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THE DOCTRINE OF THE CHURCH

What is 'the Church’?

For some it is the building at the corner of the street, which they would never dream of entering.

For others it is a vague body that ought to be concerned about homelessness conservation or crime, or that just ought to be "doing more'.

For us it might be a mixture of:

-
a building where we 'went to Church' and the services we attended,

-
organisations we may have joined,

· people that we met in the building, occasionally out of it.

This was probably where we first learned about the Bible and Jesus Christ and when we became a committed Christian it was almost certainly through contact with people who belonged to a Church.

In the latter case the 'Church' is for us where we first learned about God's love in Christ.

The way that Church was organised represents for us not only what a Church is like but very probably what a Church should be.  We assume that the Church we have attended and where we have been blessed is the way the Church ought to be.  We make the classic mistake of confusing 'is" and "ought".

There is only one source to discover what the Church "ought ' to be like, and that is the New Testament where we learn what was the very first Church was like, the Church that was started by the Apostles who had been with Christ and who knew His mind and intention better than any.

This question became important at the Reformation, which was in essence a reformation of the Church of that time.  It was an endeavour to make the Church like that of the Apostles.  Did it in fact succeed? Did the Church of Calvin's Geneva, Knox's Scotland, Luther's Germany, really reflect the Church of the New Testament? We will certainly believe it represented a major shift to the New Testament pattern, but was the shift total.  It is of course a principle of the Reformers that the Church is not "reformed' once and for all but in the process of being reformed.

Most 'revivals' since Reformation times have been accompanied by an effort to make the Church more like the pattern of the New Testament, sometimes the existing church has been given up for lost and new churches have come into being.

We also find ourselves asking this question if we are in a society where there is no Church of any shape or form and we sense God is calling us to 'plant' one.  What kind of Church should it be? Should it be a carbon copy of the Church we were brought up in, or should it be different?

Some would deny there is a New Testament pattern or would say that it was an accident of those times and has no relevance for us.

For the purpose of this study we will ask ourselves initially, "What were the first Churches like?' There is abundant material in the New Testament to answer this question.

1.
THE MEANING AND USE OF THE WORD "CHURCH' IN THE NEW TESTAMENT.

It’s meaning.

The word ' church' occurs 112 times in the English New Testament it is a translation of the Greek word, Ecclesia.  In addition to the ll2 occasions mentioned, the word Ecclesia occurs on three other occasions, in Acts 19.32, 39, 41, where most versions translate it as “assembly".

In the Greek version of the Old Testament the word Ecclesia is used for the /congregation 'of Israel, particularly when assembled for religious purposes.  In New Testament times, its commonest use outside the New Testament was to describe the assembly of citizens summoned for civic purposes.  It is in this latter sense that it is used in Acts 19.  As such it referred to the Town Crier who 'called out' the citizens from their houses to a meeting.  So it described those who were called out for the purpose of meeting together.  The New Testament writers took this word over, using it to describe the community of those whom God has called in Christ.

We may summarise its meaning thus:

(1)
Ecclesia means people.

(2)
Ecclesia means a people called.

See:  I Cor 1.26; Gal 1.15; Rom 8.30 ; Acts 2.39; in these and other verses the call implies the enabling to respond positively.

(3)
The Church is a people called out.

In its original usage those who attended the civic assembly left their homes to do so. The Church is a group called out of the world.

(4) 
The Church is people called out to come together.

Paul speaks of the 'Church of the living God' as 'God's household' ( 1 Tim 3.15)
Its use.

The word 'Church' is used 60 times of the local congregation of Christians to which we shall refer as the local church (Matt 18.17 (twice); Acts 2.47; 5.11; 7.38; 8.1; 8.3; 9.13 (R.V); 11.22,26; 12.1,5 13.1; 14.27; 15.3; 15.4; 15.22; 18.22; 20.17,28; Rom 16.1,5,23; 1 Cor 1.2; 6.4; 10.32; 11.18; etc


Examples:
Matt 18 .15-19 'tell it to the Church'

Acts 8.1 'A great persecution broke out against the Church at Jerusalem'

The word 'Church' is used 15 times of the wider community of all believers of all places and ages, to which we shall refer to as the universal church, sometimes called 'the Church Universal' or 'the Church invisible'.  (Matt 16.18 ; 1 Cor 12.28; Eph 1.22 ; 3.10, 21 ; Eph 5.23-32 (6 times); Heb 2.12; 12.23 ; Col 1.18, 24 )

Examples:
Matt 16.18 “I will build my Church” (Ephesians 5.23-32)
Note that the universal church is not the aggregate of all the churches, for local churches have within them the regenerate and the unregenerate; it is the aggregate of the regenerate, the totality of all believers.

