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I want to focus on three areas of practical importance rather than cover the whole field in one brief 

session. This means homing-in on three specific areas: first of all, on the local church in 

Presbyterian and biblical polity; secondly, the biblical idea of a presbyter; and thirdly, the Bible’s 

pattern of inter-church relations.  Those to me are the three most important issues facing us at the 

moment. 

1. THE LOCAL CHURCH IN PRESBYTERIAN AND BIBLICAL POLITY 

 

First of all, then, let us look at the Bible’s attitude towards the local Christian congregation. I know 

that there are Presbyterians who argue that the radical unit in our polity is not the local church but 

the presbytery, but in the New Testament the main focus is clearly on the local church, and the local 

church is still central in Presbyterian polity.   

For example, admission to membership is entirely a matter for the local church.  But, then, this 

presents its own challenges.  Whom ought we to admit into the membership of the local 

congregation?  Who are the local church?  The answer is that it consists of those who profess the 

true faith.   It does not consist of all the residents of a particular parish, and it does not consist 

exclusively of true believers.   

Here, we are facing two distinct ways.  First of all, we are saying that the members of the church 

must profess a relationship with the risen Saviour.  They profess their faith in Christ.  In other 

words, we emphasise the concept of the gathered church.  Perhaps we in Scotland have not always 

been careful custodians of that particular principle.  Perhaps we have conceded too much to the 

parish principle.  Yet there is no doubt that in the historic documents of the Reformed faith there 

has been a sustained emphasis upon this principle, that the church consists of those who profess 

their faith in ‘the true religion’ (see, for example, the Westminster Confession, 25.2). 

At the same time, however, we have to insist that we cannot impose additional terms of 

membership beyond a profession of faith in Christ. As has often been said, the lowest requirement 

for salvation is the highest condition of church membership.   The standard must not be pitched at a 

level so high as to exclude any single member of the living body of the Lord Jesus Christ.  Yet many 

churches do seem to feel a compulsion to add to this requirement, and to insist on some form or 

other of faith-plus.  It may be faith-plus total abstinence, or faith-plus condemnation of freemasonry, 

or some other such addition.  All such additions are misguided. 

But it is equally misguided to demand more than a mere profession and to seek instead convincing 

proof that the applicant really is born again and can demonstrate the existence of real grace in his 



or her heart.  To adapt Shakespeare, there is no art by which to read the mind’s contrivance in the 

face.  We cannot get behind the profession to the reality, because no man or group of men can read 

another’s heart.  All we can go by is a visible faith, an apparent faith.  We must indeed look for what 

we in Scotland call a ‘credible profession’, backed-up by a visible Christian lifestyle, but beyond this 

we cannot go, and we certainly cannot concede that elders must be absolutely satisfied that a 

person is a genuine believer before admitting them to church membership.  An insistence on 

minute, inquisitorial examination of applicants will result only in great mischief.  In fact, even in the 

New Testament the scrutiny seems to have been remarkably cursory.   Baptism followed very 

quickly after conversion, with little evidence of a concern to search hearts.  It is comforting, too, to 

realise that even apostles were not infallible judges of their converts.   We find time and again that 

they admitted to baptism those whose subsequent development showed that they had no real 

experience of the grace of God (Acts 8:9-25).  That is a risk that we who follow their example must 

be prepared to take.  The church does not consist only of real and tested and proven believers.  It 

consists of professed believers: people who have made an outwardly credible profession of faith in 

the Saviour.  There will always be tares among the wheat.1 

Moving on, we note that the local church was distinguished by certain marks.  The Reformers gave 

considerable attention to this, looking for the ‘notes’ by which you could distinguish a true church 

from a false church or, indeed, a pure church from an impure church.  Calvin stressed two marks, 

the preaching of the word and the right administration of the sacraments; and to these John Knox 

and the Scots Confession added a third, the due exercise of discipline.  But this list may be too 

limited.  In Acts 2:42, we find a roughly similar list, but in addition to emphasising the apostles’ 

teaching and the breaking of bread, it also refers to fellowship and to prayer.  And even when we 

stress the importance of the Word as a mark of the church, we need to be careful.  It is not enough 

that the word is in the hearts of church members or written into the constitutions of our churches.  

