THE DOCTRINE OF THE CHURCH
All of us will look back to a "church" as a place, or group of people, where we first learned about the Gospel. It is within the context of that association that we have grown and developed in our Christian life and while churches may have their faults and blind spots, we know that the worst thing we could do would be to stop "going to church" and sharing in its life and activity.

Yet this means that we probably take the kind of Church we know for granted and when we read about the "church" in the New Testament we tend immediately to understand that word in terms of the church we know and at which we grew up as Christians.  We are like the little girl who became very indignant about the role of the Jews in rejecting Jesus.  Her teacher tried to calm her by pointing out that Jesus was a Jew.  "Yes, but He's Church of Scotland now, isn't He!", was the reply.  She might just as well have said that Jesus was Anglican .... or Baptist..... or...... (you fill in the blank), and in a certain sense, He is!

Nevertheless there is a lot about the Church in the New Testament, and in the first part of our course we try and visit these first, vibrant, growing churches that we read about in the Acts and to which Paul wrote his letters.

That was a long time ago.  Maybe not.  Reading an account of the life of the churches in China today leaves one feeling as though he were reading something straight out of the Acts of the Apostles.  What is the reason? These were churches that had come into being in the last twenty or thirty years, whose members knew nothing of Catholicism or Protestantism, Luther or even Calvin.  All they had was the Bible - sometimes one copy for the entire Church

The Chinese example may be a particularly spectacular one, but missionaries from different "western" churches who are doing evangelism amongst the one third of peoples still totally unreached, have found that the New Testament is still their best guide in planting new Churches.  

METHOD OF THE COURSE

This is rather different from our previous courses.  The course is basically a reading guide to all the passages in the New Testament that deal with the Church.  Please look up as many of the references as possible as you read on.  Jot down some of them; make sure that you read the extended Bible passages about the first two Churches ever.

As you do so,
ask yourself, "what was a New Testament church like? " As you read jot down in rough the essential features of these first Christian communities. 
How did they come to be?  Who belonged to them?  In what activities did they engage?  What were their goals?  How did they function?  Who led them?

Now imagine that you are in a society where no church exists.  It could be a housing estate or a village in Scotland, it could be one of thousands of communities just across the channel in France, Belgium, Italy, Spain, Greece ... it could be in an Indian tribe in the Amazon jungle.  Of course, as a Christian, you would share your faith.  Some would believe.  Then more.  To assure that the work goes, on when you leave, you will need to form some kind of church.

Taking the New Testament as your guide, particularly the book of Acts and the letters of Paul, what kind of church would you seek to establish?  Who would be its members (would it have membership) and how would they be admitted?  How would it take its decisions - or would you take them all? Who would lead it once you left, or even before you left?  What would make it distinctive from the society around?  What activities would go on?

This is your project for both parts of this course.  Please hand in a summary of your project of between 1000 and 1500 words at our next meeting of the IBS.  I hope you find this project stimulating and exciting.
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(I) INTRODUCTION: THE USE OF THE WORD "CHURCH" IN THE NEW TESTAMENT
1.
The two occurrences of the word 'ecclesia' in the Gospels

It is a remarkable fact that the word 'Ecclesia', is to be found only twice in the Gospels, in both cases in Matthew.  The first use of the word is in Matt 16.13-20, where the celebrated words of Jesus 'I will build my Church' are found.  The context would indicate that the world-wide community of believers in Christ is meant and indeed this community is spoken of as everlasting.  The second use of the word in Matt 18.15-20 has clearly the local assembly in mind.

2.
The intention of our Lord
The fact that so little is said about the Church in the Gospels has led some to suggest that our Lord never intended to found the Church.  Few would hold this view today, pointing to his choice of the disciples and his training of them as a clear indication of his intention to found a community.

Secondly, at the institution of the 'Lord's Supper', he speaks of a 'New Covenant', and this implies a new covenant people.

Thirdly, the great commission of Matt 28.18-20 commands the Apostles to 'make disciples'.  The implication is that they are to establish a community similar to the one he had created in, and with, them.

Fourthly, the New Testament without exception looks back to our Lord as the founder of the Church, describing him as its foundation, its head, its beginning.

Eph 2.20; Col 1.18; 1 Peter 2.4-8.

(II) DESCRIPTIVE: THE NEW TESTAMENT CHURCHES
1.
The Jerusalem Church (8. 1) ( Acts 2.1 - 11. 21 )

1.1 
This very first Christian Church was inaugurated by the outpouring of the Holy Spirit and the subsequent preaching of the Gospel.

