Reflections:  Church Organization 

By John York, Fayetteville, NC October 2005


In our congregations around the world, we are at the crossroads of Jeremiah.  
Jeremiah 6:16 

16 This is what the Lord says: 

“Stand at the crossroads and look; 

ask for the ancient paths, 

ask where the good way is, and walk in it, 

and you will find rest for your souls. 

But you said, ‘We will not walk in it.’ 

Much has happened of the past few years including a radical change in the way we are organized.  In the coming days and months ahead, disciples from around the world will be contemplating “how we should be organized” in this new era.  My hunch is that many are as confused as I am when it comes to church organization.  I know what we had, although good in intention, did not work well in the long run, but I don’t know what alternatives are available or appropriate for the future.  And, I certainly don’t want to “best guess” something that will affect our congregations around the world for the foreseeable future.  

So, we stand at the crossroads and must look—look for the ancient paths, the good way.  Will we choose the path hewn by man’s reason and desire, or will we choose God’s way, as best we can determine, and walk in it?”  We must give our greatest efforts to sound biblical study to determine our form (the ancient path) and not base our decisions on emotional reactions to the events of the past couple of years.  Also, we must not automatically choose some default position of churches we may have been apart of in our past.  My greatest fear is not in “being organized” but that the form we choose will not be based on sound biblical study.  We cannot start this process with the end in mind and then find “proof texts” which support our position.  We must start with open minds and open Bibles, and allow God to determine our form.

My confusion about church organization has led to a bit of study and reflection.  I would like to pass on what I have learned and thought about to you in hopes that we can at least understand what we are talking about, and prayerfully choose the “good way.”  My thoughts are not intended to be conclusive, but hopefully will provide some basic understanding, and perhaps, further research and discussion.  My purpose in this paper is not to prove any one position conclusively (although I have my preferences) but to provide information and provoke thought.  Because time is of the essence, I will be as brief as possible, not exhaustive.  Most of this discussion is a result of research, so I will include references at the end of this paper for those interested in further study.  

What we are talking about is “polity.”  Polity is generally defined as “the organization or governmental structure of a local church or fellowship of churches,” or “a form of church government adopted by an ecclesiastical
 body.”  Church polity is typically conceived as the way in which a local church or group of churches organize and administrate themselves.

There are numerous examples of polity, organization and orderliness, in Scripture.  Some of these are (again not exhaustive): the number of members (Acts 2.41, 4.4), set times and places of public worship (Acts 2.42 & 47), the ordinances of baptism and the Lord’s supper (Acts 2.41-42 & 46), sharing property (Acts 2.45, 4.32-37), receiving and accounting for offerings (Acts 4.32, 36-37; 5.1-11), choosing and organizing  deacons for the care of the poor and neglected widows (Acts 6.1-7) and everything being done in a fitting and orderly way, 1st Corinthians 14.40. 

In Colossians 2.5 Paul says, “For though I am absent from you in body, I am present with you in spirit and delight to see how orderly you are and how firm your faith in Christ is.”  Orderliness seems important to Paul as well as discipline: “And we urge you, brothers, warn those who are idle, encourage the timid, help the weak, be patient with everyone. ﻿15﻿ Make sure that nobody pays back wrong for wrong, but always try to be kind to each other and to everyone else.”  1st Timothy 5.15.   

The issues surrounding church polity have been around since the time of Jesus.  They have been debated, written about, argued and fought over for the last two thousand years and will not likely be resolved within the next few months by us.  Polity issues break down into five basic categories—Episcopal, Presbyterian, Congregational, Erastian, and Minimal.  These are the basic categories of church polity, but within each category there are numerous varieties of implementation.

Underlying polity seems to be the way each particular group views “Church,” “Church Offices” and “authority.”  I do not believe we can get to unity (the endpoint we all desire) without first understanding polity, and I do not believe we can get to polity without first understanding church, church leadership and authority.

Let’s start with church.  While writing this, I am continually torn between the need for brevity and the need for understanding.  Here I will be brief.  There are basically three levels of church that we must understand.  First, is the local church in a specific location.  Second, is the regional church which is comprised of several local congregations in a geographic region.  Third, is the universal
 church made up of all the churches around the world.  When we speak of “church” we must consider all three levels. 

On to Church Offices or leadership.  In my study, I have found only two official church offices authorized by the Bible today (post apostolic).  I am not saying there aren’t more (an object of further study), just that I have not found them in my study.  The two offices are “elder” and “deacon.”  Confusion enters the picture with our interpretation of the terms used for the office of elders.  

