became commonplaces of
                            Reformed dogmatics. The hope is that such a supplement to the more systematic
                            discussions of their ecclesiology will make clear on what exegetical
                            bases Reformed theologians founded their claims to shape discipline in a
                            distinctive if not completely new way, and how (and perhaps why ?) they
                            shaped their heritage as they did, thus illustrating the
                            interrelationships among exegesis, theology, and the historical
                            context.

        Before exploring each key biblical text, however, it is useful to sketch
                            the definitive as well as most influential « systematic » presentation
                            in which they are found, that is, the teaching on discipline and the
                            office of elder in John Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian
                                Religion.



      

      
        THE ELDER IN CALVIN’S 
INSTITUTES OF THE
                            CHRISTIAN RELIGION

        
          The Fully-Developed Portrait in
                                Context

          In the opening paragraph of Book Four of the Institutes of the
                                    Christian Religion,
 Calvin sets out his « plan of
                                instruction », beginning with « the church, its government, orders
                                and powers ». The orders of the
                                church include the office of elder and the powers of the church
                                include jurisdiction or discipline, the sphere in which elders
                                function.

          Calvin maintains that God is the sole ruler in the church, exercising
                                authority through the Word alone. God has, however, chosen to use
                                human beings as instruments of the Word, and in fact this human
                                ministry is the « chief sinew » (praecipuum... nervum
)
                                of the church, binding the whole body together. Calvin naturally
                                devotes the most attention to the pastoral office, since the pure
                                preaching of the Word and the right administration of the sacraments
                                are the two marks by which the church is recognized. Besides preaching and administering the
                                sacraments, the pastors have a third function, that of
                                    discipline, which is shared
                                with a council of elders. Discipline, the task of ruling or ordering
                                the church’s life is, like the ministry, called the « sinews » of
                                the church. In a way discipline
                                corresponds to the third indicator
                                the « example of life » (vitae exemplo
), used by
                                charitable judgment to identify the members of the church. However, it is no more a
                                « mark » than is the ministry, though both are necessary for the
                                maintenance of the life of the earthly, visible body of Christ.

          Calvin gives the fundamental, brief definition of the office of elder
                                in the chapter (Book Four, chapter three) in which he lays out the
                                government of the church as ordered in God’s Word.

          
            Governors [I Cor. 12 : 28] were, I
                                    believe, elders chosen from the people, who were charged with
                                    the censure of morals and the exercise of discipline along with
                                    the bishops. For one cannot otherwise interpret his statement,
                                    « Let him who rules act with diligence » [Rom. 12 : 8, cf. Vg.].
                                    Each church, therefore, had from its beginning a senate, chosen
                                    from godly, grave, and holy men, which had jurisdiction over the
                                    correcting of faults. Of it we shall speak later. Now experience
                                    itself makes clear that this sort of order was not confined to
                                    one age. Therefore, this office of government is necessary for
                                    all ages.

          

          The outlines are clear : elders are those Christians chosen from the
                                people as censors of morals and governors of discipline along with
                                the bishop/pastor, that is, « lay » ecclesiastical officers of
                                discipline. Calvin emphasizes the corporate character of
                                ecclesiastical leadership not only by always using the plural form
                                of the name « elders », but also especially by calling these
                                governors a « senate ». Like discipline itself, this order of
                                elders is permanent in the church ; it is notable that although
                                Calvin cites scripture to establish the office, here
                                at least he bases its permanence on « experience ». The
                                cross-reference in the text indicates that this definition is not
                                Calvin’s main discussion of the office of elder ; the latter is
                                found in the context of the treatment of the power of the
                                church.

          The spiritual power of the church has three aspects, of which the
                                third and most important is jurisdiction. Calvin first insists that all
                                power given to the church is for the purpose of edification,
                                upbuilding, and this purpose defines clear limits for the exercise
                                of that power. Then the first power, that of
                                laying down and explaining articles of faith – only according to the
                                    Word – and the second,
                                that of making laws, are discussed. The second of these powers has
                                close affinities with the third, explaining in good measure how the
                                structure and personnel exercising discipline are to be understood.
                                The power to make church constitutions is sharply circumscribed ;
                                human beings cannot prescribe anything regarding the worship of God
                                or make any rules which are necessary for salvation. Nonetheless,
                                there is an important place for ecclesiastical regulations which
                                make no claim to bind the conscience, because all human societies
                                need some form of organization, some pattern of procedure in order
                                to maintain peace and concord, decency and humanity. Calvin can even
                                say that without these organizational laws, the sinews of the church
                                    disintegrate. Calvin insists that
                                church constitutions must be « founded on God’s authority, drawn
                                from scripture », and he explains how these are to be defined.
                                Unlike the worship of God and things necessary for salvation, God
                                has not prescribed in detail the discipline and ceremonies we should
                                use, because times change and no forms are suitable for all ages.
                                God has given general rules against which the things necessary for
                                decorum and order in the church can be tested. The best and surest
                                guide in making these judgments is caritas,
 love, the
                                one word summary of the second part of the law.

