
Church Order of Dordt

ARTICLE 1

[Rev. D. Kleyn, PRCA Missionary]

(Devotions: I Corinthians 14:33-40)



 NOT the following:

 Not Congregationalism

 Not Erastianism

 Not Hierarchy

REFORMED CHURCH GOVERNMENT

 Four Main Biblical Principles:

1. The Supreme Headship of Christ in the Church

2. Three Special Offices which represent Christ

3. The Autonomy of the Local Congregation

4. The Obligation of Church Federation

 These are foundational principles in the 

Church Order of Dordt.



 A church order is a set of biblically 

based rules and regulations for how 

things are to be done in the church 

institute.

 E.g., Church Order of Dordt:

 Article 1 – Introduction

 Articles 2-28 – Church Offices

 Articles 29-52 – Church Assemblies

 Articles 53-70 – Supervision of Doctrines, 

Sacraments, and Ceremonies in the Church

 Articles 71-86 – Church Discipline



1. We are commanded to have good order in 

the church.

 I Corinthians 14:40, 33, 26b.

 Titus 1:5

 I Timothy 3:15

2. There are practical benefits to having and 

using a church order.

 The officebearers and members know how to do 

things correctly/biblically in the church.

 The church is protected from the unbiblical forms 

of church government.

 The blessing of unity and peace within local 

congregations, and within a denomination.



 A church order has authority (as is true of all 

creeds) because it is based on the Word of 

God, the Bible.

 What the Church Order says is binding as 

long as it does not conflict or disagree with 

the Scripture.

 Because the authority of the Church Order is 

derived from Scripture, the Church Order 

should be constantly tested by the Bible.



 There are three different kinds of articles in 

the Church Order of Dordt:

1. Some are based directly on principles of church 

government from the Bible.

2. Some are based on clear implications that arise 

from these biblical principles.

3. Some deal with practical matters – practical rules 

for the sake of good order and uniformity.

 What can be changed?

 The first two types of articles cannot be changed, 

unless it is shown that they conflict with the Bible.

 The third type of articles can be changed, but this 

must be done carefully and properly.



 The Church Order of Dordt is a fruit of the 

Spirit leading the church into the truth.

 Christ promised the Spirit of Truth to His disciples 

and to His church – John 16:13-14.

 The Spirit did this over many centuries. (Note: a 

significant work through John Calvin.)

 The result is a church order that sets forth the truth 

of the Bible concerning proper church government.

 The Church Order of Dordt has withstood the 

test of time.

 It has been in existence now for close to 400 years.

 It has proven to be biblical over these centuries.



Article #1 - “For the maintenance of good order in the

church of Christ it is necessary that there should be:

offices, assemblies, supervision of doctrine, sacraments

and ceremonies, and Christian discipline; of which

matters the following articles treat in due order.”

 Art. 1 is an introduction to the Church Order.
 It mentions the 4 sections of this Church Order:

1. Offices.

2. Assemblies.

3. Supervision of doctrine, sacraments and ceremonies.

4. Christian discipline.

 It teaches that the church needs these four things in 
order to maintain good order.

 Behind Art. 1 is the biblical principle of I Cor. 14:40.



Church Order of Dordt

ARTICLE 2



INTRODUCTION TO ARTICLE #2

• Art. #2 – “The offices are of three kinds: of the ministers 

of the Word, of the elders, and of the deacons.”

• Introduction/Summary:

• This article is an introduction to the detailed treatment of 

church offices (Articles 2-28).

• The fact that the CO begins with “offices” shows they are 

fundamental in church government.

• You cannot have all the other things discussed in the CO 

(Assemblies, Worship, Discipline, etc.) without having the 

Three Special Offices.

• You cannot be a church without having The Three Offices –

i.e., without having all three offices!



WHO IS THE HEAD OF THE CHURCH?

• To speak of office is to speak of Christ’s Headship.

