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Lord’s Day 21, Q. 55 

The Essence of the Church 

 
Q.55. What do you understand by "the communion of saints"? 
A. First, that all and every one, who believes, being members of Christ, are in common 

partakers of him, and of all his riches and gifts; secondly, that every one must know 
it to be his duty, readily and cheerfully to employ his gifts for the advantage and 
salvation of other members. 

 

Introduction 

In connection with the Lord's Day, which speaks of the holy catholic church, I have called your 
attention to the ultimate source of that church, which source is, God's free, sovereign, predestinating 
grace.  

Now we stand before another question of equal importance. That question is: What is the church? 
What is its essence, its reality, its being? It is a question of equal importance, especially in our day. There 
is hardly anybody in our day that seems to know what the church is. If the church today is characterized 
by its loss of its conception of free, sovereign predestination, it is no less characterized by its loss of a 
conception of what the church is.  

Therefore it is important that we consider the question as to what the church is? And we will 
consider it, in the first place, as to what she is in essence; in the second place, how she is realized; in the 
third place, how she becomes manifest in the world; and, in the fourth place, what her calling is. 

Theme: The Essence of the church 

1. Its Essence 
2. Its Realization 
3. Its Manifestation 
4. Its Calling 

1. Its Essence 

We must understand that when the Christian confesses, "I believe an holy catholic church," he is 
speaking of the church as it is the object of his faith, and not as he sees it here in the world. He is 
speaking of its essence.  

We cannot do this of any other organization or society. You cannot speak of the essence of a 
society. A society has no essence, no reality, no being ―which is why we cannot call the church a 
society. The church is a spiritual reality it is ―which is why the church cannot be destroyed. If you ask 
the question, why we come together here for worship, and why we administer the sacraments of Holy 
Baptism and the Lord's Supper, the answer that there is something in the church that prompts her to 
come together; and it flows from the spiritual essence of the church. It is a spiritual reality; that is why 
we say, "I believe an holy catholic church.”  

The Christian expresses himself very carefully. He does not say, "I believe in a holy catholic church.” 
He says, "I believe an holy catholic church.” When he speaks of his faith in God he says, "I believe in God 
the Father;" "I believe in Jesus Christ His Son;" and "I believe in the Holy Ghost,” by which he means that 
there is a living tie between Him and me, in virtue of which I put all my trust in Him. To believe in God is 
to believe into Him.  
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But when it comes to the church, the Christian confesses that he believes an holy catholic church. 
He does not confess to believe in an holy catholic church. That would lead to Roman Catholicism. That is 
not the confession of the Christian. The Christian believes an holy catholic church. That is, he believes 
that there is such a church.  

What now is the essence of that church? The catechism looks at the church from the point of view 
of election. If you ask the catechism, “What is the church?” it answers that the church is the gathering of 
the elect. But if you ask, ”What is the essential characteristic of that gathering that calls itself the 
church?” the Scriptures answer that the church is a spiritual body of which Christ is the head, and the 
elect are its living members. If it is not that, it is no church. The church is the body of Christ; that is the 
most comprehensive description we have of the church in Scripture. It uses other expressions also; it 
calls the church the house of God; the building of God, the city of God, a people, and a nation. Yet if you 
take these all together, you cannot give a more comprehensive description of the church than that it is 
the body of Christ.  

What does that mean? You understand that the church is a spiritual body. When Scripture calls the 
church the body of Christ, it is using figurative language. In that expression it means, in the first place, 
that the church is a unity, a whole, in which all the various parts belong together. In predestination God 
did not choose men arbitrarily, without aim or purpose. God chose a certain number, not one more or 
less. Reverently speaking, God could not elect one more than He did.  

If I am gathering precious stones, I can gather as many as I please, and I will simply get a heap of 
stones. But if I am making a building, the number of stones that are to go into that building is 
determined by the plan of the building; and I cannot use any more than the plan calls for. And so it is 
with the church. It is one whole, in which each part has its place. You cannot add to it or take away from 
it. My body is not an accumulation of members.  

My body also is a whole. You cannot add to it one member without marring it as a body. If you put 
three arms, or four legs on a body, the body is marred. That is because the idea of a body is that it has 
but two arms and two legs. If you cut off a member of the body, the body is marred. And so there is in 
God the idea of a church; and the members of that church are determined by that idea.  

