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Lord's Day 31b 

The Key Power of Preaching 

Rev. Herman Hoeksema 

 

Q.84. How is the kingdom of heaven opened and shut by the preaching of the holy gospel? 

A. Thus; when according to the command of Christ, it is declared and publicly testified to all 
and every believer, that, whenever they receive the promise of the gospel by a true faith, all 
their sins are really forgiven them of God, for the sake of Christ's merits: and on the contrary, 
when it is declared and testified to all unbelievers, and such as do not sincerely repent, that 
they stand exposed to the wrath of God, and eternal condemnation, as long as they are 
unconverted: according to which testimony of the gospel, God will judge them, both in this, 
and in the life to come. 

Introduction 

Of the keys of the kingdom of heaven, which this chapter of the catechism treats, we said that they 
consist in the authority, the power, and the sacred obligation, to open and to shut the kingdom of 
heaven to men on this earth, and in such a way that this opening and shutting of the kingdom of heaven 
is valid before God.  

In the second place, we saw that this power of the keys to open and to shut the kingdom of heaven 
belongs essentially, primarily and centrally to Christ. This is evident if we consider that essentially. The 
key power is the forgiveness of sins. That is why Christ says, “Whosoever sins ye forgive, they are 
forgiven, and whosoever sins ye retain, they are retained.” Now there is only one that has the power to 
forgive sins. In the most absolute sense, the only one that has power to forgive sins is God in Christ. In 
that sense the Church may not use the keys. You must never let a pope or a Church or a minister stand 
between you and your God. The key power essentially, and centrally belongs to Christ.  

In the second place, we saw that Christ conferred that power upon the apostles. The apostles were 
sent to preach the gospel. In that gospel they declared who would go into the kingdom and who would 
not. They did not go out and declare, “I forgive you your sins.” They in the gospel, preached to the 
consciousness of men, whose sins were forgiven, and whose were not. With the apostle s  this key 
power was based on infallible inspiration.  

In the third place, we saw that through the apostle s that power of the keys was also conferred 
upon the Church. And in the Church, it consists of the calling of the Church to maintain the word of God, 
of the power to understand and to preach the word delivered to her by the apostle s, and of the 
guidance of the Holy Spirit leading her in all the truth.  

And the purpose of this key power is to maintain the glory of God, the purity of the covenant, the 
well being of the Church, and to save the repenting sinner. Now that key power reveals itself through 
two means.  

The first of these means is the preaching of the word. We are now speaking of the word as such. 
But we are speaking of the preaching of the word, from the point of view of its key power.  

Theme: The Key Power of Preaching 
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1. Because of its Definite Contents  

The preaching of the word is in this chapter of the catechism, regarded merely as the power by 
which the kingdom of heaven is opened and shut to men.  

We may ask at this point, what is meant by the kingdom of heaven. And then we must understand 
that the Lord originally made of this world a kingdom. But that kingdom was not the kingdom of heaven. 
It was the kingdom of God. But it was not the kingdom of heaven. It was an earthly kingdom. God was 
king in that kingdom, and He ruled in that kingdom through Adam. Adam was the king of that kingdom 
under God. That kingdom became, in a spiritual-ethical sense of the word, the kingdom of the devil. God 
did not cease to be sovereign; but in a spiritual-ethical sense of the word, it became the kingdom of the 
devil.  

God, however, had something else in mind. He had in mind, through the fall of Adam, a better 
kingdom, namely, the kingdom of heaven. From that point of view, sin is but a means. God brings the 
kingdom down from heaven and places it in this world. That is why it is called the kingdom of heaven. It 
is the kingdom of heaven because it comes out of heaven. It has a heavenly origin, a heavenly king, and 
a heavenly people. In that sense it has always been in this world. It came in the world when God set 
enmity between the seed of the devil and the seed of the woman.  

