
“Church Censures” 
(WCF 30:1-4) 

 
 
 

WCF 30.1  The Lord Jesus, as King and Head of His Church, hath therein appointed 
government, in the hand of Church officers, distinct from the civil magistrate.   
I.  Has the Lord appointed authority in the church which is different than that of the 

civil magistrate?   
A.  The Civil Magistrate has its own sphere of authority (see WCF 23).   

1.  What authority has the Lord given the civil magistrate?  He has given the civil 
magistrate the power of the sword.   

2.  What is the sword to be used for?  To protect the life and liberty of their citizens; to 
protect the true religion.   

3.  What are the limits of the civil magistrate with respect to the church?  They may 
not minister the Word or sacraments, or administer the power of the keys of the 
kingdom.   

 
B.  But the Lord has entrusted a different authority to the church.   

1.  First, to whom has the Father entrusted all power and authority?   
a.  “For a child will be born to us, a son will be given to us; and the government 

will rest on His shoulders; and His name will be called Wonderful Counselor, 
Mighty God, Eternal Father, Prince of Peace.  There will be no end to the 
increase of His government or of peace, on the throne of David and over his 
kingdom, to establish it and to uphold it with justice and righteousness from then 
on and forevermore. The zeal of the LORD of hosts will accomplish this” (Isa. 
9:6,7).   

b.  “And Jesus came up and spoke to them, saying, ‘All authority has been given to 
Me in heaven and on earth.  Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, 
baptizing them in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, 
teaching them to observe all that I commanded you; and lo, I am with you 
always, even to the end of the age’” (Matt. 28:18-20).   

 
2.  Second, to whom has Christ entrusted this authority?   

a.  To His elders:  They are called by Christ to shepherd/rule over His people.   
(i)  “From Miletus he sent to Ephesus and called to him the elders of the church.  

And when they had come to him, he said to them, ‘You yourselves know, 
from the first day that I set foot in Asia, how I was with you the whole time . 
. . Be on guard for yourselves and for all the flock, among which the Holy 
Spirit has made you overseers, to shepherd the church of God which He 
purchased with His own blood’” (Acts 20:17,18, 20).   

(ii)  “Therefore, I exhort the elders among you, as your fellow elder and witness 
of the sufferings of Christ, and a partaker also of the glory that is to be 
revealed, shepherd the flock of God among you, exercising oversight not 
under compulsion, but voluntarily, according to the will of God; and not for 
sordid gain, but with eagerness; nor yet as lording it over those allotted to 
your charge, but proving to be examples to the flock” (1 Pet. 5:1-3).   
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(iii)  “The elders who rule well are to be considered worthy of double honor, 
especially those who work hard at preaching and teaching” (1 Tim. 5:17).   

 
b.  What kind of authority do they have?   

(i)  Their authority is declarative and ministerial only.   
(ii)  They are to declare Christ’s Word and minister His will.   
(iii)  “Exercising oversight not under compulsion, but voluntarily, according to 

the will of God” (1 Pet. 5:2).   
 

c.  How are God’s people to respond to this authority?   
(i)  Because it is Christ’s authority, God’s people are to submit to it.   
(ii)  “But we request of you, brethren, that you appreciate those who diligently 

labor among you, and have charge over you in the Lord and give you 
instruction” (1 Thes. 5:12).   

(iii)  “Obey your leaders and submit to them, for they keep watch over your 
souls as those who will give an account.  Let them do this with joy and not 
with grief, for this would be unprofitable for you” (Heb. 13:17).   

(iv)  “Wives, be subject to your own husbands, as to the Lord” (Eph. 5:22).   
(v)  “Slaves, be obedient to those who are your masters according to the flesh, 

with fear and trembling, in the sincerity of your heart, as to Christ; not by 
way of eyeservice, as men-pleasers, but as slaves of Christ, doing the will of 
God from the heart.  With good will render service, as to the Lord, and not to 
men” (Eph. 6:5-7).   

 
WCF 30.2  To these officers the keys of the kingdom of heaven are committed, by 
virtue whereof, they have power, respectively, to retain, and remit sins; to shut that 
kingdom against the impenitent, both by the Word, and censures; and to open it unto 
penitent sinners, by the ministry of the Gospel; and by absolution from censures, as 
occasion shall require.   
II.  What authority has the Lord entrusted to the church?   

A.  Christ has committed to the elders of the church the authority to open or close 
the doors of the visible kingdom.   
1.  What is the visible kingdom of heaven?   

a.  It can mean the entire Creation, but in this case it refers to the visible church.   
b.  What is the invisible kingdom of God?   

 
2.  What does it mean that they have the authority to open the doors of the visible 

kingdom?   
a.  It means they have authority to admit men, women and children into the 

membership of the visible church, along with all the rights and privileges of 
membership.   

b.  What are some of those rights and privileges?   
 

3.  What does it mean that they have the authority to shut the doors of the visible 
kingdom?   
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a.  It means they have the authority to deny admittance to the membership of the 
church.   

b.  Give one example of the exercise of this authority.   
 
