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Introduction

We live in an era of ecumenical unification in which theological distinctions have been downplayed and ignored. Ecumenism emphasizes similarities and promotes agreement among those of differing views. Modern Christians often no longer see the need or benefit of using denominational names. Some see such names as a hindrance to reaching their communities with the gospel. Many formerly Baptist churches have dropped the name “Baptist” altogether.

Baptists have a rich history of faithfulness and fruitfulness for the cause of Christ. Baptists are a distinct group with a set of theological beliefs that set them apart from other Christian groups. Unfortunately, the term “Baptist” has lost much of its distinctiveness because groups of all sorts use it, even those who no longer subscribe to the historical theological viewpoint that first distinguished the Baptists. The purpose of this series is to explore the history of the Baptists and to examine the biblical distinctives that Baptists have historically affirmed. The student should be able to understand and appreciate the theological distinctiveness of Baptists and be committed to continuing in that tradition.

What distinguishes Baptists from other Christian groups? Using the word BAPTISTS as an acrostic, we can briefly describe those distinctive theological positions that Baptists have historically subscribed to:

B - 
Bible is the sole authority for faith and practice

A - 
Autonomy of the local church
P - 
Priesthood of the believer

T - 
Two church ordinances: baptism and the Lord’s supper

I - 
Individual soul liberty
S - 
Saved church membership

T - 
Two church offices: pastor and deacon

S - 
Separation of church and state

A Brief History of the Baptists

Many lengthy books have been written on the history of the Baptists. We won’t go into that much detail here. But it is beneficial to examine where we came from. There are three basic theories that explain the origin of the Baptists:

Apostolic Church Succession: This theory suggests that the Baptists began with John the Baptist or Jesus Christ. Being Baptist is synonymous with being a faithful Christian. There has been a direct line of faithful churches and believers going all the way back to the early church in Jerusalem. These churches and believers may have been independent of one another and called by various names, but there have been faithful churches at all times from the beginning of the church until now. Non-Catholic groups such as the Montanists, Euchites, Novatians, Donatists, Paulicians, Albigenses, Waldenses, Cathari, and others are seen as baptistic in their beliefs and practices. A New Testament church has existed in every age. This view is espoused by J.M. Carroll in his little red book The Trail of Blood and by Thomas Armitage in his History of the Baptists as well as by others. A similar idea is that baptistic believers had been part of the Roman Catholic Church until the time of the Reformation, when they were forced out.

Anabaptist Kinship: The word anabaptist is a compound word meaning “re-baptizers.” Eventually the ana part of the name fell off, and now such groups are simply called Baptist. Baptists commonly baptized those adults who exercised faith in Christ even if they had been baptized as infants. Other groups ridiculed the Baptists because they refused to acknowledge the validity of infant baptism. Baptists have historically insisted that believers are the only legitimate candidates for baptism. In Holland, Menno Simons headed a group that came to be known as Mennonites. In Switzerland, the Anabaptists came to be called the Brethren. Unfortunately, some Anabaptists became well known for their fanaticism. One northern European group was called the “mad men of Munster” because they tried to set up the millennial kingdom in Munster, Germany. 

English Separatist Descent: The Baptists descend from a group of English believers who separated from the Church of England in the 1600s. Catholics and some Protestants persecuted such separatist groups. The Pilgrims who came to America were a group of this type. Nonconformists were forced to leave England under Queen Elizabeth I, and many of them fled to Amsterdam. John Smyth formed the first English-speaking Baptist church in Holland. Eventually some of these Baptists returned to England and established Baptist churches. Some of these immigrated to America. Modern Baptists descend from this group. Of the three theories of Baptist descent, this one has the best historical support. 

John the Baptist was not a Baptist. He was called “Baptist” because he baptized people. He should more accurately be called “John the baptizer.” He was killed before the first church was established, and his baptism was not the same as Christian baptism. Although modern Baptists have things in common with earlier groups of genuine believers, like the Novatians, the Donatists, and the Paulicians, there is no true connection historically between these groups and modern Baptists. Many groups subscribed to baptistic distinctives, but a full-fledged Baptist movement did not surface until the early 1600s in England. Baptists are part of a long line of believers who have tried to remain faithful to the Bible. Technically, Baptists are not Protestants. Our spiritual forefathers have always been a part of the free-church movement and not a part of the Roman Catholic Church. The Reformation helped baptistic groups, but the Baptist movement emerged after the Reformation was in full swing. 

Modern Baptists reflect a condition that was true of the early Baptists– differing theological views. There were two main types of Baptist from the very beginning of the movement: particular Baptists and general Baptists. The particular Baptists were quite Calvinistic in their theology, believing that only the elect were included in the atonement of Christ (limited atonement). General Baptists, who were Arminian theologically, believed that Christ died for all men, even unbelievers (unlimited atonement). Both Calvinist and Arminian theological viewpoints are common in Baptist churches today.

The story of the Baptists in America dates back to the early 1600s. Roger Williams was the son of Anglican (Church of England) parents, but he became a nonconformist and identified himself with the Puritans, who were hated in England. Williams graduated from Cambridge University and was ordained in the Church of England. He arrived in America in 1631, and started a Baptist church in Rhode Island in 1639. At this time it was illegal and dangerous to dissent from the teachings of the Anglican Church. The early Baptists suffered persecution and ridicule from all sides. But persecution did not stop expansion, and within a few decades Baptist churches had spread through the northeast and into the south. By 1776, there were about 35,000 Baptists in America.

The Baptist movement has spread worldwide. Baptist churches, missionaries, evangelists, and other organizations are rooted in most countries of the world. There are nearly 35 million Baptists around the world.
 Unfortunately, there are churches and organizations that are called Baptist who no longer accept the theological viewpoint that Baptists have historically embraced. The Baptist name does not insure faithfulness to the Scriptures or to the historical Baptist viewpoint. But there are many Baptist churches and organizations that have remained faithful to their roots and are still practicing Christianity the same way Baptists have for hundreds of years. 

Today, many Baptist churches have added words like “fundamental” and “independent” to describe what kind of a Baptist church they are. That’s necessary because the name Baptist has lost much of its original impact. Other churches are dropping the name Baptist altogether because they think the name is an obstacle in reaching their communities. That’s unfortunate, because the name Baptist and the historical distinctives that have set the Baptists apart are nothing to be ashamed of.

In this series we will be discussing those theological beliefs and practices that have historically distinguished Baptists from other groups. This does not suggest, however, that the Baptists are the only believers who subscribe to these principles. Other Christians would affirm some or most of the ideas we’ll be discussing. Nevertheless, Baptists (and baptistic groups that may or may not use the name) are the only group who affirm all of these distinctives. Those groups not holding these views are not genuine Baptists no matter how they may label themselves.

Lesson 1: Biblical Authority

One of the primary distinctions that sets Baptists apart from other groups, and especially from Catholic traditions, is their belief that the Bible is the sole rule for faith and practice. 

Definition:

The Bible is the final authority in all matters of belief and practice because the Bible is inspired by God and bears the absolute authority of God himself. Whatever the Bible affirms, Baptists accept as true. No human opinion or decree of any church group can override the Bible. Even creeds and confessions of faith, which attempt to clarify the theology of Scriptures, do not carry Scripture's inherent authority. The Holy Scripture is the only sufficient, certain and infallible rule of all saving knowledge, faith and obedience. 

Scripture References

· 2 Timothy 3:15-16  All scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness: That the man of God may be perfect, thoroughly furnished unto all good works.
· 1 Thessalonians 2:13 [W]hen ye received the word of God which ye heard of us, ye received it not as the word of men, but as it is in truth, the word of God, which effectually worketh also in you that believe.
· 2 Peter 1:3  According as his divine power hath given unto us all things that pertain unto life and godliness, through the knowledge of him that hath called us to glory and virtue
· 2 Peter 1:20-21  Knowing this first, that no prophecy of the scripture is of any private interpretation. For the prophecy came not in old time by the will of man: but holy men of God spake as they were moved by the Holy Ghost.
Note the Quote: The New Testament is all the Law of Christianity. The New Testament will always be all the Law of Christianity. This does not deny the inspiration or profit of the Old Testament, nor that the New is a development of the Old. It affirms, however, that the Old Testament, as a typical, educational and transitory system, was fulfilled by Christ, and as a standard of law and way of life was nailed to the cross of Christ and so taken out of the way. The principle teaches that we should not go to the Old Testament to find Christian law or Christian institutions. Not there do we find the true idea of the Christian church, or its members, or its ordinances, or its government, or its officers, or its sacrifices, or its worship, or its mission, or its ritual, or its priesthood. Now, when we consider the fact that the overwhelming majority of Christendom today, whether Greek, Romanist or Protestant, borrow from the Old Testament so much of their doctrine of the church, including its members, officers, ritual ordinances, government, liturgy and mission, we may well call this a distinctive Baptist principle.

Baptists normally take the historic orthodox position regarding the Scriptures, believing in revelation, inspiration, and the authority of Scripture.  These beliefs can be outlined as follows:

Revelation:

· General Revelation:

· God reveals himself in creation and the natural world.

· God reveals himself through His historic intervention.

· God reveals himself in man’s conscience.

· Special Revelation:

· God revealed himself through the person of Jesus Christ.

· God revealed himself through the Scriptures (“the word of the LORD” or “thus saith the LORD” are found over 3,000 times in the Old Testament). 

The Scriptures are:

· the words of God  (Jer. 1:4-9)              

· the commands of God  (1 Cor 14:37)

· revealed by God  (Gal 1:11&12)

· inspired by God  (2 Tim 3:16)

· the product of the Holy Spirit  (2 Pet 1:21)

Inspiration is:

· Verbal - Every word is inspired.

· Plenary - All of Scripture is involved.

· Inerrant  - without error in the original manuscripts

· Infallible - All Scripture is unfailing, especially in regard to its purposes.

· Authoritative - The Bible demands acceptance and obedience.

Note: There is no evidence that Baptists historically have ever required acceptance of any particular version of Scripture as a test of either orthodoxy or fellowship. It’s only been within the last couple of decades that the version of the Bible one uses became a test of faith for some Baptists. Such should not be the case. Baptists have used and do use various versions of the English Bible. The version one uses is not, and should not become, a Baptist distinctive.

Although Baptists are not, strictly speaking, products of the Reformation, they have staunchly held and defended the Reformation principle of Sola Scriptura. Simply stated, Sola Scriptura says, “the Bible alone,” and involves at least the following implications:

· The Bible is the only source necessary for man to find salvation. Most other religions have added some other book or set of teachings to the salvation package, but Baptists have maintained that Scripture alone is sufficient.

· The Bible is the only infallible rule of faith and practice (John 10:35).  There are various statements of faith and a variety of standards, some of which have significant weight and value; but the Bible is the only infallible rule for both faith and practice.

· The Bible is sufficient for all that pertains to life and Godliness. Any attempts to make rules or standards of behavior that are not directly rooted in the Bible are illegitimate.

