
Fine-Tuning “Fellowship” 

Introduction. To a lot of churchgoers, “fellowship” produces thoughts of men’s 
breakfasts, Super Bowl Sunday parties, men’s basketball nights, ladies’ tea parties, 
coffee meets, volunteer banquets, and ice cream fellowships to mind.

Although “fellowship” is a New Testament word, it is often misused, and its 
misuse yields tremendous differences of conviction among God’s saints, and the 
religious community as a whole.

There are several factors contributing to the need for this study. The first factor is 
a continuing thirst for unity among all churches everywhere because of despair over 
division. The second factor is unfamiliarity, especially in younger members, with the 
subjects that have caused division among the saints in the past. The third factor is the 
increasing contact with groups whose practice differs from “ours” but whose principles 
appear to be quite similar to “ours.” The final factor is the rationalistic approach to all 
truth — especially spiritual truth. Rationalism makes truth relative, and any time we 
make truth relative we deny that it’s absolute.

Compared to what the rest of the world believes about fellowship, we need to 
“fine-tune” the approach to bring it into agreement with the Scriptures.

I. Fellowship Defined
A. The essential meaning of all the words translated “fellowship” is “association, 

communion, or joint participation.” It is something we share or something in 
which we have become a partner.

B. Several examples will adequately demonstrate how the New Testament uses this 
word (Acts 2:42; Romans 15:26; 1 Corinthians 1:9; 10:16; Philippians 4:15; 1 
Timothy 5:22; Hebrews 10:33).

II. How Fellowship Is Accomplished
A. Man was created in the image of God and was able to reflect the glory of that 

righteous state, but because of sin he was separated from God (Isaiah 59:1-2), 
and therefore no longer a partner with God.

B. Because of this separation, man is unable to restore his fellowship with God 
(Isaiah 64:6). Provision for fellowship with God is solely of God (2 Peter 1:3). He 
is the only one who can extend or deny fellowship.

C. While yet in sin, God manifested His grace for us (John 3:16; Romans 5:8). For 
man, while being “servants of sin,” the gospel of Christ, predicated on what the 
apostles saw, heard, and declared (1 John 1:3), is heard. This opens the eyes 
and turns men from darkness to light (Acts 26:17-18).
1. The sinner is freed from the consequences of sin when he obeys from the 

heart God’s way of salvation (Romans 1:16-17; 6:17-18).
2. Obeying the gospel allows someone to escape “the corruption that is in the 

world through lust” and become a “partaker” of the divine nature (2 Peter 1:4).
3. Continued fellowship with the Father depends on walking in the light (1 John 

1:5-7). This is a habitual course of action that will be followed for the rest of 
one’s life (Revelation 2:10).
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III. Our Fellowship With Each Other
A. When a person becomes a baptized believer, God adds that person to the body 

of saved individuals.
1. Every person who has fellowship with God will have fellowship with others 

who have fellowship with God (Acts 2:41-47).
2. It is now their responsibility to make and maintain fellowship with other 

baptized believers who meet in a specific location (Acts 9:27-28).
a) The local church (cp. 1 Corinthians 1:2) is the functioning body of the 

universal church (cp. Matthew 16:18).
b) Because there is no universal church assembly, the only way a Christian 

can perform what God requires is to do so among other Christians.
B. As we saw in the previous point, our fellowship with God depends on our walking 

in the light. Likewise, our fellowship with each other depends on our walking in 
the light in several aspects:
1. We walk worthy of our calling (Ephesians 4:1-6).
2. We walk in love with each other (Ephesians 5:1-2).
3. We care for each other’s interests (Philippians 2:1-4).
4. We do everything without murmuring or disputing (Philippians 2:14).

C. What fellowship looks like in a local body of baptized believers.
1. In the original language, the genitive case denotes possession. This means 

that when the Bible uses the noun “fellowship,” the genitive case of the word 
tells us the area of fellowship in the context — it names the  person or thing 
with which we have fellowship.

2. Therefore, what do we have fellowship in?
a) God, Jesus, the apostles, and brethren (1 John 1:3-7).
b) The Spirit (2 Corinthians 13:14; Philippians 2:1).
c) The body and blood of Jesus (1 Corinthians 10:16).
d) The gospel when we support preaching the gospel (Philippians 1:5).
e) Saints when we contribute to help with their needs or share our faith and 

good works with them (Romans 15:26; 2 Corinthians 8:4; 2 Corinthians 
9:13; Philemon 6; Hebrews 13:16).

3. In none of these passages is mere social interaction such as eating a 
common meal or potluck ever referred to by the word “fellowship.”

