


“Thoughtful and pointed, Don’t Fire Your Church Members offers a forceful argu-
ment for congregationalism and the importance of involving all believers in the life 
and ministry of the church. Even those who disagree with Leeman’s conclusions 
would benefit from his gospel-centered approach to church polity and the way this 
shapes his vision of the life of God’s people.”
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the best modern defense of congregationalism, but it also may provide one of the 
missing keys to increased discipleship in your church.” 
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“Jonathan Leeman has given us a carefully researched, tightly argued, and persua-
sively written volume on the importance of church polity. Moreover, in a biblically 
informed, theologically shaped, and pastorally focused presentation, he has set forth 
the case for congregationalism in a wise and winsome manner. I am certain that 
this important book will be immensely beneficial for pastors, students, and church 
leaders. It is a privilege to recommend this outstanding publication.”

David S. Dockery, president, Trinity International University

“A robust defense of biblical congregationalism. This study is all the more com-
pelling because ‘the congregational way’ is presented here in dialogue with other 
patterns of church governance. A book that ought to be ‘must reading’ for pastors, 
elders, and church leaders across all denominations.”

Timothy George, dean and professor of divinity, history, and doctrine, Beeson 
Divinity School, and general editor of the Reformation Commentary on Scripture

“I am grateful for the careful and sustained attention Jonathan Leeman has given to 
the importance of church membership in his previous books on the topic. He adds 
to it in this book, which is more than just the case for congregationalism, but, as he 
puts it, ‘a meditation on . . . the relationship between congregational rule and elder 
leadership’ (p. 147), along with consideration of a number of ecclesiological issues 
related to congregationalism. It is by far the most comprehensive treatment given 
to congregationalism and related issues that I am aware of. I differ on a number of 
points from the approach taken by Leeman and on a few of his conclusions, but he 
is asking the right questions and exploring them more deeply than anyone else I 
know. Read this book to be challenged and stimulated to think about the meaning of 
congregationalism and how to implement it in actual church life.” 

John S. Hammett, senior professor of systematic theology and associate 
dean of theological studies, Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary

“Jonathan Leeman’s Don’t Fire Your Church Members provides a biblically rigorous, 
historically informed, and pastorally sensitive model of congregational church pol-
ity. I am pleased to recommend this book, which is needed now more than ever in 
our post-denominational age.” 

Thomas S. Kidd, professor of history, Baylor University



“Church polity tends to be patently ignored or vehemently argued—complete with 
veins popping. Dr. Leeman here steps in to help. You may not agree with all of his 
conclusions, but you can’t miss his passion for helping the church think biblically 
and think well about being the church.”

Stephen J. Nichols, president, Reformation Bible College 
 and CAO of Ligonier Ministries 

“Church polity is not normally the kind of topic that gets my theological blood 
flowing or brain cells firing, but Leeman makes a compelling case for its central-
ity to ecclesiology. This is one more arrow from Leeman’s quiver of publications 
on authority in the church that hits its target. I can think of no other work that 
makes a better biblical-theological case for the importance of thinking about—and 
more importantly, practicing—membership and leadership in the body of Christ. 
Even non-congregationalists have much to learn from this biblically based, cogently 
argued, and sprightly written book on the corporate form the gospel ought to take 
in local congregations.”

Kevin Vanhoozer, research professor of systematic theology, 
 Trinity Evangelical Divinity School

“Working from a robust biblical theology to sound theological conclusions, Don’t 
Fire Your Church Members  is a wonderful and extremely helpful exposition and 
defense of the neglected role of the member within an elder-led, congregational-rule 
model of the church. Jonathan Leeman provides a gift to the church by beautifully 
unpacking how a local church ought to function in today’s world to the glory of the 
triune God. For all those concerned with how the church ought to function accord-
ing to Scripture, this book is a must read. It is simply Christian theology at its best!”

Stephen J. Wellum, professor of Christian theology, The Southern Baptist 
Theological Seminary, and editor of The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 

“Is there a biblical polity required for the church? How ought the royal priesthood 
be manifested? What are the keys of the kingdom? Who has what authority in the 
church? Jonathan Leeman provides some compelling answers to such critical ques-
tions that your church simply must answer in a sustained, biblical manner. I highly 
recommend that both conscientious church elders and church members resort to 
Leeman’s most significant ecclesiological treatise yet for help in moving forward 
into faithfulness to our common Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.”

Malcolm B. Yarnell III, professor of systematic theology, and director of The 
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Preface

The Importance of Polity
Most evangelical Christians today, if pressed, will acknowledge that autonomous 

individualism is not the way of biblical Christianity. The vast majority would pre-
sumably acknowledge that Christians need some type of fellowship or community.

Yet most evangelical Christians, I suspect, are also indifferent toward the topic of 
church government or polity. And this suggests we might be more individualistic 
than we realize.

Individualism, that sociologist’s cuss word, is not rooted in being anti-community. 
Everyone loves the idea of community (except, maybe, the hermit). Rather, it roots 
in being anti-authority: I will gladly hang out with you, so long as you don’t tell me 
who I have to be or what I have to do.

To claim interest in Christian fellowship or even the church while paying little 
heed to church structures is like claiming to love family while paying no heed to 
the differences between parent and child or husband and wife. Part of what makes 
a family a family are those roles, and an important part of a church are its various 
roles or offices.

Church polity is a funny topic. People insist it’s not worth debating, then become 
frustrated when you question their polity. But it’s the frustration, not the indiffer-
ence, that is appropriate. The topic is important. Church government is not essen-
tial for salvation like the gospel is. But it is essential for guarding that gospel from 
one generation to the next, as well as for growing a gospel people from immaturity 
to maturity. Just as the command to honor one’s parents comes with a promise, so 
the command to obey one’s church leaders promises to be profitable (Eph 6:2; see 
Heb 13:17).

Yet the importance of polity does not stop with the relationship between leader 
and member. In a congregationalist conception, to become a member is to be 
installed into an office. And the office of member just might be the most important 
office in a church because it’s essential to the existence of a local church. The offices 
of “pastor/elder” and “deacon” are necessary for a complete, orderly, and generally 
healthy church; but, strictly speaking, one can have a church without them (e.g., 
Acts 14:23; Titus 1:5). One cannot have a church without members.
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The question every Christian should therefore be interested in is, What are the 
tasks, responsibilities, and authorities that come with being a church member? 
If Jesus calls every Christian to be a part of a church, then those congregational 
responsibilities belong to basic Christian discipleship. Polity, rightly practiced, 
guards the gospel, matures the Christian disciple, strengthens the whole church, 
fortifies its holy integrity and witness, and equips the congregation to better love 
their neighbors in word and deed.

As I have argued at greater length elsewhere, evangelicals would therefore do 
well to recover a polity-shaped vision of discipling and discipleship.1 Christianity is 
church shaped, which means it is polity shaped. Learning to fulfill the obligations 
of polity is as elemental to Christianity as learning what it means to be a husband or 
wife, parent or child, is elemental to being part of a family. Some people today would 
smother all such distinctions, both in the church and home. But why choose the 
curses of disobedience when we could have the blessings of obedience?

Most of us who have studied, trusted, and practiced what the Bible says about roles 
in both church and home have discovered some of these blessings that come from 
God. None of us have practiced them perfectly. Authoritarianism is always a threat 
in one direction, abdication the threat in the other. The evil of authoritarianism 
shows itself almost immediately. The evil of abdication often shows itself only over 
time, long after crucial decisions were made and people have stopped looking. My 
own sense is that abdication is far more common in our individualistic and consum-
eristic age. But both errors should be avoided. That means church leaders should 
study to lead their members along this narrow path.

My prayer for this book, then, is that the Spirit of the Good Shepherd would guide 
me in the writing, even as he guides you in the reading, that we might both better 
follow that path toward obedience, freedom, and blessing.

1 Jonathan Leeman, “Why Polity?” in Baptist Foundations: Church Government for an Anti-Polity 
Age, ed. Mark Dever and Jonathan Leeman (Nashville, TN: B&H Academic, 2015), 1–23.
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Introduction
A common way to distinguish between models of church government is to locate 

where final earthly decision-making authority resides. Does final earthly deci-
sion-making authority reside with gathered members, elders inside a church, a pres-
bytery or bishop who governs several churches, or with someone else?

This way of distinguishing church models is basically accurate. But it’s a bit bare, 
like introducing a friend with his chemical composition: “This is my friend Jack. He 
is 65 percent oxygen, 18.5 percent carbon, 9.5 percent hydrogen, 3.2 percent nitro-
gen.” That’s one way to introduce Jack, perhaps.

Not Just Decision Making, But Work
Church government is not simply about decision making. More broadly it is about 
work and who possesses responsibility to do the work.

Think about it this way. There are different exercise classes, one in which the 
trainer does the workout while the whole class watches, and another in which the 
trainer demonstrates the exercises and then tells everyone to get to work. Which 
class will be healthier? Or think of two different construction crews, one where only 
the foreman works, and another where the whole crew works. Which crew will build 
more houses?

Now imagine two different groups of Christians, one in which the leaders alone 
are responsible for establishing and building up churches, and another in which 

CAPITAL AND LOWERCASE “C,” “P,” AND “E”

The terms congregational, presbyterian, and episco-
palian, when beginning with a lowercase letter, refer to a 
form of church government. Uppercase usages refer to a 
denominational entity.
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every member of the group is responsible. Which of these two groups will better 
promote the gospel and better protect the people of the gospel?

The topic of church polity is about decision making, yes, but more than that it is 
about (1) the work of establishing and building up churches and (2) who possesses 
the responsibility and authority to establish and protect churches. Who exactly has 
Jesus authorized? Who holds this particular church-organizing office?

It is tempting to answer such questions by pointing exclusively to the church offi-
cers, and especially the elders or pastors, as if they alone must know the gospel well 
enough to protect it. They alone must know the members of the church well enough 
to ensure that they are living by the gospel. They alone can establish the church 
on earth. They alone are finally accountable in human terms for making sure that 
churches are not only established but protected, strengthened, and preserved from 
one generation to the next. In this line of thinking, the officers are uniquely called 
and ordained to this ministry. That is what makes them officers and distinguishes 
their office or ministry from the work a layperson might do. Presbyterian Charles 
Hodge writes,

The ministry is properly an office, because it is something which 
cannot be assumed at pleasure by any and every one. A man must 
be appointed thereto by some competent authority. It involves not 
only the right, but the obligation to exercise certain functions, or 
to discharge certain duties; and it confers certain powers or pre-
rogatives, which other men are bound to recognize and respect.1

Congregationalism does not want to diminish the specialness of the pastoral 
office. It just wants to add another office: member. Jesus, by means of the gathered 
congregation, calls every member of the new covenant to assume just such a set of 
office functions and duties, obligations and powers, through his or her membership 
in that congregation. Jesus puts every Christian into office and the church’s work-
week lasts all seven days. The church is its members. Membership is an office. And 
members never step out of that office because they are the church, and because 
theirs is the work of representing Jesus and protecting his gospel in each other’s 
lives every day. They too must know the gospel well enough to protect it. They too 
must know the members well enough to ensure they are living by the gospel. They 
too are authorized and accountable in human terms for making sure that churches 
are established, protected, strengthened, and preserved from one generation to the 
next. To acknowledge that church membership is its own kind of office does not 
extinguish all difference between members and officers, traditionally conceived. It 
just means there is another office. A lieutenant is no less an officer because he’s not 
a colonel.

1 Charles Hodge, Discussions in Church Polity (1878; repr., New York: Westminster Publishing 
House, 2001), 346.
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The weekly church gathering is a time of job training. It is where those in the 
office of pastors equip those in the office of member to know the gospel, to live by 
the gospel, to protect the church’s gospel witness, and to extend the gospel’s reach 
into one another’s lives and among outsiders. Ephesians 4 says it’s the job of the pas-
tors to equip the saints to do the “ministry” of building up the church (vv. 11–16). 
This means it’s the responsibility of every member to establish and build up the 
church. They, too, are called to ministry. And one cannot have responsibility unless 
one has the authority to fulfill that responsibility. You don’t charge a janitor with 
the responsibility to clean a building without giving him keys to every room. We will 
think further about what makes an office an office in chapter 1.

To use a word that was popular a few years ago, congregationalism is missional. It 
puts the whole church to work.

Who Really Promotes Individualism?
Ironically, congregationalism as a system is sometimes accused of fomenting indi-
vidualism. In fact, the opposite is the case. The non-congregational church yields 
individualism by more or less quarantining a Christian’s “church work” to Sunday 
and tossing the activities of Monday to Saturday into the category of “individual 
Christian” work. Approximately all but a couple of the 168 hours in a week fall into 
the individual Christian category, which means the vast majority of a Christian’s 
life is located and measured outside of the corporate context. It is in this sense that 
non-congregationalism individualizes most of the Christian life. Throughout the 
week, I concern myself with my love for the Lord, my love for my neighbor, my dili-
gence in loving my wife and children, my being a dutiful employee, my being a jus-
tice-seeking citizen, my sharing the gospel, and so forth. If I am doing these things, 
I am being a good Christian. Church work, on the other hand, is what I might do 
for a couple hours on Sunday by teaching a Sunday school class, and maybe on a 
Wednesday night when watching the children in the nursery during the church’s 
Bible study. The pastors or elders are the only ones who hold office and do church 
work all week as they use their days and evenings to look after the flock. (Inciden-
tally, I assume that most Western Christians divide their weeks like this, regardless 
of whether they are attending congregational churches or not. Part of the purpose 
of this book is to re-instruct congregational churches about congregationalism.)

Sometimes this distinction between church work and individual Christian work is 
characterized as the distinction between the institutional and organic church. The 
“institutional church” is represented in its gatherings and in the work of its officers 
(elders and deacons). The term “organic church” refers to what I as a Christian and 
member of the universal church do throughout the week.

In the congregationalist conception, however, church work lasts all week for every 
member, and it enters into all of these domains. It is not that loving my wife and 
children, being a dutiful employee, being a justice-seeking citizen, and so forth are 
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the work of the church per se. Rather, the institutional church travels with me 
(as an ordinary member) into all of these domains in three ways. First, I engage 
in these domains as a Jesus representative by virtue of being a baptized, Lord’s 
Supper-receiving church member. My institutional church membership makes my 
whole week about Jesus. Second, the church as a whole possesses an interest in 
whether or not I am indeed representing Christ in each of these domains and not 
as a hypocrite. Third, Jesus commissions the individual members of my congrega-
tion to help me follow him in each of those domains such that, if I’m not, they are 
responsible for my discipline. This third point, of course, really distinguishes the 
congregationalist vision. It is not just the pastors or elders who must use their days 
and evenings to look after me in each of these domains; it is the members of my 
church who are responsible. They are called to integrate their lives with my own all 
week so that if I were to become an abusive husband or an embezzling employee, 
for instance, they would discern this fact and then, through a Matthew 18 process, 
exclude me from membership.

In other words, congregationalism does not permit a clean distinction between 
the so-called institutional church and organic church. The institutional church 
never gets left behind in the Christian’s life. We don’t leave it on the church build-
ing steps on the way out the door. The institutional church publicly unites the rest 
of a Christian’s life to the name of Jesus, and it gives every member of the congre-
gation charge over one another, which is to say, over the church. Ultimately, we 
will discover that church work lasts all week for every member because becoming 
a church member means being re-installed in Adam’s office of priest-king. More 
on this in a moment.

Firing Church Members
What this broader view of the work of polity means is the non-congregational model 
effectively weakens Christians. It fires them from their Monday to Saturday jobs. 
The congregational model, on the other hand, trains and strengthens Christians. It 
puts them to work.

The non-congregational model tempts Christians to complacency and nominal-
ism. It weakens the body’s defenses against false teaching by removing all but a few 
antibodies, the leaders. The congregational model, by contrast, forces Christians to 
study the gospel so that they can recognize the counterfeits and then do the work of 
protecting the church’s gospel witness.

The non-congregational model depletes fellowship in churches because it makes 
the oversight of souls entirely the work of pastors. The congregational model 
requires fellowship because it makes the saints responsible for one another.

In short, congregationalism better guards against nominalism, promotes Chris-
tian growth, and equips the saints for fulfilling the church’s mission. Or so this book 
will argue.
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Back then to the bare description: yes, a congregational church is one where the 
final earthly authority in decision making belongs to the gathered congregation. 
But the bigger picture is that there is work to do, an office to fulfill: establishing and 
building up churches. Jesus specifically commissions all believers to gather together 
in congregations for this work. And church leaders have no authority or right to fire 
members from this important work.

Elder Leadership
That said, elders have authority, too. In fact, the congregation needs the elders 
in order to be competent in the work Jesus has authorized them to do. If elders 
do not teach and lead in the gospel clearly, that congregation will do a very poor 
job of establishing itself and guarding the gospel. Misguided elders, misguided 
church. Unfaithful elders, unfaithful church. And it’s not enough for the elders to 
teach and lead; the congregation must submit to their teaching and leadership. 
A congregational church government does not do away with the authority of the 
elders or pastors. Where elders lead, congregations should ordinarily follow. Con-
sider this syllogism:

1.  The church’s life and kingdom work wholly depend upon members submit-
ting to God’s Word.

2.  The elders possess the authority to teach and apply the Word.
3.  Therefore, the congregation will find life and kingdom employment as it sub-

mits to the elders’ exposition and application of the Word.

Insofar as a church’s life and kingdom work are operating within the boundaries of 
the Word, very rarely should a congregation act against the leadership of the elders.

Of course a church has to make all sorts of programmatic decisions that aren’t 
exactly specified in the Bible: Do we buy a new church building? What style of music 
do we use? Do we sponsor the nearby soup kitchen? And sometimes the jurisdic-
tional boundaries of the elders’ authority are unclear. But the point is, congregations 
should ordinarily submit to the elders’ authority within the elders’ jurisdiction. In 
general, members should only act against the elders’ authority when the gospel, the 
Bible, or the integrity of the church appears to be at stake.

This argument for both congregationalism and elder leadership—which I will try 
to show is biblical—comprises the heart of this book. This resource, in other words, 
is largely apologetic in its purpose. That said, the argument for congregationalism 
gives us a vision for what it looks like in motion and therefore how to practice it. A 
secondary purpose of this book, therefore, is to offer practical guidance for healthy 
congregationalism in the life of a local church. There are many unhealthy examples, 
to be sure.

To accomplish the first purpose I have written what might be called an academic 
book. There are a few places where the prose is dense, and I will ask the reader to 
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struggle with me through a challenging concept or two. My goal for doing this is to 
establish a robust foundation for elder-led congregationalism, and good foundations 
go deep. But the second purpose means that I will occasionally use illustrations that 
may feel more pastoral than academic, particularly in the latter chapters. Good the-
ology, I’m convinced, is pastoral, meaning it is clear, applicable, worship- producing, 
and church-strengthening. Don’t be surprised, therefore, if you feel some see- sawing 
between the academic and pastoral.

Challenge 1: The Inevitability of Congregationalism 
and Blessed Inconsistencies

Congregationalism has received its fair share of criticism for hundreds of years. 
Yet there are also challenges that show up in the background, like assumptions or 
presuppositions that might be usefully addressed even before the argument begins.

First, it is worth noting that non-congregationalist churches will often demon-
strate congregationalist tendencies. For instance, the leadership of a conservative 
Episcopalian or Presbyterian church will ask its entire congregation to vote on 
whether they will secede from their liberal communions, especially since secession 
often means losing a building or spending millions to keep it. Or, the Presbyte-
rian Church of America’s Book of Church Order says that Jesus vests power “in the 
whole body, the ruler and the ruled, constituting it a spiritual commonwealth.” It 
also gives the whole body a very congregationalist opportunity to exercise authority: 
“This power, as exercised by the people, extends to the choice of the officers whom 
He has appointed in His Church.”2 For believers in the new covenant, congregation-
alism, I would say, possesses a kind of inevitability.

A congregationalist like myself is glad of such votes and such statements. Still, 
they point to what I would argue are inconsistences—albeit “blessed inconsisten-
cies”—in other systems. Inconsistences are hard to deal with in general because 
they always leave an argument exposed to the possible retort, “I don’t believe that. 
See this statement here?” when in fact the retort is relying on an inconsistency.

I offer a set of formal definitions in the box “Common Models of Church 
Government.”

Challenge 2: The Odd Case of Multi-Site Churches
In this same list of common models, the reader will find multi-site churches, which 
are not typically included under the traditional lists of church governments. Per-
haps that is because they are a relatively new phenomenon largely made possible by 
advances in technology, and the best minds have not yet figured out how to describe 

2 The Book of Church Order of the Presbyterian Church in America, 6th ed. (Lawrenceville, GA: 
The Office of the Stated Clerk of the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church of America, 2014), 
3.1.
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COMMON MODELS OF CHURCH GOVERNMENT

Episcopalian
The bishop possesses authority and responsibility to organize a gathering 

of believers (and their children) as a church. Basis of institutional unity: 
(1) gathering together (2) under the binding authority of a minister and a 
bishop, (3) who in turn is institutionally affiliated with other bishops.

Presbyterian
The presbytery possesses authority and responsibility to organize a 

gathering of believers (and their children) as a church. Basis of institutional 
unity: (1) gathering together (2) under the binding authority of a session 
(group of elders) and a presbytery, (3) which in turn is institutionally affiliat-
ed with other presbyteries.

Elder-rule
As in the presbyterian model, the elders possess church-organizing 

authority and responsibility, but each church is independent. The elders gov-
ern their own church, not multiple churches. Basis of institutional unity: 
(1) gathering together (2) under the binding authority of the elders.

Congregational
The gathered congregation of believers possesses authority and respon-

sibility to organize itself (and its children, in some denominations) as a 
church. Basis of institutional unity: (1) gathering together (2) under the 
binding authority of the congregation.

Multi-site*
Leader-organized multi-site: A bishop (single pastor) or a session pos-

sesses authority and responsibility to organize believers as a church. Basis of 
institutional unity: the binding authority of the leaders.

Member-organized multi-site: Individual Christians jointly possess 
authority and responsibility to organize believers as a church. Basis of 
 institutional unity: the binding authority of members.

*The distinct feature is that a church does not have to gather or assem-
ble to be a “church.” As the name indicates, members can be spread across 
multiple sites, which, strictly speaking, permits a group of Christians to cov-
enant together as a church whether its 97 members (for instance) are spread 
across two sites or 97 sites. Wise multi-site leaders eschew the latter course 
for prudential reasons, but there’s no discernible principled reason not to 
buy the logic of multi-site. Hence, some unwise churches count Internet 
attendees as members, e.g., LiveChurch.tv.
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them to the rest of us. Perhaps that is because there is an argument to make for 
fitting them inside the traditional categories.

The distinction among congregationalism, presbyterianism, and episcopalianism 
pertains to who possesses authority and responsibility. The distinction between 
multi-site (or multi-service) and single-site pertains to physical space and whether 
a church must gather to be a church. If I believe that a church can be a church 
even though its members seldom or never gather together (because they are divided 
between multiple services, sites, or even computer screens), then the traditional 
categories just might work. The only relevant question from this perspective is 
whether all the members possess authority or some subgroup of them do. If, how-
ever, I believe that the gathering is a constitutive element in making a church a 
church, then a multi-site or multi-service church does not fit so easily into any 
of the three traditional categories. It cannot be a congregational church because 
it is several congregations. It is closer to a group of presbyterian or episcopalian 
churches, though even here the analogy is imperfect. In short, the multi-site crea-
ture cuts across all three, such that we should really say that it deserves its own 
category. That is my own conviction, anyhow, as will become evident in chapter 4.

But no matter where one comes down, it shouldn’t be difficult to agree that the 
multi-site phenomenon presents something of a challenge to the polity conversation.

Challenge 3: Erroneous Views of Congregationalism
The biggest challenge to the conversation about congregationalism may be the er-
roneous ideas people have about it, ideas drawn both from witnessing unhealthy 
congregational churches in action and from the analogies theologians employ to 
characterize it.

Let’s start with the stereotype of an unhealthy congregational church that, sadly, 
is too often rooted in reality. It’s Sunday afternoon. A church “business meeting” 
has been called. A slump-shouldered pastor stands behind a podium, mopping a 
weary brow with his handkerchief, trying desperately to defend his decision to let 
the church administrator purchase the new photocopier without the congregation’s 
permission. Or maybe he’s trying to quell an argument swelling up concerning the 
color of the new pew cushions. Or maybe he’s trying to persuade the congrega-
tion that the Vacation Bible School program is no longer the best way to pursue 
evangelism in their aging neighborhood, even though church members feel very 
sentimental about it. After all, everyone remembers how little Susie Jordon, a 
poor neighborhood girl with the non-Christian single mom, professed faith at 
VBS twenty-one years ago and is now a church-sponsored missionary in Patagonia. 
Standing there, the pastor feels the burning ache of knotted muscles across the mid-
dle of his back. Perched twenty feet in front of him in the center aisle sits the lonely 
chrome microphone stand. Member after member moseys up to the microphone 
to give him a good what-for. First the chairman of the outreach committee. Then 
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the lady on the search committee who reminds him that she pushed hard for him 
as a pastoral candidate. Then the moderately successful bank manager who always 
begins his public statements, “Speaking as a businessman . . .” Temperatures rise. 
Some wonder if the church will split. He wonders if his job is on the line.

Experiences like these have turned off more than a few to congregationalism.3 
What the picture conveys, and the stereotype reinforces, is a congregational church 
as a kind of democracy. Everyone wants to rule the church as seems best in his or 
her own eyes. Members regard the pastor as their representative in government. 
After all, their vote put him in office and can remove him again.

This is not a picture of biblical congregationalism, even if it represents many 
churches that call themselves congregational. What’s gone wrong?

Part of the problem is the carnality or immaturity of church members and pastors, 
a problem that afflicts polities of every stripe and shade. No advocate of presbyteri-
anism or episcopalianism wants his model to be assessed by the sicklier specimens 
either. And it may be that every governing structure tempts those within it toward 
one kind of sinful imbalance or another. But fear should not be the primary moti-
vator in adopting one form of church polity rather than another.4 By analogy, a 
Christian should not throw out the institution of marriage simply because he or she 
has witnessed or even experienced a bad marriage, as tempting as that might be to 
someone raised in a broken home. The question for a Christian always comes back 
to, What is biblical?

Yet another source of unhealthy congregational churches is how theologians 
have theorized about congregationalism. One Presbyterian characterizes the 
officers in a congregational system as possessing “no governing power beyond 
that which they possess as members of the church.”5 That’s not accurate. The 
characterization fails to distinguish between the different kinds of authority that 
God grants to both a congregation and its leaders, treating authority instead as a 
monolithic idea. By analogy, a CEO has one kind of authority, the vice-president 
of marketing another, the shareholders still another. Each of these titles specifies 
a particular office, each of which comes with a particular set of responsibilities, 
authorities, and office mandates.

Another theologian, this one a Baptist, has proposed (as many do) that the basic 
concepts driving congregationalism are autonomy and democracy.6 The word 
autonomous possesses the right denotation, but possibly a number of wrong con-
notations. In one sense, a local congregation is self governing, as the word denotes. 
But every congregation should be wholly submitted to King Jesus and generally 
submissive to the wisdom, counsel, and instruction of other churches. Working for 

3 See Gregg R. Allison, Sojourners and Strangers: The Doctrine of the Church (Wheaton, IL: Cross-
way, 2012), 286.

4 Thanks to Hunter Powell for this point.
5 Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology (1932; repr., Carlisle, PA: Banner of Truth, 1998), 580.
6 Millard J. Erickson, Christian Theology, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Basic, 1998), 1,089.
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the same King, these churches should partner together to fulfill their mission. To 
do all their work independently is not just proud and foolish, it denies aspects of 
his universal lordship. His lordship, after all, unites churches in the gospel mis-
sion. They belong to the same team. And his Word presents example after example 
of Christ’s first-century team members working together. Churches today should 
follow. With all this in mind, the word autonomous gets part of the picture, but not 
the full picture.

The word democracy is problematic for the same reason, perhaps even more so.7 
For starters, it is arguably the wrong word at the level of denotation. The Southern 
Baptist Convention’s 2000 Baptist Faith and Message uses the chastened and wisely 
restrained phrase “democratic processes” to describe a biblical church government, 
appropriately pointing to the concept of universal suffrage without adopting a par-
ticular theory of government. That is to say, there is a difference between a voting 
mechanism (democratic processes) and a philosophy of government (democracy). 
To see that, one need only compare the role universal suffrage plays in a Western 
democracy like the United States versus a Muslim state like Iran or a Communist 
nation like China. All three give a vote to everyone. But counter-balancing institu-
tional and cultural elements within each governing system profoundly affect the role 
that such a mechanism plays. The fact that China’s is essentially a one-party system, 
or that Iran’s democratically elected president ranks second to the supreme leader, 
who is chosen by a group of Islamic theologians called the Assembly of Experts, 
means that the universal “democratic processes” in China and Iran do not play the 
same role as in the United States.

When we use the phrase “democracy” to describe congregationalism, it’s all too 
easy to import the governing philosophy and political cultures associated with 
post-eighteenth-century Western nation-states into our understanding of church 
government, like clumps of mud dangling from the roots of the plant when we 
move it from one pot to another. There are many theories of democracy,8 but when 
pastors and Christians use this language, they tend to think of power exercised of, 
by, and for the people. It suggests that the office holders serve by the voters’ autho-
rization. It can even provoke a rights- or entitlement-driven mentality. In short, 
the language of democracy introduces elements into the church that are foreign 
to the biblical worldview.

7 See Gregg Allison, Sojourners and Strangers, 284–85; Kevin Bauder, Baptist Distinctives and 
New Testament Church Order (Schaumburg, IL: Regular Baptist Books, 2012), 91; Samuel E. Waldron, 
“Plural-Elder Congregationalism,” in Who Runs the Church?: Four Views on Church Government, ed. 
Paul E. Engle and Steve B. Cowan (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2004), 202; Stephen Wellum and Kirk 
Wellum, “The Biblical and Theological Case for Congregationalism,” in Baptist Foundations, ed. Mark 
Dever and Jonathan Leeman (Nashville, TN: B&H Academic, 2015), 49.

8 For a useful introduction, see Frank Cunningham, Theories of Democracy: A Critical Introduction 
(New York, NY: Routledge, 2002); David Held, Models of Democracy, 3rd ed. (Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press, 2006).
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Democratic citizens choose the leaders who most represent their preferences and 
then send them into office with a mandate. If one’s legislator doesn’t heed the man-
date, the electorate throws him out. In a congregational church, however, an elder’s 
only mandate is to serve Scripture’s mandate, not the members’!

Contrary to secular theories of democracy, an elder’s authority comes from God 
(Acts 20:28), and his work is to bind consciences with God’s Word. You can vote a 
civil office holder out of office at leisure, not so an elder. The elders do not possess 
the same power as the whole congregation; but they do possess a very real, if escha-
tological, sanction. Disobey them, and Jesus will have words for you on the last 
day. Members should therefore be reluctant to overrule or disagree with elders. A 
classic argument against congregationalism is that it merely gives lip service to the 
authority of elders/bishops/pastors.9 Insofar as congregationalists view the elders’ 
authority as of, for, and by the people, the critique is on target. But that is not bib-
lical congregationalism.

Just as wine takes on the flavor of the minerals of the soil in which the grape vine 
grows, so do “democratic processes” or voting mechanisms. The democratic pro-
cesses of a congregational church need to be understood within the soil of (1) King 
Jesus’ absolute monarchical rule and (2) the elders’ leadership. The authors of the 
1648 Cambridge Platform, who were congregationalists, did better than contempo-
rary congregationalists when they referred to the congregational system as a “mixed 
government” that combines aspects of democracy, aristocracy, and monarchy:

This government of the church, is a mixed government (and so 
has been acknowledged long before the term of Independency was 
heard of). In respect of Christ, the head and king of the church, 
and the sovereign power residing in him, and exercised by him, 
it is a monarchy. In respect of the body, or brotherhood of the 
church, and power from Christ granted unto them, it resembles a 
democracy. In respect of the presbytery and power committed to 
them, it is an aristocracy.10

In other words, if one simply must insist on trying to match biblical church govern-
ment with some theory of civil government, we will have to amalgamate several of 
the traditional labels, almost like the multi-layered statue in Daniel 2, and call it a 
mixed government.11 If a church does feel like a democracy, as in the illustration of 
the browbeaten pastor, it is not a biblically faithful congregational church.

9 E.g., James Bannerman, The Church of Christ, vol. 2 (Carlisle, PA: Banner of Truth, 1974), 
239–40.

10 “The Cambridge Platform,” in The Reformation of the Church: A Collection of Reformed and Puri-
tan Documents on Church Issues, ed. Iain H. Murray (1965; repr., Carlisle, PA: Banner of Truth, 1997), 
241. See also Mark Dever, Nine Marks of a Healthy Church, 2nd ed. (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2004), 226.

11 See Wellum and Wellum (“The Biblical and Theological Case for Congregationalism,” 72–77) on 
different spheres of authority.
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To put it another way, the descriptive challenge of biblical church government 
is to combine the stream of texts that give final appeal to the congregation and the 
stream that calls for submission to the church’s leaders and to place both of these 
streams in the land of mediated, not-absolute authority since absolute authority 
belongs to Christ alone. It’s all too easy to emphasize one stream over the other 
rather than do the difficult work of asking how the two streams flow together. When 
we fail to combine both streams, we risk forcing either the mediated authority of the 
elders or the congregation to stand in for Christ’s absolute authority.

Describing the balance between congregational rule and elder leadership all under 
the Lordship of Christ is one of the goals of this book.

Challenge 4: Lopsided Understandings of Government
Related to the third challenge are more broadly reductionistic or lopsided views 
of government.

Christian discussions of church government commonly emphasize the bibli-
cal doctrine of sin and the role church government plays in constraining sin. It is 
slightly ironic that authors who especially emphasize accountability against sin tend 
to push power upward: the session serves to check the congregation, the presby-
tery checks the session, the assembly the presbytery, and so forth.12 The Federalist 
Papers, in my estimation, made a pretty good argument that pushing power down-
ward serves the purposes of accountability. Do we push power upward to the United 
Nations to keep the power of the US government in check? Nevertheless, the broader 
point, that government serves to restrain sin, is a good one.

That said, it is mistaken to argue that government (civil or church) only exists to 
constrain sin.13 Consider that Adam and Eve were commissioned as king and queen 
to fill, subdue, and have dominion (Gen 1:28). Government, in other words, also 
builds, serves, expands, organizes, and grows that which it governs, ideas that were 
implicit in the two illustrations that I used to begin this chapter. (A community of 
Adam and Eve’s children, had they never fallen, still would have had to adopt gov-
erning standards about which side of the road to drive on, building safety codes, and 
a host of other things.)

This is not the place for an expansive discussion of theories of government, but 
both Scripture and the history of political philosophy offer a spectrum between a nar-
row protectionist view of government, where government exists to redress wrongs, 
and more expansive perfectionist views of government, where, as with Aristotle’s 
concept of a citizen or the Mosaic covenant, it is charged with cultivating virtue and 

12 David W. Hall, “The Pastoral and Theological Significance of Church Government,” in Paradigms 
in Polity: Classic Readings in Reformed and Presbyterian Church Government, ed. David W. Hall and 
Joseph H. Hall (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1994), 13–17.

13 E.g., ibid.
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securing the ideal political community.14 The narrow constrains, the broad commis-
sions. The narrow emphasizes accountability, the broad emphasizes authorization. 
The narrow says don’t, the broad says do. What’s more, there is no reason to assume 
that God’s purposes are equivalent for civil and ecclesial governments, particularly if 
they have been given different charges. One, we might say, exists to cultivate virtue 
and direct worship while the other doesn’t. Wherever we might place both civil and 
church government on the spectrum between protectionist and perfectionist, the 
point is, there is a spectrum. It’s reductionistic to view the idea of government solely 
through the protectionist idea of restraint.

This book will maintain that congregrationalism very much intends to commis-
sion and authorize the activities of church members. Specifically, it places every 
church member into Adam’s primordial office of priest-king by virtue of his or her 
union with Christ and possession of the keys of the kingdom. Baptists have often 
invoked the priesthood of all believers as one of the footings in congregationalism’s 
foundations. I will offer a variation on that idea by invoking the priestly rule of all 
believers. Adam, as God’s son, was supposed to be a priest and king. So was Israel. 
Christ, the beloved Son, is that priest and King. Now all those who are united with 
Christ share in this priestly rule. This rule is publicly placed into the entire congre-
gation’s hands through the keys of the kingdom given in Matthew 16 and 18.

One might recall the picture of C. S. Lewis’s characters Peter, Susan, Edmund, 
and Lucy ruling Narnia together as co-regents. Likewise, the members of the church 
act as co-heirs and co-regents in the authorized task of imaging Christ’s dominion 
before all creation.

Challenge 5: Biblical Norms and Polity
A final challenge occurs at the level of basic assumptions and is worth highlighting 
here: Is what the Bible says about church government normative for all churches in 
all times? Does New Testament polity bind everyone?

Theologians and pastors going back to at least John Calvin have argued that cer-
tain matters of church order or polity are subject to time, place, and all the vagaries 
of circumstance. Calvin observes that the apostles wrote down everything that is 
“necessary for salvation,” but they did not write down everything “affecting order 
and polity.” Instead, he argues “that each church is free to set up the form of polity 
that suits its circumstances, and is to its advantage, because the Lord has not given 
any specific directions about this.”15

Biblical scholars in the past couple of centuries especially have been taken with this 
thesis that church structures evolve through the New Testament canon and beyond, 
and that there is no consistent pattern of biblical polity. And any words about polity in 

14 See Nicholas Wolterstorff, The Mighty and the Almighty: An Essay in Political Theology (New 
York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 100–102.

15 John Calvin, 1 Corinthians, Calvin’s New Testament Commentaries (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 
1960), 228.
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the New Testament are descriptive, not prescriptive.16 Millard Erickson, for instance, 
points to the lack of explicit “didactic material” on this topic, and then argues, “When 
we turn to examine the descriptive passages, we find a second problem: there is no uni-
tary pattern.” Further, “Even if it were clear that there is one exclusive pattern of orga-
nization in the New Testament, that pattern would not necessarily be normative for 
us today. It might be merely the pattern which was, not the pattern which must be.”17

To be sure, many aspects of how a church might govern itself must be left to 
prudence or wisdom. Any parent with more than one child knows how each child’s 
temperament affects decisions about instruction and discipline. Might not the same 
be true of people groups or eras of history or even the differences between one 
neighborhood and another in the same city? I will argue in chapter 5 that a certain 
measure of latitude is necessary for governing a church.

That said, the problem with Erickson’s approach is that it treats church government 
as wholly pragmatic, which makes church government and the individual Christian 
life wholly separable, as in the divorce between the institutional and organic church 
discussed above. Polity becomes an arbitrary add-on, or imposition, on the Christian 
life. If any polity will do, then, strictly speaking, having no polity will also do—so long 
as the ends of polity are accomplished. The real drama for Christianity, it would seem, 
is what the self-governing Christian does. Behind Erickson’s relativistic approach to 
polity, it would seem, are certain individualistic (anti-authority) assumptions.

Furthermore, Erickson’s argument assumes without demonstrating that the dif-
ferent emphases of different texts must be contradictory and are not complementary 
parts of a larger picture. But if epistle 1 emphasizes polity structure x, while epistle 
2 emphasizes polity structure y, why would a scholar say, “there is no unitary pat-
tern,” instead of saying, “x and y are both necessary” and that each epistle writer 
emphasized that which was necessary for the circumstances of his own letter?

Church Order and the Gospel Faith
The larger question that Erickson’s challenge poses is, Are Christian faith and 
church order so separable? Some writers don’t think so. Theologian John Webster 
has argued that faith and order “are not different entities—the latter, perhaps, cloth-
ing the former, but bearing no essential or intrinsic relation to it,” as if a church 
may just as well put on one set of polity clothes as another.18 Rather, he says, the 
gospel has a certain social shape, and church order manifests or illustrates that 
social shape.19

16 See Bobby Jamieson, “New Testament Polity Is Prescriptive,” 9Marks Journal (July 16, 2013), 
http://www.9marks.org/journal/why-new-testament-polity-prescriptive. Accessed September 8, 2014.

17 Erickson, Christian Theology, 1094–95.
18 John Webster, “The Self-Organizing Power of the Gospel of Christ: Episcopacy and Community 

Formation,” in Community Formation: In the Early Church and in the Church Today, ed. Richard N. 
Longenecker (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2002), 183.

19 I am adapting John Webster’s language here. He puts it like this: “Church order is the social shape 
of the converting power and activity of Christ, which is present as Spirit” (ibid., 183).
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That, in fact, is one of the most important arguments of this book. The trunk 
and branches of church government grow out of the seed of the gospel. The gospel 
makes certain demands on the saints and their togetherness. Certain matters of 
organization are elastic and context dependent, but the fundamentals of church 
order are inextricably tied to the gospel faith.

For instance, this book will argue that the gospel establishes a rule of equals. Yes, 
different jobs will be assigned in that society. But no one individual or class of indi-
viduals possesses dominion over the rest, empowered to say, “You’re in” or “You’re 
out!” Final earthly authority over the basic elements that make a church a church 
belongs to the people. Everyone with the gospel is responsible to protect the gospel 
and the basic integrity of the gospel people.

Through the gospel, every saint has assumed the throne of King Adam. So every 
member must work the garden while keeping an ear tuned for lying serpents.

Through the gospel, every saint has been consecrated as a priest of Israel. So every 
member must make sure that nothing unclean enters the temple and that the line 
between holy and unholy is kept.

In the debates of the day over whether or not women can be pastors, one side 
points to the equality of men and women in the gospel: “There is no Jew or Greek, 
slave or free, male or female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus” (Gal 3:28). Con-
gregationalism affirms this gospel instinct. Not only that, it establishes a political 
mechanism for putting this gospel instinct to work: the shared rule of every member 
over everything that makes a church a church—its essential beliefs and its people.

At the same time, the gospel’s work within the church is not complete. The 
heavenly power of Christ’s kingdom has entered history and begun to take hold of 
Christian hearts, but they still have growing to do. History is not over, and none is 
completely sanctified. For that reason, inside this society of equal rulers the Holy 
Spirit has established a class of men whose job is to establish the pattern of sound 
thinking and sound living. The rule of equals in the church is coupled with male 
pastoral leadership. Want to rule well? Imitate these men as they imitate Christ, who 
sacrificially laid down his life to lead his bride. After all, the gospel is not a license 
to rule however one pleases. It calls Christians to imitate truth and righteousness. 
They must submit their thinking and living to the pattern these men set.

These individuals are not recognized as “pattern setters” by faith alone in Christ 
alone, which is the basic requirement for membership in the church (together 
with baptism). Their lives merit the position: they meet the criteria of being “above 
reproach” and “able to teach” and “good household managers.” Their role is a fatherly 
and instructional one. They work to persuade and comfort and exhort and warn and 
lead. They teach and lead the whole in knowing how to exercise its authority. Like a 
father with a teenage daughter, they say, “Here, let me show you how to drive.” They 
don’t say, “You can never drive. I’m the grown-up here.” After all, their whole job is 
to equip for maturity. We will consider all this further in chapter 5.
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This book will argue that we must treat the Bible’s explicit statements on polity 
as normative in a way that the next chapter will try to explain. Yet we should also 
expect our gospel and our polity to be logically consistent and mutually reinforcing. 
Church order should fit together with the promises of the new covenant, the work 
of the Spirit, the doctrines of sin and sola fide, the lordship of Christ, the priestly 
regency of believers, the already/not yet realities of inaugurated eschatology, and 
more. These other pieces of our systematic theology, properly related, will yield this 
polity rather than that polity.

To make this case, the biblical-theological storyline presented in chapter 2 is crit-
ical, and, I think, a somewhat unique contribution to discussions of church polity. 
It is easy to say, “Jesus has final authority in the church.” This claim is made by a 
wide range of believers from the lowest low-church congregationalist to the highest 
high-church Anglican. What’s seldom, if ever, discussed in books on church gov-
ernment is the canonical shape of Jesus’ authority. I will argue that his authority 
over the church possesses an Adamic shape, particularly as that shape has been 
elaborated through the covenants with Abraham, Moses, and David. This Adamic, 
or Everyman, or Representative, shape yields the rule of equals characteristic of 
congregationalism.

The Plan
Ultimately, this book will present a biblical-theological and systematic case for pas-
tor-led or elder-led congregationalism. Elder-led congregationalism makes every 
member a priest-king, and it trains them for the work. In so doing, it

• guards the gospel,
• matures the Christian disciple,
• strengthens the whole church,
• fortifies its holy integrity and witness, and
• equips the congregation to better love their neighbors in word and deed.

When practiced biblically, it is a gospel powerhouse.
Chapter 1, as I said, will offer hermeneutical principles for discerning what Scrip-

ture says normatively about polity. Chapters 2 through 4 effectively offer a biblical 
theology of congregationalism. Chapter 2 reaches back to Adam to discover that God 
installed him in the office of priest-king, an office that we will discover is crucial 
for understanding congregationalism. Chapter 3 explores the keys of the kingdom 
in Matthew 16, while chapter 4 considers the gathered local church’s possession of 
the keys. Chapter 5 explores the relationship between congregational rule and elder 
leadership, while chapter 6 turns outward to consider a local church’s biblical obli-
gation toward other churches. Chapter 7 concludes with a brief word on some basic 
nuts and bolts of practice.
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Chapter 1

Who’s In Charge  
of What Around Here?

As we saw in the introduction, some writers question whether there is a consistent 
pattern of polity in the New Testament documents. They also question whether any 
particular pattern, if one exists, is normative for churches today.1

The answers to these questions depend on how we read the Bible. For instance, 
how should we treat historical narrative? In Acts 14 Paul and Barnabas appointed 
elders in a number of churches with prayer and fasting (vv. 21–23). Does that mean 
whoever appoints elders today must first pray and fast because Paul and Barnabas 
did? And what about the occasional nature of the Epistles? Do the polity implica-
tions of Paul’s directives to the Corinthians apply to us?

In the category of New Testament ethics more broadly, nearly everyone leaves 
some things in the first century. Theological conservatives assign instructions about 
holy kisses or head coverings to the category of relative or situation specific. Theo-
logical moderates place Paul’s injunctions against female leadership in the church 
into the same category. And liberals include his statements against homosexuality. 
The hermeneutical explanations for each decision are creative and diverse, but the 
point is that nearly everyone treats some ethical matters as universally binding and 
others as relative to time and place. If that is true in ethics, might the same be true 
for church polity?

Answering questions like these requires an institutional hermeneutic. The bur-
den of this chapter is to explain how an institutional hermeneutic works so that we 
might better ascertain what’s normative and what’s not for polity from the pages of 
Scripture. Ultimately, I will argue that church polity is a subcategory of ethics and 
that whatever hermeneutical principles are used for Christian ethics should also be 
used for polity.

1 E.g., Millard Erickson, Christian Theology, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1998), 1,094–95.
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What Is an Institution?
First, what is an institution? An institution is a rule structure that shapes behavior 
and identity.2 It can be a set of rules or procedures, like the rules governing the 
handshake or a company’s hiring policy, or it can be an actual organization or polity, 
each of which itself is a fairly elaborate complex of rules and procedures.3 What’s 
more, an institution depends on a set of moral evaluations that govern a particular 
set of relationships and that are treated as relatively fixed.4

The topic of institutions is relevant to questions about the polity of a local church 
because the very existence of a local church depends on its institutional structure 
or polity. The difference between a local church and a group of Christians is nothing 
more or less than church polity. To argue for polity is to argue for the existence of 
the local church. That is not to say that polity only includes the local church—one 
must also account for the relationship between churches. It is to say, however, no 
polity or institutional structure, no local church.

All organizations and social groups possess some type of polity, some governing 
structure that constitutes the group and organizes its members, even if that struc-
ture is fairly minimal.5 To be “a people” or “a group” in any sense whatsoever, formal 
or informal, whether a nation-state, advertising agency, chess club, the high school 
cool-kids’ clique, or a church, means that some criteria exist for distinguishing 
members from non-members and that some rule structure guides behavior within 
the group. Indeed, these very rules constitute a group as a group: “All social groups 
are constituted by rules. Even the very simplest social group consists of a collection 
of people bound together by shared rules—though the rules may be so basic, so 
elemental, that members of the group may be unaware of them.”6

2 See Elizabeth Sanders, “Historical Institutionalism,” in The Oxford Handbook of Political Insti-
tutions, ed. R. A. W. Rhodes, Sarah A. Binder, and Bert A. Rockman (New York, NY: Oxford University 
Press, 2006), 38.

3 Economists sometimes distinguish institutions and organizations. See, e.g., Douglass C. North 
“The New Institutional Economics and Third World Development,” in The New Institutional Econom-
ics and Third World Development, ed. John Harris, Janet Hunter, and Colin M. Lewis (London, UK: 
Routledge, 1995), 23. Political scientists more often treat organizations as one type of institution. See 
Jean Blondel, “About Institutions, Mainly, But Not Exclusively, Political,” in The Oxford Handbook of 
Political Institutions, 722–23; Peter A. Hall, Governing the Economy: The Politics of State Interven-
tion in Britain and France, Europe and the International Order (Oxford, NY: Oxford University Press, 
1986), 19. One sociologist describes the formal organization as “a packaged social technology, with 
accompanying rules and instructions for its incorporation and employment in a social setting.” Ronald 
L. Jepperson, “Institutions, Institutional Effects, and Institutionalism,” in The New Institutionalism in 
Organizational Analysis, ed. Walter W. Powell and Paul J. DiMaggio (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago 
Press, 1991), 146–47.

4 See Hugh Heclo, “Thinking Institutionally,” in The Oxford Handbook of Political Institutions, 
735–37.

5 Nick Barber, The Constitutional State, Oxford Constitutional Theory (Oxford, NY: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 2010), 67.

6 Ibid. The more formalized a group becomes, the more “aware” group members will be of those 
rules that constitute them as a group.
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To put it the other way round, a “group” with no institutional structure—no pol-
ity—is not in fact a group. If there are no criteria for membership, no rules for 
governing behavior, no self-conscious sense of shared identity, no common purpose 
or guiding objective, then there is no group. There is just a bunch of individuals. 
Social rules and social groups are inextricably connected: “Groups can only exist 
where they are constituted by social rules. But, conversely, social rules can only exist 
in the context of a social group, a group defined by—at minimum—their common 
acceptance of the rule, coupled with an awareness of their common acceptance.”7

It is fairly common in the West today to object to institutions or the institutional 
life; but in fact, our lives are infiltrated with countless institutions, and we could 
scarcely live socially without them. Without institutions there would be little regu-
larity or predictability in social interactions, little ability to distinguish the valuable 
and the harmful among groups of any size, little chance for reciprocating loyalty 
and trust among anyone but one’s closest friends and family.8 Society won’t work 
without institutions, not even a society of angels. To strip a society of institutions 
would be to remove all fixed rules, traditions, and moral evaluations and to abandon 
that society’s social life to nothing but personal preference, prejudiced desire, and 
short-term calculations.

How then do we read the Bible institutionally? How do we discern which biblical 
institutions are normative?

Five Rules for an Institutional Hermeneutic

1. Ask Who Is Authorized to Do What

The natural assumption of fallen humans, and especially autonomy-loving moderns, 
is that people have the freedom to do whatever they please—at least until someone 
comes along and draws a boundary. The “state of nature” story of origins of classical 
liberalism, for instance, begins with the presumption of individual human authori-
ty—executive authority—that the individual may or may not consent to give to the 
state. There is a presumption of freedom and autonomy until someone says no.

The pragmatic posture of many church leaders begins with this same basic 
assumption. It views church leaders as broadly free to govern churches and organize 
church gatherings as best suits the moment. There are a few boundaries about what 
churches should not do, but otherwise it’s over to prudence and ingenuity to answer 
questions like, What is the balance of powers between elders and members? Can 
there be an executive cabinet of elders? When does the congregation get a vote, if it 
does at all? What should membership practices look like? Should we even practice 
membership? How does evangelism work? Or missions? What should churches do 
when they gather?

7 Ibid., 69.
8 Heclo, “Thinking Institutionally,” 739–40.
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The starting point for an institutional hermeneutic is very different. It begins with 
the assumption that humans have no authority except where God gives it. Nicholas 
Wolterstorff, following Abraham Kuyper, observes, “Authority is something one has, 
not something one is.”9 It is always an office that humans step into for the sake of 
performing a certain action. It must be given, and the giver always specifies author-
ity’s jurisdiction and purposes.

For instance, do humans have authority to take a spouse and produce children? 
Yes, God gives it in Genesis 1 and 2.

Do humans have authority to build houses, landscape their back yards for accom-
modating guests, write music, embed that music in MP3 tracks, and throw parties? 
Yes, God gives it in Genesis 1:28.

Do humans have the authority to eat a fruit and vegetable spread at that party? 
Yes, God says so in Genesis 1:29.

Do they have authority to eat meatballs on toothpicks and shrimp cocktail at the 
party? Yes, God provides it in Genesis 9:3.

In short, humanity has been authorized to do a lot. But the point is, humans—
vessels shaped out of clay—have absolutely no freedom, no entitlement to do any-
thing, not even pick an apple off a tree and eat it, until God so authorizes. Lumps of 
clay have no rights. Martin Luther observed, “For when any man does that for which 
he has not the previous authority or sanction of the Word of God, such conduct is 
not acceptable to God, and may be considered as either vain or useless.”10 Jeremiah 
speaks more severely: “A horrible and shocking thing has happened in the land: The 
prophets prophesy lies, the priests rule by their own authority, and my people love 
it this way” (5:30–31, NIV).

If the starting point for an institutional hermeneutic is that humans must be 
authorized, the main purpose of an institutional hermeneutic is to answer the ques-
tion, Who is authorized to do what? In colloquial terms, Who’s in charge of what 
around here?

Legal theorists distinguish between “mandatory rules” and “power-conferring 
rules.”11 Mandatory rules are commands, as in “Worship the Lord your God” or 
“You shall not steal.” Power-conferring rules are commissions, as in “Fill the earth 
and subdue it” or “You are to me a royal priesthood” or “Whatever you bind on 
earth will be bound in heaven” or “Go into all nations preaching and baptizing” 
or “Serve as overseers.” Power-conferring rules tend to establish a vocation or an 

9 Nicholas Wolterstorff, The Mighty and the Almighty: An Essay in Political Theology (New York, 
NY: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 48; cf. Abraham Kuyper, Lectures on Calvinism (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Eerdmans, 1931), 78–109.

10 The Prefaces to the Early Editions of Martin Luther’s Bible, edited by T. A. Readwin (London, UK: 
Hatcher & Co., 1863), 26.

11 A “mandatory rule” obliges a person to act or forbids him or her from acting; a “power-conferring” 
rule enables a person to establish mandatory rules for others. See Barber, The Constitutional State, 
58–59; Joseph Raz, Practical Reason and Norms, 2nd ed (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
1990), 85–97.
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office. Mandatory rules tend to establish the boundaries or rules of that vocation or 
office. The mandatory rule “You shall not murder” delimits the power-conferring 
rule “Have dominion.”

An institutional hermeneutic is particularly interested in such power-conferring 
commissions because they set trajectories and establish ultimate goals. So it looks 
for these identity- and behavior-shaping rule structures that might be described in 
one passage, but whose jurisdictions extend into subsequent passages.

Seeing this difference between mandatory rules and power-conferring rules helps 
one recognize that moral evaluation and governance is much more than making 
sure people don’t cross a specific set of boundaries. Rather, our lives must be mea-
sured against these commissions. All of life therefore is subject to moral analysis, 
just like every minute of a workday should be used for work, not idle chatter and 
wasting time on the Internet. All of life should be measured against Genesis 1:28, 
which is what the Mosaic law and Jesus’ two greatest commandments will eventu-
ally do. All marriage should be measured against Genesis 2:24–25. All government 
should be measured against Genesis 9:5–6. And so forth. To “miss the mark,” a com-
mon definition given to sin, is not just to cross a boundary one shouldn’t cross; it is 
to fall short of imaging God’s glory (Rom 3:23).

The continual question that drives an institutional hermeneutic, again, is, Who 
has authority to do what? Perhaps an illustration will help. My wife and I recently 
enjoyed a dinner and jazz event at Washington, DC’s historic Howard Theater. Sup-
pose the affair inspired us to open our own jazz club in the Maryland suburb of DC 
where we live. We apply for the appropriate business license, which is then granted, 
and eventually we open for business. Guests come and love the music. But they keep 
asking for something to eat. So, thinking back to our experience at the Howard The-
ater, we install a kitchen, hire a chef and wait staff, and begin serving dinner. Perfect! 
At this point, however, a bespectacled man with tie and short-sleeved shirt from the 
county licensing office shows up and asks if we have a food services establishment 
permit. “Well, no, but, you understand, sir, people keep asking for food, and they’re 
happy to pay for it!” Whether or not they are happy to pay for it makes no difference, 
says the county agent. Serving food exposes the club to another circle of regulations 
and responsibilities that serve to protect the citizens of the county. And the business 
license I have in hand simply says nothing about serving food. An additional license 
is necessary, or fines will be levied.

In the same way, an institutional hermeneutic reads the Scriptures and asks 
who has specific licenses for what. What licenses do Christians have for gather-
ing churches, governing churches, and living as churches? Do churches have the 
license to wield the sword, own property, or use musical instruments? Are they free 
to offer finger painting stations or liturgical dance in their weekly gatherings? Is 
one board of elders free to oversee multiple congregations, as in a multi-service or 
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multi-site setting? Can the members of one congregation discipline a member of 
another congregation because both congregations are branded as “one church”?

We don’t need to answer those questions yet. The takeaway lesson for right now 
is recognizing that asking the question “Who is authorized to do what?” is asking 
who holds office. To be authorized in any sense whatsoever is to be given an office. 
And what separates “office” from “work” more generically speaking is that an office 
depends upon an authorization that licenses the office holder to do work that those 
who have not been licensed cannot do. In so doing, the authorization involves an 
office holder’s identity: a person becomes a president, boss, parent, elder, mail car-
rier, voter, juror, janitor, and so forth. In short, the concept of office combines the 
ideas of work, authority, and identity. Which means, if we determine that there is 
any sense in which the idea of being a church member involves work, authority, and 
identity, we have to conclude that church membership is an office.

2. Employ Wisdom for Determining How to Fulfill an Authorization

When a person is authorized to complete a task or to fulfill an office, there is, typical-
ly, some measure of freedom for the agent to determine how best to complete that 
task or do that job. It’s like handing the football to a running back. He has a charge: 
get to the end zone for a touchdown. He has a number of constraints, including 
don’t go out of bounds. But he has freedom to figure out how to accomplish his 
charge: Go this way? Go that way? And for this task he needs wisdom.

An institutional hermeneutic, I said a moment ago, begins with the power- 
conferring rules that determine trajectory, goal, purpose, mission, and office. Those 
power-conferring rules are then constrained by a number of mandatory rules as 
well as the circumstances of the moment. How good is that defense? What are the 
weather conditions on this playing field? And putting all this together in the moment 
requires wisdom. Here, furthermore, is where we find flexibility in the joints of pol-
ity, and where the topic of contextualization becomes relevant.

To put it another way, we must distinguish between matters that are divinely fixed 
and matters that are left up to humans to determine. That God has assigned some 
people to rule in particular ways is fixed. How those rulers go about their rule is, 
to some measure, left up to them. At the risk of overgeneralizing, this provides us 
with the relationship between law and wisdom in the Bible: the law establishes the 
boundaries of the field and the rules of the game; wisdom determines how to best 
play the game on that field.12

What exactly is wisdom in the Bible? Wisdom begins with the posture of fearing 
the Lord (Prov 1:7); and then wisdom becomes the skill of studying the world, the 
laws of God, and the nature of fallen reality and bringing order to it (e.g., Exod 28:3; 

12 Cf. Walter Brueggemann, Theology of the Old Testament (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 1997), 
337–38.
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31:6).13 It respects the rules of the game—that’s the right posture. And then figures 
out how to play the game on any given day—that’s the skill. It recognizes that there 
is a time and a season for everything, including “a time to kill and a time to heal” 
(Eccl 3:3). But what time is it now?

