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      Praise for Reformed Systematic Theology, Volume 4

      “With volume 4 of Reformed Systematic Theology, Joel Beeke and his faithful theological Barnabas, Paul Smalley, bring to completion their remarkable gift to the church—not only in the United States but also throughout the world. They are to be congratulated for fulfilling the great desideratum of a systematic theology textbook that serves many levels of readership. Balanced in its approach (addressed to both mind and heart), it is rich in its content (both biblical and doctrinal) and comprehensive in its coverage (some five thousand pages of exposition). In addition—to adapt some words of the church fathers from a different context—it is splendidly presented in a style that will enable the theological elephant to swim in it while Christian lambs can happily wade. Following in the footsteps of Paul the theologian, the authors have succeeded in imparting their ‘spiritual gift’ to strengthen us. Their work, too, will surely ‘reap some harvest’ (Rom. 1:11, 13).” 

      Sinclair B. Ferguson, Chancellor’s Professor of Systematic Theology, Reformed Theological Seminary; Teaching Fellow, Ligonier Ministries

      “Joel Beeke and Paul Smalley’s fourth and final volume of their Reformed Systematic Theology not only maintains the quality and content of the previous volumes but also covers subject matter (the doctrines of the church and of the last things) that is crucial and controversial among Bible-believing Christians. The product of this colabor between a Dutch Reformed theologian and a Reformed Baptist serves to highlight our common commitments and to make even our disagreements better. I came away helped by their work of presenting ecclesiology and sacraments together. Consequently, Reformed paedobaptists and credobaptists will both benefit from this volume. There are many useful and unique features to highlight: for instance, the ‘Practical Conclusion to Ecclesiology,’ in which a pathway is commended for the pursuit of the church’s reformation. But the whole volume (indeed, the whole set) is like this. Even the ‘Analytical Outlines’ are edifying! The theology is never very far away from application, and the application is always derived from the theology. Doctrine and devotion are everywhere intertwined and rooted in clear and faithful biblical exposition.”

      Ligon Duncan, Chancellor and CEO, Reformed Theological Seminary

      “The last volume of Reformed Systematic Theology has been eagerly awaited, and it does not disappoint. Grounded in Scripture, rooted in the Reformation tradition, theologically faithful and wise, and practically relevant, this volume will not only instruct about the church and last things but also lead the reader into greater worship of our triune God of grace, a love for the church, and a hope grounded in the truths of the gospel. This volume also models how to arbitrate differences among Christians regarding the nature of the church and baptism while demonstrating unity in the faith once delivered to the saints. I highly recommend this and the other volumes in this series for sound biblical and theological formulation at its best, something the church desperately needs in our generation.”

      Stephen J. Wellum, Professor of Christian Theology, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

      Praise for the Reformed Systematic Theology Series

      “‘Oh, the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God!’ This expression of praise from Paul’s great doxology is a fitting response to reading this wonderful work of doctrine and devotion. Though the Reformed faith is often caricatured as merely intellectual, this work demonstrates that Reformed theology is also profoundly experiential, as no chapter fails to move from theology to doxology.”

      John MacArthur, Pastor, Grace Community Church, Sun Valley, California; Chancellor Emeritus, The Master’s University and Seminary

      “Reformed Systematic Theology not only takes readers into the depths of our triune God, but also shows what these great truths have to do with the Christian life. No contemporary systematic theology will bring the reader to a greater understanding of how theology blossoms into doxology than this one.”

      Matthew Barrett, Associate Professor of Christian Theology, Midwestern Baptist Theological Seminary; Executive Editor, Credo Magazine; editor, Reformation Theology

      “Beeke and Smalley have written a work useful to the church at large that teaches Christians what they should believe and how they should love, but they have not sacrificed academic rigor to achieve these goals.”

      J. V. Fesko, Professor of Systematic and Historical Theology, Reformed Theological Seminary, Jackson, Mississippi

      “Joel Beeke has continued his decades-long service to Christ and his church by presenting us with his mature reflections on the nature of systematic theology. This work is fully reliable, well written, easily understood, and thoroughly researched.”

      Richard C. Gamble, Professor of Systematic Theology, Reformed Presbyterian Theological Seminary

      “Joel Beeke is a rare gift to the church, a noted Christian leader who combines the skills of a learned theologian, master teacher, noted historian, and yet also a caring pastor. Reformed Systematic Theology is a virtual gold mine of biblical doctrine that is systematically arranged, carefully analyzed, historically scrutinized, and pastorally applied.”

