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TRAPPINGS OF POPERY (PART EIGHT)

- Ministerial Wealth -


- Denominational Hierarchy -

“And I heard another voice from heaven, saying,


Come out of her, my people...” (Rev.18:4)

BY SHAUN WILLCOCK
(From the Introduction at the beginning of Part One)
  Many Christians and Christian churches have retained various trappings of Popery, either out of ignorance, or because they view them as mere trifling matters, or because they simply cannot bear to part with them.  Christian man, Christian woman: you ought never to play the part of ungodly Achan, hiding any “goodly Babylonish garment” in the midst of your tent (Jos.7:21)!  The embellishments of Popery should never be retained by those who, by sovereign grace, have clean escaped the clutches of the mystical harlot.  Rev.18:4 says that the Lord’s people must fully “come out” of Popery; but alas! many flee from this “Babylon” like Rachel fleeing from her father’s house – with her father’s gods hidden amongst her possessions (Gen.31:19,34,35).

  We must examine these trappings of Popery.  Come out – truly out – of Babylon, have nothing to do with the harlot of her ways!


Ministerial Wealth
  The Lord Jesus said of Himself, “The foxes have holes, and the birds of the air have nests; but the Son of man hath not where to lay his head” (Matt.8:20).  He was so poor that He had to borrow a penny to illustrate what He was teaching (Matt.22:19).  And although He graciously allows His servants, the men called to minister His Word, to own more than He did in this world (1 Cor.9:1-14; 1 Tim.3:1-5), they are still to always be content with the basic necessities of food and clothing (1 Tim.6:8; Phil.4:11), and to flee from the sin of covetousness (1 Tim.6:9-11), not feeding the flock under their care for the sake of “filthy lucre” (1 Pet.5:2); even though it might mean being “in hunger and thirst,” and “in cold and nakedness” (2 Cor.11:27).  And indeed in much poverty, amidst many very trying circumstances, the Lord’s faithful servants have often laboured through the centuries.

  Not so the high-ranking servants of the pope!  Although vast numbers of nuns (the female slaves of the Papal system) and many priests have laboured on in extreme poverty in the service of Antichrist, the bishops and cardinals of Rome have lived surrounded by luxury and wealth.  They have often lived in beautiful palaces, enjoying the very best and daintiest foods, surrounded by servants, travelling in luxury, and able to squirrel away huge nest-eggs for themselves and their families (including, all too often, their secret wives, their lovers, and their illegitimate children).  

  Peter the apostle – whom Rome claims (falsely) was the first pope – said to the lame man who asked alms of him, “Silver and gold have I none; but such as I have give I thee: In the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth rise up and walk” (Acts 3:6).  No, the popes of Rome, with all their vast wealth, are not the successors of Peter; but they are the true successors of Judas, who was a thief, a son of perdition (Jn.12:6; Jn.17:12) – just as the popes are, and always have been (2 Thess.2:3).

  But consider, for a moment, the wealth of many Protestant ministers today!  Are they any different from the bishops of Rome?  No, they are not.  Many of them live in ornate mansions, they drive the very best cars, they wear the most expensive suits, their fingers drip with silver and gold.  Peter wrote that pastors are to feed the flocks, “not for filthy lucre”; but the “ministry” (if such it may be called) is a lucrative living for many men today!  

  It was not that long ago when, as a general rule, virtually the only so-called “Protestant”ministers (not that they deserved the name) who wallowed in the lap of luxury were Anglican bishops.  They were the ones who lived in palaces or mansions like the bishops of Rome, and who gorged themselves on the best food (and alcoholic wine!) like the bishops of Rome, and who threw lavish parties and enjoyed the very best of everything this world has to offer.  And that was expected, even though it was horrible to see, for Anglicanism is a harlot daughter of Rome, the Mother of Harlots.

  Yes, it was generally only Anglican bishops who lived like their Romish counterparts.  But not any more!  No, today we see all kinds of so-called “Protestant” ministers living high-flying lives!

  These men know nothing of the sacrificial life which the Lord Jesus Christ lived on earth.  They profess to be His followers, but they resemble the bishops of Rome far more than they do the humble servants of Jesus of Nazareth.  And it is not only the men caught up in the heretical Charismatic “prosperity movement” of more recent times.  No, there are men in the “ministry” in churches which would say they have nothing to do with that false doctrine, who are “lording” it over their flocks, and fleecing them (1 Pet.5:1-3).  “His watchmen are blind: they are all ignorant, they are all dumb dogs, they cannot bark; sleeping, lying down, loving to slumber.  Yea, they are greedy dogs which can never have enough, and they are shepherds that cannot understand: they all look to their own way, every one for his gain, from his quarter.  Come ye, say they, I will fetch wine, and we will fill ourselves with strong drink; and to morrow shall be as this day, and much more abundant” (Isa.56:10-12).  These are “men of corrupt minds, and destitute of the truth, supposing that gain is godliness” (1 Tim.6:5).  This is a trapping of Popery indeed, this fleecing of the flocks for personal enrichment.  It is a mark of Popery, and of Popery’s spiritual daughters.  For such men, the “ministry” is merely a means to making money.  It is a living, nothing more; a career, and a lucrative one at that.

