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The keys to the Kingdom of Heaven, preaching the Word and church discipline, have been given by Christ to His church.
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Hear and heed Christ’s Words of invitation and of warning
Introduction
How many keys do you have on your key-ring? For me, I have too many! Keys are not merely the means to open or lock closed doors, they are also emblems of power – for those in authority who hold them. The familiar question “Dad – can I have the car keys” is a request to authorise the use of a motor vehicle. When you are given keys to a room in a motel, this authorises overnight use. Post office box keys authorise you to collect the mail from a particular box. Keys may be more sophisticated now than in times past, but they go back in history at least as far as the Assyrian city of Nineveh where archaeologists have found ancient locks and keys.

In Old Testament Israel, gatekeepers were admitted/denied entrance to the house of God  e.g.1 Chron 9:22-27. Eliakim the son of Hilkiah was given authority by God as a steward over the king’s household "Then I will set the key of the house of David on his shoulder, When he opens no one will shut, When he shuts no one will open” (Isaiah 22:22).
Our topic this afternoon from Heidelberg Catechism Lord’s Day 31 is about keys which open and shut. There are two keys to the Kingdom of God: preaching and Christian discipline: “The preaching of the holy gospel and Christian discipline toward repentance. Both preaching and discipline open the kingdom of heaven to believers and close it to unbelievers”. After Peter’s confession in response to our Lord’s question: "But who do you say that I am?" (Matt 16:15) {The ‘you’ here is plural in the original language – the question is asked by Christ to all his disciples}  the Apostle replies on behalf of himself and the other disciples: “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God” (Matt 16:16). Jesus then blesses Peter and acknowledges that this knowledge of His true identity has been supernaturally revealed to Peter by God the Father. 
Jesus then says to Peter: "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." (Matthew 16:19) Is Christ promising in the future to delegate authority in His Church to just Peter? If that were the case that authority would end when Peter died. Is Christ promising to give these keys to a line of men who would succeed Peter as future generations? This is the idea of ‘apostolic succession’ whereby the ministry of the church only passes down through bishops descending from Peter. With differences in the  details, this is the official teaching of the Roman Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, Old Catholic, Swedish Lutheran and Anglican churches.

The truth is that Christ was promising to delegate His authority over His church to all those who make the same confession as Peter (as a disciple), whilst also delegating that authority to Peter (as an apostle) in a specific way as He does to the under-shepherds of His church. 

Let me explain this. Peter was an apostle. He was a servant of Christ, and a steward of the mysteries of God (1 Cor 4:1), that is the gospel of salvation. After the resurrection, the Lord Jesus appeared to his disciples, showing them wounds from the cross and passing on the ministry of the gospel from Himself to the apostles: “So Jesus said to them again, "Peace be with you; as the Father has sent Me, I also send you." (John 20:21).

They were to go, because He had gone and completed His mission “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 20:22-23). 
Note here that the gift of the Spirit is given to a group; to representatives of the whole living church, just as Peter was a representative of all the disciples when he made a confession of faith on their behalf. The Spirit of God conveys the power and authority to all the members of Christ’s body the church to hold the keys of the Kingdom in a general sense and to all ordained shepherd-leaders in the church in a specific sense.
There is in a sense only one Key: the gospel, but this word of salvation is administered in two different ways: In words of HCLD31: i) Through “The preaching of the holy gospel” and ii) “Christian discipline toward repentance”. There are two ways in which these keys are entrusted:

a) To the ordained spiritual leaders in the church – the ‘ruling’ elders and the teaching elder (minister). 
b) To every believer as he/she conveys in their individual Word ministry the gospel of grace and the law of God.

Both the keys of the Kingdom belong to Christ, who delegates His authority in the church to others. These two keys form our two points this afternoon, under the headings:

a) Christ’s Effective Word of Invitation
b) Christ’s Effective Word of Warning
1. Christ’s Effective Word of Invitation

The ‘gospel key’ is exercised/turned through preaching – which is God’s ordained method of proclaiming the good news. Preaching is: Not the sharing of some man’s ideas; Not some display of great oratory and intellectual skill; Not the pronouncements of some leading guru/spiritual sage. Preaching is God’s ordained method of proclaiming the gospel by those set apart as the Lord’s commissioned heralds.
In contrast some contemporary preaching is: topical, felt-needs, seeker-sensitive; personal, subjective-experiential. There is sometimes a focus on testimonies, anecdotes. The preaching may be ‘triumphalist’ emphasising material prosperity, overcoming all difficulties in life, success and power in this life.
Biblical preaching is a method of communication despised by the unbelieving world: “For the word of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God” (1 Corinthians 1:18). Biblical preaching is unpopular for many today because it is seen as foolish. Some Christians see a need drama, dance, images, entertainment when the church meets for worship.
On day of Pentecost, Peter preached. ‘When the people heard this, they were cut to the heart and said to Peter and the other apostles, "Brothers, what shall we do?"  Peter replied, "Repent and be baptized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins. And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit’(Acts 2:37-38) . Power seen in the response from those who heard; they were “cut to the heart”. There was a dramatic reaction to the Word with the burning heartfelt question “Brothers, what shall we do?”