      Steven J. Lawson, President, OnePassion Ministries; Professor of Preaching, The Master’s Seminary; Teaching Fellow, Ligonier Ministries

      “Here is theology functioning as it ought to function—calling us to worship. You will not need to agree with the authors at every point to believe and to hope that this work will serve Christ’s church well in our generation and for generations to come.”

      Jeremy Walker, Pastor, Maidenbower Baptist Church, Crawley, UK; author, Life in Christ; Anchored in Grace; and A Face Like a Flint
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      faithful, godly friends, brothers of integrity,

      who, by God’s grace, live out Paul’s grand confession:

      “For me to live is Christ and to die is gain” (Phil. 1:21).
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      Preface to Volume 4

      Christian theology is the human echo of the voice of God, the word of sinful but regenerate man attempting to confess the inerrant Word of God. Insofar as theology is faithful to the Holy Scriptures, it is the truth of God, but no theology in this age can fully escape human fallenness. It is a humbling but God-honoring thought for the theologian to consider: “All flesh is grass. . . . The grass withereth, the flower fadeth: but the word of our God shall stand for ever” (Isa. 40:6, 8). By the ministry of this word, we are born again (1 Pet. 1:23) and sanctified (John 17:17). Therefore, theology is crucial to the expansion and spiritual growth of Christ’s church.

      It has been our privilege to expound and apply a Christian, evangelical, and Reformed systematic theology. This is the fourth and final volume of that endeavor, focusing on the loci of ecclesiology (the doctrine of the church) and eschatology (the doctrine of the last things). It is fitting for systematic theology to end with these two loci, for we do theology as a covenant community of pilgrims being led by Christ to eternal glory in the presence of God. Augustine of Hippo (354–430) said that the church consists of “a society of pilgrims of all languages” united in their diversity by the peace of Christ that believers possess by faith, a peace that consists in the “harmonious enjoyment of God and of one another in God.”1

      The locus of ecclesiology addresses the doctrine of the church’s nature, authority and work, and means of grace. This locus posed particular challenges in our preparation of this systematic theology, especially since the authors of this book come from two ecclesiastical traditions: Dutch Reformed and Reformed Baptist. Nevertheless, we have found significant agreement in the doctrine of the church, grounded on our common commitment to the Word of God. Where there are differences in church polity and practice, as between presbyterianism and congregationalism, we have labored to explain the perspective and arguments of each side, and jointly argued for a New Testament connectionalism that preserves both the integrity of the local church and the unity of the broader church. A crucial point of doctrinal difference in our ecclesiology is between Reformed paedobaptism (covenantal infant baptism) and credobaptism (the baptism of only those giving a credible profession of faith and repentance). The reader will find the paedobaptist doctrine explained in chapter 20, coauthored by Joel R. Beeke and Jonathon D. Beeke,2 and the credobaptist doctrine in the appendix at the end of the volume, written by Paul M. Smalley. We have sought to address differences in ecclesiology with faithfulness to God’s Word and to each other as beloved brothers in God’s family.

      In the locus of eschatology, we have divided our treatment into two parts. The first deals with preliminary and special issues, the latter of which consists of matters controversial among evangelical Christians, such as the interpretation of Revelation and the meaning of the millennium in Revelation 20. The second part, which we call “The Doctrine of Hope in Christ Alone,” deals with matters that have historically united Christians, including the personal, visible coming of Christ in glory, the resurrection of the dead, the day of judgment, the everlasting punishment of the wicked in hell, and the eternal life of the righteous in God’s kingdom. We conclude eschatology with a brief chapter that attempts to weave together all the strands of systematic theology into a unified doctrine of vibrant hope.

      As we wrap up Reformed Systematic Theology, we must thank God for the partnership he formed between us that made the writing of this work possible. People sometimes inquire about the process by which this coauthored book came to be. The answer is the grace-sustained cooperation between a professor of theology and his research assistant over the span of some eight years. Of course, the fundamental source material was the professor’s lectures in systematic theology, given over decades at Puritan Reformed Theological Seminary. But the provenance of any given chapter or portion of a chapter varies. Some blocks of material were prepared by the professor in a manner almost ready for publication, requiring that the assistant merely edit them. In other cases, the professor’s lecture material received significant revision and augmentation by further research by the assistant, which the professor then reviewed, edited, and approved. In yet other cases, entirely new material was generated by the assistant, following the professor’s guidance on important sources and subject to his review and editing. The entire process involved regular communication between the two authors and frequent times of prayer for God’s direction and blessing, for he alone can guide us in the truth by his Spirit.

