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Title:  Local Church Autonomy (DD-27)

Purpose: 
To motivate hearers to hold fast to the biblical teaching of the local church’s autonomy.

Introduction
1.
In our studies of biblical doctrine, we are presently considering the Baptistic distinctives. And the Baptist distinctives, as I have said, have to do particularly to do with local church principles and practice. 

2.
Already we have considered 1) The Separation of State and Church. Now we move to consider the next: 2) Local Church’s Autonomy. 
SECTION 2:
THE LOCAL CHURCH’S AUTONOMY

In dealing with this subject we will have 3 headings: 1) The Meaning  2) The Biblical Witness 3) The Importance of  Adhering

I.
THE MEANING OF LOCAL CHURCH’S AUTONOMY
A.
To clear away some possible misconceptions, let me begin with a few negatives.

1.
Local church’s autonomy does not mean that a local church is not to maintain and cultivate fellowship with other local churches.


a.
In Script, we read that local churches during the apostolic era did have fellowship with one another.

b.
Examples:  Rom 16:16 (READ) - churches had acquaintance with one another. Col 4:14-16 (READ) - churches even are to exchange letters one with another. Thus one church has an awareness of the concerns of another church.

c.
Thus a local church should not live in isolation from other local churches. We should communicate as churches through letters or thru personal visits. 

2.
Local church’s autonomy does not mean that a local church is never to engage in some cooperative efforts with other churches.

a.
In the Script, we find that churches did engage in some cooperative efforts.

b.
Example: Benevolence work for the Christians in Jerusalem.  2Cor 8:1-5, 16-20 (READ).
c.
So now, churches should engage in some cooperative efforts that are within the boundaries of the teachings of God’s word. i.e. missions, benevolence work, translation work, publishing work, the training of men for the ministry, etc.
3.
Local church’s autonomy does not mean that the gifts of one church are to be confined only to one local church.

a.
In the Script, we have clear indications that the church did not have a provincial mentality. And the gifts of one church were not confined to one local church.

b.
Examples:  Rom 16:1-2 (READ) - a female deaconal assistance; Rom 16:3-5 (READ) - somehow all the churches benefited from the usefulness and gifts of this couple; either directly or indirectly - their usefulness was not only confine to the church that met at their house)

c.
So also now. A local church should not try to selfishly confine its gifts only to itself. If the gifts of one church can be used to benefit other churches, then let other churches benefit from them.

4.
Local church’s autonomy does not mean that a local church is never to seek the help or counsel of another church or group of churches.

a.
We have the general principle that “with many counselors there is victory.”
b.
And in matters that might be too difficult for a local church to handle, it would not be wrong for that church to seek the advice of another church.
5.
Local church’s autonomy does not mean that a local church is not to commend herself before the consciences of other churches.   

a.
2Cor 8:22 (READ) – Paul wants the church in Corinth to openly before all churches, give a proof of the love for other churches. 
b.
So the idea that a church is not to be concern about what other churches think of her, the idea of a church stonewalling and not commending herself to the consciences of other churches is not biblical. And that has nothing to do with local church autonomy.
B.
So what then is the meaning of local church autonomy?

1.
Essentially it is this: No local church, or group of local churches, or bodies created by churches, or ministers from other churches, has any authority over another local church. But each local church has an equal and separate sphere of authority, each governs herself according to the teachings of Christ, and each is directly answerable to Christ.

2.
The church should not be guilty of isolationism or provincialism. A church must seek to maintain and cultivate fellowship with other churches. And when the need arises, a church should seek to engage in cooperative efforts with other churches. The gifts of one church should not be confined to only one local church. And in difficult matters, a church may seek the advice of another church.  And each church should seek to commend herself before the consciences of other churches. HOWEVER, each local is autonomous.
Trans:
And where is the biblical witness of this teaching?

II.

THE BIBLICAL WITNESS OF LOCAL CHURCH’S AUTONOMY
A.
Before we can answer that question, we have to first consider what the bible teaches concerning the universal/local church structure of government. I cannot enter into great details for now, but let me give you a sketch.


1.
1st, we have Christ as the head of the church.
a.
Col 1:18; Eph 5:23 (READ).
b.
But what does it mean for Christ to be the “Head of the Church”? It primarily means that Christ is the Supreme Ruler of the Church. He is to One who directs and rules the church. Judges 10:18; 11:8 (READ)
c.
This implies that the church, above all else, must be subject to Christ— Eph 5:24 (READ). Any teaching and any practice that is not in line with the will of Christ  should be rejected.  



