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ARTICLE #53
The ministers of the Word of God and likewise the
professors of theology (which also behooves the other
professors and school teachers) shall subscribe to the
three formulas of unity, namely, the Belgic Confession
of Faith, the Heidelberg Catechism, and the Canons
of Dordrecht, 1618-’19, and the ministers of the Word
who refuse to do so shall de facto be suspended from
their office by the consistory or classis until they shall
have given a full statement, and if they obstinately
persist in refusing, they shall be deposed from their
office.



Decision Pertaining To Article 53
The formula for subscription for ministers, etc., 
shall be transcribed in the minute books of both 
consistory and classis.

ARTICLE #54
Likewise the elders and deacons shall subscribe
to the aforesaid formulas of unity.



INTRODUCTION TO
ARTICLES 53-70

• These articles concern unity in a federation.
• This unity is in Christ the Head of the church.
• This unity is a reality by the Spirit of Christ.
• Ephesians 1:22-23, Ephesians 4:1-6, etc.

• This unity comes to expression in a federation
• In Doctrine (Articles 53-55).
• In Sacraments (Articles 56-64).
• In Liturgy (Articles 65-70).

• Unity in doctrine is first and foremost.
“Without doctrinal unity all other unity is impossible.”

(H. Hanko in Notes on the Church Order)



EXPLANATION OF
ARTICLES 53 & 54

• All office bearers must sign “Formula of Subscription.”
• Who? – All professors, pastors, elders, and deacons.

• Where? – Within a local church, and within a classis.

• Why?
• By signing the “Formula of Subscription” an office bearer 

expresses his agreement with the confessions.

• This is a necessary part of seeking and maintaining unity.

• Confessions are “Forms of Unity” (doctrinal unity).

• Set forth what we confess is the truth of God’s Word.



“The Formula of  Subscription arose 
out of  a desire to preserve unity in 

the church, which unity is based 
squarely on oneness in doctrine.  

One who subscribes to (signs) this 
form expresses his agreement with 

the confession of  the church.”

[from Introduction to the Formula of Subscription]



FORMULA OF SUBSCRIPTION (1)
We, the undersigned, professors of the Protestant Reformed
Churches, ministers of the gospel, elders, and deacons of the
Protestant Reformed congregation of _________, of Classis
_________, do hereby sincerely and in good conscience before the
Lord, declare by this, our subscription, that we heartily believe and
are persuaded that all the articles and points of doctrine, contained in
the Confession and Catechism of the Reformed Churches, together
with the explanation of some points of the aforesaid doctrine, made
by the National Synod of Dordrecht, 1618-'19, do fully agree with the
Word of God.

We promise therefore diligently to teach and faithfully to defend the
aforesaid doctrine, without either directly or indirectly contradicting
the same, by our public preaching or writing.



FORMULA OF SUBSCRIPTION (2)
We declare, moreover, that we not only reject all errors that militate
against this doctrine and particularly those which were condemned
by the above mentioned synod, but that we are disposed to refute
and contradict these, and to exert ourselves in keeping the church
free from such errors. And if hereafter any difficulties or different
sentiments respecting the aforesaid doctrines should arise in our
minds, we promise that we will neither publicly nor privately propose,
teach, or defend the same, either by preaching or writing, until we
have first revealed such sentiments to the consistory, classis, and
synod, that the same may be there examined, being ready always
cheerfully to submit to the judgment of the consistory, classis, and
synod, under the penalty in case of refusal to be, by that very fact,
suspended from our office.



FORMULA OF SUBSCRIPTION (3)
And further, if at any time the consistory, classis, or synod, upon
sufficient grounds of suspicion and to preserve the uniformity and
purity of doctrine, may deem it proper to require of us a further
explanation of our sentiments respecting any particular article of the
Confession of Faith, the Catechism, or the explanation of the National
Synod, we do hereby promise always to be willing and ready to
comply with such requisition, under the penalty above mentioned,
reserving for ourselves, however, the right of an appeal, whenever we
shall believe ourselves aggrieved by the sentence of the consistory,
the classis, or the synod, and until a decision is made upon such an
appeal, we will acquiesce in the determination and judgment already
passed.



