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Should the Covid-19 Vaccination
Be a Test of Fellowship?

Brian R. Kenyon

Not too long ago, a congregation, who was be-
tween preachers and using area men to fill-in, asked
whether the preacher scheduled for the next Sunday
was vaccinated for covid. He was not. A day or so
later, the congregation announced they were can-
celling services that Sunday. After a later inquiry, a
spokesman for the congregation said they cancelled
because of rising covid cases in the community. Only
God truly knows the hearts of those who make the
call to cancel services. Before that later inquiry, how-
ever, it sure seemed as if they cancelled services be-
cause the visiting preacher was not vaccinated. Af-
ter hearing that, it occurred to me that even if that
were not the case with that particular congregation,
the issue could still come up in the future (if it has
not already), where brethren use the covid vaccine
as a requirement to fellowship with them in worship
or other kinds of “in-person” fellowship. Thus, the
question in the title of this article is very relevant.

God's Standard of Fellowship

One of the main passages on God’s standard of
fellowship is found in Ephesians 4:1-6. It is impor-
tant to note that Christians are to give every effort
to “keep the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace”
(Eph. 4:3), not to create, or devise, a standard of
unity that pleases them. The platform of God’s unity
stands as: “one body [i.e., church]” (Eph. 4:4a cf.
Eph. 1:23; 2:16; 3:6; 4:25; Rom. 12:5; 1 Cor. 12:12-

14; Col. 3:15); “one [Holy] Spirit” (Eph. 4:4b cf. Eph.
2:18; 1 Cor. 12:13; Acts 11:15); “one hope,” which is
tied into the Christian’s calling (Eph. 4:4c cf. 1 Cor.
1:9; 2 Thes. 2:14); “one Lord [Jesus Christ]” (Eph.
4:5a cf. Mk. 12:29; 1 Cor. 8:6; 12:3; Rom. 10:9; Col.
3:17); “one faith” (Eph. 4:5b cf. Eph. 4:13; Rom.
10:8; Col. 2:7; Jude 3); “one baptism” (Eph. 4:5¢ cf.
Mt. 28:19; Mk. 16:16; Acts 2:38; 1 Cor. 12:13; 1 Pet.
3:21); and “one God and Father” (Eph. 4:6a cf. Mk.
12:32; Rom. 3:30; 1 Cor. 8:6; 1 Tim. 2:5). We must
allow this God-breathed outline of unity to serve as
the one-and-only, objective standard of fellowship!

Covid's (Potential)

Standards of Fellowship

The first local church of Christ I knew who shut
their doors due to covid did so on March 15, 2020.
Many othersfollowed suiton March 22,2020. Numer-
ous congregations “opened their doors” in Spring/
Summer 2020 (with limited capacity), while others
only recently resumed in-person services. Through-
out the whole time, some justified the practice of no
public worship, while others questioned even the
biblical authority to make such decisions. Through-
out all of this, especially over the last few months,
some main “covid concerns” have been driving local
churches’ response. These concerns have the poten-
tial to become tests of fellowship, but should they?
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Media Driven “News”
Has media driven “news” become a standard of fel-
lowship for some? While it is good for Christians to
keep up with current events (cf. 1 Chr. 12:32; Est.
1:13), God’s people must not be driven by what the
news media interprets and promotes, especially that
ever growing segment of media that is undeniably
driven by an immoral agenda (e.g., acceptance of
homosexuality, “transgenderism,” etc.). Throughout
the covid pandemic, “mainstream media’s” report-
ing has been sensationalized to emphasize the nega-
tive and strike fear and irrational response by those
accepting it as “gospel truth.” Even the New York
Times (considered by many to fit the description
above), in “The Morning” email post, dated March
26, 2021, said that “87 percent of Covid coverage in
national U.S. media last year was negative,” com-
pared to “51 percent in international media,” and “53
percent in U.S. regional media.” That report noted:
When Covid cases were rising in the U.S., the news
coverage emphasized the increase. When cases were
falling, the coverage instead focused on those places
where cases were rising ... when vaccine research
began showing positive results, the coverage was
downplayed.