Two words are used in the New Testament to refer to elders—presbyteros and episcopos
.  These words are generally understood to be interchangeable terms and not separate offices—(Acts 20.17/20.28 and 1st Timothy 3.2/Titus 1.5). 

First, is the Greek word “presbyteros” which occurs 66 times in the New Testament.  It is translated as elder in the NIV.  It is sometimes used to refer to an “older man;” it is sometimes used to refer to a body or council of people (Sanhedrin); but, it is most often used to refer to elders in the sense of “office holders” in the Christian church.  

The second Greek word for elder is “episcopos” which occurs five times in the New Testament.  Episcopos is translated as “overseer” in the NIV.  Problems arose when the KJV (others I’m sure) translated episcopos as “bishop.”  Over much time, “bishop” became a separate church office with special authority in the church.  This line of thinking led to terms like “cardinal”, “pope,” or “world sector leader” which is the “Episcopal” polity referred to above and discussed below.  Probably, the term should not be seen as a different office but rather a different role of the same office—that of oversight.  Poimen, translated as “pastor” or “shepherd,” again refers to roles of the elders, not a separate office.

The heart of the matter: The real issue surrounding church polity, which we as a group have yet to address, is authority.  From what I know of ICOC history, authority has been hierarchal.  Over time, godly authority became a bit distorted.  An undue emphasis was placed on “advice,” and “advice” became getting permission.  The problem with that kind of “advice” was that a piece of the person giving the advice often came along with it.  Therefore, when the advice was not precisely followed, i.e. rejected, the person that gave the advice felt rejected as well.  If that person happened to be in authority, punishment was oftentimes exacted (not good or biblical). 

From my personal study (again crunched for brevity), a more biblical way of understanding “advice,” would be just that, “advice.”  When I seek advice now, I use “many advisors,” study and prayer.  But at the end of the day, I make my decision before God and assume responsibility for it.  There are no specific attachments to people, and therefore, no disappointments.  We should not be told what to do in biblical matters but rather shown God’s will in Scripture and then allowed to make our own decisions accepting the consequences.

If that is the way advice is supposed to work individually, shouldn’t it also work that way in a local congregation, i.e., plurality of elders?  If that is the way advice is supposed to work in a local congregation, couldn’t it also work in a regional congregation?  And, if that is the way advice works in a regional congregation, couldn’t it also work in our universal congregation?  

If what I describe is true biblical authority, why should any of us fear authority?  “The only thing to fear is fear itself
.”  Throughout the history of Christianity, there are numerous examples of abuses of authority (particularly in a hierarchal setting), but abuses of authority cannot keep us from adhering to biblical authority.  God established all authority in heaven and on earth, and it is good.  We cannot confuse authority and responsibility.  In my opinion, representative authority and congregational responsibility is the way to go.  Clearly, the way we understand authority will affect how we view our organization and administration.

We cannot avoid authority.  If all we decide on is a joint website, who would maintain it? Authority?  Who would decide what was posted and what wasn’t?  Authority?  I am part of a discipleship group of Mainline Church of Christ ministers that meets monthly.  The mainline churches organize around annual “lectureships” at Pepperdine University, Abilene Christian University, etc.  They choose a book of the Bible to study and seven speakers present at the conference.  Isn’t the one who chooses the book to study authority?  Isn’t the one who chooses the seven an authority?   Isn’t their general direction influenced by these lectureships, and if it is, then, doesn’t that represent authority?   Because God established all authority, it cannot be avoided.

I enjoyed Robert Jackson’s recent paper on Church Autonomy… posted on Doug Jacoby’s website.  I would suggest reading it if you are interested polity.  He has an excellent discussion on the word “autonomy”.  There are many points that Robert makes that I agree with including “what a church should look like”.  The challenge will come in implementing what a church should look like without someone, somewhere organizing it.  In 1st Timothy 5.5 Paul says, “If anyone does not know how to manage his own family, how can he take care of God’s church?”  There are times in our family when “dad” needs to step in and straighten out what is crooked.  It will be difficult to straighten out what is crooked in our churches without someone, or group of someones, able to step in when asked.  In addition, I manage my own family with a lot of help from others.  I am grateful they are there to help when needed.  

Hopefully, we can conclude that our understanding of “church” our understanding of “elder” and our understanding of “authority” will affect our form of organization or polity.

I mentioned five basic forms of church organization above.  Since the last two forms aren’t really applicable (see below), I will list them but only discuss the first three.