The plural form 'Churches' is used 37 times.  (Acts 14.23; 15.41; 16.5; Rom 16.4,17; 1 Cor 4.17; 7.17; 11.16); Rev 1-3 (12 times) and 22.16)  We note, in passing, that the New Testament never takes the word 'Church' to refer to a group of Churches.  The Churches of a given locality are referred to as such; they are never called, for example, the Church of Galatia. Instead, the New Testament talks about 'the churches of Galatia', "the churches of Asia".

2.
THE CHURCH IN THE BOOK OF ACTS

2.1.
THE VERY FIRST LOCAL CHURCH: JERUSALEM

The first 11 chapters of Acts tell how the very first Christian church was established and how it functioned.  Only in 5.11 is the term" church used, again in 8.1. Note the terms used to describe the community in 2.41,44; 5.14; 6.1,2,7.

2.1.1.
What act of God preceded the inauguration of the first Christian Church?

See Acts 1.9; 2.1-4

Answer …………………………………………………………………………………

2.1.2
What human activity preceded the inauguration of the first Christian Church ?

See Acts 2.37-40

Answer ………………………………………………………………………………...

2.1.3 
What were the conditions for joining the first Christian Church?

See Acts 2.38

(i)   ……………………………………………………………………………………...

(ii) ……………………………………………………………………………………

2.1.4
What were the characteristic activities of the first Christian Church?

See Acts 2.42

(i) .................................................... (ii) ……………………………………..

(iii) …………………………………… (iv) …………………………………….

2.1.5. 
There are examples of these activities in the following passages.  Indicate which activity is spoken of, whether (i), (ii), (iii) or (iv):


2.44-46 ………………….. 3.12-26 …………………. 4.23-31 …………………


4.32-37 …………………. 5.42 ……………………. 12.5-17……………………

2.1.6
Summarise what the following passages tell us about the growth of the first Christian community and its impact on society:

2.47; 4.4; 5.13-14, 28; 6.1,7

..........................................................................................................................

…………………………………………………………………………………………..

2.1.7
What does the incident of Acts 5.1-13 teach about the 'discipline" of the first Church
, i.e. the way it dealt with a member who sinned and failed to confess or repent of his/her sin?

..........................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................
2.1.8
Now look at Acts 6.1-6, which gives us an example of the organisation of the community.

What was the problem?

..........................................................................................................................

What solution did the Apostles propose? ………………………………………..

………………………………………………………………………………………...

By whom were the Apostle's helpers chosen? ……………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………..

2.2
THE SECOND LOCAL CHURCH, ANTIOCH (Syria) 11.19-30; 12.25-13.4; 14.24-28.

Note on a separate piece of paper (a) resemblances with (b) differences from the Church of Jerusalem.

3. 
THE NUMEROUS CHURCHES FOUNDED BY PAUL.

The last reference to the church at Antioch shows that it was the springboard for Paul and Barnabas as they commenced the work to which the Holy Spirit had called them, a work which forms the subject matter of the rest of Acts, the preaching of the Good News about the Lord Jesus in the strength of the Holy Spirit, an activity God used to establish local churches in all the countries between Israel and the Adriatic sea.  This is a phenomenal and thrilling story.

It ends abruptly.  There is no formal conclusion to the book of Acts.  Some take this to mean that this work of Gospel preaching and church-planting never concludes. The Holy Spirit intended the work of preaching the Gospel and filling the world with "churches" to go on until Jesus comes again.  This certainly fits with the 'job description" Jesus gave the first disciples (Acts 1.9-8, see also v.11).

There is abundant material in the rest of Acts and the letters of Paul for studying in detail the life, activity and organisation of these first Churches. We cannot do justice to it in the time we - or you - dispose of!  However, we will ask some questions which will enable you to draw at least an outline of what these churches were like.

3.1.
What kind of activity always preceded the establishment of a new church?

The church at:

(i) 
Antioch in Pisidia: Acts 13.14-48 (no need to analyse in depth.  What did Paul do, very simply, that resulted in what is described in verse 48?

…………………………………………………………………………………………..

(ii)
Iconium: 14.1-3 to what is Paul's success at Iconium attributed: 14.48 ?

..........................................................................................................................

(iii) 
Lystra and Derbe. 14.15-18,21……………………………………………………...

(iv)
Phillipi. 16.13 ………………………………………………………………………….

(v)
Thessalonica: 17.1-4 and 1 Thess.2.1-2 …………………………………………..

…………………………………………………………………………………………..

(To what does Paul attribute the effectiveness of his work in Thessalonica in I Thess.1.4-5?)

..........................................................................................................................

