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Advisory Committee 1, Synodical Services I, Rev. Cedric Parsels reporting,
presents the following;:

I. Response to Appeal 2 and Communication 2

A. Materials
1. Appeal 2, pp. 581-86
2. Communication 2, pp. 587-89

B. Summary

According to Article 30 of the Belgic Confession, Christ has established for
us in Scripture a normative structure for church government. This structure
consists of three, permanent, offices: pastors, elders, and deacons. To each
of these offices, Christ has assigned specific tasks. Ministers are to preach
the Word and administer the sacraments. Elders, with the ministers, are to
supervise the churches and maintain church discipline. Deacons are to help
and comfort the poor and all the afflicted. According to Belgic Confession,
Article 32, this is the order that “Christ, our only master, has ordained for
us” and, therefore, one “which [we] ought always to guard against deviat-
ing from.” This interpretation is supported by standard English commen-
taries on the Belgic Confession, including those by Dr. P. Y. De Jong, Dr.
Cornelius Plantinga, Dr. Eugene Oosterhaven, Dr. Daniel Hyde, and Dr.
David Engelsma.

Mr. Shaw’s gravamen argues that the Belgic Confession’s description of the
order of church government that Christ has established for us is incorrect.
Specifically, Mr. Shaw argues that Christ has not established a permanent
office of pastor tasked with preaching the Word and administering the sac-
raments.

Ordinarily, Mr. Shaw would bear the burden of proof to demonstrate that
our confession is in error (cf., Suppl., Art. 5, C.1). In this case, however, past
synodical reports have already done that for him. Furthermore, Synod 2001
adopted the substance of Mr. Shaw’s basic conclusion in its ‘settled and
binding” guidelines for how our churches ought to think both about the na-
ture of church offices and the tasks assigned to them (Acts of Synod 2001,
Art. 53, Guideline C.1; Art. 56, Guideline E.1) . Therefore, in our opinion, it
would be dishonest of Synod 2026 and a violation of our Covenant for Of-
ficebearers if Synod 2026 were to dismiss Mr. Shaw’s gravamen as not hav-
ing met the burden of proof. If we are not going to accede to Mr. Shaw’s ap-
peal, then we must have the humility and courage to examine the
conclusions of our past synodical reports and the synodical guidelines
based on them.
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The three synodical reports that support Mr. Shaw’s gravamen include: the
1973 report on “Ecclesiastical Office and Ordination,” the 2001 report on
“Ordination and “Official Acts of Ministry,”” and the 2015 report on the “Of-
fices of Elder and Deacon.” While there are some differences between the
reports, they are all agreed on three important points.

First, contrary to the Belgic Confession, all three reports agree that Christ
has not established a normative, permanently fixed, structure for the
church’s government. According to the 1973 report, “[the New Testament
writings] do not present a definitive church-organizational structure to
which the church must remain bound for all time” (Agenda for Synod 1973,
p. 539). According to the 2001 report, “Christ mandated no detailed system
of church government” (Agenda for Synod 2001, p. 289). According to the
2015 report, “The New Testament does not present us with a normative and
rigid pattern of church leadership - institutionalized offices that must be
scrupulously maintained at all times and in all places” (Agenda for Synod
2015, p. 382).

Second, contrary to the Belgic Confession, all three reports agree that Christ
has not instituted three, permanent, offices that the church must maintain.
According to the 1973 report, “[The New Testament writings do not] de-
scribe the offices of the church with such finality that no changes may be
permitted in their number or in their functioning” (Agenda for Synod 1973, p.
539) The 2001 report agrees: “The [universal] church has chosen on the ba-
sis of biblical example and for the purpose of good order to recognize cer-
tain offices. These offices or ministries vary with the needs of the church at
different times and places” (Agenda for Synod 2001, p. 297; Acts of Synod
2001, p. 297). Likewise, the 2015 report argues: “The New Testament re-
veals permanent dimensions of leadership, not precise and specific offices
for all time” (Agenda for Synod 2015, p. 383). Indeed, the 2015 report goes
onto argue that “[this is] why the current Church Order of the CRCNA does
not speak of Scripture requiring the existence of certain offices and those of-
fices only, but states that at this time in the denomination’s history we recog-
nize [certain] offices...” (Agenda for Synod 2015, p. 385, emphasis original).