1.2
It was composed of all who repented and were baptised in the Name of Jesus Christ - having experienced the forgiveness of sins and the gift of the Spirit.  A pattern was given which was to be true for every New Testament church thereafter.

1.3
A community formed spontaneously, beginning with the nucleus of 120 initially, growing to 3000 on the Day of Pentecost. .

1.4
The life of the community was expressed in 5 ways:

(a) Continuance in the Apostles' teaching (Matt 28.20; see Acts 4.33; 5. 42)

(b) Fellowship (koinonia 2.44-45; 4.32- 37; 6.1- 7)

(c) Breaking of bread ( 2.46; 20.7;  1 Cor. 10.16- 17)

(d)
Prayer (4.23-31; 3.1; 12. 5)

(e)
Witness (2.47; 4.4; etc.)

1.5
The community grew daily and rapidly. (2.47; 4.4; 5.13-14, 28; 6.1; 6.7)

1.6
Structures were set in place to cope with growth (6.1-7)

1.7
Opposition only furthered growth because a firm stand was taken (4.17), and scattered believers took their faith everywhere, beginning with Samaria (8.1,4). Evangelism happened through the spontaneous witness of these first believers.

1.8
Discipline was salutary (5.1-11) and by it counterfeit consecration was eliminated.

1.9 
The Church became multi-racial  (10)

2.
The Antioch Church (11.19- 30;  12.25- 13.4;  14.27- 28)

2.1
Its situation.

This second local Church described in the book of Acts was situated completely outside the territory of Israel or Judaea, in Syria.

2.2
Its foundation.

It was founded by unnamed believers (11.20). This happened as they preached the good news, and at the same time by 'the hand of the Lord'.  It was made up of those who believed and it would seem that all of these were-Gentiles.  A greater contrast with the Jerusalem Church could not be imagined.

2.3
Its consolidation. (11.22-26)

As the first members of the Jerusalem Church continued in ' the Apostles' teaching', so it is here.  It is the intensive teaching of the word of God through Barnabas and then through Paul that consolidates the Church.

2.4
Its relation to the Jerusalem Church.

Verses 22-24 show how the Jerusalem church was led to recognise the Antioch church through its representative Barnabas.

In no sense is the Antioch Church inferior or subject to the Jerusalem Church, rather does it take the initiative in helping the Jerusalem Church through a gift for the poor believers there. (verses 27-30) .

At a later date there is consultation between the representatives of the two Churches concerning false teaching which actually emanated from some in the Jerusalem Church.  The problem is resolved through mutual consultation under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, not by an authoritative edict from the older Church at Jerusalem.

So the relationship between these first two local Churches is not hierarchical, but one of partnership in which there is mutual recognition, help and consultation.

2.5
A completely new initiative is taken at Antioch (Acts 13.1-3)

Note how the leaders of this church, as they meet, are said to be guided directly by the Holy Spirit.  Just as in the book of Acts individual believers are guided by the Spirit, so are local Churches.  The Spirit's leadership is given to those who meet in fellowship together, as they pray and worship The result is the first organised mission to the Gentile world.  F.F. Bruce calls this, 'the first piece of planned overseas mission carried out by representatives of a particular Church, rather than by solitary individuals, begun by a deliberate Church decision, inspired by the Spirit rather than by persecution,'

It is surely significant that Antioch, rather than Jerusalem, was the springboard for the missionary movement.

3.
The Churches founded by Paul
Someone has written, 'in a few years, Paul filled the whole region between Israel and the Adriatic Sea with young Churches!' It is not our place here to do a detailed study of the missionary journeys of Paul.  However, some principles may be deduced.

3.1
It is the preaching of the Gospel that invariably gives birth to each local church. (Acts 13.14-43; 14.1,21; 16.13-14; 17.2-3; 17.11; 18.4-5; 18.8-9).

3.2
Paul nowhere takes the credit for this achievement but attributes his success to the sovereign will of God and the effective working of the Holy Spirit. (1 Thess 1.5; 2.13; 1 Cor 2. 1-5 ; Rom 15. 18-21; Col 1.28-29; Compare Acts 14.27, 15.12).