      The fact is that neither one of us could have produced Reformed Systematic Theology on his own, and its existence is a testimony to the grace of God. “Behold, how good and how pleasant it is for brethren to dwell together in unity! It is like the precious ointment upon the head, that ran down upon the beard, even Aaron’s beard: that went down to the skirts of his garments; as the dew of Hermon, and as the dew that descended upon the mountains of Zion: for there the Lord commanded the blessing, even life for evermore” (Ps. 133:1–3).

      The publication of any book requires a team of people, and that is certainly the case here. We are profoundly grateful to Justin Taylor and the staff at Crossway for publishing this multivolume venture into systematic theology, especially Greg Bailey, our eagle-eyed editor, who invested countless hours into finding our mistakes and improving our communication. We desire to express our gratitude for helpful review, corrections, and comments from Ray Lanning, Annette Gysen, Keith Mathison, Wouter Pieters, David Kranendonk, and Stephen Myers. We are grateful for the advice of Leonardo De Chirico on our discussions of Roman Catholic doctrine and for the assistance of Joseph Urban regarding practical aspects of the Lord’s Supper. Joel Beeke expresses his appreciation to Jonathon Beeke for coauthoring chapter 20 on the topic of covenantal infant baptism, as noted above. Paul Smalley thanks Robert Gonzales, Greg Nichols, Rob Ventura, and Sam Waldron for their feedback on his presentation of a Reformed Baptist view of baptism. We are always in debt to our wives, Mary Beeke and Dawn Smalley, whose kindness and patience toward us are models of Christlikeness.

      Joel Beeke dedicates this concluding volume of Reformed Systematic Theology to five good friends. Many thanks, Bruce Baugus and Jonathon Beeke, for casting in your lot with us at Puritan Reformed Theological Seminary, working ably for our worldwide vision of training theological students in biblical, Reformed, and experiential theology. Many thanks, Scott Brown, for a treasured, ever-growing friendship in Christ of two decades and for continuing to invite me each year to speak at your conference. Many thanks, Scott Roberts, for your big heart for Puritan Reformed Theological  Seminary and our countless Christ-centered talks and prayers together. And many thanks, Tom Schwanda, for your unfailing, daily prayers for me that have always meant more to me than you can know.

      Paul Smalley also dedicates this volume to five friends. Thank you, Gordon Taylor and Mark Chanski, for your personal encouragement and broad labors in coordinating church associations among the Reformed Baptists. Thank you, Jim Renihan, for digging deep and bringing to light the historical heritage of Particular Baptist ecclesiology. Thank you, Greg Nichols, for modeling a gracious spirit to me, my family, and our church, and for teaching a solidly biblical doctrine of the church to generations of ministers and members. And thank you, Sam Waldron, for helping to restore a biblical eschatology in its Christ-centered simplicity and beauty among Baptists.

      In conclusion, we would also like to express our thanks to God for our parents and the many ministers, theologians, and other people who have taught us virtually everything we know. We have documented in our footnotes the sources that we quote or summarize, but who can footnote all the influences of a lifetime? We must humbly acknowledge the force of Paul’s rhetorical question: “What hast thou that thou didst not receive?” (1 Cor. 4:7). All true knowledge is from God, and he is often pleased to dispense it to us through other people. Only God can accurately trace and graciously reward the faithfulness of the countless men and women whose influence made this work possible, and we look forward to judgment day, when he will bring all such things to light to the praise of his glory.

      It is our hope and prayer that, by God’s grace, Reformed Systematic Theology will take its place among the many theological works that prove to be edifying to the church of Jesus Christ. We have benefited so much from reading other books, and this has motivated us to preach, teach, and write to pass on the truth to yet others. If you, the reader, benefit in any way from our work, please do what you can to spread these great truths, so that by the grace of God others may know, love, and serve God in obedience to his holy will. That grace-empowered, heart-quickening, life-transforming, experiential knowledge is the true theology given to us through Jesus Christ. Soli Deo gloria!

      Joel R. Beeke and Paul M. Smalley
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      5.  Teach the Sound Doctrines of the Word

      6.  Catechize Children and Untrained Adults in the Basic Teachings of the Word

      7.  Build Friendships with Believers Who Love the Word

      8.  Train Elders and Other Teachers to Serve the Church by the Word

      9.  Write Articles That Explain and Defend the Doctrines of the Word

      10.  Implement Changes to Further Conform the Church to the Word

      11.  Suffer Willingly for the Sake of the Word

      12.  Wait Patiently for the Holy Spirit to Work through the Word

      13.  Give the Triune God All the Praise for the Reforming Effects of the Word

    

  
    
      Section A

      The Doctrine of the Church’s Nature
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      Introduction to Ecclesiology

      The church is a supernatural work of God. God’s people are the beginning of the new creation, the first installment of his promise in Isaiah 65:17–18: “Behold, I create new heavens and a new earth. . . . Behold, I create Jerusalem a rejoicing, and her people a joy.” Christ died for Jews and Gentiles, “that he might create in himself one new man in place of the two, so making peace, and might reconcile us both to God in one body through the cross” (Eph. 2:15–16 ESV). Therefore, there is a divine quality to the church—it is an intrusion of heaven into earth. The church cannot be explained by merely human factors; God is in her midst (Ps. 46:4–5).

