
The Importance of the License and Ordination Process in Southern Baptist Life 

Baptists believe that Christ gives pastors as gifts to lead and to care for each local church (Ephesians 4:11-16; 

Acts 20:28; 1 Peter 5:1-4). The biblical office is that of “elder” (from presbyteros – Titus 1:5) or “overseer” or 

“bishop” (from episkopos – 1 Timothy 3:1), but Baptists have historically used the term “pastor” (from poimēn 

– Ephesians 4:11). 

Since each Baptist church is autonomous and governed by the assembled body of its members, the collective 

members must affirm their own pastors, rather than have them assigned or appointed by some other authority 

like an association, state convention or Southern Baptist Convention. So, the members of the churches are 

ultimately responsible for the kind of men they affirm and the sort of teaching they support.  

However, local church autonomy does not mean that each church must isolate itself from others. Rather, 

Southern Baptist churches have historically been very happy to voluntarily cooperate with one another. Baptist 

churches have often benefitted from the recommendations and wisdom from other churches. 

One example of this kind of cooperation and benefit is observed in the common way Baptist churches today call 

a man to serve as a new pastor. Southern Baptist churches consider candidates who have already been affirmed 

by another Southern Baptist church as qualified to serve as a pastor. In other words, they look for men who have 

already been licensed and/or ordained elsewhere. 

Every Southern Baptist church is autonomous and establishes its own policies. However, there are some 

traditional practices which seem to be followed by most of our churches. Each local church determines who 

they will ordain. Associations, state conventions, or the Southern Baptist Convention do not ordain or appoint 

pastors to serve local churches. This is the responsibility of the local church and its leadership. 

Who can be licensed or ordained in a Southern Baptist Church? 

Since the practice of licensing or ordaining a person is seen as an affirmation of his call that might eventually 

lead him to serve as the senior pastor of a local church, it has been the practice of Southern Baptist churches to 

only license or ordain men, since Southern Baptists believe the Bible teaches that the role of senior pastor is 

reserved for men only. In Article VI of the Baptist Faith and Message, we read, “While both men and women 

are gifted for service in the church, the office of pastor is limited to men as qualified by Scripture.” You may 

click HERE to read a more detailed explanation of this interpretation of Scripture in a resolution passed by the 

convention in 1984. 

However, being male is not the only qualifier for being licensed or ordained as a minister in a Southern Baptist 

church. That man must be saved, called, and qualified. The process of licensing and ordaining a male believer 

as a minister in the local church is the process our churches follow to determine the genuineness of a man’s 

salvation, call, and qualifications. 

License 

Licensing an individual for ministry is the church’s tentative approval for a man to serve until he has proved 

himself qualified for ordination. The practice of granting a license for a man to serve as a minister usually 

follows these steps: 

Step 1: The person to be licensed has made a public declaration to the church that he feels that God is 

specifically calling him to ministry. 

Step 2: Often, the congregation will have been observing God’s working in the individual’s life and has already 

recognized God’s hand being upon him. But it is customary to wait a while to observe the person who has 

declared his sense of call to ministry. It is not uncommon for the senior pastor to arrange for him to preach for 

the congregation. The candidate should be questioned by the senior pastor regarding his salvation, calling, and 

qualifications.  Once sufficient time has passed to observe the person in question, the senior pastor, usually in 

agreement with the Deacon body of the church, recommend that the candidate be licensed to the ministry. 

https://www.sbc.net/resource-library/resolutions/resolution-on-ordination-and-the-role-of-women-in-ministry/


It is important that the candidate submit to the church and its leaders in this process. Frankly, if a person is 

insisting on being licensed, that is a “red flag.” If one is genuinely called, he will serve the Lord in whatever 

capacity God provides him through the church whether he is licensed or not. 

Step 3: The church votes to approve the recommendation to grant the license. 

Step 4: A “Certificate of License” (which can be purchased online or at any Christian bookstore) is filled out 

and presented to the minister. 

Ordination 

It is important that the licensing church not be too quick to ordain a person. They should prayerfully wait to see 

how God “fleshes out” the man’s calling. Therefore, ordination usually takes place when a man is called to 

serve in a ministry position at a local church. Again, licensing and ordination is a process our churches follow to 

determine the genuineness of a man’s salvation, call, and qualifications. So, it is not a process to be taken 

lightly or to be rushed unnecessarily, as we are admonished in 1 Timothy 5:22a: “Do not be hasty in the laying 

on of hands . . .” 