Are there any criteria for determining when it is okay to use wisdom? The short 
answer is wisdom must be used anytime Scripture establishes a commission, but 
then says nothing about how to fulfill that commission. Typically, in fact, Scripture’s 
power-conferring rules designate the who and the what of a commission, but they 
don’t specify the how. Wisdom, we might broadly say, is generally necessary for the 
how, not the who or the what of an office. The latter are often divinely fixed, the 
former is up for grabs.14

That “a man leaves his father and mother and bonds with his wife” instead of 
cohabiting with her (a different what) or bonding with a man (a different who) is 
divinely fixed. How a man goes about finding, courting, and even formalizing a mar-
ital covenant with a woman is open for discussion.

That “Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood be shed” is divinely 
fixed. Humans (who) must take responsibility for reckoning crimes (what) against 
other humans. How a group of people establishes a government is up to them: 
Military conquest? Inheritance? Democratic vote? Nowhere does the Bible answer 
this question.

That churches should make disciples by baptizing and teaching everything Jesus 
commanded is divinely fixed. How they go about evangelizing and discipling, to 
some measure, is up to them.

That the Holy Spirit appoints certain men as overseers of the flock and gives them 
specific tasks to do (e.g., teaching) is divinely fixed. How these elders go about ful-
filling these tasks is left up to wisdom (teach in small groups? Sunday school? One-
on-one counseling settings?).

That a church should sing is divinely established. How it sings, or whether to use 
instruments in facilitating that singing, depends upon wisdom.

That the keys of the kingdom belong to the entire congregation, I will argue, is 
divinely fixed. How a whole church should go about making its decisions is a matter 
for wisdom. A vote? Consensus?

No doubt the line between divinely fixed and humanly up for grabs is not quite as 
simple as who, what, and how. But it’s a decent starting point. For instance, I was 
recently explaining to a fellow elder in my church that I did not believe our church 
should adopt a certain policy because the policy was “not biblical.” He countered, 
“But what about our church constitution? Church constitutions are not in the 

13 See hokmah in Francis Brown, S. R. Driver, and Charles A. Briggs, A Hebrew and English Lexicon 
of the Old Testament (Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1906), 315; see also, Bruce Waltke with 
Charles Yu, An Old Testament Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2007), 913.

14 The distinction I am making here is similar to the regulative principle’s distinction between 
elements and forms. The elements of corporate worship are divinely fixed; the forms are up for grabs.
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Bible. Are you saying we should get rid of that?” Great question. In fact, the policy I 
was objecting to pertained to who could or couldn’t hold a leadership position, and 
there I felt reluctant to make requirements Scripture didn’t. On the other hand, the 
fact that a church would use a written constitution to enumerate such structures, 
a practice that’s hardly specified in Scripture, falls under the how. A constitution 
is one mechanism for specifying how a church establishes the lines of governance.

In chapter 5, we will discover that the distinction between what/who and how 
provides a helpful grid for understanding how to contextualize.

3. Heed Canonical Horizons and Covenantal Administrations

In an institutional reading, the who and the what are divinely established and not 
subject to discretion because God makes specific covenants with specific people or 
groups of people. He gave one commission to Adam and all his descendants, another 
to Noah and all future generations, another two to the descendants of Abraham and 
the sons of Israel, and so forth. If an institutional reading is primarily interested in 
asking who is authorized to do what, it searches for answers firstly in the major God-
man covenants. The normativity of power-conferring rules, mandatory rules, and 
institutions generally for today depends upon covenantal location. The commands 
and structures belonging to the Adamic and Noahic covenants are normative for all 
humanity, including Christians. The commands and structures belonging to the 
Abrahamic, Mosaic, and Davidic covenants will not be directly normative for Chris-
tians, their relevance being mediated through their fulfillment in Christ. The com-
mands and structures of the new covenant are binding on Christians. This means 
we can learn more about church government from those individuals on the pages 
of Scripture who share our covenantal location, which in turn is why the Epistles 
are directly relevant in a way that the matters surrounding temple worship are not.

Are the civil, ceremonial, or even moral laws of ethnic and national Israel binding 
on Christians? No more than the laws of China are binding on Americans. The Chi-
nese law against murder might look similar to the American law against murder, but 
they belong to different administrations. In the same way, the sixth commandment, 
strictly speaking, was given to Israel (Exod 20:1). Now, it just happens that that law 
is repeated in the New Testament for Christians (Rom 13:9), as are nine of the ten 
commandments; but it’s the latter articulation through Christ that binds Christians 
(see 1 Cor 9:21) much like the American law against murder binds Americans, not 
the Chinese law.

In short, reading institutionally requires us to read textually, epochally, and 
canonically.15 And it focuses on Scripture’s covenants and on the authorizations that 
they grant. We could even say that reading institutionally is reading covenantally. 

15 Richard Lints, The Fabric of Theology: A Prolegomenon to Evangelical Theology (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Eerdmans, 1993), 293–310. Lints credits Edmund Clowney, Preaching and Biblical Theology 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1961), 16.
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Covenants provide the “constitutionalization” and “institutionalization” of human 
relationships, says Jewish political philosopher Daniel Elazar.16 He elaborates,

[T]he Bible necessarily holds that the covenantal relationship is 
the only proper basis for political organization—that is, the struc-
tured allocating of authority and power among humans . . . In a 
political sense, biblical covenants take the form of constituting 
acts that establish the parameters of authority and its division 
without prescribing the constituting details of regimes.

Not only do Scripture’s major covenants, like the steel girders of a building, provide 
the structure of the canon as a whole. God employs those covenants to organize our 
lives with one another and with him.

Beyond covenants, an institutional hermeneutic also investigates less obvious 
micro-institutional structures in order to consider how they affect later interpre-
tation. Should the Great Commission in Matthew 28 be interpreted through the 
grid of Matthew 16 and 18 because we assume the disciples still have the authority 
that Jesus gave them back in chapter 16? That is, should only those who possess the 
power of the keys administer baptisms?

In general, the movement of redemptive history can be chartered precisely 
through changes in its institutions. The law, Paul says, was “added”; and it came 
“until” (Gal  3:19–25). Likewise, the Lord’s Supper will only be useful “until he 
comes again” (1 Cor 11:26). For good reason two political scientists define an insti-
tution as “a relatively enduring collection of rules and organized practices” that are 
“relatively invariant” to changing individuals and “relatively resilient” to changing 
circumstances.17 So the institutions of Scripture are relative to God’s particular pur-
poses for a particular era.

In chapter 2 we’ll examine the movement of covenantal administrations, and in 
chapters 3 and 4 we’ll focus on the Gospel of Matthew and see how Jesus grants 
Christians the authority to establish local churches as visible embassies of his end-
time rule through the “keys of the kingdom.”

4. Be Sensitive to Different Kinds of Authority

The question that often drives conversations about polity is, Who has the final au-
thority? It’s a necessary question, but it needs to be heavily qualified. For starters, 
any concept of “final authority” among humans is always relative. God alone is the 
final and absolute authority by virtue of the fact that he is the Creator. Only God’s 
authority cannot be given or taken away. A creature’s authority, however, is always 

16 Daniel J. Elazar, Covenant and Polity in Biblical Israel: Biblical Foundations and Jewish Expres-
sions, Covenant Traditions in Politics 1 (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction, 1995), 24.

17 James G. March and Johan P. Olsen, “Elaborating the ‘New Institutionalism,’” in The Oxford 
Handbook of Political Institutions, 3.
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a gift, and a gift directed to certain ends and delimited by certain restraints. Its 
legitimacy is never absolute but always contingent upon these ends and restraints.

To put it another way, human authority is always an office into which a person 
steps, whether it’s the office of image bearer, king, priest, husband, parent, citi-
zen, or something else. Think of a corporation. The CEO holds one office, the COO 
another, the vice president of sales another, the shareholder still another. Each office 
holder in the corporation has a job to do and the requisite authority for that job. 
Authority exists, for the sake of doing something, and an authority’s jurisdictions 
will be limited to its assigned tasks. Just because parents or princes are authority 
figures does not give them the license to do whatever they please. Their range of 
decision-making activity is limited to whatever is specified in the license, together 
with any qualifications or boundaries enumerated in that license.

What’s more, the various offices established by God should not be pitted against 
one another, but each must be respected for its own sake. Again, this is why human 
authority is always relative. For instance, does the parent or a government have 
“final” authority over a child? If the parent is abusing the child, the government 
should intervene on behalf of its citizen, the child. However, if the government for-
bids the parent from raising the child in the fear and instruction of the Lord, the 
parent should contravene the government. Since both offices are established by 
God, both are finally accountable to him, even if someone wanted to say that the 
government has the “final authority” in the land. The same is true of different kinds 
of authority in the church. Do we say that the congregation or the elders have the 
“final” earthly authority? I will eventually argue that the congregation does, but that 
doesn’t mean elder authority is less real or that the congregation might wrongly use 
its authority over and against elder authority.

Theorists sometimes distinguish between “natural authority” and “authority of 
truth” or, similarly, between “authority of command” and “authority of counsel.”18 
The difference between these different kinds of authority lies with who or what pos-
sesses the power of sanction or enforcement. A president, parent of small children, 
or school principal possesses natural authority or authority of command. The office 
holder has the unilateral ability to enforce a command. On the other hand, a doctor, 
counselor, parent of older children, husband, or pastor (I will contend) possesses the 
authority of truth or counsel. The power of enforcement does not reside in them; it 
resides in the truth itself and the consequences that follow any refusal to heed the 
truth. Neither a husband, nor a doctor, can really enforce his counsel through puni-
tive actions, other than, perhaps, in withholding some opportunity. On the whole, 
such counsel enforces itself. Yet we speak of doctors as having “medical authority” 

18 Both of these distinctions come from Oliver O’Donovan, Resurrection and Moral Order: An Out-
line for Evangelical Ethics, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1994), 124–27, 170–71. Packer offers 
a similar distinction between coercive authority and moral authority. See J. I. Packer, “The Reconstitu-
tion of Authority,” in Readings in Christians Ethics, volume 1: Theory and Method, ed. David K. Clark 
and Robert V. Rakestraw (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1994), 93.
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because they have been societally recognized through some institutional mecha-
nism as possessing a special expertise over medical truth. And a husband has marital 
authority because God has given it. Sometimes we might say that the authority of 
counsel or truth possesses an eschatological enforcement mechanism because God 
himself will enforce the truth in the final judgment. This is particularly the case 
when God has established the office and licensed the office holder to speak truth. 
Such is the case, I will argue, with pastoral authority.

The similarity between these different kinds of authority, however, lies with 
their impact or significance for the one under authority.19 When God establishes 
an authority figure, he grants that authority figure the moral license to generate 
moral obligations among subjects within their jurisdictions.20 And a human author-
ity figure can generate moral obligations whether the authority figure possesses 
an authority of command or counsel. Either way, the one under authority has a 
tentative obligation to surrender acting upon one’s own judgment to the authority 
figure.21 I become morally obligated to do or not do something based not on my ini-
tial judgment over the decision to be made but based on the judgment of the one in 
authority over me. This obligation, of course, is a property of the fact that I should 
be utterly surrendered to God’s absolute and comprehensive judgment, and he has 
judged it necessary for me to obey this human authority figure.

But here is an absolutely crucial qualification with human authority figures, 
whether command or counsel: our obligation to submit is always what Wolterstorff 
calls prima facie (at first glance) and never ultima facie (as a final consideration).22 
Or to drop the Latin, we can say that our obligation to suspend acting upon our 
own judgment and to submit to any human authority is always relative, never abso-
lute. They are obligations with a permanent asterisk. Human authority is always 
mediated and therefore relative; it can only impose relative obligations. Absolute 
authority belongs to God alone. And this is true for both authorities of command 
and counsel. Therefore, whenever a divinely established authority acts unjustly or 
requires something wrong or unjust, a subject must recall the authority figure’s 
mediated and relative status. The authority figure has no moral license (authority) 
to generate obligations unjustly or to require injustices. Nor does the figure have 
authority to generate obligations outside its jurisdiction.

This yields the dilemmas of conscience that so often characterize life in a fallen 
world. Suppose a parent, prince, or pastor requires something that the conscience 

19 The following paragraphs have been adapted from my Political Church: The Local Church as 
Embassy of Christ’s Rule (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2016).

20 Wolterstorff, The Mighty and the Almighty, 60–66; idem, “‘The Authorities Are God’s Servants’: 
Is a Theistic Account of Political Authority Still Viable or Have Humanity Accounts Won the Day?,” in 
Theology and Public Philosophy: Four Conversations, ed. Kenneth L. Grasso and Cecilia Rodriguez 
Castillo (Lanham, MD: Lexington, 2012), 52–54.

21 Wolterstorff, “‘The Authorities Are God’s Servants,’” 55. Wolterstorff’s discussion is drawing heav-
ily on Leslie Green’s The Authority of the State (Oxford, NY: Clarendon Press, 1988), esp. 37–38.

22 Wolterstorff, The Mighty and the Almighty, 61.
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claims is contrary to God’s Word. Or suppose two divinely established authorities are 
pitted against one another.

Situations like these present us with an ethical standoff, which often admit of no 
clean prioritization of duty, much to the chagrin of the fundamentalist who demands 
black and white decision-making flow charts and case law for all occasions. But such 
stand-offs are a property of the fall, and the wisdom of fearing the Lord may offer the 
only solution for such moments. For instance, a church member might be so con-
vinced that on the last day Jesus will vindicate the decision to disobey his elder that 
he rightly determines to do so. But he also might rightly decide that the obligations 
of submission to the authority in question outweigh his assessment of the situation 
at hand, and his submission will be vindicated on the last day.

In a world of mediated authorities, any concept of a final authority is at least 
somewhat relative, always contingent on the final divine assize. Acknowledging ten-
sions can sometimes be ethically better than insisting on rationalistic hierarchies. 
Tensions encourage all parties to pray and to seek the Lord’s wisdom rather than to 
rely mindlessly on rulebook answers.

In conclusion, an institutional hermeneutic requires a careful and subtle grasp 
of the different kinds of authority, and how they work with respect to God’s own 
authority. This discussion will prove crucial in chapter 5.

5. Treat Polity as a Subcategory of Ethics

In some ways, all the previous points come to bear in this final principle. Reading 
through a standard seminarian’s systematic theology, one will usually find the topic 
of Christian ethics in a different section of the volume than any discussion of church 
government. But even though the two topics are separated in the systematic for 
obvious reasons, they are clearly connected. The rules of ethics concern the gover-
nance of behavior, which makes politics, governance, and polity generally a subcat-
egory of ethics—call it social ethics. Recall that institutions, including institutions 
of government, are nothing more or less than a set of moral evaluations that govern 
a particular set of relationships. Not surprisingly, Aristotle turns in the final chapter 
of Ethics to the topic of legislations and constitutions as a segue to his next book, 
Politics. The virtuous ethical life requires the right social environment, which in 
turn requires the right government. Scripture, too, clearly establishes government 
for ethical purposes (e.g., Rom 13:1–7).

For our larger purposes of mapping out an institutional hermeneutic, there are 
three reasons for stating this connection between ethics and church polity. First, 
it provides a response to anyone who contends the New Testament’s statements on 
church polity are not normative for today. If polity is a subset of ethics, it would 
seem that we should treat polity as no more or less normative than New Testament 
ethics generally.
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Second, the connection helps us to see that whatever hermeneutical principles we 
might employ for determining normativity in biblical ethics we should also employ 
for church polity. Those who treat the Bible as a summation of law codes for ethics 
should do the same for church polity. Those who shuck the Bible’s actual statements 
in search of underlying universal principles for ethics should do the same for polity. 
Situational ethicists or trajectory ethicists should be situational polity-ists or trajec-
tory polity-ists. Not that theologians and ethicists are always so consistent.

Third, seeing the connection to ethics helps us realize that more interpretative 
nuance and texture are needed—the kind of ethicists major in. It’s not enough to 
ask whether some ecclesial practice is biblical or not, or commanded or not. For 
instance, one ethicist distinguishes between prohibitions, permissions, commands, 
counsel, precedents, and examples in general ethical matters.23 Similarly, I believe it 
would help us approach polity recognizing more than the two moral speeds “this is 
commanded” and “this is prohibited.”24

More interpretive nuance, first of all, means we should allow for different levels of 
normative force. For instance, a command couched in language that appears to have 
universal relevance (“An elder must be above reproach”) has more normative force 
than an example of something an apostle does on one particular occasion (such as 
the fact that Paul fasted before appointing elders; Acts 14:23). That an apostle does 
something in a specific context might suggest that the practice is a wise thing to 
do. But it hardly means that a church must do it, such that it would be sinning if it 
doesn’t. Falling somewhere on the normative-force spectrum in between these two 
examples might be a practice that is never explicitly commanded, but is repeated 
and uniform. The fact that plural-elder leadership appears to have been uniformly 
practiced in the New Testament churches, for instance, might suggest that a church 
should aspire to appoint multiple elders, maybe even as a matter of righteousness. 
After all, the pattern of plurality sets a pastor on the right path: training, discipling, 
discerning, passing out authority. Yet the fact that this practice is never commanded 
suggests that should I suddenly find myself as the solo pastor of a church, neither 
I nor the church is necessarily in a state of sin. On the other hand, a church that 
knowingly defies Paul’s command and appoints an elder who is not above reproach 
does sin. In short, commands and historically situated examples bear different levels 

23 David Clyde Jones, Biblical Christian Ethics (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1994), 61–68.
24 The preface to the Book of Church Order for the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) offers a useful 

lexicon for assessing a statement’s normative force within its own pages. It reads,
1. SHALL and IS TO BE/ARE TO BE signify practice that is mandated.
2. SHOULD signifies practice that is strongly recommended.
3. IS APPROPRIATE signifies practice that is commended as suitable.
4. MAY signifies practice that is permissible but not required.
See The Constitution of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), Part II: Book of Church Order: 2013–15 

(Louisville, KY: Office of the General Assembly PCUSA, 2013), preface, no pagination; see also, Frank 
A. Beattie, Companion to the Constitution of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.): Polity for the Local 
Church (Louisville, KY: Geneva, 1999), xvii.
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of normative force, as do unique versus repeated examples. I hardly mean to suggest 
that you can quantify each of these categories, as if every unique example bears the 
same normativity quotient as every other unique example. I am simply saying that 
we need to be sensitive to these kinds of matters and acknowledge multiple norma-
tive possibilities.

The same kind of sensitivity is required for determining what kind of precedent 
a historically specific example sets. Some precedents make a practice necessary 
(like gathering on the Lord’s Day?). Some precedents mean a practice is possible 
in exceptional circumstances, even if it should not generally be practiced (like bap-
tizing outside of a church context on the missions frontier, as with the Ethiopian 
eunuch?). The first kind of precedent establishes a rule; the second kind establishes 
when it might be okay to break an otherwise fixed rule.

In addition to the matter of normative force is the matter of normative clarity. 
By normative clarity, I mean the clearer something is in Scripture, the more we can 
enforce or build on it with confidence. I expect that this point might trouble anyone 
who wants to treat every matter as equally clear and therefore equally enforceable, 
but I don’t number myself among that crowd. Working within the basic boundaries 
of the doctrine of the clarity of Scripture, I believe we can still affirm that some mat-
ters in Scripture are clearer than others, as Peter acknowledged with Paul’s writing 
(2 Pet 3:16). Some people might want to build practices off the single text about bap-
tism for the dead (1 Cor 15:29), but I’m not sure this represents good hermeneutics.

As we seek to read Scripture institutionally for the purposes of polity, let me offer 
four general levels of normative clarity for an institutional practice, from greatest 
to least, based on what kinds of commands or precedents ground that practice. At 
the highest level of normative clarity is an institutional practice that is grounded in 
both a universal, power-conferring commission or mandatory command, which is 
then backed up by historical precedents. Here we walk on pretty firm ground. The 
cultural mandate is a clear example of this, as is (I believe) God’s charter for civil 
government in Genesis 9:5–6. Slightly less clear is a pattern of situation-specific 
commissions or commands that are not couched in such universalizing language. 
For instance, I will argue in chapter 5 that all the commissions the apostles give to 
elders (“Serve as overseers”) are directed at specific audiences. They don’t possess a 
universalizing “wherever two or three are gathered” kind of language. It’s a subtle 
difference, perhaps, but worth acknowledging if for no other reason than being com-
pletely transparent about what the text is and is not providing. Less clear than this 
second level is the third level of situation-specific examples with no commissions 
or commands attached to them. The aforementioned example of plural elders, I 
think, falls into this category. Therefore, I will find few Christians who disagree that 
elders should serve as overseers (second level down), but many who do not affirm 
a plural elder structure (third level down). It may be just as normatively forceful, 
but we should acknowledge that it’s less clear. The lowest level of normative clarity 
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belongs to situation-specific precedents, as with the example of fasting before the 
appointing of elders. More significantly, I will argue that Acts 15 falls into this 
camp from that standpoint of polity, which is one reason why Christians disagree 
so strongly about it.

In principle, institutional practices at all four levels of normative clarity are 
capable of possessing the same level of normative force. Often, however, we should 
acknowledge that clarity impacts force.

It’s not difficult to imagine how churches today need more than two speeds in 
considering how to govern themselves: Does the congregation have final earthly 
authority? Should a church use a covenant or constitution? Can a constitution 
require a majority of a church’s elders to be non-staff? Is a permanent multi-site 
structure a viable option? What about as a transition structure? Should a church 
treat a private baptism between a husband and wife on vacation in Mexico in a resort 
pool as admissible? Or an infant baptism? The list of such questions is endless, but 
the more we calibrate our normativity gauge to Scripture, with all its complexities 
and nuances, the better our churches can answer them.

Insofar as polity is a subset of ethics for hermeneutical purposes, any attempt to 
ascertain what’s biblically normative for polity must heed other literary factors like 
the genre of Scripture or the use of grammatical mood. Paying attention to genre, 
for instance, helps a reader to ascertain authorial intent. Since these points are fairly 
common, I don’t think I need to discuss them further here.

Conclusion
Hermeneutics is part art and part science, which makes the task of reading the 
Bible institutionally a challenge.25 The hermeneutical challenge is exacerbated 
because church polity carries us into the domain of asking who possesses power 
in the church. And that is a matter that always provokes controversy for reasons 
good and bad.

The safest path forward in such embattled territory is not to throw up our hands, 
claiming the attempt is futile. Surrender, after all, is not really surrender. Power will 
still transfer somewhere. And if we are not trying to be biblical in how we distribute 
power, we are less protected from being selfish in our distributions. Better then to 
keep making the attempt. Hopefully these principles offer a few tools for the belt.

25 Gregg R. Allison offers a useful introduction to the hermeneutical challenge for ecclesiology. See 
Gregg R. Allison, Sojourners and Strangers: The Doctrine of the Church, Foundations of Evangelical 
Theology (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2012), 39–53.
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Chapter 2

A Covenantal Job Assignment
Joshua (English name) Xie was twelve and living with his parents in Hangchow, 

China when he first heard the gospel over an illegal radio transmission. The message 
interested Joshua enough to induce him to begin attending China’s state- regulated 
church. He went to church on and off for the next several years but never fully 
embraced the gospel. Eventually Joshua went to college in Hangchow, where an 
American missionary named Sean shared the gospel with him and invited him 
to receive Christ. Since “Chinese people feel impolite turning down invitations,” 
Joshua prayed to “receive Christ” with Sean, though today Joshua doesn’t think 
he was yet regenerate. Sean also connected Joshua with an underground campus 
fellowship at his university led by Samuel (English name). Samuel talked about 
sin, which Joshua found offensive, but when he asked Sean about sin, Sean agreed 
with Samuel. A number of conversations, some Bible reading, and a book or two by 
Billy Graham and Josh MacDowell later, Joshua repented and believed. He trusted 
in Christ.

The underground campus fellowship effectively served as the church for the uni-
versity students since it conducted baptism and served the Lord’s Supper. Calling 
it a “fellowship” helped it to keep a lower profile. After college Joshua moved to 
Shanghai and began attending a house church where fifty people crammed into a 
small room. He also shared the gospel with a number of friends and co-workers who 
repented and believed. The pastor of the house church offered to baptize them, but 
the church could not accommodate them. There simply was not enough room.

This refusal effectively put Joshua in what we might call a church-chemistry lab-
oratory, forcing the question, what chemicals and compounds does one need to mix 
together to create a church? He and four others began meeting in his studio apart-
ment, all sitting on the floor of his bedroom for a “Bible study.” Within a year, they 
grew to twenty. They did not serve the Lord’s Supper or baptize because it was only 
a Bible study. And Joshua was not a pastor! He was a full-time engineer!—or so he 
insisted when they pushed responsibilities on him. But this Wednesday night gath-
ering was their only regular, formal fellowship. Half of the twenty in attendance had 
become Christians through Joshua’s evangelism. And naturally they wanted to be 
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baptized. Joshua refused to baptize them, saying that he had not been ordained and 
took them instead to other pastors.

After three years, the Bible study had grown to include thirty participants. People 
were now sitting on Joshua’s bed and bringing in extra chairs. Many of the attendees 
thought of themselves as a church, but the definition of a church was fuzzy in Josh-
ua’s mind. He even encouraged the non-member members to find a “real church.” 
Some left and did. Most stayed.

Finding a faithful church in China can be very difficult. Underground churches 
are hard to locate. Space is limited in them. And many have developed a protective 
reluctance to accept unknown outsiders, especially college-educated young people 
whom the older generation often regards as Westernized, materialistic, and disobe-
dient. Having been underground for years, many house churches become closed off 
and don’t talk to other churches. They act as isolated kingdoms unto themselves, 
picking and choosing member applicants according to idiosyncratic preferences, all 
under the umbrella of “keeping everyone safe.” Applicants for membership are often 
asked to go through a probation period during which they aren’t allowed to attend 
the main gathering but only a Bible study. Security is on everyone’s mind.

Joshua waffled for a time, uncertain of whether to become a full-time pastor and 
formalize as a church or not. Or were they already a church? Were they already 
members? Was he already a pastor? The attendees thought of him as the pastor, 
but eventually Joshua decided the answer to the question of pastoring was “no.” He 
applied, was accepted, and made preparations to leave for a Ph.D. program in Singa-
pore. Several weeks before departing, however, God stopped him. Yes, he would stay 
and pastor. Yes, they would be a church.

But how would they transition from being a Bible study to being a church? What 
exactly is the difference between these two things? Or maybe the attendees’ intuition 
was correct: they already were a church. And maybe there were already members. 
Were they? If so, did Joshua in fact have the authority to baptize the new converts? 
From where would that authority have come? Or was Joshua correct to refer those 
baptisms to other pastors in the area, even though the baptismal candidates would 
never attend those pastors’ churches?

As I said, Joshua’s experience forced him—and invites us—into a church- 
chemistry laboratory. What exactly makes a church a church, and a member a mem-
ber, and where does the authority for the whole enterprise come from? The Bible 
study met weekly. The attendees had no other fellowship. They knew who “they” 
were—by name. They met weekly. They opened the Bible and he preached. They 
even sang songs. Why wasn’t it a church already? Simply for lack of baptism and 
excluding the Lord’s Supper?

The questions asked by this chapter and the next two pertain to this moment of 
organization and what it means. What exactly does the Bible say is the difference 
between a Bible study and a church? Or we might generalize the question: What’s 
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the difference between any random group of Christians and a local church? What 
exactly changes in moving from “group of Christians” to “church”?

When Joshua decided to stay, they moved their meeting from Wednesday to Sun-
day. They began practicing the Lord’s Supper. He began using language that com-
municated that they were a church: “family of God,” “one another,” “fellowship,” 
and “army of the Lord.” There was no church covenant for everyone to sign, but 
there was what Joshua calls an “implied commitment.” And within a year he began 
to baptize new converts.

But to step out of the idiosyncrasies of Joshua’s historical situation and to think 
in principled terms, what can we say happens in the movement from a Bible study 
to a church?

The short answer is the nature of the group’s relationships change. The Bible 
study becomes a church when everyone submits to an institutional structure that 
impacts their identity and governs their relationships with one another and with 
outsiders.

As a Bible study group, individuals are voluntarily gathered together around a 
common interest. There is no requirement for attendance; no requirements for the 
behavior of members when together or apart; no accountability; no shared identity 
and ownership that comes with a shared name (even if there is a growing subjective 
sense of shared empathy), as with, say, a blood brother who shares the family name.

As a church, the stakes are raised. Individuals must begin taking responsibility 
for one another because now they are branded with a common “family” name—the 
name of the Father and the Son and the Spirit. Through baptism and the Lord’s 
Supper, they go on record as affirming one another’s professions of faith and mem-
bership in God’s people, just like one goes on record by signing a check or a ballot 
initiative.1 They formally covenant to help one another’s professions of faith to per-
severe in faithfulness as long as God’s providence keeps them together. They promise 
to gather together weekly and spur one another on to love and good deeds whether 
they are gathered or scattered. They commit to treating each other as brothers and 
sisters, or even members of a body together, such that when one suffers, all mourn, 
or when one rejoices, all celebrate. Their gatherings are now officially “in Jesus’ 
name,” such that his authority and presence resides there with them (Matt 18:20; 
28:19–20; 1 Cor 5:4). They have declared themselves to be an embassy of Christ’s 
kingdom, and each member is licensed to act as his ambassador before the nations.

To become a church is a significant move, one that should not be treated lightly. 
There’s a new identity involved, and there is work involved for which authority is 
given. And that combination of identity, work, and authority we can call an office. 
Each person therefore needs to ask, “Am I ready to undertake this office—this job?” 
That question is where the proverbial rubber meets the road for every individual. To 

1 See Bobby Jamieson, Going Public: Why Baptism Is Required for Church Membership (Nashville, 
TN: B&H Academic, 2015).
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agree to organize as a church or to join a church is to accept an office of governance 
among the people of God and an ambassadorial responsibility among outsiders. It is 
to say yes to a job offer.

The acceptance of an office responsibility is both the heart of congregationalism 
as well as the public side of following Jesus as a disciple. It is the “social form” of 
our repentance, or one part of it.2 Forsaking self-rule for the sake of Christ’s rule in 
the individual Christian life shows itself as undertaking church rule as I will define 
church rule (or the office of church membership) in the next few chapters.

Not only that, the idea of participating in church rule as the manifestation of 
repentance locates us in the covenantal storyline of the whole Bible. The office of 
church membership in fact begins with the priestly rule of Adam in Genesis 1 and 2, 
gets passed along to Abraham, then Israel, then David, and is eventually fulfilled in 
the person and work of Jesus Christ, to whom the church is united.

Organizing a group of Christians as a church, in other words, is about formally 
recognizing each of them in an office that first shows up in Genesis 1 and 2. The 
“Everyman” nature of congregational authority roots in the Everyman-ness of Adam 
and his authority—as mediated through the new and last Adam. In other words, it’s 
not enough simply to affirm that Jesus is King or the final authority of the church, 
as every tradition does. Just as a fifteenth-century king had a different “shape” than 
one of the constitutional monarchs of today, so Jesus’ kingship has a particular 
shape as defined by the canon and its covenantal storyline.

What’s slightly astonishing is that theologies of the church will offer nuanced 
discussions of what writers in the past referred to as “the subject of authority” (who 
possesses church authority) without rooting those discussions in biblical theology 
or the canon as a whole. Most discussions begin instead with New Testament proof-
texts. We are going to begin this discussion, however, with biblical-theological foun-
dations. That’s the goal of this chapter. Then in the next two chapters we will turn 
to the more frequently cited New Testament texts to establish the biblical case for 
congregational authority. At each point along the way we will try to read the Scrip-
tures institutionally as characterized by the six rules from chapter 1 in the effort to 
ascertain their normativity for us.

The argument of the chapter, in summary, is this: The office of priest-king given 
to the federal head or Everyman Adam, which involved working and watching over 
the place where God dwelled, was further specified in the life of Israel, fulfilled in 
Christ, and has now been re-conferred on every member of the church. In the new 
covenant era that means that every member of the church possesses this same office 
as mediated through Christ. Specifically, church members are charged with work-
ing on behalf of Christ’s kingdom and with watching over the membership and the 

2 John Webster writes, “Church order is the social shape of the converting power and activity of 
Christ, which is present as Spirit.” See John Webster, “The ‘Self-Organizing’ Power of the Gospel: Epis-
copacy and Community Formation,” in Community Formation: in the Early Church and in the Church 
Today, ed. Richard N. Longenecker (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2002), 183.
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teaching of God’s new covenant temple garden, the church. A pastor, presbytery, 
or bishop that prevents church members from doing this work, therefore, usurps 
granted authority and prevents them from doing the very work that God has com-
missioned them to do.

These, at least, are the tentative conclusions that this chapter will draw based on 
the Bible’s covenantal trajectory. They ultimately require the confirmation of those 
New Testament texts that more explicitly speak of church government, which will 
be the work of the next two chapters.

Adam’s Office Assignment
In the Bible’s opening chapter, God creates men and women in his image, an idea 
with both structural and functional aspects—a noun and a verb. Being created in 
God’s image (noun), humans image (verb) God. Compared to the rest of the animal 
kingdom, each of whom was created “according to their kind,” humans are uniquely 
designed to represent or give witness to God since they are “built” in God’s image. 
By Genesis 5, the language of sonship picks up this idea of imaging or representa-
tion. Sons image their fathers. They look like them and act like them. Adam, the 
Bible says, was a kind of son of God (Gen 5:1–2; Luke 3:38).3

Like every father, Adam’s heavenly Father wanted his son to get a job. But since 
God possesses a complete monopoly on creation, it would have to be God who actu-
ally installed Adam in his first office. So he instructs Adam, “Be fruitful, multiply, 
fill the earth, and subdue it. Rule the fish of the sea, the birds of the sky, and every 
creature that crawls on the earth” (Gen 1:28). Sons in the ancient Near East would 
usually follow in their fathers’ footsteps vocationally. So with Adam: his heavenly 
father created, subdued, and ruled as a king; he would create, subdue, and rule as 
a king. To that end, God “crowned” him, named him a “lord,” and “put everything 
under his feet” (Ps 8:5–6).

I have been saying “Adam.” But at least five reasons suggest that Genesis 1 com-
missions or places every human in this office of priest-king and is therefore univer-
sally normative. First, the commission is located in chapter 1 before the story of 
Adam and Eve in chapter 2, and refers to “man” and “woman,” not Adam and Eve. 
Second, the text sets it off in poetry, which suggests a broader relevance. Third, the 
commission pertains to the survival of our species. Fourth, the commands connect 
to human design (in God’s image). Fifth, God repeats this same basic commission 
to Noah and all future generations, albeit with adjustments made in light of the fall 
(Gen 9:1–7).4 In short, God’s commission to multiply and rule applies to everyone 

3 See Stephen G. Dempster, Dominion and Dynasty: A Biblical Theology of the Hebrew Bible, New 
Studies in Biblical Theology (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic), 58–59; Peter J. Gentry and Stephen 
J. Wellum, Kingdom Through Covenant: A Biblical-Theological Understanding of the Covenants 
(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2012), 196–98, 615–16.

4 Genesis 1:28 reads, “Be fruitful, multiply, fill the earth, and subdue it. Rule . . .” while Genesis 
9:1 says, “Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth.” Some argue that the latter purposely leaves out 
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created in God’s image—all humanity. To be born as a human is to step into a royal 
office.

Genesis 2’s version of creation history focuses the lens closer in to highlight what 
God said to Adam when he showed up for his first day of work in the office. Perhaps 
it was 8:35 a.m. and Adam was organizing his desk when the intercom buzzed. The 
Boss’s voice invited Adam to his office. Adam first heard the job description when 
first discussing the work with his Father (Gen 1:28), but walking toward his Father’s 
office now, he wonders what exactly that filling and subduing and ruling will involve. 
Once seated across from his Father’s desk, he hears God explain. Adam must “work” 
and “watch over” the garden (v. 15).5 He must also name the animals (v. 19). God 
also explains what Adam can and cannot eat as conditions of life and employment 
(vv. 16–17). This implies that Adam is responsible to explain these same rules to 
anyone else who happens to show up as a helpmate.

Returning to his own office, Adam reflects on the job assignment. His Father has 
placed him in the garden to cultivate it and make it flourish for the good of others. 
To be fruitful and multiply and fill the garden with children, he will need to push 
back the garden’s borders little by little until it covers the whole earth.6 Since his 
Father walks freely in the garden (3:8), it is a holy space. It must be guarded from 
any intruders and remain consecrated to his Father’s purposes. Therefore, he must 
protect it, in part by naming what belongs inside (like dogs and horses) and what 
belongs outside (like lying serpents). Being created in his Father’s image, moreover, 
Adam knows that all his earthly work should be done for the sake of a heavenly 
witness. In short, he exists to enjoy his Father’s glory and honor (Ps 8:5) by repre-
senting it before all the earth (Ps 8:1, 8), which involves protecting the inside while 
also pushing outward.

Adam’s “Great Commission,” says Greg Beale, was “to produce progeny who 
would fill the earth with God’s glory being reflected from each of them in the image 
of God.”7

“subdue” and “rule,” as if those two commands don’t transmit. I argue that the latter two commands 
are repeated, but they are more carefully stated, qualified, and therefore expanded over verses 2 to 6. 
Notice that Genesis 1 specially says to rule over the animal kingdom (see also Ps 8:6–8). Genesis 9:2–4 
then states precisely this but goes further: “They are placed under your authority. Every living creature 
will be food for you.” Verses 5 and 6 address the idea of subduing or ruling other humans by installing a 
protective mechanism, thereby constraining what ruling over humans cannot include: murder. In other 
words, where Genesis 1:28 uses just two words (subdue and rule), Genesis 9 uses five verses (vv. 2–6) to 
carefully explicate this rule in light of the tyrannies and injustices that come with the fall. Verse 7 then 
bookends this section by repeating verse 1.

5 G. K. Beale and John Walton both argue that working and watching over in chapter 2 are expres-
sions of subduing and ruling from chapter 1. G. K. Beale, The Temple and the Church’s Mission: A 
Biblical Theology of the Dwelling Place of God, New Studies in Biblical Theology (Downers Grove, IL: 
IVP Academic, 2004), 84; John H. Walton, Genesis, NIV Application Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan, 2001), 174.

6 G. K. Beale, The Temple and the Church’s Mission: A Biblical Theology of the Dwelling Place of 
God, New Studies in Biblical Theology (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2004), 81–87.

7 Ibid., 117–18.
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With the benefit of the rest of the Bible, we know that the activities God assigned 
in chapter 2 also typified the work of priests. Israel’s priests would one day be com-
manded to “work” and “watch over” the tabernacle/temple, keeping it consecrated to 
the Lord (Num 3:7–8; 8:26; 18:5–6).8 To that end, priests were charged with naming 
things as “clean” or “unclean” (e.g., Lev 13:13, 17, 23, 28, 34, 37, 59). Since God 
specially dwelled there, the priests were to maintain the tabernacle/temple as a holy 
place. All of which is to say, Adam was not just a king, but a priest, or a priest-king.9

This makes sense in light of the fact that he was created in God’s image: to be a 
king whose task is to image, represent, or give witness to the rule of another king 
requires the under-king to be a priest for the over-king. It requires him to consecrate 
himself to the law of the over-king, assent to the over-king’s judgments, name what 
is clean and unclean according to the over-king, and guard the over-king’s glory or 
the weightiness of his name. A representing or imaging king, in other words, must 
mediate. He must priest. And Adam was this priest-king.

To summarize and synthesize, the kind of rule that God intended for Adam and 
all humanity to exercise is a priestly rule. And a priestly rule consists of at least 
three elements:

1. Image/identification/representation (structural aspect): Being 
created in God’s image, Adam was identified with God. His rule 
was representative. To represent something, observes political 
theorist Hanna Pitkin, is to re-present it or “make it present 
again.” “Representation, taken generally,” she says, “means the 
making present in some sense of something which is neverthe-
less not present literally or in fact.”10 Adam was created to be this 
kind of mediating king.

2. Witnessing/expanding/cultivating (outward activity): Being 
identified with God as a mediating king, Adam was to transmit 
or spread the name and glory of God still further. Adam was 
to work the garden, cultivating it so that God’s glory might be 
displayed over even more territory. Adam was to be fruitful, 
multiply, and fill, all of which involves pushing God’s glory 
and image further than it already was on planet Earth—to 

8 Ibid., 66–87; Gentry and Wellum, Kingdom Through Covenant, 213–18; T. Desmond Alexander, 
From Eden to the New Jerusalem: An Introduction to Biblical Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel 
Academic, 2008), 13–73, esp. 25; Gordon J. Wenham, “Sanctuary Symbolism in the Garden of Eden 
Story,” in Proceedings of the Ninth World Congress of Jewish Studies, Division A: The Period of the 
Bible (Jerusalem, Israel: World Union of Jewish Studies, 1986), 19–25; John H. Walton, “Eden, Garden 
of,” in Dictionary of the Old Testament: Pentateuch, ed. T. Desmond Alexander and David W. Baker 
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2003), 202–07, esp. 205–06.

9 Beale (The Temple and the Church’s Mission, 70) states, “Adam should always best be referred to 
as a ‘priest-king,’ since it is only after the ‘fall’ that priesthood is separated from kingship.”

10 Hanna Fenichel Pitkin, The Concept of Representation (Berkeley, CA: University of California 
Press, 1967), 8–9, emphasis in original.
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more people, to more territory. Like God, he was to subdue 
the chaos and build, not for its own sake, but to increase the 
witness to God.

3. Guarding/protecting/consecrating (inward activity): Being iden-
tified with God and tasked with spreading his name still further, 
Adam also had to ensure those people and that territory already 
consecrated to God remained so. Adam was to “watch over” the 
garden. He would do this by obeying God’s law and probably 
teaching it, and by naming what belonged in the garden and 
what didn’t belong.

So long as Adam fulfilled his office as a priestly ruler or priest-king, he would know 
God’s blessing and presence.

Abraham and a Reassignment of Adam’s Office
Of course, Adam failed. Sinful man still rules and images God, but perversely. It is 
no longer a priestly or mediating rule.

God therefore called Noah into his office and gave him the same job: priest-king. 
God repeated the Genesis 1:28 commission, but adjusted it for the fall (9:1–7). He 
also assigned to Noah the job of numbering all the animals, since Adam had already 
named them; but this time God made sure Noah more explicitly distinguished 
between clean and unclean animals (7:2–3), which Adam had proven incompetent 
to do. God counted Noah competent for this task because Noah “alone [was] righ-
teous” before God (7:1). And separating clean and unclean animals was necessary to 
prepare the way for a sacrifice, an innovation for the priestly component of rule in 
light of humankind’s “evil” (8:20–22).11 Noah was the new Adam.12

Sadly, Noah showed up at the office drunk one day, and his descendants fared little 
better than he or Adam did. Babel proves it. God next called Abraham and installed 
him in Adam’s job. So say the scholars: Abraham and his family “inherit . . . the role 
of Adam and Eve.”13 They “constitute another Adam”14—a “pilot project” who would 
“be an example, a light to the world of what it meant to be properly related to God 

11 G. J. Wenham, “Flood,” in New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis, 
ed. Willem A. VanGemeren (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1997), 4:642; see also, Alexander, From Eden 
to the New Jerusalem, 28n32.

12 Gentry and Wellum, Kingdom through Covenant, 163; G. J. Wenham, “Flood,” 642; cf. Paul R. 
 Williamson, Sealed with an Oath: Covenant in God’s Unfolding Purpose (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 
2007), 75.

13 N. T. Wright, The Climax of the Covenant: Christ and the Law in Pauline Theology (Minneapolis, 
MN: Fortress, 1992), 22; idem, The New Testament and the People of God (Minneapolis, MN: Augsburg 
Fortress, 1996), 262; idem, Paul: In Fresh Perspective (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 2009), 23–24, 109. 
See also William Dumbrell, The Search for Order: Biblical Eschatology in Focus (Eugene, OR: Wipf & 
Stock, 2001), 9–10.

14 Gentry and Wellum, Kingdom through Covenant, 226.
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and to treat each other properly according to the dignity of our humanity.”15 After 
all, God gave “the essence of the commission of Genesis 1:28 to Abraham (Gen 12:2, 
6, 8, 16; 22:18), Isaac (26:3–4, 24), Jacob (28:3–4, 14; 35:11–12; 48:3, 15–16), and to 
Israel (see Deut 7:13 and Gen 47:27; Exod 1:7; Ps 107:38; and Is 51:2).”16 Paul would 
eventually describe God’s promise to Abraham in the language of creation ex nihilo 
(Rom 4:16–17).17

Abraham, in other words, inherited Adam’s priestly and kingly work. He was 
the new Adam. Drawing from the three activities of a priestly king enunciated a 
moment ago, he was (1) deputized as a mediating or representative king on God’s 
behalf (2) who cultivated and raised up a people (3) by being consecrated to the 
ways of God.

Let’s explore this in the text. God commanded Abraham (originally Abram) to 
leave his father’s house, making a break with the past for the sake of a new begin-
ning (Gen 12:1). He promised to bless him and make him into “a great nation,” 
signaling his purpose to establish a new body politic.18 And God, amazingly, would 
identify himself with Abraham: “I will make your name great” (v. 2).19 If the inside of 
the garden represented God’s blessing and the outside his cursing (see 1:28), so the 
same pairing of blessing and cursing surrounds this Abrahamic people, like a wall 
of shrubbery that encloses a garden: “I will bless those who bless you, I will curse 
those who treat you with contempt” (v. 3a). Abraham was the first and head of a new 
humanity who in turn would bless the earth: “All the peoples on earth will be blessed 
through you” (v. 3b). And he would set Abraham in a land even as he set Adam in the 
garden (v. 7; see also 2:8).

But where God gave commands to Adam, he made promises to Abraham. First, he 
would ensure that Abraham the “king” would produce not just biological children 
but political children: “I will bless [Sarah]; indeed, I will give you a son by her. I 
will bless her, and she will produce nations; kings of peoples will come from her” 
(Gen 17:16). Second, he would ensure that Abraham the “priest” would consecrate 

15 Ibid., 138.
16 G. K. Beale, The Temple and the Church’s Mission, 95.
17 Gentry and Wellum, Kingdom through Covenant, 227.
18 Peter Gentry observes that the use of the term gôy in 12:2 is striking because ordinarily ‘am is 

used for the nation of Israel, a term suggestive of kinship or family relations. The term gôy is typically 
used for Gentile nations and has a basic meaning of an organized community with a governmental, 
political, and social structure. Here the other nations are described with a term meaning clans or 
families, mišpāhâ. Why the exception? Gentry infers, “Genesis 12 presents us with a political structure 
brought into being by the word of God, with God at the center and God as the governmental head and 
ruler of that community. In other words, we have the Kingdom of God brought into being by covenant 
(between God and Abram). The author’s choice of terms emphasizes that the family of Abram is a 
real kingdom with eternal power and significance, while the so called kingdoms of this world have no 
lasting power or significance.” Peter J. Gentry, “The Covenant at Sinai,” The Southern Baptist Journal 
of Theology, 12 (2008): 40; Gentry and Wellum, Kingdom through Covenant, 245–46.

19 For a discussion of the royal overtones of the language of making Abram’s name great, see Bill 
T. Arnold, Genesis, New Cambridge Bible Commentary (Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press, 
2009), 132; Gentry and Wellum, Kingdom through Covenant, 238.
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himself and his people to the way of the Lord: “All the nations of the earth will be 
blessed through him. For I have chosen him so that he will command his children 
and his house after him to keep the way of the Lord by doing what is right and just” 
(Gen 18:18b–19). It appears that God would fulfill his kingly and priestly purposes 
for humanity through Abraham, first by producing a people and second by estab-
lishing them as a consecrated and model citizenry who demonstrated God’s own 
righteousness and justice. What God commands of all people, he will fulfill through 
his special people. God’s redeemed line will fulfill his creation purposes.

Do God’s promises to Abraham remain in force today? They are for anyone who is 
a child of Abraham through the promise (see Gal 3:29).

Moses, David, and the Implementation of Adam’s Office
The Mosaic and Davidic covenants were devices for implementing Abraham’s—and, 
before him, Adam’s—priestly rule.20 Greg Beale21 traces the language of Genesis 1:28 
into the nation of Israel22 and the Davidic covenant,23 as well as eschatological Israel 
and its end-time king.24 God would employ Israel and its Davidic king to fulfill the 
office he first gave to Adam. That means God would take the office he had given to 
Adam, then Noah, then Abraham and sons and go corporate with it. It is not just 
one man being called to the office and told, “Here is the job I have for you.” It’s the 
whole company. All of Israel he referred to as his “son” (Exod 4:22–23). Beale calls 
Israel the “corporate Adam.”25

For starters, this means that God would deputize the entire nation as his priestly 
kings. The condition: they like Adam, have to keep his law. To this end God gave 
them the Mosaic covenant and its legal administration, which would administer 
God’s Abrahamic promises to the nation as a whole, and through them to the entire 
world.26 After reminding the people that he carried them out of Egypt, God prom-
ised, “Now if you will listen to Me and carefully keep My covenant, you will be My 
own possession out of all the peoples, although all the earth is Mine, and you will be 
My kingdom of priests and My holy nation” (Exod 19:5–6).27

20 On these covenants generally, see especially J. G. McConville, God and Earthly Power: An Old 
Testament Political Theology, Continuum Biblical Studies (London: T&T Clark, 2008), chaps. 4–9; see 
also Gentry and Wellum, Kingdom through Covenant, esp. chaps. 4–16; G. K. Beale, A New Testament 
Biblical Theology: The Unfolding of the Old Testament in the New (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2011), 
esp. chap. 2; Wright, Climax of the Covenant, 21–26; idem, The New Testament and the People of God, 
262–79; Dempster.

21 Beale, A New Testament Biblical Theology, 46–51.
22 Gen 47:27; 48:3–4; Exod 1:7, 12, 20; Lev 26:9; Num 23:10–11; Deut 7:13; 15:4, 6; 28:11–12 (LXX); 

30:16; Ps 107:37–38; Isa 51:2–3.
23 2 Sam 7:29 (LXX).
24 Pss 8:5–8; 72:8, 17, 19; Isa 54:1–3; Jer 3:16, 18; 23:3; Ezek 36:9–12; Dan 7:13–14; Hos 1:1–10.
25 Beale, A New Testament Biblical Theology, esp. 57, 93, 387, 393, 411, 427–28.
26 Gentry and Wellum, Kingdom through Covenant, 306, 326.
27 See Gentry and Wellum’s explanation of the term “kingdom of priests” in Kingdom through 

 Covenant, 305.
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Here we find the three characteristics of priestly rule described above: (1) Israel 
would be identified with God and a witness to the nations; (2) and they would there-
fore strive to cultivate and grow the righteousness of God among themselves, future 
generations, and all observers (3) by consecrating themselves to the law of God and 
protecting every person, tent, utensil, and square inch of space identified with him. 
Moses’ promise in the book of Deuteronomy demonstrates all three aspects explicitly:

Carefully follow them, for this will show your wisdom and under-
standing in the eyes of the peoples. When they hear about all these 
statutes, they will say, “This great nation is indeed a wise and 
understanding people.” For what great nation is there that has a 
god near it as the Lord our God is to us whenever we call to Him? 
And what great nation has righteous statutes and ordinances like 
this entire law I set before you today? (Deut 4:6–8)

And God would make his blessing and presence specially known to them through 
his tabernacle/temple.

Yet God also did something different with the offices of priest and king through 
the Mosaic and Davidic covenants: he separated and distinguished them, highlight-
ing the significance of each. First, he established and deputized an entire class of 
priests and tasked them with teaching the law and guarding the holy, and he scripted 
an elaborate cultic pageant they were to use for teaching the people what it meant 
to be clean, pure, holy, and consecrated to him. Specifically, the priests would make 
atonement for sin, declare what was clean and unclean, and generally “work” and 
“keep” the sanctuary (Num 3:7–8; 8:26; 18:5–6; see Gen 2:15).28

Later God set a specially anointed and deputized king over the people. Originally, 
God ruled them directly as their only King. But then the people demanded a king; 
and he gave them one, explicitly as a reproach, but presumably also to establish the 
pattern for his Messiah (see 1 Sam 8:7; 10:19). He also specially empowered his kings 
and civil rulers with his Spirit for acts of service.29 What’s more, the offices of king 
and priest were clearly separated; one was not allowed to transgress the jurisdiction 
of the other, as King Uzziah learned the hard way (2 Chr 26:16–21).

That said, God deputized the occupant of David’s throne to preeminently embody 
the values of Sinai, thereby reflecting the kingship of God as his preeminent son and—
one might almost say—priestly king (Deut 17:18–20).30 God reiterated the Abrahamic 
promise of a great name with David when establishing his covenant with David: “And 
I will make for you a great name, like the name of the great ones of the earth” (2 Sam 

28 G. K. Beale, The Temple and the Church’s Mission, 66–87; Gentry and Wellum, Kingdom through 
Covenant, 213–18; Alexander, From Eden to the New Jerusalem, 13–73, esp. 25; Wenham, “Sanctuary 
Symbolism,” 19–25; John H. Walton, “Eden, Garden of,” 202–07, esp. 205–06.

29 See 1 Sam 10:6, 10; 11:6; 16:13–14; 2 Sam 11:1; see also Num 11:17; Josh 27:18; Deut 34:9.
30 Gentry and Wellum, Kingdom through Covenant, 401, 424–25; Dumbrell, Covenant and Creation, 

150–52.
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7:9 ESV). Just as the Mosaic covenant was to administer the promises of the Abra-
hamic covenant, so the Davidic covenant (2 Sam 7:11–17; 1 Chr 17:10–15; Ps 89:3–4) 
assigned the king the task of administering the people’s obedience of the Mosaic cov-
enant.31 In all this the king of Israel bore a special relationship with God such that the 
“son of David” was the “son of God” (Ps 2:7; see also Pss 45:6; 89:26–28). Not only that, 
but the king of Israel had a unique role in relation to God’s covenant with Israel. He 
was not a priest, per se, but he was a priest-like covenant mediator, representing God’s 
justice and righteousness as covenant Lord to the people and also representing the 
people to God, embodying them and their cause before him.32

The New Covenant and the Promise of Adam’s Office
Tragically, the story of Israel and its Davidic kings might be titled “The Fall—Part 
Two,” only here the drama was stretched out over a millennium and set on an in-
ternational stage. Like Adam, Israel and its kings failed to fulfill the mandates of 
their office by living as a kingdom of priests. They failed to protect their own garden 
from temptation and false worship. They did not act as a consecrated and exemplary 
people but blended with the nations, worshipping the Baals and Ashtoreths and for-
saking God’s law and covenant. The kings and priests failed, but more than that, the 
whole nation failed to live as consecrated representatives of God. To the extent they 
ruled, it was no priestly rule. Clean merged with unclean, pure with impure, the 
holy with the unholy. One Old Testament scholar concludes, “Israel . . . progressively 
takes forms which place it at a distance from the creation mandate, the Abrahamic 
purpose, and the Mosaic ideal.”33

God Promises to Fulfill Adam’s Office

The prophets then promised a solution: a new and eternal covenant that would 
restore Israel to Adam’s office of priest-king.34 In Ezekiel 36 God promises the exiles 
that he will personally fulfill his Genesis 1:28 commands, suiting them to the office 
of priest-king:

31 Gentry and Wellum, Kingdom through Covenant, 391, 424; Dumbrell, Covenant and Creation, 
127; Craig Blaising and Darrell L. Bock, Progressive Dispensationalism (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 
2000), 168–69.

32 O. Palmer Robertson, The Christ of the Covenants (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 1980), 235; Stephen J. 
Wellum, “Baptism and the Relationship between the Covenants,” in Believer’s Baptism: Sign of the New 
Covenant in Christ, ed. Thomas R. Schreiner and Shawn D. Wright, NAC Studies in Bible and Theology 
(Nashville, TN: B&H Academic, 2006), 39.

33 McConville, God and Earthly Power, 173.
34 Gentry and Wellum argue that references to the “everlasting covenant,” the “covenant of peace,” 

the promise of a “new heart and a new spirit,” and the “new covenant” all refer to the same thing. Then 
they list the Old Testament’s major occurrences as follows: (1) everlasting covenant: Jer 32:36–41; 
50:2–5; Ezek 37:15–28; Isa 55:1–5; 61:8–9; (2) covenant of peace: Isa 54:1–10; Ezek 34:20–31; 37:15–18; 
(3) promise of a new heart and a new spirit: Ezek 11:18–21; 18:30–32; 36:24–32; (4) new covenant: 
Jer 31:31–34. See Gentry and Wellum, Kingdom through Covenant, 436. See also Deut 30:6.
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I will fill you with people . . . The cities will be inhabited . . . they 
will increase and be fruitful .  .  . Then you will know that I am 
Yahweh. . . I will cause my people, My people Israel, to walk on you 
[mountains of Israel]; they will possess you . . . It is not for your 
sake that I will act, house of Israel, but for My holy name . . . I will 
sprinkle clean water on you, and you will be clean. I will cleanse 
you from all your impurities and all your idols. I will give you a 
new heart and put a new spirit within you; I will remove your heart 
of stone and give you a heart of flesh. I will place My Spirit within 
you and cause you to follow My statutes and carefully observe My 
ordinances . . . I will also make the fruit of the trees and the pro-
duce of the field plentiful . . . The desolate land will be cultivated 
.  .  . Then they will say: “This land that was desolate has become 
like the garden of Eden” . . . Then the nations that remain around 
you will know that I, Yahweh, have rebuilt what was destroyed 
and have replanted what was desolate . . . I will multiply them. . . . 
(Ezek 36:10–12, 22, 25–27, 30, 34–37; see also Deut 30:5–8)

It’s not difficult to hear the reenactment of Eden in these verses, except that God 
himself will fulfill his Edenic commands: he will increase them and make them 
fruitful; he will multiply them; he will fill cities with them; he will give them the 
mountains and land as their possession to rule and cultivate. Nor is it difficult to 
hear the priestly language of the Mosaic covenant in this passage, as God intends to 
restore their rule as a priestly rule: he will protect the witness of his holy name; he 
will cleanse them from their impurities; he will ensure that they obey his statutes 
and ordinances. All three descriptions of a priestly rule are in motion: God will use 
them to redeem his own name; he will refill the land with them as his witness; he 
will consecrate them to himself and his laws.

What God commands in the Old Testament he himself fulfills in the New.

An Institutional Change

Yet just as the structure of Adam’s office changed with the Mosaic and Davidic cov-
enants—going corporate in one sense and segmenting the two offices in another 
sense—so it changed in the movement from the old (Mosaic) covenant to the new.35 
The corporate aspect remains: all the people together will again be deputized as a 
kingdom of priests. But now the segmentation of roles will cease, which means, of 
necessity, the two roles devolve back to every member.36 Every individual member 

35 Wellum and Wellum provide an excellent discussion of continuity and discontinuity for ecclesiol-
ogy. See “The Biblical and Theological Case for Congregationalism,” in Baptist Foundations, ed. Mark 
Dever and Jonathan Leeman (Nashville, TN: B&H Academic, 2015), 50–62.

36 Cf. Malcolm Yarnell, “The Priesthood of Believers,” in Restoring Integrity in Baptist Churches, ed. 
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will be deputized a priest-king. This structural change is most apparent in Jeremi-
ah’s enunciation of the new covenant promise (Jer 31:33–34). God promises,

“This is the covenant I will make with the house of Israel after 
those days”—the Lord’s declaration. “I will put My teaching [torah] 
within them and write it on their hearts. I will be their God, and 
they will be My people. No longer will one teach his neighbor or 
his brother, saying, ‘Know the Lord,’ for they will all know Me, 
from the least to the greatest of them”—this is the Lord’s declara-
tion. “For I will forgive their wrongdoing and never again remem-
ber their sin.”37

What can we say membership in the new covenant includes? First, it includes be-
ing identified with God (“I will be their God, and they will be My people”). Second, 
it includes a direct and immediate knowledge of God and his law (“I will put My 
[ torah] . . . on their hearts . . . they will all know Me”).38 D. A. Carson explains that 
the concept of “teaching” here is not just about information transfer. It’s not that 
these people will never have teachers. Rather, “in the context, it foresees a time of 
no mediators, because the entire covenant community will have a personal knowl-
edge of God.”39 And elsewhere: “The tribal nature of the people of God would end 
.  .  . Knowledge of God would no longer be mediated through specially endowed 
leaders.”40 Each member will know God personally.