Although this was almost a year ago, we have
seen this same pattern when it comes to reporting
the “omicron variant.” It is nowhere near lethal as
earlier variants, yet most of what is being said about
“omicron” is negative and fear invoking!

Rather than being overly swayed by media driv-
en “news,” which has often proved misleading on
several other issues prior to covid, Christians must
be more driven by the good news of the Gospel! Je-
sus came into the world to save sinners, including
those reading this (1 Tim. 1:15). Those who are saved
should not allow fear to keep them from living the
Gospel (Mt. 10:28; Phil. 1:28-30; Rev. 2:10). Since
they serve the only true God, who is Himself invis-
ible (Col. 1:15; 1 Tim. 1:17), they can have confidence
in knowing that He can keep them from, or even
through, any invisible threat (Rom. 8:35-39; Heb.
11:27)! Yes, we must take precautions to preserve
our physical lives (Acts 9:25 cf. 2 Cor. 11:33), but
this does not call for us to stop strengthening spiri-
tual lives, whether ours or others’! We have learned
much about covid and its treatment since March
2020. We have seen “fully vaccinated” people con-
tract the disease as well as non-vaccinated people. A
person’s individual health, immunity, and exposure
to covid seem to be the most important factors in
whether the disease is contracted and/or how severe
it becomes. During this pandemic, Christians need
the spiritual and emotional boost provided by as-
sembling together (cf. Heb. 10:24), now more than
ever! Why hinder that by requiring members to be
vaccinated before returning to worship assemblies?
Why would some even think church leaders have the
authority to require something God does not in or-
der to worship and fellowship together?
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Civil Law

Are some making questionably derived civil law
about covid a standard of fellowship? Clearly, Chris-
tians are to obey civil laws (Rom. 13:1-5), unless
those laws force them to violate God’s will (Acts
5:29). There are at least two factors about American
civil law that apply to the current covid situation.
First, all state laws are not the same. Florida’s laws,
for example, are not nearly as strict as New York’s.
Even in Florida, the assembly restriction “man-
dates” that were set (and short-lived) were at one
point stated by the Governor not to apply to church
gatherings. Yet, some church leaders in Florida still
felt legally compelled to abide by them. Other states
were not so optional. Even now, people, including
Christians, from stricter states visiting Florida think
Floridians are somehow violating civil law because
some citizens in Florida move about unmasked and/
or unvaccinated. Whereas Christians in Florida are
abiding by civil law when they are unmasked and/or
unvaccinated, the unmasked and/or unvaccinated
Christians in other states may very well be in viola-
tion of those states’ civil laws.

Second, American civil laws uniquely contain
measures to assure that no American government of-
ficial has the power of a sovereign king, which is very
different from the rulers influencing God’s people in
Bible times. Thus, the “governing authorities ... rul-
ers ... God’s minister” of Romans 13:1-5 for Ameri-
can citizens are the Constitutionally legal laws and
enforcers of those laws. Consider, for example, the
American constitutional “right to bear arms.” Was it
not initially set in place so citizens would have the
power to rise against tyranny from their public offi-
cials? Within American civil law is the option for le-
gal resistance of illegal, unconstitutional laws. While
Christians should be cautious in participating in
such resistance (cf. Mt. 5:25-26), it is not inherently
sinful for them to do so. It is certainly possible to put
God first and still stand against man-made civil law
(Dan. 3:1-18; 6:10-17; Est. 3:1-6). It is even good to
appeal to and defend civil laws that help spread the
Gospel (cf. Acts 22:25-29).

