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Introduction 

 The church covenant has traditionally been a part of Baptist church life. As Charles W. 

Deweese says in the opening sentence of his book on Baptist church covenants, “Baptists 

worldwide have written and used hundreds, and perhaps thousands, of church covenants since 

initiating that development in England in the early 1600s.”
1
 In fact, there are Baptists that would 

go as far as saying, “Members received without covenant are not properly members, and a 

church that exists without covenant is not properly a church.”
2
 

 The purpose of this paper will be to examine the concept of the church covenant and 

evaluate its contribution to Christian community life. This paper will briefly examine the 

definition of a church covenant and the origin of the church covenant in Baptist ecclesiology, 

look at formal versus informal church covenants, and then examine some of the arguments 

against the use of church covenants in Christian churches. It will affirm that church covenants 

are a formalization of a mutual agreement of a group of people to be a local church, and that 

while the level of formality may vary according to the context, mutual agreement is necessary in 

order to be a church. 

Definition of a Church Covenant 

 To begin a discussion on church covenants, it is important to start by defining what a 

church covenant is. Charles Deweese writes that a church covenant is “a series of written pledges 

based on the Bible which church members voluntarily make to God and to one another regarding 

their basic moral and spiritual commitments and the practice of their faith.”
3
 Similarly, Kevin 
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Bauder writes that a church covenant is “the document that states the understanding of the 

members as to the nature and mission of the church. The covenant specifies the obligations under 

which the church’s members are placing themselves.”
4
 Both of these writers stress that a church 

covenant is a written document and delineates the obligations of church members.
5
 

 Another helpful definition is given by B. H. Carroll. He says, “What is the ecclesiastical 

meaning of the word [covenant] as used by Baptists? It means that agreement between saved 

individuals by which they associate themselves into a local church, setting forth their mutual 

engagements as members of one body.”
6
 This definition adds the idea that the covenant is 

essentially an agreement, and has a constitutive function in a local church. 

 This constitutive function of the church covenant is as old as Baptist ecclesiology. John 

Smyth, one of the first English Baptists, said that “a visible communion [i.e. a local church] of 

saints is of two, three, or more saints joined together by covenant with God and themselves 

[…].”
7
 This definition of a church as believers covenanted together has become a common 

definition of the church for Baptists. Even the Baptist Faith and Message 2000, the doctrinal 

statement of the Southern Baptist Convention, states that a local church is, among other things, 

an “autonomous local congregation of baptized believers, associated by covenant in the faith and 

fellowship of the gospel […].”
8
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Origins of Church Covenants among Baptist Churches 

 Why have Baptists held this view of church covenants? Several writers have pointed out 

that historically, Baptists have developed their ecclesiology in the context of a Christianized 

Europe in which church and state were wed together.
9
 Kevin Bauder writes that since (unlike 

other traditions) free churches do not consist of all of the population of a given area, “each 

gathered church relies upon its covenant to distinguish it from the surrounding community. It is 

the covenant that sets a church apart from other institutions and makes it a church.”
10

 Unlike 

New Testament times, early Baptists had to disengage themselves from a culture that had 

inappropriately adopted the Christian faith. In this context, the “faith” of whole nations would be 

determined by decision of the monarch, and many people who were Christian by association or 

in name had never truly been converted. Early Baptists needed a mechanism by which they could 

constitute a truly Christian community (a church) in contradistinction to the competing claims of 

Christendom around them. 

 Historically this was tied to the Baptist belief in a regenerate church membership. It was 

expected among members of Baptist churches that members be personally converted and walk in 

a way that gives credibility to that profession. If a member were to begin living a life 

characterized by sin, the church would feel the obligation to discipline that member. This 

required that churches make clear the expectations for church members. Church covenants 

provided a way for churches to make those expectations clear for church members. 

                                                                                                                                                             
 

8
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May 6, 2013. See the section “Where Do Church Covenants Come From?” See also, Kevin Bauder, “Of Church 

Organization.” 
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 A second reason why Baptists have held the view that the church covenant constitutes the 

church is because of the implications of the concept of the believer’s church. As Brand and 

Hankins write in One Sacred Effort, the early Anabaptists who started the free church tradition 

argued that if a person is justified by faith (as the early reformers taught), then this doctrine 

ought to impact our ecclesiology. Specifically, since the faith that justifies a person is a voluntary 

acceptance of the gospel, then church membership should be conceived of as a voluntary 

acceptance of the obligations of the Christian life and community, rather than an institution that 

one enters by birth.
11

 It is easy to see how this concept of voluntary association lends itself to the 

view that church covenants are the constitutive element of a church. 