1. Episcopal (Hierarchal):

a. The first form of polity is Episcopal.  It is hierarchal in nature consisting of various levels of leaders with varying titles.  As already mentioned, the hierarchal form of organization sees the terms for “Elder” and “Overseer” (Bishop) as separate offices instead of interchangeable terms for the same office.  Over time in history, sharp distinctions were drawn between these terms, elevating bishop, lowering elder/overseer and creating a myriad of orders, classes and subcategories for each.  Notice how the levels of leadership coincide with the levels of “church.”  

b. Final authority is vested in one person at the top with various amounts of delegated authority at other levels in the organization.  Authority is absolute.

c. Some organizations that adhere to hierarchal polity are: Roman Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, Anglican/Episcopal, Methodist and some Lutheran churches.

d. Some Advantages: Greater efficiency, quicker global decisions, much slower congregational decisions, cohesiveness.  

e. Some Disadvantages: Abuse of power, little input from local members, closed or circular reasoning.  

2. Presbyterian (Representative)
: 

a. The second form of polity is Presbyterian.  It is representative in nature consisting of various levels of groups of leaders or overseers, i.e., the plurality of elders.  There is generally a group of elders that are responsible for the local congregation.  Another group of elders, chosen as representatives from the congregational level, assume some responsibility for the regional congregation.  A third group of elders, chosen as representatives from the regional level, assume some responsibility for the organization and administration of the universal or global congregation.  Again, notice how the levels of leadership coincide with the levels of “church.”  The difference here is group leadership (plurality), verses individual leadership.  

b. The elders/overseers authority at various levels is seen more as influence or guidance rather then final and absolute.  The regional and universal presbyters have no authority to devise and/or legislate new novelties of worship that have no Scriptural warrant.  Final authority (responsibility) rests with the eldership of the local congregation with participation from the congregation. Each congregation is responsible before God for their final decisions and must accept the consequences of them.  No one “tells” a congregation what to do (a proper use of authority).  

c. Presbyterian, others. 

d. Some Advantages: Less likely to abuse authority, provides cohesiveness, provides checks and balances (in a godly way), synergy enhanced,  

e. Some Disadvantages: Slower decision making, can’t always have it “our way.”

3.  Congregational (Independent):

a. The third form of polity is Congregational.  It is independent in nature consisting of independent churches that might or might not work coordinate activities at various levels.  These are generally single elder or plural elder led, autonomous congregations without organizational connections between groups.  Notice the difference in the view of “church”
. 

b. Authority generally rests with each member of the church in a democratic fashion.  Officers of the church serve at the will of the congregation.  Matters of discipline, etc., are also the congregation’s responsibility.   

c. Congregationalists include (but are not limited to):  Church of God, Christian Churches, Church of Christ, Baptist, Congregationalist, Evangelical Methodist, United Pentecostal and some Lutherans.

d. Some Positives: Quicker local decision making, “hieratical” teaching less likely to spread,  

e. Some Negatives: No external, objective authority, no checks and balances on decisions, less chance of synergy, no intervening authority.

(Note: You can see the threads of all three forms of polity in our Constitution as a system of checks and balances:  Episcopal = Executive branch or President, Presbyterian = Judicial branch or Supreme Court and Congregational = Legislative branch or Congress).   

4. Erastian:

a. National/State formed and operated churches.

5. Minimalist:


a. Nongovernmental

b. Quakers, Plymouth Brethren.

As mentioned earlier, arguments over church polity have been going on since Jesus’ time.  From my study, I cannot determine one, specific form of polity that is absolutely “biblical.”  Proponents of the three main forms, all use the same Scriptures to support their positions.  The Scriptures generally referred to in polity debates include but are not limited to: Matthew 18; Acts 6.1-7, 11.22, 13.2-3, 15, 20.11-38; Ephesians 4.9-12; 1st Timothy 3.1-7; Titus 1.5-9; 1st Peter 5.1-4.  To determine a biblical form of polity, we must first start by determining our beliefs about “church” and “leadership” and “authority”, from that determination, our organization will likely flow.

· Issues to Consider (please, keep in mind a proper view of authority):

· Mission’s coordination—the planting and maintaining of churches.

· Disaster Response Coordination?  I think HOPE does great.

· Meeting Coordination.  I thought the team in Seattle did an excellent job.  

· Determine principles (doctrine), practices, priorities.

· Propose, defend and maintain standards of ministry, ministers, etc.

· Defend hieratical teaching.

· Train, educate and assist placement of ministry staff.

· Resolve differences and disputes, when necessary.

