
Systematic Theology 2.2 (Marks of a True Church) 

Introduction: 
If you move to a new town, you have to find a new church. The search for a new church 
can be difficult and frustrating. If you pick up the Yellow Pages and look under “Church,” 
you are likely to confront a bewildering array of possibilities. Perhaps you already have 
some fairly definite ideas of what you want in a church. You may be looking for a good 
youth group or active senior citizens group. You may want a powerful preacher or a 
certain kind of music. You may be very loyal to one denomination or you may like to 
“shop around.” 
What should you be looking for in choosing a new church? Your first concern should be 
that the church be a “true church.”  You do not want to choose a church that is part of a 
sect or a cult. You do not want a church that still bears the name of church, but whose 
lampstand Christ has removed (Revelation 1–3). How do you recognize a true church?  
There are all kinds and types of churches, providing consumers multiple options from 
which to pick and choose what they like. This was somewhat true in the time of the 
Reformation, as there were Roman Catholic, Orthodox, Anabaptist, Lutheran, and 
Reformed churches. Today the situation is even more confusing, since so many 
organizations call themselves churches. We have everything from theological cults, such 
as the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, to thousands of garden-variety 
nondenominational churches, to the so-called “mainline” churches, and everything in 
between. The Belgic Confession’s words are just as true today as they were when 
originally penned: “all sects which are in the world assume to themselves the name of the 
Church” (Article 29). 

Four Attributes of the Church 
Before the Reformation, the Nicene Creed was written centuries ago to help Christians 
remember the important beliefs of the faith. In the Nicene Creed we identify the four 
marks of the Church. The four attributes of the Church are not characteristics that the 
Church creates or develops or learns. They are qualities that Jesus Christ shares with his 
Church through the Holy Spirit. The four attributes of the Church are that it is one, holy, 
catholic, and apostolic. 

The Church Is One 
Just as God is one in the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, so also is the Church one. The 
founder of the Church is Jesus Christ, who brought us back to God and made us into the 
family of God. The Church is one in the Holy Spirit, who dwells in those who believe. 

The Church Is Holy 
The Church is holy because the Church lives in union with Jesus Christ, the source of 
holiness. Through the Holy Spirit the Church leads others to holiness. The holiness of the 
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Church is seen in the love that the members of the Church have toward one another and 
the many sacrifices they make for the sake of the world. 

The Church Is Catholic 
Catholic means “universal.” The Church is universal in two ways. First, the Church is 
catholic because all baptized people are part of the Church and the Church possesses the 
means of salvation. Second, the mission of the Church is universal because the Church 
has been sent to proclaim Christ to the entire human race. 

The Church Is Apostolic 
The Church traces its tradition directly from the apostles; therefore, the Church is 
considered apostolic. With the Holy Spirit the Church preserves and continues the 
teaching of the apostles. The pope and bishops are the successors of the apostles. 
The Church traces its tradition directly from the apostles; therefore, the Church is 
considered apostolic. With the Holy Spirit the Church preserves and continues the 
teaching of the apostles. The pope and bishops are the successors of the apostles. 

In these attributes, the church tries to find continuity between the church that God intends 
and what the church is. These attributes could be seen as a form of static ecclesiology. 
Everything about these attributes are decided simply from the assumption that the church 
exist. It is one, it is holy, it is catholic, it is apostolic because the Church is.  

The Marks of a True Church 
But the reformers found that the church can have these attributes and and still not have a 
vital relationship with Jesus Christ. 
The three Marks of the church came out from the desire to test the authenticity of the 
Church. 

The Reformers searched the Word of God to answer the question of which churches were 
actually churches. Although there was some debate between Lutheran and Reformed 
theologians, and even among Reformed theologians themselves, the Reformed churches 
eventually settled on the belief that the Word revealed three essential outward marks by 
which any discerning person could determine whether any given congregation was truly a 
church: “The marks by which the true Church is known are these: If the pure doctrine of 
the gospel is preached therein; if it maintains the pure administration of the sacraments as 
instituted by Christ; if church discipline is exercised in punishing sin” (Belgic 
Confession, Article 29). 

These three marks of a true church—pure preaching of the gospel, pure administration of 
the sacraments, and church discipline—are in contrast with the marks of a false church, 
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as the Belgic Confession continues: “As for the false Church, it ascribes more power and 
authority to itself and its ordinances than to the Word of God, and will not submit itself to 
the yoke of Christ. Neither does it administer the sacraments as appointed by Christ in 
His Word, but adds to and takes from, as it thinks proper; it relies more upon men than 
upon Christ; and persecutes those who live holily according to the Word of God and 
rebuke it for its errors, covetousness, and idolatry” (BC, Art. 29). 

Pure Preaching of the Gospel 
Here, the Word of God is of paramount importance to the life and vitality of the church. 
Ephesians 5:26 says, “…tto make her holy, cleansing[a] her by the washing with water 
through the word.” James 1:18 states, “He chose to give us birth through the word of 
truth, that we might be a kind of firstfruits of all he created.” 1 Timothy 3:15 says, “if I 
am delayed, you will know how people ought to conduct themselves in God’s household, 
which is the church of the living God, the pillar and foundation of the truth.” In John 
10:27 Jesus demonstrates the unbelieving Jews were not part of His church, “ My sheep 
listen to my voice; I know them, and they follow me.” This is not simply of the elect 
alone, but also of the whole church. It is necessary by extension that the whole church 
follows the voice of the Shepherd. 

