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“Y’ALL are no longer strangers and foreigners, but fellow-citizens
With the saints and members of the household of God,

Having been built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets,  
Jesus Christ Himself being the chief cornerstone…”

 
The true church hath power to judge of all doctrines, and that both of 
its officers and councils. The clergy and ecclesiastical men have been 
prone to challenge to themselves the knowledge and judgment of 
doctrines, and have excluded ordinary Christians from it; whereas in 
truth, the judgment of doctrine belongs to the people, and not to the 
ministers. The Apostle commands them, to try the spirits, whether 
they be of God, and hath said,

“Let one or two speak, and the rest judge (I Cor.14.29).”
 

By which, with many other scriptures, it is evident that the ministers 
are not to judge of the doctrine for the people, but the people are to 
judge of the doctrines of the ministers, and according as they find it to 
be of God, or not of God, to receive it or reject it. For everyone is to 
be saved by his own faith, and not by another man's. Thus Paul gives 
this liberty to Christians...yea, we have it from Christ himself whether 
Paul had allowed it or not: “Try the very Apostles themselves and the 
very angels of heaven, whether they bring the right word or not.” 

Apostolic Foundation: Word and Spirit

Let the church suffer none to teach among them, that are not 
themselves taught of God; though they have never so great natural 
parts, and never so much human learning. Let the faithful examine 
everything taught by the Word of God, and not receive doctrines upon 
trust from their teachers. And though, through God's especial 
goodness, the doctrine of the Gospel be again revived among us at this 
present time (ed.Puritan England), yet ought we not sit down content 
with the present state of things, but to search and see if our present 
doctrine do not yet err from the primitive purity and brightness of the 



Gospel, and that in many considerable points; and whether some or 
many corruptions do not yet remain among us, to be purged out by the 
light and truth of the Apostles' doctrine.
 
Wherefore to conclude this thing, let us know that the church cannot 
possibly keep out error longer than it precisely keeps itself to the bare 
and naked Word of God, and tries all doctrines of their teachers by it. 
The church, that it may be able to keep out errors, must desire of God, 
the Spirit which He hath promised; that this Spirit of Truth may lead 
them into the true and spiritual knowledge of the Word and 
understanding of the mind of Christ. For no man can make any right 
judgment of the Word he hears or reads, without the teaching of the 
Spirit. But believers must know that the gift of the Spirit alone, 
without all human learning is sufficient to teach us perfectly which is 
truth and which error, and to make us able to judge of all doctrines of 
men and angels; and that all human learning in the world, without the 
Spirit, is not able to do this.
 
And so, a poor, plain countryman, by the Spirit which he hath 
received, is better able to judge of truth and error, touching the things 
of God, than the greatest philosopher, scholar, or doctor in the world, 
that is destitute of Him. 

The Prophetic Function

Another notable means to keep error out of the church, is to restore in 
it that most ancient Gospel ordinance of prophesying, which though it 
hath been out of use during the reign of Antichrist, yet is no other than 
the very commandment of the Lord as Paul witnesses (I Cor.14.31). 
When one man only speaks and the doctrine he preaches proves to be 
erroneous, error is not only preached but also goes away uncontrolled, 
and no way is left for restraining of error balancing that of 
propagating it, nobody being permitted to speak to keep the people 
from the poison of it. 

But now when the right or power of prophesying is allowed to the 
whole church, the minister can no sooner vent any error, but there is 
some believer or other, whose heart God shall move, ready to 
convince it by the Word of God. And so error is as soon discovered 
and detected as it is published; and as soon destroyed as detected; the 



Word of God, though from a humble Christian, being more mighty to 
destroy error than error can be to uphold itself against the Word. 
If they that publish doctrine should also be judges of it, and the people 
be bound to subscribe to their judgment, error would not only, by this 
means, have opportunity to be vented, but would also be established 
and confirmed without the least contradiction. 

But now hath God appointed it otherwise in the church. For whoever 
speaks there, the hearers are to judge of the truth of the doctrine, and 
accordingly are either to receive it or reject it, having power to do 
either as they see occasion; and so error cannot prevail in that church 
where the faithful have liberty to judge of all doctrines, and do 
exercise that liberty.

