SPIRITUAL FELLOWSHIP

SAMUEL RUTHERFORD

“many coals make a
good fire, this is part
of the communion of
saints”

The Second Reformation in Scotland was a revival born out of prayer. Alexander Henderson regarded the Covenants as God’s answer to “those
fervent prayers uttered and sent up to heaven at
those most profitable edification meetings when
the public meetings were for the most part corrupt”. Such meetings had also played an important role during the first Scottish Reformation.
There were strong bonds of fellowship amongst
those who opposed unbiblical practices. They
often met for united prayer. In 1637 Samuel Rutherford wrote to encourage believers not to “slack”
in holding such meetings. “Double your meetings;
cease not for Zion’s sake, and hold not your peace
till He make Jerusalem a praise in the earth”.
John Livingstone tells us that there were “great
meltings of heart” among the people of God at
that time. Such meetings were also of great profit
during the times of revival in Ulster in the 1620s.
They involved prayer and discussion of spiritual
things in a practical way. Where necessary there
might also be counsel and reproof.
The presence of the Holy Spirit was evident.
James Wood, a resolute episcopalian was converted after attending one such meeting. Another
episcopalian, James Guthrie was also converted
under the influence of Samuel Rutherford. This
included the prayer meetings that Rutherford organised in St Andrews.

01 Controversy

02 Resolution

Once reformation came there was some concern
about continuing such meetings. The issue came
before the 1639 General Assembly. Some were
inclined to discourage all such private meetings.
Others such as Rutherford were firmly in favour of
them if carefully managed. There was a danger of
other views about the Church creeping in. Congregationalist ideas were particularly feared. These
undermined parish churches in favour of a gathered
church of only professing believers.

The issue returned over several years and by 1641
the position was clear. The Assembly showed
wisdom in handling such a thorny issue. They
discouraged firmly the dangers and abuses. They
still encouraged meeting to mutually edifying one
another. The Directory for Family Worship of 1647
reasserted this.

Regular gatherings of many families could create
division if they promoted unbiblical teaching. There
was concern about potential attempts to set up
separate congregations. These could arise if the
meetings took place at the same time as public
worship. It is true that divisions of this kind have
sometimes arisen from such groups.
It was also necessary to prevent undermining the
biblical office of the minister of the Word. No one
had authority to set themselves up as a teacher
apart from the ways appointed by God. Another
danger was that the meetings could encroach
upon and replace family worship. It could mean
that something meant for the family by itself was
longer confined to them.
Yet there were also great benefits in spiritual fellowship which was itself commanded by God’s Word.
A delicate balance needed to be struck. Unity had
to be preserved within the Church.

James Durham later said that we should not disclaim “Christian fellowship” because it is sometimes
done in an unedifying way. Instead we should make
sure to engage in it correctly and wisely. He referred
to Hebrews 10:24 and 3:12-13.

03 Rutherford’s Biblical Case
Samuel Rutherford believed this Act encouraged
such meetings on an occasional basis. He believed
there was a strong biblical case for such gather-

“the more the coals are
together, the hotter
the fire will be”

ings. In 1639 he was recommending them in a letter
to the parish of Kilmacolm. He emphasised their
spiritual benefits. “Many coals make a good fire,
this is part of the communion of saints”. He also
provides a long string of bible verses to prove that
such meetings are Scriptural.
This booklet is extracted and updated from a
sermon that Rutherford preached in 1640 on Jeremiah 50:4-5. This illustrates the responsibilities of
Christians to encourage and mutually strengthen
one another. He also addresses objections to this
practice.
Fellowship is a word frequently used by evangelicals
today. Sometimes it is more or less used simply to
describe Christians being in one another’s company
for whatever reason. Rutherford speaks of duties of
comforting, encouraging, counselling and rebuking
as necessary.
The meetings that Rutherford envisages are highly
spiritual in tone. The purpose is not to teach and
expound Scripture. Rather it is to nourish spiritual
life in each other by prayer and applying Scripture.
This might be in relation to our relationship with
God or glorifying Him in our daily life. It would be
greatly refreshing to see such evidence of spiritual
life amongst God’s people once again.

