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Does “Autonomy” Give Local Churches
License to Bind What God Has Not Bound?

Brian R. Kenyon
This writer recently became aware of a local church that was using “autonomy” 

as justification for binding what God has not bound. Thus, an examination of 
local church “autonomy” and its limitations is in order. The word “church” (from 
ekklesia) refers to a called out assembly, congregation. The word “church’ is used 
two major ways in the New Testament. First, “church” is used in a universal sense, 
where all congregations are viewed as one church (Mt. 16:18). Second, “church” is 
used in a local sense, where a particular congregations are meant (1 Cor. 1:1-2; Gal. 
1:2). Local churches may be identified according to ownership (Rom. 16:16; 1 Cor. 
1:2), according to location (Rev. 2:1, 8, 12, 18), or according to those of whom they 
consist (Rom. 16:4; 1 Cor. 14:33; Col. 4:16; 1 Thes. 1:1; Heb. 12:23).

What Is Local Church “Autonomy”?
“Autonomy,” as it relates to churches, means self-governing. Ideally, God desires 

the local congregation to be governed (in matters of option) by an eldership (cf. Acts 
14:23; Titus 1:5). Each person in the eldership must meet the qualifications (1 Tim. 
3:1-7; Titus 1:6-9). In God’s arrangement, no eldership has authority over any other 
congregation except the local church over which it serves (cf. Acts 20:28; 1 Pet. 5:1-
3). However, this autonomous arrangement does not mean a local church is free to 
believe and practice whatever its eldership wants!

Whether a local or universal sense is indicated, Christ is the Head of His church 
(Eph. 1:22-23; Col. 1:18). Since Christ is the Head of the church, He is the one who 
has established the doctrine. He told the apostles, “Whatsoever ye shall bind on 
earth shall be bound in heaven: and whatsoever ye shall loose on earth shall be 
loosed in heaven” (Mt. 18:18 cf. Mt. 16:19). The tenses of the verbs carry the sense, 
“Whatsoever you shall bind on earth will have already been bound in heaven: and 
whatsoever you shall loose on earth will have already been loosed in heaven.” It was 
not the apostles who formulated doctrine. Rather, they were merely to communicate 
what God had already set. Thus, no apostle, no preacher, or no eldership has a right 
to bind what God has loosed or to loose what God has bound (Gal. 1:6-9)! Since 
Christ has given the doctrine, and no one has a right to change it, elderships only rule 
over expedient, or optional, matters. For example, no eldership has a right to decide 
whether the local church it oversees will worship with mechanical instruments of 
music, for God has already only authorized singing (cf. Eph. 5:19; Col. 3:16). What 



 


an eldership can decide are expedient matters such as whether to buy new song books, who will lead singing, the 
number of songs to be sung, etc.

“Autonomy” Does Not Give License
Thinking that a local church can do whatever its elders want because the local church is “autonomous,” 

shows a misunderstanding of autonomy and a deep disrespect for God’s word, to say the least. Consider the 
local churches of Asia Minor? Christ was against the church in Pergamos because some of the members held 
“the doctrine of Balaam, who taught Balac to cast a stumblingblock before the children of Israel, to eat things 
sacrificed unto idols, and to commit fornication” (Rev. 2:14). Some members also held to the “doctrine of the 
Nicolaitans,” which even Christ hated (Rev. 2:15). Was this acceptable, because the church was “autonomous”? 
Of course not! Jesus told them to “Repent” (Rev. 2:16)! Some in the church at Thyatira allowed “that woman 
Jezebel … to teach and to seduce my servants to commit fornication, and to eat things sacrificed unto idols” (Rev. 
2:20). Was that okay because they were “autonomous”? Of course not! Jesus said, “except they repent of their 
deeds,” they would suffer “great tribulation” (Rev. 2:21-22)! Should the lukewarmness of the Laodiceans have 
been left alone by the Lord because they were an “autonomous” congregation? Of course not! Jesus, as the Head 
of the church, authoritatively rebuked them and called for them to “repent” (Rev. 3:19)!