      However, the church, as we experience it on earth, consists of people with many faults and frailties. Observers see the church as “sore oppressed, by schisms rent asunder, by heresies distressed.”1 Furthermore, even a healthy church is very earthly in its weekly activities. Preachers use books and computers to prepare sermons, officers sit around tables to discuss policies and plans, and nursery workers change diapers. The church lives at the intersection of heaven and earth. Bernard of Clairvaux (1090–1153) marveled at the “humility” and “sublimity” of the church, exclaiming, “A house of clay, and a royal palace! A ‘body of death’ and a temple of light! The scorn of the proud and the Bride of Christ!”2

      Therefore, the doctrine of the church, or ecclesiology (from the Greek word ekklēsia, meaning “church”), is full of paradox and wonder. It is also a neglected locus of systematic theology. John R. W. Stott (1921–2011) said, “One of our chief evangelical blind spots has been to overlook the central importance of the church.”3 Francis Turretin (1623–1687) noted, “This doctrine is put among the primary articles of faith in the Creed.”4 For many centuries, Christians have confessed, “I believe an holy catholic church; the communion of saints.”5 Yet theologians ranging from Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274) to Charles Hodge (1797–1878) have omitted discussion of the nature of Christ’s church from their systematic theologies (though they address it in other writings). Even the Westminster Shorter Catechism says virtually nothing about the church except its means of grace. Yet the doctrine of the church is vital to the faithfulness and future of Christianity.

      An Opening Clarification

      When we speak of the church, what are we talking about? In common parlance, the word church refers to a building where people meet to worship. We can understand why this is so. The English word church derives from the Greek term kyriakon, literally “something belonging to the Lord [kyrios],” a term that Greek-speaking Christians from the third century onward used for a building designated for worship.6 Consequently, the peoples of northern Europe have often used words for the church that can also denote a church building.7

      However, in the Bible, the church is not a building but a people. When Paul and Barnabas returned to Antioch, they “gathered the church together” (Acts 14:27). Paul sends greetings to Priscilla and Aquila and “the church that is in their house,” distinguishing the church from a building (Rom. 16:3, 5). Herman Bavinck (1854–1921) noted that the association of the word church with a building obscures the fact that in the Bible the church is the people of God.8

      The early Christians understood the difference between the church and a building. Clement of Alexandria (c. 150–c. 215) said, “What work of builders, and stonecutters, and mechanical art can be holy? . . . It is not now the place, but the [assembly] of the elect, that I call the church.”9 Lactantius (c. 240–c. 320) said, “The Church, which is the true temple of God . . . does not consist of walls, but of the heart and faith of the men who believe on Him, and are called faithful.”10 Hippolytus of Rome (c. 170–235) said that the church is not “a house made of stones and earth,” but “the holy assembly of those who live in righteousness.”11

      Therefore, when we speak of the church, we do not refer to a building devoted to the worship of God but to the people of God who regularly assemble to worship him in his special presence.

      The Importance of the Church

      Why is the church worthy of our study? When the apostle Paul was preparing to go to Jerusalem, fully aware that he might die there, he stopped on the way and “called the elders of the church” at Ephesus to come and meet with him (Acts 20:17). After the elders arrived, Paul spoke to them with such earnestness that tears flowed from their eyes (v. 37). At the heart of what he said was this exhortation: “Take heed therefore unto yourselves, and to all the flock, over the which the Holy Ghost hath made you overseers, to feed the church of God, which he hath purchased with his own blood” (v. 28). Surely these elders returned to Ephesus with a fresh appreciation that the church is owned by God the Father, bought with the blood of God the Son, and personally superintended by God the Holy Spirit. Nothing on earth can compare to the church. Let us consider a few reasons why.

