
 

 

Lesson 5 
The Fifth Fundamental Principle: 

“Authority over the Congregation” 
 

The congregation directs its own affairs, subject to the authority of the Word and the 
Spirit of God, and acknowledges no other ecclesiastical authority or government above 
itself. 
 

 After the First Fundamental Principle, number five may be the most important. 
The first principle according to God’s Word establishes the congregation as the “correct 
form of the Kingdom of God on earth.” The second principle declares that the purpose 
of the local congregation is to provide salvation for its members as well as the lost 
around the world. The third principle draws from numerous New Testament references 
to describe the structure of the local congregations with its membership, officers, etc. 
There is an important caution in the fourth principle, warning that the outward 
organization of a congregation may contain false believers and concludes with a call to 
preach the purifying and life-giving message of the gospel. 
 The fifth principle builds on the four preceding principles and aims specifically 
at the vision of autonomous congregations modeled after New Testament 
congregations, under only the Word and Spirit of God. Note how Sverdrup explains the 
authority over the congregation. 
 

       If, therefore, other men have no authority over the congregation in its work, 
it is yet the case that the congregation has in the fullest measure an authority 
over it, namely, the Word and the Spirit. This authority is so absolute that the 
congregation will no longer be a congregation if it severs itself from this. The 
congregation is a congregation only as long as it follows this authority. (SJ 3:64) 

 
This principle addresses two potential dangers dealing with control over the 

congregation—control from without and control from within. Most in the AFLC 
recognize control from the outside. We have a long history of rejecting controls from 
synods, district presidents, bishops, or even resolutions passed at annual conferences of 
the larger church body. These are easily recognized and have been historically rejected 
in the AFLC. (See Lesson 8: Fundamental Principles 10 & 11.) But what about control 
from within? What about control by the pastor, the deacon board, elder board, or 
council? This control is far more subtle, but every bit as harmful. 

For Sverdrup, freedom of the congregation means just what he says in the Fifth 
Principle: “The congregation directs its own affairs” and should allow no other control 
over it other than the “Word and the Spirit of God.” The question, however, is often 
raised: How can we trust the congregation that is made up of so many worldly elements 
to vote correctly and make decisions on spiritual matters in the congregation? Surely, 
these issues must be entrusted to the more spiritual elements of the congregation. 



 

 

Surely, these “more spiritual individuals” should be given authority over the 
congregation because they know best. Logical as that may sound to human reason, that 
is not how Sverdrup and Oftedal understood the scriptural position on this issue. In 
fact, it seems quite out of place to be relying on human reason instead of the Word and 
Holy Spirit when determining how to handle spiritual matters within the congregation.  

The danger of this kind of thinking was recognized and addressed early in the 
formation of the Lutheran Free Church. Sven Oftedal, co-founder with Sverdrup of the 
Lutheran Free Church, speaks directly about this in his address to the First Annual 
Conference of the Lutheran Free Church in 1897. According to Oftedal, by the 4th 
century, church leaders did not believe members of the congregation knew enough or 
were spiritual enough to be trusted with the spiritual life of the congregation. These 
matters should rather be relegated to trained clergy, bishops, etc. In other words, they 
did not trust the power of the Word and the Holy Spirit to work within the 
congregation. This kind of thinking was a major reason why, according to Oftedal, the 
early Christian Church moved away from the New Testament congregational model. By 
the 4th Century, they had opted instead for the hierarchy that eventually led to the 
formation of the Catholic Church. (For more on this subject, see Sven Oftedal’s “A Free 
Association Among Free Congregations: Introductory Address to the First Meeting of 
the Free Church (1897)” (SJ 10:75-77) 

It is always easier and more familiar to place our trust in the power of man’s 
reason than in the power of the Spirit and the Word. Even as the 4th Century clergy 
believed congregations were “not spiritual enough” to be trusted, so today, we also find 
it difficult to accept what Oftedal referred to as the “screaming contradiction”— that is 
that New Testament Congregations were somehow more spiritual than later 
congregations. In reality, according to Oftedal, today’s congregations are empowered 
with the same Spirit and Word (Oftedal, SJ 10:82). Even today, some congregations find 
it hard to accept the notion that “the congregation is the work of God’s Spirit” and 
under its authority, and it should not be viewed as an inferior body that must depend 
on the authority of the pastor and congregational leaders to dictate how it must 
function. Keep in mind, however, we do not mean there is to be no leadership in the 
congregation (See FP #3 on this matter). Rather, what Principle #5 is saying is the whole 
congregation is to have a say in how it should be run. 

So how, then, is the congregation to be guided? Prayer was the key in the New 
Testament congregations even as it still should be today. The early congregations did 
not put their faith in the Apostles to guide them in their decisions, but trusted that 
through prayer God’s will would be known. Before the congregations voted, there was 
always prayer for guidance, and the congregation would vote by raising hands. (See 
Fundamental Principle #3, Question 6.) By extension, this understanding today would 
imply that any resolution or decision that the pastor, deacons, elders, or council make 
could be subject to a vote by the congregation and if a majority disagree, the decision 
could be overturned by the congregation. 
 We are not talking here of some minor point of congregational life, but rather the 
very core of congregational freedom. The thing to remember is that the freedom of the 



 

 

congregation is so fragile that it can easily be lost. Note what Sverdrup says about 
congregational freedom: 

 
        This principle [congregational freedom] is the first and most far-reaching of 
all principles of church organization. Each local congregation has the Word of 
God over it, has Jesus Christ as the head and Lord, has the Spirit of God as its 
counselor, but it has no other authority over it; and it is not allowed to give away 
or loan out its Christian freedom to someone else. It can, of course, do so, but it is 
not biblical nor Christian to do so—there is no obligation before God to do it. The 
congregation is free according to God’s Word, but not so free that it can give 
away its freedom without incurring guilt and suffering harm. (Georg Sverdrup, 
“The Free Church and the Congregation,” Veiledning i Den lutherske Frikirkes 
Principer, ed. John Evjen (Minneapolis: The Free Church Book Concern, 1914), 
trans. Unknown, 34.) Originally appeared in the December 16, 1896, 
Folkebladet. 
 