Local church “autonomy” is not a license to believe, teach, and/or practice what is contrary to God’s will. Since 
a local church is made-up of individual Christians, it is appropriate to examine some passages about Christian 
freedom to see that liberty in Christ, and thus autonomy, comes with limitations. First, after Paul explained how 
“grace [through Christ] did much more abound [over sin through Adam]” (Rom. 5:12-21), he anticipated and 
dissipated a possible objection: “What shall we say then? Shall we continue in sin, that grace may abound? God 
forbid. How shall we, that are dead to sin, live any longer therein?” (Rom. 6:1-2). Even though sin gives grace 
the opportunity to totally defeat it and surpass its consequences, sin should not be sought to give grace that 
opportunity. Nothing, including God’s wonderful grace, gives license to sin (cf. Gal. 5:4)! 

Second, Paul declared, “Stand fast therefore in the liberty wherewith Christ hath made us free, and be not 
entangled again with the yoke of bondage” (Gal. 5:1). The freedom from which Christians have been set free was 
bondage to the Law of Moses. Moses’ Law served its purpose (Gal. 3:24-25). It was nailed to the cross (Col. 2:14). 
However, because people tend to abuse freedom, Paul warned, “For, brethren, ye have been called unto liberty; 
only use not liberty for an occasion to the flesh, but by love serve one another” (Gal. 5:13). The word translated 
“occasion [opportunity, NKJ]” originally meant the starting-point or base of operations for an expedition; then 
it came to mean, the resources needed to carry through an undertaking (Bauer, A Greek-English Lexicon of 
the New Testament 127). Thus, Paul was saying we should not let our Christian freedom “become a beachhead 
for the armies of indulgence to gain a foothold in this life” (Boice, Expositor’s Bible Commentary 10:492-493). 
Liberty in Christ, whether individual or congregational, does not give license to sin! Rather than using Christian 
liberty to fulfill the lusts of the flesh, this freedom should be used to serve one another by love!

Third, in a section where Peter was encouraging his readers to “Submit yourselves to every ordinance of man 
for the Lord’s sake,” he wrote, “For so is the will of God, that with well doing ye may put to silence the ignorance 
of foolish men: As free, and not using your liberty for a cloke of maliciousness, but as the servants of God” (1 
Pet. 2:15-16). The word “cloke [cloak, NKJ]” is not from the word elsewhere used for the outer garment (as 
per 2 Tim. 4:13). Rather, the word here (from epikalumma) means covering or pretext. Peter’s point was that 
Christians can, by doing well, show their genuineness to those on the outside, who may even oppose them (cf. 1 
Pet. 2:12). However, they cannot do that if they are acting like the world under the guise of their Christian liberty! 
“Autonomy,” whether individual or congregational, cannot be used as a covering for unscriptural practices!

Conclusion
Any eldership or group of “leading brothers” who would conclude their local church “autonomy” gives them 

the right to teach and practice whatever they think, even if it conflicts with Scripture, is out of place according to 
God. Let us all study God’s word and make sure we are operating, individually and as a congregation, according 
to Scripture. Let us not be so arrogant that we refuse to study further, even admitting we need correction when 
our views fall short of Scripture (cf. Acts 18:26). No person is autonomously unconnected from God! ÆBrian



Communion to Shut-Ins
Dec.  22nd .................................................. Deal / Turner
Dec.  29th .............................................Volunteer Needed

2020 volunteer list is posted on the bulletin board

Please meet in the library.  If you cannot serve, please call 
Stacey Paulin so he can get a replacement - (863) 838-8911

SCHEDULED TO SERVE

Bobby Sheumaker ...............Table  ...................Wayne Shearer
Phil Fife  .............................Assist  ........................ Ken Walker

December
Designated Elder During Services - Kenny French 

Open/Close Building - Bob Cooper

SFA FAMILY MATTERS 

Sunday, December 29, 2019
9:30 A.M.

