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THE FOUNDATIONS OF PRESBYTERIAN POLITY 

CHAPTER ONE 

THE MISSION OF THE CHURCH1 

F-1.01 GOD’S MISSION 

The good news of the Gospel is that the triune God—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—
creates, redeems, sustains, rules, and transforms all things and all people. This one living 
God, the Scriptures say, liberated the people of Israel from oppression and covenanted to 
be their God. By the power of the Spirit, this one living God is incarnate in Jesus Christ, 
who came to live in the world, die for the world, and be raised again to new life. The 
Gospel of Jesus Christ announces the nearness of God’s kingdom, bringing good news to 
all who are impoverished, sight to all who are blind, freedom to all who are oppressed, 
and proclaiming the Lord’s favor upon all creation. 

The mission of God in Christ gives shape and substance to the life and work of the 
Church. In Christ, the Church participates in God’s mission for the transformation of crea-
tion and humanity by proclaiming to all people the good news of God’s love, offering to all 
people the grace of God at font and table, and calling all people to discipleship in Christ. 
Human beings have no higher goal in life than to glorify and enjoy God now and forever, 
living in covenant fellowship with God and participating in God’s mission. 

F-1.02 JESUS CHRIST IS HEAD OF THE CHURCH 

F-1.0201 The Authority of Christ 

Almighty God, who raised Jesus Christ from the dead and set him above all rule and 
authority, has given to him all power in heaven and on earth, not only in this age but also 
in the age to come.a God has put all things under the Lordship of Jesus Christ and has 
made Christ Head of the Church, which is his body.b The Church’s life and mission are a 
joyful participation in Christ’s ongoing life and work. 

F-1.0202 Christ Calls and Equips the Church 

Christ calls the Church into being, giving it all that is necessary for its mission in 
the world, for its sanctification, and for its service to God. Christ is present with the 
Church in both Spirit and Word. Christ alone rules, calls, teaches, and uses the Church 
as he wills. 

1 Throughout this document and the Form of Government, the capitalized term “Church” refers to the Church 
Universal, the Church as it is called to be in Christ; except as part of a title (i.e. Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.). 
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F-1.0203 Christ Gives the Church Its Life 

Christ gives to the Church its faith and life, its unity and mission, its order and dis-
cipline. Scripture teaches us of Christ’s will for the Church, which is to be obeyed. In 
the worship and service of God and the government of the church, matters are to be 
ordered according to the Word by reason and sound judgment, under the guidance of 
the Holy Spirit. 

F-1.0204 Christ Is the Church’s Hope 

In affirming with the earliest Christians that Jesus is Lord, the Church confesses that 
he is its hope, and that the Church, as Christ’s body, is bound to his authority and thus 
free to live in the lively, joyous reality of the grace of God. 

F-1.0205 Christ Is the Foundation of the Church 

In Christ all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, and through Christ God recon-
ciles all things, whether on earth or in heaven, making peace by the blood of the cross 
(Col. 1:19–20). In Christ’s name, therefore, the Church is sent out to bear witness to the 
good news of reconciliation with God, with others, and with all creation. In Christ the 
Church receives its truth and appeal, its holiness¸ and its unity. 

F-1.03 THE CALLING OF THE CHURCH 

F-1.0301 The Church Is the Body of Christ 

The Church is the body of Christc. Christ gives to the Church all the gifts necessary 
to be his body. The Church strives to demonstrate these gifts in its life as a community in 
the world (1 Cor. 12:27–28): 

The Church is to be a community of faith, entrusting itself to God alone, even at the 
risk of losing its life. 

The Church is to be a community of hope, rejoicing in the sure and certain 
knowledge that, in Christ, God is making a new creation. This new creation is a new 
beginning for human life and for all things. The Church lives in the present on the 
strength of that promised new creation. 

The Church is to be a community of love, where sin is forgiven, reconciliation is ac-
complished, and the dividing walls of hostility are torn down. 

The Church is to be a community of witness, pointing beyond itself through word 
and work to the good news of God’s transforming grace in Christ Jesus its Lord. 

F-1.0302 The Marks of the Church2 

With all Christians of the Church catholic, we affirm that the Church is “one holy 
catholic and apostolic.” 

