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The Autonomy of the Local Church 

 

While Baptists affirm the biblical doctrine of the “church universal,” they also 

affirm “the autonomy of the local church” – that is, each congregation’s right to 

govern itself, free from outside control.  

Church Universal 

The church universal includes God’s people from all places and in all ages who 

have been redeemed by Christ and will be united in Heaven (Ephesians 1:22;  3:21; 4:4; 

Revelation 5:9). In this sense of the word, “church” is never used institutionally, but 

rather supernaturally.  This doctrine is closely related to the biblical teaching on 

the Kingdom of God.  

The Local Church 

The New Testament also speaks of church es  (plural), and uses terms and word 

pictures that suggest autonomous congregations. It regularly refers to a church as 

an individual "body," with Christ as the head (Romans12:4-8; 1 Corinthians 1:2; 11:16; 

12:12-27; 16:1; Galatians 1:2; Ephesians 4:15,16) . For example, 1 Corinthians 1:2  refers to 

“the church of God in Corinth.” And Revelation, chapters 2 -3, contains messages 

from Christ to the seven churches of Asia (Revelation 1:11). 

Free from Government Control 

Since autonomy means each church is free from outside interference or control, 

the first application is the rejection of government control . A church “must not 

form alliances of any kind with the state so that it surrenders any of its own 

functions or assumes any of the functions of civil government.” 1 

Free From Any Hierarchical System 

A second application of local church autonomy refers to the rejection of 

hierarchical systems. Baptists do not grant authority over local church affairs to 

any person, entity, or group of churches. Each local church governs itself. For 

example, in church discipline, the congregation is the final court of appeal (Matthew 

18:15-17). The local church owns its own property. The congregation sets its own 

budget. There are no mandated offerings for denominational causes. Nor is there a 

denominational body which can “take away their franchise.” The local church 

selects its own ministers; they are not assigned by the denomination.  The word 
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“bishop” is understood to refer to pastors of local churches, serving in their 

capacity as overseers of the flock – not as overseers of pastors in a group of 

churches.  

Morris Chapman writes that when the Southern Baptist Convention was 

established, the constitution stated:  

“It shall be the design of this Convention to… fully respect the independence 

and equal rights of the churches.”  2 

Chapman continued:  

“Today, the Southern Baptist Convention functions under a constitution 

which states ‘… while independent and sovereign in its own sphere, the 

convention does not claim and will never attempt to exercise any authority 

over any other Baptist body, whether church, auxiliary organizations, 

associations, or convention.’” 3 

Local Church Government 

Baptist churches operate through congregational and democratic processes. That 

is, churches are to make decisions together under the Lordship of Jesus Christ, as 

guided by Scripture, and as led by the Holy Spirit. Local Church autonomy does not 

sanction “majority rule” in the sense of “mob rule.” This would be contrary to the 

spirit of Christ. It should be understood by all that Jesus Christ is the Head of the 

church and its only Owner (Colossians 1:18; Acts 20:28; Ephesians 5:23-24). When fully 

applied, this approach guards against two additional dangers: pastors operating as 

dictators, without accountability, and against congregations treating their 

ministers as mere hired hands and not as leaders (Hebrews 13:7, 17).  

It is understood that the Apostles had unique authority and that the doctrines and 

principles they taught are still authoritative. However, they have no human 

successors today; this was a formational, transitional period.  

Voluntary Cooperation 

Though Southern Baptists believe in local church autonomy, they also believe in 

working in “voluntary cooperation” to train and send missionaries, provide 

Christian and seminary education, mobilize for ministries such as disaster relief, 

and to provide retirement benefits for their ministers.  
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This is a biblical practice, as the New Testament records how churches:  

o Were located in the same regional setting and worked together.  

Examples include the churches from the regions of Galatia (Galatians 1:2); Judea 

(Galatians 1:22); Asia Minor (Revelation 1:4); and Macedonia (2 Corinthians 8:1).     

Sometimes, such groups of churches were referred to by the name of their 

region.  

o Embraced a common basic standard of doctrine and practice. The churches 

exerted a sort of “positive peer pressure” concerning doctrine and best 

practices (1 Corinthians 11:16; 7:17; 16:1; 2 Corinthians 9:1-2; Acts 15 ).  

o Had a sense of camaraderie and assisted each other.  (Romans 15:25-26; 2 Corinthians 

9:1-2). 

o Communicated with each other, networked, and shared information. (Romans 

16:16; 2 Corinthians 8:18; Colossians 4:16).  

o Partnered together in efforts to fulfill the Great Commission.  (2 Corinthians 11:8; 

Philippians 4:15-18). 