      God’s People Whom He Loves

      Paul addresses the Christians in Rome as those “beloved of God, called to be saints” (Rom. 1:7). He reminds the believers in Colossae that they are “the elect of God, holy and beloved” (Col. 3:12). Elsewhere he teaches that a husband should have a unique love for his wife because “Christ also loved the church, and gave himself for it” (Eph. 5:25).12 God expresses his love for his people by saying that they are the apple of his eye—the most tender part of the body, which we naturally protect.13

      If we love God, then we will love what he loves. Therefore, we must love the church. To claim to know God while we are unconcerned about our brothers and sisters in Christ is hypocrisy (1 John 4:7–8). Those who despise the church are those most unlike God, who sacrificed his Son for it. On the other hand, those who love God’s people with a Christlike love prove that they are true disciples of Christ (John 13:34–35). When we love one another in Christ, God himself dwells in us, and his love reaches its perfect goal in our lives (1 John 4:12).

      God’s Plan for Spiritual Growth

      Another reason why the church is important is that God has chosen to make its ministry his ordinary means of causing people to receive and grow in Christ. Paul says that the Lord Jesus gave the ministers of the Word, beginning with the apostles and continuing today with “pastors and teachers,” for the purpose of “the edifying of the body of Christ” (Eph. 4:11–12). However, the “edifying” or building up of Christ’s church is not solely the work of those who preach and teach God’s Word; it is the responsibility of “every part” of the body (every member of the church) to love the others so that the whole church grows spiritually (v. 16). Bavinck said that “all the rich benefits which Christ gives to His believers on earth” are granted “only in the fellowship which binds all the believers together.” He added, “This fellowship is a powerful support to every particular believer.”14

      The Holy Scriptures speak of the church as “the mother of us all” (Gal. 4:26) and portray the ministry of the Word as a motherly labor of birth and nurture (v. 19; cf. 1 Thess. 2:7–8).15 John Calvin (1509–1564) said,

      We need outward helps to beget and increase faith within us. . . . In order that the preaching of the gospel might flourish, he [God] deposited this treasure in the church . . . into whose bosom God is pleased to gather his sons, not only that they may be nourished by her help and ministry as long as they are infants and children but also that they may be guided by her motherly care until they mature and at last reach the goal of faith . . . so that, for those whom he is Father the church may also be Mother.16

      Therefore, we cannot neglect the church without neglecting our spiritual life. People who refuse to attend church are like foolish children who refuse to come to the table where their mother has set out a good meal to feed them. Furthermore, we shirk our duty if we do not participate in the life of the church, for every Christian has the responsibility to use his gifts to help others. Robert Culver (1916–2015) said that the church is “the vehicle of evangelism, nurture and instruction.”17

      God’s Place Where He Is Present

      Although the church is not a building, when the people of God gather, their meeting is sacred, for God is among them. Christ promises, “Where two or three are gathered together in my name, there am I in the midst of them” (Matt. 18:20). He also promises that as the church makes disciples of all nations, “Lo, I am with you always, even unto the end of the world” (28:20). The gathered church is God’s house, where he manifests his special presence on earth.18 Calvin said, “God himself appears in our midst,” and “his voice” is heard in the preaching of the Word.19

      The church is like a portal between heaven and earth, a Beth-el, or “house of God,” because it is joined by faith to Christ (Gen. 28:10–19; John 1:51). When we draw near to God in the church’s worship while exercising faith in Christ, we enter the holy places (Heb. 10:19–22). John MacArthur notes that in the offering of worship, the exaltation of Christ, the pursuit of holiness, and the fellowship of saints, “the church is an earthly expression of heaven.”20 What an immense privilege it is to approach heaven while on earth! We should treasure every opportunity to participate in the church’s worship services and prayer meetings.

      God’s Purpose for All Things

      God created all things for the sake of his Son (Col. 1:16; Heb. 1:2). He sent the Lord Jesus to redeem his people (Gal. 1:4–5; Titus 2:14). He exalted Christ to the highest place and “gave him to be the head over all things to the church” (Eph. 1:22). Therefore, the church stands at the center of God’s purpose for the universe. God’s mysterious plan, “which from the beginning of the world hath been hid in God, who created all things by Jesus Christ,” is to make known “by the church the manifold wisdom of God, according to the eternal purpose which he purposed in Christ Jesus our Lord” (3:9–11). Culver said, “The preeminence of the church in God’s scheme of things could hardly be stated more vigorously.”21 It is God’s intent to display his “glory in the church by Christ Jesus throughout all ages” (v. 21). Therefore, God’s purpose for creating the world can be summarized as follows: to display his glory in Christ through the church.

      This thought should fill our minds with wonder: the purpose of the Creator in making all the universe revolves around the church of Jesus Christ. Since God is sovereign, all things are working together to make Christ the preeminent Son among many redeemed brothers and sisters who bear his image in God’s family (Rom. 8:28–29). If you desire to have a part in God’s great purpose for the universe, be part of his church.