· Set standards for theological communication.  By this I mean monitoring communication to ensure biblical soundness, e.g., homosexual priesthood, gay unions and praying Jesus into your heart.

· Listing of churches that adhere to our standards and agree with our understanding of biblical principle.

· Listing of church leaders.

· Enhance membership communication—an ability for members to communicate with one another.

· Checks and balances.

· Provide opportunities for synergy—group insurance, legal council, etc. 

Other Considerations (off the top of my head):

· Essential to determining our polity will be looking out “not only to your (our) own interests, but also to the interests of others.”  Philippians 2.4.  We must consider the affect of our organization on our churches around the world.  

· We should consider geographic differences.  Third-world churches might have different needs than 1st world churches.  

· We should consider maturity differences.  Like a child growing to maturity, younger churches and leaders need more direction than those that are older.  

· We should consider experience differences.  Not everyone has the wisdom and experience to do well independently.  

· We should consider polity differences.  Not every church, or group of churches, rejected the form of polity we had prior to 2003.  

· My hunch is that many in our third world churches feel like a child that comes home from school one day to find her parents divorced.  They cannot understand our “rugged individualism”, desire for independence and rejection of authority.  Although, I might not agree with how all our churches were started, e.g., rapidly, dependent, not fully trained, etc., they have all been born and need our continued & coordinated support, care and assistance.  To desert them now, would amount to infanticide.  We should consider their interests as well as our own interests.

· Unity, our ultimate goal, will be dependent on our “considering others better than ourselves” and looking out for “the interests of others.”  We will not all be able to have everything our way.  I believe we must commit ourselves to the godly process ahead and then accept the results even when these results do not exactly match our desires (of course, they cannot conflict with clear mandates of Scripture).

· In 1st Corinthians 10.6, we are warned, “Now these things occurred as examples to keep us from setting our hearts on evil things as they did.”  Two of the great mistakes we read about in Judges are lack of supporting ligaments (Ephesians 4.16) and independent thought, “everyone did as he saw fit” (Judges 17.6, 21.25).  Has the God of order that we have all preached about suddenly become a God of disorder?  Let us be careful not to make the same mistakes.
· I would like to commend the nine who have taken on this tremendous responsibility of considering our polity.  May our prayers be with them.  Let’s all do our part to make this task as easy and joyful as possible.  It would probably help a great deal if those submitting proposals did some biblical research to arrive at their conclusions rather than just submitting lists of “I wants”.  Imagine for a moment nine men with fulltime responsibilities in their own congregations, not to mention their families, getting 200 proposals containing only “I want this” or “I think that”, with the threat of leaving or not agreeing if, it doesn’t go their way.  That job would be miserable at best impossible at worst. 
· Balance is always key.  Perhaps we should not be dependent, not be independent but interdependent (1st Corinthians 12).  Loss of balance in church government in one direction leads to hierarchical tyranny.  Loss of balance in the other direction leads to congregational anarchy.

· At some point, no matter what form of polity we decide on, financial support might be necessary—travel expense, communication expense, administrative expense, salary supplement, etc.   

· One final consideration—“denomination
.”  I find comfort in being associated with a group of churches that generally believe the same things.  When I travel, I find comfort in attending a church that believes generally the same things.  When I refer, I find comfort in knowing that I can send someone to a church in a different location that believes generally the same things.  If the dictionary or anyone else calls that a denomination, what difference does it make to us?  If “denomination” is a “group of a name” which is what I remember from my studies 11 years ago, we were one, and we need to be one; who cares?  

“’Tis but thy name that is my enemy; 
Thou art thyself though, not a Montague. 
What’s Montague? it is nor hand, nor foot, 
Nor arm, nor face, nor any other part 
Belonging to a man. O! be some other name: 
What’s in a name? that which we call a rose 
By any other name would smell as sweet
.”   

We must not allow a name to predispose our thinking.  What we need is God’s truth.

Biblical Argument for a Representative Form of Polity:
(My goal here is to offer reference not to be exhaustive or to prove a point.) 

Acts 11.22:
 Barnabas was sent from Jerusalem to Antioch (a group of leaders doing the sending makes more sense than ~ten thousand disciples doing the sending) to check out the great numbers of Gentiles that had “turned to the Lord.”  (“Great numbers of Gentiles” implies many groups in the local area).  

Acts 13.1-3:  A group of “prophets and teachers” in the Antioch Church commissioned Barnabas and Saul for their 1st missionary journey.

