THE CHURCH

(1) Form

The church was made up of groups of believers scattered throughout the Mediterranean world with no external or formal organisation binding them together except for apostolic authority. Paul claimed as an apostle an authority, particularly in teaching, that he insisted must be recognised by all the churches. This authority was that of spiritual and moral persuasion, not formal and not legal.
 While Paul utters an anathema on false teachers (Galatians 1:8), he took no formal legal action against them. James exercised great authority in Jerusalem and may have been the first bishop there. Paul refers to ‘certain men … from James’ (Galatians 2:12 cf. Acts 15:1). These men may have formally represented him or claimed his authority. But separate to these instances, the idea that the unity of the church found expression in some kind of external organisation finds no support in the New Testament. The idea of denominations would have been abhorrent to Paul. He condemned the Corinthian sects which would be the nearest equivalent (1 Corinthians 1:12ff).
The form of the church in a given place is not clear. 1 Corinthians 14:23 suggests the Corinthian church at least sometimes gathered together. Acts refers to gatherings in upper rooms in private houses (Acts 1:13; 12:12; 20:8) but these would almost certainly not have been large enough for all the believers in a given city. The evidence is that for the first three centuries the church met in private homes. Paul refers to “house churches” in Romans 16:5; 1 Corinthians 16:19; Colossians 4:15 and Philemon 2. There were probably enough Christians in each of the large cities to constitute many house churches.

The organisation of the local church is not clear in Paul’s major letters but emerges more in the pastoral letters. Acts says Paul appointed elders in the churches he founded (Acts 14:23). This would mean he extended into the Hellenistic churches the same structure that had developed in the Jerusalem church (Acts 11:30). The elders (presbuteros) could be called overseers (episkopoi: Acts 20:17,28). In Paul’s main letters elders are not mentioned. In 
1 Thessalonians 5:12 Paul instructs the church to respect those “who are over you (proistemenoi) in the Lord and who admonish you.” Because the same participle is used in Romans 12:8, 1 Timothy 3:4; 5:17 of elders, and 1 Timothy 3:12 of deacons, proistemenoi seems to describe the office of elder and/or deacon.
In Ephesians 4:11 Paul refers to evangelists and pastor-teachers.
 Evangelists carry on the missionary task of preaching the gospel but without the authority of the apostles. The term denotes a function more than an office. Teaching is also mentioned next to apostles and prophets among God’s gifts to the Church in 
1 Corinthians 12:28f. Teachers are also coupled with prophets in Acts 13:1.
Paul also lists gifts of administration in 1 Corinthians 12:28. The word means steersman, helmsman inferring leadership in the churches, and probably exercised by the episkopoi and proistemenoi. 
The organisation of the local church is clearer in the pastoral letters. The functions of deacons are not outlined (1 Timothy 3:8-12), probably because they were already known. The emphasis is on their qualifications. Like elders, deacons must have the ability to rule well and be devoted to the gospel. No reference is made to their ability to teach. They must be careful in speech and not greedy, because of their access to homes and being entrusted with the administration of funds. Paul refers to women in the same context; these women probably assisted the deacons and were deaconesses (Romans 16:1).
Both the qualifications and duties of elders are outlined in 1 Timothy 3:1-7 and 5:17. All elders rule but some may not teach. The threefold function of the elder is to lead, guard and feed (Acts 20:28). Aside from qualities of personal excellence, they must have gifts in the realm of teaching and ruling (1 Timothy 3:1-5). Titus 1:5-9 adds hospitality and the ability to defend the gospel against false teachers.
In the apostolic fathers, especially Ignatius (early 2nd century), the bishop emerges as distinct and superior to the elders. That the elders acted in plurality is clear from 1 Timothy 4:4 (presbytery). However it is not clear if there was a single elder-bishop over each congregation or a plurality as in the Jewish synagogue. Nor is it clear whether in a larger city with many congregations, if the elders of the several congregations constituted a single presbytery for the Christian community for the city. It appears likely that there was no mandatory pattern of church government in the apostolic age and that the organisational structure of the church was not an essential element in the church’s theology