In the second place, there is in the idea Scripture gives of the church that in it there is a oneness of 
life, which comes from within. There is from within it one life, one mind, one will and one desire. There 
is not in my body a will that my left leg go in one direction, and another will that my right leg go in 
another direction, and a third will that my legs move backwards. And so it is in the church. There is in 
the church one life, one hope, one love and one desire. And that one life is in all its members because 
there is one Christ. There is but one head in the body; and that one head is the source of the one life 
that is in the body. From a spiritual point of view, the members grow out of Christ. There is but one 
mind in the church; and that mind is the mind of Christ. From a spiritual point of view, there is in the 
church but one life; and that is the life of Christ. The church develops from an inner life principle, the 
living fullness of Jesus. The church comes spiritually out of Christ; it is the manifestation of the grace and 
love which is in Christ.  

2. Its Realization 

And Christ is the one who gathers the church. The church is gathered.  

Because the church is the spiritual body of Christ, a man can never gather it; and you can never join 
it. And if you are a member, you cannot separate yourself from it either. If someone says he wants to 
join church, you should answer, "I am a member of the church."  
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It is Christ who gathers the church; and He does it alone, even though He does it through the church. 
He gathers it out of the human race. That means that the material lies buried in the dead, corrupt 
material of the human race.  

This He did, in the first lace, by coming into the ruins. He came into the likeness of sinful flesh, into 
the rubbish of the dead human race to redeem His church. And He gathers it by delivering it from the 
power of sin and corruption. This He does by His resurrection, ascension, and exaltation to the right 
hand of the Father. And from there He gathers His church by entering into its dead material by His Spirit 
to dwell in them. When Christ ascended into heaven, He received the Spirit; and that Spirit He sends out 
to gather His church, so that we can say that the Spirit is the builder of the church. He realizes it.  

For a man it is very difficult to acknowledge that God determines all, and he is nothing but clay in 
the potter’s hands. But the truth is that the only one that forms and shapes the stones is Christ through 
His Spirit. He does it, first of all, by bringing into existence the spiritual essence of that church.  

3. Its Manifestation  

Now, you have all heard of the distinction between the church visible and the church invisible; but 
this distinction is not generally understood.  

Generally it is thought that the visible church is the church with the hypocrites, and the invisible 
church is the church without the hypocrites; but that is not so. The church has nothing o do with 
hypocrites. The fact is that the church essentially cannot be seen. You can see its outward manifestation, 
but its essence is a spiritual body that cannot be seen. We cannot see Christ; and we cannot see the 
essential life of the members of the church. You cannot see regeneration; and you cannot see the bond 
that binds the church to Christ, namely, the bond of faith. Everything that belongs to the essence of the 
church is invisible; and from the aspect of its inner spiritual life is invisible.  

The first, essential means by which Christ gathers His church is regeneration. It is of Christ through 
the Holy Spirit, and is beyond our awareness. Through the Spirit, Christ creates the inner spiritual 
essence of the invisible church; so that, as long as there is one babe of a few weeks old in this world that 
is regenerated, the church is there. Christ essentially gathers the church when He regenerates His 
people through His Spirit and imparts His life to them.  

But that is not all. The purpose of God with the church is that it shall come to manifestation; it 
should show forth the praises of Him that called her out of the darkness into His marvelous light. It is her 
sole purpose. It is not to save souls, pious as that may sound. That is God's work.  Our work is to show 
forth the praises of him that called us; and the church cannot do that unless it comes to manifestation.  

This He does by the word. The catechism says that Christ gathers His church by His Spirit and word. 
We must not put these two on a par. The word is the means. Christ gathers the church through His 
Spirit, and the means which the Spirit uses is the word, which is brought to manifestation in repentance. 
As long as there is one man on a lonely island on his knees with the publicans prayer on his lips; "O God 
be merciful to me a inner," you have the visible church. In him the church becomes visible. In him we 
have the visible church.  

Even that, however, is brought about through the word. The church is the gathering of believers, of 
the called out ones. We really have no good word for the church. Our word church has no real meaning. 
We do not understand the word church. Scripture uses a word that denotes it as the gathering of the 
called out of the world. That calling is through the word. Christ gathers His church through His Spirit by 
means of His word. That is, He calls them. And so the church becomes ecclesia, the called out ones; that 
is the church.  
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4. Its Calling 

That also determines the question, where is the church, and how does it become manifest? The 
catechism answers that Christ from the beginning to the end of the world calls His church out of the 
whole human race. The church therefore is one; it is universal.  

