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  Question: “We had a member who was very ill and had to move nearer to 
medical services. Several members of our congregation have helped him in the 
past. When he left here, he placed his membership with a church in a neighboring 
city. About two months later, he informed one of our members that he was in need of 
some financial help because he could not buy his medicine. We wrote him a check from 
the church treasury. Now, the question: Did we do the right thing? Or should we have 
sent it to the elders, and let them give it to him?” 
 Answer: When Paul received the aid from the Philippian congregation in 
Philippians 4:14, 18, he was in prison; he was not free to move about preaching the 
gospel. Regarding the assistance he received -- he acknowledged that they "shared in 
my distress." I do not believe this was support for evangelism, but rather relief for this 
aged apostle who was in prison. It must be understood that at this time prisoners were 
not cared for very well by the government, but rather by family and friends who would 
bring them food and clothing to supplement their needs. It is my impression that Paul is 
describing benevolence given to a needy saint by a congregation. 
 However, it must be emphasized that the gift was given directly to the needy 
saint, and not by means of a benevolent organization that would oversee the 
distribution. Epaphroditus was merely the courier; he was not endowed with decision-
making power in the matter, nor was he the disburser of the funds. 
 There are three scenarios in the New Testament whereby local churches gave 
limited benevolence: 
 1) A congregation with an abundance gives to a congregation with a need (Acts 
11:27-30); in which case the gift went from the congregation having an abundance to 
the eldership of the needy congregation who would see to the correct local distribution 
to the saints suffering the famine. 
 2) A congregation gives to local needy saints and widows indeed (1Tim. 5:14-
16); in which case the elders determine which local saints are needy and instruct the 
deacons to "wait on tables." The gift goes directly to individual in need. 
 3) A congregation gives to a needy saints elsewhere (Phil. 4:14, 18). The church 
at Philippi sent to assist Paul's need while he was in prison. The gift goes directly to 
individual in need. 
 There is no danger of flirting with institutionalism in the above, as there is no 
administering organization larger than the local church, there is no decision-making 
body larger than the eldership of the local churches, and there is no category of 
recipients larger than that of the individual saints in need. 
 If, however, the saints in that local church are uncomfortable with this, let them 
send individual gifts to this man as each person sees fit. There is no NT restriction on 
individual benevolence save that it cannot be used to support the unfruitful works of 
darkness. 
 As for the man receiving the gift -- he should be grateful for the gift and 
acknowledge his thanks to the Lord and express his gratitude to the congregation that 
assisted him, just as Paul did in Philippians. In addition, honorable behavior requires 



that he disclose this gift to the elders of the local congregation of which he is a member 
if he is also receiving aid from them as well. Paul publicly spoke of the gift the 
Philippians gave him while he was in prison. It will serve two purposes: first, it provides 
an example of generosity that will encourage other disciples, and second, it prevents 
unscrupulous brethren from taking advantage of the kindness of disciples in distant 
places. 


