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 (The following question was asked by a conscientious brother in Ohio who 
wanted to know if it was scriptural for a congregation to print and mail a bulletin to 
disciples in other congregations. His concern was that it might be a violation of local 
church autonomy. This answer might help us better understand this important aspect of 
church organization. ---prb)  
 "My questions surround scriptural support for a congregation's (not the 
individual's) responsibility to the brotherhood. What obligation does a congregation have 
toward the evangelism, edification and benevolence of the brotherhood?  Specifically, 
what scriptural pattern can we point to for a congregation to undertake the responsibility 
and work of compiling, editing, publishing and distributing in a bulletin for the purpose of 
edifying those that read it?" 
 Perhaps these passages will be a good place for both of us to begin. "Then news 
of these things came to the ears of the church in Jerusalem, and they sent out 
Barnabas to go as far as Antioch" (Acts 11:22). The church at Antioch did not solicit 
Jerusalem to send Barnabas, but the Jerusalem disciples saw a need and offered their 
services through the evangelist Barnabas. Antioch still retained their autonomy and 
could have refused Jerusalem's offer of help. Instead, the context appears to indicate 
that they profited by Jerusalem's foresight and generosity. 
 In addition, the missionary journeys of Paul, Barnabas, Timothy, Titus, Luke, et 
al, manifest to us an example of devout men working in cooperation with one another to 
establish local churches and to re-visit those local churches to encourage them to be 
faithful and grow. On occasion, they were commissioned by congregations that sent 
them to the work. These congregations supported the preaching of truth without 
interfering in the work of the other local churches. 
 In Romans 15:25-27, the Jerusalem congregation is credited with sending 
evangelists to the brethren in Macedonia and Achaia, who themselves send financial 
aid in return to famine stricken Judea. These examples show approval of one 
congregation taking an interest in the spiritual welfare of another. However, the 
structure of that interest must be limited by the specifics of the examples.  
 1) The assistance offered must be authorized. They sent messengers with the 
word of God, an authorized work of the church.  
 2) The assistance can be accepted or refused by the receiving congregation. 
Antioch, Achaia, and Macedonia received the preachers but still retained the right to 
refuse their help (the right of local, self-government). 
 There is no violation of autonomy in this. When Tomlinson Run holds a meeting 
and invites Wellsburg, Lisbon, Toronto, New Cumberland, Westside, et al, no autonomy 
is violated by our invitation; we are offering the gospel and asking them to come and 
hear it. Second, they retain the right to come or not to come. If TR mailed out its bulletin 
to the same congregations, we would be offering gospel teaching to fellow disciples in 
other places. They retain the right to read it or to refuse it. Autonomy is not violated. 
 Sociologically, I've noticed we have become a bit hyper-sensitized to charges of 
violating autonomy to the extent that we are uncomfortable, even with authorized 



relationships between brethren in neighboring congregations. I think there are two 
reasons for this.  
 First, our battles over institutionalism have left us with the fear that we might 
inadvertently slip into a cooperative church action, or some other violation of autonomy. 
  Second, we have allowed the advocates of the current fellowship digression to 
define autonomy for us. Autonomy only means that local churches make decisions for 
themselves in matters of expediency and in the practical aspects of carrying out the 
work of the local church. It does not mean that each local church must operate 
quarantined from the influence of devout disciples from elsewhere. Nor may 
autonomous local churches make decisions in matters of doctrine without consequence. 
 As a member of a congregation in northeastern Ohio, you might find this bit of 
history interesting and perhaps even relevant to your good questions. The following was 
taken from the old Brown Street bulletin, The Enlightener. 
 "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). 
 In short, the church has the obligation to carry the word of God to all of the world. 
To assert that local churches may only teach the lost in all the world, but may not edify 
the saved in all the world, carries the onus of the burden of proof. Suppose TR decided 
to mail its bulletin to disciples who request it at a neighboring congregation to 
encourage and edify the saints there, and we did so based on the example of 
Jerusalem sending Barnabas to Antioch. Now suppose some brother objected. The 
burden of proof falls upon him to prove why we cannot follow this New Testament 
example in doing an authorized work. When one objects to a scripturally authorized 
work, he must supply evidence why it is wrong. None exists for this. Your stated 
concern, "because it might violate autonomy," is not enough to answer the burden of 
proof. Thank you for asking such a good Bible question. 