The Word of God always accomplishes the purpose the Lord intends: “My word be which goes forth from My mouth; It shall not return to Me empty, Without accomplishing what I desire, And without succeeding in the matter for which I sent it” (Isaiah 55:11) Preaching either closes or opens heart to the gospel “For we are a fragrance of Christ to God among those who are being saved and among those who are perishing; to the one an aroma from death to death, to the other an aroma from life to life. And who is adequate for these things?” (2 Cor 2:15-16).
So, this official Word ministry of the church opens and closes the ‘door’ to the kingdom. The power of preaching to open and close the kingdom of God does not lie ultimately with the preacher, but is a work of the Holy Spirit. Biblical preaching is always an invitation to come to Christ; to yield to Him, to receive from His treasury. You can either soften your heart, or harden it. The Bible teaches us that whilst God is in control of both responses through the mystery of divine election and effectual calling, yet it is equally true that: you and I are 100% responsible for how we respond to the preaching of God’s Word.
This Word is to be preached publicly to God’s gathered people by those set apart for this special task. This Word is also to be proclaimed privately by all members of the church to those we meet throughout the week; both within and without the church. This is so that the gospel invitation can be given: Come to Jesus! For the individual Christian this is an exercise of one of the keys to the kingdom.

The other ‘key’ is a word of warning: 
2. Christ’s Effective Word of Warning

We may think of discipline as a harsh, authoritarian act. Like a cruel headmaster who delights in giving small children the cane. Nothing could be further from the truth of the Scriptures.
What is Christian discipline? It is a form of directed preaching whereby specific sins or heresies are identified through the ministry of the Word with an accompanying, exhortation to repent and to trust in Jesus. 

The process of Christian discipline-starts with individual congregational members, who remain involved. We see this, for example in Colossians 3:16 “Let the word of Christ richly dwell within you, with all wisdom teaching and admonishing one another with psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing with thankfulness in your hearts to God”. Also in 1 Thessalonians 5:14 “We urge you, brethren, admonish the unruly, encourage the fainthearted, help the weak, be patient with everyone” Word “admonish” means to instruct, teach; warn.
The principles for Christian discipline are laid out in Matthew 18:15-18 and further structured in our churches in the Church Order according to the general Scriptural pattern:
a) If you see a brother or sister sin, then tell him his sin. Warn/admonish him/her.
b) If he/she refuses to receive admonition, take on or two others . 2-3 witnesses are required to verify to a sin. Judgement should not be made by assumption, by rumour or hearsay.
c) If he/she refuses to repent, bring the matter to the elders.
d) If he/she refuses to repent, the elders withhold Lord’s Supper from the unrepentant sinner but do not announce their name.  We call this “silent censure”.
e) If he/she still refuses after numerous exhortations, there is the first public announcement to the church where no name is given, but the sin is broadly identified.
f) If he/she still refuses, then there is a second  announcement (for which Presbytery consent is required) in which the name of sinner is given to congregation.
g) If he/she still refuses, there is a third  announcement which includes the proposed date of excommunication.
In this way church discipline operates to open and close the Kingdom of Heaven. We see an example of this in 1 Corinthians 5 where a man had sexual relations with father’s wife. Discipline is applied “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). This man later repented and was to be restored: “But if any has caused sorrow, he has caused sorrow not to me, but in some degree-- in order not to say too much-- to all of you. Sufficient for such a one is this punishment which was inflicted by the majority, so that on the contrary you should rather forgive and comfort him, otherwise such a one might be overwhelmed by excessive sorrow. Wherefore I urge you to reaffirm your love for him” (2 Cor 2:5-8).
The purposes of church discipline are:

· To honour of God’s name.
· Out of loving concern for the brother or sister who has committed sin with the heartfelt desire to restore the unrepentant brother or sister.
· For the purity of the church. Sin is like a cancer in the body, or yeast in bread – it spreads easily – the church is called to be holy

Christian/Church discipline is a gospel ministry; it is restorative. The key is the gospel – a call to repentance and faith; in essence the same as preaching. Church discipline is very unpopular today. We live in a largely anti-authority, individualistic age in the West. Some in churches may say: “Who do these elders think they are, claiming the power to put people out of the kingdom? They may be able to put people out of their church, but they can’t put people out of God’s Kingdom”. 

It is generally difficult for us to receive a word of admonition/rebuke. Our pride is often a barrier. Some cut themselves off by resignation, before the process of church discipline is complete. They may change churches, but they always take themselves with them! It is generally more difficult to apply gospel heart surgery in new congregation.
 If you ever come under church discipline…don’t run. Come afresh to Christ. Since the power of the Church is exclusively spiritual, it does not resort to force like the Spanish Inquisition. If the keys are not used faithfully, they are ineffective in opening and closing the kingdom. 
The keys do not belong to the church body, but to her head, the Lord Jesus Christ who is: the first and the last, and the living One who says; “ I was dead, and behold, I am alive forevermore, and I have the keys of death and of Hades” (Rev 1:18) The Gospel is about Christ’s invitation to come and to turn away from your self-love, self-service and to love and serve Him

How is your heart today? Is your heart opened, or locked shut? 'Behold, I stand at the door and knock; if anyone hears My voice and opens the door, I will come in to him and will dine with him, and he with Me. (Rev 3:20).
The Spirit-filled church holds the keys of the Kingdom in the gospel…the very power of God unto salvation. There are two keys: preaching of the holy gospel and Christian discipline towards repentance. In essence there is one key alone: the Gospel.
AMEN 

