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Introduction

The goal of this paper is to address the issues surrounding a Presbyterian denomination that
seeks to erect an unamendable constitution (The Westminster Standards, including the
Confession of Faith and the Larger and Shorter Catechisms and The Book of Church Order). 1
write, not as an expert necessarily, but as one who has over forty years of experience in various
Presbyterian contexts, and as one who has been an ordained officer in Presbyterian churches for
twelve years. | am writing within the context of Presbyterianism, but these principles can be

applied to any denomination with a church constitution.

Thesis: I will demonstrate that an unamendable church constitution is devoid of historical
precedent, and erecting one results in numerous problems, including undermining the doctrine of

Sola Scriptura and matters of conscience.
This paper will use the following outline:

L Historical Case Studies
II. Doctrinal Considerations
A. Sola Scriptura
B. Semper Reformanda
C. The Extent of Church Power
II.  The Issues of Conscience
A. Defining the conscience
B. God alone is the Lord of the Conscience
C. Things that are beside the Word of God
IV.  Questions and Answers

V. Lessons



Historical Case Studies

My research has not uncovered a single example of a major Presbyterian denomination adhering

to an unamendable BCO. No major denomination, including the PCUSA, PCA, OPC, RPCNA,

ARP, and others, has taken this step. There has been discussion among some denominations

about having an unchanging BCO, but they have never reached complete agreement.

The following are a few examples of efforts to erect an unamendable constitution throughout

church history (sources and information as quoted below secured through a ChatGPT search):

1.

G. Aiken Taylor’s Proposal (circa 1970s) — This effort was within the Presbyterian
Church in America (PCA), seeking to make BCO 25-9 unamendable and irrevocable. It
failed, and the section in question remains subject to amendment according to the PCA's
rules.

1788 American Form of Government — debate but ultimate acceptance of amendment
mechanisms. “At the founding of the American church constitution (1788), there were
vigorous debates about how binding and permanent various portions should be; the
resulting Form of Government included amendment provisions, and later American
revisions to the Westminster Standards show the church accepted the possibility (and
reality) of amendments.”

Reformed Presbyterian (Covenanter) tradition — strong language about the Testimony, but
revisions occurred. Historical commentary on this question within the Covenanters
reveals both the challenges and the possibilities of amendments.

The Thirty-Nine Articles of Religion (1571) —also known as the Anglican Thirty-Nine
Articles—sought to define the faith of the Church of England. While authoritative, they
were never treated as unamendable in principle. Indeed, later Anglican provinces have
revised or supplemented them to fit their contexts. This demonstrates that even widely
venerated standards must remain open to change. The Articles’ own historical
development—from the Forty-Two Articles of 1553 to the Thirty-Nine of 1571—
illustrates this point.

The American Presbyterian Revisions of 1788: When the American Presbyterians
organized their national church in 1788, they deliberately revised the Westminster

Confession and Catechisms to reflect the Unique circumstances of the United States.



Civil magistrates were no longer granted powers over the church, and specific
formulations were softened.! This demonstrates that even the most authoritative
Reformed standards were considered revisable. To make them unamendable would have
been to deny the church the very freedom it exercised in 1788.

6. Later Presbyterian Developments — Numerous constitutional amendments mark
subsequent Presbyterian history. The Old School-New School division in the 19th
century, the adoption of revised confessions in the Northern church (1903), and the
continuing amendments in the Presbyterian Church in America (PCA) and Orthodox
Presbyterian Church (OPC) all testify to the necessity of revisability. These churches

understand their BCOs to be authoritative but not immutable.

The history of American Presbyterianism teaches that the Westminster Standards were
amended due to perceived errors and deviations from Scripture, as determined by the church's
courts. That change occurred in 1788. In a discussion with Dr. Chad Van Dixhoorn, the leading
scholar on the Westminster Assembly, he was asked if those revisions were necessary. He
concurred with the changes and stated that they were required because the Assembly had made
errors. The result of the amendments is what we know as the American Revision. Van DixHoorn,

in his book, Confessing the Faith, states,

That is not to say that the Westminster Assembly got it all right, and this commentary
does, from time to time, first state the assembly's own perspective on an issue and then
argue against it. This commentary also discusses some American amendments to the
confession carried out in four stages, with significant revisions taking place in 1788,

followed by other changes in 1887, 1903 and 1936.

That said, the history of American Presbyterianism, in particular, has no example of an
unamendable constitution. To erect one dismisses the wisdom of the past and seeks to elevate a
man-made document to a place that undermines the heart of Sola Scriptura and unnecessarily

provokes men to violate their conscience (and potentially harm churches and their pastors).

1. Leonard J. Trinterud, The Forming of an American Tradition, a Re-Examination of Colonial
Presbyterianism (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1949).

2. Chad B Van Dixhoorn, Confessing the Faith: A Reader’s Guide to the Westminster Confession of Faith
(2016), xxi—xxii. I encourage the reader to review the changes on page xxii.



1I. Doctrinal Considerations

I contend that an unamendable constitution strikes at the heart of Sola Scriptura and the principle

of Semper Reformanda and the extent of church power. The late Dr. R.C.Sproul writes,

The statement that God alone is the Lord of the conscience has its roots in Luther’s
defense at the Diet of Worms. There, before the emperor, nobles and leading churchmen
of the Holy Roman Empire, he was called upon to recant his teaching of justification by
faith alone. Luther replied, “Unless I am convinced by sacred Scripture or by evident or
plain manifest reason, I cannot recant, because my conscience is held captive to the Word

of God.”