While it is true that the Bible is the sole rule for faith and practice, that fact does not rule out some practices or programs that the Bible says nothing about. Thomas Helwys, an early English Baptist, wrote (in 1611): “[T]here are some circumstances concerning the worship of God and government of the Church which are common to human actions and societies and which are to be ordered by the light of nature and Christian prudence according to the general rules of the Word, which are always to be observed.” In other words, programs like Sunday school, a mid-week service, or children’s ministries are legitimate even though the Bible does not mention them directly. 

How does the Baptist viewpoint differ from other Christian traditions? The Roman Catholic Church has historically taught that the Bible is not the sole authority for faith and practice. Catholics believe that church tradition has just as much authority as the Bible does. In fact, they believe that the Catholic Church is the only legitimate institution that has the authority to teach the Bible. The Bible is under the administration of the church, in their view. So it doesn’t matter to them if a practice or teaching has no support in the Bible. If church tradition holds a certain non-biblical teaching (e.g., prayer to Mary, lighting candles for the dead), then that position is valid, in their view. This is one reason for the drastic differences between Catholic churches and non-Catholic churches.

Confessions of Faith

The Bible is the sole rule for faith and practice. But the Bible is a thick book containing hundreds of commands, principles, and examples. So believers have found it beneficial to boil down biblical principles into a brief statement that summarizes what they believe. Such a document is usually called a confession of faith (or rule of faith, creed, doctrinal statement). Baptists have historically produced confessions of faith, and most Baptist churches subscribe to one, although such confessions are not as common today as they once were. One of the most ancient confessions is the Apostle’s Creed:

I believe in God, the Father Almighty; and in Jesus Christ, His only begotten Son, our Lord, who was born of the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary, crucified under Pontius Pilate and buried; the third day He rose from the dead, ascended into the heavens, being seated at the right hand of the Father, whence He shall come to judge the living and the dead; and in the Holy Spirit, holy church, the forgiveness of sins, [and the] resurrection of the flesh.

A confession of faith is beneficial for a number of reasons:

· helps maintain purity of doctrine

· helps clarify and publicize exactly what a church believes
· aids in teaching youth and new converts

· provides a standard for discipline

· reminds believers what they believe

John Smyth composed the earliest Baptist confession of faith in 1609 in England. This confession had twenty points and covered many major areas of theology. It reflected a general (i.e., Arminian) Baptist viewpoint. Other confessions followed, many of them written in defense of a theological viewpoint or in opposition to hostile positions. One of the most well known is the London Baptist Confession of 1644. The Philadelphia Confession of 1742 is based on the London Confession and was very popular for many years. These confessions were strongly Calvinistic in nature. The New Hampshire Confession of 1830 expressed a more moderate form of Calvinism, was adopted by many churches and is still popular among Baptists.
 Pass out copies of the NH Confession.

From the New Hampshire Confession of Faith:

We believe that the Holy Bible as originally written was verbally inspired and the product of Spirit-controlled men, and therefore, is infallible and inerrant in all matters to which it speaks. We believe the Bible to be the true center of Christian union and the supreme standard by which all human conduct, creeds, and opinions shall be tried.

Conclusion: Baptists believe that the Bible is the sole rule for faith and practice. Whatever the Bible affirms, Baptists accept as true. The Bible demands acceptance and obedience. Baptists have developed confessions or statements of faith summarizing their theological viewpoints.

Discussion:

1. Why is there so much difference between Baptists and Roman Catholics?  Baptists see the Bible as the only rule for faith and practice; RCs don’t. They see church tradition as equally as authoritative (more so, really) as the Bible. Also, Catholics base some of their practices on the OT, whereas Baptists look more to the NT.
2. What does Sola Scriptura mean?  The Scriptures alone. The saying emphasizes the conviction that the Bible is the only source of faith and practice.
3. What do we mean by biblical authority?  The Bible has the right to command obedience because it is God’s Word.
4. What does verbal, plenary inspiration mean?  Verbal - every word; plenary - fully; inspiration - authors wrote as they were carried along by God. Thus, every word of the Bible is fully inspired. This is in contrast to those who say that only parts of the Bible are inspired.
Lesson 2: The Autonomy

of the Local Church

This is the second lesson in a series on the Baptist Distinctives, those specific positions which distinguish Baptists from everyone else in the religious realm. We are following the acrostic - B A P T I S T S - each letter standing for a distinctive theological viewpoint. B dealt with what Baptists believe about the Bible. We now come to the A - autonomy of the local church.

Definition:  The most basic definition of the word “autonomy” is self-rule or self-governance. All human authority for the doctrine and practice of the local church lies within the local church itself. In other words, the local church is completely self-governing and not subject to any external control, even choosing the level of external influence to which it will expose itself. Even secular courts recognize this truth (and tend to treat all local churches as if they were Baptist).

What is the Biblical support for local church autonomy? There are at least five Biblical expressions of autonomy:

1.
The local church has both the authority and the ability to solve the problems of its own members.  (Matt 18:15-17 and I Cor 6:1-8)

2.
The local church has the authority and responsibility to appoint its own leadership. This involves at least pastors and deacons.  (Acts 6:1-7)

3.
The local church has the authority and responsibility to commission and to send out missionaries, choosing those whom it desires to support. (Acts 13:1-3; 14:26-27)

4.
The local church has the authority and obligation to regulate its own membership. (1 Cor 5:1-5, 12-13; 2 Cor 2:5-7)  Someone has said, “[A]n autonomous local church determines the extent of its own membership by both admitting and dismissing individuals.”

5.
The local church is responsible to give an account to God and may do as it sees fit so long as it does not violate Scripture.  (Rev 2 and 3.)

Forms of Church Government

If you’ve attended only one church or one type of church for your entire life, you may be surprised to find out that other churches operate differently from your own church. Here are the three basic forms of church government (often called polity).

· Episcopal: A single leader, the bishop (Greek episkopos), exercises rule over the whole organization. The Roman Catholic Church employs an episcopal form of church government. The pope, who is the Bishop of Rome, is the head ruler, and under him are cardinals, archbishops, bishops, priests, etc. Greek Orthodox churches are also episcopal in their organization, although they don’t recognize a single leader over their whole system. They have several bishops (called metropolitans or patriarchs) who rule over the churches in their areas.

· Presbyterian: In the presbyterian system, each church is governed by a session (or consistory) made up of the pastor(s) and elders (Greek presbuteros), who are the representatives of the church. The churches in an area form a presbytery, which meets occasionally to decide on policy issues for all the churches in the area organization. Presbyteries combine to form a synod, and synods combine to form a denomination, such as the Presbyterian Churches of America (PCA) or the Orthodox Presbyterian Church (OPC). 

· Congregational: The church congregation governs itself in the congregational system. There is no higher governing body over each individual church. The members of the church vote on all the major decisions facing the church without any influence from anyone outside the church. This does not rule out pastoral leadership, but it does mean that the pastor governs by the authority that the church gives him. Most Baptist churches are congregational in government. Some Baptist churches are part of a denomination, like the Southern Baptist Convention or the Baptist General Conference. However, such denominations tend to allow great freedom to the churches within the organization.

What does the autonomy of a local church mean in actual practice?  The local church has the right to do at least the following:

Determine its own doctrinal position - within the guidelines of biblical orthodoxy.

Set its own priorities in regard to its ministry.

Establish and operate its own programs.

Select its own curriculum and decide how to teach it.

Determine the translation or version of the Bible which it will use in its public assemblies.

Determine the composition of and qualifications for its own membership, as well as the circumstances for removal from membership.

Collect and disperse funds and incur debt.

Select its own leaders.

License and ordain men to the gospel ministry.

Support the missionaries and mission agencies of its own choosing.

Establish and support schools of all kinds and on all levels.

Select the service ministries it will provide and select assistance for those ministries from the sources it wishes.

Choose its own style of worship.

Conduct its own business and business meetings.

Buy, own, and sell real estate.

Join an association.

Set expectations for its members and employees.  

Set its own standards of behavior, dress, music, etc. 

Are there limits on autonomy?  There are, indeed, limitations on the autonomy of the local church, including, but not necessarily limited to, the following:

The Scriptures –  The local church can’t go beyond or stop short of the teaching of the Word of God and still rightfully claim to be a legitimate New Testament church.  Someone has said, “The local church must pay absolute, unconditional and ultimate homage to Scripture.”

The Baptist distinctives – A local church may do anything it wishes; but when it ceases to practice the Baptist distinctives, it has lost rightful claim to the name Baptist.

Accountability to Christ – The local church is always subject to the Lord and Head of the church, to whom the leaders of the church will ultimately give account.

What are the practical considerations of local church autonomy?  The practical application of this distinctive includes at least the following considerations:

1.
Input from parachurch organizations, individuals not connected with the church, or external institutions is inappropriate unless sought by the local congregation. A local church has a perfect right to seek guidance and/or direction from external sources, but the local church is well within its rights to reject and rebuke any such external guidance that it does not seek.

2.
No local church has the right to criticize any other autonomous local church for conducting itself in the way it sees fit.

3.
Autonomy requires some form of congregational church government. A hierarchy of denominational control does not fit with autonomy.

Who Runs The Church?

We’ve already learned that a church should be autonomous. But that doesn’t answer the question of who leads the church itself. Baptists normally enjoy congregational church government, i.e., the members of the church run the church. However, there’s usually a certain person or group within the church who actually has the most influence and makes most of the important decisions. The leader is usually either the pastor(s) or the deacons. Occasionally there may be an influential church member who is neither on the pastoral staff nor a deacon, but most would agree that such a case is clearly unbiblical.

It is relatively simple to make a biblical case for pastoral leadership; it is virtually impossible to make a case for strong deacon leadership. The Bible simply does not allow for the deacon board to run the church. 

The word deacon, a transliteration of the Greek word deakonos, is “one who serves; a minister” (in the sense of ministering to others). It might well be translated as waiter. Rather than a special authoritative office, deacon appears to speak of a group of dedicated men, specially chosen for their ability as servants and ministers. On a strictly biblical basis, it is difficult to identify deacons as anything more than assistants to the pastor(s). There is no evidence in Scripture that deacons independently voted on anything or made any policy decisions without other authority. The concept of rule appears a number of times in the New Testament in conjunction with the government of the local church. In every clear-cut case, rule is a pastoral responsibility, not a deacon duty. 

This does not imply that deacons are not valuable and needed. Deacons are often more in touch with what the people are actually thinking than pastors are. They are to be the pastor’s friends, advisors and colleagues. Deacons are extensions of pastoral ministry into the lives of the church members. 

The Word doesn’t teach that pastors are higher or more important than deacons, but it surely appears to make a difference between the two and to lay far greater responsibility and obligation on the pastor.

