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The word “polity” refers to practices and procedures for government.  It can be applied to 
various contexts.  In relation to the church, polity deals with how local congregations are 
managed and governed.  Many approaches to church governance exist.  Some follow a 
denomination model, some prefer a board of elders overseeing their congregation, and others 
have a loose model that vouches for congregational governance.  At our church, we follow 
such a congregational model, believing the body of Christ represents the head of the church — 
Jesus Christ.  

	  In our model, there are various groups of people that all contribute in different ways to 
the governance of the church — members, pastors, staff, deacons, trustees, officers, 
committees, and ministry teams.  Along with these groups of people, there are various 
meetings used to facilitate healthy polity.  Each of these concepts is discussed below.  
Reference is made to our church bylaws to help better depict how each concept functions with 
the church.


MEMBERS 
When it comes to church polity, Jesus is the head of the church.  To be healthy and strong, 
individual conversations must constantly remember this.  In using the human body as a 
metaphor to describing the functioning of the church, Scripture says, “From him the whole 
body, fitted and knit together by every supporting ligament, promotes the growth of the body 
for building itself up in love by the proper working of each individual part” (Ephesians 4:16).

	 The comparison of the church to a human body teaches us that every member of the 
church has a place and part in the mission of the church.  Such truth is integral to a proper 
understanding of church polity.  The kingdom of Christ isn’t advanced by pastors or ministry 
professionals alone.  It grows as every believer faithfully embraces the calling the Lord places 
on his or her life.

	 For these reasons, our church takes the responsibilities of church membership 
seriously.  We call on every believer to live the Christian life and to serve within the church.  In 
doing so, we have created what is often known as a “church covenant.”  The practice of 
establishing such covenants has been common within Christian congregations for hundreds of 
years.  

	 The use of such a document is not meant to be a legalistic way of controlling beliefs 
and behavior.  Instead, it is a tool for encouraging members to be what Scripture calls them to 
be.  We realize that we all struggle and fail from time to time, but our covenant is a guiding light 
that encourages us to embrace biblical virtue.  If all of us aim to live according to our covenant, 
our church will be a strong light for Jesus.

	 This is where church polity starts.  The body must first aim to have its proper 
functioning underneath the head of Christ.  Consider our church covenant below.  Know that 
you can be a great blessing to the church by pursuing the virtue and doctrine outlined within it.


Tabernacle Baptist Church Covenant 
Having been led, as we believe, by the Spirit of God to receive the Lord Jesus Christ as our 
Savior, and on the profession of our faith, having been baptized in the Name of the Father, and 
of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit we do now in the presence of God, angels, and this 
assembly, most solemnly and joyfully enter into the covenant with one another, as one body in 
Christ. We engage therefore, by the aid of the Holy Spirit... 


1. To walk together in Christian love, knowing that such love is a fundamental part of the 
Lord’s holy character (1 John 4:8), that such love for one another has been commanded by 
Christ (Matthew 22:37-40), that Christ prayed we would embody such love (John 17:20-21), 



that such love is a fruit of the Spirit’s work in our lives (Romans 5:5; Galatians 5:22), and 
that such love is a powerful evangelistic witness to an unbelieving world (John 13:35).


2. To promote the advancement of the church’s mission and ministry, knowing that the Lord 
has commanded us to not forsake the gathering of ourselves together (Hebrews 10:25), 
that the Lord has upheld the importance of continuing in the doctrine of God’s Word (Acts 
2:42), that the Lord has encouraged us to regularly worship Him through the singing of 
songs and the proclamation of Scripture (Ephesians 5:19; Colossians 3:16), that the Lord 
has modeled and mandated the importance of observing the church’s ordinances (Mark 
1:9-11, 14:22-26; Matthew 28:18-20; 1 Corinthians 11:17-34), that the Lord has 
encouraged us to use our spiritual gifts in the advancement of the church’s mission 
(Romans 12:6-8; Ephesians 4:11-13), and that the Lord has upheld the importance of 
discipline and accountability amongst believers (Proverbs 27:17; Ecclesiastes 4:9-12; 
Matthew 7:1-5; 1 Corinthians 5:1-13; Galatians 6:1; James 5:16). 


3. To contribute cheerfully and regularly to support the church’s mission and ministry, knowing 
that the Lord has instructed us to be cheerful givers (2 Corinthians 9:7), that such giving is 
an act of worship which pleases the Lord (Philippians 4:18), that such giving is a means of 
protecting our hearts from the love of the world (Matthew 6:21), that such giving is a part of 
God’s Moral Law for mankind (Genesis 14:17-24; Proverbs 3:9-10), that such giving was 
practiced by the early church (1 Corinthians 16:1-4), and that such giving meets the 
practical needs of ministry (Philippians 4:14). 


