Notes on fellowship

1. Webster defines fellowship in the following ways.
a. A state or relation of being a fellow or associate.
b. The companionship of people on equal and friendly terms.
c. A unified body of people sharing in common interests, goals, and characteristics.
d. A partnership or alliance.
2. From a secular standpoint, there are three distinct ideas that help to define the exact nature of fellowship.

a. Fellowship means being a part of a group, a body of people; in that regard, it is opposed to isolation, solitude, loneliness, and the modern day emphasis on the matter of individualism.  Gen. 2:18, Romans 12:5, ICor. 12:25, IICor. 5:15
b. However, simply being in the presence of others does not mean there is anything that is actually shared in common.  Jn. 18:33-38
c. Fellowship involves the matters of having or sharing with others certain things in common such as interests, goals, feelings, beliefs, activities, labor, privileges, responsibilities, and even shared experiences. 
d. Fellowship can mean a partnership that involves working together and caring for one another as a unified group; in that regard, there are similarities to a company of soldiers or members of a family.
3. The biblical concept of fellowship is largely derived from two families of words; the first family is derived from the verb koinwne,w (koinoneo—to share or participate in something).
a. The adjective κοινός (koinos--common) deals with that which is shared or belongs equally to several parties.  Acts 2:44; Tit. 1:4; Jude 1:3

b. Although unrelated to the concept of fellowship, this adjective was used to denote the opposite of that which is holy; it was used of that which is common or ordinary, that which is unacceptable or defiled.  Mk. 7:2,5

c. The noun κοινωνία (koinonia--fellowship) denotes a close association with others that involves mutual interests and sharing.
d. The adjective κοινωνικός (koinonikos--sociable, liberal) refers to one who is sociable, one who is ready to form and maintain fellowship and unity with others; in that vein, it refers to one who is inclined to share or impart his possessions, one who is liberal with others.
4. The second family of words used for this concept are derived from the verb mete,cw (metecho—lit. to have with).
a. The verb mete,cw (metecho—lit. to have with) is used eight times and means to have a share in something, to participate or partake with someone.  Heb. 2:14
b. The cognate adjective μέτοχος (metochos--sharing, participating) is used to describe one who is a business companion or partner.  Lk. 5:7
5. Both families of words deal with the matter of having or sharing something in common with someone else, having a relationship with others that involves shared ideas, activities, and goals.
6. When one considers the various aspects of fellowship, it may be defined as a relationship that consists of inner unity among believers, which unity expresses itself in overt participation with Christ and other believers in order to express and fulfill God’s will on earth.
7. The importance of partnership with other adjusted believers cannot be overestimated; this aspect of the Christian way of life may produce some conflict with those who place an excessive doctrinal emphasis on the privacy of the priesthood.  
a. It is very telling that there is actually no Greek term for privacy and even modern Greek does not really have a term that strictly means privacy.

b. As it has been taught in many doctrinal churches, the doctrine of the privacy of the priesthood asserts ideas and principles that are not be substantiated by the Bible and that sometimes conflict with principles that are clearly taught in the Word of God.
c. These issues begin with the definition that has been advanced for privacy (in certain churches) and the assertions made about privacy that lack either secular and/or biblical documentation.
d. Webster defines privacy as a state of being apart from the company or observation of others; it may involve seclusion and secrecy.

e. R.B. Thieme has defined privacy as that principle of freedom whereby an individual of the human race has the right to retire from the company of others, remaining in seclusion from the knowledge or observation of others.

f. However, he goes well beyond any normal and accepted definition of privacy and asserts that privacy is the innate right of the human race to isolation.
g. While we would agree with the assertion that volition is the first of God’s divine institutions, his statement that one must have privacy in order to exercise volition is advanced without any logical or scriptural support. 
h. The assertion
 that a believer must remain secluded from others in order to complete his Ph2 mission in Christ not only lacks proof, it is an example of a logical fallacy.
i. This logical fallacy is known as an alleged certainty (asserting a conclusion without evidence by means of a statement that makes the conclusion appear certain when it is not); additionally, this assertion cannot be documented biblically.
8. He and others go even further with their view and state that "no believer has the right to intrude into the privacy of another believer." 
9. While this cannot be supported biblically, some parts of their views on this subject are acceptable since they can be documented clearly by the Bible.