Luther was not claiming infallibility. He told them that if they could show him that the
pope is infallible, that the church councils are infallible in their interpretation of church
teachings, then he would submit to them. He said that all agreed that the Bible is the
Word of God, but did not agree on what it teaches. Luther declared that if they would
show him from the Scriptures where he was wrong, he would recant. But unless he was
convinced by sacred Scripture, he couldn’t recant because, as a matter of conscience, he
was convinced that the Word of God teaches justification by faith alone. His mind was
held captive by that. His conscience was not held captive by church councils or papal
decrees [or a Confession of Faith or a Book of Church Order], but rather by the Word. He
believed to act against conscience is neither right nor safe. He said, “Here I stand. I can
do no other. God help me.”: That was how the Reformation started. That was when the
principle of Sola Scriptura was born. That principle says that Scripture, being the Word

of God, is our final authority in matters of faith.’?

I am certain that the goal to erect an unamendable constitution is not to usurp the authority of
Scripture. In fact, I am convinced that those who do believe the Scriptures are authoritative;
however, what concerns me is the existence of a dangerous precipice brought on by requiring
allegiance to an unamendable constitution that cannot be corrected or changed, regardless of the
differences it may appear to present to the Word of God. It is both a principle and a practice that

moves the denomination away from the bedrock principle of Sola Scriptura.

3. R. C. Sproul, Truths We Confess: A Layman’s Guide to the Westminster Confession of Faith (Phillipsburg,
N.J: P & R Pub, 2006), 2:291.



I will consider three aspects of this doctrine. First, the doctrine itself and, second, the issue of

Semper Reformanda, and finally, the subject of church power
A. Sola Scriptura

I want to briefly explain the doctrine of Sola Scriptura as it has been understood throughout
church history. One of the greatest struggles in the Reformation period was over this topic. It is
called the formal cause of the Reformation because the Reformers saw the abuse of the Roman
Church in elevating its traditions to a place beside or alongside the Word of God (see WCF
20.2). The Reformers desired to have everything defended and scrutinized by the pages of Holy
Scripture, either in principle or direct command. They were not Biblicists, requiring a chapter
and verse for every statement or expression, but they were ardent students of Scripture. They
recognized that men err; that councils err, and that they err. Therefore, the final rule and authority
in all matters of the church — faith and practice -- must be scrutinized by the Holy Scriptures and,
if found out of accord, it (the church and life) must change. When anyone seeks to hold the
conscience captive to a command, principle, or some other requirement without the full weight
of the authority of the Bible, they are seeking to capture the conscience and undermine the

doctrine of Sola Scriptura.

It is also important to clarify that Sola Scriptura does not mean Solo Scriptura. The former is a
bedrock principle of the church. The latter is an abuse. Solo Scriptura teaches that all we need to
consult is the Bible, and other forms of instruction are pointless aids to understanding.
Sometimes it is expressed this way: “All [ need is my Bible and the Holy Spirit.” That sounds
pious, but it is also foolish. God uses many men to guide others in their understanding of the
Bible. He uses sermons preached in pulpits all over the world. He uses commentaries and other
material to advance his truth, but where they depart from the teaching of the Scriptures, they

must be rejected. Dr. Michael Kruger says it this way:

Of course, like many core Christian convictions, the doctrine of sola Scriptura has often
been misunderstood and misapplied. Unfortunately, some have used sola Scriptura as a
justification for a “me, God, and the Bible” type of individualism, where the church bears
no real authority and the history of the church is not considered when interpreting and
applying Scripture. Thus, many churches today are almost ahistorical—cut off entirely

from the rich traditions, creeds, and confessions of the church. They misunderstand sola



Scriptura to mean that the Bible is the only authority rather than understanding it to mean
that the Bible is the only infallible authority. Ironically, such an individualistic approach
actually undercuts the very doctrine of sola Scriptura it is intended to protect. By
emphasizing the autonomy of the individual believer, one is left with only private,
subjective conclusions about what Scripture means. It is not so much the authority of

Scripture that is prized as the authority of the individual.*

However, when a church establishes a constitution that cannot be changed, it does, in fact,
undermine the concept of Sola Scriptura, either explicitly or implicitly. There is no method or
route by which a church officer can resolve apparent conflicts. All he can do is accept it as law —
a law he cannot support by the pages of God’s Word, either by direct statement or good and
necessary consequence. That creates a conflict of conscience. In erecting an unamendable
constitution, it erases the distinction between prudential regulations and the status of divine
law. What is the substantive difference? Prudential regulations are those items that are discerned
and enacted by human reason. "Prudential regulations" are rules and standards established—
usually by governments or regulatory authorities—to ensure that financial institutions, such as
banks, insurance companies, and investment firms, operate in a safe, sound, and stable manner.
Their main goal is to protect the financial system as a whole (systemic stability), safeguard
depositors and policyholders, and reduce the risk of financial crises.” The same principle is
applied to the church, particularly in matters related to the Book of Church Order. They are
ecclesiastical regulations established by the church's courts. Divine law is what we find in the
unchangeable Word of God. “Divine law refers to the moral or religious rules that are believed to
come directly from God, rather than from human authority or natural reasoning. It is often

contrasted with human law (made by governments) and natural law (discoverable by reason).”