      Objections to Ecclesiology

      Despite the beauty and glory of God’s plan for the church, many people do not find themselves motivated to study the doctrine of the church. Several objections might be raised to ecclesiology.

      First, someone might object that ecclesiology is artificial. The church is a man-made organization, we are told, not something instituted by the Lord. Christ came to prepare people for the imminent arrival of God’s kingdom, but he never intended to found the church. Alfred Loisy (1857–1940) said, “Jesus foretold the kingdom, and it was the Church that came.”22 Maurice Goguel (1880–1955) said, “Jesus neither instituted nor foresaw the Church. He did not believe that His disciples would have to wait long for His return.”23

      In reply, we return to Christ’s own words: “I will build my church” (Matt. 16:18). We cannot say that Christ did not mean for his disciples to form an organized body with officers and discipline, for he himself gave them the authority to use “the keys of the kingdom of heaven” (v. 19); commissioned them to make disciples, baptizing and teaching them to obey Christ’s commands (28:18–19); and charged them to exercise discipline within the church (18:15–17). Neither can we say that Christ never intended to found a church without rejecting the testimony of God’s Word, as if Jesus never said what Matthew records him saying. J. van Genderen (1923–2004) and W. H. Velema (1929–2019) said, “Several renowned New Testament scholars answer the question whether Jesus instituted the church in the negative. Yet there is no reason to doubt the authenticity of the Matthew passages.”24 Nor did Christ believe that his return would be soon after his resurrection.25 His intentional headship over the church is also confirmed by other passages in the New Testament.26 The church is not man-made but created by Christ. “The church is God’s work.”27

      Second, someone might object that ecclesiology is divisive and denominational. He might argue, “Presbyterians, Baptists, Pentecostals, Methodists, and other people will find a lot to agree about if we simply focus on the gospel. But if we start talking about the church, we will all have different opinions and go our separate ways.”

      In reply, we observe that all doctrine tends to both divide and unite. Doctrine divides people by drawing lines between truth and error. Doctrine unites Christians by rallying them around the truth. The question is, What is the basis of our doctrine? If we clearly and humbly teach what God’s Word says, then our doctrine will tend to divide unbelievers and believers, but it will tend to unite believers because they love the truth of God. Christian unity is not unity apart from truth but “the unity of the faith, and of the knowledge of the Son of God” (Eph. 4:13). And while we might not attain perfect unity of mind with other believers—we all have blind spots in our minds and remaining sin and unbelief in our hearts—we can endeavor to grow in unity by looking carefully together at the Holy Scriptures.28

      Third, someone might object that ecclesiology is mundane and unspiritual. Other loci of systematic theology deal with heavenly, glorious topics such as God, Christ, the Holy Spirit, salvation, and God’s eternal kingdom. But the church? How excited can we get about meetings, officers, and ceremonies of worship?

      In reply, we acknowledge that the church is very mundane in much that it does. However, hidden inside its ordinary human activities is the wondrous power of God (2 Cor. 4:7; 12:9). Preaching involves a man talking to people about the message of a book. But preaching Christ also comes with the “demonstration of the Spirit and of power” (1 Cor. 2:4), not mere words but a means by which the Holy Spirit supernaturally changes lives forever (1 Thess. 1:3–5). In the outward acts of the Lord’s Supper, believers consume some food and drink with their mouths but, by faith, they have fellowship with the living Lord Jesus in the power of his death (1 Cor. 10:16–17). Church discipline involves difficult discussions among people, and it also involves invisible heavenly transactions of vast significance (Matt. 18:17–18). As we have noted, Christ is with his people by the Holy Spirit, and his presence invests the mundanities of church life with eternal glory.29

      Fourth, someone might object that ecclesiology is traditional and unbiblical. The Bible itself, a person might claim, does not give us much authoritative instruction about the church. If that is the case, then the assertions of different churches about ecclesiology are mere human traditions, and to insist upon them is legalism (cf. Matt. 15:8–9).

      In reply, we acknowledge that our beliefs are influenced by our traditions. Even our interpretation of the Bible is shaped by what we already view as true, good, and reasonable, and our views are shaped by our experiences in particular traditions. We should be on our guard not to blindly follow the traditions of men (Col. 2:8). However, faithful ecclesiology is not a recital of tradition. God’s Word does teach us many things about “how thou oughtest to behave thyself in the house of God, which is the church of the living God, the pillar and ground of the truth” (1 Tim. 3:15). Furthermore, tradition is helpful if it is faithful to God’s Word (2 Thess. 2:15). The question is whether we are willing to test tradition by God’s truth.