2.
However, Christ is no longer here on earth where His church is. He is now seated at the right hand of God in heaven. So how does Christ exercise His authority and headship over the church? The Holy Spirit – Christ’s Vicar on Earth.  

a.
John 14:16-18 (READ) Context: Christ speaking to the apostles in the upper room and giving them comfort in the light of the fact that He would soon leave them behind. The word “another” a;lloj indicates another of the same kind, not of a different kind. Moreover, it indicates that the Holy Spirit will take the place of Christ. So while Christ will be in heaven with His Father, the Holy Spirit will take His place. He is Christ’s Vicar on earth.
b.
We have no time to trace out in the books of Acts of the Apostles and in the Epistles the activity of the Holy Spirit after Christ has ascended into heaven.  Sufficed to say that the Holy Spirit took the place of Christ as helper of His people, teaching, directing, guiding, sanctifying, empowering, equipping, and comforting Christ’s disciples. He is the Vicar of Christ on earth.
3.
But when it comes to human agency, what is the Universal church’s structure of government? 1Cor 12:28 (READ); Eph 4:11-13 (READ) – The list basically is the same except with the addition of the “evangelists”; and we will look into that in a moment. So with the respect to human agency, we have first, the apostles.
a.
And who are the Apostles? They were the pastors not just of one local church but of all the local churches of Christ or of the church’s universal – 2Cor 11:28 (READ). 
b.
And to these Apostles of Christ, was given the infallible guidance of the H.S. 
· John 14:25-26 (READ) - It would have been impossible for the apostles to remember everything that Christ taught them while He was still on earth. In fact, the apostles failed to understand the meaning and significance of many of the things Jesus said to them. But here Christ makes clear that the work of the Holy Spirit will be to teach them all things and bring to their remembrance all that Christ said to them.
· John 16:12-15 (READ) Prior to Christ’s death and exultation, it was impossible for Jesus to unpack all the implications of the truth which He has revealed. The apostles were not yet prepared for it yet. But here Christ promises that the Spirit will guide the Apostles into the all the implications of the truth which He has revealed. 
· 1Cor 2:6-13 (READ). The thoughts of God was revealed to the Apostles by the Spirit. But this revelation does not just include the thoughts but even the words to express those thoughts.
c.
Thus, the apostolic directives were binding to all the churches. Acts 16:4-6; 1Cor 7:17; 1Cor 14:33-34; 1Cor 16:1-2; 1Tim 2:11-12 (READ).
d.
But are there still living Apostles now? No. For an apostle must be one who has seen the risen Christ, and Paul was the last one to have seen the risen Christ. 1Cor 9:1; 1Cor 15:1-11 (READ). 
e.
However, although, now, we do not have living apostles, we still have the teachings of the Apostles preserved in the Script. Therefore, the Apostolic office is still in function, and churches are still to be regulated by this Apostolic teachings.

4.
Then after the apostles of Christ, we have next, the Prophets

a.
And what is a prophet? In the strict biblical sense of the word, a prophet is one who spoke infallible God’s message by direct revelation from God. 

· This is clear from the OT tests of prophets: 1) Deu 18:9-14, 15-20, 21, 22-23 (READ); 2) Deu 13:1-5 (READ). Why so stringent? Because God doesn’t want people to be confused as to what is and what is not God’s word.
· Moreover, this point is also indicated in how false prophets are described. Jer 14:14 (READ) - These so-called prophets were just deceiving themselves. They did not really receive a word from God. And what they were saying were just really the product of the deception of their own minds. Jer 23:16 (READ) - Whatever “prophecy” these supposed prophets prophesy does not really come from the Lord. The visions they claim to have were really just the result of their own fertile imagination. They really were not God’s revelation. Eze 13:1-3, 6-9 (READ) - These suppose prophets are really self-deceived. For as to their suppose “prophesies”, they really hope for their fulfillment. But these suppose prophets are really just following their own hearts. They have not really received a revelation from God.
b.
And although the prophets spoke by the infallible and direct revelation of God, and yet the Apostolic teaching was still the standard by which the genuineness of a prophet was tested. 1Cor 14:37-38 (READ).
c.
But are their now living prophets? Just like the apostles, there are now no living prophets. For God has made His final revelation to men during the apostolic era – Heb 1:1-3a; Jud 1:3 (READ). However, we still have the teachings of the Apostles and prophets preserved, summarized, comprehended, and universally published in the Script. not just of the OT but also of the NT.
d.
Thus, in a real sense, the church’s universal is built upon the foundation of the Apostles and prophets, Christ being the chief corner stone. Eph 2:19-22 (READ).
5.
Then after the prophets, we have the evangelists.