Why is it so common for deacon boards to run churches?  Pastoral authority is somewhat at odds with the kind of democracy practiced in our country, and anything that resembles “one man rule” is abhorrent to most modern Americans. In addition, some pastors display few of the management skills required for the administration of the local church. A strong deacon board fills this vacuum. Furthermore, there are always the horror stories of pastors who have wrecked churches through ignorance, self-will, or pride. However, modern ideas of democracy, the bungling of ill-equipped pastors, or even the mistaken notions of arrogant glory-seekers do not reverse the clear teaching of the Word of God. The pastor(s), not the deacons, are to be the primary leaders of the church.

The old saying, “Power corrupts and absolute power corrupts absolutely” is often true. Insisting on strong pastoral leadership may have its drawbacks and dangers. However, the whole issue of who runs the church should not be a problem if the pastor sincerely seeks to walk humbly with his God, and the congregation, well taught in the Word, sincerely desires to see the will of the Lord worked out through its ministry. 

The Lord is the Head of the church, the pastor leads the church, the deacons assist the pastor, and the congregation affirms the leadership of the pastor. Let the pastor lead, the deacons assist him, and the congregation affirm and determine. That way appears to be God’s way.

Conclusion:  Baptists churches are autonomous and enjoy congregational church government. Each individual church determines its own policies, procedures, and theological position. No outside organization has the right to influence a local church. While the local church is self-governing, the pastor(s) of the church have the biblical responsibility to lead the congregation.

A local church is free to establish any procedure it wishes (although it is not ethical for that church to call itself Baptist if it chooses to follow procedures and patterns which are not biblical and thus not baptistic). If, however, congregational government is actually biblical, any deviations from biblical patterns ought to be a decision of the congregation and not something into which the church has drifted.

Discussion: 

1. What does autonomy mean?  Self-governing. Each church governs itself without outside influence.

2. How does Congregational church government (polity) differ from other forms?  In the Episcopal system, a bishop or bishops lead. In the Presbyterian system, the elders as representatives of the church lead. In both these systems, larger organizations often dictate policy to local churches.

3. Can a church be part of a larger organization and still be autonomous?  Yes, depending on the organization the church is part of. Some denominations strictly control the churches within its organization, while others are very loose. Independent Baptist churches often join Fellowships or Associations, which don’t attempt to influence member churches.

4. Why should the deacon board not run the church?  There's no biblical evidence that deacons are supposed to rule the church. Pastors are to lead with the assistance of the deacons for certain matters. The deacons’ primary job is service/ministry.

Lesson 3: The Individual Priesthood

of the Believer
This is the third lesson in the series on the Baptist distinctives, those specific positions which distinguish Baptists from everyone else in the religious realm. We are following the acrostic - B A P T I S T S - each letter of which stands for a distinctive. The first lesson covered the B and dealt with what Baptists believe about the Bible. The second lesson covered the A - the autonomy of the local church. Today we’ll deal with the P – the priesthood of the believer.

Definition: Each believer is his own priest. The Old Testament priest was a mediator between God and men. With the ending of the Old Testament dispensation, both the need for a priesthood and the formal priesthood itself ceased to exist. Jesus is our only mediator, and each individual believer has the right and responsibility to appeal directly to God without the aid of any other human. Pastors are not priests.

Texts:

1 Timothy 2:5 For there is one God, and one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus.
1 Peter 2:5, 9 Ye also, as living stones, are built up a spiritual house, an holy priesthood, to offer up spiritual sacrifices, acceptable to God by Jesus Christ. . . . But ye are a chosen generation, a royal priesthood, an holy nation, a peculiar people.
How does the individual priesthood of the believer operate?

1.
Each believer has equal standing before God.

Although Scripture calls upon believers to show respect to their spiritual authorities and to honor them, there is no substantial difference between clergy and laity. All believers, those who occupy the pulpit and those who inhabit the pew, stand before God on equal footing. All respect, obedience, honor, etc., shown to a spiritual authority is conditioned by this truth. There is certainly a place for respect and honor to be shown to those who have earned it, but the individual priesthood of the believer would rule out much of the “great man” syndrome that seems to have infected us.

2.
Each believer must stand before God in relationship to his own life and conduct.

It is true that believers have the responsibility to offer guidance, rebuke, and bear the burdens of others. However, no one will be held responsible for the decisions and choices of others. The servant of the Lord who serves in pastoral ministry will surely answer for the conduct of that ministry and the influences and effects it had on the people to whom he ministered, but the final responsibility for choices and conduct rests with the individual. No one will ever be able to blame anyone else for his own choices or conduct. 

It seems quite clear that our usual tendency to blame-shift will not be allowed in the day when God’s people are judged. Many of us have had unfortunate experiences in life, especially in the realm of local church involvement. To hear some tell it, the fact that they were “abused” by the church now gives them the indisputable right to turn away from the Lord or to do as they please in regard to their walk with the Lord. This is simply not so on the basis of the individual priesthood of the believer. 

3.
Each believer has the right of direct access to God.

Under the New Testament dispensation, there is no need of anyone to stand between man and God. This is really a wonderful truth because common experience teaches us that direct access is always the best and most accurate way to conduct communication. Prayer to Mary and to saints is unbiblical. Believers have direct access into the presence of the Lord God himself without the need for any mediator or go-between other than Jesus.

Hebrews 4:16  Let us therefore come boldly unto the throne of grace, that we may obtain mercy, and find grace to help in time of need.
4.
Each believer has the obligation of and the opportunity for performing priestly tasks.

Thankfully, we are not called upon to kill animals, divide them up, and place them on altars. There is, however, a level of priestly function which the New Testament calls upon us to perform, and that function involves “spiritual sacrifices.” These special spiritual services involve at least our praise, our prayer, and our service.

Heb 13:15-16 By him therefore let us offer the sacrifice of praise to God continually, that is, the fruit of our lips giving thanks to his name. But to do good and to communicate forget not: for with such sacrifices God is well pleased.
1 Peter 2:5  Ye also, as living stones, are built up a spiritual house, an holy priesthood, to offer up spiritual sacrifices, acceptable to God by Jesus Christ.

5.
Each believer has the right to interpret the Scriptures for himself.

This is an area fraught with potential problems, but it was one of the hallmarks of the Protestant Reformation and probably contributed as much to that spiritual revolution as any other single belief. The individual believer has the right to study and to interpret the Bible on his own. Our personal interpretations are limited, however. No individual passage of Scripture may be correctly interpreted in a way that would contradict the teaching of the general tone of Scripture. Further, individuals tread on thin ice when they depart from the body of truth as Christians have historically understood it.
 Within the confines of these stringent guidelines, believers may read, study, interpret, and apply Scripture as they see fit.

Although the Roman Catholic Church has loosened up somewhat on personal Bible study and interpretation, the official position of the Church has not changed. The only authorized interpreter of Scripture is the Roman Catholic Church, in their view. The Church encourages its people to read the Bible, but their interpretations must yield to the official interpretations of the Church as proclaimed by the Magisterium, the arm of the church responsible for interpretation.

6.
No believer has the right to impose beliefs, practices, views, or restrictions on any other Christian unless those matters are specifically mentioned in Scripture or derived from Scripture in such a way as to be obvious to all.

Every believer must adopt his own set of standards under the guidance of the Scriptures, the Holy Spirit, and his own conscience. Although this is not a popular teaching today in many segments of independent Baptist fundamentalism, it is a significant and essential part of the overall teaching on the individual priesthood of the believer. 

Standards or guidelines are most successful when they are either directly drawn from Scripture or when their origin is clearly supportable. The insistence by an institution that beliefs, practices, etc. which are not specifically stated in Scripture be required for all believers is clearly a violation of the principle of individual priesthood. In the same way, a local church has the right to establish any guidelines it wishes, but those rules should not violate the individual priesthood principle. 

For example, a local church has an absolute right and obligation to condemn sins such as lying, adultery, or theft because the Bible makes clear statements about such sins. However, the church does not have the right to force its members to conform in areas not mentioned in the Bible (either directly or in principle) on such matters as fashion style, choice of food, recreational activities, or even personal musical tastes. The church can give general guidance on such topics, but it cannot (or should not try to) enforce conformity.

The priesthood of the believer addresses issues of personal spirituality, i.e., one’s own walk with God, lifestyle, standards, convictions, etc. Sometimes one’s own personal convictions come into conflict with his church’s standards. When this is the case, the individual must discern if he should yield to the will of the congregation, try to change the church’s standards, or seek membership elsewhere. Often one can practice his own “brand” of Christianity on a personal level and still retain his commitment to his church even if he does not agree with all the church’s rules.  E.g., personal music vs. church music. Many churches use conservative music in their services and teach the virtues of such music. However, the individual believer may listen to other types of music at home. One has to arrive at his own personal convictions regarding things not directly addressed in the Bible. Music is one of those issues.

Conclusion: The individual priesthood of the believer affirms the common dignity, common calling, common privilege, and common obligation of all Christians before God. We need no priests, we are not priests in the Old Testament sense, we are responsible to no priests, but we are responsible to function as priests in a sense. God holds each individual responsible for his own standards, behavior, belief, and service.

Discussion:

1. What’s the difference between a priest and a pastor?  A priest is a mediator between God and man. The existence of a priest suggests that one cannot approach God personally; he must go through the priest. A pastor is a shepherd. He does not stand between God and man.

2. Why do some churches still have priests?  Mostly because of church tradition and the misinterpretation of Scripture.

3. Does the individual priesthood of the believer mean that a church member can disregard the advice he receives from the leaders of the church?  No, one should never ignore such advice unless it is clearly unbiblical. It does mean that no one can compel you in an area not directly or indirectly addressed in the Bible. 

4. When is it permissible to disregard the standards or guidelines your church requires? Whenever  they are not biblically based. However, if you find that you are constantly at odds with your church, you either need to reevaluate your own standards or find a church more in line with your values.

5. Is there a difference between what is acceptable at church and what is acceptable at home? Yes. Some things are not appropriate at church but are fine at home. E.g., dress, music.

Lesson 4: Two Ordinances:

Baptism and Communion
We are looking at the Baptist distinctives through use of the acrostic B-A-P-T-I-S-T-S. We have discussed the B - our view on the Bible, the A - the autonomy of the local church, the P - the (individual) priesthood of the believer. We now come to the T - two ordinances.

Definition:  An ordinance is an authoritative rule, law, decree, or command. In Christianity it is a symbolic act or ceremony, commanded (thus ordained) by Christ. It is to be distinguished from a sacrament, which is a visible sign that imparts grace or symbolizes the impartation of grace. The difference is very significant. We practice the immersion of the believer in water and observe the Lord’s Supper because we have been commanded to do so by Christ. Such ceremonies do not confer or secure additional grace. The ordinances do not aid in one’s salvation.

Baptists recognize and practice two local church ordinances: baptism and the Lord’s Supper.

Baptism:

1.
Why do we baptize?

Christ clearly commands believers to be baptized and to baptize others. The NT pattern is belief followed by baptism. All believers should be baptized.

Matthew 28:19-20 Go ye therefore, and teach all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost: Teaching them to observe all things whatsoever I have commanded you.