Song at Bible Class........................................ Jim Turner
Prayer........................................................... Gavin Williams
Sound Booth.......................................................... Casey Paulin
Announcements......................................... Fred Strickland
Song Leader..................................................Jason Hendrix
Opening Prayer........................................... Edward Atkins
Sermon............................................................ Hiram Kemp
Closing Prayer............................................ John McShane
Greeters............................................... Dix/Estridge
Cards............................................................ Caelen/Cam’rom

6:00 P.M.                                    Song Leader............................................. Paul Romine
Opening Prayer............................................. Tucker Sweeney
Sermon............................................................. Hiram Kemp
Closing Prayer............................................. Jimmy Sweeney

Wednesday, January 1, 2019
Song Leader............................................... Vince Daugherty
Opening Prayer.......................................... David Anderson
Closing Prayer............................................ Charles Paulin

Sunday, December 22, 2019
9:30 A.M.

Song at Bible Class ........................................... Kyle Williams
Prayer............................................................... David Anderson
Sound Booth.................................................. Tucker Sweeney
Announcements............................................... Fred Strickland
Song Leader...................................................... Jason Hendrix
Opening Prayer..................................................... Kyle Faneuf
Sermon................................................................. Hiram Kemp
Closing Prayer..................................................... Rick Kenyon
Greeters........................................................ McShane/Faneuf
Cards.................................................................... Klark/Willcut

6:00 P.M.Song Leader........................................................ Paul Romine
Opening Prayer.................................................... Rick Kenyon
Sermon.......................................................... Vince Daugherty
Closing Prayer........................................................ Jeff Bingle

Wednesday, December 25, 2019
Song Leader .................................................... Rick Kenyon 
Opening Prayer...................................................... David Deal
Closing Prayer .................................................... Allen Grimes

~   HOW ARE WE GIVING   ~  .  
Nov. 24 ................................................ $4,965.50
Dec. 01 .............................................. $8,154.83
Dec. 08 ............................................ $7,128.50
Dec. 15 ................................................ $6,704.75
Contribution Average ........................... $6,579.07

Visitors
Sherman Williams, Jerry Green, Eric Bunch, Brownlow-Dindy family, 
Janet Moore, Dolly Martin, Tiffany Hash, Henry & Donnie Lanier, 
Deshedra Lanier, John & Janie Glass, Johnny Davidson and Emanuel & 
Marcia White.

December  Clean-up Jimmy Sweeney’s team (E-K)

Response
Eric Bunch, who has been coming with Debra Pavolic, asked for the prayers 
of the congregation. Please keep him in prayer.

Prayer List
Our Members:  Jim Turner is home from the VA hospital. Melody Baxter, 

Carol Pace, Ginny Hamby, Cierra Edwards, Margaret Coone, Ellen 
Shearer, Ray Naschick, Ron Ford, Chuck & Evelyn Wyatt, Debbie Bush, 
Ginny Johnson, Brian Smith (upcoming tests for his heart), Bernetta Green 
& Rosalind Coleman (death of Bernetta’s brother).

Shut In Members: Faith West, Carol Eason, Virginia Plumlee, Joyce Burbage 
and Cheryl Barker. 

Others: Andre & Nasheka Medley (birth of Nya), Tonya Mathis (hospice care), 
Larry Laster, Chrissi Fuesner, Chip Bolding, Tony Seibert, Neil Entwistle 
Sr., Tanya Irizarry, Trevor & Sandy Hutchins, Derick Jordan,  Peggy 
Nabors (Kim Faneuf’s mother), Keijuan Callaway (Sharon Washington’s 
son), Mary Grow (pneumonia) and Anna Bess (Margaret Coone’s mother).

Upcoming Events
Thursday December 19th: Senior Saints will be going to look at Christmas 

lights. The van will leave the building at 6:15 p.m. A head count is needed. 
Please add your name to the list on the board.

Saturday December 21st: Men’s Breakfast at Griffin Rd. church of Christ 
in Lakeland at 8:00 a.m.