2 See “The Nicene Creed,” Book of Confessions, 1.3.
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a. The Unity of the Church

Unity is God’s gift to the Church in Jesus Christ. Just as God is one God and Jesus 
Christ is our one Savior, so the Church is one because it belongs to its one Lord, Jesus 
Christ. The Church seeks to include all people and is never content to enjoy the benefits 
of Christian community for itself alone. There is one Church, for there is one Spirit, one 
hope, “one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all, who is above all and 
through all and in all” (Eph. 4:5–6). 

Because in Christ the Church is one, it strives to be one. To be one with Christ is to 
be joined with all those whom Christ calls into relationship with him. To be thus joined 
with one another is to become priests for one another, praying for the world and for one 
another and sharing the various gifts God has given to each Christian for the benefit of 
the whole community. Division into different denominations obscures but does not de-
stroy unity in Christ. The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), affirming its historical continuity 
with the whole Church of Jesus Christ, is committed to the reduction of that obscurity, 
and is willing to seek and to deepen communion with all other churches within the one 
holy catholic and apostolic Churchd. 

b. The Holiness of the Church

Holiness is God’s gift to the Church in Jesus Christ. Through the love of Christ, by 
the power of the Spirit, God takes away the sin of the world. The holiness of the Church 
comes from Christ who sets it apart to bear witness to his love, and not from the purity of 
its doctrine or the righteousness of its actions. 

Because in Christ the Church is holy, the Church, its members, and those in its or-
dered ministries strive to lead lives worthy of the Gospel we proclaim. In gratitude for 
Christ’s work of redemption, we rely upon the work of God’s Spirit through Scripture 
and the means of grace (W-1.0106) to form every believer and every community for this 
holy living. We confess the persistence of sin in our corporate and individual lives. At the 
same time, we also confess that we are forgiven by Christ and called again and yet again 
to strive for the purity, righteousness, and truth revealed to us in Jesus Christ and prom-
ised to all people in God’s new creation. 

c. The Catholicity of the Church

Catholicity is God’s gift to the Church in Jesus Christ. In the life, death, and resur-
rection of Christ, by the power of the Spirit, God overcomes our alienation and repairs 
our division. 

Because in Christ the Church is catholic, it strives everywhere to testify to Christ’s 
embrace of men, women, and children of all times, places, races, nations, ages, condi-
tions, and stations in life. The catholicity of the Church summons the Church to a deeper 
faith, a larger hope, and a more complete love as it bears witness to God’s grace.
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d. The Apostolicity of the Church

Apostolicity is God’s gift to the Church in Jesus Christ. In Christ, by the power of 
the Spirit, God sends the Church into the world to share the gospel of God’s redemption 
of all things and people. 

Because in Christ the Church is apostolic, it strives to proclaim this gospel faithfully. 
The Church receives the good news of salvation in Jesus Christ through the testimony of 
those whom Christ sent, both those whom we call apostles and those whom Christ has 
called throughout the long history of the Church. The Church has been and is even now 
sent into the world by Jesus Christ to bear that testimony to others. The Church bears 
witness in word and work that in Christ the new creation has begun, and that God who 
creates life also frees those in bondage, forgives sin, reconciles brokenness, makes all 
things new, and is still at work in the world. To be members of the body of Christ is to be 
sent out to pursue the mission of God and to participate in God’s new creation, God’s 
kingdom drawing the present into itself. The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) affirms the 
Gospel of Jesus Christ as received from the prophets and apostles, and stands in continui-
ty with God’s mission through the ages. 

The Church strives to be faithful to the good news it has received and accountable to 
the standards of the confessions. The Church seeks to present the claims of Jesus Christ, 
leading persons to repentance, acceptance of Christ alone as Savior and Lord, and new 
life as his disciples. 

The Church is sent to be Christ’s faithful evangelist: 

making disciples of all nations in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy 
Spirit; 

sharing with others a deep life of worship, prayer, fellowship, and service; and 

participating in God’s mission to care for the needs of the sick, poor, and lonely; 
to free people from sin, suffering, and oppression; and to establish Christ’s just, 
loving, and peaceable rule in the world. 

F-1.0303 The Notes of the Reformed Church3  

Where Christ is, there is the true Church. Since the earliest days of the Reformation, 
Reformed Christians have marked the presence of the true Church wherever: 

the Word of God is truly preached and heard, 

the Sacraments are rightly administered, and 

ecclesiastical discipline is uprightly ministered. 