To put it another way, the covenant establishes a basic equality of political access 
and privilege among every member of the community. The hierarchy of least to 

Thomas White, Jason G. Duesing, Malcolm B. Yarnell III (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel Academic, 2008), 
239, 242.

37 For an excellent discussion on this passage, see Gentry and Wellum, Kingdom through Covenant, 
485–533, 646–54; see also, David G. Peterson, Transformed by God: New Covenant Life and Ministry 
(Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2012), 17–43; Paul R. Williamson, Sealed with an Oath: Covenant 
in God’s Unfolding Purpose, New Studies in Biblical Theology (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2007), 
164–66; Petrus J. Gräbe, New Covenant, New Community: The Significance of Biblical and Patristic 
Covenant Theology for Contemporary Understanding (Waynesboro, GA: Paternoster, 2006), 51–57; 
cf. W. J. Dumbrell, Covenant and Creation: A Theology of the Old Testament Covenants (Carlisle, UK: 
Paternoster, 1984), 172–85.

38 To speak of an “immediate” knowledge of God is not to deny the unique mediatory work of Christ 
but the mediatorial work of Israel’s leaders and priests. Malcolm Yarnell (“The Priesthood of Believ-
ers,” 241) usefully observes, “The priesthood of believers is subsidiary to the primary doctrine of the 
eternal priesthood of Jesus Christ . . . The priesthood of Christ is primary because it is the only effective 
priesthood.”

39 D. A. Carson, “Evangelicals, Ecumenism, and the Church,” in Evangelical Affirmations, ed. 
Kenneth S. Kantzer and Carl F. H. Henry (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1990), 360. But see Gentry and 
Wellum’s qualifications and explanations of this point in Kingdom through Covenant, 509–10.

40 D. A. Carson, Showing the Spirit: A Theological Exposition of 1 Corinthians 12–14 (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 1996), 152. See also his discussion of 1 John 2:27 in idem, “1–3 John,” in 
Commentary on the New Testament Use of the Old Testament, ed. G. K. Beale and D. A. Carson (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2007), 1,065–66.
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greatest is flattened—all have access to the throne room. This knowledge of God, 
furthermore, is paralleled to the knowledge of his torah or law, which is written on 
the heart. Rule, I will argue in a moment, begins with obedience. Indeed, to obey 
is to participate in rule. It is to adopt the form of a law and thereby to transmit the 
authority of that law. Insofar as God writes his law on every individual member’s 
heart, every member of the new covenant becomes a representative of his law and 
thus a priestly ruler. No longer is the knowledge of God and his law external and 
dependent upon mediators; it is direct and internal. It becomes the bearing, posture, 
and work of the individual. Greg Beale therefore refers to this Jeremiah passage as 
“the democratization of the priesthood,” both because “every Israelite will be in the 
knowledgeable position of the priests (and likely also prophets) and thus will have 
no need to be taught by any leaders or caste of priests”; and because God’s “consum-
mative forgiveness wipes away the need for a particular class of human priests to 
minister to the rest of the people.”41 I would sharpen the point slightly by referring 
to the democratization of priestly rule.42 Every member has the knowledge, compe-
tence, and authorization to walk out of the throne room as a representative for the 
One on the throne.

Deputized Versus Delegated Authority

A further word on the nature of this authorization: The careful reader will notice 
that I have been describing God’s special covenant line of people (Abraham, Israel, 
David, and now new) as “deputized.” This word I am borrowing from Nicholas Wol-
terstorff, who has usefully distinguished between a “deputy” and a “delegate” model 
of mediated authority. A CEO can delegate authority, say, to his vice president of 
marketing to perform certain marketing functions. But he can also deputize, say, a 
lawyer to act on his behalf or in his name, such that the lawyer can sign his contracts 
in his absence. What the lawyer does more directly binds, obligates, and impinges 
upon the reputation of the CEO than what the vice president of marketing does. So 
with an ambassador acting on behalf of his king.43 While God has delegated various 
authorities to his common covenant institutions (e.g., civil governments, parents), 
he has deputized his special covenant people and institutions to speak and act for 
him in a unique way. This distinction, which divides one kind of  representation from 

41 Beale, A New Testament Biblical Theology, 733–34, 737–40.
42 The reader may have noticed that the category I have been using of a priestly king comes close, 

indeed overlaps considerably, with the traditional systematic category of the priesthood of all believers. 
I have avoided this language because of all the baggage that comes with it, whether charges of individ-
ualism or confusion with soul competency. Plus, it seems like most theologians these days have some 
version of the doctrine they would affirm. Perhaps most importantly, though, it misses the political or 
kingly aspects of Adam’s office.

43 See Nicholas Wolterstorff, The Mighty and the Almighty: An Essay in Political Theology (Cam-
bridge, MA: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 50; idem, “‘The Authorities Are God’s Servants’: Is a 
Theistic Account of Political Authority Still Viable or Have Humanist Accounts Won the Day?” in Theol-
ogy and Public Philosophy: Four Conversations, ed. Kenneth L. Grasso and Cecilia Rodriguez Castillo 
(Lanham, MD: Lexington, 2012), 63–65.
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another, is necessary as a property of the fact that God’s special covenant people bear 
his name: “I will be their God, and they will be My people.”

To speak then of the democratization of priestly rule that comes with the new 
covenant is to say that every individual member has been deputized to speak and 
act as an authorized and named ambassador for God. This would seem to be a fairly 
straightforward implication of combining “They are my people” and “No longer will 
one teach his neighbor or his brother, saying, ‘Know the Lord,’ for they will all know 
Me.” An outsider to the covenant would not be restricted to asking a particular class 
of members to “speak” for God because all have been deputized to do so. This is why 
I said earlier that every member walks out of the throne room as authorized priest-
kings and consecrated witnesses. And if each is a priest-king, each has an obligation 
to “work” and to “watch over” the dwelling place of God, to work for the expansion 
of the garden or temple, and to guard the inside.

Admission to Membership

At least two implications follow from the democratization of priestly rule concern-
ing membership and admission to membership in the new covenant. First, member-
ship in this invisible, Spirit-indwelt covenant society is not mediated through any 
of its members or class of members. Instead, all members belong to the same class. 
Martin Luther observed, “There is really no difference between laymen and priests, 
princes and bishops . . . except that of office and work, but not of ‘estate’; for they 
are all of the same estate.”44 Jeremiah’s promise of God’s forgiveness, in other words, 
points to a Protestant church, traditionally conceived.

Second, if every member possesses the knowledge of God and is without need of a 
mediating teacher, then it would seem that every member should be competent to 
affirm or to deny both what that knowledge is and who possesses it. In fact, if every 
member has been expressly deputized as a priest-king to speak on behalf of God and 
to guard the holy, it would seem that every member would not only be competent 
to affirm or deny the what and the who of the knowledge of God, but positively 
enjoined to do so as part of his or her priestly work of guarding the holy.

One might object that if someone has been taught of God, then he or she doesn’t 
require affirmation at all. And from the standpoint of one’s admission into the invis-
ible new covenant society, that’s true. But if that new covenant society ever wants 
to stop being invisible and become publicly visible, such that members all know 
and agree upon who belongs, they will need some mechanism for recognizing and 
affirming one another.

To be sure, Jeremiah’s text hardly has membership admission into visible out-
croppings of the new covenant people in mind. But we will come back to these two 
implications in a moment when we consider the subject of church authority.

44 Martin Luther, “An Open Letter to the Christian Nobility of the German Nation,” in Works of Martin 
Luther, The Philadelphia Edition (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1982), 2:69.
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Jesus and the Fulfillment of Adam’s Office
Following Israel’s demise and judgment, Jesus fulfilled the office originally intended 
for Adam. The New Testament declares him the new Adam, the offspring of Abraham, 
the true Israel, and the son of David who will rule over God’s new covenant body 
politic. Here is the One who deserves both the king’s scepter and the priest’s miter.

Matthew names Jesus “the Son of David, the Son of Abraham,” the true Israel, and 
the “King of Israel” (Matt 1:1; 2:15; 27:42; see also John 12:13). In fact, the book’s 
first words—“The book of the genealogy of Jesus Christ”(ESV)—harken back to the 
covenant head in whose line David, Israel, and Abraham came, Adam.45

Luke’s genealogy of Jesus begins with Jesus’ name. It includes “son of David,” “son 
of Jacob [Israel],” and “son of Abraham.” And it concludes with “the son of Adam, the 
son of God” (Luke 3:23–38 ESV). Then in the very next passage, this Son of David 
and Son of God obeys God perfectly by resisting the Edenic serpent in the Sinai-like 
wilderness for forty days, recapitulating both Adamic creation history and Mosaic 
redemptive history (Luke 4:1–13).

Paul calls Jesus “the last Adam” (1 Cor 15:45) and places Adam at the head of one 
federal administration and Jesus at the head of another by virtue of his priestly death 
(Rom 5:12–19).

And the Father himself deputized Christ as the Son who fulfilled all that came 
before, not least the Adamic office, as his beloved Son in his baptism (Matt 3:17; see 
also 17:5).

In addition, all four Gospels and the rest of the New Testament present his medi-
atory and priestly sacrifice as the culmination and proof of his kingly rule.46 The 
“rulers of the Gentiles dominate them,” says Jesus, and “their men of high positions 
exercise power over them.” But Jesus would not exercise his authority this way. 
Rather, “the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His 
life—a ransom for many” (Mark 10:42–45). His rule was a priestly rule.

As a priestly ruler, Jesus fulfilled Adam’s office. Not only did Jesus obey the manda-
tory laws in the face of satanic temptation, he positively fulfilled the power-conferring 
laws of Adam’s kingly mandate. “Christ came,” Gregory Beale writes, “to subdue and 
rule, to multiply and create and to fill, and to rest in the way that God originally 

45 “The book of the genealogy” (biblos geneseōs) echoes the Greek translation of Genesis 2:4 and 
5:1–2; see Dale C. Allison Jr., “Matthew’s First Two Words,” in Dale Allison, Studies in Matthew: Inter-
pretation Past and Present (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2005), 157–162; see also, D. A. Carson, “Matthew,” 
in The Expositor’s Bible Commentary: Matthew and Mark, ed. Tremper Longman III and David E. Gar-
land, rev. ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2010), 23–670; Beale, A New Testament Biblical Theology, 
388–90; see also, Dale C. Allison and W. D. Davies, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on The Gospel 
According to Saint Matthew, ICC (Edinburgh, Scotland: T&T Clark, 1988), 1:150; R. T. France, The Gos-
pel of Matthew, The New International Commentary of the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 
2007), 28; Jonathan T. Pennington, Heaven and Earth in the Gospel of Matthew (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker 
Academic, 2009), 212–15; Wright, The New Testament and the People of God, 385.

46 See Jeremy R. Treat, The Crucified King: Atonement and Kingdom in Biblical and Systematic 
Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2014).
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designed that humanity should have done in the first place.”47 All this he did in his 
life, death, and resurrection. In his life, Jesus anticipated a complete dominion over 
creation in everything from taming wild animals (Mark 1:13; see also Ps 91:11–13; 
Isa 11:1–9), to binding the Satanic strong man (Mark 3:27), to walking in perfect 
submission to the heavenly Father (John 5:19, 30; 8:28; 12:49; 14:10).48 In his aton-
ing death, Jesus produced not children of the flesh but “offspring” of the promise 
(Isa 53:10; Rom 4:16; 9:7–8; Gal 3:29 [ESV]; see also Matt 3:9) who themselves, 
through his one righteous act, will “reign in life” (Rom 5:17). In his resurrection, 
Jesus became the “firstfruits,” anticipating the day when he “delivers the kingdom 
to God the Father after destroying every rule and every authority and power” and 
“will also be subjected to him who put all things in subjection under him, that God 
may be all in all” (1 Cor 15:23–28 ESV).49

Jesus is the Adamic son and priestly ruler par excellence. Being utterly conse-
crated to God, he brings heaven and earth into congruence (see Matt 6:10; 28:18).50 
The God-man came to rule as God and as man. Paul therefore affirms that Jesus is 
the perfect image of God and ties this directly to his rule: Christ is “the image of the 
invisible God” (Col 1:15; see also 2 Cor 4:4; Heb 1:3). All things were created by him, 
including “thrones or dominions or rulers or authorities,” but it is as the incarnate 
new Adam that he becomes “the beginning, the firstborn from the dead” and “pre-
eminent” (Col 1:16–18 ESV).51

As the firstborn and King of a new creation kingdom, Jesus establishes a new 
nation—a holy nation and royal priesthood (1  Pet 2:9)—with heavenly citizens 
(Eph  2:12, 19; Phil. 1:27; 3:20). To this end he acted out the part of priest. He went 
to his death as a representative substitute for sinners so that he could enact a new 
covenant, sealing it with his blood, and united a people to himself on the priestly and 
political foundation of forgiveness.

Most remarkably for our purposes of inquiring into the structures of church gov-
ernment, Christ calls his people to “reign with” him (2 Tim 2:12)—to be “coheirs” 
(Rom 8:17). Along these lines, Christ has welcomed the saints into the love and 
glory that the Father has for him (John 17:20–26), and he sent them even as he was 
sent (John 20:21). A question that typically goes unasked is, What does this mean for 
church government? Everyone from high church to low church affirms that Jesus 

47 Beale, A New Testament Biblical Theology, 386, 479; see also, idem, The Temple and the Church’s 
Mission, 171–76; Graham A. Cole, God the Peacemaker: How Atonement Brings Shalom (Downers 
Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2009), 103–18, esp. 118–19. Cf. Pennington, Heaven and Earth, 211–16.

48 I confess that it becomes difficult to distinguish which of Jesus’ acts are meant to point us to his 
human nature and which point to his divine nature.

49 Beale, A New Testament Biblical Theology, 261–62, 438–41, 479.
50 Beale (A New Testament Biblical Theology, 427) states, “The kingdom in the Synoptics is linked 

conceptually with the original kingly purpose of Adam, who would reflect God and his rule on earth as a 
faithful vice-regent.”

51 Ibid., 443–49.
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is King of the church. But what might it mean to say that the King of the church 
would have his church “reign with” him?

The Church and the Re-commissioning of Adam’s Office
The church will reign with Christ because it has been united with Christ. And there 
are many things we could say about the church’s union with Christ, beginning with 
the idea of federal headship whereby “all he has done for me representatively,” ob-
serves Sinclair Ferguson, “becomes mine actually.”52

Re-commissioned in Adam’s Office

For our purposes here, we are interested in the fact that the church identifies with 
Christ in his Adamic office, and the church is deputized as possessing a renewed 
Adamic commission. Just as Adam played the role of Everyman and federal head, 
meaning that all humanity received the commission given to him, so Christ plays 
the role of second Everyman and second federal head for a new humanity (see 
Rom 5:12–19). If, then, Adam’s office transmits to Christ, it would seem that the 
same office likewise transmits to Christ’s people. Greg Beale observes,

It is important to recall that Jesus’s titles “Son of Man” and “Son 
of God” reflect respectively both the OT figures of Adam and Israel. 
This is because . . . Adam and Israel are two sides of one coin. Israel 
and its patriarchs were given the same commission as was Adam in 
Gen. 1:26–28 . . . the church is also identified with what it means 
to be the true Adam, especially in its identification with Jesus, the 
true Israel and last Adam.53

Just as the church receives Christ’s righteousness, so the church receives Christ’s 
perfect Adamic sonship. Every Christian is declared and named a son of God and the 
new humanity (see, e.g., 2 Cor 5:17; Gal 3:26; 4:6; cf. 6:16). This is our identity by 
virtue of the new covenant and new birth. And just as the church “puts on” Christ’s 
righteousness, so the church “puts on” Adam’s political and priestly vocation. This 
is our authority and work, again, by virtue of the new covenant and new birth. This 
combination of identity, work, and authority we have been calling an office, and it 
is an office for every Christian. Scripture, by referring to Christians as “sons” and 
“born again” and “new creations,” commissions every saint to occupy the office of 
priest-king with Christ.54

52 Sinclair B. Ferguson, The Holy Spirit, Contours of Christian Theology (Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity, 1996), 109; see also Robert Letham, The Work of Christ, Contours in Christian Theology 
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1993), 75–87; Mark Seifrid, “In Christ,” in Dictionary of Paul and 
His Letters: A Compendium of Contemporary Biblical Scholarship, ed. Gerald. F. Hawthorne, Ralph P. 
Martin, Daniel G. Reid (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1993), 433–36.

53 Beale, A New Testament Biblical Theology, 652–653.
54 Yet Malcolm Yarnell’s caution here is worth noting: “The Christian priesthood is not a 
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Christians occupy this office, furthermore, in all three ways outlined with Adam. 
There is a structural aspect of imaging, identifying with, or representing Christ. 
There is an outward activity of witnessing, expanding, or cultivating Christ’s king-
dom. And there is the inward activity of guarding, protecting, or consecrating that 
kingdom life. Christians identify with Christ through baptism into the member-
ship of a church and the Lord’s Supper. They witness or cultivate the kingdom life 
through evangelism, pursuing good deeds, and working as unto Christ in every-
thing. And they guard or protect the kingdom life by seeking holiness in their own 
lives and in the lives of their fellow saints. In other words, Christians have been dep-
utized to push back the boundaries of the garden while keeping serpents out. Beale 
therefore calls Genesis 1:26–28 the first “Great Commission,” and then he refers to 
Matthew 28:18–20 as a “renewal of the Gen 1:26–28 commission to Adam,”55 a point 
we will consider further in chapter 4.

Christians typically recognize that they will one day reign: Christ “made them 
a kingdom and priests to our God, and they will reign on the earth.”56 But ruling 
and mediating begins among Christ’s kingdom citizens now. Hence, Paul tells one 
church that their “citizenship [politeuma] is in heaven” (Phil 3:9, 20).57 And this, 
he told them earlier in the letter, means they should “live as citizens [politeues-
the] worthy of the gospel” (Phil 1:27).58 As Oliver O’Donovan observes, “The future 
age now has a social and political presence.”59 It is a renewal of the vocation that 
all humanity has had since the beginning: to image or represent God by obeying 
him. Godly obedience reveals the law of God, and therefore the character of God, 
and therefore God. Godly obedience is divine mimicry, and it reveals the One being 
mimicked. In other words, Christian obedience now is an exercise of the dominion 
that God intended for Adam at the very beginning and a manifestation and foretaste 
of the consummated dominion that Christ and his people will enjoy at the end of 
history. Oliver O’Donovan captures the authority/subject principle at play:

To be in authority you have to be under it, and if you are under 
it you are in it. To be subject to authority is to be authorised. In 
that Jesus exercises the powers of God’s Kingdom, he shows him-
self subject to that kingdom. So God’s Kingdom is made known 

participation in the unique priesthood of Christ, for that entails the offering of propitiatory sacrifice, a 
sacrifice effective for the removal of sin. . . . We do not share in his priesthood; he makes us a priest-
hood.” See Malcolm Yarnell, “The Priesthood of Believers,” 241.

55 Beale, A New Testament Biblical Theology, 57, 390–91, 423.
56 Rev 5:10; 1:6; cf. 1 Cor 6:1; 2 Tim 2:12; Rev 22:5; Matt 19:28; Rev 20:6.
57 See Gordon D. Fee, Paul’s Letter to the Philippians, The New International Commentary on the 

New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1995), 378–80.
58 My translation. See Walter Bauer, F. W. Danker, W. F. Arndt, and F. W. Gingrich, A Greek-English 

Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature, 3rd edition (Chicago, IL: Univer-
sity of Chicago Press, 2000), 846; Fee, Paul’s Letter to the Philippians, 161–63.

59 Oliver O’Donovan, The Desire of the Nations: Rediscovering the Roots of Political Theology (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge, MA University Press, 1999), 158.
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by a true subject of that Kingdom, wholly under God’s authority, 
wholly authorised to act in God’s name.60

Just as Christ’s subjection to God’s rule demonstrates something of his authority, 
so does the subjection of Christ’s people. The church, as members of the new cov-
enant through their union with Christ, are placed into Adam’s original office of 
priestly king. This is what it means to be a citizen of Christ’s kingdom and to reign 
with Christ.

Knowledge, Leadership, and Membership

Jesus and the apostles transpose Jeremiah’s democratized priestly rule into a New 
Testament context. Jesus tells his disciples not to be called “Rabbi” because there is 
only one Teacher (Matt 23:8). Paul observes that the church has received a knowl-
edge of the deep things of God and the mind of Christ not with words taught by hu-
man wisdom but taught by the Spirit (1 Cor 2:10–16). John says the saints have been 
anointed and don’t need a teacher (1 John 2:20, 27).61 In short, the New Testament 
affirms that the Holy Spirit indwells every believer, enabling him to separate the 
true gospel from a false gospel, or a true knowledge of God from a false knowledge.

One implication, which Christians from Cyprian to Luther to Calvin handily 
affirmed, as we will consider in chapter 4, is that Christians are both authorized and 
competent to affirm or deny what a professedly Christian teacher is teaching and 
whether or not he is a true teacher. If believers possess a Spirit-given competence 
to understand the things of God in Scripture; and if believers have been assigned 
the Christ-mediated office of priest-king and charged with guarding the holy, then 
it would seem they are responsible to both affirm their teachers and, if need be, 
exercise a veto power whenever those teachers depart from a true new covenant 
knowledge of God. The saints don’t need seminary degrees. They don’t need to be 
ordained. The Spirit of God provides all the training they need for recognizing a 
true knowledge of God. And Christ provides the office. The alternative is difficult to 
fathom: why would God grant that his people be “taught by the Spirit” about “the 
deep things of God” (1 Cor 2:10, 13 NIV), and yet not grant them veto power over a 
false teacher? Paul couldn’t fathom it. He upbraids the Galatian churches for toler-
ating false teachers (Gal 1:6–9).

A second implication is that Christians are both authorized and competent to 
affirm or deny who belongs to the gospel and to God, though this conclusion is not 
as historically common as the prior implication. It is difficult to understand why 
it is not as common. If Christians, by virtue of their Spirit-given competence and 
their Christ-given duties as priest-kings, possess all the training they need to assess 
whether their teacher’s teaching accords with a true knowledge of God in the gospel, 

60 Ibid., 90.
61 See how D. A. Carson connects 1 John 2:27 to Jeremiah 31 in “1–3 John,” in Commentary on the 

New Testament Use of the Old Testament, 1,065–66.
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surely they are competent to assess one another’s professions of faith. Paul, again, 
seemed to think so in the case of the adulterous man in 1 Corinthians 5, a text we 
will return to later.

In short, the priestly and kingly office means Christians have been authorized by 
Christ and enabled by the Spirit to guard and oversee the what and the who of the 
gospel among God’s people. I don’t yet offer these implications as conclusive. I offer 
them as suggestive, based on the logic of the Bible’s covenantal trajectory. We will 
come in the next two chapters to whether the New Testament’s “church government 
texts,” whatever those might be, in fact affirm this logic.

Every Christian Commissioned to Occupy Adam’s Office

The larger point here is that becoming a Christian means being re-deputized with 
Adam’s office (identity, authority, work) as a priest-king. To employ the three 
characteristics of a priest-king described in the section on Adam, that means that 
every Christian (1) is identified with God as a representative (2) for the purpose of 
“working” for gospel purposes and the name of Christ in everything he or she does, 
(3) while “watching over” the dwelling place of God, namely, God’s people or church 
(see 1 Cor 3:16; 6:19). This is why Beale, again, can call Genesis 1:26–28 the first 
“Great Commission” and Matthew 28:18–20 a “renewal of the Gen. 1:26–28 commis-
sion to Adam.” The point is not that these two commissions possess precisely the 
same emphases. The Matthew commission emphasizes teaching and baptizing while 
the Genesis commission seems to have the entirety of the human life in mind. That 
said, obeying the Matthew commission ultimately requires obedience in the entire-
ty of one’s life (“teaching them to observe everything I commanded you”). Fully 
obeying the Genesis commission, at this point in redemptive history, requires one 
to identify with God in Christ through baptism. In that sense, we might say that the 
Matthew commission contains everything in the Genesis commission, like a bigger 
circle that contains a smaller circle.

Priestly rule, recall, begins with the structural aspect of being identified with God 
as a creature made in God’s image. Structurally, humans remain creatures made in 
God’s image after the fall, to be sure. But by removing humanity from his presence 
in the garden, God formally de-linked his name, reputation, and authority from 
humanity’s, as in, “Do you want to know what I’m like? Don’t look at those humans!” 
He de-deputized them. Adam pre-fall was deputized to speak and act for God in a way 
that Adam post-fall was not. God did, however, formally identify himself with the 
chosen seed through Seth and granted this line a deputized power of attorney (see 
the “vertical” genealogies in Gen 2:4, 5, and 11:10–26 as opposed to the “horizon-
tal” genealogies of the nations in Gen 10; 25:1–17, 36). The line of the chosen seed 
culminated in the One whom the Father deputized as his beloved Son, such that 
Jesus could tell Philip that he saw the Father by seeing him (John 14:9). Christ is 
then a new Everyman or federal head for all those who are united to him in the new 
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covenant of his blood. The point of being baptized into the name of Father, Son, and 
Spirit, like being circumcised in the Old Testament, is to formally “reattach” one’s 
name and identity to God through the beloved Son. Baptism is a public deputizing. 
It declares a person to be united to the death and resurrection of Christ, united to 
the benefits of the new creation, united, in all of this, to a regenerated commission-
ing of Adam’s priestly rule. It says that a person is now authorized to speak and act 
on God’s behalf. The burial and resurrection of a new creation pictured in baptism 
signifies a reestablished “imaging connection” between humans and God. Baptism 
tells the world whose office intercom has buzzed and who has been called down the 
hall to the Boss’s corner office by the One with all authority in heaven and earth. 
It shows who has been commissioned to “work” and “watch over” his kingdom as a 
priest-king.

To be clear, then, the priest-king office assignment begins with individuals. A per-
son is called to the office, not just a people. This roots in the fact that Adam is the 
universally exemplary Everyman. And so is his office for all those re-deputized to it 
through baptism. Those belonging, say, to a High Church Anglicanism who argue 
that “The priesthood of all believers does not mean the priesthood of every believer” 
have it exactly wrong.62 They take no account of that priesthood’s Adamic or Every-
man’s origins.

The Corporate Responsibilities of the Royal Priesthood in the Temple

But are not the most explicit references to the priest-king duality in the New Tes-
tament corporate references? Peter refers to the church as a “royal priesthood” 
(1 Pet 2:9). And John says that Christ “has made us a kingdom, priests to His God 
and Father” (Rev 1:6; see also 5:10). Might not emphasizing the individual’s role 
as a priest-king lead to the individualism characteristic of so much contemporary 
Protestantism?

Here is where some criticize Luther’s “priesthood of believers” doctrine as tending 
toward individualism, and where the distinction between “priesthood of believers” 
and “soul competency” becomes important.63 I don’t think we need to dig into those 
conversations and debates. The biblical material already covered renders the prob-
lem of individualism moot. One aspect of priestly rule, we have said from the begin-
ning, is watching over the things of God and keeping the place where God dwells 
consecrated to God. Adam failed in his priestly duty by letting the serpent deceive 
his wife. The priests of Israel, like Adam, decided to “rule by their own authority” 
(Jer  5:31). And God grieved that Israel’s “priests do violence to My instruction 
and profane My holy things. They make no distinction between the holy and the 

62 Quote taken from Tim Bradshaw (not his own position), The Olive Branch: An Evangelical Angli-
can Doctrine of the Church (Carlisle, UK: Paternoster, 1992), 63.

63 See the helpful discussions in Yarnell, “The Priesthood of Believers”; Timothy George, “The Priest-
hood of All Believers,” in The People of God: Essays on the Believers’ Church, ed. Paul A. Basden and 
David S. Dockery (Nashville, TN: B&H, 1991), 85–95.
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common, and they do not explain the difference between the clean and the unclean 
. . . and I am profaned among them” (Ezek 22:26). And in all of this they led God’s 
people astray. In other words, an individual’s priestly responsibility is a corporate 
responsibility. Priestly rule, by its very essence, should watch over whatever belongs 
to God: a garden, a tabernacle, an ark, censers, clothing, a land, a people.

What or whom is the temple of God in the New Testament over which God’s indi-
vidual priest-kings must protect and watch? It is the church. The church is the 
“temple of the Spirit” and “the spiritual house for a holy priesthood” (see 1 Cor 3:16; 
cf. 6:19; 1 Pet 2:4–8). What or whom then must the New Testament’s re-commis-
sioned priest-kings watch over? The church. Each individual Christian is obligated 
as a royal son to work as a priestly ruler to distinguish between the holy and com-
mon and to explain the difference between the clean and the unclean. If individual 
Christians are bricks in Peter’s “spiritual house,” this office mandate functions as 
the mortar that cements a church together, as each member seeks in priestly fash-
ion to keep one another in the garden and to keep imposters out. If Israel’s priests 
functioned by their own authority, Christians must work according to the Second 
Adam’s authority. If Israel’s priests blurred the line between holy and unholy, Chris-
tians must keep it clear. Indeed, this is precisely how Paul commissions every mem-
ber in the church in Corinth:

Do not be mismatched with unbelievers. For what partnership 
is there between righteousness and lawlessness? Or what fellow-
ship does light have with darkness? What agreement does Christ 
have with Belial? Or what does a believer have in common with an 
unbeliever? And what agreement does God’s sanctuary have with 
idols? For we are the sanctuary of the living God, as God said: I will 
dwell among them and walk among them, and I will be their God, 
and they will be My people. Therefore, come out from among them 
and be separate, says the Lord; do not touch any unclean thing, 
and I will welcome you. I will be a Father to you, and you will be 
sons and daughters to Me, says the Lord Almighty. Therefore, dear 
friends, since we have such promises, let us cleanse ourselves from 
every impurity of the flesh and spirit, completing our sanctifica-
tion in the fear of God. (2 Cor 6:14–7:1)

Of course Paul is not talking about keeping the temple censers and pans ceremonial-
ly clean. He is talking about the church’s partnership, fellowship, or agreement with 
people, probably people who would profess to Christians but whose false teaching or 
living indicates otherwise. The concern in this text is with “any kind of joint partic-
ipation, formal or informal, that significantly forms one’s own identity.”64 In other 

64 Scott J. Hafemann, 2 Corinthians, The NIV Application Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: Zonder-
van, 2000), 289.
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words, Paul intends every single Christian, as part of his or her priestly duties, to 
keep watch over who belongs to the church and who doesn’t—to take responsibility 
for the what and the who of the gospel.

Why then would Peter and John put the royal priesthood language in corporate 
terms? The formal offices of priest and king have passed as governing offices among 
God’s people. The duties of a royal priesthood must, in consequences, devolve to 
every individual so that together they might comprise a corporate royal priesthood 
through the way every individual actually lives. This corporate entity gains an exis-
tential presence through the ethical mandate imposed upon every individual to care 
for the whole: “Do not be mismatched with unbelievers . . . come out from among 
them and be separate.”

A Christian placed into Adam’s office of priest-king, has corporate responsibilities 
to “watch over” God’s people, among whom God specially dwells as he did in the 
garden. He is responsible to help ensure there is no partnership, formal or infor-
mal, between righteousness and lawlessness, Christ and Belial. To the extent that 
any governing structure prevents the church members from fulfilling this work, it 
would seem to interrupt their Adamic commission as mediated through Christ. It 
would seem to fire them from their jobs. Might we even say it usurps their author-
ity? Again, I will answer this question more conclusively when we examine the New 
Testament’s church government texts.

Congregationalism by Covenantal Trajectory
This chapter began with the claim that moving from any disconnected group of 
Christians to a local church involves changing the nature of the relationships in the 
group. Something like a Bible study becomes a church when everyone steps into a 
polity—a governing institutional structure that impacts every person’s identity and 
governs their relationships with one another and with outsiders. We will need the 
next two chapters to fully explain and substantiate that claim, but hopefully we have 
covered enough biblical material to make some tentative steps toward explanation 
and substantiation.

Suppose, dear reader, that you and I belong to that Bible study in Shanghai, and you 
and I are the first two people in the group, together with Josh, to become convinced 
that Jesus is the Savior and Lord of the world. We both ask Joshua to baptize us. 
He agrees and does. Based just on the covenantal trajectory described through this 
chapter, what can we say the three of us have just done? I would say—and hopefully 
you are beginning to agree—that all three of us have just stepped into the covenantal 
office of priest-king and become a visible outpost for the new covenant. We have gone 
public in affirming that we share a family name and have agreed to take responsibility 
for one another and for anyone else who joins our studio-apartment assembly. Using 
this chapter’s tripartite description of priestly rule we have (1) named one another 
with Christ, (2) tasked one another with cultivating one another’s growth in Christ, 
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and (3) charged one another with guarding each other from serpentine temptations 
and keeping the line between holy and unholy clear. In fact, should I, for example, 
prove through my life and actions that I may not be a seed of the woman but a seed 
of the serpent, you and Joshua would be responsible in priestly fashion to rebuke, 
warn, and eventually see to it that I am removed from the garden, or temple, of our 
society. Or, supposing that Joshua begins to preach a gospel that, after some delib-
eration together, you and I conclude is unbiblical, we would both be responsible in 
priestly fashion to warn and eventually remove Joshua. We have agreed to maintain 
the line between clean and unclean, holy and unholy, just as the priests of Israel 
were charged to do. We have also agreed in kingly fashion to be fruitful and multiply 
through evangelism and good works so that our “city” (borrowing language from 
Ezekiel 36) might be peopled. Solomon had his orchards and vineyards and trade 
agreements with the king of Lebanon. We have our evangelistic Bible study with 
co-workers and our pooled money with other churches for sending missionaries.

In short, our decision to be baptized and Joshua’s decision to baptize, assuming 
we will continue gathering weekly in Christ’s name, was a decision to organize as a 
church and become its first three members. Among the three of us Christ’s presence 
and authority will abide (Matt 18:20; 28:20; more on this in chapter 4).

We do all of this, moreover, not by the authority of Joshua or the authority of the 
pastor of his former house church. We do this because we are obligated through 
the universal commission given to Adam and mediated through the new covenant 
to work as priest-kings. In fact, suppose that Joshua chose to bring a fourth person 
into our fellowship by pastoral fiat, or to excommunicate me without asking you. Or 
suppose that Joshua asked the pastor of his former church to intervene and make 
a bishop-like pronouncement on either of these matters. Such maneuvers would 
seem to forbid you and me from fulfilling our priestly obligations of guarding the 
line between the holy and unholy. They would seem to fire us from our God-given 
jobs. They would seem to usurp our authority. It would be like forcing a Spirit- 
indwelt, Christ-loving Adam to watch from the bleachers—mouth bound and feet 
tied—as the serpent wooed Eve.

Through our entrance into the new covenant and baptism into a church, in other 
words, I am arguing that you and I have become congregationalists, whether we can 
articulate that doctrinally or not. The acceptance of the priest-king office responsi-
bility is both the heart of congregationalism as well as the public side of following 
Jesus as a disciple. It is the “social form” of our repentance, or one part of it. Forsak-
ing self-rule for the sake of Christ’s rule in the individual Christian life shows itself 
as undertaking church rule.

Congregationalism is not just a conclusion drawn from New Testament proof texts 
(though we’ll go there next). It appears to be the culmination of the Bible’s cove-
nantal trajectory that began with an Everyman named Adam. God deputized Adam 
as a priestly king. But Adam got himself fired. This employment offer was repeated 
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for all humanity again through Noah, and then passed on to Abraham, Israel, David, 
and finally the beloved Son, the last Everyman. Jesus, this last Everyman and federal 
head of God’s new covenant people, fulfilled the office perfectly, both for his own 
sake and on behalf of his people. These people have now been hired and deputized 
to fulfill the same Adamic office of priest-king. This involves representing Christ, 
seeking to expand the reach of Christ’s kingdom, and guarding the people of God in 
holiness, which includes watching over both the what of the knowledge of God in 
the gospel and the who of the knowledge of God in the gospel. Every Christian has 
this job assignment by virtue of his membership in the new covenant and baptism. 
A pastor, presbytery, or bishop that prevents church members from doing this work, 
therefore, fires them from the work God in Christ has commissioned them to do.
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Chapter 3

The Keys to Office
Who is the primary and proper subject of church power? For centuries that was 

a common way for theologians to discuss who possesses the authority to organize 
a church, to administer the ordinances, to receive members, to excommunicate, to 
render judgment on various teachings, and to choose church leaders.

One assumption that tends to inform this question is that church authority is 
one kind of thing. Either one group must have authority in the church or another 
group must have it—never mind the possibility that there could be various kinds of 
power, as in a corporation (shareholders, board, CEO, etc.). But is the assumption of 
singularity a biblical one?

The nineteenth-century Presbyterian pastor-scholar James Bannerman spends a 
chapter discussing this “one question of more than ordinary importance” concern-
ing the primary and proper subject of church authority.1 He points to three answers 
that different Christian traditions give.

First, the “papists,” the High Church Anglicans, and an older generation of Pres-
byterians aver that church officers are the primary and proper subjects of church 
authority. They argue, says Bannerman, that nowhere does Scripture specifically 
grant authority to the whole congregation, while it does specifically affirm the over-
sight of the leaders. Plus, resting primary authority with the whole church would 
render the officers not so much servants and ministers of Christ, but servants and 
delegates of the congregation. Bannerman does not say this here, but what also 
unites this camp is a belief in a visible catholic church (expressed, for example, 
in assemblies, synods, bishops) that descends from the apostles. Church authority, 
in other words, comes through the apostles and their successors: bishops for the 

1 James Bannerman, The Church of Christ: A Treatise on the Nature, Powers, Ordinances, Disci-
pline, and Government of the Christian Church, vol. 2 (1868; repr. Birmingham, AL: Solid Ground 
Christian Books, 2009), 262. For the whole discussion, see part 2, chapter 6, entitled “The Primary 
Subject of Church Power.” In older discussions, the word “power” was typically used, but referred to 
“authority,” which is the legitimate or authorized use of power. In contemporary academic usage, 
power refers to capacity, while authority refers to moral legitimacy. In this discussion the words 
“power” and “authority” will both be used, but the reader should understand them interchangeably as 
referring to authority.
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Roman Catholics and Anglicans; presbyters for this stream of Presbyterians. Where 
the bishop is, then, there is the church.

Second, those whom Bannerman calls the Independents argue just the opposite: 
that the authority of the church rests in the (invisible) universal body of believers, 
which in turn means that the whole (visible) congregation is the primary and proper 
subject of church authority. Church officers, in turn, “are no more than the organs 
or instruments of the whole body, for administering its power and discharging its 
functions.”2 The argument here, as Bannerman understands it, roots in the right 
of individual believers to possess and enjoy all the privileges purchased for them by 
Christ, including the right of church authority. Plus, Scripture gives warrant for the 
collective body to exercise its necessary functions at all times, as evidenced by the 
fact that a church must continue to be a church even in the desperate or extraor-
dinary times when no pastors are available. “And it cannot, I think, be denied that 
apparently there is some foundation in Scripture for these reasonings,” concedes 
Bannerman, referring to the lesson of desperate times. Yet this overall position, says 
Bannerman, “annihilates the distinction between the governors and governed.”3

Classifications like these must invariably deal in generalities that don’t always 
do justice to the details. Still, these first two camps, positioned at high-church and 
low-church extremes, share the aforementioned tendency to treat church authority 
as a singular thing. Either it descends from the apostles, or it is grounded in the 
believer’s salvation and rests exclusively with the whole church.

More thoughtful Bible readers, however, tend to recognize a tension in the Scrip-
tures. The biblical text explicitly states that church elders possess “rule” and “over-
sight” and that members must “submit” (1 Tim 5:17; 1 Pet 5:2; Heb 13:7, 17). Such 
language is pretty clear. What else can there be to say? Well, among those who affirm 
a classic Protestant formulation of justification by faith alone, there lingers an intu-
itive hunch that something about the nature of Christian salvation democratizes 
authority in the church. This intuition resounds famously in Luther’s doctrine of 
the priesthood of all believers. The universality of this priesthood, for Luther, means 
that the power fundamentally rests in the whole congregation—even if not all the 
church should exercise the church’s various offices.

For whoever comes out of the water of baptism can boast that he 
is already consecrated priest, bishop and pope, though it is not 
seemly that every one [sic] should exercise the office. Nay, just 
because we are all in like manner priests, no one must put himself 
forward and undertake, without our consent and election, to do 
what is in the power of all of us. For what is common to all, no one 

2 Ibid., 267.
3 Ibid.
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dare take upon himself without the will and the command of the 
community.4

Authority, for Luther, was somehow located in the whole congregation, as is ex-
pressed in the election of officers. A further implication, says Luther, is that any 
believer could baptize in a pinch: “In cases of necessity any one [sic] can baptize and 
give absolution, which would be impossible unless we were all priests.”5 Or interpret 
Scripture: “An ordinary man may have true understanding; why then should we not 
follow him” against any errors of popes or bishops?6 Or, based on Matthew 18:15–17, 
reprove the pope or any erring Christian: “But if I am to accuse him before the 
Church, I must bring the Church together.”7

Third, Bannerman did not draw out the implications as far as Luther, but he also 
recognized that biblical church polity must do justice to both sides of the conver-
sation. Therefore, he attempts to find a third, intermediate position that “combines 
in itself what seems to be true in both.” He agreed with the first camp that Scrip-
ture explicitly affirms the authority of the leaders and that this comes directly from 
Christ. But he agreed with the second camp that church authority must also root 
in every believer’s union with Christ: “The primary grant from Christ of Church 
power is virtually, if not expressly and formally, made to believers in that grant 
which makes all things, whether pertaining to the present or the future, to be 
theirs in Christ Jesus.”8 After all, that church on the desert island whose pastors all 
die “must have within themselves all power competent to carry on the necessary 
functions and offices of a Church.”9 How then does Bannerman mediate and put 
the two sides together? First, he makes a distinction between the ordinary use of 
authority and the extraordinary use of authority. Such desert-island situations, to 
be sure, are extraordinary.10 Second, he says that Scripture gives authority to both 
the church and its officers, and “both in accordance with their respective characters 
and places in Christian society.”11 Third, he explains this last point by saying that 
while the church possesses the essence of church power, the officers possess the 
right to exercise or administer church power. He illustrates this with the analogy of 
an eye seeing. The power to see belongs to the mind, but its exercise occurs in the 
eye. (Ironically, the congregationalists Thomas Goodwin and John Cotton both used 

4 Martin Luther, “An Open Letter to the Christian Nobility of the German Nation,” in Works of 
Martin Luther, The Philadelphia Edition (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1982), 2:68.

5 Ibid., 67.
6 Ibid., 74.
7 Ibid., 76–77.
8 Bannerman, 272. See the discussion of virtual versus formal power in Samuel Rutherford in 

Hunter Powell, The Crisis of British Protestantism: Church Power in the Puritan Revolution, 1638–44, 
Politics, Culture and Society in Early Modern Britain MUP (New York, NY: Manchester University Press, 
2015), 157–59.

9 Bannerman, The Church of Christ, 273.
10 See Powell (Crisis of British Protestantism, 157) on Rutherford on this point.
11 Bannerman, The Church of Christ, 269.
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this illustration centuries before to represent their position.12) Fourth, Bannerman 
argues the church exercises its power, first, by electing its officers and, second, by 
its obedience to the officers in all things once elected.

Bannerman’s distinction between possession and exercise placed him in a long 
line of Presbyterians who employed this same division. For instance, Scottish Pres-
byterian George Gillespie said that there is a difference “betwixt the power it self 
[sic], and the execution of it.” Referring to the keys of the kingdom in Matthew 
18:18, Gillespie observed, “The power of binding and loosing, pertaineth to every 
particular Church collectively taken. But the execution and judiciall exercing of this 
power, pertaineth to that company and assembly of Elders in every Church.”13 For 
Gillespie, this same congregational authority extended to ordination: Christ “hath 
also delivered unto the whole Church, power to call & ordaine Ministers for using 
the keyes . . . because the Ministers which shee now hath, may faile.” In the elders 
or presbytery, then, “the Church consisteth representative.”14 Another nineteenth- 
century Presbyterian, Thomas Peck, agreed with this basic way of characterizing 
the two roles: “The power resides in the body as to its being; in the officers as to its 
exercise.”15 And today the Presbyterian Church of America’s Book of Church Order 
affirms (1) that Christ vests all church power “in the whole body, the rulers and those 
ruled” (3.1); (2) that “This power, as exercised by the people, extends to the choice 
of those officers whom He has appointed in His church” (3.1); but that (3), once 
elected, the “officers exercise” that power (3.2) such that it has a “divine sanction” 
(3.6).16 Also, the Orthodox Presbyterian Church’s Book of Church Order employs the 
same categories and makes the same claims.17 In short, Bannerman represents only 
one stream of Presbyterians, though it is a prominent stream, and perhaps the more 
common stream today. It views authority as ascending from the entire particular 
church to the officers, rather than descending from the larger structures of a visible 
catholic church (assemblies, presbyteries, courts) to the particular church and its 
session of elders.18 The principle of upward ascension can be seen anytime a book of 

12 Quoted in Powell, British Protestantism, 154–55.
13 Quoted in ibid., 38.
14 Quoted in ibid., 39. See the critiques of Gillespie by fellow Presbyterians John Ball and Samuel 

Rutherford (41–45; 48–53).
15 Thomas E. Peck, Notes on Ecclesiology, 2nd ed. (1892; repr., Greenville, SC: Presbyterian, 2005), 

85. Quoted in Guy Prentiss Waters, How Jesus Runs the Church (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2011), 60.
16 For an excellent discussion of this position both in the Book of Church Order and in presbyterian-

ism generally, see Waters, How Jesus Runs the Church, 58–63.
17 See “The Nature and Exercise of Church Power,” in “The Form of Government,” in The Book of 

Church Order of the Orthodox Presbyterian Church, 2011 ed. (Willow Grove, PA: The Committee on 
Christian Education of the Orthodox Presbyterian Church), 3.1–2.

18 There has been a long-running dispute within Presbyterianism going back at least to the West-
minster Assembly over whether church authority rests primarily in the local church and its session and 
then ascends (ascendendo) upward to the “visible catholic church” (presbyteries, assemblies, courts), or 
whether it rests primarily with the visible catholic church and descends (descendendo) to the particular 
church. Robert L. Reymond, following William Cunningham, ascribes the latter position to the Scottish 
Presbyterians, though Reymond himself adopts a middle position in between the two, citing Samuel 
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church order refers to the officers as “representing” the congregation, which seems 
to be fairly common language today.19

Presbyterians are not the only ones to hold this view. At least some low-church, 
evangelical Anglicans affirm the priesthood of all believers and therefore the neces-
sity of involving the church in “discerning and ratifying” the leaders.20 They use 
slightly different arguments, such as the claim that an ordained minister is not 
of the church’s esse (essence) but only its bene esse (benefit).21 As such, he is “an 
instrument and a steward” of church authority.22 “The ordained ministry subserves 
the ministry of all the people,” and to “distance this ministry in any way from the 
local people would harm the local community.”23 In fact, low-church Anglicans, in 
their reaction to high-church Anglo-Catholicism, arguably have a clearer view of the 
weaknesses of Bannerman’s first camp since they recognize that characterizing the 
episcopacy as belonging to the esse of the church risks making it a necessary media-
tor of grace and salvation.24 So much do evangelical Anglicans push against this that 
some seem to be one or two clicks closer to congregationalism than Presbyterians. 
In the words of the Anglican Gerald Bray, “The Anglican structure is basically a form 
of Congregationalism held together in an Episcopal framework.”25

Rutherford before him as doing the same. See Robert L. Reymond, “The Presbytery-Led Church,” in 
Perspectives on Church Government: 5 Views, ed. Chad Owen Brand and R. Stanton Norman (Nashville, 
TN: B&H, 2004), 124–25. Against Reymond, Powell ably demonstrates that at the Westminster Assem-
bly, the English Presbyterians themselves were divided on the matter, as Rutherford himself observed, 
while the Scottish Presbyterians, in fact, came closer to the side of the congregationalists by affirming 
the position of ascendendo. See Powell, The Crisis of British Protestantism, 75–80, 235, chaps. 5–6.

19 E.g., see the subheading “The Representative Principle” in the preamble of the Reformed Church 
of America’s Book of Church Order (p. 3); see also the Presbyterian Church USA’s Book of Church 
Order, which refers to “all Church power, whether exercised by the body in general or in the way of 
representation by delegated authority” (F-3.0107).

20 Tim Bradshaw, The Olive Branch: An Evangelical Doctrine of the Church (Carslisle, UK: Paternos-
ter, 1992), 161.

21 Ibid., 144, 175; see also Colin Buchanan, Is the Church of England Biblical? An Anglican Ecclesi-
ology (London, UK: Dartman, Longman, and Todd, 1998), 261; Paul Zahl, “The Bishop-Led Church,” in 
Perspectives on Church Government: 5 Views, 213–16; Peter Toon, “Episcopalianism,” in Who Runs the 
Church? Four Views on Church Government, ed. Paul E. Engle and Steve B. Cowan (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan, 2004), 36–38.

22 Bradshaw, The Olive Branch, 143–47, 158–69.
23 Ibid., 158–59.
24 High-church Anglicanism posits that the episcopacy belongs to the essence of the church, that 

ministerial succession determines where we find the true church, and that the visible sacraments 
are an essential means of grace. E.g., “Baptism brings about not merely a formal membership of the 
community but an actual regenerative event in the life of the candidate, whether infant or adult.” High-
church Anglicanism also affirms the priesthood of all believers, but not the priesthood of every believer, 
since that priesthood is exercised exclusively in their ministerial representatives, the bishops, who are 
believed to descend from the apostles. In other words, bishops in the high-church tradition don’t so 
much organize churches (as in the low-church tradition) as they constitute churches. See ibid., 41–48, 
59–65.

25 Gerald L. Bray, “Why I Am an Evangelical and an Anglican,” in Why We Belong: Evangelical Unity 
and Denominational Diversity, ed. Anthony Chute, Christopher W. Morgan, and Robert A. Peterson 
(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2013).
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Since Vatican II moved Roman Catholicism in a generally inclusivist direction, 
the previously rock-hard connection between the authority of church officers and 
salvation (or a living church) has, of logical necessity, softened. Hence, even here 
is a subtle movement toward recognizing a power that inheres in all believers. Dis-
sident Catholic theologian Hans Küng, claiming to build on Vatican II, affirms the 
doctrine of the priesthood of all believers as giving every Christian the power to 
teach, baptize, distribute the Lord’s Supper, and forgive sins. But then, sounding not 
altogether dissimilar to Bannerman, he observes that “this fundamental right and 
duty to take an active part in baptism, the Lord’s Supper, and the forgiving of sins 
is not of course the same thing as determining who can and may be responsible for 
administering these sacraments in and for the community.”26 In other words, Küng 
builds on this same distinction between possession and ordinary exercise.

I have spent time pointing to all these voices, to introduce the reader to the his-
torical conversation on the primary and proper subject of church authority. And I 
have hoped with these latter examples, to demonstrate the burden felt by careful 
theologians in a number of traditions to account for both the church officer side as 
well as the congregational side of church authority. It is common among church 
leaders in a pragmatic and ecclesiologically hasty generation, sadly, to default to 
only one side, at least in their talk if not in their practice. (The realities of both sides 
tend to emerge in practice.)

Another Proposal for Combining Elder 
and Congregational Authority

For my part, I would like to offer a fourth possibility that, like Bannerman’s, medi-
ates between the first and second camp. Like Bannerman, I believe we have to say 
something about authority given to both the congregation and the officers. But 
unlike Bannerman, I would say that Christ gives two distinct and explicit autho-
rizations: one to the whole church and another to its elders.27 Neither ascends or 
descends from the other. Church authority, in other words, is not one kind of thing. 
The seventeenth-century congregationalists, like Cotton and Goodwin, also referred 

26 Hans Küng, The Church (New York, NY: Sheed and Ward, 1967), 380. Küng points to Vatican II 
as supporting the point that every member possesses this power in the matter of the sacraments. It 
reads, “Mother Church earnestly desires that all the faithful should be led to that full, conscious, and 
active participation in liturgical celebrations which is demanded by the very nature of the liturgy, and 
to which the Christian people, ‘a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a redeemed people’ 
(1 Peter 2:9, 4–5) have a right and obligation by reason of their baptism.” See The Constitution on the 
Sacred Liturgy, in Vatican Council II, vol. 1, The Conciliar and Post Conciliar Documents, new rev. 
ed., ed. Austin Flannery (Northport, NY: Costello, 1975), 7–8, 14. Whether Vatican II is saying what he 
thinks it is saying, I leave for others.

27 See Stephen Wellum and Kirk Wellum’s discussion of spheres of authority in “The Biblical 
and Theological Case for Congregationalism,” in Baptist Foundations, ed. Mark Dever and Jonathan 
Leeman (Nashville, TN: B&H Academic, 2015), 172–77. See also Kevin Bauder, Baptist Distinctives and 
New Testament Church Order (Schaumburg, IL: Regular Baptist Books, 2012), 109.
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to church authority as more than one kind of thing,28 as did their contemporary, the 
Presbyterian Samuel Rutherford.29 What’s more, all three affirmed that “no authori-
ty existed in the members that could be communicated to the elders.”30

Here then is how I put the congregational-authority and elder-authority sides 
together, and this will serve as a thesis for this and the next two chapters. Hav-
ing recommissioned members of the new covenant as priest-kings, Jesus gives all 
believers, when gathered as congregations, the authority to administer their priestly 
and kingly duties with the keys of the kingdom. The whole congregation employs 
these keys—through the ordinances—to make formal declarations concerning the 
what and the who of the gospel.31 The elders, on the other hand, have a morally 
binding authority to lead or instruct a church in its use of the keys through their 
Spirit-given and congregationally affirmed authority to teach. They will make rec-
ommendations on matters pertaining to the what and the who; the congregation 
then has an obligation to submit to those recommendations, unless it has explicit 
or implicit biblical grounds for doing otherwise (which is to say, their obligation to 
submit is relative (or prima facie), never absolute (or ultima facie). This distinction 
between congregational authority and elder authority is not between possessing 
and exercising, which deprives the congregation of the exercise. It is a distinction 
between possessing and leading in the use, which means the exercise is shared by 
the elders and the congregation.

In other words, the essential difference between congregationalism and an 
ascending presbyterianism or a low church Anglicanism is in that word exercise. 

28 Philip Nye and Thomas Goodwin, writing in the preface to John Cotton’s The Keyes of the King-
dom of Heaven, argue that the book tries to take “that very Middle-way” between that form of govern-
ment which puts “the chief (if not the whole) of the rule, and government into the hands of the people, 
and drowns the Elders’ votes” and that form of government which, “taking the chief and principall parts 
of the rule” due to the congregation and elders of one congregation, puts it “into this Jurisdiction of a 
common Presbyterie of severall Congregations” and “doth thereby swallow up, not only the interests 
of the people, but even the votes of the Elders of that Congregation.” See John Cotton, The Keys of the 
Kingdom of Heaven (1644; repr., London: M. Simmons for Henry Overton, 1644), 7–8. Specifically, 
Cotton and Goodwin believed the keys of the kingdom mentioned in Matthew 16 and 18 could be 
divided between the key of knowledge and the key of order, the latter of which could further be divided 
between the key of authority and the key of liberty. The elders possessed the key of authority, while the 
congregation possessed the keys of knowledge and liberty. My labels come from Powell’s subheadings in 
The Crisis of British Protestantism, 129–33. Cotton uses slightly different names. Cotton describes the 
power of each key in chapter 2 (26–33) and the respective holders of each of the four keys in chapters 
3–5 in The Keyes.

29 Rutherford believed the keys principally belonged to the elders, but a physical and popular but 
not formal power of the keys was given to the church. See Powell, The Crisis of British Protestantism, 
49–52.

30 Ibid., 131 (referring to Cotton and Goodwin) and 49 (referring to Rutherford).
31 Any Goodwin or Cotton fans might be pleased to note that my “what of the gospel” broadly 

corresponds to their key of knowledge, while my “who of the gospel” broadly corresponds to their key of 
order. I discovered and was encouraged by this correspondence after working out these formulations for 
myself.
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The congregation gets to exercise that authority together with and under the lead-
ership of the elders.

Notice, then, that there are two kinds of authority at play in the same jurisdictional 
space. The congregation’s authority is a natural authority or authority of command, 
as we defined these terms in chapter 1. It is unilaterally effectual and possesses an 
earthly sanction, effectual because the whole church can remove an individual from 
membership even against that person’s will—now, on earth. And insofar as excom-
munication represents the highest authority in the church, just like the death pen-
alty represents the highest authority in the civil realm, the congregation as a whole 
(elders and members together) possesses this highest and final earthly authority.

But wherever the congregation possesses authority, the elders also possess 
authority, albeit of a different kind. An elder’s authority is an authority of truth 
or counsel, as also defined in chapter 1. It is characterized by teaching, persuad-
ing, counseling, exhorting, recommending. Its tenor and presentation is pastoral, 
fatherly, and patient (see 1 Tim 3:5; 1 Pet 5:3). It does not unilaterally and effectually 
bind the person on earth, as in removing a person from membership regardless of 
that person’s decision. That said, their instruction and recommendations do impose 
a relative (prima facie, not ultima facie) moral obligation on the congregation since 
the Lord has installed the elders in this teaching office. Which means the truth of 
their instruction works to enforce itself, if not immediately, then certainly on the 
last day when Jesus will vindicate the elders’ faithful instruction and admonish any 
unwarranted acts of disobedience. Elder authority, in other words, possesses not an 
earthly sanction in the here and now but a heavenly sanction that is reserved for 
the eschaton.

The fact that congregational and elder authority are of a different kind allows 
them (1)  to complement one another and (2)  to overlap, at least in those places 
where the congregation has authority. It’s as if God has given the church a tool, and 
then he has given them elders to instruct, train, and lead them in using that tool. 
Jurisdictional overlap allows for this pedagogical dynamic. It allows for this training 
and equipping to occur. When the congregation is deprived of the exercise, as in 
other forms of church government, no training and equipping occurs. The exercise 
builds up the members of the church. It strengthens and equips them for maturity 
in the faith and competence in the mission (see Eph 4:11–16), like a teenager being 
taught to drive her dad’s car. In these other conceptions of church government, the 
congregation doesn’t get that exercise. They’re effectively fired. They are taught to 
be complacent, and so they become weak, leaving both the gospel and the gospel 
people guarded by fewer hands.

Drawing from the last chapter, notice that the complementary nature of congre-
gational and elder authority stems from the mediatory nature of the church mem-
ber’s Adamic priest-king office. Another way to characterize the mediatorial office 
of a son or a priestly ruler—which I didn’t use in the last chapter because it wasn’t 
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necessary there—is ruled ruler.32 Adam ruled in godly fashion only insofar as he was 
ruled. He imaged God as King only insofar as he imaged God as King. So a son does 
with his father (see discussion of Gen 5:1–2 in the last chapter). The congregation’s 
exercise of rule in the church, likewise, must continually line itself up to the rule 
of the teachers. An unruled (or unruly!) congregation extends not the kind of con-
gregational rule that the Lord means for his people to exercise. He commands them 
to exercise a ruled rule (again, see 1 Tim 5:17; 1 Pet 5:5; Heb 13:7, 17). Adam had 
nothing comparable to an elder to help him, but the elders have that responsibility 
to lead the congregation in the way of ruled rule. Their authority, again, is paren-
tal (as Paul understood; see 1 Tim 3:5). And, to connect the dots, the pedagogical 
dynamic operates through this very structure, as the ruled are trained by elders in 
the pathway of the rule, like a son learning to imitate his father.

Does the fact that the congregation should ordinarily submit to the elders’ lead-
ership mean that I am merely paying lip service to the congregation’s authority? 
No, because the final say does belong to the whole assembly, members and elders 
together. And since the assembly possesses a priestly charge from Jesus to guard the 
garden or temple, they must act if anything threatens the holiness of the garden, 
including the instructions of the elders (see Gal 1:6–9); Jesus legitimates their abil-
ity to do so inside the system. They don’t have to go outside the system by leaving 
the church, as a faithful Christian finally must do under a faithless presbytery or a 
faithless bishop.