To it belongs, in the first place, the church of the past, the church as it has already entered into 
glory. To it belongs, in the second place, the church of the present. To it belongs, in the third place, he 
church that is still to be born. In the strictest sense, the church is universal. This is not so, of course, in 
the Pelagian sense, but the church is universal in the sense that it is everywhere. The church is in 
heaven, and there it is traditionally called, the church triumphant.  

This traditional distinction will pass if correctly understood. But the common distinction is that the 
church in heaven is the church triumphant, while the church on earth is the church militant; and that 
distinction is not as it should be. It leaves the impression hat the church on earth is not triumphant. The 
church is not two. There is but one development of the church. The church on earth is also triumphant, 
even though it must battle.  

The church is universal and has been so throughout the ages. We must not speak of the church as if 
it had its beginning at Pentecost. The church was from the beginning. It is not even true that the church 
in the old dispensation was national, and that in the new dispensation; it is universal. The assertion that 
the church in the old dispensation was national will not hold because the church was not national before 
Abraham, and that period covers half of the church of the old dispensation. Neither is it true of Israel. It 
is true that the covenant, and the historical development of the covenant, was bound to Israel; but the 
church was never in the strictest sense national. We could call your attention to such men as 
Melchisedec, Job, Jethro, Rahab, and the Ninevites ― at least in as far as they repented. There are many 
outside of Israel that cannot be explained except from the point of view of their being children of God, 
so that it is evident that God took certain people from the nations of the world and placed them in the 
very midst of His people. And they played an important part in the history of hat people, as for example, 
Rahab did.  

But in the new dispensation the church casts off that national form. The church is now the gathering 
of believers and their children. From the point of view of God's counsel, the church is the whole of the 
elect. From the point of view of its mystical life, it is the body of the regenerated; and from the point of 
view of the calling, it is the gathering of believers.  

This calling takes place in the line of generations, that is, in the covenant line. God does not jump 
about and gather a group of individual's. God calls His people in the line of believers. From the point of 
view of the covenant, the church is the gathering of believers and their children. It is not that all the 
children belong to that church; but God does realize His covenant in the line of believers and their 
children.  

That is why the line of believers and their children must be looked upon as the church. We must not 
look upon the church as a crowd from which God saves a few. The church is the gathering of believers 
and their children. The minister, consistory, and congregation must remember this; the church must be 
called. You must insist on being called saints. So your children are to be treated. You must not let them 
go into places where they will be treated as heathen. They must be treated as members of the church.  

If you understand what has been said so far, you will understand that our calling is not to keep as 
many as possible in the church building. The church has but one calling is not to amuse people just to 
get a big crowd. The calling of the church is to be to the praise of the glory of God. Be ye holy, as I am 
holy.  

Essentially, the church is holy. The Christian confesses that he believes there to be a holy catholic 
church. It takes a strong faith o believe it. The church as we see it is not holy. If we review the pages of 
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history of that church, we see that the church is often unholy and the pages of its history are often 
stained with blood. 

The church is not holy for two reasons. In the first place, it is not because none of its members are 
perfectly holy. Every true member of the church confesses that he has but a mall beginning of this 
holiness. And in the second place, the church is not holy because there are those, who belong to the 
church as we see it, who do not belong to it in essence. There are always hypocrites in the church; and 
when these have the upper hand the history of the church becomes stained with blood. It is because of 
them that the church is not holy.  

It takes a mighty faith to believe that the church is holy. Yet that is what the Christian confesses. The 
Christian confesses to believe a holy church. And the calling of that church is to be to the praise of the 
glory of God. That is the purpose of the church; and that is the purpose of the church in her public 
worship. That is why we come together for worship. We cannot take a vacation. Where the life of Christ 
is, there is the inner desire to praise Him, to listen to His word, and to administer the sacraments. That is 
what the church does in all that it does. It witnesses of the glory of God. And what the church does the 
individual member does. We must show forth the glory of God n Christ. We must do confession. We 
must not be a quiet member of the church. We must confess also in the world. The church must be a 
confessing church. And if we are living members of the church, we will confess because it is in the nature 
of the life of the church to show forth the praises of him that called them out of darkness into His 
marvelous light.` 

You are the church. God called you out of the world; and your calling is to sing His praises and walk 
in the light. Do not love the darkness. If you are a member of the church, walk in the light; and profess 
His name. You may not be silent. That is the truth. You must stand on that truth. Fight for it, that no one 
take your crown. 


