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 A number of years ago, I enjoyed a study with another evangelist who 
vehemently asserted: "The church can do anything that an individual can do, and an 
individual Christian can do anything the church can do; the Bible makes no distinction 
between duties of the Christian and works of the church." This is one of the primary 
arguments made by institutional brethren in defense of church support of orphan's 
homes and unlimited benevolence. However, then as now, merely making the above 
declaration will not make it true without the proper application of scripture. Indeed in the 
above case, there are no Biblical truths to support it. 
 Logically speaking, if one can provide a single example that runs counter to an 
absolute statement, then that statement as an absolute is no longer true. In other words, 
if I were to say that the church can do anything that the individual can do, and you were 
to show me a verse which enjoins upon the individual that which is forbidden to the 
church, then my statement is false. Paul gave us just such a verse... "If any believing 
man or woman has widows, let them relieve them, and do not let the church be 
burdened, that it may relieve those who are really widows" (1Tim. 5:16). The church is 
limited to assisting those who are genuine widows (Vs 9-11), and was to refuse to 
render benevolence to "younger widows." On the other hand, widows who did not meet 
the qualifications in this text were to be helped by their individual family members, and 
not the church. In short, this one example makes null the statement that "the church can 
do ANYTHING the individual can do and vice versa; The Bible makes NO distinction 
between duties of the Christian and works of the church." 
 Other such examples of limited duty exist in the New Testament. One person 
cannot withdraw fellowship from another on behalf of the whole church. In 1Cor. 5:4, 
Paul says, "when you are gathered together..." Local church discipline was commanded 
as a collective activity. One man cannot appoint elders on behalf of the church. 
Preachers can teach the New Testament characteristics of elders, but the acceptance 
of men for this task requires the attention of all of the members. Likewise the 
appointment of deacons. In Acts 6:3-5, Peter told the church at Jerusalem to "seek out 
from among you seven men..." And the result: "The saying pleased the whole multitude. 
And they chose Stephen... (et cetera)." This work had to be performed by the church 
and could not have been done by an individual Christian. 
 Furthermore, there exist numerous duties of the individual Christian that simply 
cannot be performed by the church. In 2Cor. 9:7, Paul tells Christians to give as they 
purpose in their hearts. The church is not permitted to purpose how much the individual 
is to give. In 1John 1:9, the Christian is instructed to confess his sins; the church cannot 
confess the sins of the individual. In 1Cor. 7:3, married Christians are to render marital 
affection to their spouses; the church cannot do this. It borders on the ludicrous to even 
suggest that anything that one person can do, the whole church can do on his behalf. 
 There are two texts often wrestled out of context by those who wish to give the 
social gospel a fig leaf of scriptural legitimacy: Gal. 6:10 and James 1:27. Both 
scriptures form the foundation upon which the edifice of institutionalism has been 
shakily erected. Were one to demonstrate that these verses, when left in context, are 



designed for individual application and cannot describe collective activity, then there 
remains no other teaching in the New Testament to authorize such broad-based 
benevolence for the church. What follows is an examination of those two verses left in 
their proper context. 
 James 1:27, "Pure and undefiled religion before God and the Father is this: to 
visit orphans and widows in their trouble, and to keep oneself unspotted from the world." 
This verse has been used for many years as authority for local churches or co-ops of 
many local churches to take funds from the offering of the saints to support institutions 
that purport to help orphans and widows. Yet, a closer examination of this text will prove 
it to be an instruction for the individual Christian, and not for the local church. Though 
addressing a large number of Christians, the commands James is inspired to write are 
designed to be carried out on an individual basis. In 1:1-8, he addresses the matter of 
patience, wisdom, faith and stability, all of which can only be dealt with by the individual 
on an individual basis. In 1:9-11, he speaks to individuals who must face life from 
different perspectives... rich or poor. In 1:12-18, he writes of how each one must handle 
his own temptations. In 1:19-25, he teaches of the need for each to face his own level of 
sin and to humbly receive the saving word. In fact, the 26th verse makes it clear that he 
is speaking of individual application of religion, and not a collective work. "If any ONE 
among you thinks HE is religious, and does not bridle HIS tongue but deceives HIS 
OWN heart, this ONE's religion is useless." Even in James' own definition of religion, he 
makes it clear that it is of individual application: "AND to keep ONESELF unspotted from 
the world." To make "to visit the orphans and widows in their trouble" a work of the local 
church rather than the individual using James 1:27, is to wrest this text far beyond its 
meaning. 
 Gal. 6:10 is the other verse misapplied in an effort to authorize broad-based 
benevolence for the local church as a collectivity. "Therefore, as we have opportunity, 
let us do good to all, especially to those who are of the household of faith" (Gal. 6:10). 
Advocates of the social gospel use this verse as the impetus for programs that satisfy 
the social needs of Christians and sinners alike. Such programs are funded out of the 
offering of the saints given to fulfill the God-given work of the local congregation. 
Authority for this kind of activity is not found in the New Testament, and especially not in 
Gal. 6:10. This verse is Paul's conclusion to a series of instructions that must be carried 
out by Christians on an individual basis. Examine chapter six verse by verse: 
 Vs 1-2 - The instruction to restore the overtaken one is limited to those who are 
"spiritual"; it is not for everyone. In Matt. 18:15-17, Christ limited the work of restoring 
the erring one to individuals for the first two tries before making it a matter for the whole 
church. In  this way we help one another get back up when we stumble. The church as 
a whole does not decide who will help whom bear his burdens. Individual application. 
 Vs 3-5 - The task of remaining humble, examining ourselves, and being 
responsible for our own duties is not something that can be performed by the church, 
but only by the individual. 
 Vs 6 - Those who receive spiritual benefit from a teacher ought to render what he 
is capable of offering in return. 
 Vs 7-8 - Judgment is based upon the individual's actions, words and thoughts.  
The church will not stand before the Lord in the end to be judged and sentenced as a 
whole. 



 Vs 9 - Steadfastness under trial and during duty is a personal thing. One cannot 
be steadfast on behalf of another. The church cannot be steadfast in my place and 
satisfy what God expects of me by proxy. 
 Vs 10 - "Therefore" draws a conclusion to the argument Paul has been making. 
Since we are to look out for one another while striving to be steadfast ourselves; then, 
let's make it a point to do good to as many folks as possible. Clear individual application 
from 5:16 - 6:10, and even beyond. In verse 11, Paul begins to address individuals who 
are having difficulty breaking ties with the doctrine of circumcision. Paul's use of 
personal and singular pronouns ought to have been a clue. Even his use of the pronoun 
"we" must have reference to Christians as individuals everywhere and not as local 
churches. Otherwise, Paul was claiming to be a member at Galatia. 
 To take Gal. 6:10 out of context in an attempt to authorize the social gospel takes 
the whole chapter out of context, denies the rules of grammar, and ignores the 
structures of hermeneutics. Even worse, it encourages churches to engage in 
unauthorized works and promotes error. Both James 1:27 and Gal. 6:10 teach 
Christians of their responsibility toward those less fortunate than they. Surely the Lord 
will be unmerciful toward those who have shown no mercy to their fellow human beings 
(Matt. 18:21-35; 25:31-46). But, this will not excuse going beyond what is written and 
doing violence to the word of God. 