Therefore, when a constitution is unamendable, an officer is prevented, by debate in the courts of
the church, from rectifying apparent errors and flaws; indeed, possible violations of the Word of
God and issues that conflict with prudential regulations and divine law. In such a situation, the

officer either accepts it or he doesn’t.

4. “Understanding Sola Scriptura,” Ligonier Ministries, accessed September 19, 2025,
https://learn.ligonier.org/articles/understanding-sola-scriptura.



No church member should be compelled to submit to their elders or pastor simply because they
are told to do so. The elders and pastor may be well-versed in theology and the Word of God, but
if they cannot demonstrate from the pages of the Bible that God requires or prohibits something,
it ought to be dismissed as the mere opinion of men who are subject to mistakes and error. The
same applies to church officers who are bound to uphold a vow to support the church's

constitution, a document that cannot be altered or amended.

Do not misunderstand me, I am not seeking to move anyone away from creeds and confessions,
nor am [ trying to convince anyone that a duly constituted Book of Church Order is unhelpful.
Indeed, they are vital and helpful, but they are not infallible or perfect. They cannot, under any
circumstances, bind the conscience of anyone absolutely, which is what an unamendable

constitution ultimately does. Again, citing Dr. Sproul:

The creeds and the confessions of our faith are not to be despised. No written
document of men, no confession of faith, no creedal statement, no conciliar

expression can bind the conscience absolutely.’ (Emphasis added).
B. Semper Reformanda
The second matter that must be considered is that of the principle of Semper Reformanda.

The Latin phrase “semper reformanda” means “always reforming.” It refers to the
concept that the church must continually examine itself and reform its beliefs and
practices in order to conform to Scripture. This phrase originated during the
Protestant Reformation in the 16th century as Reformers like Martin Luther and
John Calvin sought to reform the Catholic Church according to biblical

standards.®

Therefore, the church should continually reform itself in accordance with the Word of God. An

unamendable constitution contradicts this principle, and it freezes the denomination in that

5. “What Has Authority to Bind the Conscience?,” Ligonier Ministries, accessed September 19, 2025,
https://www.ligonier.org/posts/what-has-authority-bind-conscience.

6. What Is the Meaning of Semper Reformanda? - Answer The Bible, Bible Questions, December 26, 2023,
https://www.answerthebible.com/what-is-the-meaning-of-semper-reformanda/.



moment in time when it was erected. Therefore, there is no process by which the church can
reform. To insist on an unamendable constitution leaves no room for the church to reform. It
implies that it has reached the zenith of its understanding of the Scriptures. In seeking to “break
the mold” of the past, it commits a worse error by restricting the church to a singular historical

moment, paralyzing the church from any further advance.
C. Church Power

Church power can never exceed what the Word of God says. John Calvin comments, “There is

nothing in the form of church government that is immutable, save what is taken from the Word
of God.”’

James Bannerman writes,

The law of the state cannot be the law of the Church; because the authority of the civil
magistrate is expressly excluded there. The will of its members or office-bearers cannot
be the law of the Church; because it is not a private or voluntary society, subject to such
authority. From the very nature of the Church, as subject to its Head, His will must be the
only rule for the guidance of the Church in matters in which it is called on to act; and

Christ’s will is nowhere expressed or announced, except in the Bible.?

We should also remember what the Confession of Faith says about the sole authority and

supremacy of Scripture:

The supreme judge by which all controversies of religion are to be determined, and all
decrees of councils, opinions of ancient writers, doctrines of men, and private spirits, are
to be examined, and in whose sentence we are to rest, can be no other but the Holy Spirit

speaking in the Scripture. (WCF 1.10)

Scripture is unique. It not only judges all matters of an individual, but also the prudential laws of

church polity. 1t alone speaks with authority and finality. It alone is immutable. The founders of

7. Jean Calvin and Jean Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, ed. John Thomas McNeill, The Library of
Christian Classics (Louisville, Ky. London: Westminster John Knox Press, 20).Book I1V.10.30

8. James Bannerman, The Church of Christ: A Treatise on the Nature, Powers, Ordinances, Discipline, and
Government of the Christian Church (T&T Clark, 1868), 222.



many major Presbyterian denominations were aware of this issue when they were formed.

Consider the following two examples:

Note that in these examples, the church is first ministerial and declarative. It is not a legislative

3. All church power is only ministerial and declarative, for the Holy Scriptures are the
only infallible rule of faith and practice. No church judicatory may presume to bind the
conscience by making laws on the basis of its own authority; all its decisions should be
founded upon the Word of God. "God alone is Lord of the conscience, and hath left it free
from the doctrines and commandments of men, which are, in anything, contrary to his
Word; or beside it, if matters of faith, or worship" (Confession of Faith, Chapter XX,

Section 2).°

7. All church power, whether exercised by the body in general, or by representation, is
only ministerial and declarative since the Holy Scriptures are the only rule of faith and
practice. No church judicatory may make laws to bind the conscience. All church courts
may err through human frailty, yet it rests upon them to uphold the laws of Scripture
though this obligation be lodged with fallible men.'°

body that enacts rules that are absent from the authority of the Scriptures. Only Scripture is

legislative. Second, note that these two Presbyterian bodies are cautious when it comes to

making rules that bind the conscience of their officers. Third, note that they humbly submit that

they are prone to error because no man can craft a document that is free from it.

Therefore, I contend that any effort to establish an unamendable constitution for the church

violates several core principles of the Reformed faith, demonstrating a lack of humility in

understanding the church's purpose and its reach and power.

