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ARTICLE #36

• “The classis has the same jurisdiction over the
consistory as the general synod has over the
classis.”

• Summary:
• Article deals with the authority of major (broader) 

assemblies, and thus with the relationship between 
the assemblies (consistory, classis, and synod).

• Significant part of Reformed church government 
over against two errors:

• the independent form of church government.

• the hierarchical form of church government.



WHAT ARTICLE 36

DOES NOT TEACH

• The article does not say the authority of a major 
assembly over a minor assembly is the same as the 
authority of a consistory over a congregation.

• The differences between these two areas of authority: 
of ORIGIN, of NECESSITY, of DURATION, of PURPOSE.

• Major assemblies may not engage in the official work 
of the church: Preaching, Sacraments, Discipline.

• Thus the autonomy of the local congregation is 
maintained and protected.



EXPLANATION of ARTICLE 36

• Major assemblies have jurisdiction/authority (through 
their decisions) over minor assemblies.
• Biblical Basis: Acts 15:28, Acts 16:4.
• Article 31 – their decisions are “settled and binding.”
• This protects against independentism.

• The jurisdiction of major (broader) assemblies over minor 
(narrower) assemblies is limited.
• Authority only when their decisions are in accordance with 

Scripture, the Confessions, and the Church Order.
• Authority only in their own spheres of authority and activity.  

(See Article 30 of the Church Order.)
• The article clearly states that the decisions of a classis carry as 

much weight as the decisions of a synod.
• This protects against hierarchy.



WHY THE BROADER ASSEMBLIES

HAVE AUTHORITY

The authority of the broader assemblies is based on
the willing consent of the local churches that have freely
joined the church federation. The authority of the broader
assemblies derives from duly appointed delegates who are
sent by the minor assemblies to conduct the business of the
major assemblies. From this point of view, the broader
assemblies have greater authority than the individual
Consistory because they represent the authority of all the
consistories combined for the supervision and promotion
of the work of the churches in common.

But ultimately the authority of the broader
assemblies is the authority of Christ … Who has been given
all authority, especially all authority in the church.

[Prof. R. Cammenga, SB, Vol. 69, p. 162]
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ARTICLE #37

• “In all churches there shall be a consistory
composed of the ministers of the Word and the
elders, who shall, as a rule, meet once a month, or
more frequently as the need arises. The minister of
the Word (or the ministers, if there be more than
one, in turn) shall preside and regulate the
proceedings. Whenever the number of the elders is
small, the deacons may be added to the consistory
by local regulation; this shall invariably be the rule
where the number is less than three.”

• SUMMARY:
• This article mentions the necessity and also the 

composition (makeup) of the ecclesiastical 
assemblies in a local, instituted church.



LOCAL ECCLESIASTICAL ASSEMBLIES

•CONSISTORY
• Pastor and Elders.

• Pastor’s work: preaching, teaching, visits, etc.

• Elders’ work: discipline, membership, family 
visitation, supervision of deacons, etc.

•DIACONATE (cf. Art. 40)
• Deacons, with an elder attending (Art. 23).

• Benevolence work: assist poor physically & spiritually.

•COUNCIL
• Pastor and Elders and Deacons.

• Matters re whole church: budget, building, worship, 
censura morum, church committees, etc.



CONSISTORY MEETINGS

• Meetings must be held a minimum of once each 
month.  More often if necessary.

• The pastor/minister presides.  If more than one 
pastor, they take turns presiding (cf. Art. 17).

• At the beginning of the year, officers are elected: 
President (see above), Clerk, Vice-all, etc.

• Meetings should be announced so members are able 
to bring matters to the consistory if they desire.

• Consistory meetings are closed meetings.
• Many matters need to be kept strictly confidential 

(e.g., discipline, benevolence).
• But the Consistory should keep the congregation 

informed concerning things they may know.



DEACONS ADDED TO THE 

CONSISTORY

• EXPLANATION
• Deacons are part of the “Consistory” in smaller congregations.  

This is required if the number of elders is less than three.

• They participate in the work of the elders – although the 
elders themselves are appointed for discipline committees.

• Their diaconate work is treated at the consistory meetings –
but they may make decisions between meetings if necessary.

• Biblical Basis: Proverbs 11:14, Proverbs 24:6.

“If the deacons are added to the consistory in smaller
congregations, they must function as elders. They have
decisive vote in all matters and not merely advisory vote.
This holds true of discipline cases as well as matters
pertaining to the specific office of elders.”

H. Hanko, Notes on the Church Order



CONGREGATIONAL MEETINGS

DECISIONS PERTAINING TO ARTICLE 37

A. The president and the secretary of the consistory
shall function as such on the congregational
meeting; the minutes shall be entered in the
consistory’s minute book and confirmed by the
consistory.

B. No matters shall be treated on the congregational
meeting which are not brought there by the
consistory.

C. When members desire to have a matter treated on
the congregational meeting, they shall previously
have requested of the consistory the right thereto,
and it shall be the prerogative of the consistory to
determine the extent and the manner in which their
request shall be granted.



FAMILY COUNT

DECISIONS PERTAINING TO ARTICLE 37

D. Consistories shall every year furnish the exact
count of the families comprising their
membership to classis. The following shall be
counted as families:
• When the husband or wife is a confessing member.
• Where either widower or widow functions as head of

the family.
• Further, three individual members shall be counted

as one family. Confessing members residing at
home are not tallied as separate individuals for
determining number of families.

