Para-Chutes & Ladders: Para-Church Organizations
Introduction

The New Testament has a great deal to say about the church, which is the body of Christ.  At Holly Hills Bible Church we offer from time to time an adult elective called, “God’s Intent for the Church”.  The Table of Contents for that elective in the latest version is:
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All of this material draws upon the New Testament and is a summary of the New Testament’s teachings about the church.  Some of this has been included in the newly adopted Holly Hills Bible Church Policies and Procedures Manual, including the material on Elders, and Church Discipline.  

So what exactly is a para-church organization?

A para-church organization is a ministry, business, association, group of people or organization that seeks to influence, equip, facilitate, advise, promote, or make some provision for churches, Christians in general or to evangelize the unsaved.  Examples of para-church organizations would be seminaries and Bible colleges, Christian publishers and bookstores, organizations that promote a particular viewpoint about creation or evolution, missionary recruitment and sending, Christian healthcare cost-sharing organizations, and fellowships of Christians in particular professions and occupations.  Public outreaches of churches, however, are not para-church organizations.  And churches can have what might otherwise be considered a para-church function or activity or program within the church.

Are para-church organizations biblical or unbiblical?
Since Scripture does not directly address para-church organizations, we cannot make a general statement as to whether para-church organizations are biblical or unbiblical. Indeed, there are even a number of churches, to which much Scripture is directly addressed, that are unbiblical in their gospel, doctrine, organization, or practices. 
Para-church organizations are not directly addressed in Scripture, but we can apply some biblical principles to guide in the founding, operation and the assessment of para-church organizations as to involvement, financial support, sponsoring, etc. 

1) Para-church organizations should hold to a biblical gospel.

1 Corinthians 15:1-5a

Now I make known to you, brethren, the gospel which I preached to you, which also you received, in which also you stand, 2 by which also you are saved, if you hold fast the word which I preached to you, unless you believed in vain. 3 For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received, that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, 4 and that He was buried, and that He was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures, 5 and that He appeared to…

This is especially important when the primary purpose of the organization is for evangelism.  But even if evangelism is a secondary or incidental purpose, it is important that the biblical gospel is presented as the opportunity arises.  

The biblical gospel is that Christ the Son of God died for your sins, was buried and rose again.  If one believes that, they are saved.
2) Para-church organizations should hold to biblical doctrine.

1 Timothy 3:8-9

 Deacons likewise must be men of dignity, not double-tongued, or addicted to much wine or fond of sordid gain, 9 but holding to the mystery of the faith with a clear conscience.

1 Timothy 4:6

In pointing out these things to the brethren, you will be a good servant of Christ Jesus, constantly nourished on the words of the faith and of the sound doctrine which you have been following.
It is rare for a para-church organization to have a doctrinal statement that is as detailed as the one we have for Holly Hills Bible Church: http://www.hollyhillsbiblechurch.org/doctrinal-statement/
More often, in an attempt to include people of many denominations and belief systems, doctrinal specifics are kept to a minimum.

Here, for example, are YWAM’s (Youth With A Mission) ‘Beliefs’:
Youth With A Mission (YWAM) is a global movement of Christians from many denominations dedicated to presenting Jesus personally to this generation, to mobilizing as many as possible to help in this task, and to the training and equipping of believers for their part in fulfilling the Great Commission. As citizens of God’s kingdom, we are called to love, worship, and obey our Lord, to love and serve His Body, the Church, and to present the whole gospel for the whole person throughout the whole world.   We of Youth With A Mission believe that the Bible is God’s inspired and authoritative word, revealing that Jesus Christ is God’s son; that people are created in God’s image; that He created us to have eternal life through Jesus Christ; that although all people have sinned and come short of God’s glory, God has made salvation possible through the death on the cross and resurrection of Jesus Christ; that repentance, faith, love and obedience are fitting responses to God’s initiative of grace towards us; that God desires all people to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth; and that the Holy Spirit’s power is demonstrated in and through us for the accomplishment of Christ’s last commandment, “Go into all the world and preach the good news to all creation” (Mark 16:15).
Here is the statement of faith of the National Evangelical Association:

We believe the Bible to be the inspired, the only infallible, authoritative Word of God.

