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QUESTIONS AND RESPONSES

On June 5, 2013, we received the following comment and inquiry: 

“After reading your article "The Governing Body Myth" (October 18, 2012), in my
spirit there was something that you may have went oversight. You claim that the reason why Paul
and Barnabas went to Jerusalem [was] to resolve the circumcision dispute, not because the body
of Christians there had the final word on the matter, but because the men that started that dispute
were members of the congregation of Jerusalem. While I think that's a valid argument, you then
claim that the letter issued by the "apostles and older men" of Jerusalem "was a letter of apology
for interfering in the affairs of the Gentile congregation". Where do you read that?? Like you say
in your article, it was a decision made on a doctrinal matter. A decision. Who makes decisions
are decision-makers. Although Paul certainly had strong opinions about the subject, he didn't put
it upon himself to make the doctrinal decision. He left it in the hands of the "apostles and older
men in Jerusalem". The letter, far from being an apology, is a doctrinal document to be obeyed
not only by the congregation in Antioch but also all other congregations. Acts 16:4: "As they
traveled [Paul and Barnabas] from town to town, they delivered the decisions reached by the
apostles and elders in Jerusalem for the people to obey." I think this is pretty unequivocal.

“Besides, you don't make mention of Acts 21:17-26. Again in Jerusalem, Paul (most
likely against his own inclination) is told by James and the "older men" of the congregation in
Jerusalem to be ceremonially cleansed according to the Jewish ritual in the temple, in order to
appease the local Jewish community. And Paul - who so vehemently wrote against the need to
still observe the Old Covenant Law - obeyed. Was this not a sign of submission towards the
spiritual leadership exerted by that group of men in Jerusalem?

“Mind you, you don't have to convince me that the current Governing Body arrangement
is faulty; but in its formulation it's not entirely anti-biblical either.”

To the author, thank you for your email and we are glad that you had the opportunity to
read the article, The Governing Body Myth.  We understand that your questions are theological
since, as you indicate, they have no practical relevance to your opinion about the Governing
Body of Jehovah’s Witnesses.  As a rule, we do not engage in purely theological discussions that
have no practical relevance, but since your questions concern an article we posted, we will
respond to your inquiries.

You asked where we read that the letter from the Jerusalem congregation was a letter of
apology rather than a directive.  We reach that conclusion based on the context – Acts 15:1-35
Rather than quote the entire chapter, we will paraphrase and highlight certain points.  Please feel
free to read the full account for yourself. 

The account says that “certain men from Judea” went to a predominately gentile
congregation and commanded that they must get circumcised.  Paul, who was instrumental in
establishing that congregation, tried to correct these men, but apparently they would not yield. 
Therefore, Paul and his companion, who evidently better understood the teachings of Jesus as it
relates to the Law Covenant, went to the congregation from where these “certain men” hailed to
have the older men in that congregation correct their own.  Likely these “certain men” were
among the believing Pharisees.  
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After much discussion, the apostles and older in Jerusalem agreed with Paul and did what
was necessary to correct the problem caused by members of their own congregation.  The letter
they wrote admitted that men from their own congregation had tried to ‘subvert the souls’ of the
gentile brothers. The letter acknowledged that those men had no right to do what they did and
were not acting at the direction of the Jerusalem congregation.  The letter concluded with an
express statement of the position the Jerusalem congregation takes on the matter, and it was
carried by men from Jerusalem to give the letter force.  To us, that is an apology for an error, and
an express and forceful correction of the teachings from “certain men from Judea.” 

We recall that most of the 11 apostles served in the Jerusalem congregation; whereas Paul
was primarily an apostle to the gentiles.  This letter that was issued from the Jerusalem
congregation served as a notice to all concerned that the apostles and Jewish Christians did not
require the gentiles to conform to the Jewish customs.  It served to clarify matters, not direct
matters.  This clarification was necessary as shown by the sheer number of Paul’s letters that
repeatedly taught that conforming to the Jewish religion was no longer necessary.  

As for the account in Acts 21:17-26, we wrote about this in the article Beware of
Apostates!  Again, the brothers in Jerusalem were trying to keep to the customs under the Law,
or at the very least, appeasing those who did keep the Law.  The Jerusalem brothers were not
giving Paul a directive, rather they were offering a way of appeasing the discontented Jews.  And
you will note that their suggestion did not work.  Their counsel resulted in Paul barely escaping a
stoning, and being imprisoned for about four years.  If the Jerusalem brothers were acting as a
governing body for the Christian congregation as a whole, they were giving poor advice and
advice in contradistinction to what Jesus taught.  And let’s not forget the times Paul himself had
to counsel the apostles. (Galatians 2:11-14)

No, the Jerusalem brothers did not serve as a governing body, though they were
comprised of most of the faithful 11 Jewish apostles and some believing Pharisees.  After the
stoning of Stephen, the Jerusalem congregation was abandoned as the believing Christians were
scattered abroad.  From that time on, we notice that Paul was the true driving force for the
development of the Christian congregation, not the apostles and older men, who were no longer
grouped together in Jerusalem.  The Bible record reveals that practically all of the counsel on
congregation arrangements was given in the letters penned by Paul or in the account of the
activities of Paul.  Of the 21 letters of the Christian Scriptures, 14 were penned, not by the
Jerusalem apostles, but by Paul.  Peter wrote 2, James wrote 1, John wrote 3, and Jude wrote 1. 

Finally, we note that there is nothing in the Bible indicating any apostolic succession. 
Jesus is the head of the congregation and he has no successor. (Hebrews 7:23-25)  He sent the
Spirit of Truth to guide each individual Christian while he returned to heaven. (John 14:15-17;
John 16:12-15) Thus, any body of men claiming to be a channel of Jesus are mistaken. That is
our view. 

 We respond to your inquiries not to prove anything, but merely to clarify the article. 
This matter has little, if any, salvation value and therefore should not serve to divide us. You are
free to agree or disagree.  But we hope you continue to visit us.

“Elaia Luchnia” 
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