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       Consensus versus Simple Majority: Should decisions be made by consensus or simple
majority? Consider what is implied in those two options. The word consensus means general
agreement, representative trend, or opinion. It is related to the words “consent” and
“consensual.” In contrast, majority rule can be a 51% dictatorship for the 49% who don’t agree
and this certainly works against unity. Consensus, however, seeks to build unity.
       Would God have His church make decisions based on consensus or majority rule? Consider
the following biblical texts: “How good and pleasant it is when brothers live together in unity”
(Ps 133:1); “I appeal to you, brothers, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of you agree
with one another so that there may be no divisions among you and that you may be perfectly
united in mind and thought” (1Co 1:10); “Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit
through the bond of peace” (Ep 4:3); “Make my joy complete by being like-minded, having the
same love, being one in spirit and purpose” (Php 2:2); “Clothe yourselves with compassion,
kindness, humility, gentleness and patience. Bear with each other and forgive whatever
grievances you may have against one another. Forgive as the Lord forgave you. And over all
these virtues put on love, which binds them all together in perfect unity” (Col 3:12-15).
       Systematic, thoroughly thought out, well-presented teaching that is soaked in fervent prayer
on any given matter under discussion will facilitate mature discussion. Even though leaders will
bring teachings during church meetings that are relevant to the issue under consideration, much
of the consensus building process will occur apart from a church service. It will happen one-on-
one, brother to brother, during the fellowship of the Lord’s Supper, in midweek social visits, via
phone conversations, by text and e-mail, etc. To bring church members into agreement with one
another takes time, patience, humility, gentleness and the ministry of elders. There is a vast
difference between consensus and simple majority rule (which involves voting and a 51%
“win”).
       Congregational Voting: In the consensus process, there may never be a time that an actual
vote is taken on anything. The leadership should know each brother’s position based on having
spoken to each one individually. In this process, due consideration should be given to the
opinions of godly, mature, longstanding members rather than those who just begin to attend.
When the time is right, after overall consensus is reached, after any remaining few dissenters
have been asked to yield to the elders, the achievement of consensus can be announced and the
proposal implemented.
      Should there be a general meeting of the church where an issue is discussed to find out
if there is consensus? Ideally, the church should be small enough that the leadership knows
where each person in the church stands on any given issue without necessarily having to call a
general meeting. However, it would be appropriate to have special meetings (apart from worship
services) for teaching and discussing important issues.
       How does male leadership in the home and church impact this process? Men who are
weak leaders in the home will be weak leaders in the church. Involving all the brothers in the
consensus process will help strengthen the men of the church and encourage them to be better
leaders at home.
       In the consensus process, exactly who makes the decisions, men and women both or
only the men? See 1 Corinthians 11:1ff, 14:33-35, 1 Timothy 2:11-15. Everyone’s thoughts are
important. Within the Trinity, though God the Father and God the Son are equal persons, the Son
voluntarily submits to the Father’s will. Even though men and women are absolutely equal in
God’s sight, wives are called on to submit to their husbands. God is the head of Christ, Christ is
the head of the church, and the husband is the head of his family. One way this order is expressed
within the church is that only men are to serve as elders and teachers. This order is further
expressed in that the men, as the heads of their homes, are ultimately to represent their wives’
opinions in the consensus process. Certainly, the wives have valid opinions and insights. These
concerns may be expressed directly by the women or through their husbands. A loving husband



concerns may be expressed directly by the women or through their husbands. A loving husband
will duly consider his wife’s views, but it is the brothers who have the last say. It is the brothers
who must make decisions that are binding on the church.
       In matters of mere preference, being considerate of the women and yielding to their desires
is the proper course to take.  However, in matters of theology or the application of theological or
sin issues, the men must make the final decisions. In his commentary on 1 Corinthians 14:33-35,
R.C.H. Lenski quotes from an Opinion of the Theological Faculty of Capital University: “How
the granting of voice and vote to women in all congregational meetings can do anything but
place women completely on a level with men in all such meetings and gravely interfere with
their divinely ordered subjection and obedience, we are unable to see.”
       When do issues rise to the level that church consensus is needed? It is impractical to
involve the church in every little decision that is made. The key is to focus on consensus in major
issues: how funds are spent, elder and deacon selection, where the church meets, big changes to
the way meetings are conducted, planting a new church, sending or supporting missionaries,
starting outreach ministries, etc.
       When does the size of the congregation become a problem? No magic number is ever
given in Scripture. If a church is too big for the elders to know and have a relationship with every
man, it is too big. Consensus governing works best in a congregation small enough for everyone
to know and love each other. Relationships must be strong enough to allow people to work
through disagreements without someone getting upset and leaving the church. It is noteworthy
that the early church met in Roman villas; the typical villa could accommodate around 100
people.
       What about the uncommitted or newly converted—Do their voices count in the
consensus process? There will almost always be spiritually immature people in a church. Their
opinions should carry as much weight as their involvement with the church. This is also precisely
where Hebrews 13:17 comes into play. After reasonable discussion and appeal, such persons are
to listen to and yield to the wisdom of the elders.
       How should universal church consensus apply to interpreting the Bible? Certainly, we
should study the Bible as individuals, but we should not study the Bible individualistically. We
need to weigh our interpretations against the consensus of the whole Church—not just our local
church, but the Church universal. Historical humility is called for. To reject the time-tested
conclusions of millions of our fellow believers over thousands of years is to effectively make
one’s self into a little Pope (who fancies he has divine right to interpret Scripture on his own).