 Lastly, the practical consideration of the question “what makes a church a church” also 

leads Baptists to consider the church covenant a constitutive element of a church. That is to say, 

are any two or three Christians who read the Bible together considered a church? Most Christians 

would say no. As Kevin Bauder says, “Not every assembly of believers is a church. To constitute 

a church, a body of believers must—at minimum—purpose to be a church.”
12

 The church 

covenant, while it may do other things, at least functions as a formal way of agreeing to be a 

church. 

 This covenant forms the self-understanding of the members with regard to what kind of 

relationship they are entering into. This is what the 1646 London Confession speaks of when it 

says that a church is “a company of visible saints […] joined to the Lord, and each other, by 

mutual agreement […].”
13

 The constitutive aspect of the church covenant, then, is the fact that 
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the church is constituted by virtue of mutual agreement rather than by virtue of birth into a 

particular community or family or other geopolitical association. 

Formal vs. Informal Covenants 

 If it is accepted that the concept of a church covenant is at a very basic level the 

agreement of the members to be a church, then it is possible that this agreement can be either 

formal or informal. This is recognized by many Baptists. For example, Gregory Wills says that 

“Believers become a church of Jesus Christ when they jointly pledge to be a church of Jesus 

Christ. Implicitly or explicitly (it ought to be explicit), they covenant together in the faith and 

fellowship of the gospel.”
14

 Similarly, Kevin Bauder explains the lack of specific mention of 

church covenants in the New Testament this way: 

This is not to say that every church has always had a formal, written document that expressed its 

covenant. Probably no New Testament church had such a text. In every case, however, a true 

church exists by virtue of two details. First, the members purpose to be a church. Second, they 

agree in what that entails. If that is how a covenant is defined, then the New Testament churches 

did indeed ground themselves in a covenant.
15

 

 

 This suggests that whether a church has a written covenant or not may depend on the 

circumstances. This is may also be true of other aspects of church life, like church membership – 

in some contexts, these things might be helpful, and in other contexts they might be 

superfluous.
16

 What remains unchangeable is the biblical view of the church as consisting in a 
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defined group of people who identify themselves as a church. Beyond this the details could be 

left largely dependent upon the context and determined by the needs of the church. 

 For example, if this is true, it would make sense of the fact that in the New Testament 

there is no mention of church covenants or an explicit membership. In the context of pagan 

Rome in the earliest part of church history, there were no denominations in which Christians of 

various convictions could divide themselves, and the context was at various times hostile to the 

faith. Communities were likely small, consisting of handfuls of believers in each large city. 

These contextual factors could likely produce the social structures of the church that are 

described in the New Testament almost automatically without a formal membership process or 

written covenant. 

 These factors might mirror the context in hostile environments today. In many Muslim 

countries, the church structures as they are described in the New Testament might come about 

relatively automatically as a result of the preaching of the gospel and conversion of people. 

 On the other hand, it is also easy to see how the church structures in early Baptist life 

came about by means of more formal processes. In their context, Christianity went hand in hand 

                                                                                                                                                             
 “In the mobile and diffuse societies of the West, believers are free to gather without official interference or 

persecution. In such a setting, written membership lists present a fine application of the biblical constants. They 

might even be necessary in order to enable the congregation and its leaders to keep track of who is and is not a 

member of the church. The goal of such lists is to distinguish church members from unaccountable professors, and 

to keep track of who has been correctively disciplined. 

 But in a pioneer, restrictive, or hostile context, the few believers probably all know one another. There may 

be only one local church option, a not-so-public gathering in a local home or apartment. Or there might be a network 

of local apartment churches. Here, keeping lists of members would be unwise, since it creates an unnecessary risk 

for the local body when houses are searched and books and papers are confiscated. Further, there are no 

disconnected believers and the borders of the local church are very clear to all. Persecution clarifies the borders even 

more. When a person is baptized in such a context, it's very clear (to insiders and some outsiders) that he now 

belongs to Christ and this local assembly. Desire for baptism in those contexts is an inherently credible profession of 

faith. When a believer is chased from his hometown and must identify with another local underground church, he is 

usually already known by the receiving church. News of persecution travels fast. There is usually no need for a 

written letter of recommendation. To insist upon one is simply unnecessary. 

 In a more complex and diverse society where Christianity has been favored and local churches enjoy legal 

status, written membership lists and letters of transfer are wise applications of identifiable membership. 

