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Congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ…

We consider the Keys of the Kingdom. And like all other keys they are used for a specific purpose. I mean, what do you do with a key? You open something! Something which had been closed before is now open. Whether that be our house, or shed, or car, or so many other valuable things.
If you want to keep those things safe you need to lock up. And in our present time, with the crime rate the way it is, we’ll need to lock up very securely! So keys are more important than ever before.
In fact, how have you felt when you lost your keys? Doesn’t that muck things up?
Boys and girls, do you remember a time when Mum or Dad misplaced, or even perhaps lost, their keys? Weren’t they so worried! And maybe they were really upset.
You see, we needed those keys. Without them we’re going to have a lot of hassle. So that small bit of metal we carry around in our pockets, or in our bags, is quite important. Although it doesn’t feed us, or gives a bed to sleep in, or clothing to wear, yet, we won’t get to those things without it!

Our Lord Jesus transfers that same thought to the preaching of the Gospel. And that makes us think about... preaching, of course!
But let’s not straight-away think that this is all about what the church leaders do in a public worship  service. When we hear those words, “preaching”, and “discipline”, we can think of the official things. They are the most public aspect of these keys.
So we can easily miss out how these keys are actually being used all the time. And certainly not just on Sunday! You see, congregation, the Keys of the Kingdom are what you personally hold in your hands. Something a lot more important than your metal keys. For these are spiritual keys. They open up the most important thing in this life and the next. But they can also close that thing up.
So let’s see, then, those two actions. For there is, firstly, THE WAY THROUGH PREACHING THAT OPENS AND SHUTS THE KINGDOM UP. And, secondly, THE WAY THROUGH DISCIPLINE THAT SHUTS AND OPENS THE KINGDOM UP!

Preaching opens and shuts the Kingdom up	
It’s the first part that Answer 84 is all about. THE WAY THROUGH PREACHING THAT OPENS AND SHUTS THE KINGDOM UP. As it begins, “According to the command of Christ: The kingdom of heaven is opened by proclaiming and publicly declaring to each and every believer that, as often as he accepts the gospel promise in true faith, God, because of what Christ has done, truly forgives all his sins.”
Quite some words! Words which can easily pass over our heads.
But this is nothing more than simply being a Christian. It’s what we also call sharing the Good News. In the words of 1st Peter 3 verse 15, “But in your hearts set apart Christ as Lord. Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have.”
And we shouldn’t become confused that Answer 84 speaks of declaring this to “each and every believer”. For while the Gospel must indeed be proclaimed in church it has to be also declared to those yet to come into church.

Church members - you have so much to say about those who enter heaven and those who don’t! You are so vitally involved as to who will be baptised and who won’t be! And also about who sits at the table of the Lord, and who doesn’t!
You see, as your daily life is faithful in holding forth the living Word of God, what a powerful influence it is! How the door to heaven, the church, baptism, the Lord’s Supper, is opened to many more. Man - they could be saved!
And think of how speaking that same Word to one another convicts our hearts. Then we would know even more ourselves, and certainly show others, that we have no right to the Church and her sacraments, until we are truly converted.

Call it whatever you will. Christ must be proclaimed. The Word has to be declared. And you must speak as a servant of the Master. Like the apostles of old you dare to tell men and women, young adults, and boys and girls, they must be in the Church. Didn’t Jesus Christ die for them?
So we show in ever possible way the Lord’s command in Luke 13 verse 3, “Unless you repent, you too will all perish.” For this is very, very serious!

And that means we must present it carefully. For the apostle Peter goes on, after telling us to be always ready to speak of our faith in 1st Peter 3 verse 15, to say in verse 16, “But do this with gentleness and respect.”
We wouldn’t want to distract from God’s saving work in Jesus Christ through our bad behaviour. Yet say it we must.

Fellow believer, don’t hesitate if the opportunity is there. Be lovingly direct. Isn’t that, after all, exactly what we expect our elders to model to us? As the letters of 1st Timothy and Titus tells us, they must be “able to teach.”
So that the membership as a whole can do their work, and live properly with the Gospel keys in their hands, the Lord has set apart specific leaders to be particularly responsible. They are our elders. They are the supporting ligaments which enable each part to do its work, as Paul pictures it in Ephesians 4 verse 16.
But let’s make sure they do that congregation! Don’t you be afraid to question them if it seems they do wrong! Although it is the Lord who ordains, yet it is we altogether whom He uses top convert those He’s chosen.