It is the preaching of the word that is important; and not only preaching within the church itself, but 

preaching in evangelistic and missionary outreach to the world as well. 

But it is important, too, to include in the ‘marks’ of the church both worship and fellowship.  The 

local church is a community of worshippers, and their worship has a specific focus: they call on the 

name of the Lord (1 Cor. 1:2).  This was not simply a matter of preaching and praying: it was also a 

matter of doxology, and perhaps Presbyterianism has failed to give proper emphasis to this.  The 

church does not gather primarily to convert sinners or to comfort our own souls.  We gather to cry 

with the Apostle, ‘To Him be glory in the church by Christ Jesus throughout all ages!’  (Eph. 3:21)  

We gather to bring men and women to the point where they see the grandeur of the gospel and 

break out in wonder, ‘Oh the depth of the riches and of both the wisdom and the knowledge of God!’  

(Rom. 11:33)  

But what of fellowship?  We tend to define this as meaning, at most, believers meeting to discuss 

truth and to share insights and experiences, and it does, of course, include that.  But I would suggest 

that it also includes what Scotland’s Second Book of Discipline called ‘distributions’.   This referred to 

                                                           
1 Cf. The language of The Second Book of Discipline (I:1), formally adopted by the Church of Scotland in 1581:  ‘The 
kirk of God is sometimes largely taken for all them that profess the Evangel of Jesus Christ, and so it is a company 
and fellowship, not only of the godly, but also of hypocrites, professing always outwardly a true religion.’ 



the church sharing its resources with those in need, and in Presbyterianism this ministry to the 

poor was the primary responsibility of deacons.  Nor was this something peripheral or dispensable: 

it was an integral part of the meeting of a Christian congregation.  Indeed, it was the main purpose 

of the collection taken at every Sunday morning Service (the pastors being supported by other 

means).   I would hope that, whatever emerges from our gathering today, we will give careful 

attention to the question of the social responsibility of the local church: ‘Only, they asked us to 

remember the poor, the very thing I was eager to do.’ (Gal. 2:10) 

But then, again, the church must be marked by what has come to be called a ministry of the laity or 

alternatively, ‘body ministry’, involving every member of the body of Christ.  I know that we in the 

Presbyterian tradition are open to the accusation of practising a one-man ministry.  To some extent, 

this is a matter of terminology.  Presbyterians have generally not referred to their preachers as 

pastors but as ministers, and, since congregations usually had but one minister, it was easy for the 

perception of a one-man ministry to arise.  But, be that as it may, there is no doubt that in the New 

Testament every single member of the church was expected to be engaged in one sort of ministry or 

another.  Indeed, according to Ambrose, writing in the 4th century (339-397), ‘In the early days all 

preached and all baptised.’2  At the most obvious level, all believers were (and are) called upon to 

witness to Christ, holding fast their confession, shining as lights in the world and giving a reason for 

their hope to everyone who asks (1 Pet. 3:15). 

But even what we today would regard as more specialised ministries were not confined to a class of 

specially ‘ordained’ people.  Remember, for example, Aquila and Priscilla.  Now Priscilla certainly 

wasn’t ordained.  And yet she taught Apollos.  Remember, too, Paul’s teaching in 1 Thessalonians 

5:14, where he is dealing with the problems created by the presence in the church of the unruly and 

the weak and the feeble-minded.  Paul does not say, ‘Now, you pastors, deal with those problems’.  

He says ‘brethren’: the whole church had a responsibility for pastoral counselling, warning the 

unruly, strengthening the weak and comforting the feeble-minded.  This did not mean that they had 

to go on special counselling courses, or that every Christian is qualified simply by his or her faith to 

deal with problems which are the professional domain of highly-skilled counsellors.  What it does 

mean is that all believers have a duty of pastoral care to each other; and what fits them for such 

caring is Christian prudence, the teaching of Scripture and the indwelling of the Holy Spirit.  At the 

same time, such caring calls for due humility, and for the wisdom to know when we are out of our 

depth and professional advice is called for.  