The universal constant is that the local church must know who is a joiner and who is still an outsider. Cultural 

concerns guide how that constant is applied locally.” 
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with the political structures and society at large was considered “Christianized.” When they 

determined that faithfulness to God would mean departing from the way of life around them, the 

early Anabaptists and Baptists needed to find more formal ways to separate themselves to God as 

churches from the surrounding “Christian” culture. This might also be the case in many places 

today, such as the southern U.S.A where the culture is extremely religious and “Christianized.” It 

may be more helpful in these cases to guard the pathway of discipleship with an intentional 

membership process and explicit church covenant that states the expectations of discipleship in 

that particular context. 

 As a final thought on informal vs. formal covenants, it may be worth thinking about 

whether there are some common factors that determine when and how the context lends itself to 

more formal vs. informal church processes. For example, it may be possible that in areas of high 

hostility where the cost of discipleship is high, people who associate with the group of believers 

might need less in the way of formal structures to stay on the path of discipleship. Furthermore, 

it may be possible that in contexts where Christianity is generally accepted, the more dangerous 

temptation is the identification of the church with the culture and more formal mechanisms are 

necessary to guard biblical faithfulness. These considerations suggest that it could be profitable 

to study whether the discipline of sociology sheds any light on how groups build and maintain 

boundaries, and whether there might be any practical applications to ecclesiology.
17

 

Some Objections to Church Covenants 

 What follows is an evaluation of some arguments against the idea of having a church 

covenant. The first argument is that there are no church covenants mentioned in the New 

Testament. “The only examples of covenants between men are found in the Old Testament.  

                                                 
 

17
 Wayne A. Meeks. The First Urban Christians: The Social World of the Apostle Paul (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 1983). Chapter 3, “The Formation of the Ekklesia” gives a helpful analysis of how the early church 

compared to other social institutions of the time. 
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There are no examples in the New Testament; thus, there are no Biblical examples of ‘church 

covenants.’”
18

 This objection is technically correct, and should warn Christians that it is not 

biblically commanded to write a formalized document called a church covenant. However, if the 

argument presented in this paper is accepted—that a church covenant is a formalized agreement 

among Christians to be a church—then it is immediately apparent that while there were no 

formalized agreements mentioned in the New Testament, each of the churches mentioned in the 

New Testament understood themselves to be a church, and therefore in an informal way had 

indeed “covenanted together.” 

 Another argument is that a church covenant will threaten the authority and sufficiency of 

Scripture. For example, the pastors of Faith Baptist Church were concerned that “[…] the sole-

authority and, also, the sufficiency of the Scriptures for all that we believe and do are 

jeopardized” by a church covenant.
19

 This is also a worthy concern for a church. This reminds 

Christians that a church covenant should be biblical in content. The church covenant should be a 

summary of the church’s understanding of what the Bible teaches about living as a disciple of 

Christ in His community. It should be “a summary of how God would have us live.  It does not 

include every explicit command regarding obedience, but it does give a general summary of 

what it means to live as a disciple of Christ.”
20

 

                                                 
 

18
 Faith Baptist Church, State College, PA. Church Covenant – Presentation and Talking Points. 

(unpublished church document from a series of meetings from October 12, 2004-March 4, 2005.), page 3.1. This 

document is from a church that the writer of this paper was a part of several years ago. The church decided, under 

the direction of the pastors, do remove the church covenant from the church documents. While I will be replying to 

their objections in this paper, it is important to note that I respect the pastors of the church deeply and think them 

worthy of honor. My disagreement with them on this issue implies no lack of love or gratitude for the way God used 

them in my life. 
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 Faith Baptist Church, 4.0. 
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 On the other hand, if a church covenant is considered a threat to the sole authority and 

sufficiency of Scripture, would not a church doctrinal statement do so also? It seems consistent 

to say that if the church doctrinal statement could contain a summary of what the church believes 

the Bible to teach on matters such as the trinity without threatening the authority and sufficiency 

of Scripture, then a church covenant could also contain a summary of what the church considers 

the Bible to teach about community life without threatening the place of Scripture. 

 A third argument against church covenants is that “A church covenant replaces the 

‘Lordship of Christ’ over one’s conscience with a ‘list of man’ especially in ‘matters of 

conscience.’”
21

 This is closely related to the previous argument, and is also worth considering. 

But it is really only a valid argument against a covenant that goes beyond the biblical teaching. If 

a covenant is a faithful summary of the biblical teaching on the community life of the church, 

then it would represent exactly only the Lordship of Christ over the church. This is also a good 

warning to Christians not to go beyond the biblical teaching in what it requires of members, 

especially in areas that may be contested, such as the consumption of alcohol or styles of music 

or dress. In these cases, the Romans 14 is clear that we should not force our own convictions 

upon others, and to do so in a church covenant would be a violation of God’s will. 