  It is certainly true that “the labourer is worthy of his reward” (1 Tim.5:18).  “Even so hath the Lord ordained that they which preach the gospel should live of the gospel” (1 Cor.9:14).  A faithful minister of the Gospel is entitled to an adequate and generous support, from the members of the flock (1 Tim.5:17).  They should see to it that he is well taken care of.  But he is not to lord it over them, using them to accumulate great riches for himself!  This is not following in the footsteps of Christ or the apostles, and it is not living a life above reproach, a life of simplicity, as becomes a minister of Christ.  When a man, claiming to be a pastor, a teacher of the Word, exalts himself, enriches himself beyond what is decent or comely, insists on only the very best of this world’s goods, and knows nothing of self-sacrifice or self-denial, then where do we see the humble Nazarene in him?  We do not.  And we are not to receive him as a true servant of Jesus.  When a Protestant pastor lives as a Papist prelate, then this is what he is at heart, and this is how he must be viewed, and treated:  “From such withdraw thyself” (1 Tim.6:5).

  There is a tale told (whether it actually happened or not, I do not know) of the pope proudly saying to the artist Michelangelo, after showing him the wealth of the Vatican: “You see, the Church can no longer say, Silver and gold have I none.”  To which Michelangelo replied, “But nor can it say, Rise up and walk.”  As we look at so many “Protestant” churches and ministers today, with all their wealth and opulence, is it not true that the vast increase of “silver and gold” has come with a corresponding loss of any real spiritual power, any message of hope for spiritually crippled, lame men and women, lying impotent in their sins?  The apostles had no silver and gold, but the Holy Spirit was in them with power.  Many “ministers” today have much silver and gold; but where is the power of the Holy Spirit?  


Denominational Hierarchy
  The New Testament is clear: each local church is to be autonomous; independent; self-governing.  Acts 2:42 says, “And they continued stedfastly in the apostles’ doctrine and fellowship, and in breaking of bread, and in prayers.”  Before the completion of the books and epistles which make up the New Testament, the local church in Jerusalem, and later other local churches as well, held fast to the doctrine of the apostles; for they were the men who laid down the doctrinal foundation of the Church (Eph.2:20).  Their doctrine was Christ’s doctrine.  And local churches today must do precisely the same: they must continue steadfastly in the apostles’ doctrine.  The only difference is that the apostles are no longer with us, and the teaching of the apostles is written down in the pages of the New Testament.

  Paul and Barnabas established local churches in Lystra, Iconium, and Antioch, which at first did not have any elders of their own; and Acts 14:21-23 says, “And when they had preached the gospel to that city, and had taught many, they returned again to Lystra, and to Iconium, and Antioch.... And when they had ordained them elders in every church, and had prayed with fasting, they commended them to the Lord, on whom they believed.”  No denomination was formed!  These new elders were simply commended to the Lord.  They were autonomous churches!  And each church had its own elders.  And the same truth is seen from Acts 13:1 and Acts 20:17,28,32.  In Acts 20:32, Paul said to the elders of the church at Ephesus, “And now, brethren, I commend you to God, and to the word of his grace”.  He commended them to God and to His Word – not to any denominational hierarchy.

  Over and over again the New Testament teaches the autonomy of the local church.  For example, in Matt.18:15-17, we have the Lord’s instructions on what should be done when one brother trespasses against another.  And in v.17 the Lord says, “And if he shall neglect to hear them, tell it unto the church: but if he neglect to hear the church, let him be unto thee as an heathen man and a publican.”  Clearly, the matter is to be reported to the local church, and dealt with by the local church.  And the church’s action is final.  There is no higher “court of appeal”!  There is no denominational hierarchy to which the matter may be referred!

  In 1 Cor.5, the local church at Corinth was instructed to discipline a member who had committed a terrible sin, on its own.  There was no hierarchy, no president, no advisory board of any denomination to which the church had to go!

  In Revelation chapters 2 and 3, each of the seven local churches was dealt with as independent from the others, and given separate instructions.

  Exactly what is a denomination?  It is not a church.  It is not the Church universal – for it is not the entire Church around the world.  And it is not a local church either.  What, then, is it?  It is nothing scriptural.  There is absolutely no scriptural warrant for the existence of denominations.  Where, then, did the idea come from?  As with so much else that is unscriptural, it came from Rome. 