01 The duties of Christians to
one another
Christians are fellow-members of the same body

one with another. They are hands, feet, eyes etc.
of the blessed body of Christ.
What does the Word of God say about this duty?
Hear the Word of God. It is clear.
•
•
•
•

To rebuke one another (Leviticus 19:17).
To teach and exhort (Colossians 3:16).
To speak often to one another (Malachi 3:16).
To exhort one another daily, while it is
called today (Hebrews 3:13).

The latter is recommended as a special means for
preventing hardness of heart. Surely no one will
not acknowledge that whatever is recommended
as a means to prevent hardness of heart is a duty
commanded and ordained by God. This duty of
exhorting one another is recommended as a means
for preventing hardness of heart. So it is a duty commanded by God and thus, lawful and necessary.
Christians are also commanded: “comfort yourselves together, and edify one another” (1 Thessalonians 5:11). We must “warn them that are unruly,
comfort the feebleminded, support the weak, be
patient toward all men” (1 Thessalonians 5:14).
These texts authorise all Christians to do these
things as well as the head of a family. They should
do this as they have dealings with others and join
with them in this way. Thus the more the coals are
together the hotter will be the fire.
Another passage says that the righteous man
speaks “of wisdom and of judgment, and the law

of God is in his heart” (Psalm 37:30:). Proverbs 10:21
says that “the lips of the righteous feed many.” This
is not feeding provided by a pastor. Simply because
one may be a righteous man it does not mean that he
should go to the pulpit and assume the responsibility of souls. Yet he does feed many in a private way,
and to confine it more narrowly than this imposes a
meaning that is foreign to the text.

02 Is this public teaching?
Some may object that this seems to be like public
teaching. If they may exhort, instruct, comfort, rebuke
and admonish one another, what is the difference
between this and public teaching? It might seem that
the only difference is the place: that one is done in
public and the other is done in a house.
1. This objection is not so much against the duty of
private instruction as it is against the Scriptures of
God themselves. The difference is clear.
Every Christian is commanded to exhort, instruct,
rebuke and comfort one another. It is said of the ministry that none can preach unless he is sent. Thus this

“Every Christian is
commanded to exhort,
instruct, rebuke and
comfort one another”

“This is not so much
expounding Scripture
as applying it correctly”

objection is levelled as much against the Scriptures
of God as against those who defend the lawfulness
of private instruction.

authority, and another against His message which
the messenger bears. Disobedience to a fellow
Christian is not as serious.

2. This objection would be against those who
speak one to one as much as against someone
who speaks one to twenty.

The public watchman is appointed to use all ordinary and possible means for the good of people but
the private individual is only to do this in an ordinary
way. A private Christian ought to help others in the
way to heaven. He ought not, however, to make it
his whole endeavour and give himself completely
to the study of theology for that purpose.

3. There is a great difference between private exhortation and public preaching. It is like the difference
between a common soldier warning the army that
the enemy is advancing on them and the appointed
watchman giving the same warning.
What is the difference between these warnings? It
is clear that one has a calling and authority from
the general and the army to warn. The other is not
obliged in the same way. Yet as part of the army he
is obliged to give warning when he sees them in
any danger. If he fails to do so he does wrong even
though not in the same public office.
The difference is the same as between a teacher
and student. The teacher has public authority to
teach students. One of the fellow students may,
however, teach another student the same lesson
as the teacher.
No one will say that either the soldier usurps the
watchman’s place or the student the teacher’s
responsibility. The one does what he does by a
special designation for that purpose and the other
as a member of that body. The one has his position
by public authority. Two wrongs are committed if
he is disobeyed. One against the Lord’s calling and

03 Is this official interpretation of Scripture?
Another objection is that this is like officially interpreting Scripture. Officially interpreting Scripture is
unlawful for any except those who have authority
to do this.
The answer to this is that the authority to interpret
the Scriptures in public is appropriate for the pastor
only and no one else. Interpreting the Scriptures
privately belongs to all Christians, however, not only
pastors. This does not put private persons whoever
they may be in the role of ministers. It is impossible
for them to believe the Scriptures unless they can
apply them. They must be able to apply them for
rebuking, comforting, instructing one another and
reclaiming those that are wandering out of the way.
The Word of God thus gives authority to exhort one
another for comforting one another, rebuking one