a.
But what is an “evangelist”?
· It is important that we define this word according to how it is used in the Scriptures. Augustine “ He who gives meaning to the words of Scriptures that is not derived from the Scriptures is an enemy of Scriptures.” 
· Aside from its usage in Eph 4:11, the word “evangelist” is used only twice elsewhere in Scriptures. It is used to refer to “Philip the evangelist, one of the seven” (Acts 21:8). Paul also exhorts Timothy to “do the work of an evangelist, fulfill your ministry”(2Tim 4:5). It is clear from Acts that Philip had close ties with the Apostles who were in Jerusalem. And in the case of Timothy, it is clear that he was intimately associated with the Apostle Paul.
b.
But what is the role of an evangelist? They were apostolic delegates who acted as their helps and delegates. Since the apostles had the care of all the churches (2Cor 11:28) and since they could not visit all of them at once, they needed certain men who could help them and act as their representatives 1Cor 4:17; 2Cor 1:1 (READ). 
c.
This explains why the word “evangelists” is not even mentioned in 1Cor 12:28. In a real sense, evangelists were more of helps and extensions of the apostles. In the words of James Bannerman, “They (evangelists) are exhibited to us in the Scripture narrative as the attendants upon the Apostles in their journeys, and their assistants in planting and establishing the Churches, acting under them as their delegates, and carrying out their instructions.” (The Church of Christ: Vol 2: Pg. 235).
d.
So now that there are no more living apostles and prophets, we can also say that there are now no more living evangelists (in the strick biblical sense of the word). 
6.
Then after the apostles, prophets, then we have pastors-teachers. 
a.
And what is a pastor-teacher? The terms pastors, teachers, elders, overseers refer to the same office – Acts 20:17, 28 (READ).  
b.
Moreover, the office of pastor, elder, overseer serves as the link between the universal and local church government - Acts 14:23 (READ). 
7.
So the universal/local church structure during the apostolic era is basically the same now as then. The only real difference is that now we do not have living apostles and prophets.

8.
Diagram:
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B.
Having set the proper background and context, let us now consider as to whether local churches during the apostolic era had autonomy? And the answer is a definite – Yes.
1. This is clear from Christ’s letter to the seven churches in Asia. 

a.
Rev 2:4-5, 7a (READ)- Christ did not envision a denominational or associational board or whatever to censure the church at Ephesus. He speaks here to the church by way of an apostolic letter and warns the church that if they do not repent of their sins, He will deal w/ the church directly by destroying it. And the message of this letter is not confine to the church in Ephesus only, but to all the churches in every generation.
b.
Rev 2:14-17a (READ)  - Christ did not envision a denominational or associational board to censure the church in Pergamum for its doctrinal and moral deviations. He speaks here to the church by way of an apostolic letter and warns the church that if they will not discipline the guilty members, and then He will deal directly with them.  And the message of this letter is not confine to the church in Pergamum only, but to all churches in every generation.
c.
Rev 2:20-23, 29a (READ)- Christ did not envision a denominational or associational board to censure the church in Thyatira for its doctrinal and moral deviations. He speaks here to the church by way of an apostolic letter and warns the church that if they will not discipline the guilty members, then He will deal directly with them. And the message of this letter is not confine to the church in Thyatira, but to all the churches in every generation.
d.
Rev. 3:1b-3, 6 (READ) -  Christ did not envision a denominational or associational board to censure the church in Sardis.  He speaks here to the church by way of an apostolic letter and warns those who are guilty of spiritual hypocrisy that He will deal with them directly unless they repent. And the message of this letter is not confine to the church in Sardis but to all the churches in every generation.
e.
Rev. 3:15-16, 19, 22 (READ)- Christ did not envision a denominational or associational board to censure the church in Laodicea for its Lukewarmness. If the church will not repent, then Christ Himself is the One who will spit the church out of His mouth - excommunicate it from the church’s universal.
2.
This is also indicated from the way Paul dealt with issues of the church’s finances.

