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WE ARE CONGREGATIONAL

A New Testament church of the Lord Jesus Christ is an autonomous local congregation of baptized believers, associated by covenant in the faith and fellowship of the gospel; observing the two ordinances of Christ, governed by His laws, exercising the gifts, rights, and privileges invested in them by His Word, and seeking to extend the gospel to the ends of the earth.  Each congregation operates under the Lordship of Christ through democratic processes.  In such a congregation each member is responsible and accountable to Christ as Lord. Its scriptural officers are pastors and deacons.

The Baptist Faith and Message 2000

What is Congregationalism?

“Congregationalism is simply the understanding that the last and final court of appeal in a matter of the life of the local church is…. and should be, the local congregation itself.”
  The local church is not governed or ruled by the pope, a denomination, a ministerial association, a council of elders, a single pastor, nor any other individual.  Each local church, while humbly led by elders, is corporately governed by its members according to its Constitution and By-Laws.  The congregation has the final say in all matters of faith and doctrine in obedience to God’s Word and under the Lordship of Jesus Christ (Matt. 16:18, Eph. 2:20). 

What Does the Bible Say?
Historically, Baptists have called themselves “people of the Book.”  We confidently and unashamedly believe that the Bible is “God’s revelation of Himself to man… a perfect treasure of divine instruction… without any mixture of error… [and] totally true and trustworthy.”
 Therefore, the Bible is our basis for church government.  The following accounts illustrate congregational authority found in Scripture.
In Discipline of Church Members
“If your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault, between you and him alone. If he listens to you, you have gained your brother. 16 But if he does not listen, take one or two others along with you, that every charge may be established by the evidence of two or three witnesses. 17 If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church. And if he refuses to listen even to the church, let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector. 18 Truly, I say to you, whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven” (Matthew 18:15-18).

In this passage we see the final step of church discipline before excommunication is to “tell it to the church.”  That is, to bring the matter and offender before the church for action in hopes that the offender will repent and be reconciled to God and the church.  God has given the local church the authority to perform church discipline and make decisions within the congregation on His behalf (Matt. 16:19, 18:18). 

In Decisions of Church Resources
“Hellenists arose against the Hebrews because their widows were being neglected in the daily distribution. 2 And the twelve summoned the full number of the disciples and said, “It is not right that we should give up preaching the word of God to serve tables. 3 Therefore, brothers, pick out from among you seven men of good repute, full of the Spirit and of wisdom, whom we will appoint to this duty. 4 But we will devote ourselves to prayer and to the ministry of the word.” 5 And what they said pleased the whole gathering” (Acts 6:1-5).
As the early church began to grow a dispute broke out concerning the distribution of food.  In Acts 6 we see that the leaders considered the matter, formed a recommendation, and presented it to the entire church in what may have been the church’s first business meeting.  After hearing the church leaders’ recommendation for distributing resources to meet physical needs (daily distribution) and spiritual needs (prayer and ministry of the word), we find that the congregation approved, as it “pleased the whole gathering.”

In Doctrine of Church Teaching and Practice

“To the church of God that is in Corinth, to those sanctified in Christ Jesus, 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 Corinthians 1:2).

In the latter half of the New Testament we have letters typically written to the church as a whole.  In Paul’s letter “to the church of God in Corinth” he instructs them to be united by one, true gospel (1 Cor. 15), and to use their individual spiritual gifts to serve together for the purpose of building up the entire church (1 Cor. 12).  The entire church has the responsibility of ensuring that they follow sound doctrine in teaching and practice (Acts 17:10-11, 1 John 4:1).

Conclusion

Pastor Mark Dever sums it up best when he writes:

Final responsibility for the discipline and doctrine of the congregation, under God, lies not with the deacons or the elders.  It lies with the congregation as a whole.  Congregationalism may or may not be attractive, efficient, well-understood, well-practiced, easy, universally-loved, or impervious to distortion and corruption but it is biblical.  First, only the congregation is finally accountable to God for the church actions in discipline and doctrine.  No outside person is.  Second, the whole congregation is so accountable.  This is the picture that we find in the New Testament.

Therefore, based on the clear teaching of Scripture and historic Baptist doctrine, we conclude: We are congregational. 
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