
 
Lesson 3 

The Third Fundamental Principle 
“Organization of the Congregation” 

 
According to the New Testament, the congregation needs an external organization with 
membership roll, election of officers, stated times and places for gatherings, and other 
similar provisions. 

 
How should a congregation be organized? If as Sverdrup concludes, the 

congregation is the “right form of the Kingdom of God on earth,” how should the 
visible form of the congregation be organized? The Third Principle addresses the 
question of the outward or “external organization” of the local congregation.  

The words “according to the New Testament” do not, however, mean that the 
New Testament commands every, specific element of the organization, but rather a 
congregation’s general organization is important and necessary. Furthermore, this 
principle says “the congregation needs an external organization.” It does not say it 
“recommends” or that the congregation “should consider,” but rather it “needs” an 
external organization. An outward organization is a necessity. 

At the beginning of his explanation of the Third Fundamental Principle, 
Sverdrup points out a problem that could arise from the congregation’s external 
organization. For example, some members have the misconception that a constitution 
and officers are what make a congregation a congregation. An even worse 
understanding is thinking that by becoming members of a congregation, they 
automatically become Christians. This is completely alien to what Sverdrup believes is 
the true nature of the congregation:  
 

      The congregation, which was born of the Spirit, can only live by the Spirit. 
Thus the Spirit’s means, the Word and the sacraments, are the means whereby 
the life of the congregation is transmitted and preserved. Only baptism, the 
Word, and the Lord’s Supper, when used properly, can bring forth and sustain a 
living congregation. (SJ 3:58) 
 

This is an important distinction—it is the Spirit, not the organization, that creates the 
Christian. 

Yet, in order for the congregation to “live by the Spirit,” Sverdrup was convinced 
that some form of external organization is absolutely necessary to preserve and protect 
that spiritual life.  
 

       The necessity of this external organization is not the same kind of necessity 
as that of the Spirit, the Word, and the sacraments. That is, the external 
organization does not contribute directly to the creation and upholding of 



[spiritual] life. But we can surely say that it contributes directly to the 
preservation and protection of [spiritual] life. 
       In other words, organization serves about the same purpose for the 
congregation as good clothes or a good home for a man or a family. And under 
most circumstances, this usefulness is considerable. 
       As the body exists before the clothes, so also the congregation in the New 
Testament exists before the external organization. It is the congregation which 
organizes itself by counting and writing down its members, by electing its 
officers, by deciding when and where it is to meet, and how things are to happen 
in the meetings. These things . . .  are clearly and explicitly set forth in the New 
Testament and undoubtedly Christian people would do well to heed them. (SJ 
3:58-59) 
 

 Included in this external organization, scripture indicates that some form of 
membership roll is necessary. An observer can see that the earliest congregation 
acquired its membership through baptism and these members could be counted (Acts 
2:41). In like manner, officers were “selected” by the whole congregation as seen in Acts 
6:2-6. Sverdrup also points out that in New Testament congregations voting “there was 
no difference in degree between the governing and the governed; all participated in the 
government if they were members of the congregation.” (SJ 3:59) Times and places for 
the congregation to meet are also necessary and suggested by Acts 20:7 “On the first 
day of the week when we were gathered together to break bread. . .” 
 Sverdrup believes that scripture gives enough information on how the 
congregation should be organized. To go beyond that would be problematic:  

 
“Truly, the Lord has not delivered up His congregation to human cleverness and 
sophistry as many think, so that we have no enlightenment concerning ‘church 
government’ in the Bible, but must invent something ‘which will be appropriate 
to the time.’ There is light enough for the congregation in the New Testament, 
and no one ought to let himself be deluded into thinking that it is not 
appropriate ‘in our age.’” (SJ 3:59) 
 

Some church bodies have invented layers of control that stifle the Spirit’s work both 
within the congregation and outside of it with a powerful church hierarchy. Others are 
so lacking in organization they have degenerated into chaos. 