10.

The Book of Church Order of the Orthodox Presbyterian Church: Containing the Standards of

Government, Discipline, and Worship Together with Suggested Forms for Use in Connection with the Book
of Discipline and Particular Services and the Recommended Curriculum for Ministerial Preparation, 2015
ed. (Willow Grove, Pa.: The Committee on Christian Education of the Orthodox Presbyterian Church,

2015), http://www.opc.org/order.html.

The Book of Church Order of the Presbyterian Church in America (Atlanta: Office of the Stated Clerk,

1975).



II1.

Issues of Conscience

The second category related to this matter rests firmly in matters of conscience and the

liberty secured by the work of the Lord Jesus Christ. As is noted in the two citations from

the Presbyterian Church in America and the Orthodox Presbyterian Church, care must be

taken to avoid any efforts to bind the conscience of its officers.

A.

Defining the Conscience

The conscience is that which God has endowed on man, a moral center. Though it is

corrupted by the fall into sin, this moral center has not been obliterated; otherwise, man

would be nothing more than a beast. The conscience is a gift of God, given to us to guide

us in matters that are not altogether clear in the revealed will of God contained in the

Holy Scriptures.

The late Dr. R.C. Sproul comments:

To understand this statement, we must define the word conscience. The conscience has to
do with our moral sense, our mental awareness of right and wrong. Thomas Aquinas
defines the conscience as that inner voice that the Creator has planted within us that

either accuses or excuses, that either disapproves or approves our behavior.

Throughout a person’s lifetime, there will be many pretenders to that throne [that God
alone is the Lord of the conscience]. Satan will claim to be the lord of our conscience.
Our friends, our boss, and the government would like to control our conscience. Even the
church may seek to control the conscience. History is replete with instances of the church
trying to be God, taking authority and saying, ‘Since we are God’s earthly representative,
we can bind your conscience by telling you what you must believe and how you must

behave.’!!

The Westminster Confession of Faith, chapter 20.2, states:

God alone is Lord of the conscience, and hath left it free from the doctrines and
commandments of men, which are, in anything, contrary to his Word; or beside it, if

matters of faith, or worship. So that, to believe such doctrines, or to obey such

11.

R. C. Sproul, Truths We Confess: A Layman’s Guide to the Westminster Confession of Faith (Phillipsburg,
N.J: P & R Pub, 2006), 288-90.
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commands, out of conscience, is to betray true liberty of conscience: and the requiring of
an implicit faith, and an absolute and blind obedience, is to destroy liberty of conscience,

and reason also. (WCF, Ch. 20.2, emphasis added).

As we examine the arguments from the Westminster Confession of Faith, along with the Holy
Scriptures, we find that in erecting an unamendable constitution, the Assembly elevated it to the
level of Scripture, violating both the basic tenet that God alone is the Lord of the conscience
(James 4:12; Rom. 14:4, 10; 1 Cor. 10:29) and elevating it to the same level as Scripture. [ will

consider both items.
B. God alone is the Lord of the conscience.

The Westminster Confession of Faith tells us that “God alone is the Lord of the Conscience.”
(WCF 20.2). R.C. Sproul, in his exposition of this chapter, applies it to matters of distinctive

traditions of the church. He writes,

In every denomination, there are distinctive traditions that may or may not be grounded
in an accurate and faithful understanding of Scripture. The fact that there are many
denominations indicates that someone somewhere has misunderstood and distorted the
Word of God. Although Reformation churches sought to achieve unity, one of the things
that hindered unity was their conviction that the church must be semper reformanda,
always reforming. They recognized that the church is capable of error. That is why we are
called to be patient and long-suffering with Christians of other persuasions. Many
different denominations want to be and try to be faithful to the Word of God, but
wherever they differ, someone must be in error. Where we are in error and we teach that

error, if we try to blind people to that error, then we are usurping the role of God.

The issue is whether we find the Word of God in the Bible alone or also in church
tradition. We are studying the Westminster Confession. It is not the Bible, and we are not
required to submit absolutely to it. It has no right to rule over our conscience. It states
what we believe to be the truth, but it is truth from the Bible that we believe. If anybody
can show that something in this confession is not consistent with what is taught in

Scripture, then the confession must be corrected.!? (Emphasis added).

12. Sproul, Truths We Confess, 290-91.
11



The same principle applies to the other half of the constitution, the Book of Church Order. Any
effort to make any part of the constitution of the church unamendable usurps the thematic
statement of the Westminster Confession of Faith 20.2 that “God alone is the Lord of the
conscience.” It requires an explicit trust in man-made documents that cannot be altered,
regardless of the issue or concern. That goes too far, in my opinion, and places a tremendous

burden on those who are required to uphold the constitution (Isa. 8:20; Acts 17:11).

Many BCOs erected by Presbyterian denominations require their officers to uphold their

constitutions. For example, the BCO of the Presbyterian Church in America states:

3. Do you approve of the form of government and discipline of the Presbyterian Church in

America, in conformity with the general principles of Biblical polity?'?

