
Why You Want The Church To Possess Authority 

 

Many people today balk at the thought of the church possessing any spiritual authority1. This is particularly true among Evangelicals. 
A church that possesses any level of spiritual authority is, in their minds a dangerous idea. This historically though, was not always 
true. As a matter of fact, it once was just the opposite. Until the 16th century, the dangerous idea was not spiritual authority in the 
hands of the church, but rather the individual. Martin Luther however changed all of that with his teaching on the “priesthood of all 
believers” (1516). As a result, people for the first time began to view each individual person, not the church, as the ones possessing 
spiritual authority – especially in relation to interpreting the Bible. The anarchy which ensued however, caused Luther to rethink his 
position. 
 
“The outbreak of the Peasants’ War in 1525 brought home to Luther that this new approach was dangerous and ultimately 
uncontrollable. If every individual was able to interpret the Bible as he pleased, the outcome could only be anarchy and radical 
religious individualism. Too late, Luther tried to rein in the movement by emphasizing the importance of authorized religious 
leaders, such as himself, and institutions in the interpretation of the Bible. But who, his critics asked, had ‘authorized’ these so-called 
institutions? Was not the essence of Luther’s new dangerous idea that there was no such centralized authority? That all Christians 
had the right to interpret their Bibles as they saw fit? In the end, not even the personal authority of Luther could redirect this 
religious revolution.” – Alister McGrath (Christianity’s Dangerous Idea, p3-4)   
 
What then is the answer? Who possesses spiritual authority on earth? Is it the individual, or the church? The biblical answer is clear: 
it is the church (Mat 16:18-19). But not just any church, it is only those churches genuinely under the Lordship of Jesus Christ. To be 
more specific, those He would identify and claim to be His churches (i.e. Christ’s churches) because of their submission to His criteria 
for a church as found in places like (Act 11:19-26; Act 2:41-42, 20:7; Mat 18:15-17, 26:26-28, 28:18-20; 1Co 5:1-6:8, 11:2, 17-34; and 
the principle instruction found in the pastoral epistles: 1 and 2 Timothy, Titus)2.  
 
However, enlightenment to this truth (the church does possess spiritual authority), will not likely be enough to comfort those who 
have become comfortable with an emasculated church. It may also require an approach based on its reasonableness (Phi 4:1).   
In this respect then, the following represents why the church possessing such spiritual authority is more than just what the bible 
teaches, it is also reasonable – considering the unreasonable consequences of that not being the case. In other words, every 
Christian should want the church to possess spiritual authority since if that is not true then: 
 
1. We would have no protection against Satanic/demonic possession (Mat 16:18-19).  
 
The reason Jesus says (18) “the gates Hades (the bottomless pit; the domain of Satan and his demons who possess and exercise 
spiritual control over most of the inhabitants of this world - Luk 8:31; Rev 9:11; 1Jo 5:19; Eph 2:1-2; 2Ti 2:26) will not prevail against 
(the church)”, is b/c of the authority/power He has deputized her to possess (19 – “I will give you the keys of the kingdom of 
heaven”). As a result, the church (or her people) never need to worry (again) about Satan or his demons possessing them (1Jo 5:18; 
Rev 9:1-4). However, if the church possesses no such authority/power, then Christians – like the world, remain as open game! Could 
this be one of the reasons so many “churches” today are filled w/people w/serious mental health issues (e.g. schizophrenia3)? 
 
2. We would fail to receive Christ’s resurrection power in our lives (Eph 1:16-23). 
 
According to Paul, (19) “the immeasurable greatness of (the Father’s) power toward us who believe” is the same power that not 
only (20) “raised (Jesus) from the dead” (i.e. it is resurrection power), but also gives Him authority (21) “far above all rule and 
authority and power and dominion and above every name that is named not only in this age but the age to come”. (IOW): The 
Father’s power has also given Jesus comprehensive authority over all things at all levels (Joh 3:35; Rev 11:15). This includes then, 
even authority in relation to Father’s resurrection power. Jesus now has authority over that as well (Joh 5:21; 10:17-18; Mat 11:27, 
28:18). What not to miss however, is where Paul tells the Christian to go to receive such power. It is the church, since this the place 
where Jesus’ “Body” now resides on earth. And not just in some symbolic sense. It is (as Paul also states), the fullness of Him” (i.e. 
His authority, power, and dominion). As such, it also the place where Jesus “fills all (people) in all (power)”. Hence why Paul says 
what he does in (3:10 and 4:10-12; consider also Psa 68:35, 133:3). To deny then that the church possesses authority is not only a 
denial of what Paul teaches regarding it being the “fullness” of “His Body” (such language cannot be used w/o referring to His 
authority since this is at the very heart of Paul’s discussion in these verses), but also the forfeiture of any spiritual power to the 
Christian (since the these two are inextricably linked - i.e. you can’t lose one w/o giving up the other -e.g. Mat 9:1-8, 10:1). A church 
therefore w/o authority means a world filled with spiritually weak Christians.4 
 