2.
Why do we baptize by immersion?

· Because of the meaning of the word baptize. Baptize is actually a Greek word which was transliterated into English. The translation of baptize is actually “to immerse.”

· Because of the symbolism of the act (Romans 6:4-5). Baptism is an act which symbolizes the believers acceptance of the death, burial, and resurrection of Christ as provision for the washing away of sin.

· Because of the practice of the early church, which was obviously immersion (see such passages as Matt 3:6, 16; Mark 1:10; John 3:23; Acts 8:38-39, etc. The clearest picture of NT practice is found in Acts 8:26-40).

· Because there was a perfectly good Greek word for “sprinkling,” and it is not used here.

Those who practice infant baptism see it as a continuation of the OT rite of circumcision, which initiated a believer’s son into the covenant community. Some traditions (e.g., Lutheran, Roman Catholic) believe infant baptism washes away original sin, but other traditions (Reformed, Presbyterian) see infant baptism as more of an initiation. Most Baptists see a significant difference between OT rituals and NT ordinances. Baptism is not the continuation of the rite of circumcision.

3.
Who is a proper candidate for baptism?

One must be a believer in Christ, i.e., one who has accepted by faith the death, burial, and resurrection of the Jesus as the means of washing away his sins. Further, it’s wise for a church to instruct the believer regarding the meaning and purpose of baptism, and to allow enough time between one’s profession of faith and baptism to insure that the profession of faith is genuine. It’s counterproductive to baptize those who show no signs of genuine conversion.

4.
Why do we not baptize infants?

Since infants cannot believe, they are not legitimate candidates for baptism. There is no NT example of infants ever being baptized. While it is true that whole households believed and were baptized in the book of Acts, there is no indication that such baptisms included infants. One must believe before being baptized, and since infants cannot believe, they should not be baptized.

5.
How necessary is baptism?

· It is not at all necessary for salvation.

· It is a commandment of Christ; therefore, it is necessary for obedient Christianity.

· It is also necessary for membership in a Baptist church. Baptists are convinced that baptism was part of the membership procedure in the New Testament church.

Sometimes people ask if they must be baptized again if they were baptized in a different church. The answer is normally no. If they have been immersed in water after salvation and understood the Biblical teaching regarding the ordinance, most Baptist churches do not require re-baptism.
 If one has been sprinkled as an infant, one has not been baptized in a biblical manner. Such a person needs to be baptized for the first time, not re-baptized.

Baptists obviously believe that baptism is pretty important. It’s not necessary for salvation, but it is a necessary step of obedience and the initiation into the church.

The Lord’s Supper

Texts: Luke 22:14-20; 1 Cor 11:23-31

1.
What is the purpose of the Lord’s Supper?
The Lord’s Supper (or Communion) is a ceremony or ritual designed to remind believers of the death of the Lord Jesus. The believer should also take time during this ceremony to evaluate his own spiritual condition, confessing and repenting of sin if necessary. The Lord’s Supper should be a serious time of reflection and worship, producing joy and thanksgiving in the believer’s life.

Baptists believe that the Lord’s Supper does not impart grace to the participants. Believers should participate, but the ceremony does not aid or strengthen one’s salvation.

Although we are told to observe the Lord’s supper until He comes again, we are not told how often the Lord’s Supper should be observed. Thus all schedules in this regard are simply part of the tradition of a particular church or denomination. Most Baptist churches conduct the Lord’s Supper at least once a month.

2.
What is the form of the Lord’s Supper?
· The elements consist of unleavened bread and grape juice (or wine).
 These were the elements of the Passover meal, which was what Jesus and the disciples ate at the Last Supper. 

· The bread signifies the body of Jesus and the wine/juice signifies his blood. Eating the elements suggests accepting or identifying with Christ. See John 6:53-54.

· The bread and the wine/juice are not, and do not become, the actual body and blood of Christ. 

· The ceremony is symbolic in nature. The Roman Catholic Church believes that the elements of the supper actually transform into the literal body and blood of Christ. This is called transubstantiation. Lutherans believe that Jesus is somehow mystically present with, under and around the elements, although they retain their original physical properties. This idea is called consubstantiation. Baptists believe that the elements are symbolic, illustrative and representative of Christ’s broken body and shed blood.

3.
Who should partake of the Lord’s Supper?
· Those who have trusted Christ’s death for their salvation. Without that basis, the Lord’s Supper is a meaningless rite. Communion is for believers only.

· Those who are in right relationship with the Lord and with fellow believers. Self-examination is an important aspect of this ceremony. Those who detect sin in their lives should confess and repent so that they can participate.

· Communion is a local church ordinance. That is, the church is responsible to administrate it. Individual believers should not serve it at home, at camp, in a hospital or elsewhere. The church as a body participates in communion when it comes together. If one is not a member of a church, he has no business partaking in the Lord’s Supper.

· Most Baptist churches practice either closed or close communion. CBC practices close communion.

· Closed communion: only members of the serving church may participate.

· Close communion: any believer may participate whether he is a member or not.

· Open communion: there is no restriction put on participation.

· Some Baptist churches emphasize that one must have been baptized before participating in communion. This follows Jesus’ command to make disciples, baptize them, and then teach them to obey what Jesus taught.

4.
What are the benefits of the Lord’s Supper?

· Believers are drawn to focus on what the Lord has done for them.

· Believers are confronted with the need for self-examination, confession and repentance.

· Believers are forced to keep short accounts of themselves and their relationships to the Lord and to others.

· Believers are reminded of the Lord’s sacrificial death and his imminent return.

Conclusion: Baptism and the Lord’s Supper are important ceremonies that the local church administrates. Believers should understand these ordinances and make sure they are participating in them in a biblical manner.

Discussion:

1. Define transubstantiation.  The belief that the elements of communion actually turn into the body and blood of Jesus.

2. Why don’t Baptists baptize infants?  Because we believe in believer’s baptism. Infants can't believe.

3. Why do Baptists insist that baptism is by immersion?  That’s the meaning of the term; the NT pattern seems to be immersion; the symbolism involved suggests immersion.

4. How often should a church practice the Lord’s Supper?  As often as they see fit. Some churches do it weekly, monthly, or quarterly.

5. What is the difference between a sacrament and an ordinance?  A sacrament confers grace, i.e., one is saved or in some way helped through participation in the rite. An ordinance does not convey grace. It is symbolic and memorial only.

Lesson 5: Individual Soul Liberty

Thus far in our treatment of the Baptist distinctives using the acrostic B-A-P-T-I-S-T-S, we have discussed the B - our view on the Bible, the A - the autonomy of the local church, the P - the (individual) priesthood of the believer, and the T - the two ordinances Baptists recognize and practice. We now come to the I - individual soul liberty.

Individual soul liberty is a subject that is difficult to treat due to several factors. It somewhat overlaps the concept of the priesthood of the believer; it can easily be misunderstood and misapplied; and it is a concept that is universally held in theory but generally rejected in practice among independent fundamental Baptists.

Definition: Every individual, whether a believer or an unbeliever, has the freedom to choose what his conscience or soul dictates is right in the religious realm. Soul liberty asks the believer to accept responsibility for his own actions and not try to force anyone else to do or believe anything contrary to his own conscience. However, this liberty is not a justification for disobeying God. The believer must still act according to the principles of Scripture and honor the doctrinal position of the Bible-believing Baptist church to which he belongs.

Individual soul liberty is a particularly Baptist principle. Most denominations attempt to exercise control over their members to some extent, but Baptists limit such control by demanding that every believer is ultimately responsible to God. Individuals have the right to disagree with others, follow their own conscience, and not feel compelled to adopt any views they disagree with. This does not suggest that every believer is a “lone wolf” or that believers need not submit to the leadership of their church. Soul liberty simply asserts that every believer has the right to act in accordance with his own conscience, and that no one can force anyone to believe or act against his theological viewpoint.

When studying the individual priesthood of the believer, we found that no believer has the right to impose views, practices, etc., on any other believer. The priesthood of the believer and individual soul liberty overlap a bit as they both deal with the issue of freedom within the confines of the will of God.

Unfortunately, soul liberty is not a popular idea in many Baptist congregations. Of all the Baptist distinctives, this issue of soul liberty is probably the one most fraught with difficulties, discrepancies, and disagreements. Leaders often give no room for personal convictions that may differ from their own viewpoint. Believers are often quick to judge, to criticize, and to give an opinion where not is asked for. Issues that should be minor may rise to a level where anyone who takes another position becomes the enemy. The church’s responsibility is to clearly present the Scriptures so as to convince believers of their need to submit and obey. Nevertheless, the church should not threaten, bully or intimidate its members into submission. Christians should desire to live godly lives because they are freely convinced that they ought to do so, not because someone forces godliness upon them.

There appears to be widespread ignorance of this Baptist distinctive, at least in practice if not in belief. Since it is a biblical issue, it is certainly worthy of serious study and consideration.

Texts:

John 21:22  Jesus saith unto him, “If I will that he tarry till I come, what is that to thee?”
Rom. 14:5-12, 21  One indeed esteems a day above another day; and another esteems every day alike. Let each one be fully assured in his own mind. He who regards the day regards it to the Lord; and he not regarding the day, does not regard it to the Lord. He who eats, eats to the Lord, for he gives God thanks; and he who does not eat, does not eat to the Lord, and gives God thanks. For none of us lives to himself, and no one dies to himself. For both if we live, we live to the Lord; and if we die, we die to the Lord. . . . But why do you judge your brother? Or also why do you despise your brother? For all shall stand before the judgment seat of Christ. . . . It is good neither to eat flesh, nor to drink wine, nor anything by which your brother stumbles, or is offended, or is made weak.
Acts 15:39 And the contention was so sharp between [Paul and Barnabas], that they departed asunder one from the other: and so Barnabas took Mark, and sailed unto Cyprus.
The Bible makes abundantly clear, especially in the New Testament, that each individual is responsible for himself before God, and that we are to convince rather than compel others regarding their religious views and positions. Persuasion, not force, is the biblical way.

This distinctive teaches that each believer has the right to shape his own beliefs and live his Christian life according to the dictates of his conscience and his interpretation of the Word of God. While others have the right (and may have the obligation) to correct another’s doctrinal errors and to rebuke flaws in his Christian life, no one has the right to force another to abandon or adopt a particular belief or practice. 

Limitations on Soul Liberty

· Soul liberty is never a justification for disobeying Scripture. An individual may choose to disobey, but soul liberty does not justify his disobedience. Liberty is not a license to sin.

· Soul liberty does not grant the right to do something which will harm another’s walk with God. Mature believers should not flaunt their freedom or use it to the extent that it upsets or offends a weaker believer. See Rom 14:19-23.

· Soul liberty does not make the Christian a law unto himself. We are part of the body of Christ, and that partnership in the body is realized through participation in the local assembly. We have an obligation to give to and to gain from that assembly. Soul liberty does not revoke our commitment to church life. 