a. For instance, one should allow privacy and freedom when it comes to the matter of non-essentials in the Christian way of life.  Rom. 14:4,10
b. However, one should recognize that doing so is not so much a matter of privacy; it is more a matter of the refusal to engage in sinful judging or treating other believers with contempt.  Rom. 14:3
c. Secondly, the believer should have the attitude that he is to “live and let live”; he has the freedom in Christ to live as he chooses and should allow that same freedom for others.  Gal. 5:1
d. However, accepting the opinions and choices of others is not much a matter of their privacy as it is humility, gentleness, patience, tolerance, and love.  Eph. 4:2

e. Additionally, they are correct that violating the privacy of another person can be sinful.  ITim. 5:13; IPet. 4:15

f. However, gossip, maligning, slander, abusive speech, lying, deceit, and other ways believers abuse others are sinful anyway; the matter of privacy is really secondary to the matter of sinning.  Eph. 4:31; Col. 3:8-9
10. Privacy is certainly legitimate in specific contexts and should not be violated when it comes to applications of doctrine such as prayer and grace giving.

a. Jesus taught that privacy was a very necessary component when it comes to the matter of grace giving.  Matt. 6:1-4

b. The prohibition about not letting one’s left hand know what the right hand is doing is an idiom that conveys the idea of privacy.
c. Similarly, Jesus taught that privacy was a critical component of prayer.  Matt. 6:5-6

d. While His teaching is not designed to prohibit public prayer, it clearly emphasizes that prayer is largely a private matter.  

e. Again, the matter of privacy is really secondary to these teachings, which are actually focused on the matter of seeking human approbation (in order to be seen by men).  Matt. 6:1,5
11. While the Bible does advocate for privacy to some extent, it does not justify privacy as an excuse for isolating oneself alone from the body of Christ.  Gen. 2:18

12. In fact, any teaching on privacy must be balanced with other passages that involve the ongoing relationships and interactions within the body of Christ.  Eph. 4:11-12,16
13. It is evident from the Bible that people should respect privacy and boundaries; a number of passages indicate that the believer is to live a quiet and peaceful life (IThess. 4:11, ITim. 2:2), mind his own business, and refuse to meddle in the affairs of others.  Prov. 26:17; IPet. 4:15
a. One certainly needs privacy when he is deliberating on a particular issue or considering a specific course of action; others should respect that and not offer unsolicited advice.

b. Additionally, privacy should certainly be respected if one believer confides in another regarding some issue that he does not want shared with others.

14. While the exhortations to mind one's own business are clearly found in the Bible, this does not mitigate or remove the clear teaching regarding the responsibilities that believers have to one another.
a. When John the Baptist communicated the gospel he obviously gave exhortations and advice to his audiences, some of which were not too kind (Lk. 3:7-14,18); one of those admonitions resulted in his imprisonment.  Lk. 3:19-20 
b. Peter, the early apostles, and other communicators did likewise.  Acts 2:40; IThess. 2:11; Heb. 13:22
c. Those with the spiritual gift of exhortation or prophecy must be able to speak to others as they are led by the Holy Spirit, spiritual insight, and resident doctrine.  Rom. 12:6,8
d. Believers are expected and commanded to exhort, encourage, and edify one another regularly.  IThess. 5:11; Heb. 3:12-13, 10:24-25
e. Believers are commanded to bear one another’s burdens; however, this cannot be possible if one cannot ask or find out what the needs or burdens are.  Gal. 6:1-2
f. Various commands to provide verbal correction (reproof and rebuke), instruction, or advice cannot be obeyed if privacy is inviolable (not to be violated).  IThess. 5:14; IIThess. 3:15
g. When a conflict arises within the local church, the believer is commanded to “violate the privacy” of the offending party; he even has the mandate to do so to a wider audience if it becomes necessary.  Matt. 18:15-17
15. While there is a certain amount of truth to the matter of privacy, it has not generally been balanced with the types of examples above and actually works against some biblical concepts.

a. It works against the actual biblical function of the body of Christ, which demands a measure of interdependency, personal accountability, and the loss of some privacy.  Eph. 4:16

b. When one understands the doctrine of biblical fellowship properly, it is clear that the matter of privacy is of far less consequence; in fact, the English term privacy is not found in the New American Standard translation.
16. The concept of Christian fellowship involves four primary things that every believer should understand if he is to grasp all that is involved in fellowship.
17. The first is the matter of a shared relationship with Christ, which must be understood as an objective spiritual reality that is necessary before one can actually have fellowship with the Lord.  ICor. 1:9
a. While earthly fellowship may be based on common interests, similarity of human nature, line of work, or physical relationships like family, these secular things do not contribute to Christian fellowship.

b. Even though all believers have a vertical relationship with the Father and His Son, they do not necessarily have fellowship with the Father and Son.  IJn. 1:6
c. Similarly, believers are called into fellowship with one another, but may not enjoy experiential fellowship because of their beliefs or lifestyle choices.  Phil. 2:1-2; IJn. 1:3 
d. The matter of a shared relationship is foundational to the matter of experiential fellowship; the shared position in Christ forms the basis for experiential fellowship in Christ.
18. However, the fact that the believer has a personal relationship with Christ demands that there can be no legitimate fellowship with those that do not share in that relationship.