(vi) 
Corinth: 18.4-8 and 1 Cor.1.17-18,23-25; 2.2-5

....................................................................................................……………….

3.2
What conditions had to be met to join one of these churches?
You may already be able to answer this question from the references above.  If not, look at the following verses: Acts 13.39,42-43,48,52; 14.1; 16.14-15,31-33; 17.4; 17.11-12; 18.8

…………………………………………………………………………………………………….

…………………………………………………………………………………………………….

3.3
How were these new believers and churches established, strengthened, consolidated?   Again, you may already know the answer to this.  If you want to check it, look at the following verses: Acts 14.21-22; 15.36; 16.4,40; 18.11; 19.9-10; 20.20,21,26-27. Paul's letters were equally part of this follow-up process, especially those to the churches of Galatia, Thessalonica and Corinth.

4.
LEADERSHIP IN THE NEW TESTAMENT CHURCHES

Some local churches are effective.  Others are not.  As you get to know something about them, you will find that the difference, as in so many other human activates, is in a large measure due to leadership, not just that of the 'Minister', but that of the elders, deacons, church council or whatever name may be used.  Let us look at this important subject as we conclude this summary of the New Testament evidence for the life of the local Church.

4.1.
Who in the first case directs the - local Church?  See Acts 11.17; 13.11; 15.28;29.28; Col.1.18; Eph.1.22; Rev.1.9-16 (especially verse 11)

................…………………………………………………………………………………………

4.2 
Who were the first human leaders of the first Church? Acts 2.42; 4.33,35; 6.2; 8. 1.

.................................................................................................................................……

4.3
Others are associated with them in leadership, and will eventually replace the first leaders when these latter die or move elsewhere. What name is given to these associate leaders in Acts 11.30; 15.2,6,22,23?

..............................................................................................................................……..

4.4
Now read carefully Acts 14.23, which tells us what Paul did in the first churches he founded.  What he does seems to have been repeated in all the other churches he dealt with.  That there was such a consistent pattern seems evident from passages like I Cor.11.16.

4.4.1
At what moment in the life of the new church is/are leader(s) appointed?

........................………………………………………………………………………...

4.4.2
From where do the leaders come - i.e. are they brought in from outside, like missionaries who go to 'pastor" a 'church in Bongo Bongo" - or.

........................………………………………………………………………………..

4.4.3 
Are leaders appointed in some or all the churches?
....................................................................................................………………

4.4.4
Does each church have one or more than one leader? If more than one is there any evidence that one of the leaders has more authority than any other the others?

...................................................................................……………………………

Kuen points out that the Greek word translated 'appointed' could mean 'stretch out the hand'. This could be a reference to the laying on of hands by which action new leaders were officially recognised, or it could be a reference to the raising of hands in a vote.  In this latter case, the local fellowship had to approve the leaders nominated by the Apostles and a similar procedure seems to have been followed in the very first appointment of 'deacons' (possibly) in Acts 6.3, 5-6.  If this is so, such a method is used to discover the mind of the Spirit.  This is not democracy, when the majority say what they want.  It is theocracy, when the believers are asked to express what they sense is the mind of the Holy Spirit.

4.4.5
What were the responsibilities of local church leaders, according to Acts 20.28-31 ? Please summarise!

(i) ......................................................................................................................

(ii) .....................................................................................................................

(iii) ………………………………………………………………………………………

(other) ………………………………………………………………………………….

4.4.6
What are leaders called in (i) Acts 20.17 and (ii) 20.28?

(i)………………………………….. (ii) ……………………………………….

The first churches used names that were current at the time.  The first word describes the leaders in the synagogues; the second term was used of leadership in the Greek city-states.  We probably just have the Hebrew and Greek terms for the same office but very early on these words were (mis)understood (!) to mean the two levels of leadership of “elders” and “bishops”.  Interestingly enough it was Bishop Lightfoot, a scholar of the last century and author of a classic commentary on Philippians who with admirable objectivity showed that the two words referred to the same office, and that the New Testament gives evidence only of local church leaders, there is no evidence that leaders were appointed over the churches.  This responsibility in 
the local church when we read Philippians 1.1 and 1 Timothy 3.1 and 8.  Note however how slender the references are to this, whereas the importance of “elders/overseers” is evident from the multiplicity of passages, which refer to this office.

4.4.7 Read Titus 1.5-9; 1 Tim. 3.1-7; 5.17-19; 1 Peter 5.1-5.  This is the most important question of all.  We may argue at length about the exact nature of the office of leader in the New Testament church but there is no escaping the qualifications required of those who are called to lead.  Summarise them:

6 of 9
Institute of Biblical Studies

Doctrine of the Church 1.02 – 24/09/13
© Copyright IBS 2013

