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Part One: 
Defining the Question 
 In an effort to counter error, brethren are occasionally tempted to overstate the 
truth and carry it to scripturally indefensible extremes. Motivated by personal pride, they 
are tempted to become set for the defense of their overstatements. The solution to this 
weakness is to lay aside the posturing, open-mindedly examine New Testament 
doctrine on the matter, and then adopt it as the correct position.  
 Does the unquestioned principle of local church autonomy preclude the existence 
of the brotherhood? It is inaccurate to state that the brotherhood does not exist. It is 
equally in error to assert that “we” (the organized we, rather than the individual we) by 
virtue of our understanding of truth are charged with the duty of keeping it pure. In spite 
of contemporary denials, the existence of the brotherhood is a scriptural fact spoken of 
explicitly by Peter and implicitly by Jesus, Paul, and John. The brotherhood is the body 
of obedient believers in Christ built on truth and governed by love, with no higher earthly 
court than the faithful, informed conscience of the individual Christian.  
 Denying the existence of the brotherhood is a short sighted and unscriptural 
solution to the perceived conflict between it and the autonomous nature of local 
churches. The question is not “Is there a brotherhood?” Rather, the issue is “How can 
individual Christians discharge their divinely mandated duties to the brotherhood without 
violating local church autonomy?” 
There is a Brotherhood 
 The apostle Peter wrote: “Honor all people. Love the brotherhood. Fear God. 
Honor the king” (1Peter 2:17). “Resist him, steadfast in the faith, knowing that the same 
sufferings are experienced by your brotherhood in the world” (1Peter 5:9). “Love the 
brotherhood” and “your brotherhood in the world” speak of the entire confraternity of 
Christians, the band of all faithful disciples constituting the body of Christ. Peter 
expanded the individual’s duty to love other Christians beyond the boundaries of the 
local church. The word “brotherhood” is used only twice in the New Testament and only 
by Peter, yet the concept is often expressed throughout inspired scripture. 
 Jesus said: "By this all will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for 
one another" (John 13:35). He did not limit the scope and application of this instruction 
to the local congregation, but expects individual Christians to love disciples in every 
place. 
 John writes of Gaius: “Beloved, you do faithfully whatever you do for the brethren 
and for strangers, who have borne witness of your love before the church. If you send 
them forward on their journey in a manner worthy of God, you will do well” (3John 5). 
Gaius did not limit his duties toward those who were members of the local church he 
attended, nor did those he helped praise him only in the local church of which he was a 
member. Instead, they “have borne witness of your love before the church,” implying an 
activity that involved a uniform message about Gaius to disciples universally. 
 Paul wrote to the Galatians: “Brethren, if a man is overtaken in any trespass, you 
who are spiritual restore such a one in a spirit of gentleness, considering yourself lest 



you also be tempted. Bear one another's burdens, and so fulfill the law of Christ… 
Therefore, as we have opportunity, let us do good to all, especially to those who are of 
the household of faith” (Gal. 6:1-2, 10). The context of this passage limits its application 
to the activity of individual Christians, but there is nothing in this chapter that limits its 
scope to the local congregation. The household of faith speaks of the state or condition 
of being a Christian regardless of location. If individual Christians are expected to be of 
service to all men in any place, then most certainly they may be of service to all 
Christians regardless of location or membership in distant local churches. 
 The apostle Paul also writes of the uniformity of the message preached and 
practiced universally among the churches. “But as God has distributed to each one, as 
the Lord has called each one, so let him walk. And so I ordain in all the churches” (1Cor. 
7:17). His message to the Corinthians is applicable to all Christians in all places. “To the 
church of God which is at Corinth, to those who are sanctified in Christ Jesus, called to 
be saints, with all who in every place call on the name of Jesus Christ our Lord, both 
theirs and ours” (1Cor. 1:2). Passages abound that demand doctrine be preached and 
practiced uniformly and universally. “Let your women keep silent in the churches” (1Cor. 
14:33); “As I have given orders to the churches of Galatia, so you must do also” (1Cor. 
16:1). 
 Paul praised good brethren in all of the churches; he did not limit this activity to 
the local congregation of which the good brother was a member (2Cor. 8:18, 23). He 
rebuked erring brethren in his epistles to preachers—epistles that would be read in all 
churches for all of time; he did not limit this activity to the local congregation of which 
the erring brother was a member (1Tim. 1:19-20; 2Tim. 1:15, 4:10, 14; Titus 1:12-13). 
John was also inspired by God to do the same thing (3John 9-10). Clearly neither 
apostle saw this activity as a violation of local church autonomy. 
 In addition, Paul writes of noting and imitating the examples of sound 
congregations (1Thes. 2:14; 2Thes. 1:4). Jesus specifically addresses the internal 
problems of five of the seven churches of Asia in the book of Revelation, exposing the 
erring disciples to the scrutiny of all churches in the first century (Rev. 2-3). It appears 
evident that Jesus Christ and the apostle Paul did not view this as an encroachment on 
local church autonomy. 
 Nor did Paul consider his interest in the wellbeing of other local congregations to 
be outside of the scope of his duty as an individual Christian. In listing the burdens he 
bore as a servant of Christ, he included: “Besides the other things, what comes upon 
me daily: my deep concern for all the churches” (2Cor. 11:28).  
 All of these examples demonstrate the existence of the brotherhood by 
illustrating how individual Christians in New Testament times fulfilled their responsibility 
to love the brotherhood. Peter calls all disciples in all places a brotherhood and 
commands that Christians love it. Jesus, Paul, and John offer examples of how 
Christians are to discharge this obligation to it. Yes brethren, there is a brotherhood. 
 (Part Two will examine the individual Christian’s duties toward the brotherhood. 
Part Three will consider potential conflicts between duties to the brotherhood and the 
nature of local church autonomy. ---prb) 