Saturday December 21st: Youth group will go Christmas caroling, leaving 
the building at 2:00 p.m. 

Saturday December 21st:  Annual Christmas Party here in the fellowship 
hall at 5:00 p.m. Bring a potluck dish and a white elephant gift for your 
specific age group, including kids. The youth group will lead Christmas 
carols for the whole group.

Friday December 27th: Youth group will prepare a meal for the families 
residing in the Ronald McDonald House in Tampa. See Vince for more 
details.

Sunday, December 29th: Men’s training class, 9:30 a.m.
Tuesday December 31st: 3rd Annual Chili Cook-Off at 6:00 p.m. Please 

bring a side dish, drinks and dessert.

Christmas Cards
The youth group will hand deliver Christmas cards for you. Last day to have all 
cards in the basket is Dec. 18th.

Podcast
 We invite you to listen to our new podcast (recorded radio broadcast)   
 that is hosted by members of our congregation and features topics 
 that are spiritually relevant. It is posted on our website and on our 
 YouTube channel. It is called: 

The Modern Day Christian Podcast 

Thank you
To my Christian family, I appreciate the love, concern, good wishes, and 
hugs, I received when I discovered I had a different and easier to cure 
cancer. Thanks be to God and my surgeon, I am cancer free again! I want to 
thank all of you and Hiram, who was at the hospital, for the prayers, cards, 
calls, visits and the delicious food. I am so proud to be a member of this 
great Christian family here at this congregation. 
                        I love all of you!  Jeanelle Thrower.



 


that subject, the first of which began January 22. John Calvin (1509-1564) was a French theologian and Reformer. He was not the first 
to teach the major tenants of his doctrine, but he certainly popularized them. He had (and has) a tremendous, but erroneous influence 
upon the religious world from his day until now. The basic doctrines of “Calvinism” are given by a five point acrostic (T-U-L-I-P). 
The T stands for “total hereditary depravity” (also known as “original sin”). The U stands for “unconditional predestination.” The T 
stands for “limited atonement.” The “I” stands for “irresistible grace.” The “P” stands for “perseverance of the saints” (also known as 
“once saved, always saved”). “Calvinism” must be recognized, understood, and refuted. In the next five bulletins, we will examine

Please DO NOT PARK 
between the trees on the right 

and the bushes on the left shown 
in the foreground of this picture. 
It blocks access to the grass lot.
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1807 South Florida Avenue
Lakeland, FL 33803-2653

Return Service Requested

The End of Your Search for a Friendly Church . . . 

Thanks to All Who 
Supported Casey!
It is always extra special when graduates 
of FSOP are “home grown.” Many have 
known Casey his whole life and are 
thankful he chose to serve God in this 
way. Pray for his continued success! 

Mission Trip Peru
We are gearing up with prayer and 
planning for a YES II mission trip to Ica, 
Peru, on July 17-25, 2020. This was the 
date that best fit the most members. If 
you have gone in the past and want to 

go again, please register online as in the past. If you are new, 
see Brian for how to register. We appreciate our eldership for 
seeing the value of involving our young people in evangelism!

Tell others 
about our pod 
casts, especially 
the younger 
generations! This 
is a great way to 
sow the Gospel!

Special Thanks for those who organized and 
participated in SFA’s involvement in “Wreaths Across America,” a 
nation-wide event, originating at Arlington National Cemetery, that 
honors deceased American veterans. While the United States of America 
is not perfect nor should be worshiped, it is a very blessed nation whose 
founding was based on Bible principles. Let us pray for our country that 
we may continue to practice Christianity peacefully (1 Tim. 2:1-4)!

Blessed is the nation whose 
God is the Lord. (Ps. 33:12) 
Happy are the people whose 
God is the Lord! (Ps. 144:15)
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Retired . . . but not from the Lord’s work!
Our senior saints 

were busy last 
week making 

teddy bears to 
brighten-up the 

disadvantaged this 
holiday season!  