3.3
Without exception, the members of these communities were believers whom it seems, had confessed their faith in baptism – if the original pattern for belief followed by baptism is to be seen continuing throughout the establishment of these NT churches.  (Acts 13.36- 39; 42-43, 48, 52; 14.1; 16.14-15, 31-33; 17.4; 17.11-12; 18.8)
3.4
Again without exception the new Churches were consolidated by intensive teaching. (Acts 14.21-22; 15.26, 41; 16.40; 18.11; 19.9-10; 20.20-27).

3.5
The result of this was that these Churches reproduced themselves. Even when their first apostolic founders were far away. (1 Thess 1.8).

4.
The marks of a 'New Testament' local Church

In this study we try to reply to the question, “What did the New Testament Churches look like?”  There is more information about this than is generally realised.

4.1
Membership

In Acts the steps leading to the constitution of a local Church are the following, without exception:

(1)
The preaching of the Gospel;

(2)
Repentance and faith on the part of the hearers;

(3) Baptism;

(4)
Participation in the life of the community composed of those who have responded to the call of the Gospel.

A distinction is maintained between those who belong to the local Church and those who do not. (1 Cor 5.12-13; 11.24). In theological terms, all the New Testament churches were 'gathered' churches.  Since the local Church was composed only of those who had an experience of salvation, the Church admitted into the community only those who gave evidence of the work of the Holy Spirit in their lives.

For our Lord the qualification for baptism is that the candidate is a disciple, one who is living under the Lordship of Christ.

Our Lord refused the adherence of those who had not reflected on the importance of the step that they were taking and who wanted to join his company without counting the cost: (Luke 14.25-35). John the Baptist similarly refused candidates for baptism whose lifestyle did not correspond to their outward profession of faith. (Luke 3.7-9).

When Peter visits the house of Cornelius, he asks those who accompany him to authorise the baptism of Cornelius and gives as his reason for doing so that these Gentiles had 'received the Holy Spirit as well as ourselves'. (Acts 10.47). More than a simple confession of faith was required, there had to be evidence that the faith was authentic.

4.2
The local church's basic activity is that of teaching.

Acts 2.42 says of the Jerusalem Church that those who believed continued in the Apostles' teaching.  This corresponds to our Lord's command to teach those who became his disciples, that is to say, pupils.  We shall return to this emphasis on teaching in a further lecture.

4.3
The local church’s distinctive characteristic is 'agape' love

'They continued in....... the fellowship'.  Fellowship translates the Greek word 'koinonia' which means ‘sharing a common life'.  Jesus had said that all men would recognise his disciples as His, if they loved one another.  

This love found practical expression in the Jerusalem Church as described in Acts 2.44-45; 4.32-35. It also caused them to meet together as often as possible, indeed ‘every day' (Acts 2.46).  

There appear to have been two forms of meeting in the Jerusalem Church.  On the one hand the gathering of the multitude of the disciples probably in the Temple Courts, on the other hand the meeting in small groups in homes.  This latter practice is referred to later in the New Testament: Rom 16.15; Col 4.15; 1 Cor 16.19.  While Paul's letters are addressed to the Church in a given locality, such as Corinth or Thessalonica, it would seem that these local Churches were made up of dozens if not of hundreds of house churches.  So the Churches were able to organise themselves and extend during the first two centuries of their existence without possessing property of their own.

4.4
The breaking of bread

The community life of these Churches can be compared to a family.  Family gatherings characteristically take place as meals are shared.  The family of God meets too for the Breaking of Bread, the Lord's Supper or Communion as this activity is variously called. (Acts 2.46; 20.7; 1 Cor 10 and 11).

4.5 Prayer

Through the teaching of the Word, God speaks to His people.  Through praise, thanksgiving, supplication and intercession, God's people respond to His Word.  Note the order and the priority.  The first Church was born in a prayer meeting and prayer was ever the breath of its existence: Acts 3.1; 4.21-31; 12.5; 13.1-3

4.6
Liberality

This could well have been placed in the context of fellowship as a mark of the early Churches.  We have already noted that the awareness of one another's needs led to a liberality from which the less fortunate benefited.  It was these who had the first claim upon the gifts of believers, and a further example of this is the collection organised by Paul amongst the Churches he founded for the poor believers in Jerusalem. (See 1 Cor 16.1-4; 2 Cor 8.1- 9. 15).