The third Fundamental Principle, then, states that scripture provides enough 
guidance for the outward organization (membership rolls, election of officers, set times 
and places to meet), but not so much that it becomes restrictive. The third principle ends 
with the phrase: “and other similar provisions.” These words simply imply that the 
individual congregation has freedom to include some additional items in its 
constitution even if they are not specifically spelled out in the Bible.  
 Finally, Sverdrup reminds Christians that “neither a constitution nor an 
organization can create or uphold [spiritual] life.” (SJ 3:58) Only the Holy Spirit through 



the Means of Grace can accomplish that in a congregation. Nevertheless, an outward 
organization is necessary to protect and preserve the work of the Holy Spirit within the 
congregation in a proper and orderly manner. 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 

1. The Third Principle states that a congregation needs an outward organization. 
Why?  See 1 Corinthians 14:26, 40. 

 
 
 
 
 
2. Sverdrup says, “As the body exists before the clothes, so also the congregation in 

the New Testament exists before the external organization.” Explain this 
comparison: 

 
 
 
 
 

3. What makes a congregation a truly biblical one? See Acts 2:38, 41-42; 1 Corinthians 
6:11; Ephesians 5:26-27. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

4. What do the above verses teach concerning the role of the Holy Spirit and the 
means of grace (Word and sacrament) in establishing a biblical congregation? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5. What does the list of names in Romans 16:3-15 tell us about the organization of the 
congregation in Rome? 

 
 
 



 
 
 
 

6. What do the following verses suggest about the way New Testament 
congregations selected leaders? Read Acts 14:23 and 2 Corinthians 8:19. Also note 
what the late Dr. Francis Monseth, former Dean of Free Lutheran Seminary, wrote 
in regard to the matter of selecting leaders for the congregation: “The word 
translated ‘appointed’ literally means to raise one’s hand, that is, to vote by raising 
of hands. This Greek word occurs only twice in the New Testament, here [Acts 
14:23] and in 2 Corinthians 8:19. In both instances, the New American Standard 
Version translates it with ‘appoint’ while the King James Version translates it with 
‘ordain’ in the first passage (Acts 14:23) and ‘chosen’ in the second (2 Corinthians 
8:19). The implication even in the first case is that elders were chosen by a vote of 
hands by respective congregations, a choice which was confirmed by Paul and 
Barnabas.” (Francis W. Monseth, “The Biblical Basis of Congregational Polity: 
The Freedom of the Congregation” in Free and Living Congregations: The Dream 
That Would Not Die, eds. Marian Christopherson, et al. (Minneapolis: 
Ambassador Publications, 2002), 62-63.)  

 
 
 
 
 

7. Who were the officers of the early Christian congregations? See 1 Timothy 3:1-13 
and Titus 1:5-9. 

 
 
 
 
 

8. Dr. Monseth writes that the New Testament “recognizes and affirms two offices of 
spiritual leadership: first, the role of elder/overseer/pastor, and second the 
deacon” and that requirements for these two offices in the church are largely 
interchangeable. (Monseth, 68) Why might these requirements be the same for 
both offices?  

 
 
 
 
 
 



9. When we talk about a congregation’s “external organization” today, what do we 
mean? Where does a congregation specifically spell out its “external 
organization”? 

 
 

10. In order to receive money and carry on business as a tax-exempt entity, most states 
require a congregation to be incorporated and registered with the Secretary of 
State. Is there anything biblically that would contradict this? Why or why not?  

 
 
 
 
 

11. In 1 Corinthians 16:2, Paul admonishes the Corinthian congregation to bring in 
what they have set aside for the congregation. This passage deals with money in 
the congregation, which in some congregations is handled by the “trustees.” 
According to Dr. Monseth, “Though it is not a New Testament office, many 
congregations include “trustees” as a part of the leadership of the congregation. 
This office originated when the incorporation of congregations was quite difficult. 
As a consequence, it became the custom to place the title of the church property in 
the name of designated members of the congregation who served as ‘trustees.’ 
Today in many congregations the office is exercised by individuals who are 
entrusted with the care and management of the church property as well as other 
matters related to the material well-being of the congregation.” (Monseth, 68.). 
Why is the office of trustee important in the congregation? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

12. Sverdrup was concerned that during his day the external organization of the 
congregation was being down-played and even rejected: “there are voices which 
reject and almost despise every external organization of the congregation.” (SJ 
3:58) At the same time there were those that were highly structured and formal. In 
either case, Sverdrup believed both extremes equally abolished the congregation. 
What kinds of fellowships or congregations might he have in mind? Are any of 
these fellowships or congregations around today? What kinds of fellowships 
might they be? Explain. 

 
 
 
 



NOTE: Acts 1:26 selecting Judas’ replacement; not appointed by Peter. Not 
sure if we should use this? Maybe in Question 8 or 9? 
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