Does the fact that the congregation has the final or ultimate say mean that I am 
merely paying lip service to the elders’ authority? No, because the congregation 
must recognize that its “ultimacy” is forever threatened whenever they decide to 
contradict the elders’ instruction and leadership with a “for now.” Standing behind 
the elders’ authority of truth is a heavenly or eschatological sanction: Jesus will back 
up the elders on the last day unless it is manifestly evident that they were in biblical 
error or had trespassed beyond their jurisdiction. The elders’ authority, again, is 
obligation imposing and therefore judgment promising. In other words, any con-
cept of final or ultimate authority on earth among mediating authority figures is 
always relative.

There is much to explain and qualify in this fourth alternative to Bannerman’s 
scheme. In fact, it will take several chapters to do so. To that end, this chapter will 
explain what the keys are and why they are necessary beyond the gift of the new 
covenant. The next chapter will argue that Scripture explicitly and demonstrably 
places them into the hands of the gathered congregation, which guarantees that 
each church must also be self-governing. Chapter 5 will then consider the nature of 
elder authority, the nature of the congregation’s duty to submit, and how they work 
together as I have briefly summarized here.

32 For a further development of this idea, see chaps. 3 and 4 of my Political Church: Local Assem-
blies as Embassies of Christ’s Rule (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2016).
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Something More than the New Covenant Promises?
What, then, are the keys and why are they needed? I will start with the “why” ques-
tion. Another way to ask it might be, Why is something more than what was prom-
ised in the Old Testament about the new covenant (e.g., Jer 31:31–34; Ezek 36:24–
27) necessary for establishing God’s kingdom? After all, doesn’t the new covenant 
usher in salvation and make a person a member of God’s people?

I concluded the last chapter by saying that God has hired and deputized the mem-
bers of the new covenant to fulfill the Christ-mediated, Spirit-empowered Adamic 
office of priest-king. This office involves its members in the activity of representing 
Christ, seeking to expand the reach of Christ’s kingdom, and guarding the people of 
God in holiness, which includes watching over both the what of the knowledge of 
God in the gospel and the who of the knowledge of God in the gospel. Every Chris-
tian has this assignment by virtue of his membership in the new covenant.

I also applied this storyline to the illustration of a Bible study in Shanghai that 
helped us understand what is involved in becoming a church. I offered the tentative 
proposal that to step formally into the office of priest-king is to become a church. 
It was a tentative proposal, first, because I didn’t offer any New Testament texts that 
alluded to the formalization of becoming a church other than Matthew 28:18–20. 
And it was tentative, second, because I conflated two steps that now require untan-
gling: (1) God’s unilateral new covenant work of forgiving a sinner and giving him 
or her the office of priest-king through the preaching of the Word and (2) the local 
church’s work of recognizing a saint and publicly installing him or her in this mem-
bership office through baptism and the Lord’s Supper.

A distinctively Protestant concept of the church begins with the unilateral work 
of God in giving faith and obedience to the hearts of believers. How does God 
bring people into the new covenant or the invisible and universal church? It is not 
through the authoritative action of some institutional body. It is through the Spirit’s 
work that accompanies God’s preached Word.33 People hear the Word of God, repent, 
trust, and so become part of the church (see, e.g., Rom 10:17; 1 Thess 1:5; 1 Pet 
1:23). Theologian Christoph Schwöbel observes, “As the creature of the divine Word 
the Church is constituted by divine action.”34 God’s Word creates God’s people.35 As 
such, you can have the universal church—meaning Christians—alive and well on 
planet Earth even though no ecclesial authority recognizes it as such. What’s more, 

33 The combination of the new covenant promise in Ezekiel 36 and the demonstration of preaching’s 
power in Ezekiel 37 demonstrates this connection between preaching and new covenant life wonder-
fully (compare especially Ezek 36:27 and 37:14 and their contexts).

34 Christoph Schwöbel, “The Creature of the Word: Recovering the Ecclesiology of the Reformers,” 
in On Being the Church: Essays on the Christian Community, ed. Colin E. Gunton and Daniel W. 
Hardy (Edinburgh, Scotland: T&T Clark, 1989), 122.

35 See my Reverberation: How God’s Word Brings Light, Freedom, and Action to His People (Chi-
cago, IL: Moody, 2011), esp. chaps. 1–4; Timothy Ward, Words of Life: Scripture as the Living and Active 
Word of God (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2009); Michael Horton, People and Place: A Covenantal 
Ecclesiology (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 2008), 37–71.
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a believer is at this moment a new creation, born again, a son, a priest-king. The 
believer has the job of priestly ruler. The status of office holder belongs to the indic-
ative before it becomes an imperative.

Yet something is still missing: public recognition, both inside the church and out. 
How does one new covenant member know who the other new covenant members 
are? How do the unbelieving nations know who does and does not belong? How, 
indeed, does the would-be member know that he is not merely deceiving himself? 
Does every believer have nothing more than her own internal, subjective sense of 
whether or not she truly belongs to God to give her assurance? The believing people 
of the old covenant had circumcision, Sabbath keeping, and eventually a land to 
identify themselves, to say nothing of their familial and ethnic ties. What do the 
people of the new covenant have? How do you exercise border patrol in a kingdom 
with no borders and no land? For the church to be visible on earth, there needs to be 
a mechanism for identifying both its individual members and its corporate embod-
iment, its gatherings.

In short, the promises given in the Old Testament new covenant passages are not 
enough for establishing God’s kingdom on earth precisely because it is Spirit given 
and invisible. Something more is needed to make the community of the new cov-
enant visible—to make the very real, Spirit-enlivened, but invisible church visible. 
Theologian John Webster therefore observes that a group of people coming to faith 
is not the “only constitutive moment for ecclesiology.”36 The church still remains 
an abstract idea without a palpable and public presence. A group of Christians must 
still gather and organize themselves (or be organized) as a congregation and affirm 
one another as believers.

This brings us to a second constitutive moment for ecclesiology. “A church is 
born when gospel people form a gospel polity,” observes Bobby Jamieson.37 That is to 
say, a local church is created when a group of Christians gather together, someone 
explains the gospel, everyone agrees to it, and they mutually affirm one another’s 
agreement through the ordinances. Different Protestant traditions disagree about 
whether elders or bishops are necessary for that formal affirmation, and they dis-
agree about whatever else the ordinances may signify. But all agree that the ordi-
nances publicly identify, recognize, or affirm the members of the universal church 
on earth. They effectually create something that didn’t exist before—not salvation, 
but a public and local reality.

In other words, the church’s palpable and public presence depends upon its order 
or polity, as I suggested in chapter 2.38 Polity grants believers a recognized status 

36 John Webster, “The ‘Self-Organizing’ Power of the Gospel: Episcopacy and Community Forma-
tion,” in Community Formation: in the Early Church and in the Church Today, ed. Richard N. Longe-
necker (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2002), 183.

37 Bobby Jamieson, Going Public: Why Baptism Is Required for Church Membership (Nashville, TN: 
B&H Academic, 2015).

38 Membership is always the first and most basic matter of polity and governance because it is the 
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before one another and the nations. A church is not just a people; it is an orga-
nized collective, a people bound together by polity.39 What’s more, the ordinances 
are the beginning of polity. To administer baptism or the Lord’s Supper is to make an 
authoritative pronouncement: “Based on your confession of the gospel, we acknowl-
edge that you and we are with Christ.” That shared acknowledgement is the first act 
of governance in a church because the acknowledging is the establishing.40 It is the 
manifestation of the social. It is the beginning of the public. “World, here we are, 
Jesus’ citizens and members of his new covenant.”

The Old Testament’s new covenant passages may not say anything about how that 
covenant will be publicly administered, but Jesus established a connection for us 
at the Last Supper: “Drink from it, all of you. For this is My blood that establishes 
the covenant” (Matt 26:27b–28a; see also Luke 22:20).41 Public recognition of cov-
enantal membership, it turns out, will have something to do with participating in 
the Lord’s Supper.

We will come back to this text. The only takeaway point for now is that the move-
ment from universal church to local church is the movement from faith to order 
(though non-congregationalists offer a slightly more complicated picture). The uni-
versal church is united in faith. The local church is united in faith and order.42 
Christ’s kingly authority is regnant in the universal church, but it is given concrete 
expression in the local church. It is “put on” through the order or polity of a congre-
gation, just like the positional status of being righteous in Christ is put on existen-
tially in individual acts of righteousness.43

The remainder of this chapter, which turns to answer the question of the keys, is 
but an elaboration on this second moment.

members, bound together in a particular fashion and for a particular end, that constitute a polity. Every 
other matter of church polity—concerning offices, decision making, and a church’s relationship to 
other churches—derives from this first matter. Cf. Michael Walzer, Spheres of Justice: A Defense of Plu-
ralism and Equality (New York, NY: Basic, 1983), 31. Speaking of political communities more broadly, 
Walzer writes, “The primary good that we distribute to one another is membership in some human 
community. And what we do with regard to membership structures all our other distributive choices: it 
determines with whom we make those choices, from whom we require obedience and collect taxes, to 
whom we allocate goods and services.”

39 In J. L. Dagg’s parsing, “A church is an organized assembly.” See J. L. Dagg, Manual of Church 
Order (1858; repr., Harrisonburg, VA: Gano, 1990), 80 (emphasis in original).

40 We leave aside for now the question of whether elders or bishops must be involved in that consti-
tuting act (cf. Acts 14:23; Titus 1:5). Obviously, if one adheres to some concept of apostolic succession 
through the bishops or elders, a transmission of authority through ordination must precede any act of 
administering the ordinances and constituting a church.

41 See Jamieson, Going Public, 61, 114.
42 See the extended discussion of this idea in Jonathan Leeman, “A Congregational Approach to 

Unity, Holiness, and Apostolicity,” in Baptist Foundations: Church Polity for an Anti-Polity Age, ed. 
Mark Dever and Jonathan Leeman (Nashville, TN: B&H, 2015).

43 See the extended discussion of this idea in Jonathan Leeman, The Church and the Surprising 
Offense of God’s Love: Re-introducing the Doctrines of Church Membership and Discipline (Wheaton, 
IL: Crossway, 2010), 200–216.
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Who Represents Heaven on Earth?44

Amidst all the words of covenantal fulfillment in Matthew, the question of public 
recognition, that bit of business left unfinished by the new covenant, looms prom-
inently in Matthew’s Gospel. Two themes in particular make it prominent. First is 
the theme of who represents heaven on earth.45 Genesis 1:1 represents heaven and 
earth existing in harmony under God’s rule, but ever since the fall they have existed 
in tension.46 Jesus therefore tells his disciples to pray that God’s will would be done 
on earth as it is in heaven (6:10). And he tells them not to store up their treasures 
on earth but in heaven (6:19–20). Yet the tension will not last forever. Jesus claims 
that the kingdom of heaven is at hand in his ministry now (3:2; 4:17). His ministry 
begins with the Father in heaven deputizing him as the beloved Son, and it ends 
with him standing as the Son of Man claiming to possess all authority in heaven 
and earth (Matt 3:17; 28:18; cf. 17:5).47 This perfect Adamic Son and priestly ruler 
represents heaven on earth, exactly as creatures made in God’s image should have 
done in the first place.

Yet not only does Jesus represent the Father in heaven, he calls out a people who 
are to do the same, which ties us to a second theme: administration change, like one 

44 Much of the material in this section and the next can be found in fuller form in my Political 
Church, chap. 6.

45 Pennington has helpfully identified the former as a major theme in Matthew. The word “heaven” 
occurs 82 times in Matthew, 18 in Mark, 35 in Luke, 18 in John, 21 in the Pauline epistles, and 52 in 
Revelation. See Jonathan Pennington, Heaven and Earth in the Gospel of Matthew (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Baker Academic, 2009), 125. The word “heaven” and the phrase “kingdom of heaven” in Matthew’s 
Gospel do not represent the place people go when they die or a reverential Jewish circumlocution; 
respectively; they represent God’s domain and the domain of his rule. Ibid., 13–37, 193–216, 279–330.

46 Ibid., 7, 84, 199–202.
47 Jesus’ words in Matt 28:18 echo the Septuagint’s version of Daniel 7, where it is said of the Son of 

Man, “authority was given to him, and all the nations of the earth . . . [were] serving him” (Dan 7:13–
14). Beale observes, “This is among a number of other reiterations ultimately of the Adamic commis-
sion, though most directly an allusion to the Gen 22:17–18 prophecy of an end-time king in Abraham’s 
line, which is also one of the Adamic reiterations.” See G. K. Beale, A New Testament Biblical Theology: 
The Unfolding of the Old Testament in the New (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2011), 400; see also 
51, 83–84, 390, 394–400; Pennington, Heaven and Earth, 292; R. T. France, The Gospel of Matthew, 
New International Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2007), 1,112–13. 
Throughout the Synoptic Gospels, says Beale, the “application of the Dan. 7 ‘Son of Man’ to Jesus . . . 
carries with it echoes of the Adamic eschatological rule” (400). Cf. N. T. Wright, The New Testament 
and the People of God, Christian Origins and the People of God 1 (Minneapolis, MN: Augsburg For-
tress, 1996), 291–97. On “Son of man” generally, see Thomas R. Schreiner, New Testament Theology: 
Magnifying God in Christ (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2008), 213–31; George Eldon Ladd, A 
Theology of the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1974), 143–57; D. A. Carson, “Reflec-
tions: ‘The Son of Man’ as a Christological Title,” in “Matthew,” in The Expositor’s Bible Commen-
tary: Matthew and Mark, rev. ed., ed. Tremper Longman III and David E. Garland (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan, 2010), 247–52. In addition to the Danielic son of man theme, France sees the messianic and 
Davidic theme at work in the final verses of Matthew. He writes, “Here at the end of the gospel, then, 
we find the culmination of the theme of kingship which was introduced by the Davidic royal genealogy 
(1:1–17), developed in the magi’s search for the ‘king of the Jews’ and the political threat to Herod in 
ch. 2, adumbrated in the developing language of Messiahship . . .” (France, Gospel of Matthew, 1,113).
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presidential administration giving way to another. Under the old covenant, ethnic 
Israel spoke for heaven, which is why ethnic Jews thought of themselves as “sons of 
the kingdom” (Matt 8:12). But these vineyard tenants of Israel reject the Son who 
represents the heavenly Father (21:33–41). And their leaders “lock up the kingdom 
of heaven from people” (23:13). But now Jesus professes to know who will both 
receive the kingdom of heaven and inherit the earth (5:3, 5). So he promises, “Many 
will come from east and west and recline at the table with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob 
in the kingdom of heaven, while the sons of the kingdom will be thrown into the 
outer darkness” (Matt 8:11–12 ESV). After all, God can raise up children for Abra-
ham from the stones (Matt 3:7–9). What is more, Jesus fastens the phrase “sons of 
the kingdom” onto his followers and says that one day they will “shine like the sun 
in the kingdom of their Father” (Matt 13:38, 43 ESV). He tells them that the secrets 
of the kingdom of heaven have been given to them (13:11). And he promises that the 
Son of Man will usher in a “new genesis” (palingenesia) where he and his followers 
will partake in the activity of judgment as the new Israel (Matt 19:28).

It’s right here, then, amidst all the language of representing heaven on earth and 
the matter of a regime change, that Matthew’s Gospel raises this unfinished business 
of public recognition and the need for a second constitutive ecclesiological moment. 
He gives the apostles and the local church the authority to bind on earth what will 
be bound in heaven and loose on earth what will be loosed in heaven (Mat 16:19; 
18:18–19).

What does it mean to bind and loose on earth what is bound and loosed in heaven?

Declaring a What and a Who
In Matthew 16:13 Jesus asks the apostles, “Who do people say that the Son of Man 
is?” The question begins with a who, but for doctrinal purposes we might call it a 
what question: What is a right confession regarding Jesus? He asks essentially the 
same question again in verse 15, but his emphasis shifts to them as individuals: 
“But you . . . who do you say that I am?” This is more of a who question: who of you 
knows who I am?

Peter says that Jesus is the Messiah, which Jesus then affirms on behalf of heaven: 
“Flesh and blood did not reveal this to you, but my Father in heaven” (Matt 16:17). He 
then names and describes Peter like Peter had named and described Jesus: “I also say 
to you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will build My church” (v. 18). Much debate 
has occurred over whether Peter or the confession is the rock. Most today acknowl-
edge that treating Peter as the rock is the plainest way to read the text.48 At the same 

48 D. A. Carson (“Matthew,” 368) writes, “If it were not for Protestant reactions against extremes of 
Roman Catholic interpretation, it is doubtful whether many would have taken “rock” to be anything or 
anyone other than Peter.” See also Craig Blomberg, Matthew, New American Commentary 22 (Nash-
ville, TN: B&H, 1992), 251–53; Leon Morris, The Gospel According to Matthew, Pillar New Testament 
Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1992), 422–24; Donald A. Hagner, Matthew 14–28, Word 
Biblical Commentary 33b (Dallas, TX: Word, 1995), 470; Craig S. Keener, A Commentary on the Gospel 



 The Keys to Office 75

time, it is difficult to know how to separate one from the other since both the what and 
the who are required for building the church. As Craig Keener says, “Peter is the ‘rock’ 
because he is the one who confessed Jesus as the Christ in this context.”49 Edmund 
Clowney put it this way: “The confession cannot be separated from Peter, neither can 
Peter be separated from his confession.”50 We might summarize this by saying that 
Jesus means to build his church not on persons or on truths, but on persons (who) 
confessing the right truths (what)—on confessors.

How will Jesus build his church on confessors? The answer comes in the following 
verse: “I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind 
on earth is already bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth is already 
loosed in heaven” (Matt 16:19). Explanations for the keys are manifold. One hundred 
twenty divines at the Westminster Assembly spent several days debating what the 
keys were and who had the power to use them. One participant, Thomas Goodwin, 
referred to them as “the substratum of all church government.”51 A quick glance 
through classic Protestant confessions of faith and writers shows that the keys were 
treated as (or doing the work of) “preaching the gospel,”52 “preaching of the holy 
gospel and of Christian discipline or excommunication,”53 “the power to retain and 
remit sins . . . by the Word and censures . . . and by absolution from censures,”54 dis-
cipline and restoration,55 the “Ordinances . . . to be administered . . . as the preach-
ing of the Word . . . the Seals and censures,”56 “receiving in and shutting out of the 
Congregation,”57 the “power of government,”58 and so on. Among commentators in 
the last century multiple explanations can be found as well.59

of Matthew (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1999), 427; France, The Gospel of Matthew, 620–23; David 
L. Turner, Matthew, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 
2008), 404–7.

49 Keener, Commentary on the Gospel of Matthew, 427; emphasis in original. Similar suggestions 
are made by Morris (Gospel According to Matthew, 423) and Nolland (The Gospel of Matthew, The New 
International Greek Testament Commentary [Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2005], 669).

50 Edmund Clowney, The Church, Contours of Christian Theology (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 
1995), 40; see also Kevin Giles, What on Earth Is the Church: An Exploration in New Testament Theol-
ogy (1995; repr., Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2005), 54.

51 See Powell, The Crisis of British Protestantism, 11.
52 Second Helvetic Confession (1566), XIV.
53 Heidelberg Catechism (1563), Q 83.
54 Westminster Confession of Faith (1647), XXX.2.
55 Johannes Wollebius, “The Outward Administration of the Church” (1650), in Paradigms in Polity: 

Classic Readings in Reformed and Presbyterian Church Government, ed. Peter W. Hall and Joseph H. 
Hall (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1994), 164.

56 John Cotton, The Keyes, 20.
57 Benjamin Keach, “The Glory of a True Church, and Its Discipline Display’d” (1697), in Polity: Bib-

lical Arguments on How to Conduct Church Life, ed. Mark Dever (Washington, DC: Center for Church 
Reform, 2001), 71.

58 This included choosing officers, exercising discipline, and administering the Word and ordinances. 
See Charleston Association, A Summary of Church Discipline (1774), in Polity: Biblical Arguments on 
How to Conduct Church Life, 119.

59 Davies and Allison present thirteen possibilities. See W. D. Davies and Dale Allison Jr., The Gospel 
According to Saint Matthew (New York, NY: T&T Clark, 1991), 2:630–32.
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Commentators sometimes draw from other biblical texts (like Isa 22:22 or 
Rev  3:7) to describe the keys as “opening and shutting” the kingdom of God to 
people through preaching the gospel.60 The trouble with this explanation is that 
“binding” something, if it means anything, means tying, fastening, restraining, or 
imposing on that something, whether one is speaking of constellations of stars (Job 
38:31), donkeys (Matt 21:2), people (Matt 12:29), or laws (Matt 5:19). Loosing, of 
course, is just the opposite.61 Binding and loosing are constraining activities (see the 
discussion of the “legal” nature of this speech below); opening and shutting are not.

Commentators also debate the “whatever,” noting that the neuter form of the 
pronoun could apply either to persons or to doctrines. Some say persons (a who).62 
Some say doctrines or laws (a what),63 such as the Good News Bible’s translation of 
verse 19: “What you prohibit on earth will be prohibited in heaven, and what you 
permit on earth will be permitted in heaven.”

One non-textual and three more textual clues help us interpret what the keys 
do. First, many contemporary scholars believe Jesus took the phrase “binding and 
loosing” from the proto-rabbinic activity of interpreting Jewish law (halakha). That 
could involve interpreting the law in abstraction (a what). Or it could involve judg-
ing the law’s relevance to a particular person (a who).64 Second, Matthew 18:18 puts 
the keys to actual use for the purpose of church discipline.65 In other words, a person 
(a who) is excluded from the church for living contrary—and unrepentantly—to 
his or her confession of faith (a what). There must be a standard (a what) by which 

60 Reformation-era writers across denominations commonly treated the keys as “opening and 
shutting” instead of binding and loosing. John Cotton (Keyes, 21), one of the foremost defenders of 
Congregationalism of the day, recognized that binding and loosing “are not the proper acts of materiall 
keys; for their acts be opening and shutting, which argueth the keys here spoken of be not material 
keys, but metaphoricall; and yet being keys they have a power also of opening and shutting.”

61 The root words for binding and loosing (deō and lyō) are often used in the New Testament to 
refer to people. Matthew uses the word for binding to refer to people in 12:29; 14:3; 22:13; and 27:2. 
He doesn’t use the word for loosing in this context, but in 21:2 he uses binding and loosing together to 
refer to tying or untying a donkey. The root word for loose is often used in the New Testament to refer 
to laws or commandments (e.g., Matt 5:19); but the root word for bind, which is used forty times, is 
in fact only used to refer to animals or people (apart from our verses in question), with one exception. 
The one exception is in the context of marriage and has fairly direct application to a person: “a married 
woman is bound by law to her husband while he lives” (Rom 7:2).

62 E.g., Carson, “Matthew,” 372; Blomberg, Matthew, 254; Keener, Commentary on the Gospel of 
Matthew, 430; Turner, Matthew, 408.

63 John Nolland, Gospel of Matthew, 681. France, The Gospel of Matthew, 626–27. See my comments 
on France in the footnote on my discussion of Matthew 18:17 in the next chapter for the absurd conclu-
sion to which his exegesis leads him.

64 Discussions of this can be found in most commentaries or in standard Greek theological dictio-
naries such as Gerhard Kittel’s Theological Dictionary of the New Testament or Colin Brown’s Dictio-
nary of New Testament Theology under the entries for deō and lyō. See also deō in Walter Bauer et al., 
eds., A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament, 3rd ed. (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 
2000), 222.

65 Carson (“Matthew,” 374) helpfully describes 18:18 as a “special application” of the authority of the 
keys in 16:19.
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to measure people (a who).66 Third, Jesus did not use the masculine “whomever”; 
he used the neuter “whatever”—a word that makes room for both the who and the 
what.67 Fourth, binding and loosing are opposites, which suggests that the keys refer 
to a thing and its opposite, as with doors that can be open and shut, or donkeys that 
can be tied and untied. This would seem to rule out any interpretation that viewed 
binding and loosing exclusively as church discipline, or as church discipline and 
preaching, an interpretation that shows up in both historical and contemporary 
Protestant writings from time to time.68

In light of these things, I believe it makes the most sense to say that Jesus gave 
Peter and the apostles both the authority to interpret the doctrines and laws of the 
faith as well as the authority to interpret their claim upon actual people in a judge-
like fashion.69 The keys are the authority to judge and declare on a what (doctrines, 
laws, confessions, practices) as well as a who (the people who speak those confes-
sions) on behalf of heaven. They deputize their holder to pronounce a judgment 
concerning the who and the what of the gospel: What is the right confession and 
practice of the gospel, and who is a right confessor. To bind or loose is to render a 
judgment or verdict in heaven’s name.

The keys do not give their holder the power to shape the gospel or to make some-
one a kingdom citizen, just like a judge neither makes the law nor makes a defen-
dant innocent or guilty. After all, the gospel, the good news of Jesus’ death and 
resurrection, is divinely given and fixed. And a person becomes a kingdom citizen 
by the work of God and by faith. Rather, the keys give the authority (1) to assess 
whether some confession, doctrine, or practice is consistent with that gospel, as 
when the council of Jerusalem needed to determine whether circumcision was nec-
essary for Gentiles (Acts 15). And they give the authority (2) to assess whether or 
not a certain person belongs to the gospel, as a church does anytime it baptizes 
someone into membership (e.g., Acts 2:41). Once the judicial assessment is made, 
the key holder then makes an official declaration on heaven’s behalf like a judge or 
like an ambassador speaking on behalf of a king. The holder officially declares before 
the nations of the earth, “This doctrine is consistent with Jesus’ gospel” or “This 
practice is not”; “He is a kingdom citizen” or “We can no longer affirm her citizen-
ship.” Whoever possesses the keys has an interpretive and judicial authority over the 
gospel word and gospel citizens.

66 Ulrich Luz (Matthew 8–20, Hermeneia [Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 2001], 320; emphasis mine) 
helpfully captures both the what and the who: “One may conclude from the text that it is Peter’s task to 
open the kingdom of heaven for people, and to do it by means of his binding interpretation of the law.”

67 John Cotton (Keyes, 22) wrote in 1644, “But this word whatsoever is here put in the Neuter 
Gender, (not in the Masculine whomsoever) to imply both things and persons; Things, as sins; Persons, 
as those that commit them.”

68 E.g., see question 83 in the Heidelberg Catechism or the notes on Matthew 16:19 in the English 
Standard Version Study Bible (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2008).

69 E.g., Luz, Matthew 8–20, 365; Nolland, The Gospel of Matthew, 677–82.
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Strictly speaking, proclaiming the gospel is not the same thing as exercising the 
keys, if by proclaiming we have in mind someone standing in a pulpit and preaching. 
But so closely are proclamation and the keys intertwined that the latter cannot be 
used without the former. If the keys are likened to the speaking of a verdict and the 
pounding of a gavel, proclaiming the gospel can be likened to reading the law upon 
which a verdict is based. For the judge to make a verdict, he must first read the law.

That said, there is an implied sense in which issuing a verdict proclaims the law 
that the verdict upholds. For that reason, it is not too much of a stretch to say that 
the keys not only authorize their holder to protect and preserve the gospel but also 
enable the holder to proclaim the gospel. They present a formal decision about what 
constitutes a right confession and who is a true confessor.

To put all this in extremely practical terms, the keys are the authority over a 
church’s statements of faith and membership. Church membership, after all, is a 
relationship between an individual Christian and a local church and is character-
ized by the church’s formal affirmation of the individual’s profession of faith and 
the individual’s submission to that church’s affirmation and oversight. One doesn’t 
simply join a church, one submits to it.

The supreme example of the keys being employed to affirm both the what and the 
who of the gospel is Jesus’ exchange with Peter. Jesus asked who they thought he 
was; Peter made a confession; and then Jesus affirmed both the confession and Peter 
(“flesh and blood did not reveal this to you . . . you are Peter, and on this rock . . .”). 
To jump ahead, the same kind of conversation transpires in Matthew 18, only in 
reverse. Jesus envisions a situation in which a church gradually determined that the 
what of a gospel confession does not match the who of a gospel confessor.

Judicial Declarations as Jurisdictional, Legal, 
Epistemological, Interpretive Speech

Can anything further be said about the nature of the authority of the keys of the 
kingdom? It should be clear that the authority of the keys is not coercive. It cannot 
be used to move bodies through geographic space, as a policeman does when escort-
ing a thief to prison. It does not leverage the sword of state. In fact, an outstanding 
feature of the new covenant community is that no sword is required for maintaining 
a prosperous civic order within itself. No police department, prison, or national 
guard must keep the peace inside the community. Instead, God’s Spirit writes God’s 
law on every member’s heart. God himself produces a just and righteous populace.

This means that individuals cannot be ushered into the new covenant community 
by coercion, nor will such force sustain its internal life. For Charlamagne’s paladins 
to enforce conversion by the sword, or for his priests to enforce salvation by sprin-
kling water on a baby, is clearly outside the new covenant program.

In order to contrast the authority of the keys with the state’s coercive authority of the 
sword, it is commonly said that the authority of the church is declarative. And that’s 
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useful, so long as we are clear about what kind of declarations we mean. There are 
many kinds of declarations. What kind of declarations are key-wielding declarations?

I said above that they are judicial declarations, but that could use a little unpack-
ing. I mean four things by “judicial.” First, they are jurisdictional declarations. They 
establish who belongs inside the new covenant community and church and who 
belongs on the outside.

Second, the church’s key-wielding declarations are legal declarations. I don’t 
mean these declarations constitute they are legal speech in relation to the laws of 
state. That would make them coercive. I mean they are legal speech in respect to 
Christ’s kingdom. The keys declare that a person is to be accountable to Christ’s 
rule of law and the discipline of the church: “For what have I to do with judging out-
siders? Is it not those inside the church whom you are to judge? God judges those 
outside” (1 Cor 5:12–13a ESV). All humanity will be held accountable to Christ’s 
rule of law in the eschaton, but the keys impose that accountability on a subset of 
humanity—the church—on earth today.

These first two qualities of key-wielding speech—jurisdiction defining and law 
binding—are mutually informing properties of what it means to bind and loose.

Third, the church’s key-wielding declarations are epistemologically revealing 
declarations. They make knowledge claims or truth claims on behalf of heaven. 
They are authorized declarations concerning the what of the gospel as well as the 
who: “Yes, that statement is a faithful articulation of the gospel”; “No, that practice 
is not in keeping with the gospel”; “Yes, we affirm his profession of faith”; “No, we 
don’t affirm hers.” Could the wielder of keys make declarations that are wrong and 
so misrepresent heaven? Of course! Still, the church will treat such statements as 
“officially true,” such that they bear enough legal force to bind the new covenant 
community on earth by them, at least until any given statement proves untrue. (All 
the more reason, then, for the key holders to exercise great care in wielding them.) 
Indeed, Scripture makes provision for error through excommunication.

Fourth, key-wielding declarations are biblically bound and interpreting. It would 
be overly restrictive to say that the holder of the keys can only speak where Scrip-
ture speaks because such speech serves in the domain of application, i.e., real-life. 
And nowhere does Scripture provide the names of who should be admitted to the 
church. Nor does it address countless ethical and doctrinal matters that a mod-
ern church will be required to address. Yet key-wielding speech must be bound by 
Scripture, seeking only to interpret Scripture’s relevance or meaning or judgments 
in these different areas of application. Scripture alone is the absolute standard, and 
key-wielding speech must always remain subservient to Scripture. It does not estab-
lish “new law.”

These latter two qualities of key-wielding declarations—epistemologically reveal-
ing and Bible interpreting—are mutually conditioning properties of the fact that 
such speech represents heaven on earth.
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Summing up all four characteristics, we can say that the church’s key-wielding 
declarations should be treated as deputized speech (see chap. 2). These jurisdic-
tion-defining and legally binding, heaven-representing and Bible-interpreting dec-
larations possess a kind of power of attorney for Christ, whereby the holder can “sign 
on the bottom line” on Christ’s behalf, as it were. Or to use a biblical metaphor, the 
holder has been authorized to speak as an ambassador to a foreign nation on behalf 
of the King.

The Roman Catholic Church makes a similar claim about its own magisterium. 
For instance, the Roman Catholic Catechism says that the bishops working in com-
munion with the pope possess the authority to “define dogmas . . . in a form obli-
gating the Christian people to an irrevocable adherence of faith . . .”70 I, too, believe 
that the declarative authority of the church rests in its ability, among other things, 
to define dogmas in a form obligating to the Christian. The difference is, I believe, 
the church’s use of declarative authority is as much subject to error as the state’s 
use of coercive authority.

This brings us to a fifth and final quality of the church’s key-wielding declarations: 
They are error prone and revisable. To say otherwise erases the line between Creator 
and creature, forsakes the lessons of the fall, or trades in an over-realized eschatol-
ogy. A church must always be willing to revise its judgments in light of Scripture, 
which is perfect, unrevisable, and supremely authoritative. The Roman Catholic 
Church, on the other hand, essentially elevates the church’s declarative judgments 
to the status of Scripture.71 Its judgments cannot be revised any sooner than Scrip-
ture’s can. Plus, the magisterium’s judgments extend to churches around the globe, 
whereas I will contend that a local church’s declarations belong to itself alone.

To sum up, the judicial authority of the keys is a deputized declarative authority, 
not a coercive or new law-creating authority; moreover, and the judicial declarations 
to be made are jurisdiction establishing and legally binding, truth revealing and 
Bible interpreting, all from the perspective of Christ’s kingdom. These are the kinds 
of statements a church makes, for instance, when taking an individual into mem-
bership, removing him from membership, or determining what the church does or 
doesn’t believe about various doctrinal or ethical matters and their relationship to 
the gospel.

Not only that, such speech forms local churches. It creates the local church as 
a local church. It binds a group of Christians together as a church. It defines their 
relationships to one another as fellow kingdom citizens and assigns their obliga-
tions and responsibilities toward one another as church members. I will return to 
this point in the next chapter.

70 US Catholic Church, Catechism of the Catholic Church (New York, NY: Doubleday, 1995), 1.2.2.3.
71 “Both Scripture and Tradition must be accepted and honored with equal sentiments of devotion 

and reverence” (ibid., 1.2.2.2); “Sacred Tradition and Sacred Scripture make up a single sacred deposit 
of the Word of God” (ibid., 1.2.2.3).
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In all this it should be clear how this kind of speech addresses the matter of public 
recognition left unaddressed by the new covenant. The nations may or may not be 
listening, but heaven means to address them through the holder of the keys.

The Ordinances
How exactly does a church (or presbytery or bishop) employ or exercise the keys? 
Through the ordinances. The ordinances enact the church’s jurisdictional and legal, 
revelatory and interpretive speech. To baptize someone “in the name of the Father 
and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” (Matt 28:19) is to make a truth claim about a 
person’s union with Christ and citizenship in Christ’s kingdom. It also places a per-
son within the jurisdiction of the church and the church’s administration of Christ’s 
law: “Those who accepted his message were baptized, and about three thousand were 
added to their number that day” (Acts 2:41 NIV). Baptism, in other words, is like the 
oath of office. God invisibly makes a person a member of his church, but baptism 
provides both his citizens and the nations with a public swearing-in ceremony.72

If baptism is the “initiating oath-sign” of the new covenant community,73 the 
Lord’s Supper is the “renewing oath-sign.”74 The Lord’s Supper renews that legal 
and jurisdictional identification with Christ and Christ’s people. We “proclaim the 
Lord’s death until he comes” (1 Cor 11:26) and we “share in the body of Christ” 
(1 Cor 10:16–17). If baptism binds one to many, the Lord’s Supper binds many into 
one.75 The Lord’s Supper is not the place for a private, closed-eyed mystical encoun-
ter with God: it “is celebrated by the church, as a church, and it entails responsibility 
for the church” (see 1 Cor 11:17–18, 20, 33, 34).76 It is how we personally re-ratify 
our commitment to Christ and his people, as well as how we corporately ensure the 
church keeps a clear fence around itself.

The ordinances, in short, swear us into the office of new covenant member, king-
dom citizen, and member of the church. In that sense they function like passports 
or national identity papers. They let the nations and other members of Christ’s 
kingdom know whose we are. Jesus established this connection between the new 
covenant and the work churches will do to administer the new covenant, as we saw 
earlier, at the Last Supper: “Drink from it, all of you. For this is My blood that estab-
lishes the covenant” (Matt 26:27b–28a; see also Luke 22:20).77

Oliver O’Donovan refers to the ordinances as the “abiding signs” and “marks of 
identification which will stamp a formal identity on the community.”78 Faith comes 

72 Jamieson, Going Public, 94–96.
73 Ibid., 63–75.
74 Ibid., 113–17.
75 Ibid., 134.
76 Ibid., 117.
77 See ibid., 61, 114.
78 This paragraph is taken from Jonathan Leeman, Political Church.
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first, he says, but a “certain structuring of the church’s life is a given with that life,” 
which the ordinances present. He sums up the work of the ordinances or sacraments:

The sacraments provide the primary way in which the church is 
‘knit together’, that is, given institutional form and order. With-
out them the church could be a ‘visible’ society, without doubt, 
but only a rather intangible one, melting indeterminately like a 
delicate mist as we stretched out our arms to embrace it. In these 
forms we know where the church is and can attach ourselves to it. 
They are at once ‘signs’ of the mystery of redemption wrought in 
Christ, and ‘effective signs’ which give it a palpable presence in the 
participating church.79

Baptism, O’Donovan further observes, “marks the gathering community” and is the 
sign by which “each new believer accepts Jesus as his or her representative, and ac-
cepts Jesus’ people as his or her people.”80 The Lord’s Supper should not be individ-
ualistically viewed as a “‘sacramental grace’ which affects the believer in a different 
way from other kinds of grace”; rather, its work has to do with “the formation of the 
body. The ‘one loaf’ binds ‘many’ into ‘one body’ (1 Cor. 10:17). It determines the 
identity of this society by reference to the Passion: it is the community of those who 
have not only gathered to God’s Christ, but have died with him.”81

Reflecting on this same passage in O’Donovan, Bobby Jamieson has observed 
what’s pertinent: the local church is constituted as a public reality through the ordi-
nances. In Jamieson’s words,

The sacraments—baptism and the Lord’s Supper—are what “knit” 
the church together, giving it “institutional form and order.” They 
make the church visible; they tell us where the church is and how 
we can join it. Because the sacraments make the church visible, 
they are effective signs. They give the gospel a “palpable presence 
in the participating church” and thereby make the church itself 
something palpable. Baptism and the Lord’s Supper inscribe the 
gospel into the very shape and structure of the church.82

So, yes, the gospel word creates a believing people, but then the keys working 
through the ordinances create a public body politic. Jamieson adds,

79 Oliver O’Donovan, The Desire of the Nations: Rediscovering the Roots of Political Theology 
(Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 172; see also 177–78, 180.

80 Ibid., 177–78.
81 Ibid., 180.
82 Jamieson, Going Public, 143.
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God has appointed public, self-involving acts of witness to the gos-
pel—baptism and the Lord’s Supper—to craft this body’s corporate 
existence. God constitutes the church not just by creating gospel 
persons, but by ordaining and enabling their social, institutional 
response to the gospel. In other words, baptism and the Lord’s 
Supper make the church visible. They are the hinge between the 
“invisible” universal church and the “visible” local church. They 
draw a line around the church by drawing the church together. 
They gather many into one: baptism by adding one to many, the 
Lord’s Supper by making many one.83

To return to the earlier conversation, churches are constituted in two steps. First, 
people hear, believe, and are saved. God incorporates them into Christ’s heavenly 
and eschatological community, the universal church. But a group of individuals 
invisibly saved and commissioned like this are not yet a church. They are a bunch 
of Christians. For them to become a church, someone needs to speak in a jurisdic-
tion-defining and legally binding, heaven-revealing and Bible-interpreting sort of 
way. Someone needs to recognize someone else as believing in the same gospel, 
which presumes the ability to interpret and articulate the gospel. And those two 
people, presumably, would love for a third to join them in affirming, sharing, declar-
ing, and watching over this same gospel: “Wherever two or three are gathered in 
my name . . .” What the keys of the kingdom offer, then, is the authority to speak 
like this.

The ordinances put all this in motion. They enact this legally binding speech. 
They concretize, make real, give life to, constitute this public society called a local 
church. Jamieson says, “The ordinances themselves give a church its churchness. 
.  .  . By drawing a line between the church and the world, the ordinances make it 
possible to point to something and say ‘church’ rather than only pointing to many 
somethings and saying ‘Christians.’”84 Of course, they do also make it possible to 
point to the many somethings and say “Christians.” The ordinances, in other words, 
show us where a church is, and a church shows us who the Christians are. They 
speak the deputized speech of Christ’s kingdom.

Conclusion
The specific purpose of this chapter has been to ask both why the keys of the king-
dom are necessary and what they are. They do are necessary, we discovered, because 
the new covenant promises, as described in the pages of Scripture, never address the 
matter of public recognition. Since it is a God-initiated and God-given covenant, it 
requires some sort of public presentation and swearing-in ceremony. The invisible 

83 Ibid., 142.
84 Ibid., 144.
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must be made visible. And this, in turn, requires the authority to conduct such a 
ceremony, lest any charlatan on the planet claim to speak for heaven. Jesus grants 
precisely this authority to Peter and the apostles in Matthew 16 with the keys of 
the kingdom. He authorizes or deputizes them to make jurisdictional and legal, 
revealing and interpreting claims on behalf of his kingdom. Whoever is holding 
the keys has the authority to declare, “Yes or no, that is the message (or in keeping 
with the message) of the new covenant” and “Yes or no, that is a member of the new 
covenant”—or what I’m calling the what and who of the gospel. And the holders of 
the keys make these declarations through baptizing a person into membership in a 
church, maintaining a person’s membership through the Lord’s Supper, removing a 
person from membership through excommunication, or restoring him upon repen-
tance. The ordinances, we might therefore say, are the passports or identity papers 
for Christ’s kingdom.

The keys of the kingdom, then, are nothing other than the authority to organize 
a local church. They hedge the garden, fence the sheep pen, wall the temple. They 
mark the holy off from the unholy. They establish a dwelling place for God. This 
dwelling place (or people) presents a witness to the nations of who God is, and it 
protects those people and their message.

The question that remains is, Who exactly has Jesus charged with guarding the 
holy and establishing a witness to the nations? The answer provided in the last chap-
ter was every Christian. The answer provided in the next chapter is gathered local 
congregations. If every Christian has been charged to occupy the priest-king office 
of Adam for guarding and witnessing, it would seem that every Christian should be 
entrusted with the authority necessary for fulfilling his or her charge.
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Chapter 4

How Jesus Gives a Job to 
the Whole Church

A friend’s grandfather pastored a Baptist church that couldn’t resolve an argu-
ment in a congregational meeting over what color the curtains in the sanctuary 
should be. Half the church wanted white. The other half wanted brown. Unable to 
resolve the matter for themselves, they brought in a mediator who, apparently, was 
very good at his job: he chose tan.

Is this a good example of congregationalism? Only if you think a husband and wife 
negotiating their terms through lawyers is a good example of marriage. Sadly, such 
examples of both marriage and congregationalism have led many to reject what God 
has designed.

In the last chapter we considered the fact that Jesus gave the apostles the keys of 
the kingdom to administer membership in the new covenant publicly. The promises 
of the new covenant, after all, do not apply to a people living in a certain land under 
an earthly king nor to a people belonging to a certain ethnicity. There is no border, 
border patrol, or immigration office for the new covenant. There is no automatic 
membership admission into the new covenant by birth. Instead, God grants humans 
membership in the new covenant through faith in the message of the gospel.

The trouble is membership remains invisible and unrecognized. The individuals 
belonging to this community still need some way of being publicly registered and 
named for who they are before the Egypts and Romes and Palestines and Americas 
and Chinas of the earth—citizens of Christ’s kingdom. Its would-be members need 
to get their identity papers both so that they can recognize one another and be rec-
ognized by the nations. But how?

The authority of the keys provides the solution to that quandary. In Matthew 16 
Jesus gives the keys to the apostles for the sake of new covenant recognition or new 
covenant identification. Whoever is holding the keys has the interpretive and judi-
cial authority to declare, “Yes or no, that is the message of the new covenant” and 
“Yes or no, that is a member of the new covenant”—or what I’m calling the what 
and who of the gospel. And the holders of the keys make these declarations through 
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baptizing a person into membership in a church, maintaining a person’s mem-
bership through the Lord’s Supper, removing a person from membership through 
excommunication, or restoring them upon repentance. The ordinances, we might 
therefore say, are the passports or identity papers for Christ’s kingdom. They are the 
signs of the covenant—the raised flag of the Christian nation.

The question we come to next is, Who possesses the keys of the kingdom in this 
post-apostolic age? Who on planet Earth today has Jesus deputized to declare heav-
en’s judgments concerning the what and the who of the gospel?

Anglicans and Presbyterians, multi-site proponents and elder-rule independents, 
could agree with everything I have said about the keys in the biblical discussion so 
far, at least in principle. Now it’s time to part ways (as friends, I hope). This chapter 
argues that Jesus places the keys into the hands of a gathered congregation. It’s 
an office for the assembled assembly. Church membership, in other words, is not 
just a status; it’s a job. Every member is an officeholder. We can describe that office 
with the covenantal language of priest-king. Or we can describe it in the kingdom 
language of citizen or ruled ruler. Before that, however, I will begin by taking a brief 
look at church history, followed by another brief look at biblical backgrounds. In 
the following chapter I will explain the role of the elders in leading the members in 
their use of the keys.

A Glimpse at Church History

The Early Church

To be sure, many Christians throughout church history have argued that the ap-
ostolic keys have been passed on to church leaders. Toward the end of the second 
century, Irenaeus said the elders “possess the succession from the apostles.”1 In the 
middle of the third century, Cyprian, who adopted the Ignatian distinction between 
elders and bishops, cited Matthew 16:18–19 to argue the same.2 In fact, he treated 
the apostles as the first bishops. Toward the end of the fourth century, Chrysostom 
marveled that the Spirit had given greater authority to “priests” than to angels and 
archangels through the keys, whose “binding lays hold of the soul and penetrates 
the heaven.”3

As this last example illustrates, churches began to equate their ministerial offices 
with the governing structures of the old covenant.4 Cyprian, like Chrysostom, 

1 Irenaeus, Against the Heresies, in Ante-Nicene Fathers, ed. Philip Schaff (Peabody, MA: Hendrick-
son, 1994), 1:497.

2 Cyprian, “The Unity of the Catholic Church,” in The Lapsed, The Unity of the Catholic Church, 
trans. Maurice Bévenot, Ancient Christian Writers 25 (New York, NY: Newman, 1956), 46–47.

3 John Chrysostom, On the Priesthood, Book 4, chap. 26 in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, 9:47.
4 Gregg R. Allison, Historical Theology: An Introduction to Christian Doctrine (Grand Rapids, MI: 

Zondervan, 2011), 593. For an excellent discussion of continuity in church office between the Old Testa-
ment and the New Testament, see Stephen Wellum and Kirk Wellum, “The Biblical and Theological 
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referred to “the office of our priesthood.”5 The Apostolic Constitutions (ca. 375), 
addressing the laity, likened bishops “to your high priests, as the presbyters are 
your priests, and your present deacons instead of your Levites.”6 What this means 
is that the priests and bishops increasingly took on a mediatorial role between God 
and sinners. Salvation became dependent upon them. The two steps necessary for 
constituting a church merged into one: to be united to a church was to be united to 
Christ (“You cannot have God for your Father if you have not the Church for your 
mother”).7 Furthermore, unity with the church meant unity with a bishop (“The 
bishop is in the Church and the Church in the bishop”).8 Jeremiah’s new covenant 
promises may have flattened the hierarchy between different classes of God’s people, 
removing all such mediators, but a number of church fathers began reinserting 
the mediators.

A side lesson exists here: our doctrines of salvation and church government are 
mutually implicating.

At the same time, occasional congregational strains reverberated in these first cen-
turies.9 Clement’s first epistle, probably written around AD 96, refers to “approved 
men” who were appointed “with the consent of the church.”10 The Didache, probably 
written in the early second century, instructs its readers to “elect for yourselves 
bishops and deacons.”11 And it shows little interest in who conducted baptisms or 
the Eucharist,12 unlike, say, Ignatius, who said that neither practice was permitted 

Case for Congregationalism,” in Baptist Foundations: Church Government for an Anti-Institutional 
Age, ed. Mark Dever and Jonathan Leeman (Nashville, TN: B&H Academic, 2015), 50–62.

5 Cyprian, “Letter 62.19,” in Ante-Nicene Fathers, 5:363.
6 Apostolic Constitutions, in Anti-Nicene Fathers, 7:410.
7 See Cyprian, “The Unity of the Catholic Church,” 48–49.
8 Cyprian, “Epistle 68.8,” in Ante-Nicene Fathers, 5:374–75.
9 A useful introduction to congregationalism in the early church is Everett Ferguson, “The ‘Con-

gregationalism’ of the Early Church,” in The Free Church and the Early Church, ed. D. H. Williams 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2002), 129–40.

10 St. Clement of Rome, “Epistle to the Corinthians,” in The Epistles of St. Clement of Rome and 
St. Ignatius of Antioch, Ancient Christian Writers 1, trans. James A. Kleist (New York, NY: Paulist, 
1946), 36. In context Clement is reprimanding the church for ejecting several presbyters whom 
Clement characterizes as faultless and faithful. The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church (3rd ed., 
ed. F. L. Cross and F. A. Livingstone [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005], 367) entry on Clement 
suggests that Clement’s concern is the congregation’s defiance of church order, which is to say that the 
church did not have the authority to remove its leaders. That might be the correct reading. Yet Clem-
ent’s references to “approved men” and “consent of the whole church,” as well as his repeated affirma-
tion of the godliness of these presbyters, suggest that he rebuked them not because they exercised the 
authority to remove presbyters, but because they should not have removed those men in particular; and 
that church appears to have been motivated by a factious, unteachable spirit. See also Clement, “Epistle 
to the Corinthians” 36–37, 42–44.

11 The Didache, in Ancient Christian Writers, 24, 15.
12 Ibid., 19, 7. See Everett Ferguson, Baptism in the Early Church: History, Theology, and Liturgy 

in the First Five Centuries (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2013), 202, 209. As late as 306, the Council of 
Elvira granted laity the ability to baptize when a person was near death and a bishop was absent (canon 
38). See the translation accessed at Nov. 9, 2014, at http://www.awrsipe.com/patrick_wall/selected_doc-
uments/309%20Council%20of%20Elvira.pdf.
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“without authorization from the bishop.”13 Hippolytus, in The Apostolic Tradition 
(ca. 215), instructed, “Let the bishop be ordained being in all things without fault 
chosen by the people.”14

The early Tertullian affirmed the historic episcopacy, which the later Montanist 
Tertullian did as well. But the later Tertullian increasingly believed that the church 
exists wherever there are two or three meeting together presenting evidences of the 
Spirit. Peter’s key of loosing pertained to the forgiveness of sins, and it belonged not 
to the bishops since the apostles were not bishops, but to all “spiritual” people.15 
Tertullian increasingly viewed the church as constituted simply by such holy and 
spiritual people—“The Church itself, both in its present identity and in its origin, is 
the Spirit himself.”16

Cyprian, too, was elected bishop by the laity in 247 and in turn called for congre-
gational participation and consent in choosing bishops, readmitting lapsed Chris-
tians who were penitent,17 and removing unfaithful clergy.18 The Roman Catholic 
scholar Paul J. Fitzgerald has observed that Cyprian uses four technical terms to 
describe how bishops should be chosen: iudicium, referring to God’s choosing of the 
bishop; testimonium, referring to the testimony which both clergy and laity should 
be able to give of a man; suffragium, referring to some type of popular acclamation; 
and consensus, referring to the accord expected among the bishops and the entire 
church.19 It is difficult to pin down precisely what was meant by suffragium, Fitz-
gerald says, and whether or not it referred to an actual vote. A suffragium in the 
Roman Republic was a wooden voting tablet, and voting was a widespread practice 
in the ancient world, though scholars remain divided on whether or not congrega-
tions actually voted on their bishops.20 Fitzgerald also seems uncertain of whether 
Cyprian’s call for a consensus means that the congregation possessed an actual veto 
power,21 and his reserve on both of these questions seems appropriate. Still, the case 
addressed in Cyprian’s Letter 67 concerning the two Spanish bishops Basilides and 

13 Ignatius, “To the Smyrnaeans,” in The Epistles of St. Clement of Rome and St. Ignatius of 
Antioch, 93.

14 Quoted in Ferguson, “The ‘Congregationalism’ of the Early Church,” 134.
15 Tertullian, “On Modesty,” in Anti-Nicene Fathers, vol. 4, chap. 21. See also, Robert F. Evans, One 

and Holy: The Church in Latin Patristic Thought (London, UK: SPCK, 1972), 32–33.
16 Quoted in Evans, One and Holy, 33–34.
17 To the laity, Cyprian writes of a group of penitents, “Each one will be examined in your presence 

with you judging.” See Cyprian, “Letter 17.1,” in St. Cyprian Letters 1–81, The Fathers of the Church: A 
New Translation 51, trans. Rose Bernard Donna (Washington, DC: Catholic University Press, 1964), 51. 
He repeats later that the penitents would only be received “with your decision” (51). See also 49, 53. See 
J. Patout Burns Jr., Cyprian the Bishop (London, UK: Routledge, 2002), 70.

18 Paul J. Fitzgerald, S.J., “A Model for Dialogue: Cyprian of Carthage on Ecclesial Discernment,” 
Theological Studies 59 (1998): 238–39.

19 Ibid., 241–47.
20 Ferguson argues that voting was widespread in the churches of the East. See Everett Ferguson, 

“Origen and the Election of Bishops,” Church History 43 (1974): 26. For a list of dissenters, see Fitzger-
ald, “A Model,” 245n25.

21 Fitzgerald, “A Model for Dialogue,” 244–46.
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Martial, who were “stained with the certificates of idolatry,” is instructive. Writing 
to both “the clergy and the people,” Cyprian warns,

Nor let the people flatter themselves that they can be free from 
the contagion of sin, while communicating with a priest who is 
a sinner, and yielding their consent to the unjust and unlawful 
episcopacy of their overseer .  .  . a people obedient to the Lord’s 
precepts, and fearing God, ought to separate themselves from a 
sinful prelate, and not to associate themselves with the sacrifices 
of a sacrilegious priest, especially since they themselves have the 
power either of choosing worthy priests, or of rejecting unworthy 
ones (italic mine).22

Cyprian involved the people, at least by Fitzgerald’s rendering, more for the prag-
matic purposes of building unity and discerning God’s will.23 There doesn’t seem to 
be anything in Cyprian’s writings to suggest that he would have pointed to Matthew 
16 and 18 as the grounds of the congregation’s authority, as if they held the keys. 
Instead, he pointed to passages like Acts 1:15 or Acts 4:2 and their references to the 
whole assembly as precedent-setting.24

The Reformation

Fast forwarding to the Reformation, Martin Luther, in his fight against the pope, 
argued that “it is plain enough that the keys were not given to Peter alone, but to 
the whole community.”25 Behind this statement was Luther’s strong belief in the 
priesthood of all believers, which we alluded to in the last chapter. Luther wrote, 
“Through baptism all of us are consecrated to the priesthood, as St. Peter says in 
I Peter ii, ‘Ye are a royal priesthood.’”26 Based on this conviction Luther believed 
members should be involved in affirming their leaders, in church discipline, in bap-
tism if necessary, and in Scriptural interpretation, as we have already considered.27

Congregational inflections resound in John Calvin as well. Specifically, he believes 
the congregation possesses the right to elect its own bishops, a position he ascribes 

22 Cyprian, “Epistle 67.3,” in Ante-Nicene Fathers, vol. 1.
23 Though he refers to the latter as a “theological” purpose.
24 Cyprian, “Epistle 67.4.”
25 Martin Luther, “An Open Letter to the Christian Nobility of the German Nation,” in Works of 

Martin Luther, The Philadelphia Edition (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1982), 2:75. Luther said elsewhere, 
“Peter received the keys not as Peter, but in the stead of the Church, as Matthew xviii and John xx 
clearly say, and not as Peter alone, as Matthew xvi seems to say.” See Martin Luther, “The Papacy at 
Rome,” in Works of Martin Luther, The Philadelphia Edition (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1982), 1:376. 
Also, Luther believes the “power of the keys extends only to the Sacrament of Penance, to bind and 
loose the sins . . .” (376–77; see also 377–78).

26 Luther, “An Open Letter,” 66.
27 Ibid., 67, 74, 76–77.
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to both himself and Cyprian.28 Calvin also denied that the power of the keys uniquely 
rested with Peter or his fellow apostles.29 Instead, he distinguishes between the key 
of Matthew 16:18–19 and John 20:23, which he says is the authority given to minis-
ters to preach the gospel since the gospel opens the doorway to heaven, and the key 
of Matthew 18:17–18, which he says is the authority given to the whole church to 
excommunicate.30 The former key is the authority to preach the gospel as well as “to 
lay down articles of faith, and authority to explain them.” The latter key is employed 
“by vote of the believers,”31 he says in one context, while in another place he says it 
should occur in “the tribunal of the church, that is, the assembly of the elders.”32 
(It’s unclear to me how these two statements are reconciled. “Vote of believers” 
sounds a little too specific to fall back on the ascending power argument.)

The Scottish Presbyterian George Gillespie, as we saw in the last chapter, believed 
that “the whole Church hath the power of Ordination” since “the Ministers which 
she now hath, may faile.” But not only that, Gillespie believed that the keys of Mat-
thew 18:15–17 rested in the hands of the whole church, such that “every particular 
Church or Congregation hath power to Excommunicate.” Therefore, “It pertaineth 
to the whole Church, collectively taken, to deny her Christian Communion…the 
whole church hath the power of judging [the person] who ought to be so punished.” 
What’s more, “The whole church hath the power of remitting this punishment 
againe.”33 Procedurally, that meant the elders would do most of the investigating 
and reproving in matters of sin. But the final act of excommunication would occur 
in the context of the assembly because “the manifest consent of the whole Church 
is also necessary.”34

Some writers did argue explicitly for congregationalism from the earliest days of 
the Reformation. Jean Morély began making the case among Protestant churches in 
France and Geneva almost as early as Luther and Calvin. In 1561 he published a case 
for a “democratic government” in the church. He did try to distinguish this govern-
ment from the pure or true democracies of the ancient world since the church had 
an established body of law (the Bible) as well as pastors or elders. Morély said author-
ity belonged to the church in excommunication and in electing leaders. He handed 
a copy of his book to his friend John Calvin who, apparently, didn’t have time to read 
it. However, Pierre Viret read Morély’s book and didn’t find anything objectionable.35

28 Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, ed. John T. McNeill and trans. Ford Lewis Battles, 
The Library of Christian Classics 21 (Philadelphia, PA: Westminster, 1960), 4.3.15 and 4.5.2 1065–66, 
1085–87.

29 Ibid., 1,102–7.
30 Ibid., 1,211–14.
31 Ibid., 1,214.
32 Ibid., 1,231.
33 Quoted in Powell, The Crisis of British Protestantism: Church Power in the Puritan Revolution, 

1638–44 (New York, NY: Manchester University Press, 2015), 37.
34 Quoted in ibid., 39.
35 Michael Haykin, “Some Historical Roots of Congregationalism,” in Baptist Foundations, 28–31.
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One of the earliest proponents of something like congregationalism in England 
was Robert Browne. Writing in the 1580s, Browne argued for a “gathered church,” a 
group of people who covenant together and elect elders by “due consent and agree-
ment of the church . . . according to the number of the most which agree.”36

Considering all these names together, we can draw two conclusions. First, aspects 
of congregationalism have been present from the beginning of church history. It’s 
not new. Second, congregationalism emerged within decades of Lutheranism, Angli-
canism, and Presbyterianism. Morély even tried comparing notes with the other 
Reformers. So if congregationalism is “new,” so are they.