      Fifth, someone might object that ecclesiology is theoretical and impractical. This objection might arise from the belief that theology is merely academic, with little practical application. Why argue about the sacraments when we need to be figuring out how to make our churches grow? The objection might also reflect a pragmatic approach to church life—that is, the belief that we can and should do whatever works to get people to come to church services and volunteer in church activities so long as we do not grossly violate Scripture.

      In reply, we appreciate the emphasis this objection places on the practical Christian life. Ecclesiology—indeed, all theology—should be “the doctrine of living for God through Christ,” as Petrus van Mastricht (1630–1706) said.30 However, the essence of the Christian life is obedience to God’s Word. We dare not rush out to build the church without listening carefully to what God says about his will for it. Otherwise, what we build will not be Christ’s church but something else that is not by God’s grace or for his glory.

      Furthermore, understanding God’s will for the church gives us wisdom for how to love our brothers and sisters in God’s family. What could be more practical than love? If this does not motivate us, then are we children of God? Godefridus Udemans (c. 1581–1649) said, “We must ask whether we truly love the brotherhood, that is, the assembly and fellowship of believers. If we belong to this body, we should have a particular affection and fondness for fellow believers.”31

      Sixth, someone might object that ecclesiology is unnecessary. A person might say, “I don’t need the church. I have a personal relationship with Jesus Christ. I have the Bible and the Holy Spirit. I can worship God at home or by myself outside in the beauties of nature.”

      In reply, we rejoice that God is in all places and that his Spirit is with believers wherever they go (Ps. 139:7). However, we assert that the church is necessary. Paul teaches that the church is like a body, and “the eye cannot say unto the hand, I have no need of thee: nor again the head to the feet, I have no need of you” (1 Cor. 12:21). Radical individualism is not spiritually healthy. Indeed, it is not Christian. It is written, “Whoever isolates himself seeks his own desire; he breaks out against all sound judgment” (Prov. 18:1 ESV). Furthermore, as we stated earlier in this chapter, God manifests his special presence in the gathered church. Each believer is the temple of the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 6:19), but in a greater sense, it is the church that is God’s temple, the spiritual house of living stones where he dwells.32 God is with his people when they assemble in his name in a far more powerful way than when they are apart.

      If we refuse to fellowship with the church, then we have reason to doubt that we have the Holy Spirit, for by the Spirit God’s people are “all baptized into one body” (1 Cor. 12:13). Those whom God saves he joins to the church, and they choose to join a congregation of the true church, given the opportunity to do so. William Perkins (1558–1602) said, “There is no salvation out[side] of the church,” for outside of the universal church “there is no Christ nor faith in Christ,” and “no means of salvation—no preaching of the word, no invocation of God’s name, no sacraments.”33 Edmund Clowney (1917–2005) explained,

      Since salvation is only in Christ, there is a sense in which there is no salvation outside the church of Christ, for those whom the Spirit unites to Christ, he unites to all others who are in Christ. When he makes God our Father, he makes us brothers and sisters in the family of God. . . . From the church the gospel goes forth, and those who are added to the Lord are added to the company of his people (Acts 2:41, 47; 5:14; 11:24).34

      The words “no salvation outside the church” do not mean that the church is our savior or that it has the power to dispense salvation as it wills. However, they do mean that as part of the salvation God gives to sinners, he rescues us from the proud and foolish hatred that divides us from one another (Titus 3:3) and brings us to the everlasting community of the saints (Col. 1:12). G. H. Kersten (1882–1948) said,

      Sin separates; it makes a separation between God and man, and severs relationships among men, so that by nature we are prone to hate God and our neighbor. In regeneration, however, the Lord not only renews the person of the elect, but also restores him into His communion, and places him into His spiritual body, thus making him a living member of the church which He has purchased with His own blood.35

      We can certainly understand why people who have had bad experiences with a church might want to follow Christ without the problems of relationships with other people. However, God has made an inseparable union between Christ and the church (Eph. 5:29–32). John Murray (1898–1975) said, “If we think of the church apart from Christ, or transfer to the church prerogatives that belong only to Christ, then we are guilty of idolatry. But if we think of Christ apart from the church, we are guilty of a dismemberment that severs what God has joined together. We are divorcing Christ from his only bride.”36

      The Practical Benefits of Ecclesiology

      God’s Word is good for us, including what God reveals about the church. To conclude this chapter and offer motivation for the labor of theology that lies ahead, we will present several benefits of studying the doctrine of the church.

      Following God’s Revelation instead of Human Ideas

      Paul says, “Ye are God’s building. According to the grace of God which is given unto me, as a wise masterbuilder, I have laid the foundation. . . . For other foundation can no man lay than that is laid, which is Jesus Christ” (1 Cor. 3:9–11). We must build God’s church in God’s way. Therefore, we must know the word of Christ to serve the church of Christ.