4. To maintain family and personal devotions, knowing that the Word of God is our primary 
means of spiritual sustenance (Deuteronomy 32:47; Matthew 4:4), that Jesus modeled a 
faithful prayer life for His disciples (Mark 1:35); that the Lord has instructed us to be people 
of persistent and continual prayer (Matthew 6:9-13; Luke 18:1; 1 Thessalonians 5:17), and 
that the Lord has ordained the Christian home to be a place of Scriptural and spiritual 
training for children (Deuteronomy 6:4-9; Proverbs 22:6; Ephesians 6:4), and that the Lord 
intends for our private lives of worship to have a public influence on others for purposes of 
salvation and sanctification (Matthew 10:27; Acts 4:13). 


5. To pay careful attention to how we walk, knowing that our Lord has commanded us to do 
so (Ephesians 5:15-16), that our Lord Himself is holy (Isaiah 6:3), that Jesus Himself 
embodied a life of holiness (1 Peter 1:16), that the Spirit is grieved when we walk contrary 
to the character of Christ (Ephesians 4:30), that the Lord has saved us for good works 
(Ephesians 2:10), that good works give evidence of His salvation in our lives (Matthew 7:16; 
Revelation 20:12), that good works encourage and edify other believers (1 Thessalonians 
1:8-10), and that good works provide a powerful witness to those who don’t know Christ 
(Matthew 5:13-16). 


6. To avoid gossiping, backbiting, excessive anger, and hurtful forms of speech, knowing that 
the Lord has commanded us to avoid such sin (Ephesians 4:31; Colossians 3:8), that such 
sins show contempt to His goodness, provision, and providence in our lives (Romans 
2:1-4), that such sins overlook the Lord’s prerogative to judge (Romans 12:17-21), that 
Jesus Himself refrained from such sins (1 Peter 2:21-22), that such sins damage the 
ministry of the church (Acts 6:1), that the Lord despises the sowing of discord amongst the 
body of Christ (Proverbs 6:19), and that such sins hurt our witness to a lost world 
(Philippians 2:14). 


7. To discourage the use of intoxicating drinks and the abusive use of drugs, knowing the 
Lord often warns of the danger and disastrous effects of such things (Proverbs 20:1; 
23:29-35), that the Lord commands us to not “get drunk with wine, which leads to reckless 
living, but be filled by the Spirit” (Ephesians 5:18), that the Lord warns us to guard 
ourselves against making provision for the flesh (Romans 13:14), that the Lord warns us to 
“stay away from every kind of evil” (1 Thessalonians 5:22), and that the Lord warns us to be 
conscientious that we not engage in any activity that might provide a stumbling block to 
our fellow believers (Romans 14:1-23) or tarnish our witness to a lost world (1 Peter 2:12).


8. To support our fellow brothers and sisters in Christ, knowing that the Lord has called us to 
love one another (John 13:34), to pray for one another (James 5:16), to comfort one another 



(2 Corinthians 1:4; 1 Thessalonians 4:18), to aid one another in sickness (Philippians 
2:25-26 ; James 5:14), to help one another during times of distress (Galatians 6:2), and to 
support one another in weaknesses (Romans 15:1-4). 


9. To be slow to take offense, knowing that the Lord has called us to believe the best about 
our brothers and sisters in Christ (1 Corinthians 13:7), that our Lord has been patient with 
our faults and failures (Exodus 34:6-7; Ephesians 4:32), that our Lord Himself was slow to 
take offense at the follies of others (Isaiah 53:7; Mark 9:19, 14:61; Hebrews 12:3), that the 
Lord wants us to make “every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of 
peace” (Ephesians 4:3), that the Lord has encouraged us to pursue reconciliation when 
offenses occur (Matthew 18:15-20), that the Lord has instructed us to bear with one 
another and forgive one another (Colossians 3:12-13). 


10. To unite, as soon as possible, with another church that embodies the principles of this 
covenant, when we should, if necessary, remove ourselves from the membership of this 
local body, knowing that the Lord established the body of Christ for building His kingdom 
on this Earth (Matthew 16:18), that participation in the body of Christ is integral to our 
spiritual well-being (1 Corinthians 12:12-25), that commitment to a local body is upheld as 
important in the New Testament (Hebrews 10:25), that Jesus Himself modeled faithfulness 
to assembling for worship (Luke 4:16), that the early church had the practice of regularly 
meeting on Sunday for worship (Matthew 28:1; Acts 20:7; 1 Corinthians 16:2) and 
participation in the ministry and mission of the church is expected of all believers (2 
Corinthians 5:18).  