What Sverdrup is saying here is that a “free congregation” is so free that it can give 
away its freedom whether it be to pastor, elders, or council to run its affairs. But if it 
does so, it will suffer harm and no longer has any right to call itself a “free 
congregation.” 
 

 
1. Why is it important for a congregation to have no other authority over it 

other than the Word and the Spirit of God? Give some specific examples of 
abuses that can arise. 

 
 
 
 

2. Most of our church constitutions include a section on discipline, often listing 
Matthew 18:15-17 as foundational. What five-word command in these verses 
clearly points to the local congregation as the authority in matters of church 
discipline? 

 
 
 
 

3. Because of such verses as I Thessalonians 5:12 and I Timothy 5:17-18, some 
place the authority over the local congregations in the hands of the pastor or 
elders. The following definitions may be helpful: 

Apostles: “Sent to preach the Gospel; who have seen the risen Christ.” 
  Elders:     “Chosen leaders in the congregation” 
  Brethren: “Fellow believers of the congregation” 



 

 

The words used in the above texts are often translated “rule” and “are over 
you,” but literally mean “to stand before” or “to lead, assist, help, care for.” 
The emphasis is clearly on pastoral care, not authority. See I Peter 5:1-4. What 
does this passage reveal about true pastoral leadership?  
 
 
 
  

4. What was one of the first problems faced by the Jerusalem congregation? (See 
Acts 6:1-6) 

 
a. What did the Apostles advise? (verses 2-4) 

 
 

b. Who made the choices? (verses 3 and 5) 
 
 

c. What does this portion of Scripture also reveal about the life of the 
congregation?  

 
 

 
5. Proponents of hierarchical or synodical authority over local congregations 

point to the leadership of Paul and the other apostles. But where is apostolic 
authority found according to Ephesians 2:19-22? 

 
 

 
 

6. It is noteworthy that in the Word of God, whenever decisions were to be 
made regarding disputes, the congregation was to handle them. See Acts 6:1-
6; Acts 15:1-12, 22, 23; Matthew 18:15-18; and I Corinthians 5:1-5. Explain:  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

7. It is also important to remember that most of the Apostle Paul’s letters were 
written to congregations, which means that the pronoun “you,” unless clearly 
addressed to a specific person, is plural and refers to the whole congregation. 
This is also the case when New Testament writers speak to the congregations 



 

 

as the “Bride of Christ,” the “Body of Christ,” the “Temple of the Holy 
Spirit,” “God’s Field,” and “God’s Building.” Explain the implication or what 
it means for the congregation to be called the “Bride of Christ,” the “Temple 
of the Holy Spirit,” the “Body of Christ,” “God’s Building” and “God’s Field”:  
 
Note also how “you” is used in the following verses: 

a. I Corinthians 3:16: “Do you not know that you are a temple of God and 
that the Spirit of God dwells in you? (the final “you” in this passage 
can also be translated as “among you”) 
 

b. I Corinthians 6:19: “Or do you not know that your body is a temple of 
the Holy Spirit who is in you, whom you have from God, and that you 
are not your own?” 

 
c. I Corinthians 12:27: “Now you are Christ’s body, and individually 

members of it.” 
 

d. Revelation 21:2: “And I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming 
down out of heaven from God, made ready as a bride adorned for her 
husband.”  
 

Every “you” or “your” in these verses is in the plural. How does this effect 
your understanding of these passages? 

 
 
 
 
 

 
8. Why are none of the references to the congregation such as “Bride of Christ,” 

“Body of Christ,” etc., ever used in the New Testament to describe a Church 
Body, a synod, or a denomination? 

 
 
 
 

9. According to 2 Corinthians 6:1, what is the correct relationship between 
church leaders and members of the congregation? 
 

 
 

10. In the last line of Sverdrup’s final quotation in this lesson, he says the 
congregation is free, “but not so free that it can give away its freedom without 



 

 

incurring guilt and suffering harm.” What “guilt” and “harm” might a 
congregation incur by giving away its freedom? 

 
 
 
 

 
11. Does Fundamental Principle #5 put any limits on a free congregation? Note 

what the AFLC “Rules for Work” says in #4: 
 

“The AFLC consists of congregations which, in their constitutions, 
unreservedly subscribe to the ancient ecumenical symbols, Luther’s 
Small Catechism, the Unaltered Augsburg Confession, Fundamental 
Principles and Rules for Work of the AFLC, and report the same to the 
secretary of the Coordinating Committee.” 
 

What if a congregation does not follow the Lutheran view of the sacraments 
and did away with infant baptism and just blessed the children or viewed the 
Lord’s Supper as a “Memorial Meal”?  Should this congregation be allowed 
to continue as an AFLC congregation?   

 
 
 
 

12. What if a congregation wrote a constitution contrary to Fundamental 
Principle #5 so that the congregation did not have the final say and 
substituted instead that the pastor and council will have the final say in 
congregational matters including spiritual matters? Should this congregation 
be allowed to continue as an AFLC congregation? 
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