In the event of an unamendable constitution, every officer in the church (pastor, elder, and
deacon) is required to support a constitution that cannot be altered, even if they disagree with the
premise that it cannot be changed. In a system that is so rigid, it unnecessarily places a burden on
the officer who cannot seek a resolution they believe should be made. It is not given to the
church to enact such legislation on a member or officer of the church that does not have direct
warrant from the Word of God. All practices and principles must be rooted in the Scriptures, or
they will fail. Since man is sinful, they cannot draft a constitution that is perfect and, therefore,
immutable (and in direct contradiction to the quoted statement above). These matters are not
minor because they strike at the heart of the basic tenet that God alone is the Lord of the
conscience. What should an officer do if they find that they have problems with any part of the
constitution? Is there an avenue by which they can appeal to the concern and seek to resolve the
issue of the conscience? In a system that rejects all amendments to the constitution, those roads
to resolution are closed. It either requires the officer to submit either in blind trust or willingly, or
resign from the denomination. There isn’t a step in between. The church, represented by its
officers, must be able to change the constitution or, when the need arises, violate its principles or
cease to exist. When an officer is forced to wrestle with matters of conscience, they are also
forced to either violate their principles or resign from the denomination. That places a

tremendous burden on officers, and in some cases, may put specific local churches in jeopardy

13. The Book of Church Order of the Presbyterian Church in America.
12



(not to mention the livelihood of pastors who may need to resign from the denomination if their

church will not follow).

When a church imposes man-made laws as if they were divine, it does, in fact, bind the
conscience unlawfully. An unamendable constitution enshrines the judgments of one generation
as binding for all time, effectively usurping Christ’s lordship. It also usurps the principle that

God alone is the Lord of the conscience.
Dr. Chad Van Dixhoorn writes:

Indeed, we need to be on guard against believing the teachings of men that are not rooted
in God's Word, or letting the commands of others rule our consciences, or to be
persuaded that we should follow their dictates 'out of conscience'...nor can we submit

to man-made religious supplements.""*(Emphasis added).
C. Things beside the Word of God

Again, the Westminster Confession of Faith states another important principle regarding matters
of conscience. The first is simply the framework that God alone is the Lord of the conscience.
But what are the governing elements of that statement? The Confessional reference states that the
conscience is left from the doctrines and commandments of men in two areas: things contrary to
the Word of God and things that are placed beside the Word of God (Matt. 15:1-6; 23:8-10; 2
Cor. 1:24).

God alone is Lord of the conscience, and hath left it free from the doctrines and
commandments of men, which are, in anything, contrary to his Word; or beside it.

(WCF 20.2)

Those things that are contrary to the Word of God are obvious. Anything that the Scriptures
prohibit or command must be followed. It is not a violation of conscience to require Christians to
live in accordance with God's moral law. It is not a violation of conscience to require Christians

to love their neighbor as they love themselves.

14. Chad B. Van Dixhoorn, Confessing the Faith: A Reader’s Guide to the Westminster Confession of Faith
(Edinburgh, Scotland: The Banner of Truth Trust, 2016), 264.
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The more pressing question, and one that is harder to ascertain, is the second item: things that are
beside the Word of God. Anything that seeks to act on or bind the conscience of any officer in the
church that is placed alongside the Word of God binds the conscience that has been left free
from the "doctrines and commandments of men." Allow me to illustrate. While it is true that
a Session of a local church has biblical authority over the members, it is not true that a Session
may force someone in the church to vow anything that is opposed to the Word of God or rises to
the level of the Word of God or where the Word of God is silent. For example, a Session may
prefer a member to homeschool their children, but it cannot require them to do so. To require
them to homeschool may flow from good motives, but it can never be required because to do so
would elevate the principle alongside (i.e., beside) the Word of God. Again, a Session may desire
to prevent all its members from drinking alcohol, but it may not require them to do so because
the Bible doesn't do that. Those examples are matters of conscience that must be left to the
leading of the Holy Spirit. Applying this same principle of requiring an officer of the church to
abide by an unamendable BCO forces them to elevate it to the level of Scripture and bind the

conscience of the one taking such vows.

Specific questions must be asked and answered if one is required to subscribe to a document

written by men, and, naturally, subject to error.

First, is it ever lawful for the church to require vows from its members and officers? Yes, when
the Word of God speaks plainly from such areas as the Moral Law. One may also argue that we
do so when we require membership vows, for example. However, each of those vows can be
demonstrated to be rooted in the basic teachings of God's Word. However, if they are ever found
to be out of accord with the Word of God or go too far in their expressions, they should be
changed to comply with the Word of God. For instance, no Session of the church, nor any court
of the church, is authorized to require its members to homeschool. That goes beyond the
Scriptures. What if there are other matters within the constitution of the church? How does one
deal with them? Under the current system imposed on the church's officers, no such change can

be made, and no amount of debate will result in that change.

Second, what is the final rule of faith and practice? 1f, as our Confession teaches us, the Bible
is the final rule of faith and practice (WCF 1.10), then, logically, no institution of man may
compel anyone else to do anything that cannot pass the scrutiny of the Word of God. Logically,

14



therefore, no man-made document can or should hold complete sway over the minds and
consciences of others. Requiring an officer of the court to uphold an unchangeable constitution
moves that requirement beyond Scripture and makes it authoritative alongside Scripture.
Someone may object and say, "We do not believe the BCO to be above or alongside Scripture,”
but in practice, it does not work out as they assert, because the BCO cannot be changed. If there
is ever a time, in practice or theory, when it should be changed due to a better understanding of
the Scriptures (Semper Reformanda), or cases in which the BCO appears out of accord with
them, there is no process; no avenue by which any member of the court can resolve the conflict.

That means, logically, it is beside Scripture.