• “All ecclesiastical offices find their origin in Christ, the Church’s

only Head and Supreme Ruler. No officebearer in the Church

has any authority in himself. All the authority which any

ecclesiastical officebearers possess is delegated authority,

authority given to them by Christ and to be exercised by them

for Christ” (The Church Order Commentary, Van Dellen and

Monsma, p. 16).

• Christ is the Head of the church – the chief officebearer.

• No one else may claim to be head.

• No one may subject himself to anyone else, except Christ.

• Christ is Head (1) because of Who He is, and (2) because 

of what He has done for the church.



IS THERE BIBLICAL PROOF

FOR CHRIST’S HEADSHIP?

• Matthew 28:18 – “And Jesus came and spake unto them, saying,

All power is given unto me in heaven and in earth.”

• I Corinthians 15:27a – “For he hath put all things under his feet.”

• Ephesians 1:20-23 – “Which he wrought in Christ, when he raised

him from the dead, and set him at his own right hand in the

heavenly places, Far above all principality, and power, and might,

and dominion, and every name that is named, not only in this

world, but also in that which is to come: And hath put all things

under his feet, and gave him to be the head over all things to the

church, Which is his body, the fulness of him that filleth all in all.”

• Colossians 1:18 – “And he is the head of the body, the church:

who is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead; that in all things

he might have the preeminence.”



DO THE CONFESSIONS MENTION

CHRIST’S HEADSHIP?

• Lord’s Day 12 of the Heidelberg Catechism

• Q. 31 – Why is He called Christ, that is, anointed?

• A. 31 – Because he is ordained of God the Father, and anointed with the 
Holy Ghost, to be our chief Prophet and Teacher, who has fully revealed to 
us the secret counsel and will of God concerning our redemption; and to 
be our only High Priest, who by the one sacrifice of his body, has 
redeemed us, and makes continual intercession with the Father for us; 
and also to be our eternal King, who governs us by his word and Spirit, 
and who defends and preserves us in (the enjoyment of) that salvation, he 
has purchased for us.

• Belgic Confession:

• Art. 29 – the marks of the true church summarized this way: “Jesus Christ 
is acknowledged as the only Head of the church.”

• Art. 31 – all ministers are “ministers of Christ, the only universal bishop, 
and the only Head of the church.”

• Art. 32 – the church must “not depart from those things which Christ, our 
only Master, has instituted.”



WHO REPRESENTS CHRIST

IN HIS CHURCH?

• Christ calls men to represent Him in His church on earth.

• Ministers represent Christ as Prophet.

• Elders represent Christ as King.

• Deacons represent Christ as Priest.

• Each lawfully called OB receives his authority from Christ:

• Christ calls – He appoints/chooses those who will represent Him.

• Christ qualifies – He equips men, giving the ability to do His work.

• Each man is given a special/unique work to do in his office:

• For ministers, refer Art. 16 of CO – authority to teach.

• For elders, see Art. 23 of CO – authority to rule.

• For deacons, Art. 25 of CO – authority to dispense mercy of Christ.



WHY ARE THESE THREE SPECIAL OFFICES

THE ONES THAT REPRESENT CHRIST?

1. Bible gives different qualifications for each of these offices:

• I Timothy 3:1-13

• Titus 1:5-9

• Acts 6:3

2. Bible gives different instruction/commands to each of 

these three offices:

• II Timothy 4:1-5, Titus 2:1, Romans 10:14, I Corinthians 9:16

• Acts 20:28, I Timothy 3:5, I Peter 5:1-4

• Acts 6:1-6, Acts 4:35

3. These are the 3 aspects to the office of Christ.

• When all three are present in the church (as they must be), then 

Christ is fully represented and fully present in His church.



Church Order of Dordt

ARTICLES 3 & 4

[Devotions: Titus 1:5-11]



*

Art. #3 – No one, though he be a professor of theology,
elder, or deacon, shall be permitted to enter upon the
ministry of the Word and the sacraments without having
been lawfully called thereunto. And when anyone acts
contrary thereto, and after being frequently admonished
does not desist, the classis shall judge whether he is to
be declared a schismatic or is to be punished in some
other way.

