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1 PETER 2:9 

 

“But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a 

people for God’s own possession, that you may declare the 

wonderful deeds of Him Who called you out of darkness into His 

marvelous light.” 

 

 

PRESBYTERIAN, AND PROUD OF IT! 

 

I want today to honor the occasion of the ordination and installation of our Elders and 

Deacons by blowing a few blasts on the Presbyterian trumpet! You know, we Presbyterians, even 

unconsciously, can be a bit arrogant in our churchmanship! The story is told in Scotland of a 

certain Scottish elder whose son went down to London and became a member of St. Clement 

Dane, one of the notable parish churches of the Church of England. The old father went down to 

London to visit his son and went to this Episcopal service with his son on the Sunday morning. 

The son was very proud of his new church affiliation, and as they came out from the service, 

which, of course, had been conducted according to the forms of the Episcopal Church, the son 

said, “Well, Father, what did you think of that?” And the old Scottish elder replied, “It was very 

nice, but what a dreadful way to spend the Sabbath Day!” 

 

Another Scottish elder married a Baptist lady and a friend said to him some time later, 

“What do you do on the Sabbath Day?” to which the elder made answer, “Oh, we leave home 

together, and walk to the crossroads. The wife goes into the Baptist Church, and I go on up the 

hill to the house of God!” 

 

You know, of course, that the Presbyterian Church is one of the great Churches of the 

Reformation. Under Luther in Germany and Calvin in Switzerland, the Church of Christ was 

reformed 450 years ago. One of those who came to Geneva, Switzerland, to learn from Calvin 

was John Knox, a Scottish churchman, who, in 1560, returned to Scotland to reform the Church 

there and make it Presbyterian in its theology and government. From Scotland to Ireland, and 

from Ireland to the U.S.A., has come our Presbyterian Church as we know it today. 

 

Interestingly enough, the Church of Scotland has never allowed itself to be called 

“Presbyterian.” It is simply “The Church of Scotland.” Originally, “Presbyterian” was the 

nickname applied to the Scottish churchmen who attended the Westminster Assembly in London 

between 1643 and 1647, an Assembly which aimed at drawing up a unified constitution for the 

Protestant Churches in Scotland and in England—the Assembly which, as you know, gave us our 

Westminster Confession of Faith. At this Westminster Assembly, the English Congregationalists 

and Independents thought that the ordination of ministers and elders should be by the 

congregation, that all authority should come from the people up—government of the people, by 

the people, for the people. This was the idea of the Congregationalists and Independents—that 



each congregation is the Church of God, and from the people come the power and authority 

which they give to their minister and elders and deacons if they so desire. The Scottish 

churchmen said “No” to that. No congregation, they said, has the authority to ordain ministers; 

only the Presbytery has that power. It is a power which comes from God, through the courts of 

the Church, to the congregation. The power comes from God down, not from the people up. That 

is what the Scottish churchmen insisted on. Power resides in the Presbytery, not in the 

congregation; and the Englishmen made fun of them and said, “These men are ‘Presbyterian,’ for 

they are always prating about ‘Presbytery.’” And that was the origin of the name. It was 

originally a nickname just like “Methodist” or “Quaker.” “Presbyterian” is therefore the name of 

our Church as it is found in the English-speaking world, other than Scotland. On the continent of 

Europe, it is called the “Reformed” Church; and we in the Evangelical Presbyterian Church are a 

part of the great alliance of Reformed Churches throughout the world. And I would remind you 

that a “Reformed” Church, by definition, is a church which is committed to one of the Reformed 

Calvinistic creeds. You find it as the Reformed Church of France, or Holland, or Germany, or 

Hungary, or Czechoslovakia, and every nation of Europe, quite apart from India, Africa, and the 

other new churches which are the product of the modern Christian missionary movement. 

 

But if you ask someone what Presbyterianism is, he will probably tell you that 

Presbyterians are those strange folk, who believe in Predestination; or he will mention that it 

means government by presbyteries. But this is not so; the Presbytery is only one of our Church 

courts. We believe in government by Sessions, Presbyteries, Synods, and General Assemblies. 

Presbyterianism is not a system of church government; it is a doctrine of the Ministry. It is the 

doctrine that the ministry is wholly contained within the office of the Presbyter—this is the 

essence of Presbyterianism. 