Consider how the basic standards of doctrine and practice in sister churches are 

held up as a model:  

“If anyone wants to argue about this, we have no other custom, nor do the 

churches of God.” (1 Corinthians 11:16, CSB) 

Mullins explain s, “This, however, is not ecclesiastical compulsion but spiritual 

influence.”  4 

Seven Baptist congregations put their beliefs to paper in the London Confession of 

1644. They stated:  

“And although the particular congregations be distinct, and several bodies, 

every one as a compact and knit city within itself; yet are they all to walk by 

one rule of truth...” 5 

One should consider, if we’re the only  ones who believe this, or who practice that, 

if we are right. Church history didn’t begin the day we were called into the 

ministry or the day our church was established. Others have gone before us – and 

there are other believers around us – who also love the Lord, intelligent people 

who, too, have studied the Scriptures. It wouldn’t make sense to adopt the 

attitude, “Thank God we’re finally here; we’re the first ones to get this right!” That 

is why we network, communicate, and cooperate …  together.  
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Steve Holdaway summarizes how the concepts of autonomy and voluntary 

cooperation fit together:  

“Just as autonomy plus accountability produces integrity, so autonomy plus 

cooperation produces productivity. As autonomy without accountability 

promotes theological drift, autonomy without cooperation promotes self -

centeredness.” 6  

The Benefits of Cooperation in Regard to the Mission 

Even a large church is limited in what it can achieve alone. In terms of funding, 

leadership, and institutional memory, a  missions -sending agency of  churches 

working together  is more effective. Granted, partnerships provide a more personal 

connection to missionaries and such partnerships should be part of the mix . 

However,  if every church must have its own missions agency, it will result in  

waste and duplication, and some churches would be left out.  

Morris Chapman writes:  

“The Bible does not support the concept of an ecclesiastical hierarchy to 

govern and determine the ministry and functions of the local congregation… 

It is also biblically consistent for autonomous churches to function within 

the larger whole of the Kingdom. No church is an island and there is an 

obvious biblical pattern of churches being aware of their part in the larger 

whole and cooperating with others in light of that truth.” 7 

Voluntary Cooperation 

Baptist cooperation cannot be coerced. E. Y. Mullins explained:  

“Churches may use them [i.e. cooperative missionary or educational 

endeavors] or not use them, co -operate with them or refuse to co -operate 

with them. In all such co -operation or refusal to co -operate, however, the 

church neither assumes authority over the general body, nor submits to the 

authority of that body. The relation is voluntary on both sides.” 8  

A Spirit of Cooperation 

A related consideration is the reciprocal nature  of cooperation. It is not unheard of 

for a church planter to accept funding to get a church plant established, then 

forsake any involvement with the Southern Baptist churches that helped him once 

his church is established and the funding “times out.”  Nor is it unheard of for a 

minister to gladly benefit from a seminary education, significantly subsidized by 

the Cooperative Program, then later lead his church away from supporting the 
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Cooperative Program. The question in Southern Baptist life isn’t whether you work 

“under” the denomination (you don’t!), but whether you work “with” others... for 

the sake of the Kingdom.  

Autonomy Works Both Ways 

At this point, it should be noted that Baptist groups, such as local Associations, 

State Conventions, and the Southern Baptist Convention, are also autonomous. The 

member churches of these bodies decide which local churches to admit into their 

fellowship.  A related example is that  assistance will be given to a new church 

start -up to purchase property with a provision that, should the church ever cease 

to be a Southern Baptist Church, the property will revert  to the Association. This 

would represent a deal willingly entered into by two autonomous bodies.  