4.  What is the biblical basis for this belief?   

a.  “I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven; and whatever you bind on 
earth shall have been bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall 
have been loosed in heaven” (Matt. 16:19).   

b.  “If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church; and if he refuses to listen 
even to the church, let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector.  Truly I say 
to you, whatever you bind on earth shall have been bound in heaven; and 
whatever you loose on earth shall have been loosed in heaven” (Matt. 18:17,18).   

c.  “So Jesus said to them again, ‘Peace be with you; as the Father has sent Me, I 
also send you.’  And when He had said this, He breathed on them and said to 
them, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit.  If you forgive the sins of any, their sins have 
been forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they have been retained’” 
(John 20:21-23).   

 
B.  What are the grounds upon which the elders open or shut the doors of the visible 

kingdom?   
1.  They open them on the basis of a credible profession of faith.   

a.  What is a credible profession of faith?   
(i)  A correct knowledge of the Gospel.   
(ii)  A life consistent with that profession.   
(iii)  What are some of the things we would expect to see in the life of one who 

is a true believer?   
 
b.  The elder is to examine the applicant and determine whether or not the 

evidences of a genuine conversion are present.  If they are, they simply 
recognize and affirm what Christ has already attested to.   

 
2.  They close the doors on the basis of the lack of a credible profession.   

a.  What would constitute the lack of a credible profession of faith?   
(i)  An incorrect knowledge of the Gospel.   
(ii)  Evidence that the applicant does not believe the Gospel to be true.   

 
b.  In this case, the elder does not allow admittance to the kingdom based on the 

lack of evidence that Christ has received that individual.    
c.  Again, this function of the elder is declarative and ministerial.   
 

3.  Why don’t they have authority to open and shut the doors to the invisible kingdom?   
a.  No one can see the heart but God.   
b.  He alone can qualify and allow anyone to enter into the eternal kingdom.   

 
WCF 30.3  Church censures are necessary, for the reclaiming and gaining of offending 
brethren, for deterring of others from the like offences, for purging out of that leaven 
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which might infect the whole lump, for vindicating the honour of Christ, and the holy 
profession of the Gospel, and for preventing the wrath of God, which might justly fall 
upon the Church, if they should suffer His covenant, and the seals thereof, to be 
profaned by notorious and obstinate offenders.   
III.  What are the purposes of church censures?   

A.  To bring erring brethren to repentance.   
1.  When Christ’s sheep stray from the fold, He wants them brought back in:  “What 

man among you, if he has a hundred sheep and has lost one of them, does not leave 
the ninety-nine in the open pasture and go after the one which is lost until he finds 
it?  When he has found it, he lays it on his shoulders, rejoicing.  And when he 
comes home, he calls together his friends and his neighbors, saying to them, 
‘Rejoice with me, for I have found my sheep which was lost!’  I tell you that in the 
same way, there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over 
ninety-nine righteous persons who need no repentance” (Luke 15:4-7).   

2.  He desires the same when they stray within the fold:   
a.  “Among these are Hymenaeus and Alexander, whom I have handed over to 

Satan, so that they will be taught not to blaspheme” (1 Tim. 1:20).   
b.  “I have decided to deliver such a one to Satan for the destruction of his flesh, so 

that his spirit may be saved in the day of the Lord Jesus” (1 Cor. 5:5).   
 
B.  To remove sin from the church so that it doesn’t spread to other saints.   

1.  Bad company corrupts good morals whether it comes from outside the church or 
within:  “Do not be deceived:  ‘Bad company corrupts good morals’” (1 Cor. 
15:33).   

2.  If sin is tolerated, it will eventually affect the whole congregation:  “Your boasting 
is not good.  Do you not know that a little leaven leavens the whole lump of 
dough?” (1 Cor. 5:6).   

3.  To keep the congregation pure, therefore, it must be removed:  “Clean out the old 
leaven so that you may be a new lump, just as you are in fact unleavened.  For 
Christ our Passover also has been sacrificed” (v. 7).   

 
C.  To show the church that Christ is holy and takes sin seriously.   

1.  Not to deal with sin in a righteous manner dishonors Christ, since it gives the 
impression that He doesn’t take it seriously.   

2.  To deal with it righteously engenders a correct view of Christ and a healthy fear of 
the Lord:  “Those who continue in sin, rebuke in the presence of all, so that the rest 
also will be fearful of sinning” (1 Tim. 5:20).   