· Soul liberty does not permit a believer to disregard others’ liberty. Our liberty stops where it infringes on another’s right to exercise his free choice. Each believer must allow other believers to exercise Christian liberty.

· Soul liberty limits how believers interact with one another. In regards to the errors of others, believers are limited to correction, rebuke and moral persuasion. One should not attempt to force his beliefs or standards on another. He can teach and advise but not compel. 

· Soul liberty demands that individuals be free to hold their own standards and convictions even when they diverge from the “conventional wisdom.” All standards, convictions and viewpoints should be based squarely on clear biblical teaching rather than on someone else’s ideas.

To summarize, we can say that we are quite strictly limited from interfering with the liberty of another and even more strictly limited from totally free exercise of liberty ourselves. Individual soul liberty is very much a “mind your own business” (or “What is that to thee?”) principle.

The implications of soul liberty are several, including at least the following:

· Believers are free to choose their actions and beliefs according to the dictates of their consciences as guided by the Bible, the Holy Spirit, and good teachers.

· One believer’s set of standards and/or theological ideas may differ from another believer’s set. One must allow for differing levels of spiritual maturity, opinion, education, and conviction. It’s unwise to force an artificial uniformity over everyone.

· Liberty does not excuse disobedience. One cannot disobey the clear teaching of Scripture by appealing to his freedom of conscience. One’s conscience must bow to biblical authority.

· A believer’s ultimate accountability is to God and not to other people. Others may offer rebuke and correction only when necessary and appropriate.

· Churches still have influence over individual believers; however, that influence is through persuasion, not through force. Believers may disagree with their leaders and refuse to follow them under certain circumstances.

· One should allow room for others to practice liberty, especially in areas not directly addressed in the Bible. Grant some leeway in allowing others to decide what is and what is not a significant issue.

· Many of the issues that so stridently divide believers are really matters of liberty and conscience rather than clearly defined black and white issues of right and wrong.

· The proper exercise of soul liberty presupposes and actually requires a strong personal relationship with the Lord. As believers spend time with Him, they sense their own limitations and weaknesses, and become far less prone to being judgmental of others. 

As mentioned above, soul liberty is often misunderstood and more often not allowed in many conservative churches. Strong leaders tend to portray a “my way or the highway” style that will not put up with dissenting opinions. Some even exalt their own personal standards to the level of biblical principle, and anyone who disagrees is seen as “liberal.”
 Soul liberty comes into play in areas the Bible does not address either directly or in principle. Christians have freedom to come to their own conclusions on such matters. Church leaders may teach and advise on such issues, but they should not force members to subscribe to convictions without biblical warrant. Baptists have historically allowed members to exercise their liberty of conscience.

Soul Liberty and the Church

There are times when believers can and should refuse to follow the leadership of their pastor(s). One should not follow a blind guide into the ditch (Luke 6:39). One need not subscribe to false or inaccurate doctrine. One need not feel compelled or forced to do anything against his own theological position. One need not participate in anything he deems to be foolish, dangerous, or inappropriate. However, a believer should be open to learn and to follow the leadership of his pastor(s). Churches should allow some “wiggle room” so individuals can hold theological viewpoints that may differ somewhat from the official position of the church. Churches should also not dictate behavior on matters that the Bible says nothing about. Churches may advise and suggest on such matters, but they should not force compliance when there is no direct biblical teaching. If a believer finds that he is constantly at odds with church leadership, he should find another church. Generally speaking though, a church member should seek to follow the leadership of his church. 

Perversions of Soul Liberty

Soul liberty is neglected or misunderstood because it is easily perverted. One way that soul liberty is perverted is that individuals may see themselves as not subject to any kind of discipline, teaching, or persuasion. It’s easy to develop a “just me and my Bible” attitude, where one refuses to acknowledge anyone else’s influence. Such a person may drop out of church altogether because he refuses to be taught or led. One might even argue that soul liberty leads to the fracturing and fragmentation of Christianity. However, believers must submit to the Bible and to legitimate spiritual leadership from pastors and others. Believers must seek to balance their own personal spirituality with the requirements of church authority. To refuse such leadership and teaching is to pervert the doctrine of individual soul liberty.

Another perversion of soul liberty happens when believers neglect their responsibility to encourage, warn, exhort, and rebuke one another. If one thinks that he has no right to advise a fellow believer, he will never confront him about his sin. Soul liberty should not prevent a Christian from his duty toward other believers. However, one must insure that he is confronting someone over a genuine sin, not over an issue of personal freedom.

A third misuse of this doctrine occurs when believers are unconcerned about their testimonies. That is, they care little about what other believers think of them, and they may prove to be poor examples and even stumbling blocks for weaker brethren. Such people become defiant in the flaunting of their perceived freedoms. But Paul teaches that believers should do nothing that would cause a weaker believer to stumble or be offended (Rom 14:21). Believers must insure that they don’t tempt fellow Christians to violate their consciences. One should practice his soul liberty in a quiet, respectful, non-offensive way.

A fourth perversion of soul liberty occurs when churches allow eccentric and even heretical views to exist without properly addressing them. That is, if each believer is allowed his own opinion and viewpoint, and if the church does not demand that members adhere to a common set of beliefs, then the church will soon degenerate to the point where there is no agreement on doctrinal issues. The church as a whole must demand that believers subscribe to basic biblical teachings and to those distinctives that characterize the church. Every member must subscribe to and support the doctrinal statement of the church. However, a church should not intimidate its members or force them to adopt any teaching or practice that lacks solid biblical support. Those who don’t agree with what the church teaches or stands for are free to find another church.

Conclusion: Baptists have historically insisted that every individual has the liberty to choose what his conscience or soul dictates is right in the religious realm. Soul liberty asks the believer to accept responsibility for his own actions and not try to force anyone else to do something contrary to his own conscience. Refusal to acknowledge and accept the concept of soul liberty, and failure to grant it to another, is actually a doctrinal violation. 

One of the difficulties of the Christian life is to balance one’s own personal standards, convictions and doctrinal views with those held by his church. On the one hand, each individual believer is responsible for himself before God. He must be free to develop his own unique set of beliefs and standards. On the other hand, the believer is (or should be) a member of a church, and that church imposes its standards and beliefs upon the members. Christians must seek to integrate and harmonize personal spirituality and church life so that what they believe personally is what their church stands for and teaches as well.

Discussion:

1. Can one excuse his sin by appealing to soul liberty?  No, it’s not a license to sin.

2. Can one disobey his pastor(s) because of soul liberty?  Depends. If the pastor is wrong, then yes. If you choose to disagree/disobey, you’d better have a solid biblical reason for doing so. In most matters, one should seek to follow his pastor’s leadership.

3. When is it inappropriate for one believer to try to make another believer change?  If the issue involved is not clearly biblical or ethical. Without biblical guidance, each believer is free to do as he thinks best. No one should attempt to force him to change.

4. Is it ever appropriate for one believer to rebuke another believer?   Yes, whenever someone is in clear violation of a biblical principle, believers have a right and responsibility to call fellow believers to repentance and change.

5. How can soul liberty be perverted?  By using it as a license for sin; by using it to lead weak believers astray; by using it to disobey legitimate leadership; using it to reject legitimate church authority or sound theology.

6. Suggest some example issues in which soul liberty comes into play.  Going to movies, watching TV, playing cards, dancing, music, styles of dress.

               Lesson 6: Regenerate Church Membership

Thus far in our treatment of the Baptist distinctives, using the acrostic B-A-P-T-I-S-T-S, we have discussed the B - our view on the Bible, the A - the autonomy of the local church, the P - the (individual) priesthood of the believer, the T - the two ordinances Baptists recognize and practice, and the I - individual soul liberty. Our next study deals with regenerate church membership (sometimes called saved church membership).

Definition: Regeneration (i.e., salvation) is a prerequisite to church membership. The church is composed of immersed believers, banded together for the purposes of evangelism and edification, the exercise of the spiritual gifts, and the performance of the ordinances. Unbelievers or those who cannot give a satisfactory testimony of salvation may not become members of a Baptist church.

Regenerate church membership is a far more important issue than it may appear at first glance. Although it may come as something of a surprise to some, one of the chief distinctive characteristics of a Baptist church is that Baptists insist on a regenerate church membership. Baptists demand that - to the degree this policy is feasible - membership in a local Baptist church be limited to those who have professed to trust Christ as personal Savior. This is in stark contrast to many other denominations and groups and sharply differentiates between Baptists and most churches of the Reformed tradition. In addition to most mainline churches, there are many Bible-preaching churches which make little or no effort to screen those desiring membership.  Most churches in the Lutheran and Reformed tradition grant children at least some membership status regardless of whether or not they have made a profession of faith.

Biblical Support for a Regenerate Church Membership:

1.
The general tenor of the New Testament epistles, which are largely addressed to local churches, obviously speak to the people of the churches as believers.

2.
The meaning of the Greek word translated “church” (ekklesia) is basically a group of people called out of the world and dedicated to God.

3.
The example of the first church, that in Jerusalem, shows that the church is composed of believers (Acts 2:41-47).

4.
The express prohibition of uniting believers and unbelievers in the same context (2 Cor 6:14) argues for regenerate church membership. It would seem very strange were the Lord himself to do in the local church what he forbids believers in the local church to do themselves. 

5. 
Unity within a church is based on a common salvation experience. 

6. The universal church is composed of all believers. The local church is a meeting together of such believers. 

7.
The congregational form of church government requires a regenerate church membership. The participation of unregenerate people in church business is inappropriate and dangerous. 

Biblical Support for Church Membership

Acts 2:41, 47  Then they that gladly received his word were baptized: and the same day there were added unto them about three thousand souls. . . . And the Lord added to the church daily such as should be saved.
1 Corinthians 1:10  Now I beseech you, brethren, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that ye all speak the same thing, and that there be no divisions among you; but that ye be perfectly joined together in the same mind and in the same judgment.

1 Timothy 5:9  Let not a widow be taken into the number under threescore years old, having been the wife of one man.

Hebrews 10:25  Not forsaking the assembling of ourselves together, as the manner of some is; but exhorting one another: and so much the more, as ye see the day approaching.
The above verses strongly suggest that the early churches acknowledged the concept of membership. They had membership rolls, they were supposed to be united within each church, and they were supposed to assemble periodically. NT church life is dependent upon the idea of membership. Membership implies more than simple association or assembly. Those who join a church as members are making a significant commitment to one another and to the body as a whole. Church covenants, which members subscribe to, generally list several commitments to which members agree.  Read several from church covenant. Those who refuse to become members are not really a part of the local church, even though they may attend faithfully.

Some churches don’t emphasize or require membership. At such churches, anyone can fully participate in church life regardless of his or her spiritual condition. However, the Bible teaches that the church is composed of believers only, and that believers should be committed to a certain local church. A church is a called out assembly of believers who have committed themselves to follow the Bible and to support one another. Those who do not enter into such an agreement remain outside the fellowship and cannot function as they should. Churches that do not require membership have no means of discipline, nor can they screen out those who should not participate in church ministry.