The larger story of the historical record on church polity can sound cacopho-
nous. There surely have been a variety of views on the question of who possesses 
the keys of the kingdom and what they mean (see also the variety of views presented 
in the last chapter). A few of the classic Protestant creeds alone show such variety. 
They variously argued that the keys of the kingdom belong to “ministers,”37 “offi-
cers,”38 “the whole Presbytery,”39 the “minister and the eldership,”40 or “governors 
ecclesiastical” (“presbyteries and synods; or assemblies congregational, classical and 
synodical”).41 Older Baptist writers argue that the keys belong to the “Church . . . 
[though] the Concurrence of the Presbytery is needful”42 and “every particular con-
gregation.”43 Congregationalist John Cotton believed they simultaneously belonged 
to the apostles, the elders, and the congregation as a whole, albeit in different ways.44

A Glimpse at Historical Backgrounds
That said, theologians will sometimes argue, as one Anglican has,

that all presentations of congregationalism and presbyterianism 
as supposedly biblically mandated are only possible given the 
political history of western Europe and then North America. It is 
inconceivable that they could have been written, in, say, the fourth 
century, because there was not the general social and political 

36 Ibid., 33.
37 Second Helvetic Confession (1566), XIV.5.
38 Westminster Confession of Faith, XXX.2.
39 Johannes Wollebius, “The Outward Administration of the Church” (1650), in Paradigms in Polity, 

164.
40 Andrew Melville, “The Second Book of Discipline” (1578), in Paradigms in Polity, 235, 239.
41 “Westminster Assembly Directory for Church Government” (1645), in Paradigms in Polity, 263.
42 Benjamin Keach, The Glory of a True Church and Its Disciplined Display’d (London: John Rob-

inson, 1697), reprinted in Mark Dever, ed, Polity: Biblical Arguments on How to Conduct Church Life 
(Washington, DC: 9Marks, 2001), 71.

43 Benjamin Griffith, “A Short Treatise,” in Polity: Biblical Arguments on How to Conduct Church 
Life, ed. Mark Dever (Washington, DC: 9Marks, 2001), 99.

44 John Cotton, The Keys of the Kingdom of Heaven (1644; repr., London: M. Simmons for Henry 
Overton, 1644), 23–25.
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background or the available mindset to provide the necessary con-
ditions to produce them.45

It is by no means clear to me that Trinity-affirming, incarnation-preaching Chris-
tians should presume that God restricts his Word to matters for which the original 
audience already had conceptual categories. Still, might we say that the democrat-
ic processes of congregationalism were unavailable to Christ and the first-century 
Christians? That, say, only the citizens of a Western democracy might conceive of 
it? Surely not.

Democratic mechanisms were relatively well known in the ancient world, as in 
the polis of ancient Greece, where every free male citizen could vote in the councils, 
assemblies (ecclesias), and law courts. Any interested citizen could attend, debate, 
and vote on officers and various proposals.46 Votes in the Athenian council and 
assemblies were normally done by show of hands, while votes in the courts occurred 
by ballot.47 And the powers of these assemblies were relatively broad.48 In his famous 
funeral oration, Pericles remarked of the Athenian constitution, “Our constitution 
is called a democracy because power is in the hands not of a minority but of the 
whole people.”49 Aristotle, describing the characteristics of a democracy, observed 
“the assembly [ekklesia] should be supreme [kurion—common root with kurios or 
“lord”] over all causes, or at any rate over the most important.”50 If Athens’ ecclesia 
was lord, it would seem they were far more democratic than any congregationalist 
is. I have not yet encountered a congregationalist who says the assembly is lord.

Alexander the Great, who was tutored by Aristotle, brought the polis and its dem-
ocratic mechanisms to all the Greek cities of Asia and beyond, including those areas 
inhabited by Jews.51 One historian summarizes: “Democracy was then in the Helle-
nistic age universally recognized as the proper constitution of a Greek city, and as 

45 Peter Toon, “An Episcopalian’s Response,” in Who Runs the Church? Four Views on Church Gov-
ernment, ed. Paul E. Engle and Steve B. Cowan (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2004), 222. Ironically, 
Toon later observes that his own episcopalian system was not in place until the second century (226), 
which raises the question, What system predominated in the first?

46 M. I. Finley, Politics in the Ancient World (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 71.
47 P. J. Rhodes, “Elections and Voting: Greek,” in Oxford Classical Dictionary, 4th ed., ed. Simon 

Hornblower, Antony Spawforth, and Esther Eidinow (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 1996), 496.
48 An introduction to Greek democracy can be found in M. I. Finley, Politics in the Ancient World, 

Wiles Lectures (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 70–96; David Held, Models of 
Democracy, 3rd ed. (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2006), 11–28; Frank Cunningham, 
Theories of Democracy: A Critical Introduction, Routledge Contemporary Political Philosophy (New 
York, NY: Routledge, 2002), 6–8; Ian Morris, “The Strong Principle of Equality and the Archaic Origins 
of Greek Democracy,” in Demokratia: A Conversation on Democracies, Ancient and Modern, ed. Josiah 
Ober and Charles Hedrick (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1996), 17–56.

49 Quoted in Thucydides, The Peloponnesian War (Harmondsworth, UK: Penguin, 1972), 145, in 
Held, Models of Democracy, 13.

50 Aristotle, Politics, in The Basic Works of Aristotle, ed. Richard McKeon (New York, NY: Random 
House, 1941), 1,266.

51 Jeff Brown, Corporate Decision-Making in the Church of the New Testament (Eugene, OR: Pick-
wick, 2013), 18–20.
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the institutions of the Greek city spread over barbarian lands it was the democratic 
type of constitution that was accepted as the norm.”52

With the advent of the Roman Republic and then Empire, governmental power 
moved toward the senate and eventually Caesar, but it’s worth recalling that the 
Roman Republic “was largely a collection of cities”53 and that “adult male citizens 
had the right to vote to elect the annual magistrates, to make laws, to declare war 
and peace, and, until the development of the public courts in the late republic, to try 
citizens on serious charges.”54 Eventually, Polybius, the second-century BC Greek 
historian, would characterize the Roman Republic as a mixture of monarchy, aris-
tocracy, and democracy:

There were three fundamental building blocks of the Roman con-
stitution. .  .  . Each of them was used so equitably and appropri-
ately in the ordering and arrangement of everything that even the 
Romans were hard put to say for sure whether their constitution 
was essentially aristocratic, democratic, or monarchic. This is not 
surprising: the constitution would have appeared monarchic (or 
a kingship), or aristocratic, or democratic, depending on whether 
one focused attention on the power of the consuls, the powers of 
the Senate, or the powers of the common people. . . . the situation 
has hardly changed nowadays. . . .55

Polybius’ characterization of a mixed government is not altogether different from 
the mixed government the congregationalist authors of the Cambridge Platform 
ascribed to churches.

Alexander’s successors would eventually establish thirty Greek cities in Palestine, 
and the Judaism of the Second Temple period “must really be designated ‘Hellenis-
tic Judaism’ in the strict sense,” according to Martin Hengel.56 Greek was spoken 
throughout Judea and Galilee, and the Jews adapted the Greek education system 
to teach biblical doctrine.57 Jewish life was hardly democratic, but the Jewish his-
torian Josephus observed that Roman law gave Jewish communities the right to 
elect their own elders and pointed to a number of instances of democratic activity, 

52 A. H. M. Jones, The Greek City: From Alexander to Justinian (Oxford, UK: Clarendon Press, 1979), 
45.

53 Brown, Corporate Decision-Making, 20–21.
54 Jeremy Paterson, “Elections and Voting: Roman” in Oxford Classical Dictionary, 496.
55 Polybius, The Histories, trans. Robin Waterfield (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2010), 380. 

Jeff Brown, who refers to Polybius on this matter, also points to Aelius Aristides as making a similar 
evaluation in AD 143 in Roman Oration as well as Cicero in Republic. See Brown, Corporate Decision- 
Making, 23n43.

56 Martin Hengel, Judaism and Hellenism: Studies in Their Encounter in Palestine during the Early 
Hellenistic Period, trans. John Bowden (Philadelphia, PA: Fortress, 1974), 1:104; quoted in Brown, 
Corporate Decision-Making, 40.

57 Brown, Corporate Decision-Making, 40.
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such as a Jewish assembly in 200 BC that revoked the political authority of the high 
priest and chose another representative.58 Philo, too, suggested the Jews were more 
 democratic than the Romans, pointing to Deuteronomy’s “you are to appoint over 
you the king the Lord your God chooses” (17:15) to substantiate the point.59 One 
might also argue that there are a number of Old Testament precedents for decision 
making by the entire assembly.60

The Qumran documents also present clear evidence of democratic majority rule 
under the oversight and guidance of the priests. A document commonly referred to 
as Community Rule reads,

Their decisions shall be under the oversight of the Sons of 
Zadok—priests and preservers of the Covenant—and according to 
the majority rule of the men of the Yahad, who hold fast to the 
Covenant. These men shall guide all decisions on matters of Law, 
money, and judgment.61

The description here is curiously similar to the kind of mixed government that I will 
ascribe to the congregational church in this chapter and the next: majority decision 
making under the oversight and guidance of the elders. Yet not only is a person’s 
admission made by majority rule, the entire community participates in examining 
the individual as guided by its leaders, the sons of Aaron:

When anyone enters the Covenant—to live according to all these 
ordinances, to make common cause with the Congregation of Holi-
ness—they shall investigate his spiritual qualities as a community, 
each member taking part. They shall investigate his understanding 
and works vis à vis the Law, guided both by the Sons of Aaron, who 
have jointly volunteered to uphold His Covenant and to observe all 
of the ordinances that He commanded them to execute, and by the 
majority of Israel, who have volunteered to return, as a commu-
nity, to His Covenant.62

If in fact these passages characterized the practices of Qumran, it would seem that 
this Jewish community living approximately in the century before Christ has some-

58 Ibid., 40–42; see Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews, 12.164, 14.234–35; idem, War of the Jews, 
7.409–417.

59 Brown, Corporate Decision-Making, 42; see Philo, Spec, in Works, trans. F. H. Colson, Loeb Classi-
cal Library (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1937), 4:151–57.

60 Jeff Brown (Corporate Decision-Making, 45–48) points to several: Lev 24:10–23; Num 35:24–25; 
Judg 20:1–9; 2 Sam 5:1–3; 1 Kings 11:12; 12:3; 2 Chron 30:23.

61 From 1QS 5:2–3, in Michael O. Wise, Martin G. Abegg Jr., and Edward M. Cook, The Dead Sea 
Scrolls: A New Translation, rev. ed. (New York, NY: HarperOne, 2005), 122. Thanks to Bobby Jamieson 
for the two Qumran citations presented here.

62 Ibid., 124; from 5:20–22.
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thing to teach Western congregationalists about congregationalism. I have heard 
of church members, in their gatherings, examining member candidates in a house 
church situation in a closed Central Asian context.63 I am not aware of American 
churches doing this. It would seem the Qumran example by itself should be enough 
to disprove the assumption that ancient societies never worked this way.64

On the other hand, since the eighteenth century some have argued that churches 
adopted the Jewish synagogue’s model of leadership, particularly with respect to the 
office of elder. And it seems reasonable to assume that there would have been some 
overlap in the work of synagogue elders and church elders. Yet the difficulty with 
the thesis that one office transferred wholesale to the other office is several-fold: the 
New Testament never suggests the possibility; there was no consistent leadership 
pattern in the synagogue; not every synagogue had elders; the synagogue was not 
simply a religious but a community institution; and the role of elder was ubiquitous 
in many ancient Near Eastern societies, as in the many non-Jewish Roman cities 
where the people elected local officials called presbuteroi.65 Should we say there was 
overlap here, too?

My point in all of this is not that congregationalism should be equated with 
democracy. In the introduction I distinguished between democracy and democratic 
mechanisms. Democracy is a theory of government that, though a “contested con-
cept” that admits of different interpretations,66 generally affirms that sovereignty 
inheres in the people. The democratic mechanism or voting mechanism, on the 
other hand, is a method of amalgamating the preferences or convictions of a people 
for the purposes of decision making, and that mechanism can be employed by a 
number of governing systems. It must certainly be the case that post-sixteenth- 
century conceptions of governance and political culture have impacted how many 
churches govern themselves, congregational and otherwise. We are all culturally 
embedded creatures. Yet the burden of proof for this historical background’s con-
versation is met whether we’re talking about democracy or democratic mechanisms: 

63 See a fuller description in Jonathan Leeman, The Church and the Surprising Offense of God’s 
Love: Reintroducing the Doctrines of Church Membership and Discipline (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 
2010), 277–80.

64 The translators of the quotations cited above observe, “This text does not merely reflect a small 
community living there.” They explain: “The work itself refers to various groups or chapters scattered 
throughout Palestine. Therefore it did not attach specifically to the site of Qumran.” Wise et al., The 
Dead Sea Scrolls, 113.

65 Brown, Corporate Decision-Making, 38–40. For a helpful critique of the argument that the syna-
gogue provides the background to church elders, see James M. Hamilton Jr., “Did the Church Borrow 
Leadership Structures from the Old Testament or Synagogue?” in Shepherding God’s Flock: Biblical 
Leadership in the New Testament and Beyond, ed. Benjamin L. Merkle and Thomas R. Schreiner 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel, 2014), 13–31. See also Benjamin L. Merkle, 40 Questions About Elders and 
Deacons, 40 Questions and Answers (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel, 2008), 66–74. For an Anglican critique 
that examines the evidence for presbyters in the Jewish communities of Alexandria, Jerusalem, Rome, 
Antioch, and Ephesus, see Alistair C. Stewart, The Original Bishops: Office and Order in the First Chris-
tian Communities (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2014), 122–34.

66 Cunningham, Theories of Democracy, 3.
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both theory and mechanism were well established in the first century AD. In fact, 
one might even contend that the practice of “mixed governments” found in both 
the empires and separatist Jewish communities of the ancient world more closely 
matches what we find in a biblical account of congregationalism: Jesus is King; the 
elders act as some type of leadership body like the Roman senate or sons of Aaron; 
and the congregation possesses a vote over certain foundational matters.

To Whom Does Jesus Give the Keys?
We can return to the storyline of Scripture as described in the last chapter and to the 
question posed for this one: Who holds the keys after the apostles?

At the Westminster Assembly, several congregationalists and several camps of 
Presbyterians debated the question from the angle of who exactly Peter represented 
when Jesus gave him the keys in Matthew 16. The congregationalist Thomas Good-
win pointed to five possibilities. In Matthew 16, Peter either represented (1) only 
himself; (2)  himself as the prince of the apostles (the Roman Catholic position); 
(3) all believers (the independents’ position); (4) apostles and ministers only (the 
prelatical and presbyterian position); (5) an indistinct combination of all of these 
(except 2), since the division of labor bound up in the keys would be enumerated in 
other biblical texts later (Goodwin’s congregationalist position).67 The debate lasted 
for several days and never arrived at a consensus, even between the different camps 
of Presbyterians!

Yet the difficulty of the matter is no reason to back away from it, largely because 
we cannot back away. Every church must and in fact does decide who is formally 
responsible for key-wielding decisions. The moment someone makes a decision 
about baptism or the Lord’s Supper, membership and discipline, they have wielded 
the keys. The only question is whether the keys have been wielded faithfully and obe-
diently. For obedience’s sake, therefore, every Christian and church should pause to 
investigate how Scripture addresses this question.

To be honest, it’s not difficult to imagine how theological inference might land 
us on any of the five possible answers proposed by Goodwin. The easiest and safest 
route to answering that question is to ask, first, To whom does Jesus actually give 
the keys? And second, Who do we see exercising the keys in the rest of Scripture? 
Recall that we can be more certain that a practice is normative when it combines 
explicit authorization or commands together with actual examples or precedents 
from the church’s practice, whether those examples show up in Acts or in the Epis-
tles. So what explicit authorizations do we see, and what examples or precedents do 
we see?

67 Powell, The Crisis of British Protestantism, 71–73.
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Looking for Authorizations
There are two explicit authorizations and one implicit authorization involving the 
keys of the kingdom: Matthew 16:13–19 and 18:15–20 are explicit; Matthew 28:18–
20 is implicit. It does not mention the keys, but it requires their use—at least if my 
argument connecting the keys and baptism is correct.68

We discussed Matthew 16 at length in chapter 3. And if this were the only biblical 
text we had, we might be somewhat hard pressed to disagree with the Roman Catho-
lic position. Jesus most explicitly gives the keys to Peter. The “you” in “whatever you 
bind on earth” is singular. Is it then a stretch to say that Jesus gives the keys to Peter 
as a representative for the apostles? No. This episode opens and closes by addressing 
all the disciples (vv. 13, 20). Still, other texts of Scripture, including Matthew 18 and 
28, help to validate this inference.

Matthew 18 and 28 certainly point well beyond Peter. In each passage, Jesus com-
missions the disciples to use the keys, but in both places he appears to treat the dis-
ciples as representative believers rather than in their capacity as apostles. Matthew 
18:18, for instance, begins with “I assure you [plural],” a formula that has been used 
three times already in the chapter to address the disciples collectively (compare 
verses 3, 13, and 18). So when he says, “I assure you: Whatever you [plural] bind 
on earth . . .  ,” we have to say that in the strictest terms, he is giving the keys to 
the twelve apostles; but it does not appear as if he is giving them the keys in their 
capacity as apostles. The lessons of every episode appear to apply to believers broadly 
(“whoever humbles himself like this child,” v. 4 ESV), and not just the apostles, 
including verses 15 to 20: “If your brother sins against you .  .  . If two of you on 
earth agree about any matter . . . where two or three are gathered in my name.” The 
phrases resound with universal bearing and are hardly apostle specific.

The same dynamic is at work in 28:18–20. Jesus addresses the “eleven,” but very 
few readers of the Bible would limit the Great Commission to just the apostles. If 
all this is correct, it appears that the men we call apostles received the keys in Mat-
thew 18 and 28 in their capacity as assembled believers. Going back to Goodwin’s 
five options listed above, it might be that Peter represents all believers in Matthew 
16; but we don’t need to speculate about this possibility. Matthew 18 and 28 more 
clearly present all the apostles representing all believers, and chapter 18 places this 
moment of representation into the context of an actual assembly of believers.

A closer look at the key-wielding episodes in chapters 18 and 28 confirm as much. 
We start with Matthew 18.

Matthew 18:15–17: Congregation as Final Round of Judgment

Verses 15–17 offer instruction to an individual Christian who has been sinned 
against by another church member:

68 Though perhaps by this standard, Matt 26:26–28 is as well?
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If your brother sins against you [sg.], go [sg.] and rebuke him in 
private. If he listens to you [sg.], you have won your brother. But if 
he won’t listen, take [sg.] one or two more with you [sg.], so that 
by the testimony of two or three witnesses every fact may be estab-
lished. If he pays no attention to them, tell [sg.] the church. But if 
he doesn’t pay attention even to the church, let [sg.] him be like 
an unbeliever [ethnikos, Gentile] and a tax collector to you [sg.].

In response to a sinful offense, three rounds of confrontation and judgment occur, 
each judgment set in a broader circle. First, an individual believer must confront the 
offender in private and render his or her own judgment: Is the offender “listening” 
or repenting? If not, the believer must bring one or two others so that they together 
can confront and assess: Will the offender pay attention now? If not, they must unite 
in judgment (“by the testimony of two or three witnesses”) and bring the matter to 
the church. The church, too, must then confront: Will the offender pay attention to 
them? Assuming this third step parallels the first two, the church, must come to a 
shared judgment. If they judge that “he doesn’t pay attention,” the verdict is set: the 
individual who began the process must treat the offender as an outsider.

Strictly speaking, only the individual who began the process is instructed to treat 
the sinner as an outsider. But, unless we want to assume that Jesus is advocating 
division within the church because one individual excludes another but no one else 
does, and assume that Jesus (contrary to Paul in 1 Cor 5:6) means for a church to 
abide with an unrepentant sin that they have formally recognized as unrepentant 
sin,69 then the command to exclude applies to every church member. D. A. Carson 
summarizes: “[T]he Greek expression ‘let him be to you as’ . . . suggests that each 
member of the church is to abide by the corporate judgment and reminds the reader 
of the individual responsibility each believer has toward the others, already presup-
posed by the singular ‘your brother’ in v. 15.”70

Presbyterians, Anglicans, and others commonly argue that the role of “the church” 
in verse 17 can be fulfilled by the church officers. And the postulate makes logical 
sense. If church power ascends, as we saw with Bannerman, the church possesses 
the power, but the elders or bishop exercise it. So “tell it to the church” means “tell 
it to the church’s representatives, the officers.”

But does this make exegetical sense? Three things are worth noticing. First, Jesus 
commands them to tell it to the church. It’s what the text says. And if he really 
intended for them to do just that, it’s difficult to imagine what more he might have 
said to make the point. He could have said “leaders” had he wanted.

69 I feel compelled to make this point because at least one generally astute commentator traffics in 
this strangeness: see R. T. France, The Gospel of Matthew, New International Commentary on the New 
Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2007), 691–94.

70 D. A. Carson, “Matthew,” in The Expositor’s Bible Commentary: Matthew and Mark, rev. ed., ed. 
Tremper Longman III and David E. Garland (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2010), 456–57.
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Second, reading “elder” into the word “church” interrupts the numeric trajectory 
of the passage—from one, to two or three, to assembly—and potentially the pasto-
ral reasons for this numeric trajectory: bringing increased pressure to bear on the 
sinner and instructing the congregation as a whole lest the sinner’s unrepentant sin 
be viewed as a normal part of the Christian’s life.

Third, every commentator I have read acknowledges that Jesus’ use of the words 
for “Gentile” and “tax collector” has a specifically Jewish audience in mind, together 
with their host of preconceptions for Gentiles and tax collectors. Should we not 
then make the same background assumptions for how Jesus’ hearers would have 
heard the word “church”? When he said “church,” would they have heard “elders” 
or “assembly,” the same Greek word used in the Septuagint for the gathered assem-
bly of Israel?71 And for any especially Hellenized hearers—who knows!—the assem-
blies of the Greek polis? Jesus didn’t use the word “synagogue”; he used the word 
“church.” Is there any evidence whatsoever (biblical or historical) to suggest that 
either his or Matthew’s audience would have heard “church leaders”?

Scripture must interpret Scripture, to be sure, and perhaps later passages will 
induce us to employ a theological construct that treats “church” metonymically for 
“church leaders.” But it does seem to run against the grain or plain meaning of the 
text and the general use of the word.

Matthew 18:18: Congregational Possession of the Keys

In verses 18–20 Jesus provides the judicial basis for the assembly’s action in verses 
15–17,72 as the “you” moves from singular to plural. A kingdom people must abide 
by that kingdom’s rule of law. Jesus says,

I assure you [pl.]: Whatever you [pl] bind on earth is already bound 
in heaven, and whatever you [pl.] loose on earth is already loosed 
in heaven. Again, I assure you [pl.]: If two of you on earth agree 
about any matter that you [pl.] pray for, it will be done for you by 
My Father in heaven. For where two or three are gathered together 
in My name, I am there among them.

Jesus’ words, “I assure you,” are directed to the disciples. But he is treating them 
as “the church” or members of the church just described in verse 17, as in, “I as-
sure you, these are the judicial grounds on which you would take such an action.” 
Recall there are three rounds of judgment, the final one belonging to the church. 
What’s more, it is not merely the one individual from verse 15 who does the binding 
and loosing. It is not merely the two or three from verse 16. It is not some other, 

71 E.g., Exod 35:1; Lev 8:3–4; Num 16:33; 20:8; Deut 9:10; 10:4; Josh 18:1; Judg 20:1; 1 Chr 15:3.
72 Commentators use terms like “theological basis” (David L. Turner, Matthew, Baker Exegetical 

Commentary on the New Testament [Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2008], 443, 445) or “theoretical back-
ground” (France, The Gospel of Matthew, 695).



100 Don’t Fire Your Church Members: The Case for Congregationalism

 unnamed outside committee. It can only be the church, which includes the individ-
uals from verses 15 and 16.

Congregationalism depends on a covenantal trajectory, as we considered two 
chapters ago. And it depends on a number of precedents, which we will consider in a 
moment. But the relationship between the congregation’s act of judgment in verse 
17 and the judicial basis of that action given by Jesus in verse 18 brings us to the 
essential moment of explicit authorization. With these two verses, Jesus authorizes 
the entire assembly to wield the keys of the kingdom. Congregational authority, in 
other words, is every bit as explicit in the biblical text as elder authority.

When the conversation between elder authority and congregational authority is 
framed by advocates of an “ascending power” position like Bannerman’s, it is often 
cast as explicit texts (for elder rule) versus a theological proposition (for congre-
gational authority). So the ascending formulation makes room for the theological 
proposition (priesthood of all believers), but that proposition is made effectively to 
bow to the explicit texts so that the elders have final say.

My point is that we have explicit texts on both sides: the Bible tells congregations 
to submit to their leaders, and the Bible says the final judicial court of appeal is the 
whole congregation. The challenge of church polity has always been putting these 
two streams of texts together. One solution is to import “church leaders” into the 
word “church” in verse 17. The trouble is, nobody is going to read the text that way 
unless they have a reason to do so.

Matthew 18:19–20: The Gathered Church as the Basic Unit of Kingdom 
Authority

Congregational authority most clearly rests on the connection between verses 17 
and 18, but verses 19 and 20 both strengthen the case and locate the existence of the 
authoritative congregation exclusively in the gathering. To put this another way, a 
gathering is an essential part of a church being a church. By definition, there is no 
such thing as a multi-site or multi-service “church,” nor are the United Evangelical 
Lutheran Church of Germany or the Reformed Church in America truly churches. 
The congregations that comprise the RCA and the “sites” that comprise the so-called 
multi-site church are churches, but the bureaucratized structures holding those 
churches together are nothing more than parachurch organizations. “For where 
two or three are gathered together in My name, I am there among them.” Here, in 
this recently under-noticed and under-utilized verse, Jesus borrows from Jewish law 
in order to locate the existence of a local church in the gathering of two or three 
witnesses who together testify to his name and to one another’s professions of faith.

For truth in advertising, my own view may show up in historical writings or in 
a systematic theologian or two,73 but contemporary commentators are generally 

73 This is the view of Miroslav Volf. See Miroslav Volf, After Our Likeness: The Church as the 
Image of the Trinity, Sacra Doctrina: Christian Theology for a Postmodern Age 1 (Grand Rapids, MI: 
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vague about who the “two or three” are in verse 20. And most doctrines-of-the-
church volumes say nothing. But let me present the case that the “two or three” 
gathered together in verse 20 are the “church” of verse 17, and Jesus’ presence there 
is what gives intrinsic authority and “church-ness” to that gathering.

Jesus begins verse 19, “Again, I assure you,” and then “restates the theme of 
v. 18.”74 The activity is split across earth and heaven like verse 18. It concerns the 
agreement of at least two as in verse 18. The term for “matter” (pragma) frequently 
refers to judicial contexts.75 In short, the verse “reiterates that actions of Christian 
discipline, following God’s guidelines, have his endorsement.”76 Yet here the point is 
that “behind the binding and loosing of v. 18 stands the praying of v. 19.”77

Verse 20 then provides the “theological basis” for verse 19.78 Two or three can 
gather in Jesus’ name to bind and loose and to pray, expecting the Father will hear 
them because Christ is present and has given them his authority. Christ’s pres-
ence here isn’t so much a mystical fog hovering in the room where Christians are 
gathered. Rather, the language of his presence is acting in parallel to the deputized 
language of verses 18 and 19: “is already bound in heaven,” “is already loosed in 
heaven,” “it will be done for you by My Father in heaven.” This is what Christ’s 
presence signifies—that the assembled individuals are acting with the authority of 
heaven, that heaven hears, and that the nations should take notice. As it was with 
the “son” Adam in the garden and the “son” Israel in the land, so will it be with gath-
erings of sons in the church: God is present and identifies himself with these people; 
they speak on his behalf.

Who are the “two” in verse 19 and the “two or three” in verse 20? Contemporary 
commentators tend to disagree. Some say the “two or three” in verse 20 must be the 
“two or three” in verse 16. Others wonder about Jewish courts with three-person 
panels of judges. Most commentators, frankly, are just vague.79 I think he’s right, 
and I would say the same is true of verse 20. Verses 19 and 20, like verse 18, refer to 
the church in verse 17 in its entirety.

That is, neither the “two” nor the “two or three” refer to a subgroup within the 
church like verse 16 clearly refers to a subgroup. To say they do suggests that Jesus 
has decided to put his name and reputation on the line when a church discipline 
process reaches the second of a four-step process. Aside from the arbitrariness of see-
ing Jesus personally engaging the process at step two, it also foments the possibility 

Eerdmans, 1998), 135–37. He also invokes a long tradition of interpretation along these lines, from 
Tertullian and Cyprian to John Huss and John Smyth.

74 Craig Blomberg, Matthew, The New American Commentary 22 (Nashville, TN: B&H, 1992), 281.
75 Carson, “Matthew,” 457; Blomberg, Matthew, 281; Grant R. Osborne, Matthew, Zondervan Exeget-

ical Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2010), 688.
76 Blomberg, Matthew, 281.
77 John Nolland, The Gospel of Matthew, The New International Greek Testament Commentary 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2005), 749.
78 Osborne, Matthew, 688; see also, Nolland, Gospel of Matthew, 750.
79 Nolland, Gospel of Matthew, 749.
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of division. What if the church in step three repudiates the charge brought by the 
two or three witnesses in step two? Which side speaks for Jesus and for heaven then? 
The same problem attends the suggestion that the “two” or “two and three” refers 
to some other subgroup in a church, like a small group.80 If indeed verses 18–20 
invoke the authority of heaven for the sake of something as significant as church 
discipline, granting any group of two or three people in the church this deputized 
authority is a recipe for tearing the church asunder. One small group can pit itself 
against another, each claiming to have the presence or deputized authority of Christ 
with them: “Friends, I know you think we should excommunicate Joe, but our small 
group prayed about it, and since these verses say that if we pray and speak, we have 
the authority of heaven.” It is a Protestantism run amok that makes the basic unit of 
church authority something smaller than the gathered congregation.

Why exactly “two” and “two or three”? “Two” is the right number to use in verse 
19 because binding and loosing—using the keys—takes a minimum of two peo-
ple agreeing with one another, whether they are excommunicating a third (in a 
three-person church) or the two of them are forming a church between themselves 
for the first time (a missionary and his first convert). Two is the bare minimum 
required to bind and loose.

“Two or three” is the crucial phrase in verse 20 because it invokes the Deutero-
nomic law mentioned in verse 16, requiring two or three witnesses in order for a 
judicial verdict to be pronounced (see Deut 17:6; 19:15). Yet it’s not the process of 
church discipline that verse 20 has in mind so much as the principle of what’s nec-
essary to make a judicial verdict and form a church. A particular church is bound 
together by the judicial verdict afforded by the keys of the kingdom. Since a judicial 
verdict is required to hold a church together as a church, the ancient law that guides 
judicial verdicts must come into play: the testimonies of “two or three” witnesses 
are needed. In verse 20, then, the two or three are gathered in Christ’s name to act 
as testifying witnesses to Christ. And they are gathered in Christ’s name to act as 
testifying witnesses to one another. The principle enunciated in verse 16 (the testi-
mony of the two or three) becomes the judicial verdict that holds a church together 
as a church. It becomes the glue. When two or three come together with this glue, 
says Jesus, “You are a church (v. 17), speaking on behalf of heaven (v. 18), knowing 
the Father hears you (v. 19), and all of this is true because my name, authority, and 
Spirit are present with you (v. 20).”

The indicative of Christ’s promise is also worth noticing: “Where two or three are 
gathered together in My name, I am there.” Under circumstances x, reality y nec-
essarily obtains. The principle at play here is analogous to Paul’s claim that a man 
who sleeps with a prostitute makes him one flesh with her: “Do you not know that 
he who is joined to a prostitute becomes one body with her?” (1 Cor 6:16). Whether a 

80 Against Gregg R. Allison, Sojourners and Strangers: The Doctrine of the Church, Foundations of 
Evangelical Theology (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2012), 184n24.
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man means to form a covenantally significant union with a prostitute, or knows that 
he does so, sleeping with her necessarily makes him one flesh with her in the bibli-
cally meaningful sense. So with a group of Christians gathered in the name of Christ 
to testify mutually to him and one another. He is present. And they are a church.

Does that mean that a church is not a church when it’s not gathered? Isn’t the 
church a people, not a place, after all? In fact, a church is a group of witnesses united 
by a shared testimony, and the shared-ness of their testimony is transacted, in part, 
through gathering together. The physical gathering is one constituent part of shar-
ing a witness and therefore of making the necessary judicial declaration. But the 
declaration, once made, continues in time and space even when the church scatters, 
just like a judge’s ruling of a man’s innocence continues in time and space beyond 
the courtroom. Or, to use the prostitute analogy again, the man who becomes “one 
flesh” with the prostitute changes something about his relationship with her per-
manently—even though he does not remain in a permanent state of physical inti-
macy. There is, in fact, a sense in which we are more a church together than when 
apart: “when you come together as a church,” Paul says to the Corinthian church 
(1 Cor 11:18). The church is a people, but part of what constitutes them as a people 
is their congregating regularly in the same place.81 A football team is still a team 
even when it scatters; but if a team never gathers, it is no team.

In short, in verse 20 Jesus affirms that the gathered local church is the basic unit 
of deputized authority in his kingdom. He does not refer to something smaller like 
a community group, or something larger like a presbytery or episcopacy, or some-
thing disassembled like a multi-site “church.” A particular church is a gathering of 
two or three witnesses who together testify to the name of Jesus and to their shared 
membership in him. They do this by preaching the gospel and by employing the keys 
of the kingdom through the ordinances.

In conclusion, verse 20, I believe, can be read as follows: “For where two or three 
witnesses gather to testify to my name and their shared union under my rule through 
exercising the keys together, that is, in any such church, my presence and authority 
are with them such that this church speaks on my behalf.” Both Matthew 28:20 and 
1 Corinthians 5:4, I believe, confirm this reading. But we will come to them shortly.

Whether or not my reading of verses 19 and 20 is correct, congregational author-
ity more prominently rests on the connection between verses 17 and 18. That said, 
my challenge for anyone who adopts a connectional church or a multi-site/multi- 
service church position is to provide a better reading of verses 18 to 20. Pick up most 

81 Volf writes, “[T]he life of the church is not exhausted in the act of assembly. Even if the church is 
not assembled, it does live on as a church in the mutual service its members render to one another and 
in its common mission to the world. The church is not simply an act of assembling; rather it assembles 
at a specific place (see 1 Cor. 14:23). It is the people who in specific way assemble at a specific place. In 
its most concentrated form however, the church does manifest itself concretely in the act of assembling 
for worship, and this is constitutive for its ecclesiality.” See Volf, After Our Likeness, 137.
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doctrines of the church and you will find little to no sustained discussion of these 
verses or of Matthew 16.

Matthew 18 and the Congregation’s Priestly Authority

The keys as described in Matthew 18 are critical because they establish who pos-
sesses the authority of priests in Christ’s kingdom. They establish who is respon-
sible to separate the clean from the unclean, the holy from the unholy. Who will 
guard the temple? Who will ensure there is no partnership between righteousness 
and lawlessness, no fellowship between light and darkness, no agreement between 
Christ and Belial, no agreement between God’s sanctuary and idols (2 Cor 6:14–16)? 
Matthew 16 and 18 together answer this question by pointing to the gathered con-
gregation. In these two texts Jesus gives the gathered congregation the authority 
to guard the who and the what of the gospel. Practically speaking, that means the 
gathered assembly should probably not waste its time debating the color of curtains 
or approving photocopier purchases. It means they have been tasked with receiving 
and dismissing members (the who), with ensuring that the teachers are teaching 
biblical doctrine (the what), and, by inference, with being involved in any significant 
decision that sustains or directs that church’s existence as a gospel-bearing witness.

Notice then that the arguments of chapters 2, 3, and 4 converge right here. Every 
member of the new covenant has been hired by that covenant to fulfill the Adamic 
office of priest-king as it has been mediated through union with Christ. This involves 
representing Christ, seeking to expand the reach of Christ’s kingdom, and guarding 
the people of God in holiness, which includes watching over both the what and who 
of the knowledge of God in the gospel. Every Christian has this job assignment by 
virtue of his membership in the new covenant. When Jesus places the keys of the 
kingdom into the hands of the gathered congregation, he grants every member the 
ability to do his or her job. After all, possessing the responsibility to do something 
requires the authority to do it. You cannot make a person responsible for a job that 
you haven’t given him the authority to do. You cannot make a custodian responsible 
to clean a building if you don’t give him the keys to every room.

A pastor, presbytery, or bishop that prevents the gathered church members from 
doing their priestly work of guarding the what and the who of the gospel both usurps 
the keys and fires them from the work that God in Christ has commissioned them 
to do. They undermine and enervate their members.

An “ascending” concept of church authority partially recognizes the authority of 
the people by involving them in the election of church officers. But insofar as such 
a church does not regularly involve the assembled congregation either in receiving 
or dismissing members or in other significant decisions, it weakens the church. And 
insofar as disputes between members and leaders are referred to an outside presby-
tery and eventually an outside general assembly, with the outsiders possessing final 
say, they usurp the congregation’s authority. Possessed authority can be delegated, 
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as US citizens might be said to delegate their authority to the members of Congress. 
But genuinely possessed authority can never surrender the final veto, like voters 
who can always throw the rascals in Congress out. When the final veto is surren-
dered, the authority is surrendered and no longer possessed.

Matthew 28 and the Congregation’s Kingly Authority

In chapter 2 I argued that Adam’s priestly rule consisted of at least three elements: 
a structural aspect of standing in a mediating, representing, or imaging position for 
God; the outward-directed activity of cultivating the garden, begetting children, and 
pushing the borders of the garden outward. It included the inward-directed activity 
of protecting the garden from serpentine intruders and seeking to ensure that the 
dwelling place of God remained consecrated to God. The inward-directed activity is 
in some sense priestly in that it works to keep the holy separated from the unholy, 
while the outward is in some sense kingly in that it works to conquer new territory. 
That’s a bit of an over-simplification since, of course, the inward and outward are 
mutually informing; but the labels make for convenient shorthand.

In these terms, we can then say that Matthew 18 emphasizes the priestly and 
Matthew 28 the kingly. As mentioned in chapter 2, Greg Beale views this latter com-
mission as a “renewal of the Gen 1:26–28 commission to Adam.”82 In the famous last 
words of Matthew, Jesus declares,

All authority has been given to Me in heaven and on earth. Go, 
therefore, and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the 
name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching 
them to observe everything I have commanded you. And remem-
ber, I am with you always, to the end of the age. (Matt 28:18–20)

In these final verses we find Jesus as the Son of Man claiming the authority that 
should have belonged to Adam. His words echo the Septuagint’s version of Daniel 7, 
where it is said of the Son of Man, “Authority was given to him, and all the nations 
of the earth . . . [were] serving him.”83 Where Adam should have ruled over sky, land, 
and sea, the Danielic Son of Man successfully subdued the beasts of the sea.84 Yet 

82 G. K. Beale, A New Testament Biblical Theology: The Unfolding of the Old Testament in the New 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2011), 57, 390–91, 423. Pennington also argues that Matthew 
builds an inclusio between Gen 1:1 and Matt 28:16–20, with Matt 1:1 offering a strong pointer that this 
is Matthew’s intention. See Jonathan Pennington, Heaven and Earth in the Gospel of Matthew (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2009), 215–16.

83 Beale, A New Testament Biblical Theology, 390; Pennington, Heaven and Earth, 292; France, The 
Gospel of Matthew, 1112–13.

84 Daniel 7:13–14, Beale (A New Testament Biblical Theology, 400; see also 41, 83–84, 394–400) 
observes, “is among a number of other reiterations ultimately of the Adamic commission, though 
most directly an allusion to the Gen. 22:17–18 prophesy of an end-time king in Abraham’s line, which 
is also one of the Adamic reiterations.” Throughout the Synoptic Gospels, says Beale, the “application 
of the Dan. 7 ‘Son of Man’ to Jesus . . . carries with it echoes of the Adamic eschatological rule” (400). 
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by this point in Matthew, we know that the Son of Man is also the Son of God and 
Messiah, the same one professed by Peter in Matthew 16.85

This Son of Man and Son of God then commissions his followers to push back 
the boundaries of Eden by making disciples. He commands them to identify these 
disciples with him by baptizing them in the name of Father, Son, and Spirit. And 
he commands them to grow in the way of priestly or consecrated rule by teaching 
everything he has commanded. He gives these commands to the eleven disciples, as 
we have already considered, but here they appear to be standing in for all believers.

Nowhere does the passage declare that baptisms must be performed in or by 
churches. No doubt a missionary religion pushing outward in time and space will 
have ample need to baptize outside the fellowship of a church, as Phillip did with 
the Ethiopian eunuch, or Paul did with Lydia and her family. Such exceptional prec-
edents, I believe, provide an implicit authorization for baptisms to occur outside of 
church contexts for exceptional circumstances, as on the mission field. Ordinarily, 
however, the authority to baptize new disciples belongs to gathered churches. The 
group who gathers in Christ’s name by virtue of Matthew 18 possesses the authority 
to then baptize in his name by virtue of Matthew 28. They possess the keys. Christ’s 
final promise—“I am with you always”—affirms this connection between Matthew 
18 and 28. His authoritative presence belongs to gathered Christians exercising the 
keys through baptism.

Gratefully, few churches deny that these kingly aspects of the Adamic office belong 
to members. Nearly all recognize the universal call upon Christians to evangelize 
and to encourage other believers to grow in the knowledge of the Word. The perfor-
mance of baptism, of course, is typically conducted by church leaders, as it should be 
insofar as it’s tied to the ministry of the Word. That said, I would agree with Luther, 
who gave baptizing authority to any Christian if necessary, as we saw in chapter 3.

Yet there are three larger points to make here with respect to congregationalism 
and other forms of church government. First, discussions about church government 
typically do not mention evangelism and discipleship, yet the binding and loosing 
activities of Matthew 18 and the evangelizing and discipling activities of Matthew 28 
are of one piece. Both kinds of activities belong to one office, the Christ-mediated 
Adamic office. Congregationalism alone acknowledges both the inward-directed 
activity and the outward-directed activity, the priestly and the kingly.

Cf. N. T. Wright, The New Testament and the People of God, Christian Origins and the People of God 1 
(Minneapolis, MN: Augsburg Fortress, 1996), 291–97. On “Son of Man” generally, see Thomas R. Sch-
reiner, New Testament Theology: Magnifying God in Christ (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2008), 
213–31; George Eldon Ladd, A Theology of the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1974), 
143–57; Carson, “Matthew,” 247–52.

85 In addition to the Danielic Son of Man theme, France (The Gospel of Matthew, 1113) sees the 
messianic and Davidic theme at work in the final verses of Matthew. He writes, “Here at the end of the 
gospel, then, we find the culmination of the theme of kingship which was introduced by the Davidic 
royal genealogy (1:1–17), developed in the magis’ search for the ‘king of the Jews’ and the political 
threat to Herod in ch. 2, adumbrated in the developing language of Messiahship . . .”
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Second, the inward and the outward aspects of this one office are mutually 
informing and work together. Planting good seeds in a garden and weeding out the 
bad work together. The church that is trained to guard the what and the who of the 
gospel is a church better equipped to share the gospel. And a church that actively 
shares the gospel and engages in the world, unless it has been seduced by pragmatic 
thinking, is more likely to recognize and want to affirm the line between the inside 
and the outside of the church. In the congregationalist conception, evangelizing, 
discipling, and guarding other members work together; they are the responsibility 
of every member, and the activities last all week.

Member Husan shares the gospel with Farhod. Farhod repents, believes, and is 
baptized. Husan then undertakes the work of building up member Farhod in the 
faith through the Word (Eph 4:15–16, 25, 29). Part of this work involves asking 
about serpentine tempters, and helping Farhod discern the line between holy and 
unholy. Should a tempter take hold in Farhod’s life, Husan doesn’t just pass him 
off to the elders as the “experts,” though he will eventually solicit their leadership. 
Rather, he remains involved, pursuing, encouraging, warning, rebuking. Eventually 
he brings the situation to two or three others. At some point he helps bring it to the 
church, at which point Husan will be in the best position to speak to the matter at 
hand. What’s more, like the Israelite who is required to cast the first stone with the 
charge of idolatry (Deut 13:9), Husan must own the decision enough to act in the 
assembly for it. Congregationalism, in short, makes all of this Husan’s responsibil-
ity. It makes the work of the church his.

Or here is a real-life example of how inward and outward work together. A member 
of my own church recently told me (an elder) that he and several church members 
were at a Saturday evening party among non-Christians, when one of those several 
members was possibly, but not certainly, intoxicated. Obviously, he was concerned 
for the member’s own soul’s sake, but he and the others were also concerned about 
their collective evangelistic witness among the non-Christians at the party. He 
didn’t quite say this, but my sense is that he wanted me to intervene since I happen 
to know the member fairly well. Instead, I encouraged him to confront the brother 
privately and quietly. He was the witness, not me, and this is precisely the kind of 
priestly work Jesus would have him do while doing the kingly work of evangelism. 
Such a conversation would be difficult and awkward. It would require discernment. 
But it is precisely this kind of gospel discernment and courage I wanted this brother 
to grow in.

Now, as an elder, I was certainly concerned about the report and what it could 
mean for the individual being charged. So I prayed about it and resolved to follow up 
with the reporting brother later. And if something finally needed to go to the whole 
congregation, yes, I and the other elders would lead in the process. But what should 
be clear is this member’s kingly and priestly responsibilities at that Saturday night 
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party worked together and informed one another, and my job was to equip him for 
this work, not take it away from him.

Third, the church that encourages its members to pursue the outward, kingly 
activity of evangelizing and discipling but prohibits them from exercising gospel 
guardianship, to that same extent, weakens the outward activity. That is not to sug-
gest that churches with presbyterian, episcopalian, or some other form of elder-
ruled governments cannot have thriving evangelistic or discipling ministries. Often 
they do. The point here is that their polity subtly works against it. Firing people 
from their priestly duties hurts their kingly activity because it is the same gospel 
message that activates and informs both. Had I immediately taken over the job 
of pursuing the brother who may have been intoxicated, I would have stunted the 
growth of the brother approaching me. It would have made him a poorer student 
of the gospel and its application in people’s lives. It would have relieved him of a 
subjectively felt burden for kingdom responsibilities, responsibilities that the Lord 
would burden him with. The church’s witness belongs to him and the others.

Looking for Examples and Precedents
If Matthew 16, 18, and 28 authorize a congregation of believers to possess and ex-
ercise a priestly rule, do we see examples of this in the early church’s life? Are there 
precedents for us to follow?

One challenge in answering this question is the unique and transitional nature 
of the New Testament church. The apostles were present, and the Spirit moved in a 
particularly pronounced way. Sometimes, for instance, Acts 13:2 is cited as an illus-
tration of congregationalism: “As they [probably the congregation] were minister-
ing to the Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit said, ‘Set apart for Me Barnabas and Saul 
for the work I have called them to.’” That may be an instance of congregationalism, 
but I trust that most episcopalian and presbyterian churches would be happy for the 
Holy Spirit to so clearly tell the congregation who to select as leaders. On the other 
hand, Acts 15 is cited as an example of elder rule or connectional polity. It may be, 
but I trust most congregationalists would be quite pleased for their elders to make 
such decisions if they could first get James, Peter, and the other apostles to show up 
at the presbytery meeting, or even on the phone.

The apostles, too, appear to have been able to exercise the keys individually. Peter 
appears to excommunicate Simon the sorcerer when he declares, “You have no part 
or share in this matter, because your heart is not right before God” (Acts 8:21). 
Paul, speaking of those who have shipwrecked their faith, reports, “Hymenaeus and 
Alexander are among them, and I have delivered them to Satan, so that they may be 
taught not to blaspheme” (1 Tim 1:20; cf. 1 Cor 5:4). Certainly the apostles exercised 
the keys regularly in their teaching as they helped to define the what of the gospel, 
as when John wrote, “This is how you know the Spirit of God: Every spirit who 
confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God. But every spirit who 
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does not confess Jesus is not from God” (1 John 4:2–3a). It’s because of examples 
like these that, looking back at Matthew 16, we can say more confidently that Peter 
received the keys on behalf of all the apostles.

These of historical-redemptive aberrations present some challenge to discerning 
who exactly holds and exercises the keys. That said, the Bible never presents exam-
ples of church elders unilaterally exercising the keys, while it does present examples 
of the congregation being asked to exercise the keys, as in the texts below. My chal-
lenge for anyone holding to some form of elder rule would be to find a set of texts 
demonstrating elder rule comparable to these.

Acts 6: Selecting the Seven

I am not certain I would argue that selecting deacons or proto-deacons would quali-
fy as an act of the keys. Still, the dispute that broke out between Greek-speaking and 
Hebrew-speaking Jewish widows over food distribution in Acts 6 signified a point of 
division in the church and, therefore, a possible threat to the church’s gospel wit-
ness. The issues of widows being fed and the unity of a church’s gospel witness, to be 
sure, were important issues. Yet even with all this at stake, the apostles involved the 
“whole company of disciples” in the solution:

Then the Twelve summoned the whole company of the disciples 
and said, “It would not be right for us to give up preaching about 
God to handle financial matters. Therefore, brothers, select from 
among you seven men of good reputation, full of the Spirit and 
wisdom, whom we can appoint to this duty. .  .  .” The proposal 
pleased the whole company. (Acts 6:2–3, 5)

Bible commentators sometimes remark that “of course” there was no place in the 
cities of the New Testament that could have accommodated all the Christians of a 
city meeting in one place. But here we are told the apostles summoned the whole 
company of disciples (see also Acts 2:46; 5:12). Acts 6 provides us, quite literally, 
with the example of a massive church-members’ meeting. The apostles provided 
overall leadership to the problem of division by proposing a solution—as well as 
the character requirements for who would fulfill the position. The gathered con-
gregation would “select”86 seven men for the work. The apostles would then for-
mally “appoint”87 these men to the work. And, we’re told, the proposal pleased the 
whole assembly.

If two lawyers before a judge were asked to treat this passage as a piece of case 
law, one can only imagine how the arguments might transpire. One lawyer would 

86 Episkeptomai: “to choose or select on the basis of having investigated carefully.” See J. P. Louw 
and Eugene A. Nida, eds., Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament: Based on Semantic Domains, 
2nd ed. (Swindon, England: United Bible Societies, 1999), 30.102.

87 Kathistēmi: “to assign someone a position of authority over others—‘to put in charge of, to 
appoint, to designate’” (ibid., 37.104).
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observe that the apostles’ initiation and right of final appointment demonstrates 
that “final authority” belonged to them. The other lawyer would argue that precon-
ceptions were informing this argument, and that if one merely replaced the words 
for apostles with “prime minister” and the words for the congregation with “the 
king,” the final phrase would read, “The proposal pleased the king.” Suddenly it 
would appear that the congregation had final authority, even if the apostles took the 
lead in recommending a course of action to the one possessing final authority, as a 
seventeenth-century prime minister might with a king.

Of course, Luke was not writing case law with the intent to establish precise lines 
of authority between churches and apostles for all future times and places. Still, 
I believe we can safely conclude from this passage that the key-wielding apostles 
treated the “whole company” as an authoritative presence whose consent was neces-
sary.88 Perhaps slightly more contentious (and here I’m letting 1 Corinthians 5 and 
Galatians 1 inform my view; see below), I believe they are treating the congregation 
as something of an equal—even if they are exercising those leadership prerogatives 
of initiation, instruction, and guidance. They recognize that the collaboration—and 
training!—of the congregation is necessary.

Galatians 1 (and 2): Removing False Teachers

In Galatians 1 Paul explicitly treats the congregation as possessing an equal author-
ity to his own, at least in one respect. And in Galatians 2 he demonstrates that an 
apostle could err even in the gospel basics.

In Galatians 1:6–9 Paul affirms that the congregations of Galatia possess the 
authority to anathematize an apostle or an angel who proves unfaithful to the what 
of the gospel:

I am amazed that you are so quickly turning away from Him who 
called you by the grace of Christ and are turning to a different 
gospel—not that there is another gospel, but there are some who 
are troubling you and want to change the good news about the 
Messiah. But even if we or an angel from heaven should preach to 
you a gospel other than what we have preached to you, a curse be 
on him! As we have said before, I now say again: If anyone preaches 
to you a gospel contrary to what you received, a curse be on him!

This passage, as much as any passage in the New Testament, relativizes the finality 
of all human authority in the church. As I have stated since chapter 1, mediated 
authority is never final. All authority comes from God, which means that the stan-

88 F. Scott Spencer writes, “Throughout the book of Acts a non-hierarchical, democratic process 
characterizes church government in general and the appointment of ministers in particular.” See 
F. Scott Spencer, The Portrait of Philip in Acts: A Study of Roles and Relations, Journal for the Study of 
the New Testament Supplement Series 67 (Sheffield, UK: Sheffield Academic, 1992), 198.
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dards of his throne as articulated in his Word are the only final authority. And in 
this passage Paul assigns the church a status not above the original apostolic office, 
but at least capable of checking that office in certain circumstances. His letter is not 
written to the leaders or elders in the churches in Galatia, but to the congregations 
themselves. He calls the congregations to affirm that anyone teaching a false gospel 
is accursed.

Paul does not tell the churches of Galatia to remove these false teachers pend-
ing the presbytery or the bishop’s approval. One can only imagine the splatter of 
angry ink on parchment in Paul’s next letter had several members of the Galatian 
congregations responded to this first letter by writing, “Thank you for your coun-
sel. We have referred this matter to the presbytery for further investigation.” No. 
Paul expected them to have recognized the problem for themselves already and to 
have acted.

Is the operative authority here really the apostle’s? After all, he is the one telling 
them to remove the false teachers. Two things say no. First, Paul treats the congre-
gation as if they should have the discernment to recognize the false gospel in the 
first place: “I am amazed that you are so quickly turning . . . to a different gospel.” In 
this regard Paul’s expectations conformed to the promises of God in Jeremiah: “No 
longer will one teach his neighbor or his brother, saying, ‘Know the Lord,’ for they 
will all know Me, from the least to the greatest of them” (Jer 31:34). Every church 
member should be able to distinguish between the true gospel and a false gospel. 
Indeed, this should even be a prerequisite for church membership. Every member 
candidate should be asked to explain the gospel. The fact that this question is not 
asked indicates a failure on the part of both churches and church leaders.

Second, Paul’s grammar is conditional: “If we or an angel from heaven .  .  . If 
anyone preaches to you . . . a curse be on him!” In other words, there is a broader 
principle in play that applies to all churches present or future in like circumstances, 
and not just the Galatian church’s particular situation. The conditional grammar 
communicates, “If you ever see this happening, you must act! If you didn’t realize 
that already, consider this an authorization to do so!”

Am I denying that Paul intended for the leaders to read this letter to the church 
and that he intended for the leaders to implement its instructions on behalf of the 
congregation? In fact, I assume Paul probably did want the leaders to lead the way 
in acting against the false teachers. The trouble is, the Galatian leaders may have 
been those false teachers, or at the very least they were failing to adequately defend 
against them. Either way, the congregation was finally responsible to ensure they 
would only support the ministry of the original, apostolic gospel.

The fact that an apostle could embrace a false gospel at least in his behavior is evi-
dent from Paul’s rebuke of Peter in chapter 2: “When I saw that they were deviating 
from the truth of the gospel, I told Cephas in front of everyone . . .” (Gal. 2:14). For 
that reason, the Christian congregations must be willing to dismiss even an apostle, 
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to say nothing of an elder or overseer. What’s more, Paul’s charge in Galatians 1 
suggests that church members should not have to leave the church to wield their 
authority. They should be able to vote or discuss or use whatever mechanism they 
have at their disposal to build consensus and remove their leaders. And any church 
constitution they write should, in one way or another, offer such allowances.

First Corinthians 5: Excommunicating a False Professor

If Galatians 1 presents an example of the congregation’s priestly guardianship over 
the what of the gospel, 1 Corinthians 5 offers a vivid illustration of its guardianship 
over the who of the gospel. Furthermore, verse 4 possibly affirms the reading of 
Matthew 18:20 offered above.

In this passage, the apostle, again, is apparently amazed. A church is tolerating the 
sin of a man whom he has judged as unrepentant: “For though I am absent in body 
but present in spirit, I have already decided [kekrika, perfect form of krinō: judged] 
about the one who has done this thing as though I were present” (v. 3). This man 
“claims to be a brother” in Christ (v. 11 NIV), but Paul is no longer willing to affirm 
this claim. Paul has decided: the man is unrepentant.

Yet responsibility still lies with the church to judge and to act: “Is it not those 
inside the church whom you are to judge [krinō]?” (v. 12 ESV). He may have decided 
in this case, but they are responsible to act in all such cases by exercising judgment. 
Paul is using this one case as a training opportunity for the church. As in Galatians 
1, these words are not written to the Corinthian leaders, but to the whole church. 
Paul holds the whole church responsible for rendering judgment just as he has 
rendered judgment.

He therefore writes, “When you are assembled in the name of our Lord Jesus with 
my spirit and with the power of our Lord Jesus, turn that one over to Satan for the 
destruction of the flesh.” The action Paul commends here is at least formally equiv-
alent to the action he personally undertook with Hymenaeus and Alexander: “I have 
delivered them to Satan, so that they may be taught not to blaspheme” (1 Tim 1:20). 
Presumably, he means for them to excommunicate the man from membership in 
the church. If the church represents the kingdom of Christ, the world represents 
where the Devil holds sway (e.g., Matt 4:8–9; Eph 2:2), and the church should return 
the man to the Devil’s dominion. What’s noteworthy is the context in which Paul 
places this handing over:

• “When you are assembled”: The congregation’s act of judgment does not 
occur behind closed elder or presbytery or bishop’s doors. Nor does it occur 
across several sites. It occurs in the assembly. There does seem to be a 
reference here back to Matthew 18:2089: “where two or three are gathered in 
my name.”

89 Roy E. Ciampa and Brian S. Rosner, The First Letter to the Corinthians, Pillar New Testament 
Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2010), 206–7.
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• “In the name of our Lord Jesus”: The advantage of the HCSB or ESV transla-
tion is that it also matches nicely to Matthew 18:20, the fact that Christians 
are all baptized into Christ’s name, and that the Corinthian church, together 
with other churches, consists of those who “call on the name of Jesus Christ 
our Lord” (1 Cor 1:2). Admittedly, translations and commentators divide 
dramatically over whether to attach the phrase to the assembling (as in 
HCSB, ESV), Paul’s act of judgment (NIV, RSV, NRSV), to the whole phrase 
(KJV, NKJV, NASB), or something else. After listing six possibilities, Anthony 
Thiselton observes no solution “can be excluded with certainty”90—except, he 
says, for the NIV solution (which many of the recent commentators take).91

• “With my spirit”: The idea here is difficult to pin down as well, but probably 
this is not intended to convey a sense of psychological and sentimental unity, 
as when people today say, “I’ll be with you in spirit.” Rather, Paul seems to 
be making some type of appeal to the unity he shares both with them and 
the Spirit of God, and the presence of his own prophetic word through the 
Spirit.92

• “And with the power of our Lord Jesus”: The authority of Jesus is with them 
as they take the action of handing the man over to Satan. This, too, seems to 
draw on Matthew 28:20 and especially 18:20, in which Christ promises his 
own presence when a church wields the keys.

What’s fascinating about the episode is that Paul has made a judgment of his own 
and gives that judgment the full backing of his apostolic office, possibly invoking 
the name of Jesus Christ and the Spirit of God. And yet he still treats the Corinthian 
congregation like a younger brother who needs to be led, or discipled, but who must 
finally make the judgment for himself.93 What Paul does not do is ask a bishop, a 
presbytery, or even the elders to intervene. Again, imagine how he would have re-
sponded had the congregation replied that they referred the matter to the bishop.

David Garland’s summary reflections on this particular episode capture the spirit 
of the apostolic and congregational partnership we see in this passage, particularly 
when we hold this passage together with Acts 6 and Galatians 1:

90 Anthony C. Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, The New International Greek Testa-
ment Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2000), 393–94.