• Financial ability to pay does not enter into the
picture when determining number of families.
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ARTICLE #38

• “In places where the consistory is to be
constituted for the first time or anew, this
shall not take place except with the advice of
the classis.”

•SUMMARY:
• This article deals with the organizing of a 

consistory and thus a congregation.

• The “Decisions pertaining to Article 38” set 
forth in detail the procedure that is to be 
followed for this.



“CONSISTORY”

“It is important to notice that the article
speaks not of the reconstituting of a
congregation, but of a consistory. We speak
of the organization of a congregation, but
strictly speaking, this is not correct. The
constituting of a consistory is the essential
element in the organization of a
congregation. Without the offices in the
church, there can be no congregation as a
manifestation of the body of Christ.
However, with a consistory, a congregation
must be organized as to membership.”



APPLICATIONS OF ARTICLE #38

•Consistories organized for “the first time.”
• A consistory and congregation organized as a fruit of 

mission or church extension work.
• A consistory & congregation formed out of another 

church – e.g., because of the large size of that church.

•Consistories organized “anew.”
• Persecution – this may cause churches to scatter, but 

after the persecution subsides they return and desire 
to reconstitute their original consistories.

• Split – when this occurs in a church or denomination 
and most or all of the existing officebearers leave, the 
consistory will need to be reconstituted.

• Note: Another way a congregation can be added     
to a denomination is when an already organized 
church seeks admission.



THE CLASSIS’ INVOLVEMENT

•Classis gives “advice” regarding organization of a 
congregation, but does not have the authority to 
actually do it.   Quotes from Prof. H. Hanko:
• “No classis or synod does or can organize a church.”
• “Only the congregation may and can do this work.”

• The Classis’ advice and involvement centers 
around whether the new congregation will 
become part of the denomination.
• The church that is being organized cannot decide this.
• An existing church in the federation cannot decide this.
• The denomination as a whole must approve.
• This is done through Classis, and (if applicable) Synod.



DECISIONS PERTAINING 

TO ARTICLE 38
• A. A letter of request is directed to the classis, expressing the
desire to organize a congregation in a certain named locality,
and signed by the heads of families or by adult single persons
who live in that locality. In the case of a group formed by the
mission work of the churches in common, this request shall
come to classis by way of a favorable decision of the local
calling church with the advice of the Mission Committee.

• B. The classis shall thereupon deliberate whether such
organization is possible or desirable, observing whether there
be, among the signators, persons suitable for consistory
members, at the same time taking into account the
neighboring churches. In case classis, with the concurrence of
the delegates ad examina, decides to grant the request, it
appoints a committee to carry out the organization.



DECISIONS PERTAINING 

TO ARTICLE 38
• C. In order to organize the congregation the committee of
the local church meets with the persons concerned, who have
meanwhile requested their certificates of membership, or if it
be impossible to have their certificates transferred, those
present shall give testimony one of another that they were
members in full communion and of good report in the
congregation from which they are now separating. After a
service of worship shall have been conducted under the
guidance of the committee, the latter shall request those
present to tender their certificates, in as far as possible. The
committee having found the certificates in good order and
having accepted them, they shall proceed to election of
officebearers, who shall immediately upon their election be
installed in their respective offices.



DECISIONS PERTAINING 

TO ARTICLE 38
• D. The election of officebearers shall be from a nomination
made by the local calling church council (or by the church
council appointed by a classis to supervise the organization of
a new congregation). The church council shall make a
nomination from the male membership of those who signed
the letter requesting organization. This election shall take
place in harmony with Articles 22 and 24 of the Church Order.
Those chosen by majority vote at the organizational meeting
shall be considered elected.

• E. It is recommended that at this same meeting, in the
presence of a notary public, the documents pertaining to the
incorporation of the new congregation be brought in order.
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ARTICLE #39
• “Places where as yet no consistory can be

constituted shall be placed under the care of
a neighboring consistory.”

Decision pertaining to Article 39

• If possible the organization of a congregation shall
precede the administration of the sacraments.
However, if the conditions are not ripe for the
organization of a congregation, such members are to
be enrolled in an adjoining congregation, and thus
the sacraments can be administered under the
supervision of that consistory. However, this shall
not be without the accompanying preaching of the
Word, nor without sufficient representation of the
consistory to have supervision of the administration.



SUMMARY OF ARTICLE #39

• SUMMARY:
• Groups of believers who cannot be organized yet 

may not be neglected, but must be cared for.

• A local, neighboring consistory is appointed to 
provide this care.

•APPLICATION: Reasons a group of believers 
may not be ready or able to be organized yet:
1. The small size of the group.

2. The lack of men to serve as officebearers.

3. The need for more instruction in the truth.



A CONSISTORY’S DUTIES

IN PROVIDING “CARE”

• The consistory should provide these believers 
what they provide their own members.

1. Through the PASTOR – preaching, catechetical 
instruction, pastoral work, etc.

2. Through ELDERS – carry out proper rule over them, 
supervise the preaching & teaching, administer the 
sacraments, conduct family visitation, etc.

3. Through DEACONS – carry out benevolent work 
(provide for the poor physically and spiritually).