It could be asked, though, as to how all the elders teach. For most of them don’t usually have such a public role. But you see them, don’t you? “Oh, yea, on the home visit.” Well, there’s a teaching situation.
And when there are those difficult pastoral visits to make, who has to know their Bible? Who is it that rules the church, and who, in times of vacancy or otherwise, read the sermons, and teach Catechism? Yes, it’s the elders!
While many people place much emphasis for having a stable and growing congregation on a “good” minister, or an alive congregation, the elders are the most important. A solid Session, well-versed in Scripture, will know the deceptions of the age, and those attractions which lure away, and it speaks out! They point to the true way for the Lord’s blessing!
The minister himself is an elder. He is only one among them. Certainly he’s an elder who has an added role with preaching the Word and administering the sacraments. But under the eldership as a whole, and you as a congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ, he must preach the Word of God. And he’s not to administer baptism or the Lord’s Supper to those whom the Session hasn’t first recognised as a genuine believer.

All of which brings us to the second aspect of the Keys of the Kingdom. For boys and girls, you don’t only open with a key, do you? You also lock! So, not only is it THE WAY THROUGH PREACHING THAT OPENS AND SHUTS THE KINGDOM UP, but there is also THE WAY THROUGH DISCIPLINE THAT SHUTS AND OPENS THE KINGDOM UP!
The preaching can make us sinners conscious of the open door. We receive that invitation and gladly come in. But we might also reject it. With part of your life, or maybe even totally, you might say, “Nah, it’s not for me!”
Mind you, this person might still want to come in, or already be in, and enjoy the benefits! But don’t talk about “sin”, and that need to confess our wrong!
Then congregation, we have to preach again. Yet this time, in the words of the second part of Answer 84, we are to be “proclaiming and publicly declaring to unbelievers and hypocrites that, as long as they do not repent, the anger of God and eternal condemnation rest on them.”
Those who show they don’t believe are to be told what they are doing. We really hope that this way, the way of Matthew 18, we will win them over. And it has to work! The Lord has been pleased to richly bless this way of mutual discipline. You see, His people take the time to care.

Now, perhaps our concern with our brother or sister was a bit mistaken. When we spoke with them, we saw it wasn’t quite the way we thought.
That’s fine. Actually, it’s good preventative medicine because what could have happened subsequently, without that talking to each other, could have made a lot out of nothing.
Maybe, though, we were right. We know our brother or sister. We’re not strangers to them. So when he or she starts to stumble and fall, we’re right there. Rather than something becoming quite a rip, or a terrible break, we patched it up while it was still small. We pointed them back to the Lord, through His Word. Things hadn’t gone so far as to become deeply entrenched, and seemingly impossible to deal with. The Lord’s Spirit was right there!

Isn’t it marvellous when we can know His grace through a brother or sister in our time of need? He uses them!
And, yet, we have to say that the Lord still guides if the situation is far worse than that! For despite our prayers and personal meetings, he, or she, just doesn’t see the light! There’s no gospel shining forth.
So what’s happening is like a blood poison which infects a person through their hand. It has to be cut out! But they don’t see the need for the doctor, or medicine, or any other way of fighting this deadly disease.
Naturally, no person in their right mind just smiles and goes on his way with that blood poison in his hand. It’s going to spread! And if it keeps going it will kill him, too!
Yet, it’s far worse when a member of the church goes on their way living in sin. For congregation, they have to be told!
And not only then by your personally. Take along a trusted and mature fellow member, as Matthew 18 verse 16 goes on to say. Be gentle and yet very firm! Nothing less than their soul for all eternity is at stake! Treat it with the urgency it deserves!
Not tomorrow - today! In the pressing words of Hebrews 3 verses 12 and 13, “See to it, brothers, that none of you has a sinful, unbelieving heart that turns away from the living God. But encourage one another daily, as long as it is called Today, so that none of you become hardened by sin’s deceitfulness.”

Let’s keep the Body of Christ pure. It is what He has entrusted us to do. And especially this work for the Lord is shown through the elders. They are called to lead the way.
But, sadly, it may have been through their lack of diligence that people came into the church who had no right to be there. It could have been that the minister and the elders, as well as the members, weren’t careful enough in doing their part in preaching and supervising that entry into church. The work of discipline also tells us to pay attention to what we ourselves are doing. As the saying goes, “when you point your finger at someone else, there’s three fingers pointing back at you!”