       The Scriptures teach that the Holy Spirit dwells in every believer. As we survey the beliefs
of the Church around the world today and throughout the past two millennia of church history,
various fundamental agreements can be readily observed concerning the correct interpretation of
Scripture. This has to be more than coincidence. It is the work of the Spirit. Some of these
general agreements are about such matters as the virgin birth, the Trinity (One God in Three
Persons), the deity of Christ, the propitiatory nature of Christ’s death on the cross, the bodily
resurrection of Christ, the future bodily return of Christ, the future bodily resurrection of the
dead, and the inspiration of Scripture. When the entire church universal has arrived at a
consensus regarding a doctrine, it becomes authoritative. Does one lone congregation have the
right to defy the consensus of the whole church in the world and throughout history? These basic
agreed-upon doctrines constitute the regula fide, the rule of faith. We need a good dose of
historical humility!
       Thus, we see there are limits to what a local church as a decision-making body should
decide. Certain topics are out of bounds, off-limits, category errors. No local church has license
to redefine the historic Christian faith. Some doctrines are simply not open for debate. Each
ekklésia is to operate within the bounds of orthodoxy. The elders are to rule off-limits the
consideration of harmful and heretical ideas (1Ti 1:3). This is because the church at large today,
and throughout time past, already has consensus on certain fundamental interpretations of
Scripture. The Holy Spirit has not failed in His mission of guiding the church into all truth (Jn
16:13). As G. K. Chesterton said, “Tradition means giving votes to the most obscure of all
classes, our ancestors. It is the democracy of the dead. Tradition refuses to submit to the small
and arrogant oligarchy of those who merely happen to be walking about.”
       Plural Leadership: New Testament references to local church leaders are generally in the
plural. For instance: “they had appointed elders for them in every church” (Acts 14:23); “call for
the elders of the church” (Ja 5:14). From such texts as these, many have inferred that each local



the elders of the church” (Ja 5:14). From such texts as these, many have inferred that each local
church should, ideally, have a plurality of elders. Generally speaking, each church should have as
many men serve as elders as are qualified. Ideally, it should be a plurality. Some of the benefits
of plural leadership are:
       1. There is less chance of a dictatorship developing. Remember Lord Acton’s wise words:
“Power tends to corrupt, and absolute power corrupts absolutely. Great men are almost always
bad men.” However, even if there is only one brother qualified to serve as elder, an
understanding that elder rule is to include building consensus among all the brothers will help
avoid the development of a modern Diotrephes: “I have written something to the church, but
Diotrephes, who likes to put himself first, does not acknowledge our authority. So if I come, I
will bring up what he is doing, talking wicked nonsense against us. And not content with that, he
refuses to welcome the brothers, and also stops those who want to and puts them out of the
church” (3Jn 1:9-10).
       2. There is a better advantage in dealing with an attack of wolves: “I know that after my
departure fierce wolves will come in among you, not sparing the flock; and from among your
own selves will arise men speaking twisted things, to draw away the disciples after them” (Acts
20:29-30). As Ecclesiastes says, “Though one may be overpowered, two can defend themselves.
A cord of three strands is not quickly broken” (4:12).
       3. There is greater wisdom: “By wise guidance you can wage your war, and in abundance of
counselors there is victory” (Pr 24:6).
       4. As reflected in Jethro’s advice to Moses (Ex 18:13-27), a plurality of elders distributes the
workload for hospital visitation, teaching, counseling, dealing with problems, etc.
       5. It taps into a broader range of spiritual gifts. Not all elders are equally gifted or motivated:
 “Let the elders who rule well be considered worthy of double honor, especially those who labor
in preaching and teaching” (1Ti 5:17).
       6. It has been said that it is lonely at the top. Being a sole elder can be lonely and
discouraging. A plurality of elders makes for mutual encouragement.
       Servant Leadership: The Scriptures refer to church leaders as servants. This emphasizes
the need for courageous, humble, servant leadership. Today, many would flock to a leadership
conference, but how many would be interested in a servant’s conference? Jesus always taught,
loved and lived by example that the Good Shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.
       Jesus has authority over the church and all creation. Yet, when Jesus humbled Himself and
became a man, He came to earth as a servant (Php 2:5-8). Jesus said: “the Son of Man came not
to be served but to serve” (Mt 20:28). Jesus taught: “whoever would be first among you must be
your slave” (Mt 20:27). Leaders are to be great in service.
       Hebrews 13:17 indicates the church is to yield to its leaders. However, Jesus’ comments on
leadership must be both the starting point and final reference for understanding an elder’s
authority. Contrasting the authority of secular leaders with that of church leaders, Jesus declared,
“But not so with you.” Instead, Jesus said the church leader’s authority seems to be that of a
child and a waiter—precisely those in Roman society who had the least authority in the normal
sense of the word. Certainly, a church leader has more wisdom and understanding than a child.
Indeed, he should be among the wisest in the church. Doubtless, there is a high degree of
hyperbole in Jesus’ words; yet, the application to be gleaned is that rather than lording over the
church, church leaders are to serve the church by humble example. This type of “authority” will
not work in secular governments nor business, but only in a redeemed community.
       Elder Rule & Congregational Consensus: Elders are to guide, model, persuade, teach,
feed, counsel, protect, warn, advise, rebuke, and correct. After a process of persuading, the
church is to yield to its elders in the Lord. However, it is helpful to properly assess the
relationship that existed in the New Testament era between local elders and their churches. For
instance, there is a surprising lack of emphasis on local church leaders in New Testament
writings. Instead of writing directly to the leaders, the apostles wrote to entire churches. Notice
their leadership style. They did not simply issue directives. They urged, persuaded, argued, and
convinced whole congregations. This is how elders are also to relate to their congregations.
Elders must be imminently good at persuading with the truth. This apostolic emphasis on entire
churches, rather than on just the leadership of the churches, arises from the fact that
responsibility for decision making rests with the ekklésia (church) as a whole together with its
elders.
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