Even if American civil government were to man-
date everyone to get vaccinated, this would not all of
a sudden mean God will then require the vaccine in
order for His people to worship Him congregation-
ally and/or fellowship one another. Christians in
America presently have a right to resist laws that are
unconstitutional. Again, this does not mean Chris-

tians must exercise their rights to legally resist un-
constitutional mandates (cf. 1 Cor. 9:3-27), nor does
it mean that resisting them is inherently sinful. Ei-
ther way, though, why would church leaders allow
the civil government to “mandate” a requirement for
public worship and in-person fellowship that God
has not required?

The “Loving Thing to Do”

The appeal has often been made since March
2020 that even if government protocol or mandates
do not actually work in slowing the spread of the co-
rona virus, they should still be observed because “It is
the loving thing to do for the sake of others” (cf. Phil.
2:3-4). While the “putting others first” principle will
always be a part of true Christianity (Rom. 12:10),
the question remains: Is it always “loving others” to
conform to human-based mandates? At some point,
truth must prevail and doing things for show and/or
a false sense of security must cease. At some point,
representing truth and reality must truly become the
“loving thing to do” (cf. Jn. 8:32).

While at the beginning of the pandemic there
was a lot more uncertainty about the virus and its
treatment, much more has been learned since then
about both. At the very least, the research is a “draw”
as to whether government mandates actually keep
the virus from spreading and whether the vaccine is
actually better than a healthy, God-designed human
immune system. Of course, the research that most
aligns with what has already been known about vi-
ruses and consistent with what these same research-
ers said before covid should carry more weight. It al-
ways seems suspicious when we are told that almost
everything we were taught about viruses and their
mitigation before covid does not apply to covid, as if
this virus were supernatural. Additionally, even the
most ardent supporters (who are still rational) of the
present administration’s mandate plans for America
must see the political motivation in many of the cov-
id actions taken. The inconsistencies between policy
makers and their adherence to their own policies are
evident to all who will open their eyes to see.

These things are here stated to show the real pos-
sibility that rational, God-fearing people have just as
much a right to examine evidence and reject what
government “experts” say, and still be pleasing to
God, as those who insist that what these same “ex-
perts” recommend is the “loving thing to do.” While,
as stated earlier, Christians do not always have to
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exercise their rights (cf. 1 Cor. 9:2-27), it is likewise
true they are not always “unloving” when they do!
Why would the leadership of a local church make
what they interpret as “the loving thing to do” a test
of fellowship, when other faithful Christians can true
they are not always “unloving” when they do! Why
would the leadership of a local church make what
they interpret as “the loving thing to do” a test of fel-
lowship, when other faithful Christians can examine
research over the same virus and/or vaccine and
come to different convictions?

Conclusion
So do local church leaders have authority to re-
fuse fellowship in congregational worship to those
who are not vaccinated against covid-19? The an-
swer, of course, is No. Upon what basis would they
do so? What the media reports and interprets? Civil
law? Violating what they interpret as “the loving

thing to do”? Where do God’s revealed standards of
fellowship come into play? Yes, Christians should
put others first by not putting themselves or oth-
ers in reasonable danger of contracting the corona
virus (or any other communicable disease). Yes,
Christians must obey civil laws that do not violate
God’s law. Yes, Christians must keep up with current
events while not “swallowing hook, line, and sinker”
what the media interprets. However, since God has
nowhere made the covid vaccine a test of fellowship,
neither should we! Rather than dissuading church
members from worshiping together, church leaders
should be doing everything in their power to make
worshiping together as safe and as Scripturally per-
suasive as possible “in order to stir up love and good
works, not forsaking the assembling of ourselves to-
gether, as is the manner of some, but exhorting one
another, and so much the more as you see the Day
approaching” (Heb. 10:24-25).

Thank YOU, SllppOl'tel'S! Lord willing, as many of you

receive this Harvester, our 47th annual lectureship will be well underway. This is a great
reminder that we have operated as we have since 1969 with your support! We appreciate
our contributors for allowing the Lord to work through you in helping us! —®Buian