 
D.  To prevent God’s wrath that might justly fall on individual in the church, or on 

the church as a whole, when His ordinances are profaned.   
1.  His ordinances are profaned when they are given either to unbelievers or church 

members involved in immorality.   
a.  “Do not give what is holy to dogs, and do not throw your pearls before swine, or 

they will trample them under their feet, and turn and tear you to pieces” (Matt. 
7:6).   
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b.  “Therefore whoever eats the bread or drinks the cup of the Lord in an unworthy 
manner, shall be guilty of the body and the blood of the Lord.  But a man must 
examine himself, and in so doing he is to eat of the bread and drink of the cup.  
For he who eats and drinks, eats and drinks judgment to himself if he does not 
judge the body rightly.  For this reason many among you are weak and sick, and 
a number sleep.  But if we judged ourselves rightly, we would not be judged.  
But when we are judged, we are disciplined by the Lord so that we will not be 
condemned along with the world” (1 Cor. 11:27-32).   

 
2.  And so both must be prevented from coming to the Table.   

a.  “Clean out the old leaven so that you may be a new lump, just as you are in fact 
unleavened” (1 Cor. 5:7).   

b.  “But actually, I wrote to you not to associate with any so-called brother if he is 
an immoral person, or covetous, or an idolater, or a reviler, or a drunkard, or a 
swindler -- not even to eat with such a one.  For what have I to do with judging 
outsiders?  Do you not judge those who are within the church?  But those who 
are outside, God judges.  Remove the wicked from among yourselves” (vv. 11-
13).   

 
WCF 30.4  For the better attaining of these ends, the officers of the Church are to 
proceed by admonition; suspension from the sacrament of the Lord's Supper for a 
season; and by excommunication from the Church; according to the nature of the 
crime, and demerit of the person.   
IV.  Are there degrees of church censures?   

A.  What are the degrees of church censure?   
1.  First, there is admonition.   

a.  “Now we command you, brethren, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that 
you keep away from every brother who leads an unruly life and not according to 
the tradition which you received from us. . . .  If anyone does not obey our 
instruction in this letter, take special note of that person and do not associate 
with him, so that he will be put to shame.  Yet do not regard him as an enemy, 
but admonish him as a brother” (2 Thess 3:6,14,15).   

b.  “Reject a factious man after a first and second warning” (Tit. 3:10 ).   
c.  The word admonition means to reprove or rebuke for bad behavior, to warn of 

the consequences of such behavior, and to instruct and encourage in right 
behavior.   

 
2.  Second, there is suspension from the Lord’s Supper.   

a.  This may be seen as a intermediate step between admonition and 
excommunication.   

b.  If the brother or sister’s sins are so serious, or if they continue to sin after 
repeated warning, since they may be in danger of profaning the Lord’s Table 
and eating and drinking judgment to themselves, they are to be suspended from 
that privilege.   
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3.  Third, there is excommunication.   
a.  This is the removal of the brother or sister from all the privileges of the church – 

from membership – until they manifest genuine repentance.   
b.  “But actually, I wrote to you not to associate with any so-called brother if he is 

an immoral person, or covetous, or an idolater, or a reviler, or a drunkard, or a 
swindler -- not even to eat with such a one.  For what have I to do with judging 
outsiders?  Do you not judge those who are within the church?  But those who 
are outside, God judges.  Remove the wicked man from among yourselves” (1 
Cor. 5:11-13).   

c.  “If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church; and if he refuses to listen 
even to the church, let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector” (Matt. 
18:17).   

 
B.  What determines which degree of censure is used?   

1.  The nature of the offense.   
a.  A man who refuses to work should be admonished to do so (2 Thess 3:6,14,15).   
b.  Simon the magician’s offense of trying to buy the Holy Spirit was severe 

enough to warrant excommunication (Acts 8:21-23).   
 
2.  The culpability of the offender.   

a.  Whether or not they knew what they were doing was wrong.   
(i)  “Woe to you, Chorazin!  Woe to you, Bethsaida!  For if the miracles had 

occurred in Tyre and Sidon which occurred in you, they would have repented 
long ago in sackcloth and ashes.  Nevertheless I say to you, it will be more 
tolerable for Tyre and Sidon in the day of judgment than for you.  And you, 
Capernaum, will not be exalted to heaven, will you?  You will descend to 
Hades; for if the miracles had occurred in Sodom which occurred in you, it 
would have remained to this day.  Nevertheless I say to you that it will be 
more tolerable for the land of Sodom in the day of judgment, than for you” 
(Matt. 11:21-24).   

(ii)  “And that slave who knew his master's will and did not get ready or act in 
accord with his will, will receive many lashes, but the one who did not know 
it, and committed deeds worthy of a flogging, will receive but few. From 
everyone who has been given much, much will be required; and to whom 
they entrusted much, of him they will ask all the more” (Luke 12:47-48).   

 
b.  Whether or not they repent once they are admonished.   

(i)  “Reject a factious man after a first and second warning, knowing that such a 
man is perverted and is sinning, being self-condemned” (Titus 3:10-11).   

(ii)  “Do not receive an accusation against an elder except on the basis of two or 
three witnesses.  Those who continue in sin, rebuke in the presence of all, so 
that the rest also will be fearful of sinning” (1 Tim. 5:20).   

(iii)  If they don’t repent, then more severe censures are necessary until they do.   