Let me probe a little deeper.  It seems to me that the threefold ministry of the Mediator – as 

prophet, priest, and king – has been devolved by God upon His church; and not simply upon His 

church in terms of its office-bearers, but on every single member of the Body.  Every believer has a 

priesthood, every one is a prophet and every one is a king; and where there is authentic biblical 

Presbyterianism, every charisma, every gift in the congregation, is mobilised and deployed for the 

maximum spiritual impact. Indeed, the very essence of effective pastoral leadership is the ability to 

identify and enlist every gift in the congregation (and not simply wait for volunteers).   

                                                           
2 Quoted in Edwin Hatch, The Organisation of the Early Christian Churches (London: Longmans, Green and Co., 
1909), p. 117, fn. 7. 



But the church also has specific specialised forms of ministry, though we have to approach this with 

a degree of caution.  If we are going to speak of ‘office’ and ‘office-bearers’ we have to remember 

that this has nothing to do with a so-called officer-class in the church.  The Latin word, officium, 

pointed not to rank but to duty, and we should hang on to that.  Anyone who is appointed to office 

in the church is being appointed not to a status, but to a task: a fact which is echoed in Paul’s 

reference to aspirants to eldership desiring a noble ‘work’ (1 Tim. 3:1).  I am also cautious about the 

idea of ordination: a word which in the original Latin did suggest ordo or rank, but which does not 

occur in connection with ministry anywhere in the New Testament.  We all, I hope, have an 

instinctive abhorrence of a radical lay/clergy divide; and equally we all recognise that an elder 

exercising pastoral care is merely doing, by way of stated duty, what every other member of the 

Body does under the impulse of charity.   

Yet, having said all that, and having recognised that every member ministers, the New Testament 

still contains ample evidence of specialised ministries: a ministry of the Word, engaged in by 

apostles, prophets, evangelists, and pastor-teachers (Eph. 4:11); a ministry of oversight, leadership 

and pastoral care devolving on the eldership; and a ministry of compassion, discharged through the 

diaconate.  These three ministries exist in the church by divine right, and every biblically ordered 

church should have them.  

I believe, further, that the local church is visible, and here I share John Murray’s suspicions about 

the distinction between the church visible and invisible.3  A professed faith cannot be invisible. A 

grace which shows itself by its fruits (Mt. 7:16) cannot be invisible.  A laity engaged in effective 

ministry cannot be invisible.  Preachers, elders and deacons cannot be invisible. And a church which 

gathers for worship every Sunday cannot be invisible.  

The church of the New Testament is a visible and phenomenal entity: a community whose unity and 

mutual love the world can see (Jn. 15:12, 17:21).  Indeed, only by being seen can we lead the world 

to glorify our Father in heaven (Mt. 5:16).  I know we cannot define the limits of the church of God 

or infallibly identify the elect.  But the church is there for all to see, and it is dangerous to convey the 

impression, as we often do, that there is a radical disjunction between the visible church and the 

true church.  Our instinct should be to believe in the church as she is, tares and all.  

The local church is also charismatic: something we need to emphasise strongly in today’s climate.  

We cannot concede to any one group of Christians a monopoly in that description.  The church lives 

in the Holy Spirit, and all that she does,  she does in dependence on the Holy Spirit.  Her 

effectiveness does not depend on any combination of natural gifts, no matter how brilliant, and no 

matter whether these gifts be academic, professional or managerial.  I do not believe that by 

sending a man to a seminary for three years you can make him a minister, or that by sending him to 

a school of business studies you can make him a leader.  The office-bearers of the New Testament 

church were not first and foremost professionals, but charismatics, qualified for their ministries by 

the possession of spiritual gifts such as, for example, the gift of teaching and the gift of wisdom; and 

even then, and no matter how gifted, they were still utterly dependent on the Holy Spirit in the very 

                                                           
3 See John Murray, ‘The Church: Its Definition in Terms of “Visible” and “Invisible” Invalid’ in Collected Writings of 
John Murray, Vol. 1 (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1976), pp. 231-6. 



moment of delivering their ministry.  Today, that is where we still stand.  No amount of preparation 

and no amount of human expertise can meet our need or take the anxiety, the angst, out of what we 

are called to do, especially as preachers.  If we want to have a living, vibrant Presbyterian church it 

must be one which, from the very beginning, is charismatic, living in and by the power of the Spirit 

of God.     