Art. #4 - The lawful calling of those who have not been
previously in office consists:

*First, in the ELECTION by the consistory and the deacons, ...

*Secondly, in the EXAMINATION both of doctrine and life, …

*Thirdly, in the APPROBATION by the members of the calling
church, …

*Finally, in the public ORDINATION in the presence of the
congregation, …



*
INTRODUCTION:

*With Article 3 we begin a lengthy section in the CO concerning the office 

of the minister of the gospel (Articles 3-17).

*Articles 3&4 belong together, for both deal with how men are lawfully 

called by the church (and thus by Christ) to be ministers of the Word.

*Article 3 deals with the necessity of being lawfully called.

*Article 4 deals with what is involved in the lawful call.

*Why are these matters so important?

*Because of what a minister is – represents Christ as Prophet.

*Because of what a minister is called to do.  (CO, Art. 16.)

SUMMARY:

*These articles reject the notion and practice of “self-proclaimed” 

ministers, “self-appointed” ministers, “lay-preachers,” etc.

*They set forth the biblical teaching that a man must be lawfully called in 

order to serve as a minister of the Word in the church.



*

*There are two necessary aspects to the call to be a minister:

*Articles 3 & 4 discuss the OBJECTIVE aspect of the call.

*However, we will also consider the SUBJECTIVE aspect of the call.

*(Note: The biblical truths these articles set forth concerning the 

minister also apply to the call to be an elder or deacon.)

SUBJECTIVE aspect.

OBJECTIVE aspect.



*

*The SUBJECTIVE aspect of the call is the INTERNAL call:

*A personal conviction God is calling you to be a minister of the Word.

*I Corinthians 9:16 – “For though I preach the gospel, I have nothing 

to glory of: for necessity is laid upon me; yea, woe is unto me, if I 

preach not the gospel.”

*The Subjective Aspect of the call includes the following:

1. The desire to be a minister of the Word who preaches the gospel.

2. Recognizing you have certain God-given abilities for the ministry.

3. A willingness to deny yourself (something the ministry requires).

4. Unselfish aims – desire to see God glorified and His kingdom extended.

5. God making it possible to do all the study and preparation needed.

* A good desire to have - I Timothy 3:1 - “This is a true saying, If a 

man desire the office of a bishop, he desireth a good work.”



*

The OBJECTIVE aspect of the call is the EXTERNAL call:

*This is the call of Christ Himself.  Christ, as it were, says: “I call 

you to be a minister of the Word, and thus I give you the right to 

preach the gospel and administer the sacraments.”

*Christ issues this objective call to a man through the church 

institute.  Thus the term “objective.”

BIBLICAL PROOFS:

*That a man must be called in order to be a minister: Amos 7:15, 

Isaiah 6:8, Jeremiah 23:21, Matt. 4:19, Matt. 9:9, Romans 

10:14-15, Acts 20:28, Hebrews 5:4, etc.

*That Christ calls a man to be a minister: Matt. 28:18-20, 

Ephesians 4:11-12, Matthew 9:38, Luke 10:1-12, etc.

*That Christ calls through the church institute: Acts 1:23-26, Acts 

6:1-6, Acts 13:1-14, II Cor. 8:19, 23, I Tim. 4:14, etc.



*

Both the Internal and External Aspects of the Call are Necessary:

*One must have and receive both in order to be a minister.

*A man may feel called internally, but never receive an external 

call.  If a church never calls him, he is not lawfully called.

The Significance and Necessity of the External Call:

*The external call is the decisive call.  Through it, Christ Himself 

calls a man to be a minister of the Word in His church.

*A seminary graduate is not automatically a minister.  He is only 

sure he is called when he has received the objective call.