PROMISES THAT AN
OFFICE BEARER MAKES

1. Expresses he fully agrees with the truths the 
churches hold to as summarized in the creeds.

2. Promises he will actively teach and defend these 
doctrines as contained in the confessions.

3. Promises to reject and fight against all heresies 
that oppose the truth in the confessions.

4. Promises to be honest and upright before the 
churches if he has any questions or differences 
concerning the doctrines in the confessions.



“Our churches do not put their 
confessional standards on par with the 
Bible.  Our standards are not infallible 
and unchangeable.  But they should be 

accepted as the truth of God by all 
office-bearers especially until they 
have been proven to be in error.”

[The Church Order Commentary, VD&M, p. 223]



This uprightness which one who signs the Formula
promises, deals also with the procedure to be
followed in making known any differences he may
have. In general, such a one must follow the
ecclesiastical way in revealing these differences.
Particularly this means two things.

On the one hand, it means that any differences with
the confessions must be revealed to the consistory,
classis, and synod. While this process is being
followed, the one making his appeal must keep silent.
And, when assemblies reach their decisions, he must
abide by the judgment of the assemblies.

On the other hand, he promises to submit to an
official examination concerning his views if at any
time assemblies think that there is sufficient ground
of suspicion concerning his teaching and preaching.

[H. Hanko, Notes on the Church Order]



PENALTY FOR AN OFFICE BEARER 
WHO BREAKS HIS PROMISES

• If an office bearer breaks his promises, he is “de 
facto” (by that very fact) suspended from office.
• This means an office bearer who breaks his promises in 

effect suspends himself from office.
• The consistory and classis simply declare that the office 

bearer has done so.

• An office bearer can be deposed from office if he 
“obstinately persists” (i.e., he refuses to repent).

• An office bearer does have the right of appeal, but 
he must submit to the decisions that are made.
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ARTICLE #55

To ward off false doctrines and errors that
multiply exceedingly through heretical
writings, the ministers and elders shall use
the means of teaching, of refutation or
warning, and of admonition, as well in the
ministry of the Word as in Christian teaching
and family-visiting.



EXPLANATION OF ARTICLE 55
• NEGATIVELY, warnings and admonitions must be 

given against false doctrines.
• Errors must be pointed out and refuted – not tolerated.

• This is in keeping with the example of Scripture itself.

• The Article points out that readers must be warned.

• POSITIVELY, pastors and elders must expound, teach, 
preach, and proclaim the truth.
• Through the ministry of the Word – i.e., preaching.

• Through Christian teaching – i.e., Bible studies, etc.

• Through family visitation – warn, & (if needed) admonish.



“Our day and age calls for positive 
instruction in the truth of God.  But errors 

must [also] be unmasked and clearly 
indicated.  Positive exposition of God’s 

Word comes first and should ever occupy 
the chief places in our sermons.  But 

opposition to error and misconception 
may not be lacking.  This will include 

serious warning and earnest admonition.”

[The Church Order Commentary, VD&M, p. 229]



“Our day and age calls for positive 
instruction in the truth of God.  But errors 

must [also] be unmasked and clearly 
indicated.  Positive exposition of God’s 

Word comes first and should ever occupy 
the chief places in our sermons.  But 

opposition to error and misconception 
may not be lacking.  This will include 

serious warning and earnest admonition.”

[The Church Order Commentary, VD&M, p. 229]



• By way of footnote to the last three articles, we
cannot refrain from a note emphasizing the
importance of this part of the Church Order.

• We live in an age of doctrinal tolerance and
indifference. In many churches, even of
Reformed persuasion, the Formula of
Subscription is signed by office bearers who
hold mental reservations when they sign, …
[and] who have no intention of observing the
promises made. The churches tolerate breach
of promise with unbelievable ennui. The result
is doctrinal confusion and apostasy.

• Faithful office bearers do well to read and re-
read these articles and observe them carefully.
They are for the preservation of the church of
Christ in the world.

[H. Hanko, Notes on the Church Order]