2. THE BIBLICAL PRESBYTER 

 

Our second concern is with the nature of the New Testament presbyter.  Here there are four things 

to be noted. 

First of all, that in the New Testament the term presbyter is synonymous with bishop.  This point need 

not be laboured: it is conceded even by  Episcopal scholars that you cannot distinguish between 

presbyteros from epískopos.  Presbyteros defines the man as an ‘elder’ in the sense of maturity and 

experience; epískopos defines his function in terms of supervision and oversight.  There is no room 

here for a hierarchical structure where the presbyter/priest is subordinate to the bishop.  Instead, 

we have parity between all presbyters. 

It is somewhat disconcerting, however, that when the New Testament delineates the qualifications 

of a presbyter/bishop its emphasis falls not on intellectual or communication skills, but on 

elementary details of character.  What kind of man is he? Someone who is apt to teach, certainly, but 

more importantly he is above reproach, sober-minded, gentle, hospitable, and so on (1 Tim. 3:1-7).  

I venture to interject an oft-quoted anecdote about our eccentric 19th century Scottish theologian, 

‘Rabbi’ Duncan.  A loving mother once wrote to him asking, ‘Dear Dr Duncan, Can you help make my 

son a minister?’  He wrote back in these terms: ‘Madam, to be a minister he needs 3 Gs – Grace, 

Greek and Gumption.  If he doesn’t have grace, God can give it to him.  If he doesn’t have Greek, we 

can give it to him. But if he doesn’t have gumption, nobody can give it to him.’   I must admit that 

this always makes me ask, ‘Could God not give him gumption as well as grace?’  But common sense 

is certainly a prerequisite in a minister. 

Secondly, the New Testament presbyter is an authority figure.  I emphasise that because it is often 

assumed that what we have in the Presbyterian system is glorious democracy: a democracy within 

which elders, as the ‘lay element’, represent the people and govern the church in accordance with 

the wishes of their constituents.   Indeed, the impression is sometimes given that the elder is the 

tribune or shop steward (presumably to protect the people from autocratic ministers).  But that is 

not at all how the New Testament portrays the situation.  Instead, the presbyter (or, more precisely, 

the presbyters acting together) are the men through whom Christ as Head governs his church.  

They are proistamenoi (Rom. 12:8), the appointed governors of the church.  They are shepherds 

whose calling is not to follow the flock but to lead it.  The eldership (always acting collegiately) 

stands in the van of the church’s forward movement, making important and difficult decisions, 

taking collective responsibility for these decisions and sticking by them courageously.  Far too 

often, I fear, the elders see their roles differently, as if their calling were to keep the lid on things 

and to control enthusiasm and take immediate action against any bright ideas or radical initiatives.  

My submission is that it is the elders who should have the dreams and the radical ideas.   After all, it 



was through them that God commanded the commissioning of Saul and Barnabas for their first 

missionary journey.  Elders are not called upon to ask, ‘What do the people want?   What do the 

people like?’  We are called upon to ask, ‘What does God want?  What are his answers to the 

church’s situation?  How does he ask us to move forward?’    

The third point has already been hinted at:  in every New Testament church (Jerusalem, Galatia, and 

Ephesus, for example) there is a plurality of elders.  Oversight was never in the hands of one man.  

However, there is room here for further reflection.  In the absence of commodious church buildings, 

New Testament believers met in people’s homes (Rom. 16:5, m1 Cor. 1:11), yet it is clear that, taken 

together, these house-churches formed the one church of the Corinthians (the one that Paul wrote 

to).  But it is not clear that every such church had a plurality of elders.  Did the church which met in 

Chloe’s house have more than one elder, or was it under the oversight of the Corinthian elders as a 

whole?  This might be the case even in a modern church-planting situation, where particular local 

churches might not have sufficient numbers to set up an eldership of their own, but could come 

under a common eldership drawn from other relatively small local churches.    