a.
 Phil 1:1 cf  4:15-17 (READ) – Although churches were under apostolic oversight, the apostles could not require churches to make contributions to mission work. Each local church was given freedom to determine whether they would or not. Therefore, the idea that a body can require that churches make compulsory contribution is to go beyond apostolic teaching and practice.
b.
2Cor 8:1-12 (READ) – This has to do with the benevolence work for the needy believers in Jerusalem. And note that although churches were under apostolic oversight, Paul did not compel the churches to take part in this ministry. What he is simply urging the Church in Corinth to do is to complete the work that it desired to do and initiated. No coercion or compulsion was involved. So even under apostolic oversight, the churches were still autonomous.
3.
“But what about the counsel in Jerusalem? Was not the decision of one church binding to all the churches?” 

a.
Yes. But that was because the apostles, who had oversight over all the churches, were based in the church in Jerusalem – that was the Apostolic See. Thus the elders from other churches were not invited to discuss the matter of whether believing Gentiles were to be circumcised or not. Only the church in Jerusalem, discussed and decided the issue, and the result was a decree that was binging to all the churches. Acts 15:1-2, 6, 22-24 cf 16:4-5 (READ).   
b.
Therefore, when controversies will arise, each church must go to our present-day “Jerusalem” - the Scriptures of the NT. To set up church synods, the decisions of which are binding to all churches, would be to usurp apostolic authority. 
4.
So the idea of denominations and a synodical form of government have no biblical warrant.  They are human inventions introduced to the universal church’s structure out of pragmatic reasons.  Except for the church of Jerusalem, which was the apostolic see, all churches under apostolic oversight stood in equal footing.  
Trans:
But it is really important that we know and hold fast to the local church’s autonomy? That leads us into our 3rd heading...

III.

THE IMPORTANCE OF ADHERING TO LOCAL CHURCH’S AUTONOMY
A.
Because failure to adhere to local church autonomy will result into confusion, chaos, and carnal politicking.

1.
If you introduced a denominational structure into the universal church, then you will have to create positions or offices that are nowhere to be found in the Bible. Question: Who will determine what those positions would be? Who will determine what would be the authority of those who hold those positions? And who will determine what their qualifications should be? And who will elect those who will be in those positions? Since we find no biblical warrant for these positions or offices or there function, then the result is confusion, chaos, and carnal politicking. 

2.
And church history teaches us that is what will happen to churches that have a denominational and even an associational structure. It is like having 10 related families living under one roof.

3.
So why complicate the simple biblical structure of the universal church? Let’s maintain fellowship with other churches. When the need arises, let the church voluntarily engage in cooperative efforts with other churches. Let the church share her gifts to benefit other churches. Let the church seek advice from another church or churches. But let us not complicate the simple biblical structure of the church universal or it will lead to confusion, chaos, and carnal politicking.
B.
Because any departure from the Bible’s blueprint of church structure and government is potentially dangerous to human pride and carnal ambition.

1.
The long and dark history of the R.C.C. should serve as a warning. 

a.
The pastor of the Church of Rome slowly made claims that he is of higher authority that the other pastors of local churches. And because of increasing pride and ambition, those claims became more and more arrogant and pompous. And what is the end result? A monster of pride and arrogant that the Pope now claims to be “God on earth”!
b.
The New York Catechism: “The pope takes the place of Jesus Christ on earth... By divine right the pope has supreme and full power in faith and morals over each and every pastor and his flock. He is the true Vicar of Christ, the head of the entire church, the father and teacher of all Christians. He is the infallible ruler, the founder of dogmas, the author of and the judge of councils; the universal ruler of truth, the arbiter of the world, the supreme judge of heaven and earth, the judge of all, being judged by no one, God himself on earth.”
c.
This arrogant and blasphemous claims did not happen over night. But slowly as that church departed from God’s blue print of church’s structure and government. 

2.
So let us adhere to the autonomy of local churches, less we follow the footsteps of Rome.
C.
Because the denominational structure, instead of promoting, will hinder true unity among churches.

1.
What is the true basis of the unity of local churches? Spiritual and Scriptural.  

a.
Spiritual because all true local churches of Christ are indwelt by the same Holy Spirit. 
b.
Scriptural because all true local churches of Christ are subject to the Scriptures.

2.
Now what will happen if you will introduce a denominational or organizational structure? 

a.
You will fence out other churches that are not part of your organizational structure. You will tend to have nothing to do with them because they are not part of your denominational or organizational structure.

b.
You can create an illusion of unity simply because of the organizational structure. Many churches in one denomination may believe different things. But because they are organizationally one, they create an illusion among themselves and to others that they are really one. But the basis of true unity is not organizational, but spiritual and scriptural.

Conclusion:  So by all means, let us hold fast to the biblical teaching of local church’s autonomy. The wellbeing of the churches of Christ is intimately connected with it .  






