Frequently Asked Questions - J.S. Smith
FAQ #16 – What is our benevolent role?


Since God himself has always concerned Himself and his people with the needy and vulnerable among them, it is fitting that we wonder, “What is our role in benevolence?” 

A distinction is made in the New Testament between responsibilities that belong either to the local congregation or to the individuals that make it up.  Since there is no organization or activation of the universal church and there is no precedent for denominational organizations or treasuries, those missions are works without divine authority. 

Some argue that anything an individual can do, the church can do, but that logic falls flat when one reads 1 Corinthians 7:2-3. There are some things that individuals can do that the church cannot. 

One example is found in the realm of benevolence. According to 1 Timothy 5, the individual can and must care for everyone in his household, including young and dependent widows. “If any believing man or woman has widows, let them relieve them, and do not let the church be burdened, that it may relieve those who are really widows” (1 Timothy 5:16). 

The church does, however, have a special role in the realm of benevolence. Especially in the famine-and persecution-stricken first century, benevolence was an important consideration. The pattern that the apostles developed, though, was limited to assisting fellow saints in need. The churches did not use benevolence as a lure to attract potential converts or as public relations ploy to gain popular approval in hostile lands. Church benevolence is a ministry to the saints (1 Corinthians 16:1-4, Acts 11:29, Romans 15:25, 2 Corinthians 8:4, 9:1, 12).
1. How did Jehovah attempt to instill a concern for the needy in people through the Old Testament (Leviticus 25:35, Deuteronomy 14:28-29, Deuteronomy 15:7-11)?
He decreed that the foreigner, orphan, widow and public servant should be cared for by those who had the means. Jesus concurred with Deuteronomy 15:11, in that the poor never cease, so we must have open hands toward the truly needy.

2. Before the church was established, Jesus taught his disciples about their benevolent responsibility in almsgiving. What does he urge in the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5:42)? What motivation does the Hebrew writer add later (13:16)?
Jesus taught that we should give and lend to those who ask our assistance.  Hebrews adds that God is pleased with the sacrifices of those who do good and share.
3. What are some bad motivations for turning people away who seek our financial aid?
Greed, stinginess, apathy, worry, selfishness, etc.

4. Romans 12:3-13 specifies how individual members of the body of Christ interact one another and touches on situations that require almsgiving. As members of one another, how should we give (share) and distribute to the needy saints?
Out of selfless love, we should prefer our brethren and share liberally with those who are in need.

5. What part of a person’s pure and undefiled religion is germane to this study (James 1:27)? What do you think James means by “visit”?
One should visit (answer the needs of) widows and orphans in their distress.
6. What is true of the Christian who refuses to share or extend any benevolence?
• James 2:14-17: His faith is unprofitable, not being mixed with obedience.
• First John 3:16-17: The love of God does not abide in one who ignores true need.
7. There were needy people in the Thessalonian church, however, whom Paul forbade other brethren from assisting (Second Thessalonians 3:6-12). Why? Under what similar circumstances would we find sound reasoning for not sharing today?
Some Thessalonians had become lazy, waiting for Jesus to return and depending on others for their needs. Today, we should not enable such sloth by making dependents out of able-bodied brethren who refuse to work or waste their means.
8. New Testament churches were commanded to take up a weekly offering for the purpose of benevolence (First Corinthians 16:1-4). How does the Holy Spirit describe this aspect of the church’s function?
• First Corinthians 16:1: “collection for the saints”
• Acts 11:29: “relief to the brethren”
• Romans 15:25: “contribution for the poor among the saints”
• Second Corinthians 8:4: “the fellowship of the ministering to the saints”
• Second Corinthians 9:1: “the ministering to the saints”
• Second Corinthians 9:12: “the administration of this service not only supplies the needs of the saints, but also is abounding through many thanksgivings to God”