(2) Charismata (spiritual gifts)

In any full listing of the gifts exercised in the early church, some are truly charismatic while others are natural gifts used by the Holy Spirit. Paul’s mention of gifts is always to discuss their function and not formal position in the church. He writes in 1 Corinthians 12 to correct the proper ordering of the whole church and not the church structure. Paul saw every Christian as an active member of the Body of Christ – “to each one the manifestation of the Spirit is given for the common good” (1 Corinthians 12:7).
Apart from the priority of apostles and prophets, Paul attaches no order of importance to the several gifts. Apostles and prophets were of primary importance because they were the vehicles of revelation (Ephesians 2:20). Apostles were commissioned with an authority in the churches that the prophets did not have. Prophets spoke by direct illumination of the Spirit. Their purpose was to edify the church (1 Corinthians 14:3). Prophets were concerned about future events so far as they involved the consummation of redemptive history (Revelation 1:3), but this element is not emphasised in Paul’s writing. Prophecy disclosed the mysteries of God (1 Corinthians 13:2).
The gift of the Spirit most coveted in Corinth was the gift of tongues (glossolalia). People were praising God in languages unknown to them or their hearers. Those speaking were edified (1 Corinthians 14:14) but the hearers were not hearing the will of God presented, as would happen when prophets spoke (1 Corinthians 14:1). Without interpretation of tongues the message was unintelligible (1 Corinthians 14:13,16). The Corinthians felt tongues was the superlative evidence of the Spirit, but excesses had brought disorder into the church. Paul’s correction centred in the need not for personal building up but the building up of the church (1 Corinthians 14:26). No more than two or three were to bring messages in tongues in a meeting, and only then in turn, and with interpretation (1 Corinthians 14:5,27).
Some of the charismata are distinctly supernatural and can be exercised only by the sovereign activity of the Spirit, while others (helping, showing mercy, giving) are gifts that should be exercised by all Christians to some extent.

(3) Ekklesia

The word in the Hellenistic setting could designate an assembly gathered as a political body (Acts 19:39) or as a church (Acts 19:32,39). In Paul the background of the word is the Old Testament use of ekklesia of Israel as the people of God. Implicit in the word is the claim that the church stands in direct continuity with the Old Testament people of God.

Ekklesia can designate a meeting of Christians for worship. This can be believers meeting in a home (Romans 16:5; 1 Corinthians 16:19; Colossians 4:15), the totality of believers living in one place (Romans 16:1; Colossians 4:16) or province (Galatians 1:2). The most significant use, as in Acts, is of the universal (catholic) church (Colossians 1:18,24; Ephesians 1:22; 3:10,21) 

The local congregation is the church; the totality of all believers is the church. The church is thought of organically. The universal church is not thought of as the totality of all the local churches; each community, no matter how small, represents the total community, the Church. The local church is not part of the church but is the church in its local expression. The whole power of Christ is available to every local congregation. Each church functions in its community as the universal church functions in the world as a whole. The local congregation is not an isolated community but stands in solidarity with the church as a whole.
(4) People of God

The church is the new people of God. The term “people” in biblical thought often has a technical sense as being those who stand in a special relationship to God. In the old dispensation Israel was the people of God. Israel’s rejection of its Messiah led God to create the church as the new people of God. In Romans 9-11 Paul maintains natural Israel is still a holy people (11:16) and that God’s purposes for them are not finished

(5) Israel

Paul distinguishes between natural Israel and spiritual Israel – between the people as a whole and the faithful remnant (Romans 9:6). While the nation as a whole has rejected its Messiah, there is a remnant chosen by grace (Romans 11:5) who have believed. A real Jew is not one who is outwardly a Jew but one who is inwardly, whose circumcision is not outward but of the heart (Romans2:28f).
To this believing remnant have been added believing Gentiles. Paul’s metaphor of the olive tree suggests the unity of the people of God – Israel and the church. The olive tree is the one people of God. Natural branches (unbelieving Jews) were broken off, and wild branches (believing Gentiles) were grafted into the tree. The church lives from the root and trunk of Old Testament Israel.