 

Let me say something about the nature of the church as we Presbyterians understand it. A 

Presbyterian service begins everywhere except in the U.S.A. with the singing of one of the 

Psalms of David. These psalms were the hymn book of Israel, and Israel was the nation that 

believed that it was chosen by God Almighty to be the very bearer of the meaning of history. 

History, the Bible teaches, is not just a chance succession of facts. History is not controlled by 

the Napoleons or the Hitlers, or by those tyrants who think they control it. It is not controlled 

even by the Reagans and the Gorbachevs. All these men are used by the Almighty to work out 

His purposes. History, says the Bible, is a great stage on which the drama of God’s salvation of 

men and women is played out. And the key to the meaning of history, the Bible says, is that God 

uses history to keep His promise to Abraham—the promise that the children of Israel would be a 

unique nation, and that one of Abraham’s descendants would be chosen to be the Savior of all 

nations. And the kings and the captains, the men who thought they were the makers of history 

and the rulers of destiny, they were used by God to shape Israel to be fit for its task of producing 

a Savior for the whole world. This is the biblical view of history, and it is true. When you first 

hear it, it sounds strange, but the fact of the matter is that it explains things as they are in a way 

which no other view of history does. Where today are the Pharaohs and the Caesars and the kings 

of Assyria and Babylon? But right here in Greater Washington are the children of Israel, the 

Jews, who were hated and slaughtered, and yet who have survived because Almighty God chose 

them to exist and persist, so that in the fullness of time, one of the descendants of Abraham 

might be born—the Lord Jesus Christ—Who should live and die and rise again so that all nations 

might be called into Israel. He is the “Messiah,” we say. Those who are the blood descendants of 



Abraham say, “No, He was not the Messiah,” and this is where we part company with the Jews. 

Today the Christian Church is the body of those who say that we are the true Israel—because of 

the unbelief of the Jews we have taken their place as the Israel of God. We are the meaning of 

history. 

 

Long, long ago there came a time when God decided that He had had enough of the ways 

of men, for they filled the earth with violence and bloodshed, very much like people do today. 

God said, “I’m going to start over again, and the length of time people will live will be 120 

years, because it will take 120 years for Noah and his sons to build the ark in which they will be 

safe when I send the Flood to wash the earth clean of the iniquity that fills the hearts of the 

nations.” And in all the world there was only one sound that the Lord God really heard, and that 

was the sound of this old man Noah and his sons—the sound of their axes and hammers as they 

built the ark. Imagine this silly old man building a great ship under the blazing sun on an arid 

desert! “This old fool,” as the kings and the captains and the great ones of the earth would say. 

But Noah alone was saved with his sons and family, and the kings and captains and great ones of 

the nations were all doomed. They were living, during those 120 years, on time that God gave 

them until Noah had built his ark! And so it is today. The nations who plot all sorts of things 

today, who think they are the masters of history, who make great decisions—they look on us and 

on the Church as the intelligentsia looked on Noah and his sons long ago. They see us engaged in 

work that seems to have little relevance to the world and its affairs. They write us off as a group 

of irrelevant “fuddy-duddies” who like to gather together to sing songs and pray and listen to 

sermons and “bear a cross.” But our view is that we are Israel, and the world is living on time 

borrowed from us. The very meaning of history is that all people have to have the Gospel 

preached to them, and when that task has been accomplished by the Church of Christ, the end of 

this age will come. Meanwhile the nations live and plan and plot—but the only group of people 

who are really significant in this world is the Church of Jesus Christ. This is Israel—you are 

Israel—this is indeed what we believe the Church to be. 

 

In the Presbyterian and Reformed Churches, the psalm that is sung at the beginning of the 

service is not a prose poem, chanted in Latin by a group of monks in the chancel. It is a psalm 

put into rhymed verse. It was originally put into rhymed verse because the people of those days 

could not read. They had to learn to sing the psalms by heart, and it is easier to learn to sing 

something that is rhymed. The Reformers always insisted that the business of praising God was 

not the business of some men sitting up in the chancel; it was the business of the whole people of 

God. The Reformation did not say, as we are sometimes told, that we must do away with priests. 

The Reformation said that we must do away with the laity—we’re going to have nothing but 

priests in the Church of God. The business of offering worship is the business of every Christian. 