*See 1st question in the Form for Ordination (or Installation) of 

Ministers of God’s Word: “I ask thee whether thou feelest in thy 

heart that thou art lawfully called of God’s church, and therefore 

of God Himself, to this holy ministry?”



*
The lawful calling of those who have not been previously in office consists:

*First, in the ELECTION by the consistory and the deacons, after preceding
prayers, with due observance of the regulations established by the
consistory for this purpose, and of the ecclesiastical ordinance that only
those can for the first time be called to the ministry of the Word who have
been declared eligible by the churches according to the rule in this
matter; and furthermore with the advice of classis or of the counselor
appointed for this purpose by the classis.

*Secondly, in the EXAMINATION both of doctrine and life, which shall be
conducted by the classis to which the call must be submitted for approval,
and which shall take place in the presence of three delegates of synod
from the nearest classis.

*Thirdly, in the APPROBATION by the members of the calling church, when,
the name of the minister having been announced for two successive
Sundays, no lawful objection arises; which approbation, however, is not
required in case the election takes place with the cooperation of the
congregation by choosing out of a nomination previously made.

*Finally, in the public ORDINATION in the presence of the congregation,
which shall take place with appropriate stipulations and interrogations,
admonitions and prayers, and imposition of hands by the officiating
minister (and by other ministers who are present) agreeably to the form
for that purpose.



*

*Article 4 states that the lawful calling of those who have not 

been previously in office consists of the following:

*The ELECTION by the consistory and the deacons, …

*The EXAMINATION both of doctrine and life, …

*The APPROBATION by the members of the calling church, …

*The public ORDINATION in the presence of the congregation, …

*Summary of Article 4:

*This article states how a man is lawfully called to be a minister.

*The article is speaking of the objective call of the church.

*This objective call by the church is the call of Christ Himself.

*There are four elements in the lawful, objective call.



*

(1) ELECTION

*The consistory of a vacant congregation makes a nomination 

(usually a trio), and announces this to the congregation.

*The consistory may only nominate:

*(1) men who are already ministers in the denomination, or

*(2) candidates (seminary graduates) who have been declared eligible 

for a call.

*After a minimum of two weeks, the congregation (male confessing 

members in good standing) chooses one by secret ballot.

*[Note: see “Decisions pertaining to Article 4,” point A.]



*

(2) APPROBATION

*This refers to the congregation giving silent approval.

*Approbation applies when only one man is nominated for minister 

(not a duo or trio from which the congregation votes).

*The congregation has opportunity to object to the nomination.  (Note: 

one must present lawful objections, and do so in writing).

* If no lawful objections are raised, the congregation thereby gives its 

“silent approval” for the nomination.

*Significance (of both the 1st and 2nd Elements):

*This gives the congregation a voice in the election of its minister.  A 

minister is not (may not be) imposed onto a congregation.

*This is necessary because Christ calls men to be ministers, not simply 

through the consistory, but through the whole church.



*

(3) EXAMINATION: A seminary graduate faces two exams.

*1st -- The “praeparatoir” (preparatory) examination (Footnote D).

*This is done after finishing seminary.  It is conducted by the Synod.

* It determines if a man is well prepared (emphasis on his knowledge).

*Upon successfully passing this exam, he is declared a candidate.

*2nd – The “peremptoir” (final/decisive) examination by the Classis.

*This exam is only done once in a man’s ministry in a denomination.

*The seminary graduate faces this exam after accepting a call.

*The exam is done by Classis, with ministers asking the questions.

*This exam indicates whether a man is qualified for the ministry.

*The 2nd Examination is Decisive.  Only after passing it can a man be 

ordained & installed into office as a Minister of the Word & Sacraments.



*

(4) ORDINATION

*This takes place during a worship service (week day, or Sunday).

*The “Form for Ordination (or Installation) of Ministers of God’s 

Word” is used (p. 284 of CCO of PRCA).

*The “laying on of hands” takes place.

*This signifies receiving the gift of the Holy Spirit for the office.

*This is only done once in a minister’s life.