While God has not irrevocably cast away His people Israel, the church, consisting of both Jews and Gentiles, has become the branches of the olive tree – the people of God – the true Israel. All believers, faithful Jews and believing Gentiles, are the true circumcision who worship in spirit and glory in Christ Jesus (Philippians 3:3). As the spiritually circumcised, they are the children of Abraham (Galatians 3:7) their father (Romans 4:11,16,18); they are the offspring (Galatians 3:29) and descendants of Abraham (Romans 4:16). Those who formerly were alienated from the commonwealth of Israel and strangers to the covenants of promise (Ephesians 2:12) have now been brought near to the God of Israel. When Paul speaks of the “Israel of God” (Galatians 6:16) the most natural reading is that this is the church as the true spiritual Israel. In 
1 Corinthians 10:18 Paul refers to “Israel after the flesh” and contrasts the Old Testament partaking of the sacrifices with the church’s partaking of communion (10:14-17). If Israel after the flesh is natural Israel, then by implication the church is “Israel after the Spirit.”
The whole tenor of Paul’s use of the metaphor of the olive tree is that while natural branches (Jews) have been broken off the olive tree and wild branches (Gentiles) have been grafted into the people of God, it is God’s sovereign pleasure to one day bring the natural branches to faith and so graft them back into the tree (Romans 11:23,24). Through Israel’s unbelief salvation has come to the Gentiles, but the salvation of the Gentiles will in turn, provoke Israel to jealousy (Romans 11:11). Even in unbelief Israel remains a holy people (Romans 11:16) and will finally be grafted back into the tree (Romans 11:24). Paul does not speculate when or how this will occur. Whatever form this takes, it is clear that the terms of salvation must be the same as those for the Gentiles: faith in Jesus as the crucified and risen Messiah.
(6) The Temple of God

Paul uses the metaphor of the temple to show that the church is the true Israel. Both the Old Testament and Judaism anticipated the creation of a new temple in the Kingdom of God (Ezekiel 37:26ff; 40:1ff; Haggai 2:9). Jesus had spoken of the formation of His church as a building (Matthew 16:18). While the primitive Christian community continued as Jews to worship in the temple (Acts 2:46), Stephen was the first to voice that temple worship was no longer relevant for Christians (Acts 7:48f). Paul sees the Christian community taking the place of the temple as the eschatological temple of God where God dwells and is worshipped.
This metaphor has a three-fold emphasis;

(1) the individual believer has become a temple of God, because of the Holy Spirit’s indwelling (1 Corinthians 6:19). As the temple of God believers are holy; they belong to God. Immorality is a contradiction of the essential character of the believer. It is no longer true that “everything is permissible for me” (1 Corinthians 6:12 NIV) as the Corinthian Christians tried to maintain.
(2) the local congregation is the temple of God because the Spirit of God indwells the corporate fellowship. As the dwelling place of God, the congregation is a holy people. Whatever “destroys” (brings ruin upon) the local congregation by false teaching and schism, will attract God’s “destruction” (1 Corinthians 3:17)

(3) the universal church is the people of God (Ephesians 2:19-22). Gentile believers are no longer aliens from God’s people; they are God’s true family; they are a temple built upon the foundation of Christ. The dwelling place of God is found in the church and not in Jerusalem

Paul’s use of the metaphor of the temple to describe both the local and universal church reinforces the unity of the church in its diversity. The local congregation is not part of the church; the universal church is not the sum of its parts; the local congregation is the church in its local expression

(7) An Eschatological People

The expectation of a new temple was an eschatological concept that was applied to the church. The church is also the people of the Kingdom of God and therefore an eschatological people. This means:
(1) they are destined to inherit the Kingdom in its eschatological consummation (1 Thessalonians 2:12; Romans 8:17; Ephesians 1:18)

(2) they have already experienced that same Kingdom (Colossians 1:13; Romans 14:17)

Philippians 3:20,21 the Christian’s true homeland is heaven, and we await 

                                 Christ’s return, which will fulfill our eschatological hope 

                                 by transforming our human bodies.