 A fourth argument comes from a different direction. Alan Knox, who is a part of a 

“hybrid (less institutional, more simple) church,” has expressed the concern that church 

covenants “separate the body of Christ into exclusive, isolated groups.”
22

 The ramifications of 

this are the fact that “Believers only consider themselves responsible for caring for those who are 

                                                 
 

21
 Faith Baptist Church, 4.0. 
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 Alan Knox, “About,” The Assembling of the Church: the Weblog of Alan Knox, 

http://www.alanknox.net/about/ (accessed May 6, 2013). Alan Knox. “The church Covenant.” The Assembling of 

the Church: The Weblog of Alan Knox, entry posted August 22, 2008, http://www.alanknox.net/2008/08/church-

covenant/ (accessed May 6, 2013). 
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part of their ‘covenanted community’. […] [All Christians] are members of the same family and 

thus are responsible for one another.”
23

 This is a valid concern, and he is right to point out that 

we have obligations that go beyond our local church. 

 Where he is wrong is in pitting the obligation Christians have toward all Christians 

against their obligation toward their local church. While there is overlap between the broad 

movement known as Christianity and the group that is our local church, they are different things. 

While Christians have the same obligation to love one another wherever they meet each other, 

there is a particular relationship of commitment that members of a local church have that 

escalates the obligation to love one another. 

 The real problem that Knox has with the church covenant stems from his view of the 

church. It seems from reading his blog that he views the church strictly in terms of the universal 

church. For example, in a post called “Church Membership,” he says, “How many churches are 

there? Certainly there are thousands of groups who call themselves a church. But, from God’s 

perspective, how many churches are there? I think there is only one.”
24

 He says that there is 

nothing in the Bible about local church membership. Rather, there is only one church and a 

person enters it by virtue of their salvation.
25

 In light of this belief that there is only one church 

“from God’s perspective,” Knox seems to believe that it would be illegitimate for a group of 

Christians to commit with one another to be a church in addition to the relationship that they 

have with all other Christians by virtue of their faith in Christ. 
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 Protestants broadly recognize that there is only one universal church into which a person 

enters by virtue of his salvation. Only God knows everyone who is truly saved and thus a 

member of the universal church. But in addition, most Protestants also recognize that the 

universal church manifests itself in the form of various local churches which consist of 

recognized members. 

 In fact, it is puzzling to read Knox’s comments to the effect that there is only one church 

in Scripture in light of the fact that the word “church” is used in the plural 35 times in the N.A.27 

text. For example, Luke says that at a particular time “the churches were strengthened in the 

faith” (Acts 16:5); Paul says that he gives particular instructions “in all the churches” (1 Cor. 

7:17), and speaks of “the churches of Macedonia” (2 Cor. 8:1). While Knox is right to speak of 

one church into which we enter by virtue of salvation, he is wrong if what he is saying is that 

there are not particular distinguishable communities that Scripture refers to as “churches.” Since 

it is scriptural to speak of “churches,” then it is appropriate to ask what qualifies a group of 

Christians as a church and to propose that the group becomes a church by virtue of mutual 

agreement and purpose to be one. Therefore, church covenants are not a matter of dividing 

Christians from one another, as Knox fears, but a matter of bringing Christians together into a 

committed, community relationship. 

 None of the above objections conclusively show that the concept of covenant as a mutual 

agreement to be a church is flawed. Moreover, none of them satisfactorily prove that it is 

impermissible or unwise to formalize these agreements into a written document. On the other 

hand, the above mentioned objectives warn churches of several dangers. 1) The danger of seeing 

the obligations Christians have toward other Christians to consist solely in our obligations to 

fellow church members. 2) The danger of assuming that every church must have a written 
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document called a church covenant. 3) The danger of going beyond what Scripture says in 

writing a church covenant, or establishing the church covenant as a distinct authority beside 

Scripture, rather than a faithful summary of Scripture’s requirements. 

Conclusion 

 This present writer accepts as consistent with the biblical teaching the concept that in 

order for a group of Christians to be a church, they must at least intend and agree to be a church. 

This mutual intent and agreement to be a church has often been called a church covenant. In 

addition, it may be helpful to have some basic agreement about the nature of the Christian life 

and obligations of the church members to one another. This agreement may be formalized into a 

written covenant, or it may remain informal and understood, depending on the context and needs 

of the congregation. This view of the church as a “covenanted community” arises out of the 

Baptist tradition and is most consistent with the Baptist view of regenerate church membership 

and the church as a voluntary association. 
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