PASTOR 
Though every member has a part to play in the mission and ministry of the church, pastors 
have a special function to fulfill.  Scripture reveals that they have a peculiar responsibility for 
leading the ministry of God’s Word.  When churches encourage pastors to fulfill their calling, 
the church is built up and blessed.  These matters are critical to healthy church polity.  For this 
reason, we have outlined the nature of pastoral ministry in our bylaws.  In doing so, we have 
clearly identified the role of the pastor, the calling of the pastor, and what to do in the absence 
of a pastor.


Role 
The Lead Pastor of the church is responsible for leading the church to function as a New 
Testament church. According to Scripture, his primary responsibilities involve preaching 
God’s Word (1 Timothy 4:1-4), praying (Acts 6:4), leading the body of Christ in ministry 
(Ephesians 4:11-13), and spiritually shepherding God’s people (1 Peter 5:1-2). Considering 
his Scriptural role, the pastor is the leader of the pastoral ministries in the church. As such 
he leads the church staff, deacons, and church members to fulfill the mission of the church, 
as stated in Section II of the church Constitution. He shall preside at business meetings of 
the church and if so designated may serve as moderator in all business meetings. 


The Calling of The Pastor 
In the event of a vacancy, a pastor search committee shall be nominated by the deacon 
body and approved by the members in a business meeting to seek out a suitable pastor, 
and its recommendations will constitute a nomination. Any member has privilege of making 
other nominations according to the policy established by the church. The search committee 
shall bring to the consideration of the members only one name at a time. His election shall 
take place at a meeting called for that purpose, of which at least two week’s public notice 
has been given. Election shall be by ballot of the members, an affirmative vote of three 
fourths of those present being necessary for approval. The pastor, thus elected, shall serve 
until the relationship is terminated by his request or the church’s request. The pastor shall 
give at least thirty (30) days-notice at the time of resignation before terminating his 
responsibilities as pastor. 




Absence of Pastor 
During the period of any vacancy of the Lead Pastor, and until a new Lead Pastor is 
chosen, the deacon body will work with the church staff and shall be responsible for the 
interim arrangements for the pulpit and pastoral responsibilities. 


STAFF 
Along with the lead pastor, other church staff help lead the ministry of the church.  Some are 
ordained pastors and others are referred to as ministers or directors.  There is precedent in 
Scripture for a team of pastors working within one congregation to lead the work of ministry (1 
Timothy 5:17).  Along with staff who lead ministry, there are staff who help with practical issues 
in the church — custodians, maintenance workers, business staff, and the like.  Our church 
bylaws outlines the place of staff in the church with the following language:


This church shall call for and employ such vocational and administrative staff members as 
the church shall need. A job description shall be written when the need for vocational staff 
is determined. This description shall be contained with the church’s Policies and 
Procedures Manual. Vocational staff with ministerial oversight (ordained or not ordained) 
other than the Lead Pastor shall be recommended to the church by the Lead Pastor via the 
personnel committee and employed by three fourths vote at a business meeting. At the 
discretion of the Lead Pastor, Staff and Personnel Committee, a Search Team may be 
appointed and utilized upon approval by the Nominating Committee. All administrative 
church personnel shall be employed by approval of the personnel committee in 
consultation with the immediate staff supervisor. All existing or future church staff are 
directly responsible to the Lead Pastor. 


DEACONS 
A third important matter in church polity is that of the deacon ministry.  We have talked about 
the office earlier in this study.  For churches to be healthy and effective in ministry, the integral 
role of deacons must not be overlooked.  Unfortunately, some congregations fall into one of 
two traps.  First, some maximize the office, making it bigger and more far-reaching than the 
Lord ever intended.  In such congregations, deacons function like a board of overseers, 
exercising control over all areas of the church.

	 A second faux pas is that of minimizing the deacon ministry.  Some churches fall into 
this error out of a response to the first error.  Fearing that deacons might become more than 
intended, the ministry is stripped of its biblical meaning.  The deacon ministry is little more than 
an honorary office for aged men in the church.