In a sense, that kingdom is coming. In the old dispensation that kingdom had not been realized. The 
basis for that kingdom had not yet been laid. In the old dispensation it was anticipated. It was the 
kingdom of heaven by anticipation. That is why the Lord says: The kingdom is come nigh unto you. 
When Christ came and poured out His Spirit, the kingdom of heaven was realized in the world. And 
there is still a sense in which that kingdom is coming. It has not yet been realized in the fullest sense.  

Of that kingdom the member of the Church are citizens. To become a member of the Church is to 
become citizens of the kingdom of heaven. And to be cast out of the Church is to be cast out of the 
kingdom. Strictly speaking, the elect members of the Church are citizens of the kingdom.  

But the kingdom also has a wider idea. The kingdom looks not only at the people, but also at the 
dominion. That kingdom exists in the midst of the enemy. It is in the world, but not of the world. That is 
why the gates of that kingdom must be shut. Not all belong in that kingdom. It this kingdom was alone in 
the world, it would not be necessary to shut the gate. This, however, is not the case; and therefore the 
gates must be shut.  

Now in this chapter of the catechism, the preaching of the word is regarded as the power to include 
and to exclude, from the kingdom of heaven. That is, it is the power to open and to shut the kingdom of 
heaven to the conscience of men, so that they are bound and loosed in their conscience with respect to 
the kingdom of heaven. In this way they carry away the testimony that they are, or are not, in the 
kingdom of heaven.  

And that the preaching of the world is such a power is because it comes to us with definite contents. 
If the preaching of the word were, as to its nature, an offer, it could never be a key power. But it is not a 
offer. It is a promise; and a promise is distinguished from an offer in that it is definite. If I promise 
anything, I am bound to realize the contents of what I promise. If I offer anything, it is conditional. An 
offer is conditional because it is contingent upon the acceptance of him to whom I offer it. When I offer 
anything, it does not become a promise until you enter into that offer by accepting it. But, if I promise 
something, I am bound to realize that promise.  

Beside, an offer is general. An offer you can put in your window display, or on signs along the road, 
or in the newspapers. That does not mean that all will get what is offered. A promise, however, comes 
to a definite party. If I promise something to a definite party, I must see to it that that party will get what 
I promised him.  
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Now, according to the catechism, and according to Scripture, the contents of the preaching of the 
word is not an offer but a promise. And it is a promise of God. It is God's promise, which means that the 
promise is sure, is definite, and is guaranteed. For God cannot lie. He is able to give what He promises; 
and He makes no mistakes as to what He promises. If I promise something, that promise is no more 
certain than I am faithful. It is no more certain than I am able to realize it. I may be mistaken in making 
my promise, so that the one to whom I promise it may not receive it after all. But God's promise is 
certain. It is a promise to the heirs. And even so, there could be no promise unless God puts that party 
to whom He makes the promise there. To whom will God promise anything, unless He first creates the 
heirs of the promise. In other words, those that receive the promise are included in the promise as well 
as the contents of the promise.  

And as to the contents of the promise, it includes everything. That is, it includes all the blessings of 
the kingdom of heaven, objectively, and no less subjectively. God promises all. Centrally He promises 
Christ; but also all that pertains to Christ, all the blessings of salvation merited by Him. But that is not all. 
If these blessings were merely offered to us, then the bestowal of these blessings would not be in the 
promise. But the bestowal of these blessings is in the promise. God does not say, “Here are the 
promises, now you just accept them.” He brings them to us. God promises Christ, and Christ is brought 
into our hearts. He does not say, “I promise you the blessings of the kingdom of heaven, but He brings 
them into your heart.” He does not merely say, “I will forgive your sins,” but, “I give you a new heart.” 
God says: “I will regenerate you, call you, give you faith, give you to repent, I will justify you, sanctify 
you, glorify you.” It is all of God.  

There is in the promise nothing of us. The promise is unconditional, sovereign, and free, entirely of 
grace. We do not enter into the kingdom of heaven under certain conditions. If you ask, what must I do 
to enter into the kingdom of heaven, the answer must be, nothing. God does it all. If I should stand here 
and offer you forgiveness of sins, it would be nothing less than blasphemy. It is ungodly to offer the 
blessings of the kingdom of heaven. To offer Christ is nothing less than blasphemy. God brings the 
promise into our hearts. That is the promise. Take that away and you lose the key power.  