A second use of the liberality of believers was for the support of those who gave their whole time to the preaching of the gospel or the service of the local Church: (1 Tim 5.17-18; 1 Cor 9.11; Gal 6.6, Rom 15.24; 3 John 6)

A third object of the gifts of believers was the missionary work of Paul himself and doubtless others.  His letter to the Philippians was primarily to acknowledge and thank them for a gift that enabled his ministry to continue: (Phil 4.15-20).

4.7 
Mission

The story of the acts registers constant growth and multiplication of the Churches, this happened because it was the main aim of the Apostles and those whom they taught.

4.8
Discipline

The first example of this is the judgement that fell upon Ananias and Sapphira in Acts 5. The Holy Spirit showed that those who entered the Church were expected to live by certain standards.

Thereafter the exercise of discipline is the responsibility of the Church.  Teaching on Church discipline is to be found in Matt 18:15-20; 1 Cor 5.3-13; 2 Thess 3.6 and 11-15; Rom 16.17-18; Titus 3.10-11; 3 John 7 and 9-11.

The community is to separate from someone who lives in a disorderly way whether by his conduct (immorality), by his failure to maintain good relations with his brothers and sisters, or by false doctrine.

Note that this is not the barring of the Lord's table to a refractory brother, which is so often the sanction today, but rather the refusal of all contact with the one under discipline.

The aim of discipline is always the restoration of the one who has fallen into error as well as a warning to the Church as a whole.

4.9
Leadership

Jesus Christ is the Head of the local Church (Rev 1-3). These chapters contain letters in which our Lord Himself directly addresses the Churches of Asia.

As an Organisation of men, however, the Church requires human leadership and this, in the first place, is undertaken by the founders of the local Churches, in the Acts, the Apostles.

The Apostles nominate elders.  Acts 11.30; 14.23; 15.2-4,6; 20.17-18; Titus 1.5; 1 Tim 3:1-7; 5.17-18.

It has been pointed out that the Apostles constituted these assemblies following the model of the political Ecclesia in which the members had a share in the government. (Acts 6 is a particular example of this.) In Acts 14.23 the word which is translated 'appointed', means literally “to stretch out the hand,” and may refer either to the laying on of hands or to appointment by the raising of hands.  The same word is found in 2 Cor 8.19 (chierotoneo). 

4.10
Biblical Definition and Responsibilities of Elders

4.10.1   Background

The church (i.e. the "body of Christ;" 1 Cor 12:12; Eph 1:23; Col 1:18) has been instituted by the Lord Himself for the continuation of His work on earth, through the indwelling Holy Spirit, in His stead.  From the earliest beginnings of the church it is clear that a group of mature spiritual leaders was designated to have responsibility for the church.  When the early church grew to such a size that management by the apostles alone was impossible, the apostles delegated authority to a body of spiritually qualified men (Acts 6:3).  At the inception of every new church, Paul and Barnabas "appointed elders for them in every church" (Acts 14:23).  Paul left Titus in Crete in order that he might "appoint elders in every city" as he directed him (Tit 1:5).  Elders played a dominant role in the Council of Jerusalem (Acts 15) and were obviously very influential in the foundational life of the early church.  Following their first missionary journey, Paul and Barnabas returned to Jerusalem and reported back to the "apostles and the elders" all that God had done with them (Acts 15:4).  In Acts 20, Paul sends to Ephesus and calls to himself "the elders of the church" in order to instruct them in the awesome responsibility that belongs to them as the leaders and spiritual overseers of the people of God.  Peter writes to "the scattered believers" and exhorts the "elders among (them)" to "shepherd the flock of God" (1 Pet 5:1-2).  Paul exhorts both Timothy and Titus to select elders for the oversight of the work in the church according to the established qualifications (1 Tim 3; Tit 1).

4.10.2    Definition

There are various terms which Scripture employs in defining the role and responsibility of these men:

1. Bishop (Gk. episkopos) - from which we derive Episcopalian; basic meaning "overseer;" used in Acts 20:28; Phil 1:1; 1 Tim 3:1; 2 Tim 4:22; Tit 1:7, 3:15; 1 Pet 2:25.