 

                                                           
1 By spiritual authority it is meant the power or right to judge and enforce all matters related to Christ’s sacred kingdom on earth including its Scriptures, doctrine, 
polity, liturgy, people, and practice, as well as the realities of forgiveness, salvation, excommunication and apostasy. Since Christ’s Kingship/Lordship is 
comprehensive in relation to His people, and because every aspect of our person has spiritual purpose, such authority will affect even things considered more 
preferential by most today (e.g. 1Co 11:1-16). 
2 The criteria/instruction/tradition found in these references can be summarized as follows: 1) at least ten baptized/righteous/justified people (Gen 18:32), 2) at least 
one qualified and ordained elder, 3) a commitment to: sound teaching of the Scriptures (i.e. sound doctrine), making/baptizing disciples, faithful obedience to all of 
God’s Laws, the weekly observance of Lord’s Table, corporate prayer, providing for all the needs of the congregation, raising up additional elders, jurisprudence and 
discipline. This majority – if not all, of this list was viewed by the Reformers as the distinguishing marks of true/legitimate churches. As such, any so-called institutions 
failing in one of these areas was not recognized and considered false (e.g. see Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion, book four). 
3 In the last 5 years, Christianity Today has written at least two major articles dealing specifically w/schizophrenia in the church.  These individuals are always viewed 
as Christians, though the Bible’s diagnosis is demon possession.  
4 Consider the difference this would make to Paul’s words in Rom 6:1-7: our church baptisms would be nothing more than symbolic. This unfortunately is where most 
evangelical are in their view of the church’s sacraments – no doubt b/c of their deficient view of the church in re: to spiritual authority.           



3. We would have no ability to establish sound doctrine nor determine what is the sound gospel (1Ti 3:15; Gal 2:1-2). 
 
Though God’s Word is the source of truth; correct interpretation of its contents is required if that truth is to be received. And 
according to Paul, such authority has been given to the church. Hence why he refers to her as “the pillar and support (lit. 
foundation) of the truth” (1Ti 3:15). Just as pillars and foundations function to establish the soundness (or safety) of a structure, so 
the church functions to interpret and establish sound doctrine. This is why also (then) Paul “set before (the church) the gospel (he) 
preached” (Gal 2:2). If she was the institution God had ordained/authorized to establish sound doctrine, then the same was true in 
relation to the gospel. She was the one w/the authority to determine the sound gospel message (e.g. Act 15; 1Co 14:27-29). Paul 
however was not the only one who believed the church was vested w/such authority. This was the belief of the churches in the 2nd 
and 3rd centuries as demonstrated by their work in determining which ancient books/letters should be recognized as inspired 
Scripture. (IOW): It was the church who gave us our Bibles, not the other way around! Again however, if one is inclined to remove 
such authority from the church, then this too is a consequence: we possess no ability to establish or determine what truth is (since 
such authority is NEVER given to the individual -i.e. Solo Scriptura is heresy). In an attempt to secure consistency (and avoid 
hypocrisy) such individuals should also jettison their bibles (since once more, this is a product of the church acting w/authority). 
Attempts at taking away the church’s authority – especially in the area of interpretation/doctrine has been at the heart of Satan’s 
agenda – even from apostolic times. Hence Paul’s instruction in (Tit 2:1 w/15; Act 20:28-30). 
 