Finally, contrary to the Belgic Confession, all three reports agree that Christ
has not assigned specific tasks to the office of pastor, elder, or deacon. Ac-
cording to the 1973 report, “in the Scriptures [the tasks of preaching the
Word and administering the sacraments] are not explicitly limited to special
office-holders...” Instead, “the church assigns these functions to certain in-
dividuals...with a view to maintaining good order in the church so that it
may carry out its ministry most effectively” (Agenda for Synod 1973, p. 581).
According to the 2001 report, “[*official acts of ministry,” including the
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preaching the Word and the administration of the sacraments] are en-
trusted to the congregation and, within the congregation, to its ordained
leaders, not to a specific office.” [Note: This conclusion was adopted by
Synod 2001 (Acts of Synod 2001, p. 504)]. Instead, “the assignment of pri-
mary responsibility for [the preaching of the Word and the administration
of the sacraments] to one office rather than another is a matter of tradition
and good order” (Agenda for Synod 2001, p. 286). The 2015 report agrees:
“The assignment of specific tasks to distinct offices is for the church to sort
out in its context in every new age” (Agenda for Synod 2015, p. 384).

In summary, contrary to the Belgic Confession, all three reports agree (1)
that Christ has not established a normative structure of church government,
(2) that Christ has not established permanent offices which the church must
maintain, and (3) that Christ has not assigned specific tasks or functions to
any particular office. In short, the reports are in complete agreement with
Mr. Shaw on his main point, namely: there is no biblical “must” or
“should” about the office of pastor. Indeed, these reports would go further
than Mr. Shaw is willing to go. According to the logic of these reports, there
is also no biblical “must” or “should” about the offices of elder or deacon ei-
ther. If the church someday decides to give the tasks of preaching the Word,
administering the sacraments, and overseeing the spiritual life of the con-
gregation entirely to the deacons and to abolish the offices of pastor and el-
der, the church would be entirely within its rights to do so. Although this
might be true, it is not what the confession teaches.

C. Recommendations

1. That synod appoint a three-person task force consisting of three theolo-
gians with backgrounds in the field of Reformation and Post-Reformation
theology with the following mandate:

i. provide Synod 2028 with a historically-informed interpretation of Bel-
gic Confession, Articles 30;

ii. assess whether Belgic Confession, Article 30 is compatible with the
conclusions that past synodical study committees have reached since
1973 regarding the nature of church office and official acts of ministry;

iii. if Belgic Confession, Article 30 is incompatible with the conclusions
of those past synodical study committees, provide recommendations to
Synod 2028 on how it might respond with integrity to Mr. Shaw’s con-
fessional-revision gravamen.

Grounds:

a. There is an apparent contradiction between Belgic Confession, Arti-
cle 30 and the reports submitted to synods 1973, 2001, and 2015 on
the nature of church office and official acts of ministry.
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. Synod 2001 adopted the conclusions of the 2001 report as synod’s
‘settled and binding’ guidelines for how the church should think
about both the nature of church office and official acts of ministry;
acts which include the preaching of the Word and the administration
of the sacraments (Acts of Synod 2001, Articles 53-56).

The reports submitted to synods 1973, 2001, and 2015 along with the
guidelines that Synod 2001 adopted appear to support Mr. Shaw’s
conclusion that the New Testament does not require the church to
have an office of pastor (Acts of Synod 2001, Art. 56, Guideline E.1).

. The reports submitted to synods 1973, 2001, and 2015 also appear to
support Mr. Shaw’s conclusion that Christ has not tasked the office
of pastor with the preaching of the Word and the administration of
the sacraments (Acts of Synod 2001, Art. 53, Guideline C.1.)

. Since synods 1973, 2001, and 2015 commended the biblical and theo-
logical work of the above mentioned reports, it would be dishonest
for synod to not sustain Mr. Shaw’s gravamen without first investi-
gating whether its own thoughts and actions have been consistent
with Belgic Confession, Article 30.

2. That synod task the officers of synod with appointing the members for
this task force in consultation with the members of the minority report, the
Office of General Secretary providing administrative support as needed
(Rules for Synodical Procedure VII, D, 1).

3. That synod encourage classes, councils, and all church members to
study, examine, and discuss Belgic Confession, Articles 30, until synod ad-
judicates Elder Shaw’s confessional-revision gravamen.

Matthew Ipema
Cedric Parsels, reporter
Schuyler Pike, chair
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