2. Elder (Gk. presbuteros) - from which we derive Presbyterian; denotes an "older person;" used in Acts 11:30, 14:23, 15:2,4,6,22,23, 16:4, 20:17, 21:18; 1 Tim 5:1,17,19; Tit 1:5; Jas 5:14; 1 Pet 5:1,5

3. Shepherd (Gk. poimen) - the word often used for "pastor" or "shepherd;"  Eph 4:11; 1 Pet 5:2 (poimaino)

Textual evidence seems to indicate that all three terms refer to the same office.  In the qualifications for a bishop, listed in 1 Tim 3:7; and those for an elder, in Titus, Paul uses both terms to refer to the same man (1:5,7).  1 Pet 5:1-2 uses all three terms together.  Acts 20 also uses all three terms interchangeably {v17 (presbuteros); v28 (episkopos, poimaino)}.  The use of these various terms may indeed give an indication as to the responsibilities of the office; i.e. oversight (episkopos), maturity (presbuteros) and teaching and caring (poimen).

4.10.3    Responsibilities

As stated above, the definitions of the terms employed alone give great insight into the responsibilities of these men.  In addition, Scripture is clear as to their charge:

1. "Take care of the church of God" (1 Tim 3:5);  i.e. caring for the needs of the saints and the church as a whole. (Jas 5:14 indicates the importance of the elder's prayer ministry for the flock)

2. Oversight of the affairs of the church (i.e. "ruling"); 1 Tim 3:4,5,12, 5:17; 1 Thess 5:12

3. Preach and teach (i.e. handling of the word of God to "exhort and rebuke"); 1 Tim 3:2; Tit 1:9

4. Shepherding (i.e. caring for the spiritual and material concerns of the flock); Acts 20:28; 1 Pet 5:2

5. Ordination of others; 1 Tim 4:14

6. Determination of church polity; Acts 15:22

7. Examples to the flock; 1 Pet 5:3; Heb 13:7

Elders are to be chosen on the basis of their high spiritual qualifications according to 1 Tim 3 and Tit 1.  They are to rule the local body under direct accountability to the Lord Jesus Himself (Heb 13:17, 1 Tim 5:17; 1 Pet 5;1-4; Acts 20:28).  They are servants who spend themselves for the care of the flock (1 Pet 5:3; Heb 13:7).  They are to be respected and obeyed as those to whom authority has been given by the Lord Himself (1 Cor 16:16; 1 Thess 5:12; 1 Tim 5:17; Heb 13:7).

When godly men make godly decisions, the body of Christ will not resist them.  On the contrary, those in the local church will follow in willing and godly submission causing peace and unity to reign to God's glory and the furtherance of the gospel.
A second office to which reference is occasionally made is that of deacon. (Acts 6; Phil 1. 1; I Tim 3. 8-13.) It is generally thought that this was administration of the material affairs of the Church.

Note especially the moral and spiritual qualifications for leadership as set out in these passages.

5.
The relationship between the churches of the New Testament.
5.1
Each local Church was directly dependent upon Christ, guided by Him through His Word and by His Spirit and responsible to Him.

In the first three chapters of Revelation, John is commissioned by Christ to write to seven local Churches in the province of Asia.  Each Church is written to individually.

If there had been a committee or person over the Churches, to co-ordinate or direct them, the letters would surely have been sent to the person or association in question.  But, just as Christ deals with each one of His followers personally, so He deals with each community in a personal way, addressing His word through the 'messenger' of the Church.  The term 'angel' (aggelos) can mean a human as well as a spiritual messenger.

John sees a vision of these Churches represented as seven lampstands, disposed in a circle.  Each lampstand stands on its own at some distance from the next one.  Nevertheless all are similar in shape and the most prominent feature of the vision is the representation of the glorified Christ who stands in the center of the circle.

It is interesting to compare this symbol of the new people of God represented by individual lampstands, with the symbol of the ancient people of God, Israel, represented by a single lampstand with seven branches.  Under the old alliance, there was one great community, that of the Jewish nation.  Under the new alliance, the people of God are to be found in a series of communities, which are independent one from the other administratively, but who have a common point of reference, their unity is in their attachment to the Christ who is at the center.

When we read the letters which Paul addressed to the Churches he founded, we see that he gives them counsel but it is they who are responsible for carrying out that counsel.  Writes D W B Robinson (New Bible Dictionary, page 231) 'there was no organisational link between Paul's Churches (i.e. those founded by him) though there were natural affinities between Churches in the same province (Colossians 4.15-16 ; 1 Thess 4.10

All were expected to submit to Paul's authority in matters of the faith, but this was spiritual and admonitory, not coercive (2 Cor 10.8; 13.10).  

Local administration and discipline was autonomous (2 Cor 2.5-10). No Church had superiority over any other.