It’s common today, when many towns have several good churches, for believers to become “church hoppers,” moving from one church to the next whenever it suits them. Rather than committing themselves to a particular church and supporting that work through thick and thin, they refuse membership and move from place to place. Unfortunately, churches often welcome such people with open arms. It’s also common for one church to accept into membership a person who was excommunicated from, or under discipline of, another church of like faith. Such a practice undermines the authority of all churches. Church hopping and sloppy membership administration obviously run counter to the Bible’s general teaching on church life.

The Benefits of a Regenerate Church Membership: 
1.
It provides the potential for a united membership. It’s hard enough to get a group of supposedly regenerate people to pull together. The task is made hopelessly difficult when some members of the church are not even saved.

2.
It fits most readily into the concept of congregational church government. In fact, it actually validates that concept and makes it possible as well as practical.

3.
It greatly facilitates the operation of the church, enabling it to focus its evangelistic efforts without fear of offending or being opposed by an unconverted element already in the membership.

Maintaining a regenerate membership is not always an easy task.  People often respond with hostility to the idea that the church membership rolls are not open to some who may desire to be part of the church. Also, some see their spiritual condition as a purely private issue which no one else has the right to evaluate. Further, empty professions of faith are common, so it’s difficult to tell if one’s is truly saved or not. It is impossible for anyone to know the spiritual status of anyone else. Final knowledge is reserved by Scripture to the Lord.

It is critical that we remember that our efforts at maintaining the purity of the membership rolls are always conditioned by some kind of disclaimer, such as “to the degree that we are able,” or “as much as possible.”  There are at least three approaches, however, that can contribute to keeping the membership spiritually legitimate.  

1. Churches should demand a clear testimony of profession of faith in Christ. At some point in the process of membership, the leadership must ask the candidate about his spiritual condition. Such questioning should be pointed and blunt. Only those who relate a sound and accurate understanding of salvation and who have personally trusted in Christ may be considered for membership. This requirement obviously prevents infants and anyone else who cannot give a reasonable testimony of salvation from joining the church. They may attend, but they cannot join.

2. Some sort of new converts program or class will help both the church and those desiring membership. Through such a class those seeking membership come to understand what the church teaches and requires of its members. All members of the church would have a common understanding of what the church stands for and teaches.

3. No church should accept anyone into membership who is under discipline from another church of like faith. Doing so is detrimental for both the person and for the churches involved. This is why it is necessary for the church to evaluate each candidate for membership to insure that he is not carrying any “baggage” from a previous church experience.

While it is true that the early church baptized people the very day of their profession, it is dangerous and shortsighted for a church to fail to evaluate all those who seek membership. If a person is seeking to join a church through transfer of membership from another church, it is wise for the receiving church to investigate the status of his membership in the previous church. The fact that someone was a member at another Baptist church does not guarantee that the person is really saved or would be a suitable member for the church.

Qualifications for Membership:

Although various methods and procedures might be involved, most Baptist churches require a clear testimony of conversion, immersion in water after conversion, and essential doctrinal agreement. Because of their belief in both the priesthood of the believer and soul liberty, Baptists have tended to allow at least some small room for divergent views in their membership. It’s interesting to note that some churches demand absolute agreement on certain side issues (e.g., Bible versions, dress standards), yet tolerate those who diverge from the church’s official position on important doctrinal matters (e.g., eternal security, eschatology).

Church membership is voluntary, but it is not optional! That is, membership in the local church appears to be clearly commanded in Scripture, but the decision of whether or not to obey this command rests with the individual. God expects every believer to identify with and participate in the ministry of a Bible-believing local church. The church is ordained by God, and it is His church. It is not up to each individual believer to decide whether or not he will identify or even become involved. The Bible makes no room for believers who are not affiliated with a local church.

Some believers attempt to substitute other things for a local church. Parachurch organizations often fill this role. Some people watch religious programming on their TV and think of this as their church participation. But such practices are out of order and ignore the NT directives that believers assemble together for worship and instruction.

Conclusion: One of the essential Baptist beliefs is that the church should be composed only of believers, those who have trusted Jesus Christ as their Lord and Savior. Those who cannot give a reasonable testimony of salvation may attend a Baptist church, but they cannot be members.

Discussion:

1. What does the word “regenerate” mean?  Saved

2. Why must churches insist that only saved people become members?  That’s what the Bible teaches; practically speaking, letting unsaved people into membership would be a disaster.

3. What does the statement “church membership is voluntary, but it is not optional” mean?  The Bible teaches church membership, but no one can force anyone to become a church member. It’s a matter of obedience.

4. Why should churches check into the background of those who desire to become members?  To see if they have a genuine profession of faith; to see if they had any problems with their previous church; to see if they are carrying any theological baggage from previous teaching.

5. What’s wrong with being a church hopper?  The practice is unbiblical; such people rarely contribute or serve; they are not subject to the authority or discipline of the church; they tend to be the first to complain and agitate (make trouble).

Two Offices: Pastor and Deacons


Thus far in our treatment of the Baptist distinctives, using  the acrostic B-A-P-T-I-S-T-S, we have discussed the B - our view on the Bible, the A - the autonomy of the local church, the P - the (individual) priesthood of the believer, the T - the two ordinances Baptists recognize and practice, the I - individual soul liberty, and the S - regenerate (or saved) church membership. Now we come to the final T - two offices.

Definition: Baptist churches recognizes only two legitimate offices: pastor and deacons. 

There is much confusion today about just what the local church offices are and exactly what their functions require. Local churches commonly have pastors and deacons; elders and deacons; or pastors, deacons, and trustees. Today we’ll examine why Baptist churches generally have pastors and deacons.

I.    The Office of Pastor

The Three-fold Description of Pastors:

A. presbuteros, the elder: The literal or basic meaning of this term signifies a person of extended age, that is, “older,” perhaps in contrast to younger people. It emphasized the maturity and wisdom which are associated with age.  The chief idea of elder both in the Hebrew and Christian sense was that of presiding or ruling; he was the president of the assembly.

B. episkopos, the overseer or bishop: An episkopos is a man charged with the duty of seeing that the things done by others are done right. The terms “superintendent” and “guardian” are further legitimate meanings for the term.

C.
poimen, the shepherd or pastor: Shepherds feed and lead.  They lead in such a way that no individual member of the flock is able to disregard the shepherd.  This requires a delicate balance between kindness and patience on one hand, and authority on the other.

· All three terms for the pastor are applied to the same person (Acts 20:17, 38). While some churches recognize a distinction between teaching elders and ruling elders, most Baptist churches do not.

· A church may employ one or more than one pastor. It was common in the early church for large cities to have several house churches that were all associated together. In larger churches with multiple pastors on staff, one of the pastors should be the senior pastor with the others being associates or assistants.

· The primary role of the pastor is to shepherd the congregation over which he is the leader. The pastor leads, feeds and guards the flock.

The personal qualifications for pastors are very high (cf. 1 Tim 3; Titus 1). Scriptures demand from pastors a high degree of morality, self-control, good judgement, good behavior, humility, generosity and hospitality. His family life must also be in order, with his wife and children in submission and under control. He must not be quarrelsome or quick to lose his temper. Further, he must have the ability to teach and to lead. He must be a mature believer who is sound in doctrine. Pastors must be men of proven character and solid abilities. It’s unfortunate that churches often judge prospective pastors by their experience, speaking skills, and even looks rather than by their quality of character.

Plurality of elders was a big issue in many churches a few years ago. Some were teaching that churches should have a group of elders who run the church rather than a senior pastor and deacons. Most Baptist churches have pastor(s) and deacons, although some do employ a board of elders. Most churches of any size employ at least two pastors on the staff, and large churches commonly have several pastors, each overseeing a certain part of the ministry. It’s wise for the senior pastor to work closely with everyone on the pastoral staff, seeking their input, advice, and counsel in many areas.

II.  The Office of Deacon

A.
The word deacon is used only twice in the New Testament (Phil 1:1; 1 Tim 3:8-13). In comparison to the pastoral role, there is little teaching regarding this office.

B.
The word deacon is a transliteration rather than a translation. The actual translation is: a minister, one who serves.

C. While the origin of the office of deacon is not clearly stated in Scripture, it seems reasonable to see those chosen in Acts 6:1-7 as the first deacons, or at least prototypes of the office. Deacons were originally chosen to help distribute food to the needy, which freed the apostles for the ministry of the Word and prayer. From this we conclude that the deacon’s primary task is oriented toward practical service. The biblical role of the deacon is to serve as an assistant to the pastor(s).

D. It is very difficult to decide upon what responsibilities deacons should handle. Each church handles the ministry of deacon a little differently. Each church should elect as many deacons as is necessary to take care of the physical needs of the church. Deacons generally are elected to serve a term of 1-3 years.

E. Leadership and/or policy making are never mentioned anywhere in connection with or related to deacons. In the NT, the deacons apparently made decisions regarding who and how much to help, but they did not set church policy. The Bible gives no governing authority whatever to the deacons. Neither does it mention teaching or leading in association with the office of deacon.

F. Churches may delegate authority to the deacons as they see fit. In many churches the deacon board is the governing body of the church. However, deacons should never assume the authority that the Bible does not give them. Pastors should lead and govern; deacons are there to help.

G. It’s unbiblical and inappropriate for the deacon board to run a church. In some churches, deacons commonly tell the pastor, “You preach, pray, and visit, and we’ll run the church.” Many a church which loudly proclaims that it is ruled by its congregation is actually ruled by its deacons, and the congregation has little or no voice in the government of the church. Deacon boards even on occasion fire pastors without seeking congregational approval. Such behavior is neither biblical nor baptistic. It’s unfortunate that deacons and other church members are often untaught regarding the proper biblical role of deacons.

Personal qualifications for deacons are similar to that of pastors (cf. 1 Tim 3:8-13). Deacons must be dignified, truthful, self-controlled, mature in the faith, and orderly in their family life.

What about trustees?

A trustee is a manager or caretaker. Some churches designate trustees to take care of the more mundane aspects of the ministry, like cutting the grass, maintaining the building, and depositing the offerings in the bank. For those churches that have trustees, the deacons focus more on spiritual and leadership matters. However, the deacon’s role is that of service, and things like lawn care and building repair fall directly into that category. Churches don’t need to create another title for those fulfilling this aspect of the ministry.

What about deaconesses?

Some churches have deaconesses, i.e., women who function in a way similar to deacons. Such a practice does have biblical support. In Romans 16:1, Paul refers to a woman named Phebe as “a servant (diakonos) of the church which is at Cenchrea.” Further, in the context of the qualifications for deacons, women are mentioned (1 Tim 3:11). However, the term diakonos is quite generic, referring to any kind of ministry or service. Anyone who serves could be called a diakonos. The women referred to in 1 Timothy 3:11 could be considered the wives of deacons (so KJV, NIV) or perhaps women deacons. It seems strange that Paul would mention qualifications for deacons’ wives without mentioning anything about pastors’ wives. Further, there is some evidence that the early church recognized women deacons. Nearly all Baptist churches have women involved in ministry. Whether or not a church calls such women “deaconesses” or some other title is up to the individual church.

