Establishing Biblical Authority:
Distinguishing the Individual 
from the Church 
     In this country we recognize the value of having a separation between church and state. However, we also need to recognize some distinctions between the church and the individual when it comes to the matter of establishing biblical authority.  For instance, there are various and distinct duties given to the husband and the wife in the Bible relative to the family.  Each has specific roles and functions that, when properly administered and fulfilled, benefit the family unit as a whole.  Failing to recognize and keeping our given roles and the family no longer functions according to God’s plan.  Generally this will lead to many problems inside the family.  In like fashion, the distinctive roles of the individual and the church must also be recognized and maintained.  Let’s consider then the particular roles given by God through the New Testament to the Church and the Individual relative to establishing biblical authority. 

I.  First, Consider the Role of the Individual.
   A.  The Individual has Responsibilities in Primarily Three Areas as Ordained and Directed by God:

1.  Civil/Political- Government (civil organization) is ordained of God, Rom.13:1-7.  This does not mean that God approves all forms of government, or all governmental leaders, when their conduct contradicts His will.  As government is thus given by God for man’s benefit, it then follows that the Christian has obligation to submit to civil authorities, 1Pet.2:13-17.

2.  Family- As government is/was given by God, so also the family is an organization of divine origin, cf.  Gen.2:20-24.  And so too as with government, the organization of the family given by God comes with inherent duties to each of the parties involved, cf. Eph.5:22 - 6:4.  Husbands have duties to wives and vice versa.  Parents have obligations and responsibilities to children and vice versa.  For example, the Husband/Father is given the appointed task of economic responsibility for the family, 1Tim.5:8; 2Thess.3:10-12.  The Wife/Mother role comes with the responsibility of the care of the home, Titus 2:5; 1Tim.5:14.  Children are not excluded from responsibility in God’s plan.  They have the responsibility of being obedient to and honoring their parents, Eph.6:1-2.  All of these are individual responsibilities as divinely appointed by God.

3.  Spiritual- Each of us has an individual responsibility and duty to God of being faithfully obedient to His will.  It is also true that when one is a Christian, this fellowship with and obedience to God in the church will make him a better citizen and family member.  If it doesn’t, then he likely has not truly become a Christian.  But, the improvements in these aspects of life are a result of Christianity, not the goal of it.  The goal of Christianity is salvation, Lk.19:10 not improved government or families.  

But even in admitting and recognizing the individual spiritual responsibilities that each of us have, we must at the same time acknowledge that there are collectively roles and responsibilities that are given to us a church of God.  The word “church” simply means and refers to a called out body or group.  While it is true that this refers to being  called-out from the world and its service to sin, I think it is important to also recognize that by its very definition the word church implies and requires a group (i.e. a collectivety).  As such we must recognize then that it is not the same as the/an individual despite being made up of them!  

   B.  The Individual Can and Should Function in the Government, the Home, and the Church 

Without Joining Them Together or Blurring Their Distinctive Purposes.

1.  The individual can/should be active in government, cf.  Rom.13:1,7.  Where is the command relative to the church’s collective involvement in the same?  

2.  The individual can own a business or work for another to provide for his family.  Instructions are even given to further this end, Eph.6:5-9; Col.3:22 - 4:1.  Where is the authority for the church to become involved in a business?  
3.  The individual as a good parent will educate (secularly) and provide for the social and recreational needs of his family.  But where is the responsibility for these duties sifted over to the church.  Is it to be physical Father/Mother to children?  Surely the church has no more responsibility here than it does in the Political or Business realms.  These are individual responsibilities.  

II. Secondly, Consider the Difference Between the Church and the Individual in Action.
   A.  Church Action Involves a Group of Individual Christians Acting Collectively. 

1. While it is true that whatever the work of the church is, it becomes at least to some degree the responsibility of the individual members of it, nonetheless the work is being done by the body, Eph.4:16.  

2.  It does not however follow that the church is authorized to do everything that the individual may do.  Remember our previous examples of civil participation, business activity, and family responsibilities.  Consider that:



a. One Member is not the Body, 1Cor.12:12,14.



b. One Stone is not a Building, 1Pet.2:5.

c. The word “church” itself is a collective noun that is used synonymously with “flock”.  One cow does not make a herd any more than one sheep makes a flock or one person makes a group.  

3.  The problem is that some just fail to see this distinction and want to say that anything that the individual can do the church can do.  But if that’s true, what about these applications:



a.  Was the church in Corinth guilty of adultery?  1Cor.5:1ff


b.  Can the church receive the rightful benefits of physical marriage collectively?
c.   If the church can do the work of the individual, then why can it not receive the benefits of the same?  Just have your weekly/bi-weekly paycheck made out to the church if you doing something is equal to the church doing it.  You see, these things highlight the distinction between the two.  

   B.  Certainly the Bible Makes a Distinction Between Individual Action and Church/Collective Action:

1.  As demonstrating in Eating, 1Cor.11:12,14 (see also Acts 2:46)- “do you not have houses in which to eat and drink?”  The church did not then and should not now have houses in which to eat and drink!- that is an individual responsibility.

2.  As demonstrated in Discipline, Matt.18:15-17   If he will not hear you, then take others; if he will not hear them, then take it to the church!  The individual did not and does not equal the church in discipline.

3.  As demonstrated in Benevolence, 1Tim.5:16.   I am not denying that the church has benevolent obligations.  Acts 6:1ff; 1Cor.16:1-2 and Rom.15:25-27 indicate that it does.  But these benevolent obligations of the church are not the same as those given to individuals.  These passages teach that the church’s authorization in the matter of benevolence is only to those with whom it shares spiritual fellowship.  1Tim.5:16 teachs us that even within this relationship, there are limits.  It is the individual which has the responsibility of caring for his fellowman regardless of whether or not he is a spiritual family member, cf.  Luke 10:25-37!

4.  As demonstrated further by 1Tim.5:



a.  v.4-  Can the church show piety and make some return (in finances) to its parents?



b.  v.14 Can the church marry, bear children, and guide the (physical) house?
III.  Conclusion-  Although the Church is made up of Individuals, each has its own area of obligation and responsibility.  As such, the Individual ought not to try to be the Church, and the Church certainly ought not to try to be the individual.  If we respect God’s order in these matters, then there will be no need for:



1.  Church-sponsored Education.   Individuals will take care of it.



2.  Church-sponsored Social Activities.  Individuals will take care of it.



3.  Church-sponsored Recreation.  Individuals will take care of it.

4.  Church-sponsored Universal Benevolence.  Individuals will take care of it and the Church can busy itself being what God intended for it to be: the Pillar and the Support of Truth!  1Tim.3:15
Written by Philip Strong – Jacksonville, Texas