5.2
Each church was ready to co-operate with every other Church.

The independence of these congregations did not mean their isolation.  The Churches were deeply conscious of one another.  Paul's letters reveal that there was a constant coming and going among them.  References to ' the Churches' of a particular province imply the close association of these neighbouring Churches. (See Gal 1.22; 1 Thess 2.19 (Judea); Gal 1.2; 1 Cor 16.1 (Galatia); 2 Cor 8.1 (Macedonia); Rom 15.26, 2 Cor 1.1; 9.2 ( Achaia); 1 Cor 16.19 (Asia); Acts 15.23- 41 (Syria and Cilicia).

5.3
The basis of this co-operation:

5.3.1
A common Lord.

In John's vision it is Christ who is central among the Churches.  Paul, writing to the Church at Corinth, describes them as 'those sanctified in Christ Jesus....... together with all those who in every place call on the Name of our Lord Jesus Christ, both their Lord and ours' (1 Cor 1.2. The letter to the Galatians is addressed to a group of Churches, 'Paul .... to the Churches of Galatia ' (Gal 1.1-2)  It is to a group of Churches, therefore, that the words he writes further on in his letter apply, ' for in Christ Jesus you are all sons of God through faith.  For as many of you as were baptised into Christ, have put on Christ.  There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male or female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus. ' (Gal 3.26- 28)

5.3.2
A common life.

The members of a family share a common life, and Paul addresses those to whom he writes as brothers of all others who belong to Christ. “But concerning love of the brethren, you have no need to have anyone write to you, for you yourselves have been taught by God to love one another; and indeed you do love all the brethren throughout Macedonia.  But we exhort you, brethren, to do so more and more...” (1 Thess 4.9-10)

5.3.3 A common belief and lifestyle.

The Churches were united in a common belief.  They accepted the same truths.  Paul emphasises this in 1 Cor 4.17; 7.17; 11.2,16; 2 Thess 2.15. The very first believers were taught in 'the Apostles' doctrine' (Acts 2.42). In addition to this, ' the Old Testament in Greek was the sacred Scripture of all these Churches' (D W B Robinson article in New Bible Dictionary). (See 2 Tim 3.14-16).  When Paul speaks of the universal Church as' being built upon the foundation of the Apostles and Prophets, Christ Jesus himself being the Chief comer stone...', (Eph 2:20), he is referring to what we now know as the Old and New Testaments, whose central theme is Christ, and who together constitute the foundation of the universal Church, and, therefore, the common basis of the individual Churches.  We have already seen the great emphasis in the founding of New Testament Churches on teaching.  This teaching not only told believers what to believe, but also how they should behave.

It is difficult, indeed impossible, to assess personal devotion to Christ or the degree to which a person or group possess spiritual life.  But confessions of faith can be judged objectively.  There was a recognisable deposit of truth, revealed once for all, a treasure which every Church should value (1 Tim 6.20; 2 Tim 3.14-17). (See also Titus 2.2). John's third epistle instructs its reader to receive and welcome travelling evangelists 'because that for the sake of the Name they went forth ... that we may be fellow workers with the truth’. They were to be welcomed because they believed and proclaimed the truth.  But his second epistle commands that, 'if anyone comes unto you, and brings not this teaching, receive him not into your house'.  The teaching referred to is the 'teaching of Christ, the confession of the person and work of our Lord Jesus Christ.

It should be noted, however, that the reaction to false doctrine was to teach true doctrine.  Paul does not excommunicate people because they do not believe the right things; rather does he take the utmost pains to teach them.  The breaking off of relations is the very last step only to be taken after every effort has been made to make known the truth.

5.4
The expression of this co-operation.

Oneness in life and belief paved the way for practical cooperation.

5.4.1
Teaching the Word.

As well as a local ministry, there were teachers who visited different communities and who were the gifts of the Lord to Churches as a whole.  The ministry of the Apostles is an example of this.  They were unique, but they seemed to have recruited others to continue this ministry of teaching and counsel.  Timothy and Titus (Titus 1.5) are examples of this, see also 2 Cor 8.18; Acts 18.24- 28; 1 Cor 3.4-9.

An example of this today is surely the conferences and conventions in which Christians from many different horizons gather together for systematic and intensive teaching of the Word of God.  All down the history of the Church there have been men whose ministry has been recognised as being of benefit to the wider community of the Churches.  But the authority of these men is in what they teach, not in their own person or office, and each community or believer is responsible to put into practice their teaching, insofar as it is in accordance with Scripture.