The Role of Civil Government (ed. this was greatly being debated in 
mid 17th century England).
 
If any shall yet demand whether the magistrate (i.e. civil government) 
can do nothing at all towards the suppression of errors, I answer, this 
he may do: He may and ought, and if he be a godly man he will, 
countenance and encourage faithful ministers (that are called of God, 
and anointed by the Spirit) to this work of the Gospel; and having 
done this, he need not trouble himself any further, for the Word 
preached will do all the rest. And let it not be doubted that if the truth 
of God do enter the lists against error, it will be infinitely able to 
prevail of itself alone without calling in any power or borrowing of 
any weapons from the world.
 
Now if they be very truths wherein Christians differ, yet such wherein 
they may err without danger of salvation, then these rules are of use. 
(1) To hear them speak their judgments with freedom, and not to 
condemn them unheard; for thus may thou soon condemn the innocent 
and make thyself guilty. (2) To understand fully what thy adversary 
means before thou contend against him; lest, if thou want this wisdom 
and patience, thou oppose not so much his judgment as to thy own 
conceit. If thou canst but have patience to hear him relate his own 
mind, perhaps in the end thou will understand it differs little from thy 
own in substance. (3) Reproach not anything thy adversary speaks 
with this, that thou never heard it before. For this may not so much 
discover his error as thy ignorance; and that which seems to thee a 



new error, if it be truly examined by the Word, may prove an old truth. 
And if thou wilt needs condemn whatever savours of novelty, how 
shall the truths we yet know not be brought in, or the errors that yet 
remain with us be purged out? (4) Be not over-confident in what thou 
hold upon thy own judgment, or other men’s strengthened from 
multitude, custom and antiquity. For men have erred most grossly, 
even in those things wherein they have thought themselves most 
certain. And therefore, prove all things, that thou may hold fast that 
which is good. 

In these differences make the Word the judge, and not men. The word 
of Christ is the sole and perfect judge in all the things of God. Now 
though all have the same outward Word, yet all are not of one mind 
except they attain to one spirit; for Paul says (I Cor. 2) that only the 
Spirit of God knows the things of God. Neither doth man’s sense or 
reason understand the things of the Spirit, but the spiritual man judges 
all things. And hence it follows that we can only judge aright of divine 
truths by the Word, and we can only judge aright of the Word if we 
have the Spirit of Christ to be the interpreter of it to us. 

Now in case the doctrine wherein we differ be such as is absolutely 
necessary to salvation, and without believing which men can have no 
interest in Christ; yet even in this case hear them speak, and be rather 
confident that the truth of God will prevail over their error than fearful 
that their error will prevail against truth. And so strive not for secular 
power to shut up men’s mouths and to restrain men’s writings, though 
they speak and print things that seem never so contrary to the truth of 
God and doctrine of the Gospel. 

For if men vent errors publicly, if there be as public liberty to preach 
the truth I doubt not the success of the truth against it at any time with 
all that belongs to God. And it is the only Gospel way, to conquer 
error by the truth, and all human, yea and devilish doctrines, by the 
Gospel, which is the ministration of the Spirit and therefore so mighty 
that all false teachers and false doctrines must need fall down before 
it; seeing, stronger is that Spirit that is in it, than that spirit that is in 
the world, which is its own spirit and the devil’s. 

Now if upon hearing and debating things by the Word, it shall clearly 
appear that our adversaries hold such things which are so false and 



erroneous that they cannot be reckoned believers and members of 
Christ, nor retain those doctrines without unavoidable damnation, then 
in this case the true church hath authority from the Word to do these 
things: To condemn the doctrine; to excommunicate their persons.
 
Now these things have I spoken and propounded to the faithful and 
churches of Christ wherever the Providence of God shall cast this 
book, which may travel farther on this errand than weak flesh can do, 
and I so propound them all as being most ready myself to hear from 
any what they can propound in more light and evidence of the Word. 
_______________________________________________________
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