2. Because of its Distinictive Nature  

That preaching of the word is necessarily distinguishing. The preaching must be distinguishing. If it is 
not distinguishing, it is not preaching of the word.  

The apostle says, “We corrupt not the gospel; therefore, we distinguish.” That is not nice. It is not 
nice to be a preacher. It is not as nice as it looks because we do not corrupt the gospel, the apostle says, 
therefore, “We are a savour of life unto life, but also a savour of death unto death.” The preaching is the 
preaching of the promise. It is the preaching of the promise to the heirs. If the promise is to all men, we 
do not need the keys. And perhaps there would be no need of preaching. If we leave it a promise, but 
say that it comes to all men, then the kingdom is open. Then there is no need of the key power. And if 
the preaching is an offer, then the preaching is only a power to open the kingdom.  

If it is true, as is often claimed, that the calling of the Church consists in this, that she must be a 
certain missionary, preaching to all that Christ made salvation possible for all, there is no need of the key 
power. If that is the calling of the Church, if her calling is to preach that Christ made salvation possible 
for all, if in one word, her calling is to preach an offer of salvation to the free will of man, then this key 
power is not necessary. If there is no election, no predestination, no free sovereign grace, then the 
Church must set the doors wide open and throw the keys away. If the preaching of the word is an offer, 
then the kingdom is open. And then you can enter the kingdom anytime you please. If you only don't 
wait until it is too late. That is another silly, unscriptural saying. But you can enter the kingdom anytime 
you please, as long as you don't wait until it is too late, as long as you don't wait until you die. That is not 
the kingdom of heaven. That is the corruption of men.  
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If we only understand that the preaching is the preaching of the promise to the heirs. And the heirs 
are determined, not by men but by God. The heirs are never any other than the elect. God determines 
who shall have a place in the kingdom, with an eternal determination. And God determines who shall 
not have a place in the kingdom, with an equally eternal determination. Election and reprobation is the 
basis for the key power. Deny election and reprobation, and the key power is gone. When this sovereign 
determination of God is denied, there is no power in the word anymore.  

Therefore, you must remember, where the preaching of the word becomes the key power, the heirs 
are not mentioned as elect and reprobate. The preaching must necessarily be general. It is nonsense to 
say, as we are sometimes accused of doing, that we must preach to the elect only. The preaching must 
also come to the ungodly, partly because God wills it so, and partly because we do not know whom the 
elect and reprobate are. But the preaching must mention the heirs, from the point of view of their 
spiritual state and condition. God, under the preaching, gives the heirs spiritual names. And their 
spiritual name, from the point of view of their receiving the promise, is always, believer. And believers 
are they, that have learned to sorrow for sin, and to hunger this after righteousness. They are those that 
have learned to put all their trust in Christ. They are those that have learned to walk according to all the 
commandments of God. To them the word of God brings the divine assurance that they are in the 
kingdom. Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. Blessed are they that 
mourn. Blessed are the meek. Blessed are the merciful. Blessed are the pure in heart. In other words, 
they have received a spiritual name, which God gives them, so that when the word is preached, they are 
included in the kingdom. That is something we can know, so that it certainly remains: whosoever will 
come and drink of the fountain of living waters.  

That will to come, however, God gives to the heirs. And as it is with the heirs, so also then that are 
outside the kingdom receive a spiritual name. Their name is unrepentant, unbelieving, and ungodly. And 
when the word is preached, they are excluded from the kingdom.  

3. Because of its Authority and Power  

But you understand that the word must be preached. We are talking about the key power. And if 
the preaching of the word is to be the key power, assuring the heirs that they are in the kingdom, and 
assuring the others that they are outside, it must have two things. It must have power and authority. 
And to have power and authority, it must be preached.  