          The
                                third and chief power of the church is jurisdiction, one of the
                                powers of the keys, the discipline of morals. Calvin repeats his
                                insistence that, as no city can function without magistrates and
                                polity, so also the church needs a spiritual polity.

          
            But the whole jurisdiction of the
                                    church pertains to the discipline of morals, which we shall soon
                                    discuss. For as no city or township can function without
                                    magistrate and polity, so the church of God* needs a spiritual
                                    polity [sua quadam spirituali politia
]. This is,
                                    however, quite distinct from the civil polity, yet does not
                                    hinder or threaten it but rather greatly helps and furthers it.
                                    Therefore, this power of jurisdiction will be nothing, in short,
                                    but an order framed for the preservation of the spiritual
                                    polity.

            For this purpose, courts of judgment
                                        [judicia, certaines compagnies de gouverneurs
]
                                    were established in the church from the beginning to deal with
                                    the censure of morals, to investigate vices, and to be charged
                                    with the exercise of the office of the keys.

          

          Calvin carefully distinguishes this disciplinary power, based on
                                Matt. 18 : 15-18, from the doctrinal authority in the related but
                                distinct passages of Matt. 16 : 19 and John 20 : 23. The second
                                power of the keys, the censure of morals, is committed to the
                                church, while the first, the ministry of the Word, is committed to
                                    pastors.
                                (In the final edition of the Institutes,
 the « church »
                                in Matt. 18 : 17 is identified with the Jewish Sanhedrin and thus
                                with the Christian council of elders, who represent the whole, a
                                development explained below.) The
                                reformer cites Cyprian to indicate that the general mass of the
                                people was not excluded from a role in the administration of
                                discipline, and emphasizes in connection with I Cor. 5 : 3-5 that
                                elders do not act alone but with the knowledge and consent of the
                                    people.

          Thus
                                for Calvin discipline as a clearly corporate function of the church
                                is exercised not by a single individual or the « clergy » or a
                                « committee of the whole », but by a senate of « godly, grave, and
                                holy » or « sober men »,composed of two
                                kinds of presbyters : those who teach and those chosen only for
                                moral supervision. (Calvin, like Bucer and the medieval tradition
                                generally, commonly uses « presbyter » to cover all those who teach
                                and/or rule, elders as well as pastors and doctors.) Besides the difference of task, it is notable
                                that Calvin does not teach that the « lay » elders are ordained by
                                laying on of hands, although in practice he approved special prayer
                                when they were elected. Pastors, doctors, and deacons are set apart
                                by laying on of hands, but Calvin denies that the reference to
                                    presbyterium
 in I Tim. 4 : 14 means that elders
                                helped Paul to ordain Timothy.

          Polemical notes in the Institutes
 discussions of the
                                « senate of presbyters » indicate some of Calvin’s key concerns in
                                the exercise of ecclesiastical discipline. The first of these is the
                                need to defend against the encroachment of monarchial clericalism.
                                Both the corporate character of discipline and its « lay » component
                                are important. The primary patristic witness for the practice of the
                                early church is the testimony of « Ambrose » (Ambrosiaster), which
                                Calvin, like many other Reformed theologians, quotes with
                                approval.

          
            But the common and customary order
                                    was for the jurisdiction of the church to be exercised through
                                    the senate of the presbyters [senatum
                                    Presbyterorum
], of whom (as I have said) there were two
                                    kinds. For some had been ordained to teach ; others, only to be
                                    censors of morals. Gradually this institution degenerated from
                                    its original condition, so that already in the time of Ambrose
                                    the clergy alone sat in ecclesiastical judgments. He complained
                                    about this in the following words : « The old synagogue...
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