 

And yet we have a separate ministry. Why should this be in a church where everyone is a 

priest? Because, while everyone is a priest, not everyone is a presbyter; this is the Reformed idea 

of the ministry. Our minister is not the representative of the people to God (they can go to God 

for themselves, directly). No, our minister is the representative of God to the people, a higher 

claim than any church makes for its ministry. 

 

Adrian Fortescue, one of the greatest modern Roman Catholic scholars, in one of his 

books gives a sketch of the earliest days of the Church in the Roman Empire, and he says, “In 



every considerable town you found a bishop, and with the bishop an assembly of priests to 

counsel him, and an assembly of deacons to look after the poor.” This was the way the early 

Church was organized—into a threefold ministry of bishops, priests, and deacons. And isn’t this 

the way the Church is organized throughout all the Presbyterian world? Isn’t it the way Faith 

Church is organized with its ministers, elders, and deacons? 

 

Let me say a word about the eldership itself. The elder’s official title is “ruling elder.” Do 

not let that mislead you. The ruling of elders is not meant to be like the ruling of a king over his 

subjects. The ruling of an elder is like the measuring of cloth. You have a ruler, and you measure 

to see if your piece of cloth is the right length. Elders are meant to be representatives of the law 

of God in a congregation. Their task is to apply that rule to the people of God in this 

congregation. The elders’ essential function is that they be overseers, going in and out among the 

people to see how they are measuring up to the standard of the law of Christ and the law of the 

Church. That is why Session meetings are, traditionally, and are meant to be, closed meetings. It 

is not that elders can have a good old row at their meeting that no one outside the Session will 

ever find out about! It is because a Session meeting was originally a meeting where the elders 

met, not to rule the people, like a government rules, but to report to the bishop, the minister, what 

they have found in their overseeing of the congregation. They might have all sorts of things to 

report. 

 

In the olden days, at every Session meeting, after the Moderator opened the proceedings 

with prayer, as the first stated business of the meeting the Moderator called for “Scandals.” 

Imagine! And then the elders would report that they had taken the law of Christ, and applied it to 

the lives of their people, and they had found this scandal or that. And then it was discussed, and 

two elders—always two—were deputed to attend to the scandal. This is why Session meetings 

have traditionally been closed meetings. 

 

A friend of mine was minister of the little country parish of Inverarity in Scotland, and he 

has told me of reading some old minutes of the Session of that church. There was on one 

occasion a grave scandal; two farmers in the congregation were not on speaking terms. The 

Moderator duly appointed two elders to interview the culprits. At the next meeting of Session the 

Moderator called for the report of the two elders, and they reported that, by God’s grace, they 

had succeeded in their mission; for not only before they left had the two farmers shaken hands 

(now remember this was in Scotland 200 years ago!), but when the elders left, the men were 

actually having a wee drink together! — to which the Moderator said, “That is highly 

satisfactory”; and the meeting of Session was closed with prayer! 

 

Now this illustrates in a rather quaint way the essential function of the eldership—to 

oversee the flock of God—to rule—to see whether the flock of God is measuring up to the 

fearsome duty that is laid upon every member of the congregation; for, in fact, every member is a 

priest; that is to say, every member is chosen to offer prayer on behalf of the whole world, to 

God. Outside the Church is the mass of men and women who will not pray for themselves; and 

the business of the Church is to be the priest, offering to God the praises and prayers of the 

whole creation, and interceding before God for the final salvation of all those whom the Lord our 

God shall call. That is the business of every Christian—to be a priest before God—to be a holy 

nation of priests, as St. Peter reminds us. 



 

But within this priesthood of all believers there are certain men and women chosen to be 

not the representatives of the people to God—the people do not need such a representative, but to 

be the representative of God to the people, an entirely different thing. That the bishop or minister 

is, the elder is, and the deacon is. And the essential function of the elder is to move in and out 

among the people, and to hold before them the standard, the rule of Christ’s law, and to report 

how the lives of the people are measuring up to that. And the essential function of the deacons is 

to go in and out among the people to discover if there are those of the flock who are experiencing 

hardship of any kind, and then, in Christ’s Name, to minister to such need. The diaconate is 

essentially a ministry of mercy, and as such, it is a deeply spiritual ministry. 

 

I can think of no more worthwhile calling for any man or woman than to be an elder or 

deacon in the Church of Jesus Christ; and today we pray that wisdom, zeal, and grace may be 

granted to all who serve in these honorable and responsible positions. 

 

 

 

 

AMEN. 