Fourthly, as we already noted in passing, there was a parity of presbyters.  This is obviously a key 

element in Presbyterian polity and follows logically from the fact that episkopos and presbyteros are 

synonymous.   But I do want to complicate this affirmation just a little.  I am not at all sure that this 

parity is a parity of preacher and presbyter. There is indeed parity within the presbyterate, within 

the eldership, in the sense that all elders have equal authority with respect to the government of the 

church.   But I do not think that the ministry of the Word and the eldership were identical.  I do not 

think that all elders were preachers and I do not even think that all preachers have to be elders.  We 

certainly have to do a lot more thinking before we authorise a polity where a local church has three 

elders (including a full-time minister or pastor) and all three claim an equal right to take their turn 

at preaching.  There is too much anecdotal evidence that this is a formula for strife and disaster.   

But more important is the fact that there is a ministry of the Word distinct from the ministry of 

oversight.  It is simply not true that everyone with a gift of oversight and pastoral care also has the 

gift of preaching, and if we limit our eldership to those who are called to preach we shall need to cut 

back drastically on the number of elders.  As I said earlier, I firmly believe that at the level of 

authority and governance, presbyter and preacher have an equal voice.   But this should not lead us 

to identify preacher and presbyter.  While the New Testament has no one specific term for a 

minister of the Word, it does point clearly to such a ministry, and even lays down that ‘those who 

proclaim the gospel should get their living by the gospel’ (1 Cor. 9:14) and that ‘those who labour in 

preaching and teaching should be counted worthy of double honour’ (1 Tim. 5:17).   

3. INTER-CHURCH RELATIONS 

 

I come now to our third major concern: inter-church relations.  Here again there are four points to 

emphasise. 

First, though Independents and Congregationalists see Presbyterianism as excessively centralist 

and prone to make local churches subject to the tyranny of ‘headquarters’, Scottish Presbyterianism 

has left local churches with a large degree of autonomy.  It is very seldom necessary or even 



permissible for the wider eldership (for example, presbyteries and general assemblies) to interfere 

with the decisions of the local eldership.  Personally, I would want to guard this principle of local 

independence very, very jealously.  Not only is it part of historic Presbyterianism: it is part of the 

New Testament picture as we see it in, for example, the Book of Acts.  For instance, in Chapters 

Eleven and Thirteen we see the church at Antioch making momentous decisions (such as the 

mission to Galatia) without consulting any wider or any higher authority.   They do not first of all 

ask Jerusalem for permission.  This does not mean that they always acted autonomously, as we see 

in their decision to ask the ‘Council of Jerusalem’ (Acts 15) for a decision on the question of Gentile 

church-membership.  But this was totally consistent with a large measure of liberty of action on the 

part of a local congregation. 

Secondly, we find among the churches of the New Testament a healthy pluriformity.  The churches 

of Antioch, Corinth and Ephesus were not mere clones of Jerusalem. Each had its own distinct 

character.  Just as every believer is different on account of age, nationality, culture and social 

context, so every church has its own individuality.    Of course, there were areas where the apostles 

insisted on uniformity.  There was uniformity in the message, for example, and there was 

uniformity in the basic principles of church order (each church had elders) and there appears to 

have been uniformity with regard to women being silent in the churches (1 Cor. 14:33-4).  But 

perhaps we have suffered too long from the Reformation emphasis on common order and common 

prayer.  As far as possible, local churches ought to be allowed to develop along lines of their own 

choosing and to decide within the local context such questions as what Bible versions to use and 

what mode of praise to adopt (for example, should we sing hymns as well as psalms?).  In essentials 

there must be unity, and on some things even uniformity.  But there must also be pluriformity.  

Churches should reflect their London-ness or their Irish-ness or their American-ness, each one 

developing along its own cultural and historical lines.   I would certainly not expect a Presbyterian 

Church of England and Wales to adopt the Scottish model in all its details.  

Thirdly, alongside the independence and the pluriformity we see a clear emphasis on unity.  On this 

issue Presbyterianism differs significantly from both Anglicanism and Congregationalism.  

