
DIFFERENCES BETWEEN THE UNIVERSAL 
CONGREGATION AND A LOCAL CONGREGATION

THE UNIVERSAL 
CONGREGATION LOCAL CONGREGATIONS

CONTAINS ALL SAVED 
INDIVIDUALS

CAN CONTAIN BOTH LOST 
AND SAVED PEOPLE

ONE MUST BE IN THIS 
ASSEMBLY TO BE SAVED

ONE DOESN’T HAVE TO BE IN 
THIS ASSEMBLY TO BE SAVED

GOD KEEPS THE “BOOKS OF 
MEMBERSHIP”

MEN KEEP THE “BOOK OF 
MEMBERSHIP”

BEGAN NEAR THE DAY OF 
PENTECOST

BEGIN WHEN MEN DECIDE TO 
WORK TOGETHER

ENTER BY BEING ADDED BY 
THE LORD 

ADDED BY ASSOCIATING 
YOURSELF W/ THE GROUP

DEATH DOESN'T AFFECT 
MEMBERSHIP

DEATH DOES AFFECT 
MEMBERSHIP

THERE IS ONLY ONE THERE ARE MANY 

HAS NO 'EARTHLY' 
ORGANIZATION

HAS EARTHLY ORGANIZATION

CANNOT BE DIVIDED CAN BE DIVIDED

THIS WEEK’S 
READING:

4/2 - 1 Kings 6-8
4/3 - 1 Kings 9-11

4/4 - 1 Kings 12-14
4/5 - 1 Kings 15-17
4/6 - 1 Kings 18-20

4/7 - 1 Kings 21-22; 2 
Kings 1

4/8 - 2 Kings 2-4

“Your word is a lamp to 
my feet and a light to my 
path.” (Psalm 119:105)

WELCOME GUESTS!

If you are visiting with us 
and have any questions 
about what you have seen 
or heard today, please fill 
out a visitor’s card or ask 
to talk to one of our 
shepherds. Our desire is 
to give you a biblical 
answer about the things 
that we bel ieve and 
practice. 

11AM
TODAY’S LESSON:

“Count your many blessings, name them one by one, And it will surprise you what the Lord hath done.” 
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“COUNT YOUR MANY BLESSINGS…”

Below is a review of what we have studied regarding the differences between the 
universal congregation of the Lord and local congregations. 



The body of Christ (universal terminology as in one body, Eph 4:1-3) is not some interconnected web of 
congregations; rather, the body is composed of individuals (see 1 Cor 12:12-27). Individual Christians ought to 
seek out other Christians in their locale with whom they can work, worship, and edify one another. This is what 
Christians have done from the beginning (Acts 2:42). Fellowship requires togetherness. 

Local congregations are made up of Christians who purposefully join together to that end (e.g., “to the church of 
God that is in Corinth,” 1 Cor 1:2). A local congregation is not institutionally tied to any other congregation, but 
stands on its own as an independent, self-governing group. One local church is not amenable to another local 
church; they each stand independently before Christ, accountable to Him. Revelation 2-3 gives us a good snapshot 
of this. The Lord addressed each congregation on its own, gave the good and bad where each existed, and told 
them what they needed to be doing. The church at Ephesus had no authority over the church at Smyrna, and vice 
versa. That is the position of Christ, the King of all. 

To clarify further, saying that a church is autonomous or self-governing does not imply that the group is not under 
Christ as Head or that such a group can just make up its own rules about what it does. In this context, autonomous 
simply means that a local group takes care of its own business without being controlled or overseen by any other 
group or institution. When a group has shepherds, the shepherds are to oversee only that group which is among 
them (Acts 20:28; 1 Pet 5:2). They have no biblical warrant for taking oversight of other congregations or even 
asking other congregations to bring their work under them. In the first century, the apostles operated on a level 
larger than local churches because of their special roles chosen by Christ, but that is not so for elders or shepherds. 
Absent living apostles now, each biblical congregation would seek to abide by what the apostles and prophets left 
behind, but no living person today has any authority over any group of churches. 

Practically, what this means is that each congregation makes decisions that the leaders believe will work best for 
that group alone. Given that all should be seeking to act within the principle of abiding in God’s word, the 
decisions for one group will not necessarily be the best for another. One group may decide that meeting once on a 
Sunday is best for them; another may decide to meet twice at times that vary from other groups. One group might 
use a sign simply indicating that Christians gather there, while another might use a different description (assuming 
all are biblical). It is not the business of anyone outside the local group to become the judge of that group (e.g., 
“that church quit meeting on Sunday night; they must be slipping in their spiritual focus”). When decisions are 
made within the realm of what Scripture allows, there is a good bit of leeway and many choices to be made within 
that group’s purview. Those who are not part of that group have no warrant to interject themselves into the group’s 
business, and we all need to be very careful in how we criticize decisions made by an autonomous group of which 
we are not a part. We are neither Christ nor the apostles. 

It should be a given that all disciples of Christ should be seeking to abide within His word (John 8:31). None of 
this is to say that we cannot evaluate actions of a group on the basis of Scripture. However, we need to be careful 
that we are not misjudging what is a local congregational liberty in acting upon what best works for their situation. 
Many choices must be made, and local leaders are usually aware of their own member needs. How can we judge 
what we don’t even really know? Even within a local congregation, the elders will likely be dealing with issues 
surrounding some members about which other members will not have all the information. How much more when 
we aren’t even part of a group! 

Respecting autonomy is important, for there is no super-organization that controls and commands what each group 
is to be doing. No one person or other outside group or institution has authority to take over a local church. That is 
the realm of the Lord and His word. Now we might assess a local situation for ourselves and decide that they are 
doing what we cannot participate in, or, on the flip side, that they are doing what is right and the situation fits us 
well. At the end of the day, that’s pretty much the only way it can work. Individuals must decide. Local groups 
must decide. Who are we to try to usurp the Lord’s position? Respect autonomy. The alternative is neither 
scriptural nor pretty. 
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