another etc. If this is so then it cannot be unlawful for
Christians to meet together for that purpose. None
will meet in this way except those who are children
of the same house.
I do not mean that all private Christians have authority from the Lord either to expound the Scriptures in
public to the people or to expound them in the same
way as teachers, professors or pastors. The latter are
declared by God to be those that have authority to
understand and expound the Scriptures, establish
doctrine and apply the Scriptures for the people’s
use.
What we mean is:
1. The faith of God’s people in understanding
the Scriptures should not depend completely
on the interpretation given by Church leaders.
This would be blind faith, merely believing as the
Church believes.
2. Private Christians may in a private way
apply the meaning of Scripture to themselves
and others. This is not contrary to the Word of
God but in agreement with it. This is what the
Spirit of God means in the parts of Scripture that
command them to confer, warn, rebuke etc. This
is not so much expounding Scripture as applying

“A private Christian
ought to help others in
the way to heaven”

“All saints...have
communion in each
other’s gifts and
graces”

“Jesus Christ is my Li fe
and my Light, my Righteousness, my strength,
and my Salvation and all
my desire. Him! O Him, I
do with all the strength
o f my soul commend to you.
Bless Him, O my soul, from
henceforth even forever”

it correctly. We do not give them or encourage them to take to themselves the responsibilities that belong to pastors and teachers or
others called to that holy function (Hebrews 5:).
Private Christians ought not to interfere with
what belongs to such.

04 Is this not simply to be
done on a one to one basis?
Some may object that such rebuking, comforting,
instructing etc. is only meant to be done on a one
to one basis and nothing more.
If you compare this assumption with the original
both in Greek and Hebrew it is clear this cannot
be right. In the Greek of Romans 13:8 the apostle
says literally: “Owe nothing to any man but love
one to one.” Does anyone think that the law of God
obliges to love only one person and no more? Does
it not bind us to love all those who are called our
neighbour?
In Galatians 5:13 the apostle says literally “Serve
one another in love.” The meaning of this is not
that only one man should serve another man; the
law of God requires more. Similarly Galatians 6:2
which commands literally to bear burdens “one of
another.” Is that only meant of one man? The Word
of God requires us to do this towards all men in so
far as a good conscience will permit.
James 5:16 says: “Pray one for another, and confess

your faults one to another.” We are meant to do
these for all the members of Christ’s body. The Word
of God does not restrict these duties within a one
to one relationship only.
In the Old Testament the word is also not defined
so narrowly. For instance Genesis 42:21: “And they
said one to another”. The word means that every
one of Joseph’s brethren spoke to his brother. When
they saw the hand of God upon them they spoke in
this way. Does anyone think that this was only one
to one or not rather every one of them to another?

05 Is it Scriptural to arrange
a time and place for this?
If it was lawful for Job’s friends to meet together
to comfort him, it was not unlawful to arrange to
meet together for that purpose. I believe that this
passage says that both the time and the place
were appointed beforehand (Job 2:11). Is the action any worse if this was the case? If it is a lawful
duty appointed by God then setting a time and
place beforehand cannot make it unlawful.
It is only unlnawful if religious worship is used in an
unlawful time and place. It is true that it is wrong
to preach upon a day invented by man in order to
make it holy. But in general appointing a time and
place for a religious action does not make it worse
but rather better.
We must not distinguish in these things where the

law of God does not distinguish. If it is lawful for a
man to pray in private no one will say that his prayer
is unlawful if he sets aside 6:00 am and a particular
house for prayer at that time. The same applies to
preaching on a week day. Is it unlawful to appoint
Tuesday and Thursday for preaching?

06 How many can gather?
Another objection relates to the number of those
who may together to fulfil this duty. Some object
that if two or three or more may meet together for
this then why not three hundred or a whole congregation?
This objection is easily answered. Christians may
meet privately. But if large numbers of them meet
together it is not private worship but public.

Communion of Saints
1. All saints...being united to one another in love, they
have communion in each other’s gifts and graces, and
are obliged to the performance of such duties, public
and private, as do conduce to their mutual good, both
in the inward and outward man.
2. Saints by profession are bound to maintain a holy
fellowship and communion in the worship of God; and
in performing such other spiritual services as tend to
their mutual edification.
Westminster Confession of Faith (26:1-2)

“to promote the restoration
of the Christian Church in
Scotland, by informing,
educating and promoting
understanding of the
attainments of the Second
Reformation in Scotland”
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