*The minister signs “The Formula of Subscription” (cf. Article 53 

of Church Order, and p. 326 of CCO of PRCA).

*The man is now lawfully in office as a minister of the Word and 

Sacraments.  He represents Christ, he has authority to preach,             

he has authority to administer the sacraments, etc.



*

(1) IT HONORS THE HEADSHIP 
OF CHRIST IN HIS CHURCH

(2) IT HONORS THE OFFICE OF 
BELIEVER IN THE CHURCH

(3) IT GIVES A MINISTER 
CONFIDENCE IN HIS WORK



Church Order of Dordt

ARTICLE #5



ARTICLE #5

• Ministers already in the ministry of the Word, who are
called to another congregation, shall likewise be called in
the aforesaid manner by the consistory and the deacons,
with observance of the regulations made for the purpose by
the consistory and of the general ecclesiastical ordinances
for the eligibility of those who have served outside of the
Protestant Reformed Churches and for the repeated calling
of the same minister during the same vacancy; further,
with the advice of the classis or of the counselor appointed
by the classis, and with the approval of the classis or of the
delegates appointed by the classis, to whom the ministers
called show good ecclesiastical testimonials of doctrine
and life, with the approval of the members of the calling
congregation, as stated in Article 4; whereupon the
minister called shall be installed with appropriate
stipulations and prayers agreeably to the form for this
purpose.



WHAT DOES ARTICLE 5 TEACH?

• This article deals with a minister receiving a call to labor in the ministry 

of the Word and sacraments in a local congregation.

• It is not speaking of a seminary graduate receiving his very first call 

to a church – Article 4 does that.

• It deals with a minister, who is already in office, being called by 

another congregation to be its pastor.

• Article presupposes that a call to a church is not necessarily permanent.

• A minister is not necessarily tied to one congregation his whole life.

• He may be called (and accept a call) to serve as pastor of a different 

congregation.

• This article reinforces the biblical principle (Article 3 & 4 of CO) that a 

minister must be lawfully called & sent.  A minister may not take up 

work in another church without receiving a call.



WHAT ARE THE STEPS FOR A MINISTER TO BE 

CALLED TO ANOTHER CHURCH?

THE CONSISTORY OF A VACANT CHURCH NOMINATES MINISTERS AND 
ANNOUNCES THIS TO THE CONGREGATION FOR AT LEAST TWO WEEKS.

THE VACANT CONGREGATION VOTES TO CALL A MINISTER FROM THE 
NOMINEES, AND THEN THE CONSISTORY SENDS HIM A “CALL LETTER.”

THE MINISTER RECEIVES PERMISSION FROM HIS CURRENT CONSISTORY 
TO CONSIDER THE CALL (IMPLIES PERMISSION TO ACCEPT IT).

THE MINISTER IS GIVEN AT LEAST THREE WEEKS TO CONSIDER THE CALL.

(NOTE: HE IS NOW CONSIDERING TWO CALLS.)

IF HE ACCEPTS THE CALL, HE PREACHES A FAREWELL SERMON, MOVES TO THE 
NEW CONGREGATION, AND IS INSTALLED INTO OFFICE THERE.



WHAT ADDITIONAL RULES DOES THE 

CHURCH ORDER GIVE?

1. Ordinarily a minister cannot receive a call during his 

first two years in a congregation.

2. A vacant congregation must wait a full year before 

extending a call to the same minister again.

3. The minister must receive a “good ecclesiastical 

testimonial of doctrine and life.”

4. The minister is “installed” into office, not “ordained.” 

(“Ordination” applies to students – CO, Art. 4.)

5. In this whole process, the approval of the counselor of 

the vacant church and also of the Classis are needed:

1. Because the minister serves the whole denomination.

2. As a check that everything is being done in good order.



WHAT IS MOST IMPORTANT

IN THIS WHOLE PROCESS?

That everyone involved is SPIRITUAL about it!

1.

• Not have the approach of an employer hiring an employee.