The purpose of the church's constitution is not to merely rewrite the Bible, but to explain it in
light of its purpose, which is to guide the church in matters of polity and doctrine. What happens
when honorable men write a document with all the proper motives and intentions? It is likely to
contain errors in some places. We are fallen creatures. We make errors, although we labor to
avoid them. To require an entire denomination to live with those errors — regardless of the nature
of them — is to bind the conscience of others. The adherents of an unamendable constitution may
have no problem with that, but they have knowingly and willingly bound their conscience to a
man-made document by their own choice. However, fo force others to do the same is

unscriptural and violates the liberty of conscience that is afforded to us by the work of Christ.
Dr. Chad Van Dixhoorn writes:

Indeed, we need to be on guard against believing the teachings of men that are not rooted
in God's Word, or letting the commands of others rule our consciences, or to be
persuaded that we should follow their dictates 'out of conscience'...nor can we submit

to man-made religious supplements.""®> (Emphasis added).

I grant that it is the goal and intention of the framers of a BCO to ground it in the unchanging
principles of God's Word and to help keep the denomination from liberal drift. What I do not
grant is that it must be unamendable to do so. No one, regardless of their degree, education, or
anything else, has a perfect understanding of every word of Holy Scripture. That is why there has

never been an unamendable BCO in the history of American Presbyterianism. Furthermore, the

15. Chad B Van Dixhoorn, Confessing the Faith, 264.
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Westminster Assembly never intended for the Westminster Standards (and, by extension, the
BCO) to be the final rule of faith and practice (See WCF, Ch. 1.9-10). They were conscious of

going too far and, in doing so, bind the hearts and minds of others.
Additionally, the Confession of Faith, Ch. 31.2-3 states,

2. It belongeth to synods and councils, ministerially to determine controversies of faith,
and cases of conscience; to set down rules and directions for the better ordering of the
public worship of God, and government of his church; to receive complaints in cases of
maladministration, and authoritatively to determine the same: which decrees and
determinations, if consonant to the Word of God, are to be received with reverence and
submission; not only for their agreement with the Word, but also for the power whereby

they are made, as being an ordinance of God appointed thereunto in his Word.

3. All synods or councils, since the Apostles' times, whether general or particular, may
err; and many have erred. Therefore they are not to be made the rule of faith, or

practice; but to be used as a help in both. (Emphasis added).

First, note the conclusion of these two paragraphs. which is, "Therefore, they (synods and
councils, General Assemblies, Presbyteries, etc.) are not to be made the rule of faith, or practice;
but to be used as a help in both." The only point that concerns me is that an unamendable book,
as helpful as it may be, is subject to error. Those errors may be minor or major. A court of the
church cannot possibly understand what is coming to it over the years. There may be issues that
the court needs to address clearly and emphatically; things that trouble the church. But in the
case of an unamendable book, those items cannot be addressed in the constitution. The decisions
of an Assembly or Presbytery cannot be made the rule of faith and practice. Only the Word of
God can do that, and where a BCO deviates, it must be changed to comply with the Word of
God. In addition, where the Word of God does not speak clearly (WCF 1.7), we must strive to
adhere to the principles given and have the ability to include or amend them as occasion requires.
Furthermore, this chapter appears to caution against the establishment of an unamendable

constitution.

Second, no one is suggesting that amending the constitution will make it perfect. That is a
given because the constitution of the church is written by men and is subject to error. Yet, that

does not mean honorable men should not strive to perfect their polity and consistently seek to
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bring it in line with the Word of God as occasion arises. After all, that is what every
denomination since the first Presbytery on American soil has done. They have learned from the
past, worked to improve their weaknesses, and strengthened their successes. Godly men are, and
ought to be, striving for as close to a perfect constitution as the Lord desires and grants. To wave
off the idea that an amendable constitution will never reach the zenith reserved for heaven alone

1s absurd.

Francis Beattie, in his commentary on The Westminster Confession of Faith, 31.3, writes,

The church and her councils may enjoy, in a large measure, the indwelling and guidance
of the Holy Spirit of promise, but he does not give absolute infallibility. Hence, the
decisions of these councils may not always be in harmony with the Scriptures. This
being the case, the decisions of such councils cannot be regarded as having the same
authority as the word of God itself. These decisions are merely to be regarded as useful
guides both in matters of faith and practice, but in no case can they bond the consciences

and conduct of men as do the teachings of the Holy Scripture.'® (Emphasis added).

Dr. Van Dixhoorn writes,

To ask for an absolute obedience in areas where the Bible is silent is to ask for a 'blind
obedience that quickly destroys 'liberty of conscience.' It destroys our 'reason' too. And
such extra-biblical requirements confuse us, leading people to doubt, to act out of guilt,

and sometimes to act against what they believe.!” (Emphasis added).

To require a church officer to uphold an unchanging book of polity without any ability to amend
it is to ask for blind obedience to these things. One may argue that other Presbyterian
denominations have a BCO and require officers to take vows to uphold it (as stated earlier). That
is true, but they do not pretend to have a flawless book because they know that the courts of the
church err and often err (WCF 31). They do not require absolute obedience because there is
room for godly and honorable men to resolve any problem or error through an orderly process.

The fact that some people abuse the process does not change the intention or goal. The church

16. Francis R Beattie, The Presbyterian standards an exposition of the Westminster confession of faith and
catechisms (Richmond, Va.: Presbyterian Committee of Publication, 1896), 360.