Not all preaching is the preaching of the word. The Lord did not entrust His word to every individual 
or crowd, or group, that they should go in their own way with it and preach it. The Lord entrusted that 
word to the apostles, and through the apostles to His Church. Principally, Christ preaches the word; but 
He preaches it through the Church. The Church preaches the word through its offices. That must be 
emphasized, especially in our day.  

You say, what is the difference? Must we not all be missionaries? No, we must not. What is the 
difference? Suppose the American government should pass a decision to cancel all foreign debts, and 
should put that decision on paper, and appoint five or six delegates to inform these foreign nations of 
their decision. And suppose that five or six other men should take that message and, on their own 
accord, go and inform these nations of this decision. What would be the result? The result would be that 
they would have the same message, but it would have lost all its power. These foreign powers would 
ask, “What authority have you to tell us this, who sent you?” And so is it with the preaching. God does 
not work arbitrarily. It is always the Church upon which Christ delegates the word. It is always the 
Church in which the Spirit dwells, that has the calling to carry out the promise of God, through its 
offices.  
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In the second place, even then the word would have no power, if God had not given the preaching 
to be accompanied by the Spirit. It is the Spirit that gives the word power. It is the Spirit that makes the 
preaching of the word a savour of life unto life. But it is also the Spirit that makes the preaching of the 
word a savour of death unto death. It is an effective calling of opening the kingdom. But it is also an 
effective means of shutting the kingdom. So the twofold effect of the preaching is always, that it is a 
hardening of the heart of the unbeliever, and that it is a calling in, and an establishing in the kingdom of 
those that believe.  

That is the way the apostle preached the word. They did not come with a general invitation to all. 
Their word was a two-edged sword. That is why the Church must use the apostolic word. The Church 
must use it. Not the minister. The Church preaches the word. She may do so through the minister, but 
the congregation preaches. And as the congregation preaches the word, she uses the key and opens and 
shuts the gate.  

That is why a mere declaration by the minister that your sins are forgiven is simply nonsense. The 
word is the key. And being the key, it will do two things. It will open, and it will shut. If the word is 
preached right, not all will enter. It was not so with the Lord. The majority left Him. The word does not 
gather all, but it appeals to those in whom the Lord, by His Spirit, works faith. The word does not change 
you. My preaching does not change you; but, by the word a separation is made. If you find in your heart, 
sorrow for sin, and repentance, and faith, then the word declares unto you that you are in the kingdom. 
But on the other hand, if you find in your heart darkness and sin and unbelief, then that word declares 
that you are not in that kingdom; therefore, the Church may not preach a free will offer of salvation to 
all, but must preach the whole counsel of God. And in preaching the whole counsel of God, the Church 
will exercise the key power, and will open and shut the doors of the kingdom of heaven. A free will offer 
is no key power. The best you can do by the preaching of a free will offer of salvation is to create the 
feeling by some that they have accepted the offer, and by others, that they have not accepted it but 
have plenty of time to do so. The Church must exercise the key power in the preaching of the gospel. 
That is what the catechism teaches. The gospel must declare to everyone that believes that he is in the 
kingdom of heaven, and to the unbeliever, that he is outside.  

If the gospel is rightly preached, no one will leave this church with the false notion that he is in the 
kingdom. It must so be preached, that the unbeliever will know that he is not in. It must be preached so 
that you leave here thinking you can come in if you want to. The gospel must be preached so that it will 
testify to the believer that he is in, and to the unbeliever that he is not in the kingdom. That is not easy. 
But the Church must be faithful in this. It must so preach the gospel that by the preaching the kingdom 
will be opened to some and shut to others. All the rest is a lie. That is not easy. It is easy to come with a 
free will offer to all. But it is much more difficult to convince you that you are in the kingdom of heaven. 
No matter how small your faith may be, the preaching of the word must testify to you that you are in 
the kingdom. And no matter how refined and civilized a hypocrite you may be, and how much money 
you give to the Church, and for the cause of God's kingdom, and how active you may be in the Church, 
the preaching the word must draw the line of the kingdom so that you know that you are outside.  

The distinctive preaching is the key power, always distinguishing, always calling in, always 
establishing in the grace of Christ.  

 


