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Parts Two and Three 
The Individual Christian’s Duty to the Brotherhood 
 How does one love the brotherhood? One view is that nothing more is required 
than a general feeling of goodwill to Christians in distant places. However, this kind of 
love is without works; it is dead, being alone (1John 3:16-18). In the previously cited 
examples, Paul and John actively, visibly demonstrated love for the brotherhood that 
Peter was inspired to command. Their brotherly affection was not passive. 
 Another may choose to manifest his love for the brotherhood by attempting to 
control it. In his zeal to help disciples in all places to apprehend and apply his 
understanding of the faith, he may try to band together with a party of likeminded men to 
coerce congregations to fall in line with his vision of what the church universal should 
be. 
 Fortunately, truth is not at the extremes of human opinions; it is in the word of 
God. Each disciple is required to study, understand, and practice the truth. However, 
one is not permitted a personal application of truth that does violence to the scriptures 
or interferes with another’s service to God. Neither of the above positions are truth. 
 Loving the brotherhood is a command that can only be applied by individual 
Christians. Public recognition of the fact that the brotherhood exists does not create an 
organization larger than the church; it just acknowledges the state of being a member of 
the body of Christ and accepts the New Testament commands regarding the individual 
Christian’s responsibility toward it. No organization of individuals is authorized to 
coordinate and carry out these responsibilities. Any such attempt is as egregious a 
violation of authority as any other institutional practice. On the other hand, an attempt to 
inhibit an individual Christian’s efforts to keep his scriptural responsibility to love the 
brotherhood is as misguided as any other sectarian practice. 
 What are the works, worship and organization of the brotherhood? None, none, 
and none. No inspired Bible writer speaks of a single duty for the brotherhood. Local 
churches are scripturally charged in all three of these matters, but the church universal 
is not. Yet while the brotherhood has no authorized task, the individual Christian has 
mandated duties to it beyond his responsibilities to the local church of which he is a 
member. 
 Loving the brotherhood begins with “fraternal affection” or “brotherly love” 
(philadelphia – Strongs 5360). Such a love must be genuine, not just to provide 
sufficient motivation for a Christian to act in another’s best interests, but also to prevent 
him from willfully harming his brother and calling it love. Peter writes: “Since you have 
purified your souls in obeying the truth through the Spirit in sincere love of the brethren, 
love one another fervently with a pure heart” (1Peter 1:22). There is nothing in this 
passage that limits its application to brethren within a local church. Therefore, Christians 
are obligated to honorably love all brethren in all places. 
 Loving the brotherhood may find its expression in active concern for the physical 
wellbeing of other Christians. If a brother is hungry, feed him. If he is cold, clothe him. If 
he is homeless, house him. It matters not if he is member of one’s local congregation or 



from the church across town, or from an assembly of Christians in another nation. He is 
part of the brotherhood, the fraternity of disciples of Jesus Christ. He is fellow Christian, 
and when in need as such may be the recipient of the active good will and a sharer in 
the material blessings of all other Christians in all other places. Paul tested the sincerity 
of the Corinthians’ love for the brethren in famine-stricken Judea by measuring their 
brotherly affection against the generous works of the Macedonian disciples (2Cor. 8:1-
15). 
 Active concern for the wellbeing of all Christians in the brotherhood is not limited 
to physical needs. Timothy had a deep interest in the spiritual wellbeing of the 
Philippians, even though he was not a member of that congregation (Phil. 2:20). 
Epaphras had a zealous interest in the churches at Colosse, Laodicea and Hierapolis, 
even though he could not have been a member of all three congregations 
simultaneously (Col. 4:12-13). In both cases, the inspired apostle Paul spoke 
approvingly of their examples. 
 Often, Paul, Peter and John were inspired to address the spiritual needs of 
congregations of which they were not members. By addressing the internal problems of 
local churches in such a public manner, they exposed the difficulties of those disciples 
to all Christians for all of time. Lest one suggest that inspiration gave them this right that 
does not confer to uninspired correspondence, consider the fact that Paul wrote the 
non-canonical (and possibly uninspired) letter to the Laodicean church and encouraged 
the Colossian disciples (who were not members of the Laodicean church) to read it 
(Col. 4:16).  
 Clearly the inspired apostles and Bible writers considered active interest in the 
spiritual wellbeing of disciples in other congregations to be an authorized application of 
“loving the brotherhood.” It is also evident that they did not consider this activity to be a 
violation of local church autonomy. 
 Does Not Violate Local Church Autonomy 
 Can active interest in the spiritual and physical wellbeing of Christians in 
congregations of which one is not a member be accurately described as a violation of 
local church autonomy? As there is a brotherhood (the entire fraternity of all Christians), 
as individual Christians are commanded to love it, and as there are several contextually 
approved New Testament examples of disciples actively manifesting their love for the 
brotherhood in matters of physical benevolence and spiritual edification, then it 
necessarily follows that loving the brotherhood does no violence to local church 
autonomy. God has never given a command that when scripturally practiced causes 
one to break another command. 
 Active interest in the physical wellbeing of Christians in other congregations is 
not a violation of local church autonomy. The individual Christian’s duty to assist the 
financially distressed (“do good to… the household of faith” – Gal. 6:10; “to visit orphans 
and widows in their trouble” – James 1:27) does not need to be overseen by the elders 
of the congregation in which the giver is a member, nor does the individual’s 
benevolence need to be governed by the elders of the congregation in which the needy 
saint is a member. In benevolent matters, elders receive funds and direct the work of 
the deacons in distribution to distressed Christians when the gift comes from another 
congregation (1Cor. 16:1-3; Acts 11:28-30). However, elders do not need to supervise 
one individual Christian’s gift to another (Titus 3:13-14; Phile. 22; 3John 5-8). 