3 See The Scots Confession, Ch. XVIII (The Book of Confessions, 3.18)
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In our own time, we affirm that, in the power of the Spirit, the Church is faithful to 
the mission of Christ as it: 

Proclaims and hears the Word of God, 
responding to the promise of God’s new creation in Christ, and 
inviting all people to participate in that new creation; 

Administers and receives the Sacraments, 
welcoming those who are being engrafted into Christ, 
bearing witness to Christ’s saving death and resurrection, 
anticipating the heavenly banquet that is to come, and 
committing itself in the present to solidarity with the marginalized and the 

hungry; and 

Nurtures a covenant community of disciples of Christ, 
living in the strength of God’s promise and 
giving itself in service to God’s mission. 

F-1.0304 The Great Ends of the Church 

The great ends of the Church are: 

the proclamation of the gospel for the salvation of humankind; 

the shelter, nurture, and spiritual fellowship of the children of God; 

the maintenance of divine worship; 

the preservation of the truth; 

the promotion of social righteousness; and 

the exhibition of the Kingdom of Heaven to the world.4 

F-1.04 OPENNESS TO THE GUIDANCE OF THE HOLY SPIRIT 

F-1.0401 Continuity and Change 

The presbyterian form of government set forth in the Constitution of the Presbyterian 
Church (U.S.A.) is grounded in Scripture and built around the marks of the true Church. 
It is in all things subject to the Lord of the Church. In the power of the Spirit, Jesus Christ 
draws worshiping communities and individual believers into the sovereign activity of the 
triune God at all times and places. As the Church seeks reform and fresh direction, it 

4This statement of the Great Ends of the Church, slightly edited here, came from the United Presbyterian 
Church of North America, which united with the Presbyterian Church in the United States of America in 1958. 
The statement was then made a part of the Constitution of The United Presbyterian Church in the United States 
of America, as the united body was called. This now classic statement was adopted by the United Presbyterian 
Church of North America in 1910, following various actions between 1904 and 1910 looking forward to the 
revision of the church’s Constitution. 
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looks to Jesus Christ who goes ahead of us and calls us to follow him. United with Christ 
in the power of the Spirit, the Church seeks “not [to] be conformed to this world, but [to] 
be transformed by the renewing of [our] minds, so that [we] may discern what is the will 
of God—what is good and acceptable and perfect” (Rom. 12:2). 

F-1.0402 Ecumenicity 

The presbyterian system of government in the Constitution of the Presbyterian 
Church (U.S.A.) is established in light of Scripturee but is not regarded as essential for 
the existence of the Christian Church nor required of all Christians. 

F-1.0403 Unity in Diversity 

“As many of you as were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. 
There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male 
and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus. And if you belong to Christ, then you 
are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to the promise” (Gal. 3:27–29). 

The unity of believers in Christ is reflected in the rich diversity of the Church’s 
membership. In Christ, by the power of the Spirit, God unites persons through baptism 
regardless of race, ethnicity, age, sex, disability, geography, or theological conviction. 
There is therefore no place in the life of the Church for discrimination against any person. 
The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) shall guarantee full participation and representation in 
its worship, governance, and emerging life to all persons or groups within its member-
ship. No member shall be denied participation or representation for any reason other than 
those stated in this Constitution. 

F-1.0404 Openness 

In Jesus Christ, who is Lord of all creation, the Church seeks a new openness to 
God’s mission in the world. In Christ, the triune God tends the least among us, suffers the 
curse of human sinfulness, raises up a new humanity, and promises a new future for all 
creation. In Christ, Church members share with all humanity the realities of creatureli-
ness, sinfulness, brokenness, and suffering, as well as the future toward which God is 
drawing them. The mission of God pertains not only to the Church but also to people 
everywhere and to all creation. As it participates in God’s mission, the Presbyterian 
Church (U.S.A) seeks: 

a new openness to the sovereign activity of God in the Church and in the world, 
to a more radical obedience to Christ, and to a more joyous celebration in wor-
ship and work; 

a new openness in its own membership, becoming in fact as well as in faith a 
community of women and men of all ages, races, ethnicities, and worldly condi-
tions, made one in Christ by the power of the Spirit, as a visible sign of the new 
humanity;
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a new openness to see both the possibilities and perils of its institutional forms 
in order to ensure the faithfulness and usefulness of these forms to God’s activi-
ty in the world; and 

a new openness to God’s continuing reformation of the Church ecumenical, that 
it might be more effective in its mission. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