Anglicanism often presents as a monolithic unity: in reality, every diocese is independent of every 

other diocese.  In Congregationalism each local church is a self-contained autonomous unit, 

independent of even its neighbouring churches.  In support of this, it is argued that in the New 

Testament the word ecclesia has but two meanings: either a particular local church or the church 

universal, comprising the whole of God’s elect.  Now, I do not want to sound trite, but that sounds a 

bit like Scotland’s football team, which, as you know, has no midfield.  It has a goalkeeper and it has 

forwards, but it has no midfield.  Is this how it is with the church: either local or universal, but 

nothing in between?   

It seems to me that in the New Testament the word ‘church’ has a third meaning: the aggregate of 

local congregations in a city or indeed the whole community of believers in a province.  The church 

at Corinth, as we have seen, was one, but it included several gatherings such as the one which met 

in Chloe’s house.   Similarly, the church at Antioch was one (Acts 13:1), despite her growth (Acts 

11:21), and the church of Jerusalem was one, even though her thousands of members could not 

possibly have met in any one place.  More significant still is the reference in Acts 9:31 to the church 



‘throughout all Judea and Galilee and Samaria’.  That was an extensive and diverse geographical 

area, and yet it was one church: a clear precedent, surely, for the idea of a provincial or even 

nationwide church, consisting of widely scattered congregations and yet seen as one ecclesia.  How 

could it be otherwise if the Lord Jesus Christ has, or is, only one body?  Can we really accept that the 

local church is linked to the universal church but has no living connection with its neighbour in the 

next town or village?  In the body of Christ each member is united to every other member, and 

every congregation is united to every other congregation.  

How was this unity expressed in relations between churches of the New Testament? 

First of all, they were interested in one another.  When the church of Jerusalem hears of Philip’s 

work in Samaria (Acts 8:14), they immediately respond by sending Peter and John to see the 

situation (and also, I think, to ensure that the church in Samaria does not develop as a separate 

body independent of Jerusalem and the apostolate).  We see this again in Acts 11:19-26.  When a 

great number of new believers is added to the church at Antioch, Barnabas is sent from Jerusalem 

and ‘when he came and saw the grace of God he was glad’.   The Jerusalem believers clearly did not 

think, ‘Our interest ends with our local church.’  They had a concern for the progress of the gospel 

beyond their own borders.   

Secondly, they helped one another.  This principle lay at the heart of Thomas Chalmers’s vision 

when the Free Church of Scotland was founded in 1843: strong churches should help the weak, and, 

if they did so, Chalmers argued, you could then place a minister in every corner of Scotland and in 

every village in the United Kingdom. The reasoning was simple: there are some churches that can 

support 10 pastors, others can support only one tenth of a pastor. But put the two together and you 

have two churches each with their own pastor.  We find the same principle operating from a slightly 

different perspective in the newly planted church in Antioch as described in Acts 11:19-30.  There is 

a large number of new disciples, but there are not enough teachers, and so the church in Jerusalem 

sends Barnabas (who in turn ends to Tarsus for Saul).  Here is a case of a weak infant church, 

possessed of little experience, and entirely dependent on outside help.  Use your imagination to see 

how we could implement this principle today, especially in depopulated rural communities. 

Thirdly, there was fellowship: not only between believers but between particular churches, and 

showing itself largely in compassion and in material help.  For example, when the church in Antioch 

(again!) hears of an impending famine in Jerusalem, it shows its oneness with the brothers and 

sisters there by raising money and sending it to Jerusalem by Barnabas and Saul (Acts 11:29-30); 

and the churches of Macedonia and Achaia likewise sent a contribution (Rom. 15:26).  Later, we see 

the churches engaged in common missionary endeavour, as seen in Acts 13:1-3.  I am assuming 

again that ‘the church in Antioch’ was not simply one congregation or house-church, but several, 

and by this time it seems to have matured considerably and to have other prophets and teachers 

besides Barnabas and Saul.  Through these leaders, the Holy Spirit directed the church to 

commission Barnabas and Saul for their first missionary journey.  They may well have thought that 

they could ill spare them from local ministry, but they sent them off nonetheless; and when the two 

missionaries had completed their journey they duly reported to Antioch, the sending church, and 

‘declared all that God had done with them’ (Acts 14:27).  