 Likewise, active interest in the spiritual wellbeing of Christians in other 
congregations is not a violation of local church autonomy. John did not ask permission 
of the elders of the congregation in which Gaius was a member before he warned him 
about Diotrephes. In fact, John knew Diotrephes would have intercepted such a warning 
in order to maintain his own erring control of that local church (3John 9-10). Paul did not 
first consult with the Colossian and Laodicean elders before instructing the disciples in 
Colosse to read the letter to Laodicea (Col. 4:16). Jesus Christ did not tell John to 
privately rebuke the erring congregations of Revelation chapters two and three because 
public exposure of their weaknesses for the scrutiny of all would be a violation of local 
church autonomy. Any scruple of courtesy universally imposed on individual Christians 
that prevents them from following these and other divinely approved examples of active 
interest in the spiritual wellbeing of disciples in other places is not authorized in 
scripture. Transitory cultural manners do not regulate love for the brotherhood; New 
Testament examples do. 
 Advocates of institutionalism made the argument that faithful brethren were 
interfering with local church autonomy when they preached and wrote on sound doctrine 
for the work and organization of the church. Liberal preachers and elders wanted the 
right to engage in unauthorized practices without the reasonable expectation of rebuke 
from outside the local church. One such errorist wrote: “Their view is indisputably right. 
They demand to be heard and all are expected to accept the view or prepare for battle” 
(John Waddey, tract: “The Anatomy of an Anti”).  
 In order to limit the influence of sound brethren who were successful in reaching 
members of institutional churches, one magazine suggested: “…the writers for the 
Gospel Advocate might wisely spearhead a movement to quarantine those preachers 
who today are sowing seeds of discord among the brotherhood and to thus prevent 
further division” (Gospel Advocate, 12/9/54).  
 Institutional brethren told one evangelist: “If a church, under the oversight of its 
elders, decides to support these organizations, this is their business. If you don’t 
support them, that is your business. We won’t condemn you for not doing it, and don’t 
you condemn us for doing it” (Bill Pierce, “Don’t Condemn Us,” The Persuader, 
11/4/73).  
 Brother Ward wrote: “Recently, we have received several notes accusing Brown 
Street of violating the autonomy of other churches by mailing the Enlightener to their 
members. That same sort of censure was levied against the paper in its infancy… (He 
quotes Cecil Willis, former editor of the Enlightener) ‘Some who do not understand the 
Bible teaching on autonomy have inferred or plainly stated that the Brown Street church 
is violating the autonomy of other churches when it mails its bulletin to persons who are 
not members at Brown Street… Instead, it appears more likely that the elders and 
preachers who so maintain are trying to control the reading material of the members of 
each respective church. The Catholic Church has an “index” of proscribed reading 
material. Some elderships would like the prerogative to tell members what they can and 
cannot read’” (James W. Ward, Cecil Willis, “Autonomy and the Enlightener,” The 
Enlightener, 11/70, vol. 6, no. 4). 
 Brother Tant wrote: “Congregational independence and autonomy… is a watch-
word that all of us recognize. To most of us it has always meant that each congregation 
is absolutely independent and self-governing, and that no agency, organization, or other 



arrangement can exist which in any degree whatsoever infringes on these prerogatives. 
But with our institutional brethren those words have come to mean that a congregation 
has the scriptural right to enter into any association or cooperative plan as long as it 
does so voluntarily...” (Fanning Yater Tant, “The Widening Chasm,” p 619). 
 Institutional congregations, as well as all other professed churches of Christ, who 
decide to practice, teach, or endorse error cannot reasonably expect to go un-
challenged by disciples elsewhere, nor may elders and evangelists hide behind 
autonomy when they are confronted. The elderships in local churches do not have the 
right of private local decision-making in matters of doctrine, nor do they have the right to 
choose an application of doctrine that does violence to the truth. Jesus Christ has all 
authority in the churches (Col. 1:18), and each member is charged with the 
responsibility to respect that authority in the local church, and to encourage all brethren 
to the same respect for revealed truth regardless of locality. 
 Local churches are granted autonomous decision-making in the practical, 
expedient aspects of applying commands for the organization, worship and work of the 
local church. A short list of some autonomous matters would encompass such things 
as: appointing elders, hiring preachers, the time and location of assembly for worship 
and Bible study, the order of authorized worship activities, who will serve the 
congregation in worship, the number of Bible classes, who will teach, what study 
materials will be used, the distribution of limited benevolence, et al. 
 Members of an autonomous local church may not decide what constitutes sound 
doctrine, but they may decide on the most expedient way to practice it. They may not 
decide which things are matters of divinely granted liberty or scruples of conscience 
(God has already revealed those things), but they are self-governing when it comes to 
facilitating unity among disciples who differ over these issues within the local church. An 
autonomous church may not bind local expediencies or traditions as doctrine, but the 
members may engage or forgo expediency as the needs of the local church dictate, as 
long as the expediency itself does not violate sound doctrine. God did not design church 
autonomy to protect erring congregations from sound teaching and preaching by faithful 
men outside of the local membership. 
 In conclusion, there is a brotherhood to which individual Christians have the 
obligation of love. The word of God regulates this love and requires that it be genuine 
and active, ready to assist in the spiritual and physical needs of all disciples in all places 
as opportunity may arise. Love the brotherhood! 