THE CHURCH AND ITS CONFESSIONS 

F-2.01 THE PURPOSE OF CONFESSIONAL STATEMENTS 

The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) states its faith and bears witness to God’s grace in 
Jesus Christ in the creeds and confessions in the Book of Confessions. In these statements 
the church declares to its members and to the world who and what it is, what it believes, 
and what it resolves to do. These statements identify the church as a community of people 
known by its convictions as well as by its actions. They guide the church in its study and 
interpretation of the Scriptures; they summarize the essence of Reformed Christian tradi-
tion; they direct the church in maintaining sound doctrines; they equip the church for its 
work of proclamation. They serve to strengthen personal commitment and the life and 
witness of the community of believers. 

The creeds and confessions of this church arose in response to particular circum-
stances within the history of God’s people. They claim the truth of the Gospel at those 
points where their authors perceived that truth to be at risk. They are the result of prayer, 
thought, and experience within a living tradition. They appeal to the universal truth of the 
Gospel while expressing that truth within the social and cultural assumptions of their 
time. They affirm a common faith tradition, while also from time to time standing in ten-
sion with each other. 

F-2.02 THE CONFESSIONS AS SUBORDINATE STANDARDS 

These confessional statements are subordinate standards in the church,a subject to the 
authority of Jesus Christ, the Word of God, as the Scriptures bear witness to him. While 
confessional standards are subordinate to the Scriptures, they are, nonetheless, standards. 
They are not lightly drawn up or subscribed to, nor may they be ignored or dismissed. 
The church is prepared to instruct, counsel with, or even to discipline one ordained who 
seriously rejects the faith expressed in the confessions. Moreover, the process for chang-
ing the confessions of the church is deliberately demanding, requiring a high degree of 
consensus across the church. Yet the church, in obedience to Jesus Christ, is open to the 
reform of its standards of doctrine as well as of governance. The church affirms Ecclesia 
reformata, semper reformanda secundum verbum Dei, that is, “The church reformed, 
always to be reformed according to the Word of God” in the power of the Spirit. 

F-2.03 THE CONFESSIONS AS STATEMENTS OF THE FAITH OF THE CHURCH

CATHOLIC 

In its confessions, the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) witnesses to the faith of the 
Church catholic. The confessions express the faith of the one holy catholic and apostol-
ic Churchb in the recognition of canonical Scriptures and the formulation and adoption 
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of the ecumenical creeds, notably the Nicene and Apostles’ Creeds with their defini-
tions of the mystery of the triune God and of the incarnation of the eternal Word of 
God in Jesus Christ. 

F-2.04 THE CONFESSIONS AS STATEMENTS OF THE FAITH OF THE PROTESTANT

REFORMATION 

In its confessions, the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) upholds the affirmations of the 
Protestant Reformation. The focus of these affirmations is God’s grace in Jesus Christ as 
revealed in the Scriptures. The Protestant watchwords—grace alone,c faith alone,d Scrip-
ture alonee—embody principles of understanding that continue to guide and motivate the 
people of God in the life of faith. 

F-2.05 THE CONFESSIONS AS STATEMENTS OF THE FAITH OF THE REFORMED

TRADITION 

In its confessions, the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) expresses the faith of the Re-
formed tradition. Central to this tradition is the affirmation of the majesty,f holiness,g and 
providence of Godh who in Christ and by the power of the Spirit creates,i sustains,j rules,k 
and redeemsl the world in the freedom of sovereign righteousness and love.m Related to 
this central affirmation of God’s sovereignty are other great themes of the Reformed tra-
dition: 

The electionn of the people of God for service as well as for salvationo; 

Covenant life marked by a disciplined concern for order in the church according 
to the Word of God; 

A faithful stewardship that shuns ostentation and seeks proper use of the gifts of 
God’s creation; and 

The recognition of the human tendency to idolatryp and tyranny,q which calls the 
people of God to work for the transformation of society by seeking justice and 
living in obedience to the Word of God. 
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