Biblical Balance 
To avoid both of the aforementioned extremes, churches should look to the Bible for insight 
and direction.  The office of deacon is clearly an ordained office for the church.  It is the second 
office, existing alongside the office of pastor.  According to Scripture, Deacons are servant 
leaders who serve the church body by assisting the Lead Pastor and church staff in the 
ministry. They provide assistance by helping with practical needs of the church (Acts 6:3), so 
that the Lead Pastor and staff are free to focus on the ministry of the Word (Acts 6:4).  In 
accordance with the pattern of deacon ministry in the New Testament (Acts 6:1-7, 1 Timothy 
3:8-13), deacons at our church are servants who assist the Lead Pastor and staff with various 
practical needs that may arise within the ministry of the church. In fulfilling their God-given role, 
deacons can be a great help in securing church unity (Acts 6:1) and growth (Acts 6:7). 


Appointing and Ordaining Deacons 
Many churches struggle with how to go about appointing and ordaining deacons.  Frozen in 
confusion, they never take action on enlisting the next generation of servants.  How can 



churches practically raise up a deacon ministry to support pastors and ministers?  In our 
church we have a process outlined in our bylaws.  Each congregation can handle these matters 
in different ways.  There are no clear cut guidelines outlined in Scripture.  It is up to each 
autonomous local church to decide how it will go about selecting and ordaining deacons.  For 
our church, we have outlined the following guidelines in our bylaws:


There shall be twelve (12) deacons for the first 600 members, and one additional deacon for 
every additional one hundred members, not to exceed forty (40) in total. 


Deacons must be members of the church in good standing. Deacons shall be nominated by 
the deacon body and shall be approved at a called business meeting. The deacons shall 
serve on a rotation basis. Each year the term of office of one third of the number of 
deacons shall expire and required vacancies will be filled through the selection process as 
described in the church policies. After serving a term of three years, a deacon shall be 
eligible to serve again only after the lapse of at least one year. There is no obligation to 
constitute as an active deacon a person who comes to the church from another church 
where he has served as a deacon. The Deacon Policies and Procedures Manual provides 
guidance for qualifications, nominations, additions, removals and defined roles. 


CHURCH OFFICERS 
To handle matters related to church finances, business, and contracts, it is often helpful for 
local congregations to identify church officers who are responsible for key tasks related to the 
body.  There is no explicit mention of such a practice in Scripture.  However, Scripture is 
abundantly clear on the principle of congregational oversight of sensitive issues (Matthew 
18:16; 1 Corinthians 6:5).  For this reason, many churches have adopted the practice of 
appointing officers to oversee sensitive legal matters.  Below is information outlined in our 
bylaws about such officers.


All church officers must be members of the Church. The officers of this Church shall be as 
follows: 


Moderator  
The moderator shall be the Lead Pastor. The moderator shall preside at all business 
meetings of the Church. In the absence of the moderator, the chairman of the deacons shall 
preside; or in the absence of both, the meeting shall be rescheduled. 


Clerk  
The church clerk shall keep a record of all the actions of the church, except as otherwise 
herein provided. The clerk is responsible for working with the church administrative staff to 
maintain an official register of all church members, with dates of admission, baptisms, 
dismissions, and deaths. The clerk shall issue letters of dismission voted by the church, 
preserve on file all communications and written official reports. The clerk will give legal 
notice of all business meetings where such notice is necessary, as indicated in these 
bylaws. All church records are church property and should be on file in the church office. 


Treasurer  
The church shall affirm a church treasurer to serve for a 5-year term. This term shall be 
renewable by church approval with a majority vote at a called business meeting. Upon 
completion of term or vacancy otherwise, the incumbent or new church treasurer shall be 
nominated by the Nominating Committee and affirmed by the members in a duly called 
business meeting. During the active term, the church treasurer shall not serve on the 
Finance Committee, as the Chairman of Deacons, and/or as the Chair of any other church 
committee. It shall be the duty of the church treasurer to confirm and annually report to the 



members in conference that the church’s financial processes/practices and reports are in 
line with the biblical principles of faithful stewardship, are in line with the church’s current 
bylaws and are being practiced in accordance with the Finance Committee’s current 
financial policies and procedures. During the active term, the treasurer will be an authorized 
signer on the church’s checking accounts and will engage with the staff and lay leadership 
as needed to perform the duties and responsibilities of the role of treasurer. 