4. We’ve shown that fellowship is defined in Scripture as being spiritual in nature 
— not food and drink. This agrees with the nature of the kingdom:
a) Jesus (Luke 19:10).
b) The apostles (Mark 16:15).
c) The church (1 Timothy 3:15).
d) The gospel (Romans 1:16).
e) The kingdom (Romans 14:17).

5. Notice in Acts 2:46-47 that what they did was a special occasion (“daily”) in a 
specific location (“house to house”). There was no authority for the church to 
build a “kitchen” or “fellowship hall” to promote their social gatherings (cp. 1 
Corinthians 11:22, 34).
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6. The New Testament strongly promotes hospitality (Matthew 25:34-39; 
Romans 12:13; 1 Timothy 3:2; 5:10; Titus 1:7-8; Hebrews 13:2; 1 Peter 
4:9-11; 3 John 5-8).
a) A careful analysis of these passages shows that these are individual 

commands. I should spend time with and help my fellow saints.
b) However, in a congregational setting, i.e. what the church supports from 

its treasury and actively promotes as its work, hospitality is not practiced 
with recreation and food.

D. As we have demonstrated, we have serious standards of truth which must be 
upheld. But it’s also necessary to note that unity can be maintained within a local 
congregation even when some members hold different convictions.
1. Paul, in Romans 14 and 1 Corinthians 8, taught that there are matters which 

God has not legislated. In these narrow areas, we can have differing 
convictions and not break fellowship.

2. If these convictions are of a private, conscientious nature, and do not involve 
congregational actions, then others in that congregation may be at peace 
without violating their own private convictions.

IV. Areas In Which We Cannot Have Fellowship
A. Fellowship is a domain in which man must exercise control. It is a partnership 

extended by man either within a local congregation or on an individual basis. 
That being said, there are areas in which Christians, and subsequently local 
congregations, cannot maintain fellowship.
1. Fellowship is not extended to those who have not obeyed the gospel.

a) The people of God have been delivered from the power of darkness 
(Colossians 1:13), and have become children of light (Ephesians 5:8).

b) Therefore, there is no partnership between light and darkness, or the 
people of the Lord and the people of the devil (2 Corinthians 6:14-18).

c) If this were not the case, we could become partakers with Muslims, 
Catholics, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Methodists, or any other religious 
organization. In fact, it would be wrong to withhold fellowship (John 
17:20-21).

2. Fellowship is not extended to baptized believers who are involved in sin.
a) Teaching error (Romans 16:17-18; Galatians 1:6-9; Titus 3:10-11).

(1) Those who teach and push divisive doctrines cannot be fellowshipped.
(2) This is difficult, especially among brethren whom we have considered 

friends. But our responsibility is to walk in the light.
b) Practicing error (1 Corinthians 5:5; Ephesians 5:11; 2 Thessalonians 3:6).

(1) We cannot fellowship the immoral and those who refuse to conduct 
themselves righteously.
(a) Those who do not walk in the truth have no fellowship with the 

Father, nor do they have fellowship with the people of God who 
are walking in the light (1 John 2:19).

(b) Why would we want fellowship with someone who has no 
fellowship with God? Those who have left the truth should be 
“marked” and “avoided” (Romans 16:17-18).
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(2) Furthermore, when congregational participation is necessary, every 
member of that congregation becomes involved because of their 
fellowship or joint participation.
(a) Care always has to be exercised. Just because a group identifies 

themselves as “church of Christ” does not mean that they are 
collectively adhering to the principles of truth.

(b) For example, we could not have fellowship with churches that use 
instrumental music or that support human institutions because we 
know authority does not exist in the Bible for those practices.

c) Endorsing error (2 John 9-11).
(1) We cannot bring into our association those who teach false doctrine 

then send them away and endorse their false teaching.
(2) The people who commit sin are worthy of death, but Paul goes the 

extra step by proclaiming condemnation for those who “have pleasure 
in them that do them” (Romans 1:32).

B. Fellowship is something all true followers of Christ want to maintain. Christians 
have to do everything they can to prevent division and preserve the unity of the 
Spirit (Ephesians 4:2-3), but we must do so within the boundaries of truth.

Conclusion. It is good for Christians to spend time together to visit with one 
another and even to eat together, but fellowship spoken of in the Bible is definitively 
spiritual. There is no reference to socially getting together and referring to it as 
fellowship. Therefore, there is no authority for churches to construct buildings to 
expedite and furnish facilities (kitchens and fellowship halls) to eat and socialize in. It 
simply goes beyond the boundaries of spiritual fellowship.

We are calling you through teaching the gospel plan of salvation into the 
fellowship of Christ. We are also exhorting you to repent of sins if your fellowship with 
God has been compromised through sin.

I am deeply indebted to Harold Hancock for the use of his material.
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