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Compiled by the Westminster Assembly, and adopted by the General Assembly of the Church of
Scotland, 1645.02.10, Session 16.  Thereafter revised by the Westminster Assembly, as a
Directory, with an additional section on Church Censures.

Of particular Congregations.

T is lawful and expedient that there be fixed Congregations, that is, a certain company of 
Christians to meet in one Assembly ordinarily for public worship.  When Believers multiply 

to such a number that they cannot conveniently meet in one place, It is lawful and expedient 
that they should be divided into distinct and fixed Congregations, for the better administration 
of such Ordinances as belong unto them, and the discharge of mutual duties, 1 Cor. 14. verse 
26, Let all things be done unto edifying, and verses 33 and 40.

I

The ordinary way of dividing Christians into distinct Congregations, and most expedient for
edification, is by the respective bounds of their dwellings.

First, Because they who dwell together, being bound to all kind of moral duties one to 
another, have the better opportunity thereby to discharge them; which moral tye is perpetual, 
for Christ came not to destroy the Law, but to fulfil it. [Deut. 15.7,11; Mat. 22.39; Mat. 5.17.]

Secondly, The Communion of Saints must be so ordered as may stand with the most 
convenient use of the ordinances, and discharge of Moral duties without respect of Persons, 
1 Cor. 14.26, Let all things be done unto edifying. Heb. 10.24,25. Jam. 2.1,2.

Thirdly, The Pastor and People must so nearly cohabit together, as that they may mutually 
perform their duties each to other with most conveniency.
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In this company some must be set apart to bear Office.

Of the Officers of a particular Congregation.

Or Officers in a single Congregation, there ought to be one at the least, both to labour in 
the Word and Doctrine, and to Rule, Prov. 29.18. 1 Tim. 5.17. Heb. 13.7.F

It is also requisite that there should be others to join in Government, 1 Cor. 12.28.

And likewise it is requisite that there be others to take special care for the relief of the poor, 
Acts 6.2,3.

The number of each of which is to be proportioned according to the condition of the 
Congregation.

These Officers are to meet together at convenient and set times, for the well ordering of the 
affairs of that Congregation, each according to his Office.

It is most expedient that in these meetings, one whose Office is to labour in the Word and 
Doctrine, do moderate in their proceedings, 1 Tim. 5.17.

Of the ordinances in a particular Congregation.

He ordinances in a single Congregation are, Prayer, Thanksgiving, and singing of Psalms,
1 Tim. 2.  verse 1. 1 Cor. 14.15,16.  The word read (although there follow no immediate

explication of what is read) the Word expounded and applied, Catechising, the Sacraments
administred, Collection made for the poor, dismissing the people with a blessing.
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An Excerpt from the Westminster Directory for Church Government,

Relating to Defects in a Congregation, and Sinful Separation.

arochial Congregations in this Kingdom, consisting of Ministers and People, who profess
faith in Christ, and obedience unto Christ, according to the rules of Faith and Life taught

by Him and his Apostles, and join together in the public Worship of Hearing, Praying, and
administration of the Sacraments, are Churches truly constituted.

P
If any Person or Persons in the Congregation, do not answer his or their profession, but by

open sin and wickedness cross and deny it: or if there be a want of some Officers, or a sinful
neglect of Officers in the due execution of Discipline: yet this doth not make that Congregation
cease to be a Church: but requires that there should be a supply of Officers which are wanting;
and  a  careful  endeavour  for  the  Reformation  of  the  offending  Person  or  Persons,  and  of
negligent Officers by just censures, according to the nature of the cause.



Communion  and  Membership  in  Congregations  thus  constituted,  notwithstanding  the
forementioned defects, is not unlawful.  And to refuse or renounce membership and Church-
communion, or to separate from Church-communion with Congregations thus constituted, as
unlawful to be joined with, in regard of their constitution, is not warranted by the Word of God.

Separation  from a  Church  thus  constituted,  where  the  Government  is  lawful,  upon  an
opinion that it is unlawful, and that therefore all the godly are also bound to separate from all
such  Churches  so  constituted  and  governed,  and  to  join  themselves  to  another  Church  of
another Constitution and Government, is not warranted by the Word of God, but contrary to it.

To  gather  Churches  into  an  independent  form  of  Government  out  of  Churches  of  a
Presbyterial  form  of  Government,  upon  an  opinion  that  the  Presbyterial  Government  is
unlawful, is not lawful or warranted by the Word of God; Nor is it lawful for any member of a
Parochial Congregation, if the Ordinances be there administered in purity, to go and seek them
elsewhere ordinarily.
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Questions to Consider and Discuss:

1. What should be the ordinary way for dividing Christians into distinct congregations?

A. This should be according to the respective bounds of their dwellings, because this will 
enable the members of a given congregation to attend to the moral duties they owe one another.

2. How many officers ought their to be, at the least, in a given congregation when settled?

A. There should be at least one to labor in the word and doctrine, and to rule.  Others will be 
added proportioned to the “condition of the congregation.”

3. What ordinances should be used in a single congregation acting by itself?

A. Prayer, Thanksgiving, Singing of Psalms, Reading of the Word, Preaching of the Word, 
Catechizing, administration of the Sacraments, Collection for the poor, Dismissing the people 
with a Blessing.

4. What defects were considered by the Westminster Assembly as not truly warranting separation?

A. 1. Scandalous professors in the congregation. 2. Lack of officers. 3. Neglect of Discipline by 
Officers. 4. An opinion of the separatist against Presbyterian Government.