In the process of ordination, the following steps are traditionally taken: 

Step 1: A church calls a man as pastor or to a position in some field of ministry (such as education, music, 

youth, etc.). 

Step 2: The church who calls the man may conduct the ordination or request that his home church conduct the 

ordination. 

Step 3: The pastor, a minister, or the chairman of deacons of the ordaining church presents the request to the 

church and asks for permission to convene an ordination council. Again, the church should not be hasty in 

ordaining an individual. It should be certain he has the scriptural qualifications to serve as a minister. The 

candidate should prove himself before he is approved for ordination. This is the role of the ordaining council. 

Step 4: If the request is approved, a time and place is established for the ordination council and ordained 

persons (deacons and ministers) are invited. Usually the Deacon body and the senior pastor of the ordaining 

church (whether the church he has been called to serve or his home church) make up the initial members of the 

ordaining council. However, other ordained individuals may be invited to join the council as well.  

Depending on which church is carrying out the ordination, it might be the senior pastor inviting the pastor of the 

candidate’s home church or vice versa. They may also invite ordained members of the candidate’s family. Some 

churches invite their Director of Missions, some other denominational representative, or other ordained men 

from sister Southern Baptist congregations.  

Another important person to invite to the ordaining council meeting is the candidate’s wife, should he be 

married. It is important for the council to hear the wife’s testimony concerning her salvation and to learn of her 

support of her husband’s ministry calling. 

Step 5: The senior pastor of the ordaining church presides over the ordination council unless he feels another 

chairman is more appropriate. If so, that person is elected to chair the council. The chairman then leads in the 

questioning of the person to be ordained.  

Usually the person being ordained is seated so that he is facing those who are asking questions. Any person who 

is present may ask questions. Usually the candidate is asked to tell of his conversion experience and his call to 

ministry. Other questions may be centered around Biblical theology, ethics, morals, personal beliefs, etc. 

Step 6: The Ordination Council votes on whether to recommend that the church proceed with the ordination of 

the candidate. The council may choose to delay the ordination or even reject the candidate.  

Some churches combine the ordination council and the ordination service into one. The disadvantage of this 

method is that there could be great embarrassment for the candidate and the church if the ordination council 

votes not to recommend ordination. That is why it is often best to hold the council at least one week prior to the 

ordination service rather than just prior to the ordination service. 



Step 7: If the council votes to recommend ordination, the chairman will present the recommendation to the 

church, either at a regular business meeting or a called business meeting, for church approval. 

Step 8: If the church approves, a date for an ordination service is set. The following features would be included 

in an ordination service.  

Appropriate congregational or special music. 

Usually, the candidate is asked to share his testimony of salvation and call to ministry with the congregation. He 

might also be asked a few other selected questions from those asked by the ordination council. 

Usually, two preachers bring a message. One presents a message as a “charge to the candidate” and a second  

presents a message as a “charge to the church.”  

Ordained persons will then participate in the “laying on hands.” The candidate kneels or is seated in the front of 

the worship center as members of the ordination council lay hands on him. Sometimes, his wife is invited to 

kneel or sit beside him.  

The members of the ordination council lay hands on the candidate. Sometimes, the senior pastor may invite 

other ordained men who are present, whether they served as part of the ordaining council or not to join in the 

laying on of hands. Each person then lays hands on the candidate (usually on his shoulder) one at a time and 

offers a prayer or a word of encouragement, or one person leads in an ordination prayer as the rest surround him 

and lay hands on him. 

The laying on of hands is a biblical practice (Numbers 8:10, 27:18; Acts 6:6, 13:1-3). In the case of the 

ordination of a man to the ministry, it is a symbolic act in which other ordained men place their hands on a 

person in order to confer some type of spiritual blessing in recognition that the individual is genuinely 

saved, divinely called, and sufficiently qualified to serve as a senior pastor in a local church.  

At the conclusion of the service, the person who has been ordained may be presented with a Bible and a 

“Certificate of Ordination” (which can be purchased online or at any Christian bookstore), signed by the 

members of the ordaining council.  

Along with his wife and family, the newly ordained individual receives the congratulations of the people after 

the benediction. The service should be no more than one hour in length. 

Conclusion: When the process is followed through in a thoughtful and thorough manner, the result will be 

pastors set aside for service in our churches who are affirmed in their call to ministry. This is important, because 

if one does not have a solid sense of call to anchor him to the task, he will go adrift when the storms come. 

Churches following a careful process of licensing and ordaining those who sense God’s call, will help them 

become pastors that persevere and finish well (2 Timothy 4:7). 