What about other offices?

Large churches especially may have several or many people on the paid staff, including pastors, secretaries, business managers, and school administrators. However, the Bible authorizes only two offices, pastor and deacon. Secretaries and administrators are not official offices of the church (even though they may work in offices). Pastor is an office and he usually has an office; a secretary has an office but is not an office.

Pastors, Deacons, and the Congregation

How do the offices of pastor and deacon relate to the average church member? Church members should see the pastor and/or the pastoral staff as the primary leaders of the church. The pastor has the responsibility to lead and govern the congregation and to oversee the ministry of the church in general. However, he does this with the approval of the church members. If the congregation does not approve of the pastor, they are free to dismiss him and find a new one. The deacons’ primary role is that of service. Deacons see to the physical needs of the congregation, the building, the grounds, vehicles, finances, etc. They also serve as a voice of the congregation to the pastor. 

The Lord is the Head of the church, the pastor leads the church, the deacons assist the pastor, and the congregation affirms the leadership of the pastor. Let the pastor lead, the deacons assist him, and the congregation affirm and determine. That way appears to be God’s way.

Conclusion: Baptist churches recognize the offices of pastor and deacon. Pastors serve the congregation through leadership, preaching and teaching, while deacons assist the pastor by taking care of matters like money and property. 

Discussion:

1. What are the three synonymous terms for the pastor?  Pastor, elder, bishop
2. What is the primary responsibility of the pastor?  To shepherd the flock over which he is overseer.
3. What is the primary responsibility of the deacons?  To assist the pastor in service-oriented tasks.
4. What is wrong with deacons running a church?  It’s unbiblical. Leadership and teaching are not associated with the role of deacon.
Lesson 8: Separation of Church and State

This is the concluding lesson in our treatment of the Baptist distinctives. Using the acrostic B-A-P-T-I-S-T-S, we have discussed the B - our view on the Bible, the A - the autonomy of the local church, the P - the (individual) priesthood of the believer, the T - the two ordinances Baptists recognize and practice, the I - individual soul liberty, the S - regenerate (or saved) church membership, and the T - two offices, pastor and deacon.  Now we come to the final S - separation of church and state.

Historical Considerations

The separation of church and state is, or should be, an issue dear to the hearts of Baptists. Baptists emerged as a specific body in the midst of a crippling adversity. Baptists bled in their earliest years of the seventeenth century, and they remained handcuffed in much of the eighteenth century. They bled from the whip of religious oppression, and they were constricted by the arms of both church and state. Born in the midst of great pain with freedom denied, Baptists, a minority people, grounded their affirmation for religious freedom to some degree in their own historical experience of persecution and pain.

Early Baptists strongly supported the concept of separation of church and state. John Smyth’s 1612 Propositions and Conclusions was perhaps the first confession of faith of modern times to demand freedom of conscience and separation of church and state. Said Smyth, “The [government official] is not by virtue of his office to meddle with religion, or matters of conscience, to force or compel men to this or that form of religion, or doctrine: but to leave Christian religion free, to every man’s conscience . . . for Christ only is the king, and lawgiver of the church and conscience.” John Leland (1791) wrote a pamphlet The Rights of Conscience Inalienable, saying “Government has no more to do with the religious opinions of men, than it has with the principles of mathematics. . . . Let every man speak freely without fear, maintain the principles that he believes, worship according to his own faith, either one God, three Gods, no God, or twenty Gods; and let government protect him in so doing.”

Such sentiments were a significant departure from the norm at that time. Most European governments had official ties to the church. For example, the Church of England is the state-authorized church in Britain, and the Lutheran Church is the state church in Germany. The founding fathers in America wanted to prevent the government from having any influence over spiritual matters. Baptists were among the leaders in establishing freedom of religion as a right of American citizenship. In the U.S., the government is not supposed to help or hinder religious expression. The First Amendment to the Constitution states: “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof.” Government cannot dictate theology to churches, and churches cannot tell the government what to do. 

Nevertheless, religion and government in America have always been closely related, well before the notion of separating them emerged in the current system of government that was established by the Constitution in 1787. The motivations that brought many colonists to the New World were religious; many were attempting to escape religious persecution in Europe and hoped to find a place where they would be free to worship as they pleased. The Puritan Pilgrims, for instance, fled to the New World to avoid the persecution for their then radical ideas by the Anglican (Church of England) majority in England. In America, they wanted a system of government that would protect their religious rights. Ironically, they immediately established a system hostile to those with divergent beliefs.

For the first few decades in America, religion was connected to the state.
 Religious persecution was common. Those who dissented from the official theology were jailed or expelled from the community. For a while it looked as if the religious battles that had been the scourge of Europe would be experienced in America as well. But the founding fathers, and many Protestant leaders, insisted on freedom of religion. They wanted the church to be disconnected from the state. They didn’t want the state to officially endorse a specific religion, neither did they want the government to hinder or persecute anyone for a dissenting religious view. 

Many of the founding fathers were Christian and the influence of Christianity upon the government has been significant. Evidence of Christian principles permeated government. American money has the inscription “In God we trust,” Congress employs a chaplain who leads in prayer before each session, and the Supreme Court starts every business day with the proclamation “God save the United States and this Honorable Court.” Thomas Jefferson used to attend church services conducted by Baptist minister John Leland held in the Capitol itself. But few saw such influence as an official endorsement of Christianity and few complained about it. Everyone was still free to practice his religion, or lack of it, as he saw fit.

The famous statement that a “wall of separation” exists between church and state does not come from the Constitution or from the Bill of Rights, but from a private letter Thomas Jefferson wrote to the Danbury Baptist Association in 1802. Jefferson was strongly influenced by English philosopher John Locke, who wrote “The magistrate has no power to enforce by law, either in his own Church, or much less in another, the use of any rites or forms of worship by the force of his laws.” The “wall of separation” Jefferson spoke of was meant to insure freedom from governmental control of worship. 

Unfortunately, the courts and other government bodies now see a total disconnect between the state and religion. In years past, it was common in schools to recite the Lord’s Prayer, display the Ten Commandments, and talk openly about the Bible. Today, all such practices are unlawful or strictly limited. Many consider any recognition or appreciation of religion by the government to be a violation of the establishment clause. Groups like the ACLU are striving to remove all religious influence from government and education. Only by removing all religious influences from governmental procedure and the public school system can America ever achieve the separation of church and state envisioned by the founders of this nation, they suggest. Such a sentiment, however, seriously misunderstands the intent of the founders of our nation.

While it is true that the government should not officially endorse a certain religious point of view, it is also true that government needs all the help it can get regarding morality. Without such influence, government soon loses its moral compass. Some argue that since prayer and Bible reading have been eradicated from the public schools, public morality has plummeted. Immorality, situation ethics, and hedonism have replaced Biblical morality. While the church should not dictate policy to government, it should give advice in the moral realm and call the citizens and officials to a high standard of behavior. Supreme Court Justice Joseph Story wrote in 1833: “It is, indeed, difficult to conceive, how any civilized society can well exist without [the proclamation of the great doctrines of religion].”

Although the church is exerting less and less influence within the government, the government is exerting more and more authority over the church. The dangers of governmental control over religious expression are obvious. Could you imagine the red tape, mismanagement, and frustration that would occur if churches were accountable to a government bureaucracy? We should be thankful that churches in the U.S. enjoy the freedom from governmental control that they do. Such freedoms are slowly eroding.

The separation of church and state is still a turbulent issue in our country. Some on the religious right are pushing for prayer, Bible reading and the posting of the Ten Commandments in public schools. Fifty years ago, such things were common in most schools. Others fight against any religious expression in school or government, asserting that such expression amounts to an official endorsement of one religion over another. In the early 1960s, the tide began to turn against allowing prayer and religious expression in government or school. Today, religious expression is severely limited in such contexts.

What position should Baptist take? Historically, Baptists have supported the separation of church and state. While Christian influence in the state is desirable from our perspective, such influence should come from individual believers, not from the government itself. The state should allow believers to freely exercise their religious ideas through prayer, Bible reading, witnessing, etc. But the government should not officially recognize or endorse any particular religious viewpoint, even if that viewpoint is our own. Government officials should be free to express their religious points of view, but the government as a whole should not take an official position regarding religion.

America is not a Christian nation. One may argue that it was founded upon Christian principles and that historically the U.S. was at one time a Christian nation, but the majority of the people in the U.S. are not Christians and Christianity is becoming less relevant to our society all the time. If anything, our nation is post-Christian, which means that most citizens have rejected Christian ideas. Baptists should fight for freedom of religion for all. Baptists have historically fought against interference from the government in religious affairs. They should continue to do so. Whether the U.S. government continues to recognize Christianity is irrelevant as long as it does not restrict freedom of conscience.

Definition:  Separation of church and state implies the following:

1.
There should be no essential union between organized religion and human government.

2.
Human government should not seek to control the internal affairs of organized religion or of individual religious beliefs or practices.

3.
No denomination or organized religion should control human government.

This does not suggest that governmental leaders cannot express religious views or that religious symbols cannot be displayed in or on state-owned buildings. Simply put, separation of church and state requires the government to stay out of church affairs and the church to stay out of government affairs. The government and the church should remain separate.

Biblical Bases for Separation of Church and State

1.
Matt 22:15-22; John 19:10-11; Rom 13:1-6

Implications:

· Give to the state what belongs to the state. What “belongs” to the state? Christians are obligated to pay taxes, even when they disagree with what the government does with their money. Christians should strive to be law-abiding citizens. However, Christians are free to protest against the government and to work to change laws and policies when necessary. Such actions should be lawful and appropriate.

· Ultimately, the government derives its authority from God. Those that resist legitimate governmental authority resist God. Paul clearly states that the “powers that be are ordained of God” (Rom 13:1), and that those who resist governmental power are resisting God. 

· Both the state and the church have specific purposes.

· The purpose of human government is defined in Rom 13:1-7. The government exists to:

· Limit and/or punish evil behavior

· Protect those who do good
It’s unfortunate that our government has expanded to the point where it seeks to control or influence almost every aspect of life for American citizens.

· The purpose of the church is declared in Matt 28:19-20.

· Make disciples

· Baptize disciples

· Teach disciples

· Believers are to obey both the state and the church when each is acting within the areas of its legitimate authority. Defining such boundaries of authority has been and continues to be a divisive issue. In the U.S., the government is encroaching ever deeper into the church’s territory by limiting the free exercise of religious practice. 

2.
John 18:33-36

Implications:

· Christ’s realm of rule is currently the human heart, not the halls of government. In the future, Christ’s reign will be earthly and physical, but now Christ rules over the church and over the world in a spiritual sense.