Boys and girls, have you ever had times when you could see that it really hurt your Mum or Dad that they had to punish you? Perhaps they even said, “This is going to hurt me a lot more than it will hurt you!”
And you wondered about that. I mean, you got the smack!
But what they are saying is that they also share in your punishment. That you are actually going to be punished is a reflection on the way they have trained you.
We need to realise that as a church, also. Though don’t let that then stop us from any discipline whatsoever! We have to be true! As parents there must clear guidelines for our children. Consistency and direction are important.

And as the Body of our Lord - the Church - He has given a clear rule. It is just like Matthew 18 says. And there are other passages, too. Or we can turn to Answer 85 and see Scriptures teachings on this summarised for us.

In those different references we come to see the highlighted role of the elders. A role that’s perhaps not emphasised quite the way it used to be. But a vital role nonetheless!
For on the official level the challenge must go out. “You who continue in sin - stop!” “Cut it out!” “Don’t dishonour the Name of the Lord!”
This was what Paul cried out to the Corinthian church in his first letter to them, chapter 5 verse 12, “What business is it of mine to judge those outside the church? Are you not to judge those inside?”
That church had dishonoured the Name of the Lord. There had been no discipline in the case of an openly immoral situation. They had a bad reputation with outsiders. They weren’t preaching the gospel!
So there must be a guarding of the message. Like the watchmen on the towers of Jerusalem, the elders are to keep watch, and warn when danger comes. In fact, Hebrews 13 verse 17 describes our elders as men who must give an account for their work of ruling.
So congregation, knowing that, let’s also, as that same verse 17 of Hebrews 13 says, obey our leaders and submit to their authority. And let’s obey them also so that their work will be a joy not a burden, for that’s of not benefit to any of us.
You see, it’s not easy being an elder. Dealing with people is awkward at the best of times. But to especially exhort men and women, who, because of their situation of not being faithful to the Lord are not likely either to be faithful to the promises they made when they entered the door of the church, makes an elder’s position quite unenviable.
Yet the Lord calls you to help! Naturally, that’s through prayer. But also it’s through our preventative work a long time before a situation becomes as bad as it is.

If you know of an affair outside of marriage, warn early! Situations of physical and mental abuse have to be brought to the proper authorities. A brother distracted by false teaching has to be told! Not declaring all the tax you owe is stealing. Addressing gossip gives the truth an opportunity to be said. And acknowledging the God-given place of the elders, as we support and pray for them, is working the Keys of the Kingdom.
Why? It’s for the sinner’s eternal good! That has to be your aim right through-out. And don’t ever think of it as anything less!
Dear friend, this is about reconciliation. We have to be joined to the life of God in Christ. For as long as there is life there is hope! And how much don’t we rejoice with the Lord and all His angels over even one lost sheep being brought back to the fold?

It’s that joy we must keep before us. That’s why Answer 85 ends the way it does. For it says, “Such a person, when he promises and demonstrates genuine reform, is received again as a member of Christ and of His Church.” Like the prodigal son returning, there’s restoration.
Paul spoke of this to that awful situation in Corinth. He firmly declared the Lord’s Word, in 1st Corinthians 5 verse 5, that as the church meets together they are to hand that totally unrepentant sinner over to Satan. But he said that’s to be done exactly so that his “sinful nature may be destroyed and his spirit saved on the day of the Lord.” It was so he could still be saved!

Congregation, let’s be open to this! Despite whatever that brother or sister may have done that seemed so terrible, shut out so that they might be let in! And when they come back in true repentance, let’s not doubt that God can do it.
Take Him at His Word. For, Church of the Lord, if we cannot have confidence in these divine scriptures, then it’s us who are locked out!
Listen to Him now. In the words of Christ Jesus in Revelation 3 verse 20, “Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will go in and eat with him, and he with me.”

Now, that’s the door you want to go through! It opens the mansion of heaven itself!
Hallelujah! And Marantha! Yes, Lord Jesus, come quickly! Come and throw out that lock forever!
Amen.


PRAYER:
Let’s pray...
O God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, We thank and praise You for this precious Gospel truth. For in Your Son You have opened up the way, and You have placed us on that way - to gates of heaven itself!
Please so work in us that we may always look to Jesus and to where He is now, at Your right hand, working out everything in accordance with Your will. Then we ourselves will follow Your will, and Your Spirit will work through us to touch us with Your great love also.
In Jesus’ precious name, we pray, Amen.




