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CHAPTER THREE 
PRINCIPLES OF ORDER AND GOVERNMENT 

F-3.01 HISTORIC PRINCIPLES OF CHURCH ORDER1 

In setting forth this Book of Order, the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) reaffirms the historic principles of church order, which have 
been a part of our common heritage and which are basic to our Presbyterian concept and system of church government, namely: 

F-3.0101 God Is Lord of the Conscience 

a. That “God alone is Lord of the conscience, and hath left it free from the doctrines and commandments of men2 which are 
in anything contrary to his Word, or beside it, in matters of faith or worship.”3 

b. Therefore we consider the rights of private judgment, in all matters that respect religion, as universal and unalienable: 
We do not even wish to see any religious constitution aided by the civil power, further than may be necessary for protection and secu-
rity, and at the same time, be equal and common to all others. 

F-3.0102 Corporate Judgment 

That, in perfect consistency with the above principle of common right, every Christian Church, or union or association of particu-
lar churches, is entitled to declare the terms of admission into its communion, and the qualifications of its ministers and members, as 
well as the whole system of its internal government which Christ hath appointed; that in the exercise of this right they may, notwith-
standing, err, in making the terms of communion either too lax or too narrow; yet, even in this case, they do not infringe upon the lib-
erty or the rights of others, but only make an improper use of their own. 

F-3.0103 Officers 

That our blessed Savior, for the edification of the visible Church, which is his body, hath appointed officers,4 not only to preach 
the gospel and administer the Sacraments, but also to exercise discipline, for the preservation of both truth and duty; and that it is in-
cumbent upon these officers, and upon the whole Church, in whose name they act, to censure or cast out the erroneous and scandalous, 
observing, in all cases, the rules contained in the Word of God. 

F-3.0104 Truth and Goodness 

That truth is in order to goodness; and the great touchstone of truth, its tendency to promote holiness, according to our Savior’s 
rule, “By their fruits ye shall know them.” And that no opinion can either be more pernicious or more absurd than that which brings 
truth and falsehood upon a level, and represents it as of no consequence what a man’s opinions are. On the contrary, we are persuaded 
that there is an inseparable connection between faith and practice, truth and duty. Otherwise it would be of no consequence either to 
discover truth or to embrace it. 

F-3.0105 Mutual Forbearance 

That, while under the conviction of the above principle we think it necessary to make effectual provision that all who are admitted 
as teachers be sound in the faith, we also believe that there are truths and forms with respect to which men of good characters and 
principles may differ. And in all these we think it the duty both of private Christians and societies to exercise mutual forbearance to-
ward each other. 

 
1This section, with the exception of the first paragraph, was first drawn up by the Synod of New York and Philadelphia, and prefixed to the Form of Government as 
published by that body in 1788. In that year, the synod was divided into four synods and gave place to the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church in the United 
States of America, which held its first meeting the following year. The four synods formed were the Synod of New York and New Jersey, the Synod of Philadelphia, the 
Synod of Virginia, and the Synod of the Carolinas. The presbyteries of these four synods were represented in the first General Assembly, which met in Philadelphia on 
May 21, 1789. The general plan drawn up in 1788 became that by which the Presbyterian Church in the United States and The United Presbyterian Church in the United 
States of America were subsequently governed. 

2 The words “men” and “man’s” throughout this quotation from the eighteenth century should be understood as applying to all persons. 

3 See the Westminster Confession of Faith (The Book of Confessions, 6.109). 

4 The terms “officers” and “office” are preserved here as part of the historic language of the Principles. Elsewhere in the Form of Government the terms “ordered minis-
ter” and “ordered ministry” are used in place of “officer” and “office.” 