                                 This statement had particular significance to the 

                                 Philippians who constituted a Roman colony in the

                                 heart of Greece. The word “citizenship” was used of a 

                                 colony of foreigners whose organisation reflected their

                                 native homeland. The life and fellowship of Christians in 

                                 history is to be a foretaste of the life of the Kingdom of

                                 God and is to reflect in the world something of what the

                                 eschatological reality will be
(8) The Holy Spirit

The eschatological nature of the church is seen in the fact that the church is created by the Holy Spirit. The church is therefore the product of the powers of the Age to Come. While the Holy Spirit works diversely in the church bestowing different gifts to individuals, the Holy Spirit Himself is the possession of all believers. The possession of the Holy Spirit is promised to all who belong to Christ (Romans 8:9)

1 Corinthians 12:13 following Paul’s central thought of work of the Holy Spirit in
                                  forming the church, the NIV “For we were we all baptized by
                                  one Spirit into one body …’ is a very possible translation. It 
                                  is the work of the Holy Spirit to form the body of Christ. 
                                  When we put our faith in Christ, we are made members of 
                                  Christ’s body. We are joined to Christ Himself and therefore 
                                  to all others who in union with Christ, constitute His body. In
                                  a very real sense the early dictum “Outside of the church
                                  there is no salvation” is quite true. The Holy Spirit has been 
                                  given by the exalted Christ to form a new people in history
                                  who constitute His body.
                                  The eschatological character of this new people cuts

                                  across sociological lines. Race, gender and social 

                                  standing are irrelevant (Galatians 3:28,29) because we

                                  have equally experienced the eschatological 

                                  outpouring of the Holy Spirit
(9) Fellowship

Fellowship was one of the distinctive marks of the Jerusalem church (Acts 2:42). Fellowship is an eschatological creation of the Holy Spirit. 2 Corinthians 13:14 should be rendered “the fellowship created by the Holy Spirit.” Philippians 2:1 can equally be translated “if the Spirit has really created a fellowship.” This relationship exists between people because they share a common relationship to Christ (1 Corinthians 1:9). A bond exists between all who are in Christ that is unique and transcends all other human relationships

(10) The Elect

From the divine side, those who have entered into this fellowship do so because they have been called of God (1 Corinthians 1:9). The church is a fellowship of the elect (Ephesians 1:4; 1 Thessalonians 1:4) regardless of any social status, education, wealth or race (1 Corinthians 1:27). The church is sometimes just called the elect of God (Romans 8:33; Colossians 3:12; 2 Timothy 2:10; Titus1:1). This emphasises that the church is not primarily a human institution; it is a creation of God based on His gracious purpose (Romans 9:11; 11:5,6). It can never be a people like Israel, formed on natural or racial lines. There is a nucleus of Jews within the church, but they are a remnant, chosen by grace (Romans 11:5). The idea of election is not primarily that of the individual to salvation, but the election of the people of God. The background of the term is Israel as the elect people of God and it describes the church as the successor of Israel. It is primarily a corporate concept
(11) The Saints

From the divine side, the church is a fellowship of the saints (hagios) or the sanctified (hagiasmenoi). This is one of Paul’s most common terms for Christians. The root idea of holiness is carried over from the Old Testament
and describes anything set apart for God’s use.
 The church as the new Israel is the fellowship of holy ones or saints.
Hagios is hardly ever used in the singular of an individual