5. What defects do the Assembly recognize as warranting separation?

A. By inference, a refusal to reform offenders when there is “a careful endeavor for the 
reformation” of those offending, (para. 2); Also by inference, an impossibility of censuring 
“negligent officers,” (para. 2); Also by inference, when on proper grounds the church 
constitution which is “unlawful,” (para. 3); Finally, in the last paragraph of the section on 
separation, separation may be justified if the Ordinances are not there “administered in purity.”

6. What defects do the Scriptures recognize as warranting or necessitating separation?



A. Causing Divisions & Offences contrary to the doctrine we have learned, (Rom. 16.17.)  
Brothers walking disorderly, contrary to the scriptures, (2 Thess. 3.6,14.)  Heresy (Titus 3.10.)  
Public Offenses unremedied. (Matt. 18.)  [Compare also 2 Cor. 6.14-18; Rev. 18.4.]

7. What general scandal makes it evident that modern Reformed churches do in general fall into 
the category of churches for which separation is warranted?  (A general fact that does not 
escape the attention of unbelievers themselves, and is often matter of complaint by those 
outside the Church.)

A. Their many divisions, which constitute resolved separations from one another which could 
not yet be remedied because offending & erring parties are not willing to be held accountable.

8. How do various modern Reformed churches specifically take on the character of a church from 
which separation is warranted?

A. (1) Denying or Rejecting Scriptural Doctrines which formerly had a place in defining our 
Ecclesiastical Unity.  (2) Corrupt worship practices.  (3) Acknowledged loyalty to Antichristian 
powers.  (4) Conformity to the world in sentiments, occupations, dress, as well as entertainment
and life-conduct.

9. In a Church division, how do we decide which party (or parties) are guilty of sinful separation?

A. Not the size, popularity, or antiquity of the party; but who has offended, affirmed heresy, or 
caused offences contrary to received truth.

10. If Independent or Congregational ministers and Christians are not convinced of the divine 
institution of Presbyterial Church Government, (which unites individual congregations under a 
common government,) what considerations might yet induce them to cooperate therein?

A. Three considerations:

1. The general Christian duty of submitting to one another with humble subjection – 1 Peter 5.5.

2. Jesus’ promises for two or three brethren (Matt. 18.20) are not less valid for two or three 
churches or multitudes.

3. Jesus’ prayers for the living unity of all his disciples are not bound by limits to a defined 
policy – John 17.

An Excerpt from Reformation Principles Exhibited, 1806, by the RPCNA,

On the Christian Church, Section 5: Concerning Separation.

hen any Church imposes sinful terms of communion—When the constitution is anti-scriptural
—When the administration is corrupt, and attempts, at its reformation, have proved ineffectual,

it is the duty of Christians to separate from it: And if the majority should violate the terms, upon which
church members were united, it is lawful for the minority to testify against the defection, and to walk
by the rule of their former attainments. [Rom. 3.8; 1 Cor. 11.19; Isa. 8.20; 2 Cor. 6.14-17; 1 Cor. 10.18-
21; Rev. 11.1; Rev. 18.4; Phil. 3.16.]
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Questions in which Presbyterians and Independents
Generally found themselves in an Opposition.

1. Was it warrantable and necessary to separate from the various Reformed Churches of the 
Reformation?  The Independents came to side with the Anabaptists.

2. Is it necessary to possess true grace, or have a conversion experience, to be entitled to 
membership in a Christian congregation?  Commonly Independents boasted such a practice 
in opposition to established churches when weakness of discipline left their congregations 
offensive to those claiming a superior value for Christian piety.

3. Would it be advantageous to disestablish national churches throughout Christendom?  
Following their principles, some Independents believed this would be best.

4. May private Christians preach or administer the sacraments?  Independents were more likely 
to approve these practices, or look upon them as needing less restriction.

5. In what way is the congregation’s consent necessary to the exercise of discipline?  
Presbyterians would see the practical need for the congregation’s cooperation, but 
Independents will look upon those governed as exercising authoritative government in such 
affairs.

6. Do the Christian people in general have the power of ordination?  Presbyterians deny this, 
while Congregationalists will explicitly own such a position, especially when a new 
congregation is gathered.

7. Is there a divine warrant for Presbyteries or Synods having a jurisdiction over multiple 
congregations?  Protestant churches in general affirm this, while Independents deny that the 
scripture gives such assemblies authority over individual congregations.

8. Will Christ’s return precede the Millennium?  Presbyterians have always been anti-Chiliast, 
while Independents have a history of embracing such Eschatology.

See more details in,

A Dissuasive from the Errors of the Time, 1645, by Robert Baillie.

A Peaceable and Temperate Plea for Paul’s Presbytery, 1642, by Samuel Rutherford.

Assertion of the Government of the Church of Scotland, and Misc. Q’s, 1641 & 1649, by G. Gillespie.

The Grand Debate Concerning Presbytery and Independency, 1640s, by Westminster Assembly.

The Picture of Independency and The Schismatic Sifted, 1645 & 1646, by John Vicars.

Reasons against the Independent Government of Particular Congregations, 1641, by Thomas Edwards.



Antapologia: Or, a Full Answer to the Apologeticall Naration, 1644, by Thomas Edwards.

And many other writings from the time.

The History of the Westminster Assembly, 1856, chapter 3, by William Hetherington.