91 The excellent commentaries by David Garland, Gordon Fee, and Ciampa/Rosner all lean toward 
this position. See David E. Garland, 1 Corinthians, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testa-
ment (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2003), 164–66; Gordon D. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, The 
New International Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1987), 206–7; 
Ciampa and Rosner, Corinthians, 206.

92 On this point, see Fee, The First Epistles to the Corinthians, 204–6. Subsequent commentators 
seem to follow Fee.

93 See the parallels David Garland (1 Corinthians, 167), following the NIV rendering, presents 
between Paul’s judgment in verse 3 and the judgment he calls them to make in verse 4.
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By stressing his presence with them and the authority of Christ 
and the Spirit, [Paul] communicates that they are to reach this 
decision with him and to take action with him .  .  . he “does not 
wish to exercise his authority independently of the Corinthians 
but intends to only act in concert with them” .  .  . He does not 
intend to mold a spiritual community whose fitness report reads, 
“Works well under constant supervision.” He wishes to instill in 
them a sense of responsibility for exercising discipline under the 
Lordship of Christ.94

“Paul seeks to create Christian communities that are mature enough to supervise 
themselves without someone constantly standing over them with a stick.”95

First Corinthians 6: Resolving Disputes

Themes that surface both in Galatians 1 and 1  Corinthians 5 merge together in 
1 Corinthians 6. Paul upbraids the congregation for taking their internal disputes to 
outside courts. He reminds them that they will judge (krinō) the world, even angels 
(vv. 2–4). As in Galatians 1 and 1 Corinthians 5, he invokes the new creation wisdom 
and competence that he expects them to exercise now, such that they should feel 
obliged to no higher authority. “Can it be that there is not one wise person among 
you who will be able to arbitrate between his brothers?” (v. 5). The responsibility 
falls to them.

First Corinthians 11 and 14: Ordering the Lord’s Supper and 
Corporate Worship

I hardly think that the passages on the Lord’s Supper and corporate worship in 
1 Corinthians 11 and 14, respectively, offer conclusive proof of congregationalism. 
I simply wish to observe that these passages are consistent with, and perhaps even 
suggestive of, congregational church responsibility and (by implication) authority. 
“I hear that when you come together as a church there are divisions among you . . . 
Therefore . . . when you come together to eat, wait for one another” (1 Cor 11:18, 
33). Again, Paul exhorts the congregation directly. They all bear responsibility. So in 
chapter 14: “Therefore, if the whole church assembles together and all are speaking 
in other languages and people who are uninformed or unbelievers come in, will they 
not say that you are out of your minds?” (14:23). One way or another, Paul expected 
the members of the church to take ownership of how they celebrated the Lord’s 
Supper as well as how gatherings were ordered. “Everything,” he says to the whole 
church, “must be done decently and in order” (14:40).

94 Ibid., 168–69.
95 Ibid., 154n1.
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To be sure, each of these passages highlights individual responsibilities that would 
be useful for a congregation to hear first-hand from an apostle whether or not they 
were congregationally ruled. But the matter should cause us to notice a plain fact 
about the structure of the New Testament as a whole: the majority of the Epistles 
are written to churches, and there is something intrinsically congregational about 
the form of a congregational epistle. The Pastoral Epistles, written to individuals, 
highlight this fact. A letter that reads “You all must” comes with a different set of 
governing assumptions than a letter that says “Tell them that they must,” as the 
letters to Timothy and Titus do.

Could it be that the very format of the latter half of the New Testament recom-
mends a “mixed government,” as recommended by the Cambridge Platform?

Everett Ferguson notices this same pattern continues into the writings of the 
post-apostolic era. The first non-canonical letter we possess presents one church 
writing to another: “The church of God that sojourns in Rome to the Church of God 
that sojourns in Corinth.”96 Clement wrote the letter, but he speaks on behalf of 
the church, not his own office. A few years later, Ignatius, among his seven letters, 
writes one to his fellow bishop Polycarp, and another six to churches, including 
Polycarp’s church in Smyrna. “The significant fact” in these two examples, says Fer-
guson, “is that churches were communicating with churches, or an individual was 
communicating with churches; bishops were not communicating with churches 
primarily through their bishops.”97 The two earliest accounts of martyrdom, the 
Martyrdom of Polycarp (ca. 156) and The Martyrs of Gaul (177), also present as 
letters from churches. The former begins like 1 Clement: “The church of God that 
sojourns in Smyrna to the church of God that sojourns in Philomelium and to all 
the communities of the holy and catholic church in every place.” So does the latter: 
“The servants of Christ who sojourn in Vienne and Lyons in Gaul to the brothers and 
sisters in Asia and Phrygia who share with us the same faith and hope of redemp-
tion.” Again, Ferguson observes, churches are writing to churches.98

Significantly, this practice began to change by the late second and early third 
century with Dionysius of Corinth and then Cyprian. A few of Cyprian’s letters are 
addressed “To the Presbyters and Deacons, and to the Holy General Laity” (e.g., let-
ters 38, 39). But when writing to churches outside of Carthage, Cyprian would often 
write to a bishop. If a church did not have a bishop or if the bishop was in sin, he 
would write to other clergy:99 “Cyprian to Antonianus, My Holy Brother” (letter 55); 
“dearest brother Cornelius” (letter 59); to Stephen, his holy brother (letter 72); to 
Iubaianus, his holy brother bishop (letter 73); to his holy brother Successus (letter 

96 This particular translation is taken from Ferguson, “The ‘Congregationalism’ of the Early 
Church,” 133. See also Clement, “The First Epistle of Clement to the Corinthians,” 9.

97 Ferguson, “The ‘Congregationalism’ of the Early Church,” 133.
98 Ibid.
99 Ibid., 133–34.
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80).100 Cyprian, as we saw earlier, viewed the church as constituted by the bishop. It 
makes sense, therefore, that his primary correspondence would occur with bishops. 
This, of course, is not the biblical pattern.

Second Corinthians 2: Deciding By Majority

It’s strange how critics of congregationalism sometimes critique the idea of vot-
ing. Every system employs voting, whether in the session (elder board), presbytery, 
assembly, general synod, or the college of cardinals. The only difference between 
systems is where the vote takes place.

My goal is not to argue for the biblical normativity of voting. Consensus decision 
making, which seeks to involve all parties in discussing and in reaching a group deci-
sion, is both legitimate101 and, perhaps, preferred in smaller contexts. The point is, 
there needs to be some mechanism by which members of the church are able to dis-
charge their priestly duties of guarding the what and the who of the gospel. And in 
many circumstances, some type of popular vote is an easy and fitting way to do this.

Biblically, 2  Corinthians 2:6–7 seems to provide a precedent for voting. Refer-
ring to an individual apparently excommunicated by the church, Paul writes, “The 
punishment by the majority is sufficient for such a person, so now you should for-
give and comfort him instead.” The word used for majority (pleiōn) means “most” 
or “majority,”102 with the implication being that a minority opposed the original 
decision.103 Somehow the Corinthians knew, and Paul knew, that a majority of the 
congregation decided to excommunicate this man, while a minority did not. Show 
of hands? Secret ballot? Who knows? Murray Harris summarizes the point:

It is difficult not to envisage, especially with the use of the techni-
cal legal terms ἐπιτιμία (“penalty”) and κυρόω (“ratify,” 2:8) in the 
immediate context, some formal gathering of the whole Corinthian 
church where a deliberative decision was made that was approved 
and carried out by the majority but opposed by a minority.104

100 These examples are taken from St. Cyprian of Carthage, On the Church: Select Letters, trans. 
Allen Brent, Popular Patristics Series (Crestwood, NY: St. Vadimir’s Seminary, 2006) 115, 143, 189, 193, 
239.

101 See Paige Patterson, “Single-Elder Congregationalism,” in Who Runs the Church? 4 Views on 
Church Government, ed. Paul E. Engle and Steven B. Cowan (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2004), 140; 
Merkle, 40 Questions about Elders and Deacons, 99–100.

102 Walter Bauer, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Litera-
ture, 3rd ed., rev. and ed. Frederick William Danker (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 848.

103 See other uses of the word in Acts 19:32; 27:12; 1 Cor 10:5; 15:16; and 2 Cor 9:2. C. K. Barrett has 
proposed that the word here could be translated “main body,” which wouldn’t necessarily be incompati-
ble with a vote, but which could also imply the whole group simply consented to the decision. See C. K. 
Barrett, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians, Black’s New Testament Commentary (London, UK: Con-
tinuum, 1973), 91. This position has been ably critiqued by David E. Garland (2 Corinthians, The New 
American Commentary 29 [Nashville, TN: B&H, 1999], 125) and Murray J. Harris (The Second Epistle 
to the Corinthians: A Commentary on the Greek Text [Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2005], 228).

104 Harris, Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 228.
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And, here again, we see Paul balancing his own authority with the congregation’s. 
Harris continues,

At any rate, Paul recognized that the exercise of church discipline 
was a function of the local church, not of an apostle, who belonged 
to the universal church. And to be effective, discipline in the local 
church must be agreed upon and implemented by the majority or 
the whole body, not imposed by the few.105

Acts 14:23 and Titus 1:5

In both Acts 14:23 and Titus 1:5 Paul calls for the appointment of elders in churches 
that already existed. In other words, churches are able to exist and (apparently) ex-
ercise all that is necessary for being a church, like exercising the keys, even without 
the presence of elders. That is not to say that these were rightly ordered churches. 
Paul tells Titus to put the churches in Crete “into order” (1:5 ESV). A church needs 
elders! But even without elders, it is still a church and can function as one. As we 
saw at the beginning of the last chapter, this was a point that compelled a Presbyteri-
an like Bannerman to concede that congregations at least possessed authority, even 
if he was unwilling to grant them the ordinary exercise of that authority.

The Congregation’s Jurisdiction
Both the New Testament’s explicit authorizations and descriptive examples demon-
strate that the assembled congregation possesses the keys of the kingdom to bind 
and loose on earth what’s bound and loosed in heaven. This involves them in the 
priestly work of making declarations concerning the who and the what of the gospel 
while also undertaking the kingly work of expanding the church’s witness through 
discipleship and evangelism.

Congregationalism, in other words, is not about voting on the color of pew cush-
ions or photocopier purchases. It is not a democracy in which members ask leaders 
to represent their views. It is, instead, the trust that Jesus has given to every Chris-
tian to take ownership of the gospel witness wherever they live. He authorizes them 
to do this through their gathered assemblies. The gathered assembly affirms the true 
gospel message; it affirms who belongs to that gospel message; and it sends people 
out with a “Jesus nametag” so that a person’s entire week speaks of Jesus. It names 
them as ambassadors for the King. That said, a church never fully scatters because, 
through the week, members should be living and working together, sharing in their 
resources, guarding one another in holiness, and partnering in gospel work.

I have stated at several points that whoever possesses the power of excommunica-
tion, like whoever possesses the power of the sword, possesses ultimate power in a 

105 Ibid.
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church. If you can remove people from a polis, you have authority over everything 
else in that polis. In that sense, one could say that the congregation can vote on 
anything it wants to. An ungodly and disobedient congregation, furthermore, just 
might do so. A godly and obedient congregation, however, will act where Scripture 
prescribes action.

Practically speaking, then, what falls within the congregation’s jurisdiction? Inso-
far as the congregation has authority over the who and what of the gospel, I believe 
they possess and should exercise a vote (or something like it) in matters of member-
ship admission and removal as well as in matters concerning the statement of faith 
and, by implication, who the pastors are. Furthermore, a church might decide to 
hold a congregational vote on any major decision that affects the overall direction of 
gospel ministry among a particular people in a particular place. In my own church, 
very specifically, the congregation votes on members being added, members being 
removed by transfer to another church or by discipline, approving elder and deacon 
nominations, and the annual church budget (which sets the overall trajectory of our 
gospel ministry). Every once in a while the elders will take some other matter to the 
whole church, such as a recent proposal that our church add a particular appendix 
to its statement of faith.

The congregation makes these kinds of decisions six times a year in what we call 
a “members’ meeting,” which occurs after our evening service on the third Sunday 
every other month. My own preference would be to tie the decisions the congrega-
tion makes in these meetings more closely to taking the Lord’s Supper. But this, at 
most, is a prudential preference. And, honestly, I am not sure how it would work 
logistically. Behind the preference, however, is the conviction that the church exer-
cises the keys not just in members’ meetings, but every time it takes the Lord’s 
Supper and baptizes.

We will return to the question of the congregation’s jurisdiction in the next chap-
ter as we compare it to an elder’s jurisdiction.

Keeping Authority Tied to the Gathering
We saw in the discussion of Matthew 18:20 above that the gathered assembly is the 
basic unit of kingdom authority, not a subunit of the church like a small group or 
a so-called site, and not something larger, like a presbytery or general assembly. A 
church possesses the authority to act in these ways only when it is gathered: “For 
where two or three are gathered together in My name, I am there among them” 
(Matt 18:20). If Jesus really binds his authority and presence to the gathering of 
two or three witnesses who together declare his name and affirm one another in 
the gospel, then a multi-service or multi-site “church,” strictly speaking, cannot 
exercise the keys because the various services or sites are not gathered with one 
another. They do not together constitute one church. Neither can a group of elders 
or overseers who are not gathered with the church exercise the keys. Rather, each 
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service or site is a church, and each can exercise the keys. They do this every time 
they baptize or take the Lord’s Supper.

Advocates of a multi-site model sometimes argue that the Bible says nothing 
about how often a whole church should gather. So, if all the weekly services or sites 
of the “church” gather four times a year for a members’ meeting, isn’t that suffi-
cient? The point overlooks the fact that keys are exercised through the ordinances, 
which enact the decisions a church makes in such meetings, and most of those sites 
and services practice the ordinances more than four times a year. Furthermore, if 
the togetherness of a gathering is genuinely constitutive of a local church and what 
it means to participate in the body of Christ in a specific time and place, a church 
that only gathers four times a year is at best a weak and irregular church. What’s 
more, the normative pattern of the New Testament does seem to recommend gath-
ering weekly on the Lord’s Day (Acts 20:7; 1 Cor 16:2; cf. Rev 1:10).

At stake here are not merely institutional technicalities, but a deeper principle for 
the wise use of authority generally. Authority is best used when combined with first-
hand, personal knowledge, the kind of knowledge typically gained through personal 
encounters, i.e., gathering together. In principle, a parent is better equipped to exer-
cise authority in a child’s life than a school principal because he or she knows the 
child intimately. In principle, a congressman who spends ample time in his district 
will better understand and represent that district than a congressman who lives his 
whole life in Washington, DC and only sends campaign letters.

To use a real-life example, the elders of my church were faced with responding to a 
particularly embattled marriage in the church. The senior pastor recommended that 
the elder whom he suspected might take the most severe posture toward the couple 
be the one to counsel them. He knew that meeting with the couple personally would 
humanize and soften this elder’s posture and recommendations. And that is exactly 
what happened. Instead of hearing about the woes of this couple secondhand in an 
elders’ meeting and making quick judgments, this elder became the biggest advo-
cate for helping the couple work through their marital challenges.

We might assume this same principle lies behind Matthew 18:20. Tying authority 
to the gathering helps to keep the exercise of authority and relational knowledge tied 
together. Certainly, the dynamics of a large assembly, such as the multi-thousand 
person assembly in Jerusalem in the early chapters of Acts, presents significant chal-
lenges as well. But such large churches have been the exception historically. Plus, a 
large church does not formally tear apart authority and relational knowledge like a 
multi-site church or an episcopacy does by definition. And pragmatic solutions might 
be sought and found in a large church setting while such solutions are formally 
impossible in a multi-site setting or in an episcopacy or presbytery. Finally, there is 
something subjectively powerful and unifying about sitting in the same room with 
several thousand other people, singing the same songs at the same moment, partici-
pating in the Lord’s Table in the same moment, and being gripped by God’s Word in 
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the same moment. To deny this, I think, is a bit Gnostic. Ultimately, churches may 
experience logistical challenges when restricting themselves to one service and one 
site, but over the long haul there is surely safety in keeping authority tied to locality 
and temporality. It serves the health of the saints—even if it seems like there are 
short-term advantages to compromising this principle.

Whether or not this idea of keeping authority and personal knowledge tied 
together is behind Jesus’ promise in Matthew 18:20, the essential point remains: a 
gathering of two or three in Jesus’ name for exercising the keys and preaching the 
Word is a church.

For this reason, I would advocate against the practice of one “congregational” 
church I have heard about who announces new members by e-mail to the whole 
congregation and then treats the lack of any objections as an affirmation by the 
congregation. Churches should make decisions when gathered, both because Jesus 
said so and because it protects the integrity of the process. People can speak, listen, 
and generally deliberate when gathered together in a way they cannot when apart.

Finally, tying the exercise of authority to the gathering facilitates the pedagogical 
or training work that the elders can do with a congregation. E-mailing the names 
and even testimonies of prospective church members to the entire congregation, for 
instance, does not allow the teachers to teach the congregation about guarding the 
who and what of the gospel. Nor does making these decisions in the session or the 
presbytery. We will return to this idea in the next chapter.

Conclusion
A friend recently asked me about referring to the role of church member as an “of-
fice.” Isn’t there any value, he wondered, in reserving the word office for the roles 
of deacon and elder?106 After all, Christians have reserved the word office, at least in 
English, for those two officers for a long time.

My friend’s concern is valid for at least two reasons. First, we should be reluctant 
to change any longstanding practices. My proposal to call church membership an 
“office” should be treated carefully, even questioningly. Second, Paul says the office 
of pastor and teacher is a gift from Christ (Eph 4:8–11), and church members should 
“give recognition” and “regard . . . very highly in love” those who labor, lead, and 
admonish them (1 Thess 5:12–13). Pastors should receive recognition and regard 
that not everyone receives. And if referring to church membership as an “office” 
tends to diminish the recognition and regard, honor, and love given to pastors, then 
I can understand why one might have second thoughts. We will return to this topic 
of honoring one’s pastors in the next chapter.

Nonetheless, I would offer these five basic pleas for maintaining that membership 
is an office, and in so doing summarize the last several chapters. First, the office of 
church membership reconstitutes the office of priest-king originally given to Adam, 

106 See Guy Prentiss Waters, How Jesus Runs the Church (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2012), 81–84.
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as mediated through Christ. Second, the word office captures the concepts of iden-
tity, authority, and work assignment. And this is precisely what church membership 
affirms as belonging to every church member: the identity, authority, and work of 
priest-king, kingdom citizen, and ambassador. Third, it communicates to Christians 
that the work of protecting and promoting the gospel and gospel ministry does 
not belong to the professionals; it belongs to the whole church. Christians should 
understand that they own the gospel ministry in their setting; they are responsible 
for it. Fourth, it works against complacency in the Christian life by imbuing basic 
church membership with these priestly and kingly responsibilities. My proposal is 
in that sense, a missional proposal. And fifth, practically speaking, acknowledging 
that a lower office like lieutenant is an office in no way diminishes the unique honor 
given to a higher office like general.

Those who advocate for elder rule in one form or another sometimes insist that 
only the elders have the competence to guard the gospel. After all, they have been 
trained to do so, or at least they have had years of maturity to enable them to do so. 
For many, this is one of the things that pastoral ordination signifies—a competence 
to teach and protect the Word of Christ. To give this assignment to ordinary church 
members, some feel, is foolish and threatens to compromise the gospel.

If I were thinking in worldly terms, I might agree. But, as my friend Hunter Powell 
often puts it, the Holy Spirit needs no training. And the promise of the new covenant 
is that the Holy Spirit will indwell every Christian and give him a basic understand-
ing of the gospel: “I will put My teaching within them and write it on their hearts 
. . . No longer will one teach his neighbor or his brother, saying, ‘Know the Lord,’ 
for they will all know Me, from the least to the greatest of them” (Jer 31:33–34). To 
hand final rule of the church over to the elders fires Christians from the work that 
the Holy Spirit has equipped them to do and that Jesus has authorized them to do 
with the keys of the kingdom.

That said, the fact that members have received this priestly and kingly office puts 
a huge responsibility on elders to teach and equip church members to do their jobs! 
Therefore, what do I want to say to the prosperity preachers in Brazil, or to the 
syncretistic church leaders in South Africa who combine Christianity with African 
traditional religion, or to the non-literate Indian pastors in rural villages who are 
being taught to memorize a set of 50 scripted sermons through the help of American 
missions agencies who are willing to forsake long-term training for the sake of rapid 
church planting, or to the pragmatic American churches who provide a good show 
week after week to wide-eyed audiences? I want to tell them that they must work 
hard to study the Scriptures so that they can competently preach Christ from all of 
Scripture. Teach their congregations a deep and rich understanding of the gospel 
and how it applies in all of life. Equip their church members to work mightily as 
priests and kings for Christ’s kingdom. How pure and powerful those embassies of 
Christ’s rule on earth become then!
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TWELVE ARGUMENTS FOR CONGREGATIONALISM

Here are twelve biblical reasons why I believe the keys of the kingdom 
belong jointly to the entire congregation, plus one extrabiblical back-
grounds argument.

1. The final court of appeal in a matter of discipline, which is the highest 
authority in a church, is the church (Matt 18:17).

2. Jesus says that the church has the authority to make this assessment 
and judgment because it possesses the keys (Matt 18:18).

3. Jesus promises that his authoritative presence abides with two or 
three witnesses to his reign and to one another gathered in his name 
(Matt 18:20). This locates authority in a gathering. But to say that this 
promise applies to a gathering smaller than a church would divide 
a local church against itself and make the basic unit of kingdom 
authority something smaller than a church, or create churches inside 
of churches.

4. There is no mention of bishops or elders in Matthew 16, 18, or 28, nor 
does the New Testament give a single example of elders or overseers 
unilaterally exercising the keys.

5. The apostles treat the gathered congregation as something of an equal 
partner when selecting and affirming the seven proto-deacons.

6. Paul invokes the language of gathering with the authority of Jesus to 
act in Jesus’ name from Matthew 18:20 when he charges not only the 
leaders of the Corinthian church but the whole congregation to “hand 
this man over to Satan” (1 Cor 5:4–5). The judgment, to be clear, does 
not occur behind closed session doors.

7. Paul explicitly tells the whole congregation that it is their 
responsibility to judge (1 Cor 5:12).

8. Paul tells the Galatian churches that they should act as a check even 
on his apostolic authority when he departs from the gospel (Gal 1:6–9). 
They don’t need to go outside the system to resolve the problem.

9. Paul affirms that the decision of the “majority” was sufficient for 
removing a man from membership (2 Cor 2:6).

10. Churches can exist without elders (e.g., Acts 14:23; Titus 1:5).
11. Much of the New Testament is written to whole churches.
12. This explanation has the advantage of corresponding more closely 

with the Greek conception of an ekklesia, which involved an assembly 
of citizens who shared rule together and each had one vote, not an 
assembly of subjects.
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Chapter 5

How the Holy Spirit 
Establishes Overseers

When my church adopted a new constitution in 1998, the constitution included 
a provision requiring a majority of the elders to be non-staff elders. I will spare you 
the details, but for a variety of reasons, the elders decided sixteen years later to rec-
ommend to the congregation removing that requirement. Constitutional changes 
require a two-month layover, which gives members of the church time to ask ques-
tions in both private and public.

Since I was one of the elders leading the proposal for the change, one very soft-
hearted and godly brother in the church asked me what the criteria were for voting 
against the elders. He strongly believed that removing the ratio requirement would 
diminish the elders’ burden to work hard at nominating more non-staff elders, 
which in turn would allow for the staff side to become the majority, thereby under-
mining the benefits of a plurality of elders since the staff elders would tend to echo 
the views of their boss, the senior pastor. It was a reasonable line of thought. He 
also wondered if, since the congregation was responsible for affirming elders, the 
prudential judgment about who qualifies as a shepherd ultimately fell within the 
congregation’s jurisdiction, not the elders’ jurisdiction.

At the same time, this godly brother took seriously the New Testament’s com-
mands to submit to one’s elders. He therefore felt a real dilemma. Does one submit 
to the elders if he thinks they are recommending a change that will hurt the church? 
Or does he use the authority that Jesus has given him to vote against the elders and 
so, in a sense, disobey their recommendation? Does it matter that they’re issuing a 
recommendation, not a command?

The man who asked the question is a personal friend and a mature Christian 
whom I look up to in many ways. I mention this to say that his question wasn’t 
immature, impertinent, or unloving. It was an excellent question, and I could feel 
his dilemma. What do you do in such a situation? After all, the matter at stake didn’t 
belong to the majestic mountain peaks of gospel doctrine where there exists one 
clear and narrow path on questions like “Did Jesus rise from the dead?” Nor was it 
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set in the broad, boring planes of biblically indifferent pathways like “Should the 
church gather at 10 a.m. or 10:30 a.m.?” No, it lay in the foothills in between, where 
a number of biblical principles might reveal several paths, each one claiming to be 
the better one. The elder recommendation, in other words, dealt with a gray area 
where Scripture does not speak decisively.

The proposed change did eventually pass. I never asked the brother how he voted 
since it was a closed ballot. What interests me here is the question itself and the 
challenge it raises for how to articulate the relationship between elder authority 
and congregational authority. I have taken the time to lay out the details of this sit-
uation in order to illustrate what’s often the case when pastors and church have to 
make decisions: 97 percent of decisions that a church must make week-in, week-out 
fall into the categories of biblically indifferent, biblically unspecified, or biblically 
debatable. Perhaps you, the reader, disagree with our elders’ recommendation, too. 
And that’s just the point: it is not a clear issue, and Christians will disagree over it. 
But when the elders recommended it, that recommendation imposed a certain kind 
of burden on the members’ consciences. One might even say that some members 
received it as a matter calling for their obedience. Is that what Scripture intends?

The frustrating thing about so many discussions of church authority is that they 
can deal in vague platitudes such as “An elder has no authority beyond Scripture.” 
One can affirm that abstractly, but now the elders are proposing that we spend 
$10,000 supporting this particular missionary, or that we save the $10,000 for a new 
boiler since the old one promises to fizzle out soon, or that we send fewer teams 
to a homeless shelter and more to do international student outreach, or that we 
should discipline this individual whom I’m not certain we should discipline, or that 
this individual is free to remarry while that one is not, or that in vitro fertilization 
procedures are sinful while other procedures are permitted. And God’s Word doesn’t 
directly address any of this! Should I as a church member feel a burden of conscience 
to agree? If so, what are the criteria for going against the elders’ recommendation?

My brother’s good question forced me to think carefully about the relationship 
between elder authority and congregational authority and their respective juris-
dictions. In a sense, this entire chapter is my way of working out an answer for 
my friend, not on our church’s particular constitutional change, but on what elder 
authority is. How does it relate to congregational authority?

Jurisdiction
Bruce Ware summarizes the relationship between the elders’ authority and the con-
gregation’s authority by saying, “Churches are to be elder led, and congregationally 
ruled.”1 That’s a good way to capture the big picture. The elders lead in the day-to-

1 Bruce Ware, “Putting It All Together: A Theology of Church Leadership,” in Shepherding God’s 
Flock: Biblical Leadership in the New Testament and Beyond, ed. Benjamin L. Merkle and Thomas R. 
Schreiner (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel, 2014), 304. For another helpful overview, see Stephen Wellum 
and Kirk Wellum, “The Biblical and Theological Case for Congregationalism,” in Baptist Foundations: 
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day life of the church, while the congregation possesses the final rule over its deci-
sions and activities. Of course, the Devil’s in the details. The complexity comes when 
we start to unpack, define, and apply these basic ideas.

Two matters in particular require discussion: jurisdiction and disposition. Juris-
diction refers to where each party has authority—over what areas? Disposition 
refers to both how each party should engage in that area as well as what their overall 
posture should be.

To think about jurisdiction, we are served by adapting the old distinctions between 
elements, forms, and circumstances. Readers familiar with the regulative principle 
for Christian worship might recognize these. The elements are the basic furniture in 
a church that makes it a church, and a rightly ordered one: the Bible, preaching and 
teaching, gatherings, singing, elders and deacons, members, and so forth. The forms 
are the way those elements are expressed, like the style of the furniture: what trans-
lation of the Bible, what kind of preaching, what programmatic structures for the 
teaching (Sunday school? Small groups?), and so forth. The circumstances include 
things like time and place, whether you amplify sound through a microphone, and 
all the inevitable questions humans have to answer as embodied creatures.

Elements are biblically mandated. Forms and circumstances are somewhat flex-
ible, the basic restriction on their flexibility being that they cannot compromise 
the basic integrity of the element. The element of teaching, for instance, cannot 
be expressed by the form of dancing. Teaching, in the biblical framework, involves 
speaking words. Dancing does not involve words, so one cannot claim to have 
“taught” by dancing.2

Another way to characterize this basic jurisdictional distinction between elements 
and forms/circumstances is to speak of the what and who of the church as well as 
the how of what the church does. An institutional reading begins by asking who 
God has authorized to do what. These are your elements. They must be biblical, 
and they should be shared by all churches, no matter where or when. The what and 
the who are context independent because they are constitutive of a rightly ordered 
church. The how depends on churches or church leaders determining the best ways 
to implement what Scripture prescribes. These are the forms and circumstances, 
and they might differ depending on context. No legitimate form makes or breaks 
a rightly ordered church, though some might be wiser than others for a variety of 
reasons. One can have a rightly ordered church, for instance, with or without an 
adult Sunday school program (form), whatever he thinks of adult Sunday school 

Church Government for an Anti-Institutional Age, ed. Mark Dever and Jonathan Leeman (Nashville, 
TN: B&H Academic, 2015), 62–77; see also, Gregg Allison, Sojourners and Strangers: The Doctrine of 
the Church (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2012), 304–310; John Hammett, Biblical Foundations for Baptist 
Churches: A Contemporary Ecclesiology (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel, 2005), 159–89.

2 Terry Johnson, “The Regulative Principle of Worship,” Banner of Truth, June 13, 
2003. Accessed January 8, 2015, http://banneroftruth.org/us/resources/articles/2003/
the-regulative-principle-of-worship.
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programs. He cannot have a rightly ordered church anywhere at any time without 
Bible teaching (element).

All this can be summarized with a table and some examples:

Jurisdiction

Elements Forms/Circumstances
What/Who How

Biblically mandated Requires wisdom

Fixed Flexible

Context independent Context dependent

Binary decision making Multiple-choice decision making

Examples

The what and who of the gospel Basic church programming

� �

Preaching Style of sermons? Length of sermons?

Teaching Sunday school? Small groups?

Doctrine Use a formal statement of faith? Church 
covenant?

Membership Processes of membership: classes? 
interviews?

Bible Which translation of Bible?

Ordinances How often? What script in the service?

Weekly gathering Order of the service? Midweek? Use of 
buildings?

Elders/deacons Meetings? Nomination process? Deacon 
structures?

Discipleship/evangelism Various ministries; shape of culture

The list of examples is representative, not exhaustive. Of course, not every deci-
sion a church might make will fit so precisely into one column or another, partic-
ularly when a “how” affects the shape or nature of a “what” or “who.” Consider, for 
instance, the very illustration with which I opened the chapter: A rule dictating the 
percentage of staff to non-staff elders ostensibly falls in the “how” column (“that’s 
just how we do it here”), but it also embroils a church in the “who” column because 
it specifies who can and cannot be an elder.3

3 In short, this is why I eventually voted to remove the ratio requirement. As I will argue below, 
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Matters belonging to the left column, moreover, should be viewed in binary “in/
out” fashion: either the furniture of gospel belief, Bible teaching, church member-
ship, or right practice of the ordinances are in the room or they are out of the room. 
Any decision-making authority in the “elements” column, in other words, is the 
authority to insist that the furniture that God’s Word says should be in the room is 
actually in the room. When you remove this furniture (gospel, Bible, membership, 
right practices of the ordinances), you either turn a true church into a false church 
(e.g., no gospel), or at least you turn a rightly ordered church into a disordered 
church (e.g., wrong practice of the ordinances). Decision making in the “forms” 
column, on the other hand, typically involves multiple choices: What teaching pro-
grams should we use? Which building should we buy or rent?

Church leaders might disagree about what belongs in each column, but nearly 
every Christian has some version of the two columns—some idea about what a 
church must have to be a church and what matters are negotiable for the purpose 
of fulfilling the “musts.”

Disposition
Turning from jurisdiction to disposition, the congregation and elders’ respective dis-
position, engagement, or posture toward their own and the other’s authority depends 
on which column we are considering, because a different kind of disposition is re-
quired for both the elders and the congregation in each column. This is overly sim-
plistic, but we can almost say that the congregation makes decisions in the elements 
column, while the elders make decisions in the forms and circumstances column.

Let me give a more careful explanation of disposition. When it comes to the ele-
ments column, the elders lead by equipping the congregation to make binary deci-
sions. The church must affirm or deny that the right furniture is in the room. Like 
Caesar, they must hold out their thumbs, turning them up or down. For instance, 
the elders equip the church to make sure that no one declares a false gospel, to 
ensure no one preaches something other than the Bible (such as the Gospel of 
Thomas), to keep teaching central to the church’s life, not to water down doctrine 
for the sake of itching ears, not to admit non-Christians into the church, not to 
give tradition an equal status to Scripture, to practice the ordinances biblically, not 
to forsake the weekly gathering, not to impose the authority of an outside bishop, 
not to neglect discipleship and evangelism. Notice that with these examples, I just 
worked my way down the left column above. Notice also they all involved a binary 
“in/out” or thumb-up/thumbs-down decision. There are not multiple gospels from 
which to choose, or multiple legitimate accounts of the ordinances. Since the con-
gregation’s decision-making activity primarily operates in the elements column, 
they should take an active interest and involvement in all of these things. These 

matters pertaining to the elements require a biblical mandate, and that particular restriction on who 
can and cannot be an elder goes beyond Scripture in a manner we are not licensed to do.
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elements represent the unpacking of the congregation’s rule over the what and the 
who of the gospel, as I defined it in the last chapter. They exercise this rule, however, 
by submitting to the elders’ training, instruction, and leadership in how to use their 
thumbs, whether to hold them up or down with any decision that calls an element 
into question.

When it comes to the forms and circumstances, however, a different kind of dispo-
sition is required for both elders and congregation. And here three broad principles 
that stand in some tension with one another apply simultaneously. Principle one: 
across the board, the congregation should generally trust the elders to recommend 
a course of action, whether that involves the elders making the decision themselves, 
asking the church as a whole to make a decision, or delegating the decision. If the 
congregation takes an active interest in left-column, “elements” decision making, 
they should take a comparatively passive interest in right column, “forms” decision 
making—at least until those decisions start impacting left-column elements. Again, 
the choice of forms does not make or unmake a rightly ordered church the way the 
elements do, which means the church member’s priestly concern to protect the 
integrity of the church is not activated in the same way.

Principle two: the more a form or circumstance impinges on the teaching ministry 
of the church, the more the elders should feel responsible to make decisions; the less 
a form or circumstance impinges on the teaching ministry of the church, the more 
elders should desire to delegate decision making to others—whether to deacons, 
paid deacons (otherwise known as “staff”), or other volunteers—yet always main-
taining enough oversight to facilitate unity. For instance, a church would utterly 
decimate its elders’ teaching authority if they formed a committee of the whole to 
determine the preaching schedule, to plan a series of membership classes, to estab-
lish the structure of small group or Sunday school ministries, to determine how a 
church covenant might be used, or to decide who will lead in corporate prayer in the 
Sunday gathering. Such decisions are closely tied to the elders’ teaching ministry. 
At the other end of the spectrum, however, elder authority is not necessarily well 
spent making decisions on a nursery renovation project, facilitating a men’s lunch, 
or planning an outreach event. In a small church, of course, the elder might have 
to do such work for lack of ready volunteers. One friend of mine, in his first year 
of a church plant, both fixed church building toilets and preached every Sunday. 
But the goal or aspiration for every elder should be to delegate non-teaching and 
non- shepherding work, as well as some decision making. That said, the elders may 
want to recommend enough direction to non-teaching matters to ensure the church 
maintains unity, which requires the congregation to broadly trust whatever guid-
ance the elders give. Acts 6:1–7 is a crucial passage for understanding this principle. 
The apostles would not have surrendered decisions about what or how to teach, but 
they gladly delegated to the church decisions about choosing the proto-deacons. 
That said, they still set the trajectory and requirements for the decision.
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Principle three: the more a form impacts the unity of the church as well as the 
elements in the left column, the more the elders should incline toward involving 
the entire congregation in the decision. For instance, our elders ask the church to 
approve the church budget as an up or down vote every year. That’s not a biblical 
mandate per se, but it helps to preserve our unity as a church. More importantly, 
perhaps, the budget establishes the overall direction of our gospel ministry; and 
gospel ministry, to be sure, is a left-column element. That said, we do not provide 
the congregation with an opportunity to discuss or to debate various line items in 
the budget publicly (of course they are free to do so privately). That would quickly 
become divisive as various individuals champion their favorite projects or criticize 
others. Again, this principle has Acts 6:1–7 in mind. Division in the church was at 
stake, so the apostles involved the whole church in the decision.

No doubt, decision making in the right column requires much wisdom on a case-
by-case basis, precisely because Scripture is less clear or even silent on such mat-
ters. This means the decision-making requirements will be more fluid. In a church 
with a $4 million dollar budget, for instance, the decision to devote $20,000 of the 
congregation’s offering-plate dollars to purchase a new church van does not make 
much of an impact on that church’s overall gospel ministry. Therefore, the congre-
gation may take little interest in who makes this decision and leave it to the elders, 
who themselves leave it to a trusted administrator. But in a church with a $100,000 
budget, proposing to devote one-fifth of a budget to a church van will materially 
affect the church’s ability to pay its pastor and therefore, in some measure, its teach-
ing ministry. Therefore the congregation will take a more active interest.

Yet here is a crucial point about the congregation’s disposition, engagement, or 
posture in both columns: their posture should be one of trust and submission on 
both sides, yet that trust and submission possess different sets of criteria. When it 
comes to matters in the “elements” column, a congregation’s trust and submission 
basically depends on the elders’ own submission and faithfulness to Scripture. One 
almost wants to say that in the “elements” column, the elders owe the people a 
biblical proof text. If elders cannot justify their recommendations biblically, the con-
gregation need not submit. When it comes to matters in the “forms” column, where 
Scripture does not make specific recommendations, the congregations should gen-
erally trust and submit to their elders so long as what the elders do or recommend 
does not contradict Scripture. To fill out the above table to account for disposition, 
we can say,
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Disposition/Posture/Engagement
Elements Forms/Circumstances
Congregation

• Makes binary decisions • Occasionally makes multi-choice 
decisions

• Active interest • Passive interest

• Trust and submission when 
recommendation is biblical

• Trust and submission so long as 
recommendation or decision doesn’t 
contradict Bible

Elders

• Equip and make recommendations • Execute multi-choice decision making, 
delegating, or recommending

• Teach and set example • More protective of decisions involving 
teaching; more willing to delegate other 
decisions

• More likely to involve congregation with 
decisions affecting unity or elements

It’s tempting to say that the congregation basically rules through the “elements” 
column since that is where they will make the preponderance of their binary deci-
sions, while the elders lead through the “forms” column since that is where they will 
make the preponderance of their multi-choice decisions. And describing the division 
of labor that way might be useful for practical purposes (“What should the church 
generally vote on?”). But the fuller picture to keep in mind is that the elders lead in 
both columns, and the congregation must be said to have final (binary) rule in both 
columns (as when a particular form puts an element at stake).

If there is a single goal for this chapter, it is justifying these two columns and 
their content for understanding authority in a church. To put it simply, in matters 
that are central to the church being the church no matter the time and place, the 
elders exercise authority by teaching and equipping the congregation to exercise 
the congregation’s own authority to make church-establishing decisions, and the 
congregation should trust and submit to the elders so long as the elders’ instruction 
is prescribed by Scripture. In matters that vary between one church and another, 
the elders generally exercise authority by making decisions, and the congregation 
should trust and submit to the elders so long as the elders do not contradict Scrip-
ture. This, I propose, is biblical elder leadership and congregational rule.

The distribution of authority in this system is not as conceptually simple as what 
we find in classic forms of government like democracy, oligarchy, or monarchy. It 
might be easier to explain if it was! And, no doubt, it is very easy for churches to veer 
toward one type of government or another—such as a pure democracy or the pure 
oligarchy of elder rule. But the Bible does not present any one of these pictures. 
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Rather, it presents a mixed government, as I have been saying since chapter 1. And 
we will discover that God has remarkable discipleship purposes for his people in this 
complex cooperative structure.

Looking for Authorizations, Examples, and Precedents
What I have done so far in this chapter is to present a picture of the whole car in 
the showroom. We have not yet looked under the hood to see how the engine works, 
much less climbed inside and taken it for a drive. Let’s turn to looking under the 
hood, which we find in the biblical texts.

Scripture explicitly authorizes the congregation to exercise rule over the what 
and the who of the gospel (unpacked above as the elements that comprise a rightly 
ordered church) in Matthew 16, 18, and 28. So we saw in chapter 4. I then distin-
guished these authorizations from the historically located examples of congrega-
tional authority demonstrated in Acts 6, 1 Corinthians 5, Galatians 1, and elsewhere, 
which offer precedents to help us interpret the original authorization and its nor-
mativity for us.

For reasons that we might only speculate about, the New Testament nowhere 
recounts a grand moment in which the office of elder is formally established and a 
charter granted, like we see in Genesis 9 and Matthew 16 and 18 for civil govern-
ments and churches, respectively. No text reverberates with quite the same univer-
salizing ring as “Whoever sheds the blood of man” or “Wherever two or three are 
gathered”—something like “Wherever elders exist, they must oversee . . .” The word 
elder is used in the Old Testament, the Gospels, and Acts in a Jewish context, leading to 
possible discussions about its Old Testament or Jewish backgrounds.4 Then the word 
simply shows up in a church context, first in Acts 11 where the church in Antioch 
sends famine relief to the elders of the church in Jerusalem, and then throughout Acts 
(11:30; 14:23; 15:2, 4, 6, 22–23; 16:4; 20:17; 21:18) and a number of Epistles (1 Tim 
4:14; 5:17, 19; Titus 1:5; James 5:14; 1 Pet 5:1, 5; 2 John 1). The title of overseer also 
shows up in Acts and the Epistles (Acts 20:28; Phil 1:1; 1 Tim 3:1–2; Titus 1:7). This 
lack of a clear inaugurating moment or charter has allowed for endless speculation 
concerning the historical development of leadership roles in the early church,5 par-
ticularly the suggestion among historical-critical scholars that the office of elder 
was not formalized or “routinized” until the later New Testament documents, if 
not after.6 James Dunn, for instance, contends that “the word ‘office’ is best avoided 

4 See the discussion in the last chapter.
5 For a useful overview, see Benjamin L. Merkle, The Elder and Overseer: One Office in the Early 

Church (New York, NY: Peter Lang, 2003), 67–94.
6 Beginning in the late-nineteenth century with the work of Rudolph Sohm and then Max Weber, 

many scholars adopted the narrative of a Holy Spirit-endowed charismatic leadership in the early New 
Testament documents giving way to the institutionalized office of elder or overseer in the later New 
Testament documents. So one of the earliest Pauline letters, like 1 Thessalonians, merely refers to 
“those . . . who lead” (5:12) while the later “deutero-Pauline” letters such as the Pastorals refer explicitly 
to elders or overseers. This progression, said a stream of scholars between the late-nineteenth and 
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completely in any description of the Pauline concept of ministry,” since authority in 
the New Testament is “charismatic authority” demonstrated “in the actual exercise” 
of ministry.7 The fact that the word elder shows up relatively early in Acts (11:30; 
14:23; 15:1–6; etc.) is written off as Lukan stylizations.8 And never mind that over-
seer and elder are in earlier documents like Philippians (1:1) or James (5:14).9

Though there is no one decisive moment of authorization, the New Testament’s 
historically specific authorizations of elders, overseers, or pastors possess enough 
clarity and consistency that we don’t have to go too far out on a limb to treat those 
authorizations as normative precedents. In what follows, I will treat the terms elders, 
overseers, or pastors interchangeably (as well as their verbal forms). Moreover, I will 
treat generic references to leaders, as in 1 Thessalonians 5:12–13 or Hebrews 13:17, 
as references to elders.

Perhaps the most explicit biblical example of elder authorization occurs when 
Paul tells the Ephesian elders, “The Holy Spirit has appointed (tithēmi) you .  .  . 
as overseers, to shepherd the church of God” (Acts 20:28). The authority of the 
Ephesian elders is not a trust or delegation from the congregation. They possess it 
directly from the Holy Spirit. He has authorized them with oversight. This divine 
work does not exclude human involvement since only several chapters before Luke 
referred to Paul and Barnabas’s work in appointing (cheirotoneō) elders (Acts 14:23; 
cf. Titus 1:5). Nonetheless, I think we can treat this historically specific example as 
a precedent: the Holy Spirit makes elders. He authorizes them. He charges them to 
undertake the tasks of shepherding and oversight.

Peter similarly exhorts elders, “Shepherd God’s flock among you, not overseeing 
out of compulsion but freely, according to God’s will; not for the money but eagerly; 
not lording it over those entrusted to you, but being examples to the flock” (1 Pet 
5:1b–3). Different authors systematize the biblical concept of a shepherd differently. 

late-twentieth century, indicated a “routinization of the charisma,” in Weber’s famous phrase, whereby 
a charismatic leader’s authority gradually settled into a fixed set of structures or rules that determine 
rights and duties for subsequent individuals. The authority that was personal became institutionalized 
and concretized in an office. See Max Weber, The Sociology of Religion (Boston, MA: Beacon, 1963), 
60–61. For a more recent and updated version of this view, see Bengt Holmberg, Paul and Power: The 
Structure of Authority in the Primitive Church as Reflected in the Pauline Epistles (Minneapolis, MN: 
Fortress, 1978; see also, Ernst Käsemann, “Ministry and Community in the New Testament,” in Essays 
on New Testament Themes, trans. W. J. Montague (London, UK: SCM, 1964), 63–94; James D. G. Dunn, 
Unity and Diversity in the New Testament: An Inquiry in the Character of Earliest Christianity (Lon-
don, UK: SCM, 1990), 106–16. A critical response within the historical-critical tradition can be found 
in Margaret Y. MacDonald, The Pauline Churches: A Socio-Historical Study of Institutionalization in 
the Pauline and Deutero-Pauline Writings (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1988). For 
more recent perspectives, see Andrew D. Clarke, A Pauline Theology of Church Leadership (New York, 
NY: T&T Clark, 2008); Alistair C. Stewart, The Original Bishops: Office and Order in the First Christian 
Communities (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2014), 315–22.

7 James G. D. Dunn, Jesus and the Spirit (Philadelphia, PA: Westminster, 1975), 291.
8 See Dunn, Unity and Diversity, 106–8.
9 For a useful biblical response to the proposal of a biblical development, see Benjamin L. Merkle, 

“The Pattern of Leadership in Acts and Paul’s Letters to Churches,” in Shepherding God’s Flock, 67–87.
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Timothy Laniak unpacks the shepherding metaphor with the subheadings provision, 
protection, and guidance.10 Timothy Witmer employs the subheadings knowing, 
feeding, leading, and protecting.11 But they generally emphasize the same things. 
Shepherds oversee the sheep.

Other texts point to elder authority not through charging elders with oversight, 
but through enjoining the congregation to obedience. Paul asks the Thessalonians 
to “give recognition” and “regard very highly in love” their leaders since they “labor,” 
“lead,” and “admonish” them (1 Thess 5:12–13). The author of Hebrews tells his 
readers to “imitate,” “obey,” and “submit” to their leaders (Heb 13:7, 17).

The Authority of an Office
Evangelicals don’t necessarily deny the presence of a leadership office in the life of 
the early church, as the historical-critical crowd does, but they do find other ways 
to diminish the authority of the office. They sometimes emphasize a man’s charac-
ter or labor as the source of his authority and deny that authority comes with the 
office. Commenting on 1 Thessalonians 5, one scholar argues, “What legitimized 
this leadership was not their status or social rank, as was commonly the case in 
both Greek and Roman society, but the labor they undertook among members of 
the congregation.”12

It is true that hard work and good character earn a kind of informal authority. But 
formal authority comes through the God-established office. If the leaders in 1 Thes-
salonians are in fact elders, then what legitimizes their leadership is not just their 
labor, it is the fact that the Holy Spirit has made them overseers. Meaning, church 
members should respect and obey the elders, within the biblically prescribed bound-
aries and authorization, simply because they are elders. Now, it so happens that part 
of what qualifies a man to be an elder is that his life is “above reproach” (1 Tim 3:2), 
and should he stop living in a manner that is above reproach, he should be removed 
from his office. From a human responsibility standpoint, an elder’s office is, in a 
sense, earned, always contingent upon his life and doctrine. Yet it is still God who 
sets apart a man as an elder. An elder’s authority comes from God.

Furthermore, it is critical to acknowledge that authority inheres in the office (an 
institutionalized set of rules), not in the man. To say that it inheres in the man is 
to say that it derives from him himself. He becomes the originator and definer of it. 
Returning to chapter 1, we must instead say with Nicholas Wolterstorff that author-
ity can only be something a human being has, not something that a human being 
is. It must be given, and the giver always specifies the authority’s jurisdiction and 

10 Timothy S. Laniak, Shepherds After My Own Heart: Pastoral Traditions and Leadership in the 
Bible (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2006).

11 Timothy Z. Witmer, The Shepherd Leader: Achieving Effective Shepherding in Your Church 
( Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2010).

12 Gene L. Green, The Letters to the Thessalonians, Pillar New Testament Commentary (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2002), 248.
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purposes—the purpose and limits of an office. Only God possesses authority in and 
of himself.

To submit to a man is to submit to that man. But to submit to an office is to sub-
mit to the one who has established the office. This means to submit to an elder is 
to submit to God, because God has appointed him an elder. Any parent who has left 
children with a babysitter and come home to hear the babysitter tell them of their 
children’s bad behavior understands this dynamic quite well. The next morning, the 
parent will say to the child, “By disobeying the one I left in charge, you disobeyed 
me.” Søren Kierkegaard, too, understood this dynamic when he wrote, “to honor 
one’s father because he is intelligent is impiety.”13

Observing that words like “obey” and “submit” require a certain amount of trust 
in our elders, Mark Dever writes,

It has been said that trust must be earned. I understand what is 
meant. . . . But that attitude is at best only half true . . . the kind 
of trust that we are called to give to our fellow imperfect humans 
in this life, be they family or friends, employers or government 
officials, or even leaders in the church, can never finally be earned. 
It must be given as a gift—a gift in faith, more in trust of the God 
who gives, than of those whom we see as God’s gifts to us. It is a 
serious spiritual deficiency in a church either to have leaders who 
are untrustworthy or members who are incapable of trusting.14

We have not yet considered the nature and scope of elder authority in the Bible, but 
in whatever places elders possess authority, there their instructions should impose 
a certain weight on the conscience. That’s not because a fellow human can impose 
such a burden, but because God can, and he has established the office. To deny that 
there is some burden, I think, is to deprive the words “obey” and “submit” of any 
moral force whatsoever, and it is to deny that God can delegate mediatory authority 
to a human—that he can leave someone in charge of something.

To place authority in an office and not in a human person, moreover, establishes 
that human authority always has limits. The burden on a subject’s conscience always 
has limits. An office holder’s authority extends no further than his or her charter 
allows, no further than the office Creator has granted permission. The tax collectors 
who came to John the Baptist for baptism learned this lesson when John told them, 
“Don’t collect any more than what you have been authorized” (Luke 3:12–13). True 
authority, first and foremost, is authorized. If an office holder, whether an elder or 
a tax collector, exceeds the bounds of his authorization or license, he has no true 
authority. His activity is immoral and illegitimate. He is a usurper, and his subjects 

13 Quoted in Gilbert Meilaender, “Conscience and Authority,” First Things 177 (November 2007): 33.
14 Mark Dever, A Display of God’s Glory: Basics of Church Structure: Deacons, Elders, Congrega-

tionalism, and Membership (Washington, DC: 9Marks, 2001), 40.
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have no obligation to obey. As such, the weight an elder’s authority places on a con-
science is always tentative and always contingent upon the elder driving precisely 
inside the lanes God has set for him. Whenever an elder drives outside his lane, any 
burden on the member’s conscience evaporates.

To be clear, then, an office holder can impose a burden on the conscience, but 
really it is the God-established office that imposes the burden, which is to say, it is 
really God and not man who burdens the conscience.

The Authority to Teach
I don’t believe it will prove very contentious among congregationalists and non- 
congregationalists alike to say that an elder’s authority, first and foremost, lies in 
teaching.

For starters, each of the authorization passages mentioned above involves teach-
ing, if they don’t in fact center around it. I pointed to four: Acts 20:28; 1 Peter 5:1–5; 
1 Thessalonians 5:12–13; and Hebrews 13:7, 17. In Acts 20 Paul’s purpose in calling 
these elders “overseers” is to remind them that they possess the responsibility to 
protect the flock against the wolves who “will rise up from your own number with 
deviant doctrines to lure the disciples into following them” (v. 30). In 1  Peter 5 
Peter tells the elders to shepherd and oversee the flock, at least in part, by being an 
example (v. 3). In 1 Thessalonians 5:12 the leaders lead “in the Lord,” which is to say, 
in the instruction and admonition of the Lord. And in Hebrews 13 the author tells 
the readers to remember the leaders who taught them God’s Word and to imitate 
their faith (v. 7).

There is some discussion over whether Timothy and Titus should be viewed as 
elders or apostolic delegates. Yet, even if the latter, there is surely much overlap 
between their role and an elder’s role, particularly in the matter of teaching. Paul 
tells Timothy to instruct certain people not to teach different doctrines, especially 
those that promote empty speculation (1:3–4). Instead, the goal of a leader’s instruc-
tion is love, a good conscience, and sincere faith (1:4). Many will want to be teachers, 
but they don’t know what they are saying (v. 7). Timothy, then, must give himself to 
public reading, exhortation, and teaching (4:13). After all, some will depart from the 
faith, deceived by the teaching of demons, and demand abstaining from good things 
that God has given (4:1, 3). Timothy should point out these things to the brothers 
and remain nourished by the good teaching he has received instead of digesting silly 
myths (4:6–7). He is to command and teach (4:11). And he is to pay close attention 
to his life and teaching since that will save him and his hearers (4:16).

That the teaching of Timothy, apostolic delegate or not,  transposes to the elders is 
evident in that the only qualification an elder should possess that is not expected of 
all Christians, aside from not being a recent convert, is his ability to teach (see 1 Tim 
3:1–7; Titus 1:6–9). Paul then affirms that an elder who rules well is worthy of dou-
ble honor, especially if his ruling consists of preaching and teaching (1 Tim 5:17). 
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The elders, of course, should teach what Timothy teaches, and if they teach other 
doctrine that does not agree with the sound teaching of Christ, they are conceited 
and understand nothing (6:3–4).

In Paul’s second letter to Timothy, he again tells him to hold onto the pattern of 
sound teaching that he has heard from Paul (2 Tim 1:13). And what he has heard 
from Paul he should commit to faithful men who will be able to teach others also 
(2:2). Again and again Paul emphasizes repeating what has been said, not saying 
something new. Timothy is to keep his attention on Jesus Christ’s resurrection, 
which is according to Paul’s gospel (2:8). He is to “remind” his church of what he 
has learned, not fight about words (2:14). He is to be diligent in correctly teaching 
the word of truth (2:15). He is to avoid empty speech that deviates from the truth 
(2:16, 18). Timothy is the Lord’s slave, and so he must teach and instruct only as God 
would have him teach (2:24–25), knowing that repentance will lead to a knowledge 
of the truth (2:25). Again, Paul warns Timothy of those who will resist the truth 
(3:8), unlike Timothy who has followed Paul’s teaching, conduct, purpose, faith, 
love, and endurance, along with his persecutions and sufferings (3:10–11). He then 
tells Timothy to continue in what he has learned and believed (3:14), particularly 
by looking to Scripture, which is profitable for teaching, rebuking, correcting, and 
training in righteousness. If all of this were not enough, Paul raises the stakes in his 
final charge to Timothy by invoking the promise of God’s coming judgment and the 
establishing of Christ’s kingdom. Then he commands Timothy to preach the Word, 
persist in it, correct, rebuke, and encourage with great patience (4:1–2).

The letter to Titus presents the same interest in a pattern of sound teaching and 
sound doctrine to which a leader must conform and seek to conform others. Paul 
opens by referring to his work of building up people in the truth that leads to godli-
ness (Titus 1:1). He then tells Titus that he left him in Crete to put the church “into 
order” (1:5 ESV) by appointing elders. These churches are true churches, but they 
are disorderly without pastor-teachers. Rightly ordered churches have elders who 
hold firm to the trustworthy Word as taught and then give instruction in sound doc-
trine and rebuke those who contradict it (1:9). Their opposites always lurk: insubor-
dinate empty talkers who must be silenced. They teach for shameful gain (1:10–11). 
Such individuals must be rebuked so that they might be sound in the faith and 
turn away from false myths and commands (1:13–14). Titus, then, must teach what 
accords with sound teaching and show himself to be a model of good works (2:1, 7). 
His teaching must show integrity and dignity so that his message is sound and can-
not be condemned (2:8). After reminding Titus of God’s salvation, which produces 
good works, Paul tells him to “Say these things, and encourage and rebuke with all 
authority” (2:15).

Paul, no doubt, is interested in “sound” teaching and doctrine. He uses the term 
five times with Timothy and five times with Titus (1 Tim 1:10; 6:3; 2 Tim 1:7, 13; 4:3; 
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Titus 1:9, 13; 2:1–2, 8). It is an old-fashioned sounding word to our ears.15 Yet it cap-
tures something at the root of an elder’s authority. Sound teaching or doctrine is free 
from error, correct, and uncorrupted; and an elder’s authority is inescapably tied to 
the correctness and biblical fidelity of his teaching. A man who teaches silly myths 
or empty speculation or the deceitful teaching of the Devil should be silenced. What 
exactly is sound teaching? Is it simply reading the biblical text? No, Paul tells Titus 
to teach “what accords” (ESV) or “things that are consistent” (HCSB) or “what is 
appropriate to” (NIV) or “what befits” (RSV) sound doctrine. A man doesn’t just read 
a text. He explains, interprets, gives the meaning (see Neh 8:8), and, to some extent, 
applies a text. D. A. Carson helpfully describes faithful preaching as “re- revelation.” 
The apostles and prophets revealed God’s Word a first time. A faithful sermon does 
not say something new; it re-reveals that same Word to a new audience.16

What then does it mean to speak, encourage, and rebuke with authority, as Paul 
tells Titus to do (2:15)? It at least means a person speaks with an authority “inher-
ent in the message because it is from God.”17 But it also means “that Titus should 
claim authority and respect for himself in teaching these things.”18 In other words, 
the faithful re-revealing of the biblical Word bears authority both because authority 
inheres in the Word and because authority inheres in the office of elder (or, perhaps 
in Titus’ case, apostolic delegate). An elder’s teaching should hardly be treated as 
inerrant. Nonetheless, an elder has been publicly affirmed and authorized with the 
task of giving the meaning (see Neh 8:8) of God’s Word in a way that distinguishes 
his teaching from any other member of the church who happens to teach. To deny 
this, I think, would be to deny that there is any substance to the office whatsoever. 
Yet Paul clearly tells Titus that the churches in Crete without elders must be put 
“into order.” And he tells both Timothy and Titus that an elder must be “an able 
teacher” (1  Tim 3:2) so that he will be able to “encourage with sound teaching” 
(Titus 1:9). There is an office that bears authority, and it is an authority to teach. In 
short, an elder can teach with authority both because his message bears the author-
ity of perfect truth, and because he has been divinely and congregationally affirmed 
as a re-revealer, meaning giver, interpreter, and applier (albeit in imperfect one) of 
that truth.

Let me unpack this idea of an authority to teach by returning to the distinction 
between the authority of command and the authority of counsel, or between natu-
ral authority and authority of truth. An elder possesses an authority of counsel or 
truth in matters of God’s Word, just like a formally certified doctor possesses such 

15 Mark Dever, What Is a Healthy Church? (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2007), 70–71.
16 D. A. Carson, “Challenges for the Twenty-First Century Pulpit,” in Preach the Word: Essays on 

Expository Preaching: In Honor of R. Kent Hughes, ed. Leland Ryken and Todd A. Wilson (Wheaton, IL: 
Crossway, 2008), 176–77.