Acts 15.2:  Paul and Barnabas were “appointed” (again, it makes more sense that they were appointed by a group of leaders than “a great number of people”) to go up to Jerusalem to see the “apostles and elders” (another group of leaders) to resolve a dispute.

Acts 15.4:  Paul and Barnabas reported everything God had done through them to that group of leaders in Jerusalem (and the church).

Acts 15.6-7:  After the argument is presented, the leaders met to consider this question and discuss it. 

Acts 15.13-20:  Following discussion and Bible study, James announced his judgment (Note the compromise for unity’s sake: neither side really won).

Acts 15.22-31:  The leadership group in Jerusalem chose some of their own men to accompany a letter written by that same leadership group to the church(es) in Antioch, Syria and Cilicia.  These men (appointed leaders of both groups) delivered the judgment of the leaders in Jerusalem to the church(es) in the area.

Note:  The leadership group in Antioch did not believe they had sufficient authority or wisdom to settle the matter of church membership for themselves.

Note:  The Antioch leadership group (regional) combined with the Jerusalem leadership group (regional) to form another leadership group (general or universal) to resolve the matter.

Note:  The conclusion of the general leadership group was binding not only on the Antioch church(es) but also on the regions of Syria and Cilicia.  The general assembly did not regard these congregations as independent and autonomous.  Rather, because these churches were all part of the one body of Christ, they were to be mutually submissive, mutually dependent upon and mutually accountable to one another.  


This is a small part of the argument for a representative form of polity.  It is not the entire argument.  It is not intended to be conclusive.  It is not intended to advocate this form, although this is the form I see as being most accurate biblically and best for us.  It is intended to provoke thought, to provoke discussion and to open our minds to all possibilities before drawing conclusions.

References:


Essential to our future together is a biblical understanding of authority.  I highly recommend Watchman Nee’s, Spiritual Authority.  It was written by an Asian for an Asian audience in the 1940’s and has no relation to ICOC.  I would like to appeal to our brotherhood unity group to read this book before undertaking the immense responsibility that lies before them, even if they have read it before.  In my opinion, many of our difficulties would be resolved if all disciples, everywhere read this book.

Perspectives on Church Government by Chad Owen Brand and R. Stanton Norman was the primary text I used for this paper.  It has an excellent bibliography.


Handbook of Denominations in the United States by Frank S. Mead, Samuel S. Hill and Craig D. Atwood has some valuable information.


America’s Providential History by Mark A. Beliles and Stephen K. McDowell is a great resource for understanding God’s role in the founding of our nation and government.   

1st Thessalonians 5:12-24 

Final Instructions 

12 Now we ask you, brothers, to respect those who work hard among you, who are over you in the Lord and who admonish you. 13 Hold them in the highest regard in love because of their work. Live in peace with each other. 14 And we urge you, brothers, warn those who are idle, encourage the timid, help the weak, be patient with everyone. 15 Make sure that nobody pays back wrong for wrong, but always try to be kind to each other and to everyone else. 

16 Be joyful always; 17 pray continually; 18 give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus. 

19 Do not put out the Spirit’s fire; 20 do not treat prophecies with contempt. 21 Test everything. Hold on to the good. 22 Avoid every kind of evil. 

23 May God himself, the God of peace, sanctify you through and through. May your whole spirit, soul and body be kept blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. 24 The one who calls you is faithful and he will do it.
� ec•cle•si•as•ti•cal \-ti-kəl\ adjective


[Middle English, from Late Latin ecclesiasticus, from Late Greek ekklēsiastikos, from Greek, of an assembly of citizens, from ekklēsiastēs]


(15th century)


    A:  of or relating to a church especially as a formal and established institution.  





� I will use “universal” to speak of our churches around the world and “Universal” to distinguish the Universal Church made up of the living and the dead from all time and consummated by Jesus Christ at the end of time.


� This is where two of the five forms of church polity come from, Episcopal and Presbyterian.


� A statement from the first inaugural address of President Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1933.  Roosevelt was speaking at one of the worst points of the Great Depression.


� I will provide some scriptural support at the end of this paper for this position because it is least known to us.


� In my opinion, this view sees only the “local” and “Universal church” and ignores Scriptures like 1st Corinthians 12—“the body of Christ” and Ephesians 4.16—“joined and held together by every supporting ligament.”    


� de•nom•i•na•tion noun (15th century)


a : name, designation; especially : a general name for a category.


b : a religious organization uniting local congregations in a single legal and administrative body.





� The lines of Juliet lamenting Romeo’s last name in Shakespeare’s, Romeo & Juliet. 
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