Does this not highlight one of our major problems in Britain today?  We need someone to stand 

back and look at a map and see where there are empty places with no gospel and no evangelism: 

places where Christ has not yet been named (Rom. 15:20).  There is a need, in other words, for 

concerted evangelistic activity.  Now no local church, and no particular congregation can do that.  It 

requires a coordinated vision, sharing of resources, and collective oversight, on the part of the 

nation’s local churches acting as one. 

Fourthly, the New Testament shows churches expressing their unity in terms of local churches 

submitting to the oversight of the wider church.  While the apostles lived, and exercised oversight 

over all the churches, there was seldom a need for intervention by the wider church in the affairs of 

a local.  In Acts 15, however, we see a situation where a local church (Antioch) refers a problem to 

the wider church, and the wider church takes decisive action.  A ‘council’ is convened at Jerusalem, 

attended by the Apostles and the eldership, and by Saul and Barnabas representing both the church 

at Antioch and the mission to the Gentiles.  The issue is whether Gentile converts should be 

required to be circumcised and to keep the law of Moses, and the decision, as you know, was that 

the Gentiles should not be ‘troubled’ in this way (Acts 15:19).  Nor was this decision merely 

advisory.  It was mandatory; and it was binding not only on the church (Antioch) which had 

referred the question to the council in the first pace, but on the whole church.   

This is probably the key issue facing us as we consider setting up a Presbyterian polity: are we 

prepared to accept that local churches should submit to the oversight of the wider provincial and 

even national eldership?  Are we prepared to accept that in cases of discipline, for example, there 

should be a right of appeal from the local to a wider eldership?  And are we prepared to accept that 

such things as education for the ministry and ordination to the ministry are matters of concern to 

the church as a whole, and cannot be left to the discretion of one congregation; nor, indeed, can 

nationwide mission and church-planting?   

Let me put it to you this way: if we are prepared to see ourselves today as the church of Wales or 

the church of England or the church of Scotland, is that in some way a limiting or abandoning of the 

power of our own local churches?  By joining a presbytery are you laying down power?  By 

submitting to a Synod or General Assembly, are you losing power?   

All of us must ask ourselves the psychology behind that question.  Even in the Presbyterian church, 

the lure of power is a strong one, and it is tempting to create for ourselves areas that we control and 

where we have the last word.  We British, allegedly, have a genius for running small businesses, and 

that is often what Evangelical churches become.  But surely, association, cooperation and 

partnership is the Christian way, collegiate leadership eliminating competition between churches, 

and modifying individual ambitions and idiosyncrasies, while at the same time leaving abundant 

scope for the exercise of individual initiative and gifts.  Human sinfulness will always ensure, of 

course, that such a polity will have its flaws.  But it offers a prospect of greater effectiveness by 

minimising competition, avoiding duplication, pooling our resources and giving a coherent 

nationwide vision.  

It is tempting to reply that this is to think the way the world thinks:  multinationals and huge 

corporations. But let us ask ourselves, Who are we?   We are already the multinational people of 



God!  Not the peoples of God, but the people: one people.  We are God’s nation (1 Pet. 2:9): not a 

loose conglomerate of independent and uncoordinated churches.  There is no way that the local 

church, operating on a narrow front, can hope to fight effectively the combined might of organised 

Catholicism, organised modernism, organised Marxism and organised humanism (and, in 2017, 

organised Islamism).  Building on what we have in common, and seeing ourselves as God’s one 

people, we must give that oneness the fullest possible expression, striving side by side for the faith 

of the gospel (Phil. 1:27). 

‘Fellowship in the Gospel’-do we have that?  We have a multiplicity of small spiritual businesses, 

and within each of them there is some fellowship in the gospel.  But are we not being called upon to 

forfeit whatever freedom we suppose these small businesses give us, so that each local church can 

benefit from the gifts and wisdom of the wider church: a church organised for nationwide mission 

and pastoral care in accordance with the New Testament pattern? 

 

 

 

 

 