17 George W. Knight, The Pastoral Epistles: A Commentary on the Greek Text (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 1992), 329.

18 John Calvin, Commentaries on the Epistles to Timothy, Titus, and Philemon, trans. W. Pringle 
(Bellingham, WA: Logos Bible Software, 2010), 323.
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authority in matters of medicine. An elder’s re-revealing, meaning giving, and inter-
preting will not be perfect, just as a doctor’s grasp of medical science and his ability 
to diagnose and prescribe will not be perfect. A humble doctor will even encourage 
you to get a second opinion, as will a humble elder. Further, an elder, just like a 
medical doctor, cannot enforce his warnings or instructions. Instead, the power of 
enforcement resides in the truth itself and the consequences that follow any refusal 
to heed the truth. Disregarding a doctor’s word can result in ill health. Disregarding 
an elder’s word can result in ill health (social, spiritual, emotional, even physical) 
now and possibly judgment later. Authority in both cases resides, first, in the truth. 
But in both cases, authority also resides in an actual license that the individual 
possesses to be the so-called expert on that truth. An American doctor possesses 
his license to practice medicine from the American Medical Association. When that 
license hangs on his wall, a patient will give more weight to his counsel than to 
his next-door neighbor’s counsel about that strange-looking spot on his shoulder. 
An elder’s license comes from both the Holy Spirit and the public affirmation of 
the congregation. And because of that title, “elder,” church members should give 
greater weight to an elder’s re-revealing, meaning giving, interpreting, and even 
applying of the Bible than they do to other members of the church. In fact, the Bible 
doesn’t just say “give greater weight,” it says to “obey” and “submit” to the elder’s 
word in these kinds of matters.

Of course, patients must sometimes go against doctors’ orders. And members 
must sometimes go against an elder’s orders. I stated in the introduction that when 
God establishes an authority figure he grants that authority figure the moral license 
to generate qualified or relative (or prima facie) moral obligations among subjects. 
They cannot generate absolute (or ultima facie) moral obligations. No human 
authority can, because all human authority is mediated and contingent upon God’s 
authority. Though this distinction between “relative” and “absolute” might sound 
abstract, I believe it is crucial to understanding human authority and striking that 
balance between deifying human authority and evaporating it completely—between 
tyranny and anarchy. If you say that human authority can ever function absolutely, 
you have just made men God. If, however, you refuse to grant humans a qualified or 
relative authority, you completely destroy all parental, governmental, church, and 
elder authority.

What exactly is relative authority and moral obligation? It is an authority to com-
mand something now, but that command is always relative to eschatology and the 
final judgment. It depends on the fact that in any given assertion of human author-
ity, the subject under that authority must always keep one eye fixed on the final 
judgment. God promises to condemn and punish any defiance toward authority fig-
ures that he has established, so long as those figures are driving within the lanes 
he has painted for them. If the authority figure is driving within his lanes, the sub-
ject should know that disobedience will earn a penalty both now (from the natural 
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consequences of ignoring a truth) and later from God. If, however, a person believes 
that an authority figure is driving outside his lanes, the subject might reasonably 
decide it is best to incur any penalties for disobeying now for the sake of avoid-
ing God’s judgment later. That is the ubiquitous wager a person must make when 
considering any act of disobedience. There are times when children, citizens, and 
church members should make this wager and disobey, to be sure. But they should 
always do so slowly, carefully, deliberately, prayerfully, with much counsel, and in 
the fear of the Lord.

Submitting to a relative human authority means being willing not to act on one’s 
own tentative or initial judgment. As Dever put it much more pastorally, it involves 
trust. Unless we want to maintain that we as church members never make mis-
takes of judgment, then we have to have a category for deferring to the judgment 
of another, that is, for surrendering the right to act on our initial judgment. This, 
indeed, is why Dever also said that it’s a sign of unhealth in a church to have either 
untrustworthy leaders or members incapable of trusting. Members incapable of 
trusting are generally convinced that if something is sufficiently explained and they 
have applied their powers of reason, they are incapable of errors of judgment. Of 
course, this is hardly a confessing sinner’s posture. We will return to this conversa-
tion below.

Complementarian Leadership
That an elder possesses an authority of counsel, not an authority of command, dra-
matically affects the nature and shape of his pastoral exhortations. He cannot treat 
the church like a parent treats a young child—able, if need be, to issue commands 
“because I said—that’s why!” He must treat the church more like the parent of an 
adult child. He must reason and appeal to the congregation’s own sense of right and 
wrong. Like a parent of a twenty-year-old, he knows that if he does not show respect 
and even honor to the church while trying to lead them, they will not listen.

Even more than that, perhaps, his role is like that of a husband. He cherishes the 
church. He works to wash her in the Word. He lives with her in an understanding 
way. And he continually works to teach and to woo. A godly wife and church member, 
of course, will require little wooing because each recognizes God’s call to submit to 
her husband or pastor. But when points of disagreement arise between wife and hus-
band, or between elder and church member, the husband’s or elder’s only recourse is 
to woo and to persuade. He cannot pick up the sword like the state or the paddle like 
a parent. Rather, he must explain himself and seek to instruct. He should not “lord it 
over” a wife or member (Col 3:19; 1 Pet 5:3). It may be that the husband or pastor is 
in error. If he is godly he will be able to hear contrary counsel from wife or member. 
Yet the fact that God has made the husband or the elder an authority means that he 
must take the initiative to win and to woo. He cannot force, but nor can he abdicate 
or give up. Passivity is not an option for him, lest he face Jesus’ displeasure on the 
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last day. Rather, the husband and pastor must work hard at loving and persuading, 
equipping and empowering, so that the wife or member will choose to follow him 
in the way of godliness. The authority of counsel, for husband and pastor, must be 
persistent, patient, long-suffering, tender, affable, and consistent, not hypocritical. 
It plays for growth over the long run, not forced outcomes in the short run.

It should not surprise anyone, therefore, that biblical complementarianism applies 
to the church and the home. The initiating, protecting, nurturing headship of hus-
bands in the home provides one picture of how pastors should lead their flocks.

The Abuse of Authority
Yet any attempt to revitalize a concept of an elder’s authority must be matched by a 
warning against its excesses. My hunch is that the abuse of authority is not the more 
common problem in the churches of the democratic West, and that the eschewing of 
authority is. But whether eschewal or abuse is the larger problem, elders who abuse 
their authority do great damage to the Christian faith, both inside and outside the 
church. One way to guard against excessive elder authority is to keep it tied to the 
re-revealing, meaning giving, interpretation, and application of Scripture. These are 
the lanes inside of which elders should drive.

A somewhat well-known example of a group of churches whose leaders failed to 
drive inside the lanes was the Shepherding Movement from the 1970s. The lead-
ers, rightly, were concerned about the weak commitment, shallow community, and 
general worldliness characteristic of so many American churches. They responded 
with a robust approach to leadership, accountability, and discipleship. Every mem-
ber was required to belong to a house-group, whose leader would in turn report to 
elders, who reported to pastors, who reported to apostles. Some of this accountabil-
ity worked good things into the lives of members, one can only assume. But turning 
prudential “mays” (“you may join a small group”) into “musts” (“you must join a 
small group”) for what we impose on members as a necessary part of discipleship 
should have been the first alarm bell. The movement also employed a concept of 
“covering.” Church members had to make sure every major and sometimes minor 
decision was “covered” or approved by their house-group leader, elder, or pastor. 
Decisions to be covered included where to live and work, whom to marry, or even 
whether to make a doctor’s appointment. In some churches, a prophetic word would 
have been offered in answer to such questions. Leaders claimed to know “the will of 
the Lord.”19

I would say the leaders of this movement drove outside the lane or exceeded 
their pastoral license in at least two ways. First, very rarely if ever should churches 
require something not in the Bible as a necessary component of discipleship. In 

19 Jerram Barrs, “Shepherding Movement,” in New Dictionary of Theology, ed. Sinclair B. Ferguson 
and David F. Wright (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1988), 639–40; Witmer, The Shepherd Leader, 
93–95.
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this case it was both requiring membership in a house-group and requiring that 
all major decisions be approved. The underlying principle here is closely related to 
the regulative principle: everything a church does when it gathers requires biblical 
warrant. I think we might add to that, everything a church requires of its members 
whether gathered or scattered requires biblical warrant. Sometimes church leaders 
complain that this principle is too restrictive. In fact, the principle gives freedom 
to Christians because it narrows dramatically the set of things that churches can 
impose on them. When we get to the discussion of the forms column in a moment, 
we will see that there are decisions leaders and churches must make that don’t have 
biblical warrant (e.g., “Should we have a Sunday school program?”), but to make 
something a condition of membership or basic Christian discipleship is to infringe 
upon the elements column. And this column, I have already said, requires biblical 
warrant, a proof text even. There is a world of difference between saying something 
is wise and saying something is required. It may indeed be wise to join a house-
group and to seek the counsel of one’s elders in major life decisions. But the second 
a church requires such matters, it elevates the wisdom of man to the Word of God. 
And in so doing it dethrones God.

Second, an elder has the authority to re-reveal, meaning give, interpret, and even 
apply Scripture, but that does not necessarily give him the competence to offer 
counsel on where to live, whom to marry, what job to take, which doctor to trust, 
which candidate to vote for, or to determine the “godly” amount of money to spend 
on a car. He might have something helpful to say on such questions in any given 
situation based on his wisdom in the Word and his life experience, but he might not. 
He certainly does not have God-sanctioned authority to give or deny approval on 
such decisions unless a clear sin is being committed, such as a decision to marry a 
non-Christian or visit an abortion doctor. The moral of the story here is that pastors 
should speak slowly and carefully when they speak beyond the interpretation and 
fairly direct application of Scripture. And when they do answer members’ specific 
questions about such life decisions, they should be quick to say, as I try to remember 
to do, “We are in the category of wisdom here, not sin and righteousness, and I could 
be wrong. You probably want a second opinion!” I especially try to speak this way 
with members who I suspect might give undue weight to my words. Sometimes I say 
nothing at all and simply offer to pray for them.

Timothy Witmer astutely observes that the use of authority rests on a continuum 
between abdication and authoritarianism, and it is easy to slide too far in one direc-
tion or the other. After pointing to the Shepherding Movement as swinging too far 
toward authoritarianism, Witmer suggests that the Emergent Church movement 
of the 1990s and 2000s swung too far in the other direction. They neglected the 
proper use of authority.20 I have offered a lengthy defense for the good of authority 

20 Witmer, The Shepherd Leader, 93–99.
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elsewhere.21 The moral for our present story is many churches today need to recap-
ture and reinvigorate their understanding and practice of pastoral authority, while 
others need to rediscover and respect its limits.

Leading the Church in Its Decision Making
So what does the elders’ authority to teach mean for the church’s decision-making 
power in the elements column? Here I think some of the scriptural texts in the 
last chapter are useful. An apostle is not an elder, and nothing in Scripture tells us 
the elders have descended from the apostles. That said, two times an apostle refers 
to himself as an elder (1 Pet 5:1; 2  John 1), which suggests that enough overlap 
in their roles exists that we can find passages involving Paul’s interactions with 
 churches  instructive.

Consider again how I described the relationship between apostle and congregation 
in Galatians 1, 1 Corinthians 5, and 2 Corinthians 2. Paul treats these congregations 
like younger brothers who need to be led, or discipled, but who must finally make 
the judgment for themselves. He wants them to reach the right decisions with him. 
“I have already pronounced judgment,” he says to the Corinthians (1 Cor 5:3 ESV). 
But now “you are to judge” (v. 12 ESV), he exhorts. He does not want them to know 
how to make decisions well only when someone is standing over them with a stick.

I spoke with one pastor who argued that 1 Corinthians 5 points to Paul’s own apos-
tolic authority, not the church’s, since Paul said he already judged the man. Among 
other difficulties with this argument is it presumes Paul meant for the church to 
have him on speed dial for every time they encountered such a situation. That of 
course is absurd on its own merits. Further, the relationship between verses 3 and 
12 demonstrates that Paul’s goal was training, not imposing.

If the apostle was unwilling to impose such decisions on congregations but wanted 
to train them to make the right decisions, how much less should a group of elders 
make those decisions unilaterally and impose them?

That said, an elder or group of elders should bring their authority to teach to 
bear on such decisions involving membership, discipline, who the teachers are, 
or any decision that falls into the elements category. So where Paul says, “I have 
already pronounced judgment on the one who did such a thing” and then instructs 
the church, “You are to deliver this man to Satan for the destruction of the flesh” 
(1 Cor 5:3–5 ESV), elders should speak analogously. Whether the decision involves 
bringing someone into membership, seeing someone out, affirming an elder nom-
ination, or passing a budget, the elders should say, “It is our collective judgment 
before God that this is the right decision, and now we recommend that you make it.” 
The elders should call the church to act and to act in a particular direction.

21 Jonathan Leeman, The Church and the Surprising Offense of God’s Love: Rediscovering the Doc-
trines of Church Membership and Discipline (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2010), 137–60.
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The church members, for their part, should feel a burden of conscience to obey 
the elders when such recommendations are made, even though the decision- making 
power finally belongs to them, not to the elders (other than in their capacity as 
members of the church). The elders’ recommendation or counsel imposes a rela-
tive (or prima facie) moral obligation on the congregation by virtue of the elders’ 
authority to teach. The congregation might legitimately refuse this counsel. But 
they should be very reluctant to do so, knowing that God has placed the elders in 
this office for this very purpose, and on the last day they will have to give an account 
to God for wrongly disobeying the elders. In a church member’s mind, therefore, the 
bar should be pretty high before disobeying an elder in the elements column. The 
breach of Scripture should be fairly clear.

Acts 15 is another example of elders and congregation (and apostles) working in 
unison. It would be nearly impossible to pose a counterfactual scenario here and ask 
what would have happened had the Jerusalem congregation opposed the elders and 
apostles. What we do see is the leaders leading the congregation. (More on this text 
in chapter 6.)

The truly key text to invoke at this point, and a text that provides a picture of my 
proposal for congregationalism, is Ephesians 4. Christ gives the gifts of pastors for 
the training of the saints for the work of ministry (vv. 11–12). They use their teach-
ing gifts so that every member grows in the faith and in the knowledge of God’s Son 
(v. 13). That way members are not thrown about by every wind of bad teaching and 
cunning, deceitful people (v. 14). Instead, every member will know how to speak the 
truth in love to one another so that the body builds itself up in love, as each part 
does its work (vv. 15–16).

This passage does not specifically have the idea of the elders leading the church 
to use the keys in mind, but I’m proposing it’s the same principle or pattern. The 
pastors equip or train the church to use the keys of the kingdom for the work of 
their ministry, for protecting against false doctrine and deceivers, and for building 
themselves up as a body.

The picture in Ephesians 4 is of an active, participatory church. Every member 
is doing ministry within and toward the church for the sake of building up the 
church. Every part is being strengthened in doctrine and speech. The pastors equip 
and train, but the members take ownership of the church’s growth in holiness and 
Christlikeness also.

The Authority to Rule
Recall that the elements column pertains to whom God has authorized to do what 
in a church, while the forms column pertains to how the what gets done. Authority 
over the how, in other words, derives from authority over the what, since the how is 
nothing more than the execution of the what. If elders are authorized to teach the 
church, then they must have the ability (authority) to make any decisions, plan any 
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gatherings, lead any programs, or establish any structures—within reason—that 
serve the purposes of teaching the church. And the church members, once again, 
possesses a relative obligation to obey the elders in the “forms” column.

Let me state it more plainly: the church should generally let the elders make 
decisions over programming, particularly when programming pertains to teaching. 
You cannot say that the elders have authority to teach and then deprive them of the 
ability to make the programming decisions that allow them to teach or to establish 
the teaching structures.

Suppose, for instance, that the elders determine that every new member candi-
date should be required to take six membership classes before joining a church. 
They want to ensure that everyone joining knows what the church believes, how 
it operates, and what will be expected of every member. That is a programming 
decision on which the Bible is silent. But then suppose the membership decides 
that this places too high a barrier to entry that could scare prospective members 
away. So by one mechanism or another, they manage to cancel the classes. There is 
a sense in which the congregation has the authority to do this since they have the 
final authority over the element of teaching. And had the elders proposed something 
ridiculous, like 150 membership classes, the congregation would probably be right 
to forbid 150 classes. Such a burden would make membership nearly impossible 
and therefore hurt gospel ministry. Yet in the original scenario, the congregation, 
though they might possess the right to cancel the six classes, would be wrong to do 
so. They would be undermining and usurping the elders’ authority to teach. They 
should instead submit to the elders’ programmatic decision to require six classes.

What this illustration tries to negotiate is the relationship between the elements 
column (the what/who) and the forms column (the how). The congregation rules 
through the elements and their priestly call to maintain the holiness of the church. 
And this rule necessarily impinges on the forms a church adopts—how a church gets 
its job done. Still, the elders’ basic authority to teach, which itself is an element of a 
rightly ordered church, should ordinarily give them the ability to “direct the affairs” 
of the church (the NIV’s interpretative gloss on the word “rule” in 1 Tim 5:17 ESV).

Some Baptists deny that elders or pastors have any decision-making authority 
over the congregation (I cannot imagine they do this in their practice).22 But does 
the New Testament offer any evidence to the contrary? I believe it does. The church 
in Antioch gave the money for famine relief to the elders of the church in Jerusalem 
(Acts 11:30). Apparently they were to decide what to do with it, and their decisions 
would affect the whole church. In what appears to be an elders-only meeting in the 

22 Kevin Bauder, Baptist Distinctives and New Testament Church Order (Schaumburg, IL: 
Regular Baptist Books, 2012). To give Bauder the benefit of the doubt, I have to assume that when 
he writes, “Pastors do not exercise decision-making power over the congregation” (108) or even 
that “decision-making authority is explicitly forbidden” (106) to the pastor by Scripture (based on 
an idiosyncratic reading of 1 Pet 5:3), he is referring to the big-ticket items that I’m placing in the 
elements column.
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church in Jerusalem with Paul as a guest, the elders and James (the lead elder?) urge 
Paul to undergo purification rites and pay for the expenses of the four men taking 
Nazarite vows. Paul complies (Acts 21:17–26). In his first letter to Timothy, Paul 
charges Timothy with keeping a list of widows over sixty (1 Tim 5:9). Unless one 
wants to maintain that every church must make a list of widows over sixty because 
this is a universally binding apostolic instruction, or that the ability to produce such 
a list was unique to Timothy’s role as an apostolic delegate, what we have here is 
an apostle charging an elder-like individual to make a programmatic decision that, 
again, will affect the whole church. No doubt, all three of these examples are idio-
syncratic and context specific. But that’s just the point: matters pertaining to the 
“how” are often heavily context-specific.

Paul’s list of elder qualifications also suggests that “overseers are not only teach-
ers but are also leaders,” says Thomas Schreiner.23 Schreiner then points to the 
requirements that elders must be able to “manage” their households, which is from 
the same verb that is translated as “rule” in 1 Timothy 5:17 (ESV). The major test for 
whether a man manages his household well, the text tells us, is whether or not his 
children are submissive. But there is no reason to assume he meant to limit one’s 
competence in household management to the submissiveness of his children. In 
a first-century Near Eastern context, managing a household would have included 
“management of slaves, property, business interests, and even maintenance of 
important relationships with benefactors/patrons or clients.”24 Imagine a man who 
shepherds his children well, but whose household management leads to chaos in 
every other aspect. It’s difficult to think Paul intends for this man to serve as an 
elder. All that to say, the requirement to manage one’s household does not mean that 
a man needs to be able to run a Fortune 500 company, but presumably he needs at 
least a minimum competence in managerial decision making.

Acts 6 also deals with a very context-specific problem. And here the apostles (if I 
might employ them as a stand-in for elders) participate in directing the program-
matic affairs of the church. Since the unity of the church was at stake, and the 
matter would have distracted them from their work of praying and teaching, they 
enlist the congregation’s participation and consent in finding a solution. But they 
still give very specific direction about who will do what: “Your work is to pick seven 
godly men, not six, not eight to deal with this situation. We will appoint them. But 
otherwise we are going to stick to preaching and praying.” In short, they direct the 
whole enterprise.

Admittedly, it is striking how little programmatic discussion there is in the 
New Testament, which just might suggest that our churches are far more pro-
grammatic than what the New Testament envisioned. Still, to the extent that such 

23 Thomas R. Schreiner, “Overseeing and Serving the Church in the Pastoral and General Epistles,” 
in Shepherding God’s Flock, 101.

24 Schreiner (ibid., 101) here is quoting Philip H. Towner, The Letters to Timothy and Titus, New 
International Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2006), 254.
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context-specific programmatic decisions must be made for the sake of facilitating 
the work of the church, the NIV’s interpretive gloss on 1 Timothy 5:17’s “rule” (ESV) 
strikes me as appropriate: “The elders who direct the affairs of the church well are 
worthy of double honor, especially those whose work is preaching and teaching.” In 
this text, the elders’ rule “is tied to their teaching,”25 but it also seems to involve a 
little more, namely, directing the general affairs of the church.

How does elder leadership work with respect to congregational rule in these pro-
grammatic matters of forms and circumstances? These are the kinds of decisions 
that typically get made in church offices through the course of a working week and 
sometimes in an elders’ meeting. There is not much more I would say here that I 
didn’t already say toward the beginning of the chapter. Elders should be trusted to 
make many of these kinds of decisions, particularly as they pertain to a church’s 
teaching ministry. But the elders must also strive to delegate where they can in 
order to preserve their teaching ministry. They must be mindful of when a matter 
pushes toward matters pertaining to the basic integrity of the church such as its 
unity, and be willing to involve the whole congregation. Many of the horror stories 
of congregationalism seem to involve the congregation’s micromanaging their pas-
tors in the forms columns or how ministry gets done: votes on purchasing a new 
photocopier and so forth. In fact, congregations should generally trust their leaders 
to lead and make decisions in these programmatic matters, unless the leaders solicit 
their involvement, which trustworthy leaders will do.

Elder Leadership + Congregational Rule = Discipleship
In fact, this dynamic between the elders’ leadership and the congregation’s need to 
trust them, whether in the elements or the forms column, plays a crucial role in 
Christian discipleship.

Consider the big picture. The congregation has final earthly rule over the church. 
That means they can act at any point if they wish. The purpose of their rule is the 
priestly one of protecting the basic integrity of the church and the kingly one of 
building it up.

But Christian discipleship, in large measure, works through imitation. Adam was 
created in God’s image so that he might imitate God. Israel was given the law so that 
they might know how to imitate God. Jesus perfectly imitated the Father by only 
speaking and doing what the Father gave him to speak and do. See Jesus and you 
see the Father. So it works in the church. “Imitate me, as I also imitate Christ,” says 
Paul (1 Cor 11:1; cf. 4:16). Christian discipleship affirms the different gifts and parts 
of the body (1 Cor 12), but the Bible’s general discipleship program operates on a 
pattern of emulating one another’s sound doctrine, sound teaching, sound living, 
and sound worshipping.

25 Schreiner, “Overseeing and Serving,” 100.
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Elders play a crucial role in this discipleship program. These shepherds, who are 
above reproach and able teachers, establish the pattern of sound living and worship-
ping for the congregation. Want to know how Jesus lives, loves, and walks? Watch 
and listen to them.

Now consider this basic program in light of the congregation’s possession of the 
keys of the kingdom and the task of rule. Wielding the keys wisely is a perilous and 
rocky path. The image that comes to mind is a high crag narrow enough to chal-
lenge a mountain goat. The Holy Spirit has given every Christian the competence 
to hike this path. They can do it. But they also require an able guide: “Place your 
foot here, not there. That rock won’t support your weight. One step at a time. Drink 
some water. We’ll make it.” This is the work of the elder. He is an able guide. He leads 
the way. He says, “This is the way of wisdom. Walk in it” (see Prov 4:11; 2 John 4; 
3 John 3). Only the fool of Proverbs refuses his counsel.

What elder leadership and congregational rule provide to the congregation, then, 
is the opportunity to train. The very structures provide a field on which the church 
might build itself up in love.

Consider practically how this works: the elders bring the testimony of a prospec-
tive member before the congregation. They explain a variety of complicating factors 
in the individual’s life together with his or her basic grasp of the gospel and evidence 
of repentance. The call to vote upon this candidate’s admission requires a perilous 
act of judgment, in which it is easy to err on the one side toward legalism and on the 
other toward casualness toward sin.

For instance, a registered sex offender recently applied for membership in my 
church. The situation pitted the goal of protecting a segment of the church from 
possible harm against the goal of affirming what appeared to be the man’s genuine 
Holy Spirit given repentance. By bringing the matter to the gathered congrega-
tion openly, the elders were able to walk the members through these complexities. 

A GRID FOR CONTEXTUALIZATION

All churches everywhere should contain the same elements (who is 
authorized to do what). But those elements will take on different forms 
in one place or another (how those elements are practiced in a given 
location). Elements must be biblically prescribed and are inflexible, while 
Scripture is generally silent on forms. This basic distinction provides a 
grid for contextualization. This whole book is a meditation on an ele-
ment: the relationship between congregational rule and elder leadership 
as prescribed in Scripture. The goal is to help the reader to establish the 
universal and portable principles of elder-led congregationalism. What it 
cannot finally do, however, is answer how the elders in a church should 
lead the congregation to implement these principles, even if it can offer 
some suggestions.
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This taught them to glory in the gospel’s work while also exercising protective care 
against sin.

But such a lesson doesn’t stop there: it transmits to the daily lives of members in 
a variety of situations. Maybe two parents are dealing with a teenage son who claims 
to love Jesus but demonstrates a pattern of deceit. Or maybe a man is trying to figure 
out how to interact with his “Christian” sister in another city, who was caught in 
adultery but is now playing the part of the penitent. The corporate responsibility of 
considering the sexual offender’s membership application, as led by the elders, gives 
these members some of the pastoral categories they need to handle their own situa-
tions. It teaches these parents and this man that they must work to discern the line 
between godly sorrow and worldly sorrow, to expect that genuine repentance will take 
radical measures like cutting off the hand, to recognize the need for patience because 
sometimes true repentance can take months (or longer) to show itself, to learn that it 
is not always legalistic but sometimes wise to constrain a genuinely repenting sinner 
inside a set of rules and boundaries for their own and others’ good. The couple and 
the man learn all these pastoral lessons for interacting with sinners because they have 
been asked to sit in a meeting with the whole church where member applications 
are discussed and acted on. Had that meeting occurred behind closed elder or bishop 
doors, they would not have been so trained or equipped to act as priests.

Or consider the example of a female member whom no one has seen for months. 
One elder tries to reach her multiple times and finally receives a polite but two- 
sentence e-mail saying she now lives in Chicago, please accept this resignation, 
and, well, best wishes! Nothing is said about finding a new church. And further 
e-mails are ignored. When the matter finally comes to the congregation, a few mem-
bers struggle to understand how to fulfill their obligations to care for this woman. 
Should the church discipline her for not upholding her end of the church covenant, 
for nonattendance, for trying to resign “into the world,” that is, with no demonstra-
tion of the fact she intends to join another gospel-preaching church? The difficulty 
is compounded by the fact that no one really knew the woman in the first place, 
because she kept herself anonymous. A scenario just like this, incidentally, happens 
every so often in my church. It is difficult to say what the elders would recommend 
here. I do know this: they would use the opportunity to warn the church not to live 
anonymously, and not to leave surreptitiously. Maybe the woman is prospering in 
the Lord and is just really busy! It’s also possible, perhaps likely, that she’s hiding—
in sin or on her way to sin. And the moment of pastoral warning, spoken in a mem-
bers’ meeting, is the elder’s way of saying, “Put your foot here, not there. Notice the 
slippery gravel. And beware that cliff!”

Elder leadership plus congregational rule, aside from being biblical, is a remarkable 
tool for discipleship. When the authority of the keys is removed from the church’s 
hands, the ministry of the Word might continue wonderfully, powerfully, and fruit-
fully; but the ministry of application and the ministry of the sure-footed mountain 
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shepherd are severely hindered. The elders lose a major tool in teaching the congre-
gation how to apply the gospel to real life. They lose the ability to equip them for the 
tough mountain passes. Yes, elders can continue to do this with members one-on-one, 
but that’s like taking away the pulpit with the consolation that teaching can continue 
one-on-one.

The Exercise of Submission and Trusting Another’s Judgment
The combination of elder leadership and congregational rule serves to disciple 
members toward maturity and health in another way: it gives them an opportunity 
to exercise their “submission muscles” in a relatively safe environment. Here we 
return to Dever’s point that church members incapable of trusting their leaders are 
as much a sign of unhealthiness as are untrustworthy leaders.

To the Enlightenment way of thinking, humans are always capable of reasoned 
judgment. If you present a good argument and the necessary evidence to someone 
currently holding a mistaken judgment, chances are he will see the error of his ways 
and make an appropriate judgment.

To the Christian way of thinking, humans are sometimes capable of reasoned 
judgment. That judgment is forever clouded by a hundred other factors: idolatry, 
lust, ambition, self-justification, an upset stomach, a bad cold, two-thirds of the 
pertinent facts, a melancholic disposition, daydreaming, the overwhelming desire to 
get home by 5:30 in time for the kid’s birthday dinner. Part of repentance is learning 
to recognize that, even on our best days, we are capable of errors of judgment as 
a consequence of fallenness or finitude. God places authority figures in our lives, 
therefore, to teach us what it means to trust the judgment of another person, even 
when it doesn’t comport with our own judgment, ultimately so that we might learn 
to trust God’s judgment. His surely does not always comport with our judgment!

Bringing decisions to the congregation requires the congregation to exercise 
judgment. Bringing decisions to the congregation with a recommendation from 
the elders, however, gives a congregation the opportunity to trust the elders and 
practice submitting—to exercise their submission muscles. And exercising those 
muscles always forces us to fight pride by acknowledging our finitude and fallen-
ness. Ninety-nine times out of a hundred, hopefully, the act of submitting to the 
elders’ judgment will be easy because their recommendation accords with one’s own 
godly judgment. The vast majority of membership and resignation applications, for 
instance, are non-contentious. Mind you, even these easy cases serve the pedagogical 
purpose of reinforcing the right path. But when that one-out-of-a-hundred occasion 
occurs and the elders’ judgment does not agree with our own, it is an opportunity 
to pray, seek counsel, humble oneself, loosen one’s grip on the claim that “I” always 
know best, and consider the prospect of submitting—not just after the vote but even 
before it. Of course there are occasions when a member should not submit. But if 
one belongs to a church where he cannot trust the elders to make biblical decisions, 
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he should find another church! If he can’t find any such church, he either lives 
where there are few churches, or the problem might be him.

Suppose a case for excommunication arises. The elders recommend removing a 
man from membership for divisiveness. You know the man. When you first joined 
the church, he welcomed you and helped to integrate you relationally into the 
church. That was four years ago. You are always glad to see him on Sunday and even 
have a soft place in your heart for him. But you haven’t had much interaction with 
him in the last four years. Now the elders are recommending that you lend your vote 
to removing him from membership, and your first thought is, Divisive?! He helped 
integrate me into the church. What should you do?

First, I do believe your general disposition should be to vote with the elders as 
an act of obedience. This should be a tentative (or prima facie) disposition, not an 
absolute (or ultima facie) one. But Jesus has given the elders authority to direct the 
church in such matters, and you should feel that biblically given call to obedience.

That said, the process of church discipline in Matthew 18 makes provision for the 
church to consider the witnesses’ testimony and to address the sinner. And some 
time needs to pass for this to happen, meaning that elders should generally not ask 
their members for an immediate act of excommunication.26 In my church, the mem-
bers usually have two months to address the matter—the space of time between one 
regularly scheduled members’ meeting and the next.

Here is why that space of time is important: you as a member have a priestly duty 
to work to keep the church from calling the holy unholy, or the unholy holy. If you 
suspect that your friend has been wrongly charged by the elders with being divisive, 
you should inquire into the matter and be willing to vote against the elders if they 
are pursuing an injustice. We have had individuals who joined our church who, 
as best we could tell after investigation, had been wrongly excommunicated from 
their church. I’m thinking of one woman in particular whom we received from a 
fairly authoritarian church. I hope there were individuals who stood with her in that 
church. That said, if you are in a church where you think the elders would wrongly 
exclude someone from membership, I am not sure why you would remain in that 
church. Which is to say, unless you have firsthand knowledge the elders are wrong, 
you should feel the obligations of obedience. You should certainly not vote against 
the elders on a hunch or a flippant, “It’s my vote. I’ll do what I want!” If these are 
men whom you generally trust and acknowledge as your elders simply by being a 
member of their church, why would you assume they are wrong in this situation?

In other words, I do think there are many times for a member to say, “I’m not 
sure,” or “This doesn’t tentatively make sense to me,” and still vote with the elders, 
or at least gladly submit after the vote. If a Christian does not have a category to ever 
say that, I propose that Christian is possibly more autonomous and proud than he 

26 There are exceptions. See my discussion of the relationship between Matthew 18 and 1 Corinthians 5 
in Church Discipline: How the Church Protects the Name of Jesus (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2012), 55–63.
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or she realizes. Though being in the very nature God, Jesus submitted to the Father 
perfectly, and the Father exalted him. Far more Christian growth occurs through 
submission and imitation than most Western Christians realize.

The irony of an independent elder-rule, presbyterian, or episcopalian form of 
church government is that it can hide a people’s inability to trust and submit. Mem-
bers don’t expect to be involved in decision making. They don’t expect to sit through 
“members added, members removed” meetings. And so their proud, autonomous 
hearts are not tested or challenged by the corporate life of the church as a whole. 
Their submission, faith, and trust muscles are not exercised.

There is a strange sense in which presbyterian and episcopalian church polities 
infantilize Christian because they don’t entrust them with most decisions and then 
demand Christian maturity throughout the week without the training or equipping 
which occurs in congregational meetings. It’s like they do nothing to lead the spiri-
tual child through good decision-making processes while he is living at home from 
infancy to age eighteen. Then, when he turns eighteen, they send him out into the 
world and expect him to act maturely and wisely.

The dynamic of elder leadership and congregational rule, on the other hand, 
trains and equips from infancy to adulthood.

Conclusion
If the life of the church depends on God’s Word, then the teachers of the Word will 
inevitably have a leadership role. They will need to lead in applying the Word to 
the binary decisions that make the church what it is (Is that our doctrine? Is he a 
teacher? Is she a member?). And they will need to lead in those multi-choice pro-
grammatic matters that facilitate the ministry of the Word (Where will we meet? 
How are our services structured? What ministry opportunities do we encourage?). 
I referred to these two categories as the basic elements of all churches everywhere 
and the forms those elements take in a particular time and place. The elders lead 
in the first category by equipping the church to make the decisions that are central 
to the basic integrity and right ordering of a church by the standards of Scripture. 
Here they need fairly explicit Scriptural backing. The elders lead in the second cate-
gory sometimes by making decisions, sometimes by delegating those decisions, and 
sometimes by involving the church. Here the standard is not to contradict Scripture 
since Scripture does not explicitly address the questions being asked.

Unlike independent elder rule, presbyterianism, and episcopalianism, practicing 
elder leadership and congregational rule well requires a particular kind of culture, 
namely, a culture of trust and activity. In the former three polity environments, the 
elders make nearly all the decisions. The congregation offers a passive trust to their 
leaders by letting them make those decisions, but they seldom have occasion to exer-
cise an active trust—the trust of “I have the right to vote against you, but I’m going 
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to lay down that right and follow you.”27 This latter kind of trust is what Christians 
have to offer Jesus every day. In a congregational church, Christians have occasion 
to practice that kind of active trust through the fine balance struck between elder 
leadership and congregational rule. Just as a faithful and loving earthly father helps 
his children believe that God is both faithful and loving, so faithful and wise elders 
help members to believe that Jesus really is faithful, wise, and trustworthy. Other 
polities topple the balance between elder leadership and congregation rule, and in 
so doing miss the glorious shepherding opportunity.

Insofar as a culture of trust is required, the combination of elder leadership and 
congregational rule depends on a kind of maturity among its leaders and members. 
But it’s precisely that maturity that the balance between the two kinds of authority 
inculcates through the slow, patient, shepherding process: “First step here, then 
there; watch for loose rock.” Congregationalism, in other words, requires the mem-
bers to take ownership of the ministry of the church, which means it calls for greater 
activity, less complacency, less temptation to passive nominalism, and more oppor-
tunity to grow in grace and wisdom.

27 Under these other forms of church government, a member can exercise active care through pres-
ence (being there) and provision (giving). And he or she can vote against a leader only by withdrawing 
these things. The individual must, in that sense, go outside the system.

THE ADVANTAGES OF ELDER-LED CONGREGATIONALISM

• It demands that elders equip the saints with a robust understanding of 
the gospel so that the members can guard the what and who of the 
gospel.

• It foments congregational fellowship insofar as doing their job requires 
church members to know and take responsibility for one another. Ev-
ery member must take responsibility for other individuals, and every 
member must take responsibility for the whole.

• It strengthens the Christian mind because Christians must know their 
doctrine in order to guard it.

• Contrary to expectations, it teaches congregations to submit to their 
leaders.

• All this helps protect the gospel over time.
• It encourages the elders to know and disciple and spend time with the 

people.
• It encourages the elders to live in a trustworthy manner.
• It clarifies the church’s witness and strengthens every member for 

outreach.
• Insofar as it puts the work of ministry into the hands of ordinary lay 

people, it contextualizes a church’s ministry.
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Chapter 6

Working with Other Congregations
There remains one last substantial topic to cover. What is the relationship between 

churches from a congregational perspective? How does a church, or a group of 
churches, relate to each other?

I argued in chapter 4 that Matthew 18:15–20 decisively locates Christ’s authority 
in regular gatherings of two or more disciples in Christ’s name for the preaching of 
the Word and the wielding of the keys. And I argued in chapter 5 that the congre-
gation not the elders possesses final rule. All this would seem to suggest that each 
congregation is formally independent from all others in terms of their authority 
structures.

That said, some Episcopalians and Presbyterians suggest that Matthew 18:20 
authorizes other gatherings than just the local church to wield the keys, namely, 
gatherings of presbyters in presbytery or bishops in synods.1 Their reading of this 
text is, however, informed by their reading of Acts 15. For many advocates of a con-
nectionalist form of church governance, Acts 15 is one of the most, if not the most, 
crucial texts for their argument.2

This chapter has two goals: to offer a brief critique of the connectionalist read-
ing of Acts 15, and to offer a congregationalist vision of the interdependence 
of congregations.

Acts 15
Acts 15 begins with some men from Judah showing up in Antioch and teaching 
that a person “cannot be saved” apart from circumcision (v. 1). This caused “se-
rious argument and debate” between Paul and Barnabas and the visiting Judeans 

1 E.g., Peter Toon, “Episcopalianism,” in Who Runs the Church? Four Views on Church Govern-
ment, Counterpoints: Church Life (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2004), 28; L. Ron Taylor, “Presbyteri-
anism,” in Who Runs the Church?, 45.

2 Toon, “Episocpalianism,” 28; Taylor, “Presbyterianism,” 80; Robert L. Reymond, “The Presby-
tery-Led Church: Presbyterian Church Government,” in Perspectives on Church Government: Five 
Views of Church Polity, ed. Chad Owen Brand and R. Stanton Norman (Nashville, TN: B&H, 2004), 
96–109.
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(v. 2). So “the church” appointed “Paul and Barnabas and some others” to visit “the 
apostles and elders in Jerusalem” (vv. 2–3). The Presbyterian Robert Reymond has 
argued that there must have been several churches in Antioch and several church-
es in Jerusalem, so saying “the church” sent these individuals really must mean 
that the “Antioch presbytery” sent their representatives to meet with the “Jerusalem 
presbytery” for a “general assembly.”3 I confess this question-begging imposition on 
the biblical text confounds my congregationalist mind.4 What the text actually says 
is that one church sent several individuals to another church to clear up a point of 
controversy, a fairly predictable thing to do in this instance since the trouble mak-
ers had come from the Jerusalem church, as the leaders of the Jerusalem church 
concede (v. 24). Darrell Bock therefore calls it a “consultation,” “not a council in the 
later technical ecclesiastical sense.”5 The Roman Catholic Joseph Fitzmyer draws 
the same  conclusion:

This meeting has often been referred to as the Apostolic Council. 
That is really a misnomer, because the meeting as described is 
not a solemn assembly of authorities from all over the church. 
Moreover, it is never counted as one of the councils in the history 
of Christianity.6

The Anglican bishop Frederic Farrar agrees:

It is only by an unwarrantable extension of terms that the meet-
ing of the Church of Jerusalem can be called a “Council” . . . The 
so-called Council of Jerusalem in no way resembled the General 
Councils of the Church, either in its history, its constitution, or its 
object. It was not a convention of ordained delegates, but a meet-
ing of the entire Church of Jerusalem to receive a deputation from 
the Church of Antioch.7

The Presbyterian Louis Berkhof takes a similar view: “The council of Jerusalem . . . 
was composed of apostles and elders, and therefore did not constitute a proper ex-
ample and pattern of a classis or synod in the modern sense of the word.”8

3 Reymond, “The Presbytery-Led Church,” 98.
4 See James R. White, “Response by James R. White,” in Perspectives on Church Government, 143.
5 Darrell L. Bock, Acts, Baker Exegetical Commentary of the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: 

Baker Academic, 2007), 486.
6 Joseph A. Fitzmyer, The Acts of the Apostles: A New Translation with Introduction and Commen-

tary, Anchor Bible 31 (New York, NY: Doubleday, 1998), 543.
7 Frederic W. Farrar, Life and Work of St. Paul (1902; repr., Minneapolis, MN: Klock & Klock, 1981), 

1:430–31.
8 Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology (Carlisle, PA: Banner of Truth, 1958), 591. Reymond (“The 

Presbytery-Led Church,” 308, n. 22), predictably, objects to Berkhof on this point. These last four refer-
ences (Bock, Fitzmyer, Farrar, Berkhoff) I have borrowed from Jeff Brown, Corporate Decision-Making 
in the Church of the New Testament (Eugene, OR: Pickwick, 2013), 158.



 Working with Other Congregations 155

Everett Ferguson draws out a larger congregational principle from all of this: when-
ever a conflict embroiled more than one church, he observes, the early churches 
would need to consult with one another, try to find a common mind, but then apply 
their conclusions to themselves. So it was in Acts 15. The passage should not be 
treated so much as the basis for church councils, he says, but as one church con-
sulting with another.9 And such consultations continued in the post-apostolic era, 
Ferguson continues. Around 155, Bishop Polycarp of Smyrna consulted with Bishop 
Anicetus of Rome when there was a conflict between the churches of Asia and the 
church of Rome over the date of Easter. They couldn’t agree on the Pasch, but they 
agreed to disagree while confirming, Irenaeus would later summarize, “the agree-
ment in the faith.”10 Ferguson even argues that the ecumenical councils did not 
have inherent authority. Bishop Eusebius of Caesarea, whose letter to his church 
following the Council of Nicaea of 325 is one of our main sources of information on 
the council, used this pastoral letter to explain and win support in his church for 
Nicaea’s terms and decisions, in part because they differed from his previous teach-
ing. The church needed to own the council’s decision, as did every other church.11

Whether or not this is an accurate assessment of how the authority of Nicaea was 
viewed, I do believe the text of Acts 15 bears out the conclusion that what happened 
in Jerusalem was less a grand ecumenical council and more one church consulting 
with another, even if one church was the mother church and the conclusions of the 
“consultation” would eventually have larger ramifications. No one was summoned, 
but Antioch initiated.12 The event was entirely voluntary. And in spite of occasional 
suggestions that maybe Paul and Barnabas picked up a couple of elders while passing 
through Phoenicia and Samaria (v. 3), the text says nothing of the sort. Instead, the 
Antioch delegation was “welcomed by the church, the apostles, and the elders” of 
the Jerusalem church (v. 4). Finally, the phrase “the apostles and the elders” is used 
five times in the chapter (vv. 2, 4, 6, 22, 23), seemingly to designate the same group 
of individuals—the apostles and the elders of the church in Jerusalem—even to the 
exclusion of Paul and Barnabas (see v. 4). In other words, Paul and Barnabas came 
to give their report of conversions (v. 12) and present the basic question. That’s not 
to say they didn’t present their opinions over the necessity of circumcision at any 
point in the discussion. But it is to say they were looking for the apostles and the 
elders of the Jerusalem church to address the matter. They already knew what they 
thought (see v. 2).

9 Everett Ferguson, “The ‘Congregationalism’ of the Early Church,” in The Free Church and the 
Early Church: Bridging the Historical and Theological Divide, ed. D. H. Williams (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 2002), 130.

10 Ferguson, “The ‘Congregationalism’ of the Early Church,” 130.
11 Ibid., 131.
12 Benjamin L. Merkle, 40 Questions About Elders and Deacons, 40 Questions and Answers (Grand 

Rapids, MI: Kregel, 2008), 33.
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After the original welcome, the text seems to insinuate that the gathering broke, 
then reconvened, only now the emphasis falls on the fact that “the apostles and the 
elders assembled to consider this matter” (v. 6). It is not stated at the outset that 
the whole Jerusalem congregation is present for the “debate” which includes the 
speeches of Peter and James (vv. 7–21). Luke refers to the “whole assembly” being 
present (v. 12), and I’m inclined to think that the phrase sounds a bit grandiose if it’s 
only referring to the elders and apostles of the Jerusalem church, together with Paul 
and Barnabas, and not to the Jerusalem congregation as well. But one could read 
it either way. So maybe this is a congregational meeting (like the congregational 
meetings in my church). Or maybe this is an elders-and-apostles-only meeting (like 
the elders-only meetings in my church). James’s speech then concludes. The nar-
rative never explains how the whole assembly arrived at their consensus. It instead 
jumps to the decision to publicize the conclusion: “The apostles and the elders, with 
the whole church, decided to select men . . . and to send them to Antioch” (v. 22). 
The letter itself, however, refers to the consensus of the apostles and elders: “From 
the apostles and the elders, your brothers, To the brothers from among the Gentiles 
in Antioch, Syria, and Cilicia . . . For it was the Holy Spirit’s decision—and ours—to 
put no greater burden on you than these necessary things” (vv. 23, 28). Interest-
ingly, they also represent their decision as the Holy Spirit’s decision, but we’ll return 
to that in a moment. The emphasis on just the apostles and elders is restated in the 
report of Paul and Timothy’s subsequent journey: “As they traveled through the 
towns, they delivered the decisions reached by the apostles and elders at Jerusalem 
for them to observe” (16:4).

Before drawing any conclusions, let me make several observations. First, the text 
clearly gives the largest role to the apostles. Only Peter’s and James’s speeches are 
recorded. Plus, the letters sent to Antioch, Syria, and Cilicia emphasize that it was 
the elders and apostles who came to a consensus. Of course, there would be no 
reason to state the congregation’s agreement with the letter even from a congre-
gationalist perspective, because no congregationalist would argue the Jerusalem 
congregation’s decision was binding on the Antioch church. Rather, it would make 
sense, from a congregationalist perspective, for the church in Antioch to ask the 
elders and apostles in the Jerusalem church for counsel on a point of dispute, espe-
cially since representatives from Jerusalem were causing it. My own church has sent 
out church planters who regularly write back to us soliciting counsel on matters of 
doctrine and practice. Do these planters ask the whole church for counsel? No, they 
ask elders. I personally receive e-mails like this monthly, if not weekly, from men we 
have sent out to pastor other churches.

Second, that said, the Jerusalem congregation remains involved. They receive the 
delegation. They possibly sit through the whole meeting. And they share in the deci-
sion to send a reply to all the churches.
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Third, I think it should be a non-contentious observation to suggest that Luke the 
author’s primary goal in Acts 15 is to present the conclusion of the debate, not to 
focus on the mechanics of how the decision was reached. There is nothing here to 
suggest the author’s intent is to establish decision-making protocol for churches. 
The accounts are too clipped. The evidence is too ambiguous. And there are his-
torically redemptive unique elements, like the presence of the apostles and their 
certainty that the Holy Spirit had participated in the decision. If Luke had wanted 
to, he could have outlined the decision-making procedure. But he didn’t. It’s simply 
not the purpose of this passage.

Binding as Scripture or as an Act of the Keys?
I argued in chapter 1 that elders and churches must be authorized to do every-
thing they do. The clearest form of an authorization is a commission or command 
whose language bears universal relevance (e.g., God’s charters for civil government 
and the local church). Slightly less clear but just as binding is a pattern of situa-
tion-specific commissions or commands without the universally binding language 
(e.g., the commissions given to elders). Less clear than that, but often still binding, 
are situation-specific precedents with no commands or commissions attached (e.g., 
the repeated example of the plurality of elders). The least clear of all are one-off situ-
ation-specific precedents (e.g., fasting before the appointing of elders). So we can be 
most certain, based on these criteria, that the Great Commission is normative, and 
the least certain that fasting before appointing elders is.

What’s proven so challenging for discussions of Acts 15, I propose, is that it pres-
ents us with the possibility of two different kinds of precedents, one of which falls 
into the first or second category above and the other of which falls into the last cat-
egory. The first pertains to circumcision and its necessity for salvation and church 
membership. The second pertains to connectional church structure. For simplic-
ity’s sake, let me refer to the first as the passage’s faith precedent (even though it 
involves an element of faith and order) and the latter as the order precedent. The 
faith precedent we might place in the first or second category above because there 
is an apostolic decision that all churches must “obey” (16:4 NIV). Indeed, this par-
ticular faith precedent goes to the heart of the gospel, as the entire book of Gala-
tians argues and, most Christians would presumably agree, applies to all churches 
in all places. The faith precedent, in other words, deals with the actual substance 
of the conversation in Acts 15. It is what Luke the author was primarily interested 
in discussing. The possible order precedent, if indeed it is a precedent, deals with a 
side issue in Acts 15 and is not the author’s purpose in writing the chapter, namely, 
establishing a particular form of church structure. That’s not to say we cannot learn 
lessons for church polity here. It is to say that we should not try to make the text say 
more than it intends to say, a pursuit that becomes particularly problematic when 
we start filling in the ambiguities to favor our preferred polity, as in referring to “the 
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Antioch presbytery.” Sometimes it is better to leave ambiguities as ambiguities and 
not build too much upon them. This is particularly the case when a possible prece-
dent is unique in the canon, as Acts 15 arguably is for connectionalism.

Is Acts 15 relevant for church polity? Let me propose four readings that one could 
draw from the passage, each of which, of necessity, has to bend the ambiguities in a 
particular direction, or to make a particular set of assumptions, but all of which are 
reasonable. Then I will offer a fifth reading that is not necessarily forbidden by the 
text, but according to which the text simply does not offer a precedent.

The first three are congregational readings with fairly slight shades of difference:
1. An exercise of congregational church order. Some congregationalist writers 

argue that Acts 15 shows the church in Jerusalem exercising ecclesial authority 
only over itself, even if it also gave counsel to other churches. Kevin Bauder, for 
instance, writes,

In no sense was the church at Jerusalem imposing its authority 
upon the congregation at Antioch. The point of the conference was 
for the church at Jerusalem to clarify its own position and to call 
its own members into account. .  .  . The Jerusalem congregation 
also offered words of counsel to the Gentile churches—counsel 
that turned out to be anything but open-and-shut regulation (for 
example, see 1  Corinthians 8–10 on meat offered to idols). The 
authority of Jerusalem exercised was authority to define its own 
doctrine and to call into account certain individuals who were 
teaching in its name.13

This view downplays the conciliar nature of the event, and treats it more as one 
church consulting with another, similar to the authors mentioned above. It also, 
like Ferguson at least, draws strong lines against the exertion of authority from Je-
rusalem outward. Instead, it assumes a high level of congregational ownership and 
authority over the final decision.

2. A historically redemptive unique exercise of connectional ecclesial order. A 
second congregationalist perspective acknowledges that the so-called council in 
Jerusalem exerted ecclesial authority outward to other churches (and these writers 
do tend to use the word “council”).14 And to say it was an “ecclesial authority” is to 
say it involved an exercise of the keys. But here the emphasis falls on the fact that the 
apostles uniquely bear the keys over all churches. In short, the position concedes a 
kind of ecclesial connectionalism, but only for the apostles who could bind and loose 

13 Kevin Bauder, Baptist Distinctives and New Testament Church Order (Schaumburg, IL: Regular 
Baptist Books, 2012), 98. See also Brown, Corporate Decision-Making, 153–65; James Leo Garrett, 
Jr. “The Congregation-Led Church: Congregational Polity,” in Perspectives on Church Government, 
165–67; Paige Patterson, “Single-Elder Congregationalism,” in Who Runs the Church?, 146.

14 See, for example, Samuel E. Waldron, “Plural-Elder Congregationalism,” in Who Runs the 
Church?, 209–10, also, 122–23; Benjamin L. Merkle, 40 Questions, 33–34.
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in any church. Hence, their presence made it a unique occasion and, therefore, not 
a precedent that we can emulate, strictly speaking.

3. No exercise of ecclesial order whatsoever (connectional or congregational). I 
have never heard someone else articulate this view, though 55 percent of me leans 
in this direction (the other 45 percent leans toward view two). The emphasis here 
falls on the fact that not only were the apostles present, but that they knew that “it 
was the Holy Spirit’s decision” as well as theirs. Other churches were bound by their 
decision not as a matter of ecclesial authority or the authority of the keys. Rather, 
other churches are bound insofar as the decision amounted to Scripture writ.

After all, the matter discussed in Jerusalem went to the heart of what the gospel 
is, and finding the right answer would be crucial for transitioning from the old 
covenant to the new. The stakes were high. So high, in fact, that we should not 
be surprised to find both the apostles and the Holy Spirit listed as consenting to 
the final decision. The fact that we have the decision in the Bible tells us that not 
only does the letter bind other churches as if it were Scripture. It in fact binds 
other churches as Scripture. The Jerusalem assembly, quite simply, gave birth to a 
moment of divine revelation. The circular letter from the apostles and elders, there-
fore, is like any other New Testament epistle. And the churches should treat the 
letter coming out of Jerusalem just like they would treat any apostolic epistle in the 
New Testament. And just as no one treats the existence of the Epistles as indicative 
of a connectionalist church order, neither should we treat the letter from the Jeru-
salem church in this fashion.

A simple question that commends this third position is this: on what basis is the 
decision by the apostles and elders of the Jerusalem church binding on churches 
today? Everyone would concede it is binding today. And presumably we have no 
reason to think it bound the church in Antioch differently than it binds our own 
churches. If that’s the case, would we say our churches are bound by the decisions in 
Acts 15 by virtue of the Jerusalem assembly’s apostolic and ecclesial authority over 
our congregations, or is it binding by virtue of being Scripture writ—a once-for-all 
revelation given to the apostles by the Holy Spirit? My sense is that the latter view 
is easier to affirm.

Part of me wants to affirm positions two and three simultaneously—that it was a 
moment of revelation that binds all as Scripture (position three) and that it was an 
act of the keys that binds all since it was an apostolic exercise of the keys (position 
two).15 Unlike the first position, I do think we want to point to a strong outward 
exertion of authority from Jerusalem by virtue of the apostles’ presence and the fact 
that they knew they had the Holy Spirit’s agreement (v. 28). But whether position 
two or three is correct, and I lean ever so slightly toward three, in neither case do 

15 See F. Scott Spencer’s summary statement for a similar portrayal of the apostles and the church 
in Acts in general. F. Scott Spencer, The Portrait of Philip in Acts, Journal for the Study of the New 
Testament Supplement Series 67 (Sheffield, UK: JSOT, 1992), 198–99.
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we find a binding precedent for today. Either we have to concede that the apostles 
were exercising the keys, and they could uniquely bind all churches, or we treat the 
passage as binding as Scripture writ.

4. An exercise of a genuinely universal ecclesial order. Here is my curve ball. 
Looking at Acts 15 in isolation, I can understand how someone might make the case 
from the text for a genuinely universal connectional church order: a visible catholic 
church, as the Roman Catholic Church means to be. The argument is not difficult. 
The apostles, with the help of the elders, come to a doctrinal conclusion, and they 
immediately get to work applying it to all churches. Any church that refuses to obey 
would then be ejected from the roster of apostolically sponsored “true” churches. 
What assumptions must we make to make this explanation work? Two: First, we 
have to assume that elders or overseers are descended from the apostles and that 
the church exists only through its unity with them. Second, we have to assume 
that some kind of formal, visible, catholic institution continued beyond that unique 
moment such that our churches today remain connected to it.

The trouble with this reading is not in the passage itself. The trouble is that 
there is absolutely nothing else in the New Testament to commend it. Nowhere are 
elders (now that the apostles are gone) treated as possessing multi-church wielding 
authority like the apostles. And nowhere do we find a universal structure continued. 
There is no universal structure that we find churches and apostles working through. 
No Vatican-like institution. No college of cardinals. No worldwide headquarters. In 
other words, nothing in this passage works against a visible catholic church, such 
as that recommended by Rome. But nothing elsewhere in the New Testament argues 
for it. At best, Acts 15 is consistent with such a structure. I have a harder time seeing 
the final reading:

5. An exercise of a tribal or regional connectional order. The basic view here is that 
Acts 15 did not establish a visible catholic church to which we remain connected. 
Rather, it established a pattern of inter-church dealings that we still need to follow. 
Churches today should keep to the pattern of two (or more) churches arriving at 
a decision together, through their leaders. Paul and Barnabas and the others from 
Antioch “represented” the Antioch church (or presbytery), the elders and apostles 
“represented” the Jerusalem church (or presbytery), and perhaps elders from other 
churches or presbyteries were represented as well. And to be clear, to say the elders 
represent the churches does not mean they have been sent as delegates on behalf of 
the churches, like Baptist messengers heading off to the Southern Baptist Conven-
tion on behalf of their churches. Rather, the presbyters are the churches. Their deci-
sions constitute the decisions of the church.16 These presbyters then come together 
from multiple churches (or multiple presbyteries) and together make decisions that 
bind all their churches. Together they share an ecclesiastical authority to which 

16 Samuel E. Waldron, “A Plural-Elder Congregationalist’s Response,” in Who Runs the Church?, 
118; see also Taylor, “Presbyterianism,” in Who Runs the Church?, 81.
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their respective churches are subject. Acts 15, it is said, establishes this precedent 
such that churches’ presbyteries and general assemblies, or bishoprics and synods, 
are normative. Our churches today don’t belong to the particular presbyteries or 
bishoprics of Jerusalem. Different times and places have their own presbyteries or 
bishoprics. What Acts 15 presents, then, is an example of the kind of way we should 
associate ourselves with others.

The difficulty of this reading lies in that the passage never authorizes distinct 
groups of churches, or subsets of the universal church, to bind one another. Acts 15 
presents the elders and apostles making a decision that binds either everyone or no 
one (ecclesially speaking), depending on how one looks at it. But it neither autho-
rizes nor establishes a precedent for anything in between.

Perhaps an analogy will clarify the point. Imagine a church of 1,000 people that 
divides up into 10 small groups of 100 people each, each having its own small group 
leader. They are separate small groups, but they are connected through one church. 
Suppose, then, that the small group leader of one group met with the elders of the 
whole church to discuss an ethical dilemma one of his group members was facing. 
After deliberation, the elders make an announcement to the whole church—all 10 
small groups—about their stance on that ethical dilemma. What precedent, at this 
point, has been set? The elders of the church as a whole can bind every small group 
and small group leader with their decisions. That’s position four above.

Now suppose that three of the small group leaders found that they had a lot in 
common and began to make the same kinds of ethical pronouncements for their 
300 members. They don’t mean to bind the other 700 with their ethical decisions, 
just their own 300. When asked by what authority they do this, they point back to 
the time when the elders applied an ethical judgment to the whole congregation and 
claim that they thought a “pattern” was established. At this point, I think the elders 
could reasonably reply, “We never authorized you to do that. Plus, you are creating 
division between the 300 and the 700.”

Ironically, this fifth position leaves each congregation in charge of which sub-
group of churches it will join, which seems to imply a kind of congregationalism. 
“Does our small group want to join together with those two small groups, or with 
those seven?”