1 Corinthians 1:2 the congregation in Corinth was anything but a “holy”

                              people in life and conduct; false teaching, schisms and 

                              immorality marred the church. But still, it was a 

                              congregation of saints, because in spite of the sinful

                              conduct of many of its members and the worldly 

                              character of the church itself, it was still the church of 

                              God in Corinth. Christ was its sanctification and 

                              redemption (1 Corinthians 1:30; 6:11). Paul’s challenge to

                              the church was that they should realise in life and 

                              conduct what was already theirs in Christ. Because they

                              were saints of God they were to live holy lives

(12) Believers

From the divine side the church is a fellowship of elect saints; from the human side it is a fellowship of those who respond to the proclaimed Word of God and both believe in Jesus Christ and confess Him as Lord (Romans 10:9). The church is made up of those who can be designated as believers (1 Corinthians 1:21; 14:22; Galatians 3:22; 1 Thessalonians 1:7). In Romans 4 Paul argues that the salvation wrought by Christ is effective only to those, who like Abraham, believe. Abraham was not accepted by God because of good works but because he believed God. Circumcision was the sign or seal of the righteousness he had by faith. Thus, he is the father of all who believe apart from the rites of Judaism, of those who copy his faith (Romans 4:11f).
In Romans 9:30-32 Israel according to the flesh was rejected because they sought righteousness by works; Gentiles attained righteousness and were brought into the true Israel because they sought it by faith. This is the outstanding difference between the old and the new Israel. Membership in the old Israel required circumcision and acceptance of the Law; membership in the new Israel requires individual personal faith and confession of Christ as Lord (Romans 10:9).

(13) The Body of Christ

The most distinctive Pauline metaphor for the church is the body of Christ. It is always the body in Christ (Romans 12:5) or the body of Christ (1 Corinthians 12:27). As His body, the church is identified with Christ
1 Corinthians 12:12 we would have expected Paul to write ‘So it is with the 

                                  church’ and not ‘So it is with Christ.’ The church is not 

                                  a body or society of believers but the body of Christ. 

                                  The primary emphasis of the metaphor is the unity of 

                                  believers with Christ (but Paul uses the concept in both 

                                  Romans and Corinthians to address the problems of 

                                  Christians’ relations to one another).

The truth of the solidarity of believers with Jesus has a background in Jesus’ own teaching
Matthew 10:40 to receive a disciple was to receive Jesus 
Matthew 25:10 to bless another believer was to bless Jesus
Acts 9:4 to persecute the church was to persecute Jesus

This is not a relationship of complete identity. Christians are described as members of Christ’s body more than being members of Christ.
As noted above, Paul uses the metaphor of the church as Christ’s body in Romans and Corinthians. There is one body but it has many members, and these members differ greatly from one another. There was a tendency, particularly in Corinth, to make distinctions among Christians and to covet the more spectacular gifts of the Spirit. This led to tensions and dissensions in the congregation. Paul argues that there are great differences in the roles of different members of the body, but they all belong to the body, and the least member is important. Since it is God who arranged the members of the body as it pleased Him, there should be no discord; in fact there should only be mutual love and concern with the inferior members receiving the greater honour (1 Corinthians 12:24f).
In the Prison Epistles Paul speaks of Christ as the head of the body (Ephesians 4:15; Colossians 1:8) – a concept not clearly picked up on in Romans or Corinthians – and again, distinguishing Christ from His church. Paul goes beyond the ordinary analogy of the physical body and its head when he says the body derives its nourishment and unity from the head (Colossians 2:19), and the body is to grow up in every way into Him who is the head (Ephesians 4:15). This emphasises even more than the earlier epistles the complete dependence of the church on Christ for all its life and growth. This also means that the church is Christ’s instrument in the world. The church is ‘the fullness of him who fills everything in every way’ (Ephesians 1:23). The word “fullness” has two meanings: understood one way the text is saying the church completes or fills Christ; understood the second way the text is saying the church as the body of Christ is filled with His life and power. In this sense the church is a partaker of all Christ “owns” and continues His work in the world.
The final goal of God’s redemptive ministry is to restore order and unity to the whole universe, which has been disrupted by sin. God’s plan is ‘to bring all things in heaven and on earth together under one head, even Christ’ (Ephesians 1:10 NIV). This cosmic unity has already been achieved in principle.  Christ has already been exalted above every hostile power and has been made head over all things for His church (Ephesians 1:22). In this context “head” is not part of the analogy to the body, but means “primacy.” The goal of Ephesians 4:13 “until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ (NIV)” is almost certainly eschatological. The very certainty of this unity demands the effort to realise this unity in Christ in history. This unity is not something to be created; it is given in Christ. It can be disrupted (Ephesians 4:3). There is and can only be one church because Christ is not divided (1 Corinthians 1:13). ‘There is one body and one Spirit … one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all’ (Ephesians 4:4-6). This is not a unity of outward structure. The church of 50 - 60 AD consisted of many scattered, autonomous communities. The unity was one of Spirit and life, of faith and fellowship. It is a unity realised in diversity but excludes schism in the local congregation (1 Corinthians 1:13). This unity expresses itself in humble preference for one another (Romans 12:3) and in mutual love and affection (1 Corinthians 12:25,26). There can be no racial distinctions (Ephesians 2:16).
(14) The Lord’s Supper