• Not voting or calling a certain minister for earthly reasons 

(e.g., popular, friendliness, ...).

2.

• Not soliciting calls.  A minister’s call is not like a job 

application.   Hebrews 5:4.

• Not answering a call on the basis of earthly reasons                        

(e.g., income, climate, house, location, …).

3. Everyone prayerfully seeking the will of Christ:

• Because Christ calls and sends.

• Matthew 9:38, Matthew 28:18-20, Ephesians 4:11-12.

THE CHURCH

THE MINISTER



ADDITIONAL REFERENCES

• What is an “Ecclesiastical Testimonial of Doctrine and Life”?

• This refers to the “Ministerial Certificate Of Dismissal And 

Testimonial.”

• This document is found on Page 142 of the Church Order 

of the Protestant Reformed Churches.

• What is the “Call Letter”?

• This is sent to the seminary graduate or minister after he 

receives a call from a congregation.

• This document is found on Page 142 of the Church Order 

of the Protestant Reformed Churches.



WHAT IS AN “ECCLESIASTICAL 

TESTIMONIAL OF DOCTRINE AND LIFE”?

MINISTERIAL CERTIFICATE OF DISMISSAL AND TESTIMONIAL

The Consistory of the Protestant Reformed Church of ___________________

declares by these presents that the Rev. _________________________, in this

church from _______________ 20 _____ to ______________ 20_______, has

ministered in the office of minister of the Divine Word faithfully and

diligently, adhering in doctrine and life to the Word of God, as interpreted

by our Forms of Unity and the Church Order.

And considering that sufficient reasons have been adduced for the

consistory to acquiesce in his acceptance of the call of the church of

___________________________, we unhesitatingly recommend him to the

Classis ________ and to the church of ___________________, with the prayer

that the great King of the church, who says to this one of His servants

“go” and he goeth, and to that one “come” and he cometh, may make him

there also a rich blessing.

Resolved to give him this testimonial of dismission at our meeting of

___________________, 20_____.

The consistory of the above-named church,

________________________, President

_________________________, Clerk



WHAT IS THE “CALL LETTER”?

The Rev. ______________, Grace, Mercy, & Peace from God                                 

our Father and Jesus Christ our Lord!

Dear and Esteemed Brother:

The Consistory of the Protestant Reformed Church at ________________ 

herewith has the honor and the pleasure to inform you that, from a 

previously made nomination of ___________________, you, Rev. __________, 

have been chosen by ________ vote at a legal congregational meeting, 

held on the day of ___________, 20____, to be their minister of the Word 

and of the sacraments.

On behalf of said congregation we therefore extend to you the call

and come to you with the urgent request: “Come over and help us.”

The labors we expect of you - should it please God to send you to us

- are: preaching twice on the Lord’s Day, attending to catechetical

instruction, to family visiting and calling on the sick, and

furthermore to all things that pertain to the work of a faithful and

diligent servant of the Lord — all these agreeably to the Word of

God, as interpreted by our Forms of Unity and the Church Order of

Dordrecht as amended by the rules of our churches.



WHAT IS THE “CALL LETTER”?

(continued)

Convinced that the laborer is worthy of his hire, to encourage you in 

the discharge of your duties, and to free you from all worldly cares 

and avocations while you are dispensing spiritual blessings to us, 

we, the elders and deacons of the ____________ Protestant Reformed 

Church, do promise and oblige ourselves to pay you the sum of 

__________, in _____________ payments, yearly, and every year as long as 

you continue the minister of this church, ….

Now, dear Reverend Brother, may the King of His church so impress 

this call upon your heart and give you light, that you may arrive at a 

decision that is pleasing to Him, and, if possible, for us mutually 

gratifying.

Done in consistory, this _________ day of _________, 20____, and 

subscribed with our names.

The Consistory of the Protestant Reformed Church of 

___________________________

[Note: This is signed by Deacons, Elders, and the Counselor]