· Government’s realm of rule is the human society. Governments have the right to rule. Jesus did not fight against the actions of the Roman government, which sanctioned his crucifixion. Paul did not try to overthrow the government even though it mistreated him. He urges believers to pray for those in authority. Americans should be glad they live in a representative democracy where we elect our leaders. Many believers don’t enjoy this privilege.

3.
Acts 5:26-29

· What is one to do when authority is in conflict? God’s commands always take precedence. Biblical commands have higher moral authority than governmental laws or policies. One should feel no compulsion to obey an immoral law.
  Unfortunately, our government passes many immoral laws, and believers should strive to overturn them. The violation of a believer’s preferences, however, do not constitute grounds for disobedience to government. Civil disobedience must be based on clear biblical principle, not just on individual preference.

· If Christians choose to protest the government or seek to change government policy, they should do so in a lawful manner if possible. There may be occasions when armed revolt is the only option, but such occasions would be rare. Christianity can flourish under almost any governmental scheme, even those hostile to Christianity.

· There are times when obeying God results in disobeying the government, and vice versa. In such cases, believers must obey the higher law. Civil disobedience (i.e., refusing to obey the law) is justified under certain conditions. Christians should do all in their power to change immoral and unjust laws and policies (e.g., abortion).

Potential Areas of Tension between Government and the Church:

· Taxation: The right to tax is ultimately the right to control. Churches and religious organizations are currently considered tax-exempt and are not subject to some of the laws that regular businesses are. But as an out-of-control government continues to extend its influence over more areas, it’s likely that the state will attempt to exert more control over the church. Tax-exempt status for churches is probably temporary.

· Determination of legitimacy: The government has shown a remarkable desire to define and authorize things. Bureaucrats want to extend their control as far and wide as possible. Eventually, the state could take upon itself the responsibility to decide what is and what is not a legitimate ministry. Churches and other ministries would have to meet government regulations in order to be certified or accredited. Those not meeting government standards would be shut down. There are numerous inroads in these areas already visible.

· Other areas of concern: Zoning regulations limit, inhibit, or even prohibit the construction of buildings for religious purposes. Religious displays on public property are frequently outlawed. The moral issues of homosexual rights, abortion, gambling, and capital punishment will doubtlessly create even greater concerns in future days. New “hate speech” regulations could outlaw any speech that attacks or criticizes any other groups.

The Congress has a fairly good track record in regard to preserving (and even restoring) religious liberty. The courts - and especially the Supreme Court - have a very bad record in regard to religious liberty. The government bureaucracy (non-elected government officials) has the worst record of all because of its ability to create and enforce policies which have no congressional or constitutional sanction.

The Church and Political Involvement

Many churches are very politically active, registering voters and influencing their members to vote for certain candidates, preaching on needed changes in society, and pushing a political agenda. Liberal churches are especially politically active. The neo-evangelical movement has also made social change through political involvement a significant aspect of its program. Individual Baptists have historically been involved in the political process, often fighting for religious freedom.

However, experience has shown that society can be successfully renewed most effectively from the bottom up rather than from the top down. In other words, individuals, not government bureaucrats, are the key to changing society. Attempts to reform society by political pressure are likely to fail. Electing a president and other leaders who profess to be a Christians has not prevented the moral decline of America.
 The proper method of societal renovation is the influence of believers who function as salt and light in the midst of a deeply perverse world. Political action has not changed things for the better. Unfortunately, the church has not been effective in preventing social decline either.

During the past quarter century, vast amounts of time, energy, effort and money have been invested in the political process by churches and para-church organizations. There are now many social conservatives in the government and many Christians are active in helping Christian candidates attain office. But for all that investment, little has changed, except in a negative direction. We still have abortion on demand, unbridled immorality in the entertainment industry, public schools outlawing Bible reading and prayer, rampant gambling, the promotion of homosexuality, interference in religious liberty, and continued decline in morality. The citizens of the U.S. don’t even seem to mind gross moral misbehavior in the office of the president. One may argue that things would be a lot worse were it not for the political activism of the religious right, but the fact still remains that in spite of all that activism, basic goals remain unmet, and our country continues its dizzying moral decline. Thus, individuals working to influence their neighbors, rather than organized political pressure, seems to be the best option for changing society for the better.

Conclusion: Baptists have historically upheld the separation of church and state. Government cannot dictate theology to churches, and churches cannot dictate policy to the state. There should be no essential union between organized religion and human government. This does not imply that believers should neglect trying to influence the government or that an impenetrable “wall of separation” should exist between government and the church. While it may be beneficial for the church to exert some political pressure for change, the church’s main function should be to help individuals change, which in turn will change society.

Discussion:

1. True or False:  The constitution speaks of a “wall of separation” that exists between church and state.

2. If Baptists support the separation of church and state, why do many of them support issues like returning prayer and Bible reading to public schools?  Separation as Baptists think of it is not isolation of religion from government, but preventing the government from controlling churches. Remember the language of the Bill of Rights–“congress shall make no law respecting an establishment or religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof.” Some current laws seem to prevent the free exercise of religion. To be consistent, Baptist should not support any official recognition of religion by government.
3. What problems would be associated with the government dictating policy to churches?  Unsaved people over the church, red tape, compromise, the state punishing those who disagree. Return to the Middle Ages.
4. What problems would be associated with churches trying to dictate policy to the government?  Lots of different churches, each with its own philosophy; gov’t would have to choose which group to follow (Christians? Jews? Muslims?); it would set up a union between church and state which would invite the state to control the church. 
5. In what ways do you think the government could take away more rights from churches and other religious institutions?  Imposing laws regarding hiring homosexuals, zoning restrictions limiting where a church can locate its building, restricting “hate speech” that criticizes immorality or false doctrine, etc.
6. Should it matter to Baptists whether or not the government removes references to God from schools and government buildings?  Not really. We should fight for an individual’s right to express his religious views, but the government really should not endorse a certain religious viewpoint. The fact that immorality increased in the ‘60s shows how ineffective the church was/is.  

7. The Supreme Court ruled (on June 19, 2000) that public school districts cannot let students lead stadium crowds in prayer before high school football games. The 6-3 decision in a Texas case said such prayers violate the constitutionally required separation of church and state. The decision could carry enormous significance beyond high school sports events because it affirms the landmark 1962 decision that outlawed organized, officially sponsored prayer in public schools. The decision, a “crushing defeat” for school-prayer advocates, could extend far beyond school sports events–eventually affecting graduation ceremonies, moments of silence and more. Justice John Paul Stevens wrote for the court: “Nothing in the Constitution ... prohibits any public school student from voluntarily praying at any time before, during or after the schoolday. But the religious liberty protected by the Constitution is abridged when the state affirmatively sponsors the particular religious practice of prayer.” 
 How do you think Baptists should respond to this decision?  Historically, Baptists have supported the separation of church and state. Our government has historically recognized Christianity, but many governments do not. How would you feel if you had to attend a school where Buddhist or Muslim prayers were part of the normal school events? While we do benefit somewhat from our government recognizing Christianity and allowing certain expressions of Christianity, it’s actually better for the gov’t to be neutral. The church, not the gov’t, is responsible for religious education.
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� Calvinism emphasizes the sovereignty of God in all things, and especially in the matter of salvation. God predestinates and chooses who will be saved. Christ died only for those who would eventually trust him as their Savior. Arminianism, on the other hand, emphasizes the free will of man. God extends the offer of salvation to everyone, and everyone is fully able to respond if they so choose.


� One scholar states that In the United States one can count 28,921,564 individual Baptists in 122,811 local churches in 63 different  denominational bodies. Worldwide one can identify 37,334,191


Baptists in 157,240 local Baptist churches. Walter B. Shurden  in “How We Got That Way: Baptists on Religious Liberty and the Separation of Church and State.” � HYPERLINK "http://users.erols.com/bjcpa/pubs/shurden.html" ��http://users.erols.com/bjcpa/pubs/shurden.html�


� B.H.Carroll, Distinctive Baptist Principles.


� Calvary Baptist Church subscribes to the New Hampshire Confession with minor modifications. A copy is available on the church web site.


� This does not rule out the occasional reformation movement, when an individual needs to point out the church’s drift away from sound doctrine.


� There are some Baptist churches that are very concerned about the kind of church one is baptized in. If the baptizing church does not meet certain requirements, some Baptists churches will re-baptize people.


� All wine in the NT was fermented wine, even “new wine,” the wine Jesus made from water, and the wine served at the Last Supper. Drunkenness at the Lord’s Supper was a major problem in Corinth (1 Cor 11:30). If they were drunk at communion, then the wine must have been fermented. However, most modern wine would pass for strong drink, which the Bible forbids. Norman L. Geisler, “A Christian Perspective on Wine Drinking” Bibliotheca Sacra, January-March 1982.


� The word “liberal,” when used in a theological context, applies to those who reject the Bible and the central teachings of Christianity, even though they may think of themselves as Christians. One should not use the word “liberal” to describe a genuine believer whose standards and convictions happen to be a bit looser than one’s own. A more accurate term is “new evangelical” or just “loose.”


� Walter B. Shurden, How We Got That Way: Baptists on Religious Liberty and the Separation of Church and State. � HYPERLINK "http://users.erols.com/bjcpa/pubs/shurden.html" ��http://users.erols.com/bjcpa/pubs/shurden.html�


� For instance, South Carolina law declared the Christian Protestant religion as the official state religion and required that all office holders be Protestant. In order to vote, citizens had to express a belief in God, heaven and hell, and the teachings of the Bible. North Carolina and Pennsylvania had similar statutes, while Delaware also demanded that voters believe in the Trinity. Brenda Mayrack, “The Entangled Separation of Church and State in the United States”


� For an insightful article on the issue of church/state separation, see Roy Moore’s article “Putting God Back in the Public Square,” Imprimis Aug 1999. Available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.hillsdale.edu/imprimis/1999/" ��http://www.hillsdale.edu/imprimis/1999/ August/AugustPage1.html.�


� During the Nazi war crimes trials after WWII, many of the criminals attempted to defend themselves by claiming that they were just following laws and orders. Prosecutors showed that laws may be immoral and that those obeying such laws are guilty of breaking higher laws.


� A good example of this is the reaction presidential candidates received from the press when they spoke at Bob Jones University recently. BJU is consistently vilified in the press for its so-called “anti-Catholic” rhetoric. Criticizing or condemning any religious group could soon be seen as hate speech. Even proselytizing could soon be illegal. 


� Most of the recent presidents have professed to be born-again believers. Clinton and Gore have ties to the Southern Baptist Convention.


� From a review of Blinded By Might Cal Thomas and Ed Dobson. For an interesting documentary on religious liberty, see � HYPERLINK "http://www.thegospel.com/~pure/" ��http://www.thegospel.com/~pure/ interviews/intersection3.ram.�


� USA Today, Monday, June 19, 2000.





