PRELIMINARY   PRINCIPLES

OF

THE  FORM  OF  GOVERNMENT,  THE  BOOK  OF  DISCIPLINE,  AND  THE  DIRECTORY  OF  WORSHIP
The American Presbyterian Church, in setting forth the Form of Government, Book of Discipline, and the Directory of Worship, which it maintains are founded upon and agreeable unto the word of God, reiterates, by way of introduction, several great principles which are basic to this plan:  

SECTION  I :  That  “God alone is Lord of the conscience;  and has left it free from the doctrine and commandments of men, which are in any thing contrary to his word, or beside it, in matters of faith or worship”;1  therefore they consider the rights of private judgment, in all matters that respect religion, as universal and unalienable;2  they do not even wish to see any religious constitution aided by the civil power, further than may be necessary for protection and security, and, at the same time, be equal and common to all others.3  

SECTION  II :  That, in perfect consistency with the above principle of common right, every Christian church, or union or association of particular churches, is entitled to declare the terms of admission into its communion, and the qualifications of its ministers and members, as well as the whole system of its internal government which Christ has appointed;  that, in the exercise of this right, they may, notwithstanding, err, in making the terms of communion either too lax or too narrow;  yet, even in this case, they do not infringe upon the liberty or the rights of others, but only make an improper use of their own.4  

SECTION  III :  That our blessed Savior, for the edification of the visible church, which is his body, has appointed officers, not only to preach the gospel and administer the sacraments;  but also to exercise discipline, for the preservation of both truth and duty;  and, that it is incumbent upon these officers, and upon the whole church, in whose name they act, to censure or cast out the erroneous and scandalous;  observing, in all cases, the rules contained in the word of God.5  

SECTION  IV :  That truth is in order to goodness, and the great touchstone of truth, its tendency to promote holiness;  according to our Savior’s rule,  “by their fruits ye shall know them.”6  And that no opinion can be either more pernicious or more absurd, than that which brings truth and falsehood upon a level and represents it as of no consequence what a man’s opinions are.7  On the contrary, they are persuaded that there is an inseparable connection between faith and practice, truth and duty.8  Otherwise it would be of no consequence either to discover truth, or to embrace it.9  

SECTION  V :  That while under the conviction of the above principle, they think it necessary to make effectual provision, that all who are admitted as teachers be sound in the faith;  they also believe that there are truths and forms with respect to which men of good characters and principles may differ.  And in all these they think it the duty, both of private Christians and societies, to exercise mutual forbearance towards each other.10  

SECTION  VI :  That though the character, qualifications, and authority of church officers, are laid down in the holy Scriptures, as well as the proper method of their investiture and institution;  yet the election of the persons to the exercise of this authority, in any particular society, is in that society.11   

SECTION  VII :  That all church power, whether exercised by the body in general, or in the way of representation by delegated authority, is only ministerial and declarative;12  that is to say, that the Holy Scriptures are the only rule of faith and manners;  that no church judicatory ought to pretend to make laws, to bind the conscience in virtue of their own authority;  and that all their decisions should be founded upon the revealed will of God.13   Now though it will easily be admitted that all synods and councils may err, through the frailty inseparable from humanity;14  yet there is much greater danger from the usurped claim of making laws,15 than from the right of judging upon laws already made and common to all who profess the gospel;  although this right, as necessity requires in the present state, be lodged with fallible men.16  

SECTION  VIII :  Lastly, that, if the preceding scriptural and rational principles be steadfastly adhered to, the vigor and strictness of its discipline will contribute to the glory and happiness of any church.17  Since ecclesiastical discipline must be purely moral or spiritual in its object, and not attended with any civil effects, it can derive no force whatever, but from its own justice, the approbation of an impartial public, and the countenance and blessing of the great Head of the church universal.18       
1.  There is one lawgiver, who is able to save and to destroy: who art thou that judgest another?  James 4:12;  What thing soever I command you, observe to do it: thou shalt not add thereto, nor diminish from it.  