17. Chad B Van Dixhoorn, Confessing the Faith, 265.
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will always struggle with these matters until Christ returns. To require officers to uphold an
unamendable BCO is to force an "extra-biblical requirement" on the officers and, therefore,

violate the conscience of those who are so opposed.
A.A. Hodge, commenting on the same chapter, writes:

We have already proved that Scripture is at once a complete and perspicuous rule of faith
and practice, and the supreme judge of all controversies. It hence follows, self-evidently —
(1.) That nothing contrary to Scripture can be true; (2.) That nothing in addition to what is

revealed or commanded in Scripture can be binding upon the conscience. (Emphasis
added)'®

It is certainly permissible for a denomination to ask its officers to vow to uphold its constitution.
What is not permissible is for the denomination to force the members to violate their conscience
in matters that are secondary to the Word of God. As argued elsewhere, this is one of the reasons
why American Presbyterianism has long held to an amendable constitution. The fear is that to

require absolute allegiance to the constitution, with no possibility of correction, is first to elevate

it to the level of God's Word and, second, to bind the hearts and minds of the officers.

Therefore, I contend that an unamendable constitution violates the fundamental principle
that God alone is the Lord of the conscience, and to require an officer to support an

unamendable constitution violates the conscience of those opposed.

18. Archibald Alexander Hodge, A Commentary on the Confession of Faith: With Questions for Theological
Students and Bible Classes (Presbyterian Board of Publication and Sabbath-School Work, 1869), 266.
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IV.  Question and Answers

This section of the paper seeks to address some common questions that may arise about

this subject. It will not answer everything, for that would be impossible.
1. What does this subject have to do with church members?

An unamendable constitution of the church will not directly atfect members of the church
unless the Spirit of God leads them to serve the church as an officer. Only the officers of
the church are required to uphold the Westminster Standards and the Book of Church
Order.

2. Isn’t it the right of the church to erect its own rules?

Yes. Every denomination can establish whatever rules it deems necessary according to
the mandates and principles of the Holy Scriptures. What they shouldn’t do is require
others to follow those rules by binding the officers over to them with no possibility of
correction. Historic Presbyterianism has some examples of efforts to do that, but they

have always failed for reasons outlined in this paper.
3. Isn’t it commendable for a denomination to strive to protect orthodoxy?

Yes, and at first glance, it may appear that it will do that. It must be remembered that the
struggle for the faith once delivered to the saints will always be with us in this life. The
struggle is real, and it is great. However, | contend that the process will not keep any
denomination from liberal drift. The issue is always one of the heart. As good as a
constitution may be, it depends on honorable men to follow it. If they don’t, the
perfection (or lack of it) will not stop any downward slide. You cannot legislate these
matters. Though commendable, it is not wise. Wisdom is found with a multitude of
counselors. Historic Presbyterianism is a deliberative branch of the church. It is through
those deliberations that honorable men seek the will of God and strive to understand his
Word and apply it to the polity of the church. To erect an unamendable constitution is to
paralyze the church and remove that blessing that is essential to the peace and purity of

the church.
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4. What if godly men disagree and decide to erect an unamendable constitution for

the church?

First, I contend that they are violating core bedrock principles of the historic and

Reformed faith. Second, I believe it is unwise for the reasons cited in this paper. Third, if
those men are content to live with it, then they must accept the knowledge that there will
never be a moment when the constitution can change. They, and they alone, must wrestle

with their conscience and land where they think the Lord wants them to be.

5. What are some options for an amendable constitution that seek to preserve the

peace and purity of the church?

Historically, Presbyterian denominations have made it difficult to amend the constitution
of the church. Though not impossible, they require the whole of the denomination to
agree by debate and vote. In one context, to amend the Book of Church Order requires a
majority vote at the General Assembly level, a two-thirds vote of all the Presbyteries, and
a final majority vote at the subsequent General Assembly. The threshold can be as high or
as low as the church's officers desire. I argue that a very high bar should be set to change

the constitution of the church.

A denomination can also limit the frequency of changes to the constitution. One
Presbyterian denomination limits amendments to a frequency of five years. Again, a

denomination can determine this as voted on by the church's courts.

6. Doesn’t the fact that some denominations with an amendable constitution, which

have evolved into liberalism, require a different approach?

No. Again, the first issue is one of the heart. All matters of life spring from the heart
(Prov. 4:23). The second issue is one of logic. It is a logical fallacy to argue that
liberalism is caused by having an amendable constitution. The argument doesn’t follow.
There may be many reasons for a denomination’s slide in the wrong direction.
Correlation, in this case, does not mean causation. There may be several other reasons
that lead a denomination astray. For example, a denomination that doesn’t carefully

examine its officers at the beginning, failing to discipline them when they deviate from
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the church's constitution, and a gross lack of accountability among the officers. Those are

just a few examples, but there are many others.
7. What can be done if my denomination has an unamendable constitution?

In short, nothing. As noted in the paper, a denomination has the right to amend its
constitution; however, if it is not granted this right, it must either violate its own
principles or perish if faced with a doctrinal, theological, or polity issue. There is no path
forward for changing an unamendable constitution. There is no avenue by which it can be
done by process or rule. The only way to resolve it would be to erase the entire

unamendable constitution and start over.

8. There are things in the Book of Church Order that may be described as adiaphora
(things outside the moral law, in this case, God’s law). How does this matter

impact those items? Are there some examples?