The unity of the body of Christ is illustrated by the Lord’s Supper.
1 Corinthians 10:17 Paul uses the symbolism of a loaf of bread broken in 

                                  pieces and distributed amongst the worshippers to

                                  illustrate the oneness of the individual members.

                                  Unity must exist among those taking part in 

                                  communion because they have a prior unity in Christ.

                                  The drinking of the cup is participating in the blood of

                                  Christ and the eating of the bread is participating in the

                                  body of Christ (1 Corinthians 10:16)

The cup and the bread are a memorial to the death of Christ and are used in memory of His death (1 Corinthians 11:25). But eating and drinking involve more than a memory of a past event; they also represent participation in the body and blood of Christ. Communion mediates fellowship with Christ in the same sense that the altar in the Old Testament economy mediated fellowship with God, and sacrifices to idols mediated fellowship with demons (1 Corinthians 10:18-21). These words can be interpreted in a sacramental or in a symbolic sense. It is only by faith that one is identified with Christ in His death and becomes a member of His body; by partaking of the bread and wine one can by faith “take hold” of Christ
(15) Baptism

Baptism also symbolises union with Christ. People are baptised ‘into Christ Jesus’ (Romans 6:3). Baptism into Christ means to put on Christ (Galatians 3:27); it means union with Christ in His death and resurrection (Romans 6:1-4; Colossians 2:12). It is not a repetition of Christ’s death and resurrection, nor does it symbolise His death and resurrection; it symbolises the believer’s union with Christ in which one dies to his or her old life and is raised up to walk in newness of life. 

In the early church saving faith and baptism were practically synonymous. Without faith, baptism has no meaning (Colossians 2:12). In 1 Corinthians 10 Paul uses Israel’s experiences in the wilderness and their parallel to water baptism and communion to argue against the ability of these experiences to protect the believer from evil. But having said that, it is inconceivable that Paul thought of any believer who did not partake of both rites.

Colossians 2:11,12 baptism as the New Testament equivalent of 

                                circumcision is sometimes argued on the basis of this 

                                 scripture. The circumcision of Christ (v.11) is better

                                 understood though as the circumcision of the heart

                                 that Christ performs. This is a spiritual circumcision, 

                                 “not … done by hands” (v.11), and is synonymous with 

                                 dying to sin. Circumcision is here contrasted with 
                                 baptism and not compared with it
This study is largely a summary of ‘A Theology of the New Testament’ by G.E.Ladd. Revised Edition edited by D.A.Hagner (William Eerdman’s Publishing Company: Grand Rapids, Michigan) 1988, Chapter 38 ‘The Church’
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� Acts pictures Paul exercising his authority at the Jerusalem Council in terms of persuasion rather than official authority. The final decision was made by the “apostles and the elders with the whole church” (Acts 15:22 NASB)


� The language of Ephesians 4:11 suggests pastor-teacher is a single office embodying a two-fold function: shepherding or overseering the flock, and teaching. The term probably denotes leaders in the local church and is basically the same as prebyteroi and episkopoi


� Jerusalem is the holy city (Matthew 4:5; 27:53); the temple is the holy place (Matthew 24:15); the altar and the gift on the altar are holy (Matthew 23:19); the law is holy (Romans 7:12)