We believe that there is one God, eternally existent in three persons: Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

We believe in the deity of our Lord Jesus Christ, in His virgin birth, in His sinless life, in His miracles, in His vicarious and atoning death through His shed blood, in His bodily resurrection, in His ascension to the right hand of the Father, and in His personal return in power and glory.

We believe that for the salvation of lost and sinful people, regeneration by the Holy Spirit is absolutely essential.

We believe in the present ministry of the Holy Spirit by whose indwelling the Christian is enabled to live a godly life.

We believe in the resurrection of both the saved and the lost; they that are saved unto the resurrection of life and they that are lost unto the resurrection of damnation.

We believe in the spiritual unity of believers in our Lord Jesus Christ.
Here is the statement of faith of Christians for Biblical Equality:

We believe in one God, creator and sustainer of the universe, eternally existing as three persons in equal power and glory.

We believe in the full deity and the full humanity of Jesus Christ.

We believe that eternal salvation and restored relationships are only possible through faith in Jesus Christ who died for us, rose from the dead, and is coming again. This salvation is offered to all people.

We believe the Holy Spirit equips us for service and sanctifies us from sin.

We believe the Bible is the inspired word of God, is reliable, and is the final authority for faith and practice.

We believe that women and men are equally created in God’s image and given equal authority and stewardship of God’s creation.

We believe that men and women are equally responsible for and distorted by sin, resulting in shattered relationships with God, self, and others.

3) Para-church organizations should hold to biblical practice inside the organization and in the organization’s interactions with others, both Christian and non-Christian.
Philippians 1:27

Only conduct yourselves [politeuomai] in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ, so that whether I come and see you or remain absent, I will hear of you that you are standing firm in one spirit, with one mind striving together for the faith of the gospel;

That the para-church organization conducts itself biblically and consistently within the organization is critical.  If not, the organization will at least create strains within the organization, or, in the worst case, tear itself apart.  Internal problems can become a bad testimony to those on the outside, and may have a direct impact on continuing financial viability.
The relationship of the para-church organization with both Christian and non-Christian people and entities needs to be kept biblical in practice.  Practices that are hypocritical when compared to the mission and message of the organization, and especially of Scripture, will be spiritually damaging.

One effort to keep para-church organizations on the right financial path is the para-church organization known as Evangelical Council for Financial Accountability (ECFA).  The ECFA has the same statement of faith as the National Evangelical Association.           
4) Para-church organizations should conduct themselves in cooperation with or even in support of the biblical local churches.
1 Timothy 3:14-15

I am writing these things to you, hoping to come to you before long; 15 but in case I am delayed, I write so that you will know how one ought to conduct himself in the household of God, which is the church of the living God, the pillar and support of the truth.

If a para-church organization presents itself as an alternative to the biblical local church, then that creates a problem.  The biblical local church ought to be fully supported as such, and has a higher priority, biblically, than the para-church organization, which may be valid, but is not directly revealed in Scripture.
5) Para-church organizations should operate by biblical motives, means and opportunities.
Ephesians 4:32

Be kind to one another, tender-hearted, forgiving each other, just as God in Christ also has forgiven you.
Colossians 1:28-29

We proclaim Him, admonishing every man and teaching every man with all wisdom, so that we may present every man complete in Christ. 29 For this purpose also I labor, striving according to His power, which mightily works within me.

Ephesians 3:14-17

For this reason I bow my knees before the Father, 15 from whom every family in heaven and on earth derives its name, 16 that He would grant you, according to the riches of His glory, to be strengthened with power through His Spirit in the inner man…

Ephesians 2:10

For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand so that we would walk in them.

The motive for the Christian is grace, the means is the empowering, energizing and enabling of the Holy Spirit who will focus us upon Christ and His life, and the biblical opportunities are the ones God has prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them.
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