First, let’s define the term. “Adiaphora is the plural of the word adiaphoron, which, in
philosophy, refers to a thing that exists outside of moral law. An adiaphoron is an action
that is neither condemned nor approved by morality. Adiaphora means “indifferent

things,” that is, things that are neither right nor wrong, spiritually neutral things.”"’

Second, many items in the Book of Church Order are adiaphora. For instance, how many
times a Presbytery (or General Assembly) must meet each year; what constitutes a
quorum for an official meeting; requirements for ordaining men to the Gospel ministry;
the organizing of a mission work as a particular church, and so forth. However, the
problem arises when the collective wisdom of the church's officers decides to change
something for practical reasons. The current rule may not violate God’s Word, but it also
prevents any further discussion and wisdom on the matter. The rules can’t be changed,

and that stifles honest debate.

19. “What Is the Meaning of Adiaphora?,” GotQuestions.Org, accessed September 25, 2025,
https://www.gotquestions.org/meaning-of-adiaphora.html.
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9. Are there items in the Book of Church Order that are not adiaphora?

Yes. There are many such items. For instance, many BCOs have a section called The
Directory for Worship (or some other title). For some denominations, those items are
constitutionally required. Each of those chapters is doctrinal and theological in nature.
Therefore, they are not merely neutral suggestions to the church, but they are,
presumably, attached to clear teachings from God’s Word. If a denomination has an
immutable constitution, there can never be a discussion or debate on it in the formal
church courts, and even if one could, what would be the purpose? They can’t be changed
and, therefore, may bind the conscience of some officers in the church. Sadly, under those
circumstances, godly men are unable to reform their understanding of God’s Word

further.

10. Won’t constant amendments to the Book of Church Order lead to a bloated book

of polity?

It may lead to that, but that isn’t necessarily a bad thing, depending on the nature of the
amendment. Sometimes, amendments lower the size of the BCO. I don’t think it is
helpful to mandate every detail of church polity, but there may be times when it is

necessary to add to or subtract from it as the need arises.

11. Doesn’t the idea of an unamendable constitution elevate the doctrine of Sola

Scriptura?

No. An argument might be made that where the BCO doesn’t address an issue or subject,
we use the Word of God to determine the proper course of action. Of course, that is a
given and upholds the doctrine of Sola Scriptura. However, if the BCO does speak, it
should be in accordance with the Scriptures and the rules of the light of nature governed
by the principles of Holy Scripture. If the BCO speaks and it is found to conflict with
Scripture, it must be revised to align with Scripture. That fundamental principle resides in
the fact that officers take an oath to uphold the constitution. If the constitution is not
binding, then the process and emphasis change. Since it is binding on the consciences of

officers, it must be amendable, or it destroys both the liberty of conscience and the
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doctrine of Sola Scriptura because an unamendable constitution leaves the officer of the

church with no avenue of change.

12. What should I do if I am an officer in a denomination that has an unamendable

constitution?

I can’t tell you what to do. The answer resides in your willingness to abide by such a rule.
You must evaluate the subject from the pages of God’s Word and pray and seek his

wisdom.
V. Lessons to Learn
In this section, I briefly highlight four key lessons to be learned from these matters.

1. Efforts to erect an unamendable constitution that governs the church have the potential to
lead to schism rather than unity. One example can be cited from the 1662 effort to force
the Book of Common Prayer onto the church. That action led to the formation of the
“non-conformists.” It is possible that such actions would do the same within the ranks of
Presbyterianism.

2. Presbyterianism is historically a deliberative body of elders who examine and debate
issues and topics within the courts of the church. It is rare to see anyone get everything
they want in these debates. It is, therefore, essential to strive for consensus whenever
possible (Acts 15). All constitutions of the church can be helpful to guide the church, but
they can never be made the rule of faith and practice. Any effort to render them
immutable undermines the liberty of conscience and constitutes an attack on the bedrock
principles of Sola Scriptura and Semper Reformanda. Therefore, this is no minor issue.

3. Itis commendable for a denomination to strive to protect itself from error. However, it
risks far greater danger when it elevates fallible human law to the level of divine
revelation. We are to strive for the purity of the church, but that striving will not be
accomplished by an immutable constitution. It cannot be accomplished in this sin-
wrecked world. The issue is the heart.

4. The two central issues that unite all negative responses to an immutable constitution are
the doctrine of Sola Scriptura and issues affecting the conscience as outlined in the

Westminster Confession of Faith, Ch. 20

23



Conclusion

The goal of this article is to demonstrate the flaws embedded in a decision to force men to vow
to uphold an unchangeable BCO. I argued that this is a historic precedent, ignoring the wisdom
of our forefathers throughout the centuries, and even disregarding the practice of other
Presbyterian courts to change the Westminster Standards. 1 sought to demonstrate that holding an
unamendable book elevates the BCO to a level that can only be described as that which should

be held by Scripture alone.

I do not think the adherents of an unamendable constitution deliberately set out to undermine the
bedrock principle of Sola Scriptura. I do not believe they desire to violate the consciences of

officers in the denomination. However, the net result is that both infractions occur.

What concerns me are the potential consequences of these actions. Some Teaching Elders may be
placed in a situation where they must resolve a conflict they didn't initiate, because they cannot,
in good conscience, abide by their vow to uphold a constitution that cannot be amended. They
have Ruling Elders whom they may need to inform and consult about the same. They have
churches that will need to be informed about their pastor's beliefs and may need to decide what

to do.
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