a. The reality that unbelievers do not share in this relationship with Christ mandates the necessity of the doctrine of separation.  IICor. 6:14
b. Violating the doctrine of separation to establish or maintain such a relationship sends a signal to the maladjusted that is just the opposite of what believers should be communicating.
c. It suggests that the unbeliever or the non-compliant believer is acceptable as he is; however, one must recognize that he is not acceptable as he is to God!  Gen. 4:3-5; Rom. 12:1
d. Seeking to establish or maintain a relationship with the unbeliever or the negative believer based on anything other than orientation to the truth may make the negative comfortable, but it disrespects God and those other believers who have suffered the loss of relationships based on orientation to the truth.  
19. The second important component of fellowship is that of partnership; since believers share in the life of Christ by virtue of their relationship with Him, they likewise become partners in His ventures on earth.

a. Luke used both families of words to refer to the business partnership of Peter, James and John; in Luke 5:7 he uses me,tocoj (metochos--lit. to have with, companion, partner) and in verse 10 he uses koinwno,j (koinonos--partner, companion, sharer).
b. Paul used the koinwne,w (koinoneo) family of words to describe certain men and churches as being his partners in the ministry.  IICor. 8:23; Phil. 1:5
c. In the book of Hebrews, Luke uses me,tocoj (metochos) to describe the fact that the believer partakes of the Lord since they share in His life and should participate in His earthly enterprise.  Heb. 3:1,14
d. The idea of secular partnerships is that they are formed in the business world for a purpose and they have an objective (normally financial profit).
e. Likewise, believers are to be partners in the spiritual objectives of the Lord; they are to partner with other believers around them and seek to edify believers within the local church (promoting spiritual profit; Eph. 4:15-16) in addition to promoting the gospel.  ICor. 9:23
20. The third critical component of fellowship is that of companionship, which involves having someone the believer knows, likes, and relates to in his presence.  
a. It should be evident that one can be physically in the presence of many people and have absolutely nothing in common with those people.  Prov. 5:12-14
b. Therefore, Christian fellowship involves more than simply being in one another’s presence; it requires a common bond that should involve real communication with other believers with a view to edification.  Rom. 15:2; ICor. 14:12
c. The matter of one’s vertical companionship with God involves communication with God via prayer and God communicating to the believer via His word, the ministry of the Holy Spirit, and His providential guidance.  
d. The horizontal companionship with other believers first involves assembly together for face-to-face teaching in order to learn and understand the doctrines of the faith.  Col. 1:28; IITim. 3:16
e. The shared doctrines of the faith should naturally lead to doctrinal fellowship with others who accept and embrace the same sound teachings of the faith.  
f. Christian fellowship and companionship involves more than simple association; it involves mutual sharing of one’s burdens, feelings, insights, needs, and whatever else may be appropriate to share.  Gal. 6:2; James 5:16

g. Companionship means that believers must learn to communicate with one another in an open and honest way, with a view to promoting spiritual growth and doctrinal excellence in one another.  Eph. 4:25,29; Phil. 1:10; Heb. 3:13,10:24-25
21. The fourth component involved in fellowship relates to the matter of stewardship, which is defined as conducting, supervising, or managing something that has been entrusted to the believer by a superior.

a. God is the owner of all things (Job 41:11; Ps. 50:12; ICor. 10:26) and the believer is to act on His behalf by properly administering (as God’s steward) whatever material blessings God provides.  Gen. 1:28; IPet. 4:10
b. The koinwne,w (koinoneo--fellowship, partnership) family of words is used one-fourth of the time to deal with the matter of sharing material goods and money with those in need; the three times this family is used in Romans all have to do with sharing in the material needs of others.  Rom. 12:13,15:26,27

c. This aspect of fellowship involves sharing and reciprocity with one’s partners in Christ; sharing in the physical needs of others is a visible and tangible manifestation of the spiritual fellowship believers share.  Gal. 6:6
d. Although some have taken this aspect of fellowship as a mandate to produce complete economic equality among believers, good stewardship is not designed to promote socialism by means of redistributing wealth.  Mk. 14:7; ITim. 6:17
e. Although good stewardship involves the matter of reciprocity, applying toward others is not designed with a view to making all believers financially equal; the goal of Christian stewardship is really a matter of opportunity, balance, and equity.
f. One very real benefit of good stewardship (applying toward other brothers and sisters in need) is that they may be in a position to apply toward those who have applied toward them when and if needs arise.  IICor. 8:13-14 
g. In fact, reciprocity is necessary if there is to be any good partnership; the partners must share equally in both the privileges and the responsibilities, the assets and liabilities, and the blessings and burdens of God’s plan.
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