Summary 

Local church autonomy protects the local church from the danger of a 

denominational bureaucracy forsaking the faith and taking the churches down 

with it. It also prevents local churches from being “just another store in the 

chain” – freeing each congregation to fill its unique niche in the Kingdom and to 

reach their different  communities. Local church autonomy is a biblical doctrine to 

be embraced and protected.  
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Footnotes:  
1 E. Y. Mullins, Baptist Beliefs (Valley Forge, PA: Judson Press, 1925), 64 

https://archive.org/details/baptistbeliefs0000eymu 
2 Morris H. Chapman: https://www.baptistpress.com/resource-library/sbc-life-articles/local-church-autonomy/ 
3 Morris H. Chapman: https://www.baptistpress.com/resource-library/sbc-life-articles/local-church-autonomy/ 
4 E. Y. Mullins, Baptist Beliefs (Valley Forge, PA: Judson Press, 1925), 66 

https://archive.org/details/baptistbeliefs0000eymu  
5 London Confession: https://www.nobts.edu/baptist-center-theology/confessions/First_London_Baptist_Confession_of_Faith_1646.pdf 
6 Steve Holdaway: https://www.baptistpress.com/resource-library/sbc-life-articles/the-church-autonomous-and-cooperating/ 
7 Morris H. Chapman: https://www.baptistpress.com/resource-library/sbc-life-articles/local-church-autonomy/ 
8 E. Y. Mullins, Baptist Beliefs (Valley Forge, PA: Judson Press, 1925), 65–66.  
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Baptists on the Autonomy of the Local Church  

 

2000 Baptist Faith and Message  

VI. The Church  

A New Testament church of the Lord Jesus Christ is an autonomous local 

congregation of baptized believers, associated by covenant in the faith and 

fellowship of the gospel; observing the two ordinances of Christ, governed by His 

laws, exercising the gifts, rights, and privileges invested in them by His Word, and 

seeking to extend the gospel to the ends of the earth. Each congregation operates 

under the Lordship of Christ through democratic processes. In such a congregation 

each member is responsible and accountable to Christ as Lord. Its scriptural 

officers are pastors and deacons. While both men and women are gifted for service 

in the church, the office of pastor is limited to men as qualified by Scripture.  

The New Testament speaks also of the church as the Body of Christ which includes 

all of the redeemed of all the ages, believers from every tribe, and tongue, and 

people, and nation.  

Matthew 16:15-19; 18:15-20; Acts 2:41-42,47; 5:11-14; 6:3-6; 13:1-3; 14:23,27; 15:1-30; 16:5; 20:28; 

Romans 1:7; 1 Corinthians 1:2; 3:16; 5:4-5; 7:17; 9:13-14; 12; Ephesians 1:22-23; 2:19-22; 3:8-11,21; 

5:22-32; Philippians 1:1; Colossians 1:18; 1 Timothy 2:9-14; 3:1-15; 4:14; Hebrews 11:39-40; 1 Peter 5:1-

4; Revelation 2-3; 21:2-3. 
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Report from the Presidential Theological Study Committee (1994)  

The Autonomy of the Local Church  

A New Testament church is a gathered congregation of baptized believers who 

have entered into covenant with Christ and with one another to fulfill, according 

to the Scriptures, their mutual obligations. Under the Lordship of Christ, such a 

body is free to order its own internal life without interference from any external 

group. This same freedom applies to all general Baptist bodies, such as 

associations and state and national conventions. Historically, Baptist churches 

have freely cooperated in matters of common interest without compromise of 

beliefs. We affirm the wisdom of convictional cooperation in carrying out our 

witness to the world and decry all efforts to weaken our denomination and its 

cooperative ministries.   

  

 

The Baptist Faith and Message Statement of 1963  

VI. The Church  

New Testament church of the Lord Jesus Christ is a local body of baptized believers 

who are associated by covenant in the faith and fellowship of the gospel, observing 

the two ordinances of Christ, committed to His teachings, exercising the gifts, 

rights, and privileges invested in them by His Word, and seeking to extend the 

gospel to the ends of the earth.  

This church is an autonomous body, operating through democratic processes under 

the Lordship of Jesus Christ. In such a congregation members are equally 

responsible. Its Scriptural officers are pastors and deacons.  

The New Testament speaks also of the church as the body of Christ which includes 

all of the redeemed of all the ages.  

Matt. 16:15-19; 18:15-20; Acts 2:41-42, 47; 5:11-14; 6:3-6; 13:1-3; 14:23, 27; 15:1-30; 16:5; 20:28; Rom. 

1:7; 1 Cor. 1:2; 3:16; 5:4-5; 7:17; 9:13-14; 12; Eph. 1:22-23; 2:19-22; 3:8-11, 21; 5:22-32; Phil. 1:1; Col. 

1:18; 1 Tim. 3:1-15; 4:14; 1 Peter 5:1-4; Rev. 2-3; 21:2-3 
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