  The churches of Christ were all independent churches in the first century AD.  But what happened?  As time passed, churches began to band together, to form associations and denominations.  And through all this time false churches were growing and developing too, full of false doctrines and unregenerate members.  And under the Roman emperor Constantine in the fourth century, the so-called “Catholic Church” became the official religion of the Roman Empire, with the emperor essentially at its head.  A denomination had formed!  A denomination of false “churches” claiming to  teach the truth.  Then, in 533 AD, after the demise of the western emperor, the eastern emperor, Justinian, constituted the false bishop of Rome as Head of all churches.  And in 538 AD, Belisarius established the supposed “supremacy” of the so-called “Church” of Rome.

  Then in 607 AD, the Emperor Phocas issued a decree in which he declared the pope of Rome to be the Head of the (so-called) “Universal Church” – the head over all churches.

  Thus the terrible monstrosity of the Papacy arose and developed through those centuries: a “State Church”, no less; a gigantic religious denomination, with a pope at its head, claiming jurisdiction over all churches, and demanding obedience and submission from all!

  And here, indeed, is one of the terrible dangers of denominational systems: little popes are created; and given enough time and enough power, little popes become big popes.  

  And tragically, the Protestant churches that were formed at the time of the Reformation, and afterwards, did not shake off this Popish trapping: they retained the denominational idea.  They continued the notion of a group of churches bound together within a denominational structure, with a man, or a group of men, at the head of the structure, even though the denomination would stretch across countries, even continents, in time!  And this has given rise to many evils.  In this the Protestant denominations sadly aped the Mother Whore of Rome.

  Now certainly, true Christian churches should maintain happy and blessed fellowship with one another, especially when a number of sound churches are found within close geographical proximity to one another.  But this is by no means the same thing as establishing a rigid denomination.  A pastor is to have the oversight of a local church – nowhere in Scripture do we see a pastor having the permanent oversight of an entire cluster of churches.  And a flock of the Lord’s people must be subject, in all lawful matters, to their pastor – not to a denominational president or board!

  Some have argued that a denominational “covering” is necessary to prevent a local church going astray.  This is nonsense.  Denominations can go astray too! – and most have, on a massive scale!  There is no escaping the fact that the majority of denominations today are liberal, ecumenical, even syncretistic, and are condoning all kinds of unscriptural doctrines and practices!  And this departure from the truth was not prevented by their hierarchical structures – far from it!  In truth, it is almost always the leadership that goes astray first.  And when a denomination departs from the truth of God’s Word, the damage is far, far more extensive than when a single local church does so!

  Each local church is to be independent before God, and subject only to His Word.  That is all-sufficient.  The Bible, and the Bible alone!

  Moreover, it is far, far more difficult for a denomination to examine its doctrines and practices in the light of God’s Word, and to change what needs to be changed, than it is for a local church.  The structure is too large, and conformity is expected.  Most denominational systems were founded by one man, primarily; and just as there were contentions in the church at Corinth, with one saying, “I am of Paul”, and another, “I am of Apollos”, and another, “I of Cephas” (1 Cor.1:11-13); so the same thing happens in denominations, except – on a far larger scale!  The problem, then, is far worse.  As a general rule, denominations stick to the teachings of their founder.  They are not open to the possibility that their founder may not have been correct on every single point.  And every church within the denomination is bound to maintain the status quo.  

  Churches within denominational structures are controlled by men who are far removed, geographically, from the local churches; which is unscriptural in itself.  How possibly can such men have the care of all the members at heart?  They do not even know all the members! – and the members do not know them.  Yet all the churches within the denomination are bound to bow to the decisions emanating from the denomination’s headquarters far away – which prevents them from acting solely in accordance with God’s Word.

  Denominations concentrate too much power in the hands of a few men.  As noted earlier, they tend to create little popes – and little popes eventually become big popes.  This can be traced, historically, in the rise of the Papacy.  Originally, even the false “church” of Rome was far more localised than it later became.  But as time passed, the ambitions of worldly men drove them to try to reach greater and greater heights of power.  And thus the false Roman  “bishop” grew in influence and authority, with ever-increasing power and jurisdiction being put into his hands.  

  And although no Protestant denomination will ever reach the heights attained by the Roman Catholic institution, the fact remains that denominationalism has no basis in Holy Scripture, but is, rather, a Popish trapping, which inevitably creates little popes; and moreover, when a denomination falls into doctrinal error or sinful practice, the damage is far, far greater than when a local church does the same.  The Word of God is all-sufficient for every single local church, and the pastors of each church are given by the Lord for the oversight and instruction of that flock; and no local church needs anything or anyone else.  Denominationalism, like all other Romish trappings, should be cast off by all faithful churches of Christ.

(This is the eighth in a series of nine pamphlets exposing various Romish trappings which many Christians and Christian churches have retained.  To obtain the other pamphlets in this series entitled “Trappings of Popery,” please write to the address below.  In addition, they have all been published together, slightly edited and enlarged, as a book entitled Trappings of Popery.  This book is available from the address below.)
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