Also, one must be aware that the keeping of the Word of God is a necessary mark by 
which Jesus will be among those who do so. John 8:31-32 states, “ To the Jews who had 
believed him, Jesus said, “If you hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples. 
32 Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.” The opposite is equally 
true, for if they do not abide in His Word, then He will not be in the midst of the them. In 
John 8:47 the same is said of those who hear, “He who is of God hears God’s words.” In 
John 14:23 the promise extends to the fellowship of Christ with the believer, “Jesus 
replied, “Anyone who loves me will obey my teaching. My Father will love them, and we 
will come to them and make our home with them.” 

One should consider the purity of sound doctrine as the example given by the apostolic 
church in the narratives of Acts. Acts 2:42 is among the preeminent passages which has 
already been quoted, “They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to 
fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer.” Without following the doctrine of the 
apostles as it has been handed down by Christ to them, there would be no church. But 
those that follow sound doctrine are among those who profess true religion. If there are 
those who do not profess this true religion, or are deviant from it, then they are not part of 
the true church. 2 John 1:9 says clearly, “Anyone who runs ahead and does not continue 
in the teaching of Christ does not have God; whoever continues in the teaching has both 
the Father and the Son.” And this admonition is linked to John’s practical application in 
this in verse 10, “If anyone comes to you and does not bring this teaching, do not take 
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them into your house or welcome them.” Purity, in this manner, should be seen in the 
fundamental doctrines of the church that entails its being. Thus, concerning this first 
mark, the visible church holds to the sound pattern of doctrine which has been given to it 
by God. Psalm 147:19 states, “He declares His word to Jacob, His statutes and His 
judgments to Israel.” As Calvin says, “Let it therefore be a fixed point, that a holy unity 
exits amongst us, when, consenting in pure doctrine, we are united in Christ alone.” 

Pure Administration of the Sacraments 
The second distinguishing mark of the true church is the right administration of the 
sacraments, which is birthed by sound doctrine and spills over into the unity of 
fellowship. It is certainly true that were right doctrine is found, there will be a necessary 
overflow of that right doctrine into the teaching of the sacraments, or means of grace. 
Berkhof says, “The sacraments should never be divorced from the Word, for they have no 
content of their own, but derive their content from the Word of God; they are in fact, a 
visible preaching of the Word.” The sacraments have been instated in the church by 
Christ and are presented in the Bible as to the manner in which they are to be dispensed. 
The sacraments are seals of the Covenant of Grace and intended for the partakers of the 
Covenant of Grace alone. As the Westminster Confession of Faith states, “Sacraments are 
holy signs and seals of the covenant of grace, immediately instituted by God, to represent 
Christ, and his benefits; and to confirm our interest in him: as also, to put a visible 
difference between those that belong unto the church, and the rest of the world; and 
solemnly to engage them to the service of God in Christ, according to his 
Word” (Romans 4:11; Gen. 17:7, 10, 11; Matt. 28:19; 1 Cor. 11:23; Rom. 6:3-4; Col. 
2:12; 1 Cor. 10:16; 11:25-26; Gal. 3:27; Exod. 12:48; Gen. 34:14; I Cor. 10:21; Rom. 
6:3-4; Gal. 3:27; 1 Peter 3:21; 1 Cor. 5:7-8; 10:16). 

Exercise of Church Discipline 
The third mark of a true church, church discipline, has a largely negative connotation in 
our culture, but the biblical idea is both positive and negative. 
A person is brought into the church by baptism and is nourished, or disciplined, by the 
preaching of the gospel and the administration of the Lord’s Supper. All true believers 
need to be disciplined by these means until the Lord comes again; therefore, they should 
receive the preaching of the Word from their pastors and partake of the Lord’s Supper 
when it is served by the church elders. By these means, church leaders carry out the 
positive form of church discipline. It is positive in the sense that members are 
encouraged, built up, and strengthened through God’s appointed means and appointed 
messengers. Scripture exhorts believers to “obey your leaders and submit to them, for 
they are keeping watch over your souls, as those who will have to give an account. Let 
them do this with joy and not with groaning, for that would be of no advantage to 
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you” (Heb. 13:17). By contrast, discipline in its negative form involves the “punishing of 
sin” (Belgic Confession, Art. 29) in those who are unrepentant. 
Discipline promotes God’s holiness (Ezek. 36:16–21; 1 Cor. 5:1–5), protects the church 
from infection (1 Cor. 5:6; Heb. 12:15–16; 2 Tim. 2:14, 16–18), and restores the 
rebellious, making clear the seriousness of their resistance to Christ’s Word and church (1 
Cor. 5:5; 2 Cor. 2:5–11; Heb. 3:12–13; 10:24–25; 12:11–16). 
Where can seekers of the truth find the authentic Jesus Christ, His authentic gospel, an 
authentic church? By looking for the three biblical marks of preaching, the administration 
of the two sacraments, and the exercise of godly church discipline, the diligent and 
discriminating person may find the genuine article. With so many “churches” in any 
given local community, it is imperative that one find a congregation that is a true 
Christian “church,” one in which Jesus Christ truly meets with His people in Word and 
sacrament, and shepherds them by the discipline of His undershepherds, the pastors 
and elders.
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