5.4.2 Evangelism.

We have already referred to 3 John on this respect.  Though originally sent out by the Church at Antioch, Paul received gifts to further his work from many other Churches (Phil 4.15- 16). He thanks the Philippians for their ' fellowship in the gospel from the first day until now'.  They had been partners with him in the task of evangelism.

5.4.3 Practical help.

Perhaps the most notable example of inter-church co-operation in the New Testament is the collection for the poor believers of Judaea, which Paul initiated amongst the Gentile Churches.

'The Churches of Galatia (1 Cor 16.1), Macedonia (2 Cor 8.19), and Achaia (1 Cor 16.3, 2 Cor ch 8 - 9) each formed a separate whole for the purposes of gathering and delivering to Jerusalem the collection for the poor of Judaea.  Officers were appointed by each province to act for and represent the province in this respect (1 Cor 16.3; 2 Cor 8.19, 23).' (Gayford, H D B, Vol. 1 page 438). The relationship between Churches was similar to that relationship between believers described in Acts 2.44-45 and 4.32-35.

5.5
Conclusion

This and the preceding study are largely of a historical character.  We have looked at the very first Christian Churches during the first twenty years of their history.  There is a great deal more information about this than some have recognised.  But we have limited ourselves to replying to the following question, 'What were the Churches like during apostolic times?'.  This is not quite the same question as, 'What ought the Churches to be like?  '.

In the passages that we have studied, there are few commands for all time.  The basic command for all time is very simple: Jesus ordered his disciples to preach the gospel, to baptise disciples, to teach them all the counsel of God and to commemorate his death by a common meal until He comes again.  There are no direct orders to organise the Church in a certain way as; for example, there were many detailed orders for the life of Israel in the Old Testament.

It can be argued that the Organisation we have noted was a cultural reflection of the times, rather than a structure imposed by the Holy Spirit upon the Church for all time.  Nevertheless, the practice of these first Churches following the initial impulsion of the outpouring of the Holy Spirit merits our closest consideration.

III  HISTORICAL: CHURCH ORGANISATION SINCE NEW TESTAMENT TIMES
1.
The Roman Catholic view

Roman Catholicism views the church as a firmly disciplined external Organisation, ruled from a center, outside of which Organisation there is no salvation.  The Greek Orthodox view eschews the notion of a central authority, its churches are organised on a national basis but the idea of one visible church is fundamental to Orthodox Christians.

The unity and order of the Roman Catholic church, so viewed, is assured by its recognition of the authority of the Pope, who is seen to be the successor of Peter, the rock on whom Christ said He would build His Church.  While Scripture cannot be cited in support of this claim, in the Roman view it is based on tradition, which has equal authority with Scripture.

Note that for Roman Catholics there is and ever will be only one visible Church with submission to Papal authority as its fundamental characteristic.  Roman Catholicism accepts other Christians as 'separated brethren', i.e. as Catholics who do not know they are!

Scripture can actually be said to state the opposite.  Christ gave no supreme authority to Peter.  His confession recorded in Matthew 16.18-19 gave him just the privilege of being the first confessing believer and also the first preacher of the Gospel.  The confession itself, far from being an acknowledgement of Peter was, in fact, an acknowledgement of Peter’s acknowledgement!  i.e… Peter had rightly understood the foundation of the Church to be securely set upon the identity of Christ as the Son of God.

In Ephesians 2.20 the Church is said to be founded on the apostles and prophets with Jesus Himself as the cornerstone, and in Revelation 21.14 upon the apostles collectively considered, not just upon one of them.  The first Christian council was presided not by Peter but by James, who sums up the discussion and discerns what the Holy Spirit is saying to the assembly (Acts 15.13-21).

In Galatians 2.11, not only is Peter not ' inerrant ', he is in error, and has to be rebuked and corrected by Paul.  In his first letter he makes no claim to special authority, but rather describes himself as a ' fellow elder’. Scripture contains no evidence of the claim that Peter was given the unique privilege of transmitting authority and power, and the idea of a continuous succession from Peter until our days is a myth without historical foundation.