Acts 15 presents the apostles and elders making universally binding claims in 
accord with the Holy Spirit. It doesn’t present anything like the Church of England 
or the Evangelical Lutheran Church of America or the Evangelical Presbyterian 
Church. Ironically, the presbyterian or the regional episcopalian position has 
to deny the apostolic nature of the Jerusalem meeting. “If Acts 15 is apostolic, it 
becomes nonrepetitive and far less useful as a foundation for the creation of the 
graded system of courts and ‘connectionalism’ being presented [by presbyterian-
ism],” observes James White. He continues, “Hence it is emphasized [by Presbyte-
rians] that the council was ‘deliberative’ just as the General Assembly might be.” 
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Describing it as deliberative, after all, means it wasn’t unique or unrepeatable. “And 
yet it is clear that the council itself claimed Holy Spirit guidance for its decisions 
(Acts 15:28), a claim that is borne out by the presence of apostles and the inclusion 
of the proceedings in God-breathed Scripture.”17 In other words, it is difficult to 
deny that there was something Holy Spirit inspired by the apostle and elders’ final 
solution. But that is hardly a precedent most Protestant connectionalists can afford 
to acknowledge.

Ultimately, Acts 15 is a tough passage to build church polity upon because it 
records an event as unique in redemption history as Pentecost was. It was a moment 
in which the apostles, with the aid of the Jerusalem elders, helped to clarify the 
gospel relative to who the people of God were under the old covenant versus the 
new covenant.

The last thing to say here by way of critiquing Protestant connectionalism is, if 
connectionalism were biblical, wouldn’t we likely see more instances of presbyteries 
or general assemblies or synods in the New Testament? Wouldn’t there be more 
gatherings like the Jerusalem “council”?

Independence and Interdependence
Throughout this book, I have said little about the formal independence of churches. 
But to argue that each congregation possesses final rule over itself is to argue for 
independence, even if I have not used that word much. To speak about the indepen-
dence of a church does not mean that churches should have no relationships with 
one another or not do ministry together. It only means that one church cannot 
exercise authority over another. No church is bound by another’s decisions.

One church or deliberative body cannot choose another church’s pastor. Or make 
changes to another church’s statement of faith. Or make another’s membership 
decisions. Suppose, for instance, that a church excommunicates an individual from 
membership, and that individual then applies for membership at another church. Is 
the second church bound by the first church’s decision? No. Now, the second church 
would be wise to investigate the matter by seeking to hear from both the individ-
ual and the church. And assuming the first church acted in a trustworthy manner, 
the second church should probably wait until the individual has reconciled with 
the first church before admitting him. But that second church possesses the keys 
of the kingdom for itself, and if, after investigating the matter, it concludes the first 
church was in error, it should admit the member.

If churches are formally independent, how should we think about the biblical 
theme of unity between churches? Didn’t Jesus want his disciples to be one even 
as he and the Father are one (John 17)? Certainly. But there is no reason to think 
that the unity of Christians and churches must be the unity of church order or 
ecclesial authority. Besides, the unity of shared lives, loves, and labors means much 

17 White, “Response by James R. White,” 144.
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more to the watching world than the action of some bishop reaching his hand into 
multiple congregations.

Not only that, to say that the unity of the saints must depend on the exercise of 
ecclesial authority almost feels like a repudiation of the new covenant’s promise of 
regenerate, Spirit-indwelt hearts, as if the saints need someone to crack the whip 
because they surely wouldn’t choose to live and work together without it. But will 
not hearts abiding in the Spirit want to pursue unity in love? In fact, the Bible 
combines the picture of congregational independence with the robust practice of 
congregational interdependence and love.18

A Better Appreciation of Family Ties
The Bible offers an intimate picture of the relationship between local churches. 
Christians and churches should love one another as family. Those who were once far 
off from one another are now fellow “members of the household of God” (Eph 2:19 
ESV). The command to “Show family affection to one another with brotherly love” 
(Rom 12:10) surely then extends beyond the local church.

Consider all the ways the Bible talks about relationships between churches. Differ-
ent churches shared love and greetings:

• “All the churches of Christ greet you” (Rom 16:16 ESV).
• “The churches of Asia send you greetings” (1 Cor 16:19 ESV).
• “All the saints greet you” (2 Cor 13:13 ESV; see also Eph 4:22).
• “I have heard of your faith in the Lord Jesus and your love toward all the 

saints” (Eph 1:15 ESV; see also Col 1:4).

They shared preachers and missionaries:

• “With him we are sending the brother who is famous among all the churches 
for his preaching of the gospel” (2 Cor 8:18 ESV).

• “Beloved, it is a faithful thing you do in all your efforts for these brothers, 
strangers as they are, who testified to your love before the church”  
(3 John 5–6a ESV).

They supported one another financially with joy and thanksgiving:

• “At present, however, I am going to Jerusalem bringing aid to the saints. For 
Macedonia and Achaia have been pleased to make some contribution for the 
poor among the saints at Jerusalem” (Rom 15:25–26 ESV).

18 For a good discussion on this topic, see Gregg R. Allison, Sojourners and Strangers: The Doctrine 
of the Church (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2012), 297–304; see also Chad Owen Brand and David E. 
Hankins, One Sacred Effort: The Cooperative Program of Southern Baptists (Nashville: B&H, 2005), 
53–77.
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• “For the ministry of this service is not only supplying the needs of the saints 
but is also overflowing in many thanksgivings to God” (2 Cor 9:12 ESV; see 
also 2 Cor 8:1–2).

They imitated one another in Christian living:

• “You became an example to all the believers in Macedonia and in Achaia” 
(1 Thess 1:7).

• “For you, brothers, became imitators of the churches of God in Christ Jesus 
that are in Judea” (1 Thess 2:14 ESV).

These testimonies of shared love and support between the earliest churches are 
matched by exhortations. Churches were told to greet one another:

• “Greet . . . the church in their house” (Rom 16:5 ESV).

They were instructed to care for one another financially:

• “Now concerning the collection for the saints: as I directed the churches of 
Galatia, so you also are to do. On the first day of every week, each of you is to 
put something aside and store it up, as he may prosper, so that there will be 
no collecting when I come. And when I arrive, I will send those whom you 
accredit by letter to carry your gift to Jerusalem” (1 Cor 16:1–3 ESV).

• “So give proof before the churches of your love and of our boasting about you 
to these men” (2 Cor 8:24 ESV).

They were cautioned about whom to receive as teachers:

• “Do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from 
God, for many false prophets have gone out into the world” (1 John 4:1 ESV).

• “For many deceivers have gone out into the world, those who do not confess 
the coming of Jesus Christ in the flesh. Such a one is the deceiver and the 
antichrist. Watch yourselves” (2 John 7–8a ESV).

They were exhorted to pray for other churches and Christians:

• “To that end keep alert with all perseverance, making supplication for all the 
saints” (Eph 6:18 ESV).

They were exhorted to imitate other churches in steadfastness and faith:

• “Therefore we ourselves boast about you in the churches of God for your 
steadfastness and faith in all your persecutions and in the afflictions that you 
are enduring” (2 Thess 1:4 ESV).
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The point is impossible to miss: the local congregations of the New Testament were 
very much integrated with one another. And their interdependence is founded in the 
fact that they share the same Christ, the same confession, and the same  Commission.

Separate Churches Share the Same Christ
Christians and churches share the same Lord and Christ, which comes through 

in Paul’s greeting to the church in Corinth: “To the church of God that is in Corinth 
. . . called to be saints together with all those who in every place call upon the name 
of our Lord Jesus Christ, both their Lord and ours” (1 Cor 1:2 ESV; cf. 2 Cor 1:1).

Churches may be self governing, but they all belong to the same government—
the kingdom of Christ. In addition to being members of a common household, they 
are also “fellow citizens” (Eph 2:19). One might think of how the workers at the US 
embassies in London and Paris share a common bond in spite of the fact that both 
are in foreign countries. They are politically united, even if geographically separate, 
because they represent the same government. The shared government of separate 
churches, of course, is the eschatological lordship of Christ. His government has 
entered history through these embassies called local churches.

Practical implication 1: Christians should care how other churches are struc-
tured since polity makes this political unity visible. And polity is how Christians are 
made accountable to our common Lord. Polity is the tool that disciplines Christians 
for righteousness.

Practical implication 2: The names and reputations of all Christians in all 
churches are bound together even when they belong to different denominations. 
The citizens of other nations sometimes make jokes about the “ugly American” 
because a few obnoxious Americans, it seems, have stained the nation’s name with 
their loud-mouthed behavior. In the same way, when one Christian church presents 
a poor witness in a city (no matter the denomination), every Christian church in 
that city suffers. When one church presents a positive witness, every church bene-
fits. Churches therefore share an interest in one another’s spiritual welfare.

Practical implication 3: Since churches share an interest in one another’s spiritual 
welfare, they should pray for one another, encourage one another, financially sup-
port one another as opportunity allows, and generally do what they can to support 
one another’s ministries. This means there should be openness to informal relation-
ships among churches, particularly between church leaders. Having knowledgeable 
relationships facilitates specific prayer, encouragement, and aid. Such interaction 
and prayer builds mature congregations and helps them avoid turf wars.

Andy Johnson, a pastor in Washington, DC, challenges fellow pastors to ask 
themselves whether, when praying for revival, they can rejoice if revival comes to 
a church down the street. Then he points to the tale of two leaders in 3 John as 
instructive: Gaius loves to welcome and support faithful missionaries sent out from 
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other churches because he loves Jesus (vv. 5–8). Diotrephes refuses to welcome 
these workers from other churches because he “loves to be first” (v. 9 NIV).19

Mark Dever similarly encourages pastors to dream bigger than the four walls of 
their churches and to strategize to help other pastors in their regions. He offers 
these practical pointers:

• “Pray privately for other local pastors and congregations.
• Set an example for our churches by publicly praying for God’s blessing on 

other Bible-believing and Bible-preaching churches in your area.
• Encourage ministers of other evangelical denominations to preach from time 

to time in your pulpit. As occasion may arise, accept invitations to preach 
in theirs.

• Invite a fellow pastor to your church’s prayer meeting. Interview him about 
the work in his congregation, and pray for him and his church.

• Discipline yourself to speak well of other churches. If a warning must be 
given, speak with great care.

• Be willing to encourage members who live a distance from your church to 
join likeminded congregations closer to their home.”20

Practical implication 4: Different levels of cooperation are possible based on 
different levels of doctrinal and ecclesial unity. Two Baptist churches can work 
together to share the gospel and plant churches (because they share the same gos-
pel and the same polity). A Baptist and a Presbyterian church can work together to 
share the gospel, but not plant churches (because they share the same gospel, but 
not the same polity). A Baptist church and a gospel-denying “church,” Baptist or 
otherwise, can work together to care for the poor (because they share a common 
concern for the poor, though not the same gospel).

Separate Churches Share the Same Confession
Different Christian churches share the same gospel confession, even when they be-
long to different denominations. Think of how Paul exhorted “the churches of Ga-
latia”: “If anyone is preaching to you a gospel contrary to the one you received, let 
him be accursed” (Gal 1:2, 9 ESV). John expected every church to embrace a right 
doctrine of the incarnation (1 John 4:1–3).

Practical implication 5: Churches should partner in learning from one another 
and teaching one another. The earliest churches did this in the sharing of preachers 
and guest missionaries, as we saw a moment ago. Today this can be done in several 
ways: attending or hosting conferences, supporting seminaries and the seminary 

19 Andy Johnson, “Pray for Revival—in the Other Guy’s Church,” 9Marks, May 8, 2012. Accessed 
August 18, 2015, http://9marks.org/article/journalpray-revival-other-guys-church. 

20 Mark Dever, “Wanted: Apostolic Pastors,” 9Marks, May 8, 2012. Accessed August 18, 2015, http://
www.9marks.org/journal/wanted-apostolic-pastors-0. 
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educations of aspiring pastors, subsidizing healthy Christian publishers, and start-
ing local ministerial associations.21

Practical implication 6: Churches should learn from other churches in different 
eras. The great creeds have much to teach, as do various controversies of the past. 
Churches can recite these creeds in their Sunday morning gatherings. Churches 
can learn from the practices and patterns of pastors in the past. Ministerial associ-
ations, for instance, played a large role in Baptist history, particularly in prompting 
the Baptist missions movement.22 Generally, pastors should teach their people to 
read and be thoughtful. Pastors might even encourage their churches to care more 
about history than does the population at large, because Christians know that Christ 
is Lord over all time.

Practical implication 7: Churches should imitate one another in holiness, just 
as the apostolic churches imitated one another (1 Thess 1:7; 2:4; 2 Thess 1:4). Paul 
sought to “remind” the Corinthian church of his “ways in Christ,” as he taught 
“them everywhere in every church” (1 Cor 4:17 ESV); and he often insisted on a 
common rule “in all the churches” (1 Cor 14:33b–34; see also 7:17; 11:16).

This implication points to the value of multi-church conferences, books, and 
ministerial associations. But it particularly highlights the need for pastors to build 
relationships with one another beyond their own churches, as they seek to grow in 
pastoral wisdom. Such relationships can help pastors work through tough pastoral 
counseling or discipline situations.

Practical implication 8: Churches should work to supply capable pastors or at 
least supply preachers to struggling churches who lack them. I know of several 
churches who, when they work to plant or revitalize another church, agree to pay 
the pastor’s salary in that other church for the first couple of years. And they do so 
without asking to exercise any authority over that other congregation. It is a gift.

Separate Churches Share the Same Commission23

All churches are called to be holy (1 Cor 1:2). All of them are commissioned to make 
disciples (Matt 28:18–19). All of them are tasked with guarding the name and repu-
tation of Christ through church discipline (see Matt 18:15–20).

Practical implication 9: Churches should help one another with membership and 
discipline. As a congregationalist, I do not believe one church can exercise authority 
over another. But I have watched our church work well with other congregations in 
the transfer of members, as well as in the exercise of discipline. For instance, when 

21 See the two separate 9Marks journals on how churches can care for one another: 
http://www.9marks.org/journal/church-and-churches and http://www.9marks.org/journal/
wanted-apostolic-pastors.

22 See Michael Haykin, “Baptists Reading Together and the Birth of Modern Mis-
sions,” 9Marks, May 8, 2012. Accessed August 18, 2015, http://www.9marks.org/journal/
baptists-reading-together-and-birth-modern-missions. 

23 See Bobby Jamieson, “The Great Commission Is Bigger than Your Church,” 9Marks, May 8, 2012. 
Accessed August 18, 2015, http://www.9marks.org/journal/great-commission-bigger-your-church.
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one individual whom our church disciplined tried to join a nearby church, that 
church, with which we have a relationship, turned to us for guidance. Our church 
did the same when individuals who were disciplined by other congregations tried to 
join us. Our church does not believe that it is bound by the other church’s decision, 
but we would be foolish not to make inquiries. Working together in matters of mem-
bership and discipline helps us make and oversee Christ’s disciples and so fulfill the 
Great Commission.

Practical implication 10: Churches should work together in missions and evan-
gelism. This can happen locally, as when a church partners with nearby churches 
from different denominations to lead evangelistic Bible studies at lunchtime 
in the business district. Or it can happen nationally and globally, as when the 
churches of the Southern Baptist Convention pool their money to train and send 
missionaries overseas.

Practical implication 11: Churches should partner together in their mercy-minis-
try work. Paul’s example of collecting from multiple churches to support the church 
in Jerusalem provides the most obvious biblical example. Churches today do well 
to look for ways to support sister churches with fewer resources at their disposal. 
This helps Christ’s kingdom and serves the Great Commission. Compiling and coor-
dinating resources for mercy ministry among non-Christian neighbors can help 
churches fulfill the Great Commission and live as holy ones who are salt and light 
in the world.

Conclusion
Though Christ has placed the apostolic authority of the keys into the hands of lo-
cal assemblies, churches should work together to fulfill the Great Commission be-
cause they call upon the same Lord and share a common apostolic confession and 
 commission.

Again, the embassy image is useful. One might imagine sitting inside the US 
Embassy in Tehran on November 4, 1979, while angry Muslim students gathered 
just outside the embassy gates. The mob eventually broke into the compound, and 
52 Americans spent 444 days as hostages in the Iran Hostage Crisis. But the ques-
tion worth considering is, What would it have been like to be inside the embassy 
while the fury was still building? What would an embassy worker be thinking and 
doing in those moments before the mob broke through the gates? Presumably, most 
would be on the phone in a frantic search for friends. The US State Department, the 
nearby Canadian Embassy, the Swedish Embassy in town—the occupants of the US 
Embassy, presumably, were grabbing for whatever outside friends they could find to 
intervene. What a person in such circumstances presumably would not do is assume 
that the little embassy compound, floating like a storm-embattled boat in the middle 
of the seething urban sea that was Tehran, would be fine all by itself. The inhabitants 
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would not try to go it alone! as if the fate of the US government’s diplomatic mission 
in the world rested upon the embattled embassy’s shoulders.

Strangely, this is the attitude that many free or independent churches maintain 
as they seek to undertake God’s mission in the world. They go it alone. They don’t 
cooperate with other local churches in evangelism and missions, in discipline, in 
counseling, or in prayer.

But a biblically faithful church is one that understands both its independence and 
its interdependence with other churches. Because it is independent, it works hard to 
equip itself for the work of apostolic office. It works to keep the line between church 
and world clear by carefully attending to its membership and discipline practices 
and by proclaiming the gospel. It works to present a picture of Christ’s holy love in 
its life together for the sake of the onlooking nations. Because churches are inter-
dependent, they work together for fulfilling the Great Commission. They pray for, 
encourage, challenge, and support one another since they know that the success of 
one is the success of all, and the defeat of one is the sorrow of all (see 1 Cor 12:26).
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Chapter 7

Getting to Work
In some ways, an unhealthy congregational church can look uglier than an 

unhealthy connectionalist church. In a Presbyterian, Anglican, Lutheran, or Meth-
odist assembly, even if the pastor is unregenerate and the Spirit absent from the 
pews, everything in the building will still look orderly, nice, and pleasant. Aren’t 
those stained glass windows pretty? Smell that lovely wood polish! No raucous 
members’ meetings. No bad batch of deacons trying to throw a revolution. Everyone 
knows his or her place in the hierarchy. An unhealthy congregational church, on 
the other hand, can get ugly. If everyone in the church participates in rule, all the 
church’s immaturity, folly, or hardheartedness can express itself. The same kind of 
immature people might exist in the connectional church, but they just can’t get 
their hands on a microphone.

What then does a healthy congregational church look like? It’s crucial to recognize 
that congregational church health depends not just on the right institutional struc-
tures, but on the right culture. The right culture is probably even more important 
in a congregational church than it is in a connectional or pure elder-rule church. 
I have been resisting comparing congregationalism to democracy throughout this 
book, but no doubt a congregational church is more democratic than other forms 
of church government. For that reason it is worth observing that the right cultural 
context is more crucial for making democracy work than making an authoritarian 
form of government work.1 The Western world has been learning this lesson of late 
in the Middle East, former Latin American dictatorships, and the nations that once 
composed the Soviet Union. When all authority rests on top, the leadership has 
more leverage to impose its will. And that’s true in both civil and church govern-
ments. To put it another way, a connectional or elder-rule church is more its leaders, 
both theologically and practically, while a congregational church is more its people. 
So culture matters more for the latter.

1 See Ronald Inglehart, “Culture and Democracy,” in Culture Matters: How Values Shape Human 
Progress, ed. Lawarence E. Harrison and Samuel P. Huntington (New York, NY: Basic, 2000), 80–97; 
Robert D. Putnam, Making Democracy Work: Civic Traditions in Modern Italy (Princeton, NJ: Prince-
ton University Press, 1994).
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For a people to share in rule, they need to share in trust. They need an environ-
ment of encouragement. They need a gospel confidence that lets the defenses down 
so that members can help one another fight sin. They need trustworthy leaders who 
have a track record of being faithful to Scripture and of seeking the church’s good, 
not their own. In a culture where the general climate is not characterized by gospel 
contrition and confidence, godly encouragement and loving rebuke go silent. The 
priestly work of affirming the holy and eschewing the unholy in one another’s lives 
shrivels up. The kingly work of making disciples slows down. When there is little 
trust, there is little growth because God means for human growth to occur through 
other people as we lovingly pursue and are pursued by one another.

The church does its kingly work best in and through members of the church, as 
members together present a compelling corporate witness to the outside world. But 
a church does its priestly work only through one another. The priestly task is the 
task of helping one another and the body as a whole to abide in holiness, protected 
from lying serpents and dead wooden idols who cannot speak but love to be carried.

I have tried to offer a few snapshots throughout this book of how a congregational 
church works in structural terms. The purpose of this chapter is to provide a fuller 
picture of a congregational church getting to work, and what it might do both to 
cultivate the right culture and to implement the right structures.

What Is a Gospel Culture?
Congregationalism as a church structure grows out of the new covenant, this book 
has argued since chapter 2. For those structures to work, they need to be embedded 
within a new covenant culture—a gospel culture.

One could do worse than describe a gospel culture through the prism of the Beat-
itudes. Think of the first four beatitudes. A gospel culture is characterized by pov-
erty of spirit, mourning, gentleness, and hungering and thirsting for righteousness. 
Church members do not show up week after week feeling like they are healthy with 
no need of a doctor; they show up feeling sick and in need of the divine physician. As 
such, their conversations with one another are not characterized by putting on airs, 
pretending to be holy, or hiding in small talk. Rather, friends are quick to confess 
sin, accustomed to transparency, bored with superficiality. There is a genuine, Holy 
Spirit-given desire for righteousness, which produces a willingness to cut off the 
hand or gouge out the eye. Does that mean I get up every Tuesday morning at 5:20 
to meet the guys at 6 a.m. for accountability and prayer? Fine. Share an ongoing 
struggle with the church? Okay. Admit to the elder whom I want to think well of me 
that I struggle with caring what people think? I’ll do it. I’m done with the hamster 
wheel of self-justification. Always trying to prove myself has gotten me nowhere. I’m 
a sinner. Here I am in my brokenness.

Or think of the latter four beatitudes. A gospel culture is characterized by mercy, 
purity in heart, peacemaking, and even persecution. The poverty of spirit gives way 
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to repentance toward God and a love for others. Confessions of sin are not met with 
shock or disdain, but empathy and tenderness. “A bruised reed he will not break, 
and a smoldering wick he will not snuff out” (Isa 42:3 NIV). There is a zeal to help 
others fight against sin, combined with the patience and understanding necessary 
for the two-steps-forward-one-step-back work of sanctification. Fellowship is not 
characterized by worldliness or banalities, but conversations about God’s grace and 
its many evidences. “No foul language is to come from your mouth, but only what 
is good for building up someone in need, so that it gives grace to those who hear” 
(Eph 4:29). Sometimes the introverts get worn out because there is so much inten-
tional relationship building, so much hospitality, so many opportunities for service. 
Evangelism and discipleship don’t depend on staff-led programs but are a way of 
life. It’s what these people do in their relationships with one another, colleagues, 
and neighbors. They evangelize on the street, on the metro, in soup kitchens, and 
in their cubicles. And that means, yes, opposition: angry parents, lost friends, lost 
jobs, financial insecurity. But the opposition is nothing compared to the blessing of 
returning to the Lord’s people and the mercy he provides through them.

Why would I call this a gospel culture? Because it is the culture of people who 
have begun to grasp what it means to acknowledge their sin, to trust in Christ’s 
finished work for their standing before God’s throne, and to follow him as Lord.

Does this description of a church culture sound idealistic? By God’s grace, this is 
the church culture I enjoy right now, and have for the better part of two decades in 
several churches. The illustrations offered above are all firsthand observations.

Here’s a snapshot of the gospel culture in which congregationalism thrives. Antic-
ipating a sermon I was to give that night on loving people across ethnic lines, a 
woman in the church confessed to me that she struggled with racism toward African 
Americans. I didn’t say much, but encouraged her to discuss the matter with a par-
ticular African American man in the church and his wife over dinner, and I assured 
her that she could trust them. I suggested this because I knew what would happen: 
at the dinner they would love her, and she would love them back. And the sin of rac-
ism would die a little bit in her heart. Praise God, that’s what happened.

Try to recall from this book’s introduction, if you can, the illustration of the 
browbeaten pastor standing in front of his church, receiving the Baptist what-for 
from carping member after member: the woman who reminds him that she fought 
for him on the search committee, the businessman who reminds everyone he is a 
businessman when he speaks, and so on. Now, hit the pause button on that scene. 
Remove those members from the pews, and replace them with the woman who 
confessed her racism to me and the African American brother and his wife. Then 
multiply these three until you reach the number of people in your church. Now hit 
the play button . . . I expect you will find the meeting progressing differently.

To be sure, the pews and folding chairs of many churches are not filled with peo-
ple exhibiting the characteristics of the beatitudes. But that is exactly why God 
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has given them pastors!—to shepherd them, little by little, in word and deed, 
toward such a gospel culture. Yes, congregationalism, in its immature forms, can 
look messy, but that is because the church is messy. It is filled with sinners. But 
you don’t therefore take decision-making authority over the basic elements of the 
church away from them, trusting your own judgment more than God’s Word. What 
father simply removes all decision-making opportunities from his children? No, he 
teaches and equips them to make wise decisions, trusting that over time they will 
(see 1 Tim 3:4). Taking away authority for fear’s sake only stunts growth.

What Are the Necessary Kingdom Structures?
If a healthy practice of congregationalism depends on a gospel culture, what struc-
tures should be put in place both to cultivate such a culture and to equip the church 
to undertake their priest-king responsibility? To some extent, answering that ques-
tion requires the conversation to move from biblical elements to prudential forms, 
to employ the categories of chapter 5. Yet it is crucial that the shape of those forms 
not compromise the basic integrity of the elements, like using dancing as a form 
of the element of teaching compromises what the Bible means by teaching since 
dancing does not involve words.

If the congregation’s priestly rule is a biblical element—something that God has 
expressly authorized and that cannot be compromised as a matter of obedience—
how shall we think about translating that element into an actual form? How do we 
implement that element?

Let’s be clear about the precise boundaries of the biblical elements. Recall from 
chapter 4 that a congregation’s priestly rule, which it possesses through the keys 
of the kingdom, exists to protect and promote the what and the who of the gospel. 
What’s more, that protection and promotion should be active, not passive, meaning 
it involves an actual declaration, not just the so-called consent of silence, say, follow-
ing an e-mail announcement. After all, Jesus’ authoritative presence abides in the 
physical gathering of people (Matt 18:20), and exercising the authority to bind and 
loose requires the members of that gathering to declare something (Matt 18:17–18). 
They must render an actual judgment.

This much I take to be unquestionably biblical. Let me then take one step out-
ward into the domain of biblical implication. Nowhere does the Bible explicitly say 
that the congregation should vote on who the leaders and the members are. But I 
would propose that a gathered congregation can actively fulfill its charge to protect 
and promote the what of the gospel only if it has the ability to affirm or reject its 
gospel teachers (elders or pastors). And a gathered congregation can actively fulfill 
its charge to protect and promote the who of the gospel only if it has the ability to 
affirm or reject members and their receiving of baptism and the Lord’s Supper.

Now, pushing into the domain of prudential forms, the precise mechanism by 
which a congregation actively declares such judgments might differ from one 
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situation to another. In my own church, (1) those biblically authorized declarations 
occur in a bi-monthly members’ meeting that is separate from the regular weekly 
gatherings of the church; (2) the meeting is regulated by a modified and softened 
form of Robert’s Rules of Order (we call them Bob’s Rules); (3) votes on elders are 
ballot votes while votes on members are voice votes, both of which occur after the 
elders make their recommendation; (4) the vote on a new elder occurs two months 
after a man is nominated by the elders; (5) and all of this is laid out in our church 
constitution. All five of these things I’d characterize as prudential forms. And I’d be 
willing to recommend any of them as a best practice. But I would not necessarily 
present them as matters of biblical obedience and righteousness. Some variation 
might work better in your context. However, making sure your gathered church has 
some way of declaring these judgments I would present as a matter of obedience.

In short, a church exists, the Protestant Reformers famously said, through the 
right preaching of the Word and a right administration of the ordinances. And I am 
contending that every church must find some mechanism for granting the gathered 
congregation a final binary up/down authority over the preaching (by virtue of the 
teachers) and the membership (by virtue of the ordinances). These are the kingdom 
structures or institutional practices to which we must most clearly attend in order 
to be faithful to God’s Word.

To give a little more substance to what leading a church toward a healthy practice 
of congregationalism might look like, let me unpack the right preaching of the Word 
over three further points and a right administration of the ordinances over six further 
points. With each point we will give further thought to congregational responsibility.

Right Preaching

Expositional Preaching

Christians grow in spiritual maturity and grace when they are confronted with God’s 
wisdom, not man’s wisdom. Paul explains to the Ephesian elders, “I did not shrink 
back from declaring to you the whole plan of God” (Acts 20:27), before telling them 
to oversee and shepherd the sheep of God (v. 28).

Churches need more than a pastor’s favorite Bible books and topics. They need 
more than the Bible verses that show up on coffee mugs. They need the whole coun-
sel of God. They need pastors and Sunday school classes and small groups that teach 
them everything from Genesis to Revelation, the sweet tasting bits and the hard-to-
stomach bits. Christians don’t primarily need the angle a pastor might take on any 
particular text because he is using it to address his pre-chosen topic. They need the 
text and the point of the text as the Holy Spirit has inspired it.

The preaching and teaching in our churches, therefore, should primarily be 
expositional, in which the point of the sermon or lesson is the point of the biblical 
text applied to life today. Right preaching and teaching, in a sense, is the source of 
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everything else in a church’s life. It will create a gospel culture and equip a congre-
gation to protect the what and the who of the gospel.

Biblical Theology

A gospel culture and the healthy practice of congregationalism depend on biblical 
theology. By biblical theology, I mean both “theology that is biblical” and “a herme-
neutic for reading the whole Bible as centered on Christ.”

Congregations need theology that is biblical because they have the keys to protect 
this very doctrine. There is a debate among aspiring journalists beginning college 
about whether to get a degree in journalism, and so learn the art of the trade, or to 
get a degree in the topic you want to cover, like politics or finance. Really, journal-
ists need both. So it is with church members and congregationalism. They need to 
understand how the structures of congregationalism work, but they also need to 
major in what congregationalism protects: biblical doctrine.

Churches need preaching and teaching that sees Christ in all of Scripture for con-
gregationalism because any other kind of hermeneutic will produce moralism. And 
moralism will not only deceive people into thinking they are Christians when they 
are not, it will kill a gospel culture of forgiveness and trust.

A Biblical Understanding of the Gospel

The one doctrine that a congregation must understand most clearly in order to act 
as priest-kings is the gospel. A church cannot guard the what and the who of the 
gospel if it doesn’t know the gospel.

God created all people good for his own glory. We sinned against God and sought 
our own glory, earning his wrath. But God had a plan to save and use a people for 
his original creation purposes. So he sent his Son Jesus to come and live the life 
we should have lived. Jesus died on the cross as a payment for sin, taking God’s 
wrath on himself. Then he rose from the grave, defeating sin and death and offering 
forgiveness and new life to all who would repent and believe. And now he promises 
to come again and restore all things to himself and usher in a new heaven and new 
earth where his people will reign forever and ever in the enjoyment and spreading 
of God’s glory.

That is the gospel news that must be at the very center of a church. It is that 
message that from one set of scriptural metaphors or another, must filter through 
every sermon and inform the singing and praying of a church. Relationships must 
be built on that message. Otherwise, the racists will never confess their sins, and 
the victims of racism will never forgive them. Neither will the thieves, the lustful, 
the proud, or the addicts confess, or the outwardly clean Sunday school teacher 
or chairwoman of the finance committee forgive. In a church where that message 
is not the center of everything, members will find four faults with the pastor in 
the space of his five-minute proposal, quickly deciding they cannot trust him. They 
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won’t really trust each other either. In that sort of atmosphere, power, not the gos-
pel, becomes central.

A biblical understanding of the gospel is also crucial for a congregation to be able 
to spot its deficient and deviate forms. A church that is gospel-catechized by its pas-
tors will recognize when their replacements turn out to be wolves.

A Right Administration of the Ordinances

A Biblical Understanding of Conversion

A new covenant church is a church in which “No longer will one teach his neighbor 
or his brother, saying, ‘Know the Lord,’ for they will all know Me” (Jer 31:34). In 
other words, a new covenant church is a regenerate church. Guarding the who of 
the gospel, one of the primary tasks of the priestly congregation, is knowing how to 
distinguish the regenerate from the unregenerate. It also means understanding the 
nature of both repentance and faith, the two components of conversion.

No doubt this point relates to the last one. A church needs to understand the gos-
pel deeply, profoundly because the work of guarding the who of the gospel means 
knowing what the gospel looks like in someone’s life, and what repentance and faith 
look like. A church needs to understand what inaugurated eschatology looks like, 
even if they don’t know what those words mean, so that they know how to work 
slowly and patiently with fellow sinners fighting against sin. They must also learn to 
recognize which sinners show no interest in fighting their sin.

“The Lord’s Supper is for sinners and only sinners,” Mark Dever will often say 
before serving the meal. “If you are not a sinner, the Table is not for you. But it’s not 
for any sinner,” he continues. “It is for repenting sinners: people who have confessed 
their sin, put their trust in Christ, and followed after him.” He concludes: “If you 
are a baptized member in good standing of our church, or of some other church 
that preaches the same gospel you heard preached here, you are welcome to join.” 
The healthy practice of congregationalism requires fencing the table like this or in 
similar fashion. If Christ gave us the Lord’s Supper to help “recognize the body” and 
who the people of God are (1 Cor 11:29), a church must use its declarative author-
ity—generally through a pastor authorized to teach—to say whom the Table is for 
and whom it is not.

The healthy practice of congregationalism also requires baptizing only believers. 
To deliberately bring unbelievers into a church’s membership, even if those unbe-
lievers are babies, prepares the way for the unregenerate use of the keys.

A Biblical Understanding of Evangelism

As I argued in chapter 4, the priestly work of guarding the what and the who of 
the gospel is connected to the kingly work of evangelism and disciple making. The 
person equipped to do the first is ready to do the second, and the person zealous in 
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the second should want to be equally zealous with the first, lest the name of the One 
whom he proclaims be besmirched.

Teaching a congregation to evangelize while restricting them from guarding the 
church is like teaching them to throw but not to catch. Involving a congregation 
in guarding the church but not exhorting them to share the gospel is like teaching 
them to catch but not to throw.

Equipping a congregation to share the gospel reminds them that gospel min-
istry, ultimately, belongs to them. Jesus left it in every Christian’s hands. Pastors 
should generally lead out in conducting baptisms, as they do with the Lord’s Supper, 
because both activities are tied to the ministry of the Word. But Jesus gave the Great 
Commission to every member of the church.

A Biblical Understanding of Church Membership

Healthy congregationalism requires understanding and practicing biblical church 
membership. For starters, that means the membership should be regenerate, as 
mentioned above. But it also means (1) the lines between the inside and the outside 
of the church should be kept clear, (2)  the members should understand their re-
sponsibilities and duties to one another, and (3) the members should submit to the 
church’s discipline (next point).

Today churches commonly blur the lines between the inside and the outside of 
their membership in order to appear welcoming and inclusive. Either they don’t 
practice membership at all or, even if they do use it formally, they do nothing pro-
grammatically to distinguish members from non-members. None of this helps 
the church know who they are. For whom are the pastors responsible (Heb 13:7)? 
Whom should members identify as the other members of the body (1 Cor 12)? In 
our church, for instance, we ask the members to physically stand up before taking 
the Lord’s Supper and recite our church covenant out loud. That’s a form we use to 
clarify the line between the inside and outside of the church. It’s a prudential way 
for accomplishing a biblical goal. We want to be able to say to the non-Christians in 
our midst, “Do you want to know what Jesus is like? Look to this particular group 
of people and then consider how they love one another” (see John 13:34–35). In a 
house church in a Muslim-dominant context, on the other hand, the Supper itself 
would probably suffice since the only people who would dare receive the Supper 
would be Christians. There is less need to have them stand up and recite a covenant 
though you might for instruction’s sake.

Healthy congregationalism is healthy church membership. A book on one is 
a book on the other because a “church member” is a formally recognized, king-
dom-certified priest-king. A church member is someone whom the people of God 
have formally charged with the work of promoting and protecting the kingdom.

Our church uses a bi-monthly members’ meeting to accomplish some of its king-
dom work. On the third Sunday night of January, March, May, July, September, 
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and November, we meet for an additional couple of hours after the evening service. 
The meeting is restricted to members only, and the elders lead it. After reading the 
church covenant, we begin with membership matters: receiving new members, dis-
missing members to other churches, or, occasionally, disciplining members. Next, 
the elders lead the congregation in voting for any new elders or deacons. Then a 
series of reports follow. Generally, the reports are just reports, not votes. They typi-
cally include a church administrator’s report, a missions report, a children’s pastor’s 
report, and a deacon’s report. These reports are the elders’ way of keeping the mem-
bership involved and aware. Finally, the meeting concludes with any pastoral words 
from the senior pastor. At most steps along the way, the elders ask if there are any 
questions. The only time in the meeting when a member can introduce a motion 
or raise a matter not planned by the elders is during the slot toward the end of the 
schedule called “Other Business,” at which time the moderator asks, “Is there any 
other business?” and then typically waits for five to ten seconds in silence before 
moving on (see appendix 2).

In the past, the members’ meetings were a time of tension and some bickering, 
teaching the elders to approach them on the defensive. Yet one evening a friend 
from outside the church observed a meeting and then shared this observation to a 
couple of elders afterward: “The congregation obviously loves you guys and wants to 
follow you. So stop being defensive and lead them!” It was good advice. The culture 
had already changed through several years of good teaching, even though the lead-
ers hadn’t fully realized it.

The real work of cultivating hearts that are able to trust and follow their lead-
ers doesn’t happen in those kinds of meetings. It happens through years of bibli-
cally faithful, Christ-exalting teaching, both public and private. These days—praise 
God—the members’ meetings feel like an extended family meal where the family 
gets to recount all of what God is doing in our midst.

A Biblical Understanding of Church Discipline

Congregationalism will not work apart from a faithful practice of church discipline, 
not for long anyhow. Few things are worse than letting heretics or hypocrites wield 
the keys of Christ’s kingdom, whether they are members or pastors.

Church discipline may be the congregation’s most difficult work, but it’s as crit-
ical as any work the congregation does. Had only Adam done the work of discipline 
and kicked the serpent out of the garden! Had only the priests of Israel done the 
work of discipline and eschewed the gods of the nations and worked to sustain the 
people in holiness!

Discipline should not begin with the whole church. It must begin in the disciple-
ship culture of the church. Members must first learn to love and trust one another 
enough to share tough and encouraging words with one another. If the members 
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characteristically don’t know how to give or receive a challenging word from their 
closest friends, how can we expect them to do it with the whole church?

When a case is brought before the entire congregation, the elders and any involved 
parties generally have already spent weeks or months seeking repentance or recon-
ciliation. They will explain the situation with enough details to enable the church to 
make a decision with integrity, but not with so many details that weaker sheep might 
stumble. Usually, this means naming the category of sin—“leaving his wife,” “forni-
cation,” “divisiveness,” “non-attendence,” “repeated acts of public drunkenness”—
and not much more. The congregation is encouraged to pray for the situation and 
to pursue the member in sin if they already have a relationship with the individual. 
And then the elders explain that if nothing changes before the next regularly sched-
uled members’ meeting, the elders will return and recommend excommunication, 
which is the last step of church discipline. To excommunicate, or ex-communion, is 
to remove him or her from membership in the church and admission to the Lord’s 
Table. It’s not the certain declaration that someone is a non-Christian. It is, rather, 
the church’s way of publicly stating, “We can no longer affirm this individual is a 
Christian in the way we have declared him or her to be through baptism and the 
Lord’s Supper.”

Church discipline is one of the most powerful tools a church has to grow in 
health, and it takes a healthy church to practice discipline well. Leaders must have 
a reputation for integrity, love, and patience. The members must trust the leaders. 
And the members must not be characterized by censoriousness, but by meekness, 
compassion, and a quickness to forgive. Church discipline works best when the pews 
are filled with people who respond to prodigal sons more like the father than the 
older brother: “We will sadly let you go, but then we will sit on the porch and pray 
you back.”

A Biblical Understanding of Discipleship and Growth

A church with little interest in growing or helping others to grow will perform nei-
ther its priestly nor kingly duties well. Adam’s gardening work, if it was anything, 
was the work of helping things to grow. If church discipline is the congregation’s 
most difficult work, its sharpest spade, discipling others is the main portion of the 
congregation’s work. Ephesians 4, again, provides a beautiful picture of this. When 
the pastors and teachers are doing their work, equipping the saints for the work of 
ministry, we should expect this of the members:

Speaking the truth in love, let us grow in every way into Him who 
is the head—Christ. From Him the whole body, fitted and knit 
together by every supporting ligament, promotes the growth of 
the body for building up itself in love by the proper working of 
each individual part. (Eph 4:15–16)
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The illustration of the body in 1 Corinthians 12–14 offers a similar picture. Each 
member uses his gifts for the common good, rejoicing in the distinctives of the dif-
ferent parts of the body. And love is the engine at the center of it all, driving everyone 
in their use of their gifts.

Churches can use various programs to help cultivate a discipleship culture, but 
church leaders must take care never to let the programs substitute themselves for 
an authentic culture. When Christians understand that being a Christian means 
putting yourself in the path of growth and helping others to grow, programs become 
superfluous. Instead, breakfasts, lunches, and dinnertime hospitality come to char-
acterize the church’s life Monday to Saturday. And here the conversations are filled 
with talk of what God is doing in one another’s lives or, frankly, how someone is 
struggling because it feels like God’s not doing anything! Encourage me. Or let me 
encourage you.

Consider once again the church’s members’ meeting. How well do you think 
it will go when a congregation is filled with people committed to helping one 
another grow?

A Biblical Understanding of Leadership

In fact, the Bible does provide a program for discipleship and growth: elders and 
deacons. The elders lead in the ministry of the Word, and the deacons help with the 
needs of the body.

The biblical pattern of a plurality of elders, I said in chapter 1, forces the pastors 
to recognize that a significant part of their work is raising up other pastors. And 
to this end, they should continually look for ways to manufacture lots of teaching 
opportunities beyond the main weekly preaching slot. Teaching forces a young man 
to sit under the authority of the text. If he has a Spirit-sensitive conscience, he will 
feel evaluated by the text, both convicted and built up. Teaching gives him a training 
opportunity for equipping others, which in turn forces him to think pastorally. And 
if he teaches well, it gives him authority in the church. Teaching, in short, is a great 
elder-training tool.

The general ministry of biblical exposition is ultimately what teaches a congrega-
tion to use its authority well and wisely. That this exposition comes from men who 
faithfully embody that teaching really makes a difference.

The Kingdom Gain of Congregationalism
Congregationalism can feel administratively inefficient. It can be done poorly. It 
can put a microphone into the hands of the most immature, unteachable, and crit-
ical members of a church. Of course, we might also say that the real problem isn’t 
that congregationalism put a microphone into their hands, it’s that God gave them 
mouths at all. And then he saved them and brought them into the church?!
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In fact, that’s exactly the problem. God created Adam and put a microphone in his 
hand and told him to vote. He knew Adam would speak and vote foolishly. But that 
was still the charge.

When Adam did speak and vote foolishly, God sent a second Adam to a members’ 
meeting in order to speak well and vote rightly. Praise God, the second Adam did. 
And then, what’s more, this second Adam went outside the church building into the 
highways and hedges, found a bunch of beggars, and put his own clothes upon them. 
Then he brought them inside the church and said, “Here, you help us to protect and 
promote the ministry of this place. I’ll even give you a vote to do it.”

Can we really trust the riffraff to watch over and build up the church like this? 
With guarding the what and who of the gospel and extending the borders of the 
kingdom? In fact, that is exactly what God has done with all humanity in creation, 
and then with the church in redemption. We can trust the riffraff as long as they 
have God’s Spirit in them.

What’s more, it is only through the sometimes messy, sometimes difficult work 
of speaking and decision making and authority exercising that people grow from 
immature to mature. Congregationalism provides that opportunity, where elder-
ruled forms of church government do not.

Congregationalism is crucial for the growth of Christ’s kingdom on earth. Why? 
With authority comes responsibility. And by giving every new member a share in the 
authority, congregationalism says to every member joining the church, “You now 
have a responsibility for this congregation and its gospel witness.” It makes them 
shareholders. What do shareholders do? They watch their stock in the newspaper. 
They get educated. They show up at shareholders’ meetings. “Am I making money? 
How can we make more?” So congregationalism induces members to monitor the 
gospel’s progress and share price in a given location. It induces them to get edu-
cated. It gives them a stake in the decisions of the shareholders’ meeting.

Concretely, joining a church gives you ownership of what your church teaches 
and of every single member’s discipleship.

• You are responsible to act if Pastor Ed begins to teach a false gospel.
• You are responsible to help ensure Member Candidate Chris adequately 

understands the gospel.
• You are responsible for Sister Sue’s discipleship in Christ, to see that she’s 

being cared for and nurtured toward Christlikeness.
• You are responsible to ensure that Member Max is excluded from the fellow-

ship of the church if his life and profession no longer agree.

With authority and ownership comes responsibility.
Church leaders must not fire church members from the office given to them by 

Jesus. Instead, to everyone thinking about joining their church, they should teach,
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“Friend, by joining this church, you will become jointly responsible for whether 
or not this congregation continues to faithfully proclaim the gospel. That means 
you will become jointly responsible both for what this church teaches, as well as 
whether or not its members’ lives remain faithful. And one day you will stand before 
God and give an account for how you used this authority. Will you sit back and stay 
anonymous, doing little more than passively showing up for 75 minutes on Sun-
days? Or will you jump in with the hard and rewarding work of studying the gospel, 
building relationships, and making disciples? We need more hands for the harvest, 
so we hope you’ll join us in that work.”

SIX JOB RESPONSIBILITIES FOR EVERY MEMBER

1. Help preserve the gospel message.
2. Help affirm gospel citizens.
3. Attend members’ meetings.
4. Disciple other church members.
5. Share the gospel with outsiders.
6. Follow your leaders.

For a short description of each job, see Jonathan 
Leeman, Understanding the Congregation’s Authority, 
Church Basics (Nashville, TN: B&H, 2016), chap. 7.
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Appendix 1

Quick Answers to Critiques of 
Elder-Led Congregationalism

Congregationalism leads to isolation and fragmentation between 
churches. It harms the unity that Jesus intended for his church 
(e.g., John 17:11, 21–23; Eph 4:1–6).

First, Christians should indeed be united in their obedience to Christ’s rule, but 
there is nothing in any of the biblical-unity texts to suggest that Jesus or the New 
Testament authors had institutional authority in mind. Maybe they did, but one has 
to impose that assumption on the unity texts.

Second, “visible” unity does indeed present an attractive witness to the world. But 
it’s hardly a bishop reaching his hand into a church that the world finds compelling, 
or the bureaucratic unity produced down at denominational headquarters. The 
world is compelled when Christians visibly love one another as Christ has loved 
them, particularly across generational, ethnic (Jew and Gentile), gender (male and 
female), political-class (slave and free), education (Greek and barbarian), and general 
socio-demographic boundaries that divide them (see John 13:34–35; 1 Cor 12; 13–
14; Eph 2:11–22). Loving unity amidst diversity is compelling.

Third, the wonderful illustrations of the interdependence between congregations 
in the New Testament are not grounded in forced obedience, but voluntarily given in 
love (e.g., 2 Cor 8:1–8, esp. 8: “I am saying this not as a command. Rather . . . I am 
testing the genuineness of your love”).

Fourth, with the exception of the Roman Catholic Church, every tradition engages 
in splits: Presbyterians dividing from Presbyterians, Anglicans from Anglicans, 
Lutherans from Lutherans, Methodists from Methodists. What’s more, the more 
logically and biblically consistent position is either the Roman or the congregational 
position, not something in between. Rome is consistent because it says all particular 
churches should be united in faith (gospel belief) and order (institutional authority), 
and it acts accordingly. Congregational churches are consistent because they say all 
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particular churches should be united in faith but not in order. Order unites only 
the local church. Everyone else pleads the importance of unity in faith and order, 
but they contradict this claim by uniting only with their own tribe of churches, no 
more united to churches in other traditions than congregational churches are. The 
question is, does the unity between local churches called for by the New Testament 
include institutional order or not? If so, Rome is right, and these churches are being 
disobedient by dividing from one another. If not, the congregational churches are 
correct, and these churches deny the authority that belongs to their own members.2

Congregationalism leads to doctrinal and moral chaos since there 
is no higher accountability. After all, who keeps a congregation 
accountable?

The critique cuts both ways, or every way! Who keeps the presbytery accountable? 
Or the general assembly, the bishop, the synod, or the pope? One could easily argue, 
furthermore, that connectional denominations in which authority resides outside 
the local church, have a poorer track record of remaining faithful to Scripture. Just 
consider Rome or the mainline Protestant denominations. And when the connection 
becomes unfaithful, every church becomes infected. When a congregational church 
becomes unfaithful, however, the sickness is relatively contained.

Furthermore, we should learn our church government from the Bible, but it 
is worth noting how most political thinkers—like the early American founders—
knew that political accountability works best when authority is pushed downward, 
not upward. Would you recommend keeping Congress accountable by putting it 
under the president? Or the president accountable by putting him under the 
United Nations?

The Bible explicitly gives authority to elders (e.g., 1 Tim 5:17; 
Heb 13:7, 17). It does not explicitly give authority to congregations.

First of all, Matthew 18 explicitly authorizes congregations. There is nothing in 
the text to recommend reading “church” as elders, and there are several reasons not 
to (e.g., the numeric trajectory of verses 15–17; how the original readers would have 
understood the term ecclesia). Second, Paul, remarkably, treats the congregations to 
whom he writes as equals. In 1 Corinthians, he says he has already passed judgment 
over the sinner (5:3), and then he calls the church to do the same (vv. 4–5; 12). So 
in Galatians 1 and elsewhere. (See chapter 4.)

2 See Jonathan Leeman, “A Congregational Approach to Unity, Holiness, and Apostolicity: Faith and 
Order,” in Baptist Foundations: Church Government for an Anti-Institutional Age, ed. Mark Dever and 
Jonathan Leeman (Nashville, TN: B&H Academic, 2015), 333–66.
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Doesn’t Acts 15 present a precedent for a council of leaders 
exercising authority over multiple churches?

Acts 15 is a tough passage (see the discussion in chapter 6). But a couple of things 
are worth observing. First, the so-called council does not consist of multiple leaders 
from multiple churches, but several delegates from Antioch seeking counsel from 
their mother church in Jerusalem. Second, the Jerusalem congregation is present. 
Third, the Jerusalem congregation consents to the final conclusion. Fourth, the text 
actually says nothing about how the decision is reached. Fifth, the apostles were 
present, and they claimed the Holy Spirit agreed with their decision! Sixth, Luke’s 
primary purpose in the passage is not to establish guidelines for polity, but to explain 
what the early church determined regarding circumcision and its role in salvation 
and church membership. In short, I would say that Acts 15 offers no real instruction 
for church polity today; instead, the Holy Spirit-inspired, apostle-written letter that 
went out from the church in Jerusalem should be treated almost like any other 
New Testament epistle. It’s not binding as a matter of ecclesiological authority but 
as authoritative apostolic instruction that would eventually be canonized as Holy 
Spirit-inspired, apostolic Scripture.

Just consider: is the letter from Jerusalem binding on churches today by virtue 
of the authority of the church in Jerusalem, or by its inclusion in Scripture? The 
answer to that question will indicate what kind of authority the letter sent from 
Jerusalem bore—ecclesiastical or uniquely apostolic.

The Bible tells church members to “submit to” and “obey” elders. 
To say the congregation has final rule reduces elder authority 
to a so-called advisory or influential authority, which is not really 
authority. In other words, congregationalists merely give lip service to 
elder authority.

The critique treats authority as one kind of thing when the Bible establishes 
several kinds of authority in the church, all of which work together. Elder authority, 
in the congregationalist conception, is real authority because (1) God established 
it (e.g., Acts 20:28); (2) it possess a heavenly and eschatological sanction, meaning 
Jesus will judge unlawful acts of disobedience to elder authority on the last day; 
(3) that end-time sanction should weigh on a believer’s conscience; and (4) a pattern 
of unrepentant insubordination to an elder is potentially grounds for church 
discipline. (See chapter 5.)

Congregationalism is inefficient and makes it hard to get things done.

Compared to other forms of church government, yes, congregationalism can be 
inefficient. But so is sanctification, and the inefficiency of congregationalism is, in 
essence, the inefficiency of Christian growth. Learning is inefficient. Like a parent 
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who is trying to help children grow in maturity, so a pastor’s job is not just to make 
all the decisions for church members but to lead them in good decision making. 
And, yes, that takes slow, careful shepherding work. A person who doesn’t have 
patience for that kind of work probably shouldn’t be a pastor. Business might be a 
good career.

Congregationalism is just a reflection of Western democracy. It’s a 
modern idea, not a biblical one.

First, democratic mechanisms were commonly used in the ancient world—
everywhere from ancient Greece to the Roman republic to the Jewish communities 
at Qumran. Second, congregational inflections can be heard both in the early church 
(from the Didache to Clement and even to Cyprian) and the Reformation church (see 
Luther and Calvin). Third, the renewal of contemporary forms of congregationalism 
(1500s) preceded the renewal of contemporary forms of democracy (1700s). 
Fourth, congregationalism, properly understood, is not a democracy but a mixed 
government. (See introduction and chapter 4.)

There is no example of every member voting in the Bible.

Look at what many commentators say about the word “majority” in 
2 Corinthians 2:6. It’s difficult to know how Paul knew a majority acted unless there 
was a vote (see discussion in chapter 4). In fact, what the Bible actually never shows 
is the session, the presbytery, the synod, or the college of cardinals voting! (Every 
form of polity employs some set of parties voting. It’s just a question of whom.) It 
is worth recalling, moreover, that voting is a form, not an element. And forms are 
somewhat flexible. (See chapter 5.)

It lets the sheep fire the shepherd (as with Jonathan Edwards). That 
doesn’t make any sense!

Then Paul doesn’t make sense, because that’s what Paul does. In fact, Paul tells 
the churches of Galatia to fire him or an angel from heaven for preaching a false 
gospel (Gal 1:6–9). This doesn’t mean congregations can fire their pastors whenever 
they please. They need biblical grounds. Jonathan Edwards’s congregation was 
probably wrong to fire him, even if they possessed the right to fire him. Legitimate 
mechanisms can be used wrongly.

Sheep cannot hold authority.

True, but citizens can (see Eph 2:19; Phil 3:20; Heb 8:11, esp. in HCSB). And 
“sheep” is just one metaphor for church members. Don’t overtax it.
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Congregationalism is just mob rule, especially when they start to vote 
on everything!

Yes, in its most unhealthy forms. And presbyterianism and episcopalianism 
are tyrannical .  .  . in their most unhealthy forms. Every system has its unhealthy 
versions. For the sake of faithfulness, we should always ask, “What’s biblical?” For 
the sake of fairness, we should assess other systems by their healthy examples, not 
their unhealthy ones.

Congregations should not vote on everything. They should only offer up/down 
votes on the basic elements that make a church a church, particularly membership, 
discipline, leadership, and the basics of doctrine.

Congregationalism leads to dictatorship and cult of personality.

As in the last question, this is another (and the opposite) unhealthy form of 
congregationalism, and every polity has its unhealthy possibilities. That said, 
the problem here is not in the congregation, but in the leader. A pastor’s job is 
to disciple and train up other leaders—replacements even—so that a plurality of 
pastors or elders might lead the church. Insofar as a pastor allows his congregation 
to invest their hopes and trust in him and not in God’s Word, and insofar as he fails 
to empower others with authority, he is not acting as a Christlike shepherd.

The whole church could not have met in one place in the cities of the 
ancient Mediterranean.

The multi-thousand member church of Jerusalem did (Acts 2:46; 5:12; 6:2). They 
even held a members’ meeting to discuss church structure (Acts 6:2).

Congregationalism fosters infighting and gives immature believers 
influence.

Perhaps, but it gives the immature influence only in the way that God’s gift of 
decision making to humanity gives the immature influence. You cannot make 
an omelet without breaking some eggs. The very opportunity to make decisions 
provides a platform for maturity and growth. Specifically, congregational rule gives 
the immature members the opportunity to exercise their submission muscles by 
learning to submit to the elders’ leadership, as well as their wisdom and discernment 
muscles, which they need to make decisions that are crucial to the integrity of 
the church. Elder leadership requires the elders to equip the church for this rule. 
Elder-ruled polities, on the other hand, deny the congregation this opportunity for 
training and growth.
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Congregational rule does not protect the gospel or doctrinal 
faithfulness because the congregation is not theologically trained 
or ordained.

The Holy Spirit needs no training, and the Holy Spirit indwells every member 
of the congregation. Therefore, every member should be competent with a basic 
knowledge of the gospel. To deny this is to deny the promises of the new covenant 
(see Jer 31:33–34). Plus, congregational rule does not deprive the congregation 
of studied elder leadership. And, again, connectional denominations arguably 
have a worse historical track record than congregational churches of lurching 
toward liberalism.

The Bible consistently presents the model of a single leader: Adam, 
Abraham, Moses, David, Jesus, and so forth.

But who is Adam? He is Everyman. He represents all. And who is Christ? The 
second Adam and second Everyman (Rom 5:12–18). They had unique mediating 
roles, to be sure, but both were to present a pattern of rule for humanity. Only 
one succeeded, of course, and he has now called a new humanity to reign with 
him forever.

The Bible does not present any one form of church government.

To make this argument, one would have to demonstrate how the different emphases 
of different texts are clearly contradictory and not complementary parts of a larger 
picture. Frankly, I am not sure how one could decisively demonstrate this. There 
are a few unique historical-redemptive moments, including the office of apostles, 
but I am unaware of any text that does not fit into the picture of elder leadership 
and congregational rule. To be sure, the Bible does not offer an elaborate picture of 
church government. It offers a mere one. But that mere polity is all that’s necessary.

If polity is so clear in the Bible, why are there so many opinions about 
it? It must not be worth arguing about.

Probably there are so many opinions about polity for the same reasons there are 
many opinions on God’s nature, the Trinity, the meaning of Christ’s atonement, 
and every other area of doctrine: we are finite and fallen. Plus, the topic of church 
government pertains to power, which means there are political incentives to 
formulate it one way rather than another, depending on where one is standing. 
Other doctrines may have political implications, but these are not as immediately 
evident. The solution to the fact of manifold opinions is not to deny that the Bible 
addresses government, but to work hard in forming our opinions in faithfulness to 
Scripture.
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Congregationalism is a static model that does not allow for cultural 
adaptation.

That is like saying biblical preaching or the Lord’s Supper are static and do not 
allow for cultural adaptations. In one sense, that’s true. These elements are universal, 
but they can adopt different forms in different contexts as led by the wisdom of 
the elders.
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Appendix 2

Sample Members’ Meeting Agenda
January 18, 2015

  Item Elder
 1. Prayer and Church Covenant Brad W.
 2.  Acceptance of Minutes (11/16/14 members’ meeting) Brad W.
 3.  Elders’ Report
 A.  Membership

 i.  Members to Be Removed Mark D.
 ii.  Members to Be Added Elders*
 iii.  Care List Philip L.

 B.  Elder Elections Philip L.
 i.  Klon K.
 ii.  Dave R.

 C. Elder Nominations Philip L.
 D. Diaconal Nomination: Deaconess of Hospitality
 E. Officer Nomination: Treasurer
 4. Missions Report Andy J.
 5. Administration, Finance, and Budget Report Jamie D.
 A. Finance Report
 B. 2015 Budget
 6. Children, Youth, and Families Report Deepak R.
 7. Deacons’ Report: Deacon and Deaconess of Member Care John and Katy W.
 8. Integrated Auxiliary Report: Campus Outreach Dave R.
 9. Comments by the Pastor Mark D.
 10. Any Other Business  Brad W.
 11. Close in Prayer Brad W.

*Whichever elder did the membership interview presents the name and testimony 
to the congregation.
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