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SOME REFLECTIONS ON "THE DOCTRINE OF 
THE MINISTRY" 

THAT there is need for a clearer understanding among Baptists 
of the nature and status of the ministry has long been obvious. 
Drs. Champion and West, and Rev. J. 0. Barrett therefore, at 

the request of the B.U. Council, have made a careful and thorough 
investigation of the subject, paying special attention to (a) the 
relationship between ministry and church; (b) the status and 
authority of the ministry; (c) the appointment of ministers, and 
(d) the functions of the ministry. The results of their research are 
presented in the report entitled The Doctrine of the ·Ministry, a 
document which is characterised by a firm grasp of biblical principles, 
a clear understanding of the faith and practice of our Baptist fathers, 
and a realistic approach to the numerous problems relating to the 
ministry today. This report should put an end to much of our 
confused thinking.· It is possible to refer here only to two important 
matters raised, both of which demand urgent consideration through
out our denomination today. These are the nature of ministerial 
authority and the relationship between the local church and the 
wider fellowship of churches. 

1. The evidence of Scripture and history leads to the inescapable 
conclusion that the ministry is God's gift to His Church, and that 
its authority is that of Christ Himself through His Church. This, of 
course, makes nonsense of the contention that the minister has no 
authority other than that possessed by any other Church member, 
and of the equally naive and unbiblical notion that a minister has 
to win or earn his authority. In general, what the report has to say 
on this subject is beyond criticism. There are, nevertheless, some 
points at which amplification or clarification is called for. For 
instance, some of the expressions used, though in themselves theo
logically valid, are liable to be misunderstood or misinterpreted. 
Certainly for many Baptists the statement (p. 40) that a minister 
bears but cannot possess or use authority, would in practice mean 
that he has no authority. A similar objection must be made to what 
is said (p. 14) about authority in but not over the Church. Such 
misunderstanding could have been avoided, and. the true nature of 
ministerial authority made clear, had some refer'ence been made to 
Calvin's insight that Christ rules His Church by His Word. A 
minister's authority arises altogether from his call and appointment 
by God to be the custodian and interpreter of His Word. Quite 
obviously such authority gives no man the right to claim any status 
foreign to the spirit of the Gospel. Office within Christ's Church 
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then does the authority of a minister consist? Surely in the right 
and opportunity to exercise the ministry to which he was appointed 
by Christ. So far as the local church is concerned he is, under 
Christ, not only its pastor and preacher, but its leader. As such he 
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will gladly acknowledge the experience, advice, loyalty and help of 
laymen. Nevertheless, it remains true that whether we think of a 
ship, an army, a nation, or a church, there must be a leader who is 
allowed to lead. To speak of spiritual authority and leadership 
(e.g. pp. 34, 36), however, is misleading, since this suggests a con
trast between the spiritual and the secular business of the Church, 
and may seem to confirm the popular Baptist idea that the sphere of 
ministefial authority and leadership is confined to preaching, the 
conduct of worship and visitation. 

Two important omissions must be noted. Surprisingly, no 
attempt is made to correct the frequent misapplication of the great 
doctrine of the priesthood of all believers to the doctrine of the 
ministry, or to remind us that there is a difference between ministry 
and priesthood. Again, nothing is said about the function and 
status of the deacon and of the diaconate within the local church; 
a crucial question in any consideration of the ministry.· So far as 
most Baptists are concerned, the deacons " rule " the Church, 
although, as Dr. John Gill once pointed out, the New Testament 
speaks of ruling elders (ministers) but never of ruling deacons. 

2. Our present unsatisfactory conception of the ministry -is in 
large measure due to an inadequate and unbal~nced doctrine of the 
Church; The report rightly, therefore, calls us to face up to the 
New Testament doctrine of the Church, which represents indepen
dency not as . a precious truth to safeguard, but as a dangerous 
heresy to shun. A local company of believers, possessing pastoral 
oversight and gospel sacraments, is truly a microcosm of the universal 
Church. At the same time it is not the Church, but only one 
member of the Family of God, the Body of Christ. We must indeed 
think in terms of interdependency, and give practical expression to 
this principle. There is no question of being " dictated to from 
London ". This is where the Association comes iil. Each AssoCia
tion is (or ought to be) representative of its member Churches. No 
Church should be a law unto itself, and important decisions should 
be made not by each member acting separately, but by the whole 
family. In practice this means:- · 
(a) In matters of ministerial settlement, any large or unusual 

expenditure, or the starting or closing of a cause, a Church's 
decision should be subject to the approval of the Associ!ltion. 

(b) Again, in the interests of fellowship and of effective Christian 
witness, each Church should agree to accept and support the 
official policy and agreed programme of the Association. 

(c) After financial provision for the ministry, the first and most 
important call upon each Church must be that of denomina
tional funds. The annual income of each Church might well be 
printed in the Association Handbook. 

Adjustments are similarly called for at the denominational 
level, e.g.:-
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(a) Each Association General Committee should be truly represen
tative of the Churches. 

(b) The B.U. Assembly (superseding the present Assembly and in 
part, the present Council) should consist of ministerial and 
lay delegates appointed not directly by Churches but by 
Associations. 

(c) . The B.U., in its relations with the Churches, should deal not 
directly with each Church but through the Associations. 

Yes, this is a stimulating report, deserving careful study and 
demanding intellectual honesty and courage. 

ERNEST CLIPSHAM. 

THE LIBRARY 
The price of books continues to rise and many of the recent 

publications are too expensive for us td purchase. It is therefore 
encouraging to know that such books are available through the 
Library. The grant from the Particular Baptist Fund enables us to 
buy books, reviewed for example in the " Baptist Times " or the 
" Expository Times ", and these then become immediately available 
to Fraternals or individual borrowers. At present 37 Fraternals 
take boxes of books on loan from the library and the number of 
individual borrowers has increased of late. Many men show 
particular interest in biographies and recent additions to this section 
of the library include:-

" Newman. The Pillar of Cloud" by Trevor. 
'' Hudson Taylor and Maria " by Pollock. 
" Woodbine Willie " by Purcell. 
" A Life of Archbishop Parker " by Brook. 
" Thomas Cranmer " by Ridley. 
"William Wilberforce" by Warner. 

Among other new books we have:-
" The New Delhi Report " by Visser 'T Hooft. 
" The Churches and Rapid Social Change " by Abrecht. 
" Studies in the Gospels and Epistles " by Manson. 

These, and other books, as requested, can be had on application 
to the Librarian. 

J.O.B. 
·The B.M.F. in general and the Editorial Board in particular owe a 

great deal to John Barrett, and the stroke that laid him low on Easter 
Day was a special grief and loss to us, as to the Northern Area and 
the whole B.U. We rejoice that there are definite signs of progress 
and that with the help of his wife he can now do quite a bit to help 
us as of old. Mrs. Barrett says that news of men and matters in the 
denomination are to him as waters to a thirsty soul. This sign of his 
mental alertness and loving personal interest is welcome evidence 
that his crippling experience has in no way changed the man we all 
continue to remember with warm and prayerful affection. 