4. We would find it impossible to secure (or enforce) justice among God’s people (Mat 18:15-20). 
 
Even a cursory study of these verses reveal that what Jesus is doing is simply re-instituting the jurisprudence (process of justice) that 
existed for old covenant Israel (15 - “if your brother sins against you” w/Lev 19:15-17; 16 – “that every charge may be established 
by two or three witnesses” w/Deu 17:6; 17 – “If he does not listen even to the church, let him be to you a tax collector and a 
Gentile” w/Deu 17:9-12).  At the same time, what is also obvious (based on verses 18-20) is that Jesus is granting at least the same 
authority to the church that was given to former covenant community.5 The apostle Paul viewed the churches as not only possessing 
such authority, but also the competency to exercise it (1Co 5:1-6:5). As before (then), where such authority is removed, so also goes 
those things which that authority grants. In this case, the securing and enforcing of justice for the people of God (i.e. we cannot 
“purge the evil” among us6). No wonder so many churches today are ravaged by wickedness and frequently taken advantage of by 
evil pastors and people. They operate w/no authority and so lack the means to stop injustice and God’s curse residing upon them.7  
 
5. We would end up with a Christianity that cannot offer any true hope of salvation (Joh 20:21-23). 
 
In these verses we see Jesus’ promise of deputizing the church with (His) authority coming to fruition. Jesus has just risen from the 
dead (see vv19-20), and will soon ascend back to heaven. Leaving behind some form of representative power to carry on the work 
He had begun was therefore of utmost importance. As a result, Jesus (22) “breathed on them (the apostles –i.e. the founding fathers 
of the church – Mat 16:18; Eph 2:20; Rev 21:14) and said to them, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit’” (i.e. His authority, the very thing the 
Father had given to Jesus at His baptism and which Jesus warned the Pharisees would produce the unpardonable sin if they rebelled 
against it – Mat 3:16, 12:31-32). Such authority meant that the church would now be the one responsible for determining to whom 
the gates of heaven were open and to whom they were closed (again Mat 16:19 – “I will give you the keys of the kingdom of 
heaven”), declaring who was both loosed as well as bound in their sin (again Mat 16:19, and 18:17 – “whatever you bind on earth 
shall be bound in heaven; whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven”); who was forgiven and who was not (23 – “If 
you forgive the sins of any they are forgiven them; if you withhold forgiveness from any, it is withheld.”) ;. As it was under the old 
covenant community, so it would be under the new covenant community. They would be the guardians of the gates of heaven. 
Salvation would run through the church. Hence why the sacraments of baptism and the LT were given to the church and not 
individuals (both which extend forgiveness to those the church qualifies to receive it – 1Pe 3:21; Joh 13:1-10, 15 w/Mat 26:26-28).8 
This is why also, the elders’ personal report for each member of their flock will carry weight on Judgment Day (Heb 13:17). Such 
authority is most certainly the reason that one of the most popular statements made by the early Church Father and Reformers 
through the centuries has been, “There is no salvation outside the church.” Imagine then, how such leaders would respond to the 
notion of church w/no authority so common today? If such were true, then what would equally be true is that there would be no 
hope for humanity. No offer of God’s glorious salvation would exist that could actually give hope. Every message and ministry would 
be nothing more than escapism; every person nothing more than self-deluded. No doubt this is what the Early Church fathers and 
Reformers would see as they scanned the anti-authority Christendom in existence today.   
 
6. We would become yet another in the multitude of Evangelical (flake – fake?) Christians completely inconsistent and out of 
touch with the rest of church history.  
 
As should be apparent from the little of church history discussed thus far, Christianity today (esp. Evangelicalism), is an anomaly, an 
aberration, a step outside and completely incongruent with the witness and ways of those who have preceded them in the prior 
centuries. For the vast majority of her history, the church has proclaimed her authority as not only God-given, but necessary to the 
life and godliness of every Christian. If there be any reason (other than rampant rebellion itself) that such truth is not embraced in 
modern times, it is due to what else plagues our current world: a famine for knowing the Word of God.  
 
In closing: The question then that every professing Christian needs to ask is not, “does the church possess authority?”, but “is the 
church I am attending one of Christ’s churches?”  

                                                           
5 I would argue that the authority given to the church in this respect is actually greater than what was given to OC Israel based on the comparison made in (Heb 
10:28-29). 
6 This in turn invites God’s curse upon the entire covenant community (e.g. Deu 13:17 w/19:13 w/ Jos 7:1, 22:17-20) 
7 On a separate but related side note, a church that denies its God-ordained authority misses the message communicated in (Mat 18:18): that in giving the church 
authority, God has also chosen to honor what the church decides (it is binding in heaven as it is bound by His church and not before). As such, the prohibition of 
“double-jeopardy” established by such teaching is also missed. In theory then, such churches will become perpetually retro-active in their efforts of discipline.   
8 1Co 11:23-32 demonstrates the need for the church’s approval as it re: to who partakes of the LT, since when that is not the case, the outcome is just the opposite 
of forgiveness. That person “eats and drinks judgment on himself.” (29). 