Trustees  
No fewer than three and no more than four trustees shall serve the church to hold in trust 
the church property. Trustees shall be nominated by the Nominating Committee and 
elected by the Church in a Business Meeting. Trustees shall serve on a rotating term of five 
years. This term may be renewable by church approval with a majority vote at a business 
meeting. Trustees shall serve as the representatives of the church in legal proceedings 
including the sale, mortgage, purchase or rental of property. Trustees are the signatory 
agents of the Church. Trustees are responsible for retaining legal counsel as needed by the 
Church. Trustees are authorized to sign checks for the Church. Trustees may, if 
circumstances warrant and time is of the essence, place an option or contract with 
contingencies on property that is for sale, pending presentation to and approval by the 
church. On behalf of the Church, Trustees have the authority to enter a “first right of refusal” 
agreement with a property owner. Additional financial responsibilities of Trustees are in the 
Committee Handbook of the Finance Committee. 


COMMITTEES 
In keeping with the body metaphor and the congregational concept of church governance, 
committees play an important role in representing the body of Christ in important church 
decisions.  There is nothing in Scripture that calls for the use of committees; however, there are 
plenty of Scripture passages that emphasize the roll of the body in making major decisions 
(Matthew 18:16; Acts 6:5).  Committees are simply a manmade structure designed to give a 
place for congregational representation on issues related to properties, financial matters, 
policies, personnel and the like.  In our church, we have identified four primary committees.  
They are listed below.  Apart from these standing committees, other committees can be 
nominated by the Nominating Committee and approved by the church as needed.


The Finance Committee 
The Finance Committee is responsible for representing the church body and assisting the 
Lead Pastor and church staff in the management of church finances. Committee 
responsibilities are described in more detail in the Nominating Committee’s Committee 
Handbook.  

The Personnel Committee 
The Personnel Committee is responsible for representing the church body and assisting the 
Lead Pastor in the oversight of church staff. Committee responsibilities are described in 
more detail in the Nominating Committee’s Committee Handbook.  

The Nominating Committee 
The Nominating Committee is responsible for representing the church body in nominating 
all committee members, as well as the church clerk and church treasurer. Committee 
responsibilities are described in more detail in the Nominating Committee’s Committee 
Handbook.  

The Bylaws, Policies and Procedures Committee 
The Bylaws, Policies and Procedures Committee is responsible for representing the church 
body and assisting the Lead Pastor and church staff by maintaining appropriate bylaws, 



policies, and procedures that will ensure the effective, ethical, and efficient conduct of 
church ministry and business. Committee responsibilities are described in more detail in the 
Nominating Committee’s Committee Handbook.  

MINISTRY TEAMS  
In addition to staff, deacons, church officers, and committees, ministry teams play an 
important part in the church.  They are the actual means by which the real work of church is 
done.  I often like to say that officers and committees take care of practical business (finances, 
contracts, properties, etc…) so that ministers and ministries can efficiently take care of the real 
business of the church — sharing the gospel and making disciples.  Each local congregation 
mobilizes the laity for ministry in different ways.  In our church, we have ministry teams.  More 
will be said about them in an upcoming lesson.


MEETINGS 
Much is made of the onslaught of meaningless meetings in our society.  Most shudder with 
dread at the mere mention of the word — meeting!  While we don’t want to have meetings just 
for the sake of meetings, we must realize that some meetings are important to the functioning 
of the church.  Apart from Sunday morning worship and regularly scheduled church activities, 
our church has two types of special meetings that help with the management of ministry and 
church business.  They are listed below.


Regular Business Meetings 
Regular business meetings of the members shall be held at least once each quarter of the 
calendar year, preferably the second Sunday of the month (April, July, October, and 
January) after a quarter ends. Regular business meetings can be delayed with approval of 
the Nominating Committee. A two week notice is required in order to delay or reschedule a 
business meeting. 


Special Business Meetings  
A specially called business meeting may be held to consider special matters of significant 
nature. A two week notice of the subject, date, time, and location must be given for the 
specially called business meeting, unless extreme urgency renders such notice impractical. 


Conclusion 
What’s listed above can seem like a lot at first glance.  Some may see a different way of doing 
things.  There are certainly different opinions concerning what works best.  It is worth 
remembering that there is a lot of flexibility in Scripture concerning the precise nature of church 
polity.  What has been given here is an approach that is common amongst churches that have 
a congregational approach.  In this model, Christ is deemed the head of the body.  His body 
(the church members) represent His will for the church.  Pastors and staff are called to lead the 
work of ministry.  Deacons serve and meet practical needs to support ministry.  Officers, 
committees, ministry teams, and meetings are all mechanisms for representing the will of the 
body and mobilizing members to fulfill their God-given responsibilities as church members.