2.
Episcopalian Church Government
In the New Testament, elder and bishop (episcopos) appear to be synonymous. (see above)

In the Episcopalian system these are two offices, the elder (priest, vicar, minister etc.) rules the local Church while the Bishop rules over a group of Churches, called a diocese.  This probably came about very early in the history of the church when the presiding elder of a church probably assumed the title ' episcopos’. In a small group of elders one would emerge as the leader of the others, and the term 'episcopos' would be restricted to him.

Eventually, smaller churches would look up to the larger church in the nearby city, take their problems there, with the result that the presiding elder of that strong central church would eventually acquire the office of episcopos'.

Ultimately 'eposkopoi' would have a presiding ' piscopos' who would ultimately be the 'arch ' episcopos.  So we have a pyramid- like Organisation.

3.
Presbyterian Church Government
With the Reformation the idea of the Church as a visible entity was maintained but the rejection of the idea of a priestly elite meant that congregations appointed from among their number elders, who act jointly with the minister or pastor, considered as an elder among the other elders, but set apart for the special task of teaching the Word.

Sessions of elders from different churches are grouped together to form a presbytery.

The presbyteries appoint representatives to the General Assembly, which is the governing body of the Church.

This form of church government is sometimes called 'connexional' and the Methodist Church is 'connexional' in its form of Organisation, as are some Pentecostal Churches, such as those grouped under the name "Elim”.

4.
'Congregational' Church Government

Congregational government is so called because it is government through the congregation.  The governing authority is regarded as residing in the voice of the local congregation when gathered in assembly.  This is not democracy.  The direction of God is sought; not the will of the majority, but a vote may be used to establish what the majority feel to be the will of God in a particular matter.  This is government of the people through the people by God

Within this framework there is a place for elders (who may be called by some other name - 'church council 'or ' deacons' court ' etc.), chosen by the local congregation to act on its behalf.  They have to report back to the congregation, which has the authority to dismiss them and appoint others in their place.  There is also a place for a pastor, considered as a teaching elder, much as in the Presbyterian view.  He too is responsible to the congregation (not only to the elders).

He is appointed and ordained by the local congregation, and although a union of such congregations or neighbouring pastors may help a local church to find a pastor, in the last resort the local congregation alone has the authority to ordain - or to dismiss.

This is the form of government followed by Congregational Independent churches, Baptists, Free Churches ( F.I. E.C. and similar bodies) and many forms of Pentecostal Church.

At a very early stage in their history, Baptist and Congregational churches associated together, forming 'associations ' or 'unions ' with a central advisory committee.  The F.I. E. C. has followed this pattern with its ‘auxiliaries' (associations of churches in the same area) and its Assembly (annual meeting of all the delegates).  Almost all of these bodies have set up advisory committees for the 'recognition' of pastors, but such bodies act in an advisory capacity, and have no legislative authority over the churches, as does the General Assembly in the Presbyterian form.

5.
The 'Brethren ' Assemblies

Within the Brethren movement the ministry of all believers is recognised to such a degree that no place is reserved for the pastoral office as such.  The spiritual gifts of certain men are recognised; they are regarded as the oversight, or elders.  They are not elected by a vote; their gifts are recognised.

Some give their full tine to oversight or preaching, but are not regarded as possessing office.  They are 'ministering brethren ', supported by the assemblies.

6.
The 'House' Churches
These appeared in the wake of the charismatic movement and initially resembled brethren assemblies, but with the overt spontaneity that often characterises the Pentecostal type of fellowship.

Some of these have developed a form of Organisation whose pyramid structure resembles episcopalianism.  Direction applies not only to congregations, but also to individual members of these congregations.

7. 
Summary
Forms of church government may therefore be grouped under two headings:

i) Subordination to central authority (Roman, Greek Orthodox, Anglican, Presbyterian, Methodist, some House Churches and some expressions of the Brethren Movement);

ii)
Complete independence and autonomy of the local church (Brethren, Baptist, Congregationalist, Pentecostal, Independents etc.) .

Both forms are open to abuse;  the one of authoritarianism that stultifies local initiative, the other of an arrogant independence that refuses to listen to others.

Both have been modified.  Connexionally governed churches move towards independence, sometimes with the tactic approval of the governing body, sometimes despite an effort to exercise central authority.  Independent type churches find a need to come and act together.  Both forms seek to preserve certain values, the Presbyterian form is concerned for order and unity, and the independent form emphasises the life of the Spirit in the local community.

Historically, no particular form has guaranteed the spiritual life of the Churches.  One New Testament church is warned that while it has the reputation for being alive, it is dead (Rev. 3.1).