Deuteronomy 12:32  


2.  One man esteemeth one day above another: another esteemeth every day alike. Let every man be fully persuaded in his own mind. Romans 14:5;  But why dost thou judge thy brother? or why dost thou set at nought thy brother? for we shall all stand before the judgment seat of Christ.  Romans 14:10  


3.  If it be possible, as much as lieth in you, live peaceably with all men.  Romans 12:18;  Let every soul be subject unto the higher powers. For there is no power but of God: the powers that be are ordained of God. Whosoever therefore resisteth the power, resisteth the ordinance of God: and they that resist shall receive to themselves damnation. For rulers are not a terror to good works, but to the evil. Wilt thou then not be afraid of the power? do that which is good, and thou shalt have praise of the same: For he is the minister of God to thee for good. But if thou do that which is evil, be afraid; for he beareth not the sword in vain: for he is the minister of God, a revenger to execute wrath upon him that doeth evil. Wherefore ye must needs be subject, not only for wrath, but also for conscience sake. For for this cause pay ye tribute also: for they are God’s ministers, attending continually upon this very thing.  Render therefore to all their dues: tribute to whom tribute is due; custom to whom custom; fear to whom fear; honour to whom honour. Owe no man any thing, but to love one another: for he that loveth another hath fulfilled the law. For this, Thou shalt not commit adultery, Thou shalt not kill, Thou shalt not steal, Thou shalt not bear false witness, Thou shalt not covet; and if there be any other commandment, it is briefly comprehended in this saying, namely, Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself. Love worketh no ill to his neighbour: therefore love is the fulfilling of the law.  Romans 13:1-10  


4.  And Barnabas determined to take with them John, whose surname was Mark. But Paul thought not good to take him with them, who departed from them from Pamphylia, and went not with them to the work. And the contention was so sharp between them, that they departed asunder one from the other: and so Barnabas took Mark, and sailed unto Cyprus; And Paul chose Silas, and departed, being recommended by the brethren unto the grace of God.  Acts 15:37-40;  One man esteemeth one day above another: another esteemeth every day alike. Let every man be fully persuaded in his own mind. Romans 14:5  


5.  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: and, lo, I am with you alway, even unto the end of the world. Amen.  


Matthew 28:19-20;  Take heed therefore unto yourselves, and to all the flock, over the which the Holy Ghost hath made you overseers, to feed the church of God, which he hath purchased with his own blood.  Acts 20:28  


6. Wherefore by their fruits ye shall know them.  Matthew 7:20;  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: Whereby are given unto us exceeding great and precious promises: that by these ye might be partakers of the divine nature, having escaped the corruption that is in the world through lust.  And beside this, giving all diligence, add to your faith virtue; and to virtue knowledge; And to knowledge temperance; and to temperance patience; and to patience godliness; And to godliness brotherly kindness; and to brotherly kindness charity. For if these things be in you, and abound, they make you that ye shall neither be barren nor unfruitful in the knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ.  2 Peter 1:3-8  


7.  Woe unto them that call evil good, and good evil; that put darkness for light, and light for darkness; that put bitter for sweet, and sweet for bitter!  Isaiah 5:20;  Be not deceived: evil communications corrupt good manners. 1 Corinthians 15:33;  Be ye not unequally yoked together with unbelievers: for what fellowship hath righteousness with unrighteousness? and what communion hath light with darkness?  2 Corinthians 6:14  


8.  Even so faith, if it hath not works, is dead, being alone.  James 2:17  


9.  Then said Jesus to those Jews which believed on him, If ye continue in my word, then are ye my disciples indeed; And ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free.  John 8:31-32  


10.  One man esteemeth one day above another: another esteemeth every day alike. Let every man be fully persuaded in his own mind.  Romans 14:5;  What then? notwithstanding, every way, whether in pretence, or in truth, Christ is preached; and I therein do rejoice, yea, and will rejoice.  Philippians 1:18  


11.  And when they had ordained them elders in every church, and had prayed with fasting, they commended them to the Lord, on whom they believed.  Acts 14:23;  That he may take part of this ministry and apostleship, from which Judas by transgression fell, that he might go to his own place. And they gave forth their lots; and the lot fell upon Matthias; and he was numbered with the eleven apostles.  


Acts 1:25-26  


 


