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WHY BYLAWS?

Church Bylaws can be incredibly important 
both in times of crisis (e.g. situations 
involving the termination of a pastor, 
termination of a member, employment crisis, 
etc.) and in helping churches function 
properly on a day-to-day basis.
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OTHER REASONS

Bylaws set a governing structure for church operation. Bylaws benefit churches by articulating 
church direction, promoting unity among church members, increasing church efficiency, and 
reducing church liability.

Bylaws provide direction for the church by articulating the church mission. Specifically, bylaws 
define the roles of pastor, staff, deacons, committees and other church leaders.

Bylaws increase efficiency by explaining what the church believes and how the church operates. 
Church bylaws help the church maintain continuity and order even in the midst of transitional 
periods (e.g. changes in church leadership).

Bylaws increase church unity by removing confusion and misunderstanding about how the 
church operates. Effective bylaws should include a process for becoming a church member and 
describe what the church expects of its members.

From a legal standpoint, bylaws are the most important document a church can have. Adopting 
and consistently applying good bylaws can reduce the likelihood of a lawsuit against the church. 
Bylaws also allow churches to maximize the religious freedoms and protections provided by law.
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KEEP UP-TO-DATE BYLAWS: SAMPLE REASON

In Obergefell v. Hodges, the United States Supreme Court legalized same-sex marriage 
in all 50 states. Because the church’s definition of marriage may differ from the national 
definition, it is important for churches to proactively define marriage in their bylaws. Bylaw 
language defining marriage, in the biblical sense, doesn’t mean that the church is 
immune from a lawsuit or complaint, but it reduces the likelihood of a lawsuit or complaint 
and places the church in a much better legal situation should a lawsuit be filed against it. 
If your church hasn’t updated its bylaws in several years, it is time to include a biblical 
definition of marriage and human sexuality in your bylaws.

Even if your church has an existing constitution and bylaws, it may be time update them 
in order to deal with changes within the church and in society. Check to see what your 
bylaws say about making amendments to the bylaws, and be sure to look at our Sample 
Church Bylaws for provisions you may want to include.
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ESSENTIAL ELEMENTS

1 Name and Address
2 Nonprofit Status
3 Statement of Purpose
4 Statement of Religious Belief
5 Membership Policy
6 Church Staff Basics
7 Church Officers Basics
8 Finances
9 Dissolution Clause
10 Amendments Provision
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IMPORTANT MATTERS TO INCLUDE

Church bylaws should include provisions that address how offerings are counted and 
secured until the funds are removed from the building. The bylaws should also address 
record keeping, receipts, and annual reports. We also recommend including a method in 
your bylaws for forming a finance committee to be overseen by church leadership.

Well drafted bylaws provide clarification and direction in times of crisis. If the church is 
dealing with the removal of a minister or a termination of church membership, for 
example, the bylaw provisions on these matters provide the steps to be taken. Of course, 
the bylaws cannot anticipate every instance that may cause church conflict.
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REVIEWING YOUR BYLAWS

It is beneficial to review your bylaws biennially (every two years) as applicable state or 
federal laws may change. Remember that the key to using your bylaws in an effective 
way is to update those bylaws before a crisis situation occurs. We recommend reviewing 
your bylaws any time your church is going through a transition period (e.g. between 
pastors) in order to have effective bylaws in place at the end of the transition.


