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This is THE key text upon which the supposed power to forgive sins and grant indulgences is based. Note the logical order in which the Catholic Encyclopaedia connects these events. The action of the Church is said to be what causes the effect in heaven. However, the original syntax of Scripture denies this causal connection. The Greek phrase in Matthew 16:19 is more literally translated as follows:

"and whatever you shall bind on earth will be having been bound in heaven, and whatever you shall loose on earth will be having been loosed in heaven."

These phrases are known as periphrastic future perfect participles. It is a combination of the future tense of the verb "to be" with a perfect passive participle. A perfect participle denotes a completed action that has ongoing results. Accordingly, Matthew 18:19 is teaching that whatever they might bind on earth will be ... something that has (already) been bound in heaven and is having subsequent effects. Accordingly, it is the binding and loosing in heaven that actually precedes the binding and loosing on earth. Instead of this being a power by which the church may effect changes in Heaven, it is an indication that the binding and loosing of the church (referring to church discipline and the preaching of the Gospel) will be an earthly declaration of what God has already declared in Heaven. The events could be represented graphically as follows:



It is in this sense that the work of the elders in the church is ministerial and declarative. That is, when the elders are receiving or excluding members of the church, they are ambassadors to declare God's will in the matter as those duly appointed to proclaim it. They are not and cannot be making changes in the heavenly realm. Notice how Matthew 18 parallels this interpretation precisely:

15 "Moreover if your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault between you and him alone. If he hears you, you have gained your brother. 16 "But if he will not hear, take with you one or two more, that 'by the mouth of two or three witnesses every word may be established.' 17 "And if he refuses to hear them, tell it to the church. But if he refuses even to hear the church, let him be to you like a heathen and a tax collector. 18 "Assuredly, I say to you, whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven. 19 "Again I say to you that if two of you agree on earth concerning anything that they ask, it will be done for them by My Father in heaven. 20 "For where two or three are gathered together in My name, I am there in the midst of them." (Matthew 18: 15 – 20)

The promise for God to be “in the midst of” His people actually comes within the context of church discipline and prayer. That is, there is a general promise from Christ that as the Church follows the Biblical procedures for admitting and excluding members from the Church, they are declaring on earth the judgement of God Himself. Again, in the Gospel of John we find the same teaching:

22 And when He had said this, He breathed on them, and said to them, "Receive the Holy Spirit. 23 If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained." (John 20:22-23)

All the Greek manuscripts are agreed with the literal rendering of John 20:23b as, “if you should retain the sins of any, they have been retained.” As far as John 20:23a, the texts are varied, with the majority of extant manuscripts reading, “If you should forgive the sins of any, they are being forgiven them”, but some of the earlier and less numerous manuscripts discovered later read, “If you should forgive the sins of any, they have been forgiven them.” In either case, the passage testifies strongly once again that the declarative actions of the apostles are following the judgment of God, not causing them. Their ministry to forgive sins is a declarative one, not one of power by which they cause the results.

NOTE: This is the reason for the seriousness by which the Reformed Churches administer church membership and discipline. The elders of the church are appointed with the sober duty of declaring the judgements of God with respect to the status of individuals, using the Word of God as their standard since that is the only available expression of God’s revealed will. They are granted the “Keys of the Kingdom of Heaven”, by which they exercise, in one sense, the opening and the closing of the gate into the Kingdom of God. That is, in receiving and removing church members, the elders are opening or closing the gate of God’s Kingdom to them. This is not to imply that the elders are actually granting or taking away salvation, but they are making an official declarative statement on earth pertaining to the identity of these persons as being inside or outside the Kingdom of God. Thus the necessity and importance to have church membership lists and to ensure their accuracy. 
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