      This principle applies not only to laying the foundation of the gospel of Christ but also to how we build on that foundation. Paul explains, “Now if any man build upon this foundation gold, silver, precious stones, wood, hay, stubble; every man’s work shall be made manifest: for the day shall declare it, because it shall be revealed by fire; and the fire shall try every man’s work of what sort it is” (1 Cor. 3:12–13). Though this Scripture passage is sometimes applied to individual Christians, in its context it particularly applies to gospel ministers (vv. 5–9). The two kinds of building materials, some precious and others perishable, symbolize two sources of wisdom for building the church: the wisdom of God in Christ versus the wisdom of this world.37 Paul’s words imply that we must exercise discernment in evaluating the ministry of the church, for God will judge his servants. The church is rightly the subject of criticism, has never arrived at its lofty goals in this age, and sometimes fails horrendously. Yet how shall we critique the church constructively without knowing God’s standard for what it should be?

      Christians have always faced the danger of building the church according to man’s wisdom. Human wisdom might present itself in the form of Jewish traditions, Greek philosophies,38 cultural preferences, long-established man-made customs in the church, syncretism that fuses pagan practices with Christianity, opportunities for political power, innovative ideas from progressive thinkers, and pragmatic techniques for church growth. Pragmatism in church practice is certainly a problem in the contemporary evangelical movement. Nathan Hatch says, “The tendency is for us to anoint as leaders those who build a mass following in the free religious market. The thorny problem is that these leaders are not necessarily wise churchmen. . . . The long-term question for evangelicals is what kind of shepherds we will follow.”39 A weak grasp of the Bible’s ecclesiology opens the church to worldly ideas, which results in worldly living.

      That is not to say that we are to ignore all human reasoning and common sense when it comes to directing the church. Thanks to God’s common grace, human reasoning often produces helpful ideas about “some circumstances concerning the worship of God, and government of the Church, common to human actions and societies.”40

      However, to build the church wisely and well, we must know and obey God’s Word, which is sufficient to teach us everything necessary for salvation and a godly life.41 Ecclesiology drawn from the Holy Scriptures is God’s blueprint for building his temple on earth and his operator’s manual for identifying and properly using the tools we need to construct it. John Brown of Haddington (1722–1787) said, “The church, being founded upon revelation alone, ought to be wholly regulated by the measuring reed and the line of God’s word.”42

      Employing God’s Method of Evangelism

      By a chain of rhetorical questions, Paul leads us to the conclusion that the church’s ministry is crucial for the conversion of sinners: “How then shall they call on him in whom they have not believed? And how shall they believe in him of whom they have not heard? And how shall they hear without a preacher? And how shall they preach, except they be sent?” (Rom. 10:14–15). Though Paul was appointed to his ministry directly by God, even he was sent out by a church to do his missionary work (Acts 13:1–4), and he was supported by churches (Phil. 4:15–16).

      The church performs its evangelism and missions not only through its preachers but through the proper functioning of all its members. Their financial support allows men to devote themselves to the ministry of the gospel (1 Cor. 9:14). Their prayers call down heavenly unction on the ministry of preachers (Eph. 6:18–20; Col. 4:3–4). Their godly character and good works are instrumental in bringing people to glorify the heavenly Father, for they are the salt of the earth and light of the world (Matt. 5:13–16). Through wise conduct, gracious words, Christlike love, and earnest prayer, they witness to those outside the church (Col. 4:5–6; 1 Pet. 3:15).

      Therefore, rightly ordered and spiritually healthy churches are crucial for fulfilling the Great Commission. According to the book of Acts, missions involves churches planting other churches among the nations. The study of ecclesiology is part of the missionary effort of the church, especially when we study the doctrine to do God’s will.

      Avoiding Proud Individualism and Authoritarianism

      Ecclesiology reminds us that we need other believers. It opposes the mindset of radical individualism, independence, and autonomy. Yet it also opposes the total or absolute subordination of individuals to the authority of a leader.

      For example, the teaching that the church is Christ’s body presses upon us the reality that each of us is only one member—an eye, ear, hand, or foot. Not one of us has all the gifts. Therefore, we need one another. Furthermore, we are organically bound together by the Holy Spirit, so that what affects one member touches us all (1 Cor. 12:12–28). The more we marinate our minds in this truth, the more we will learn humility, interdependence, cooperation, and appreciation for one another.

      Another example can be found in the teaching of the plurality of the eldership. The pattern in the New Testament is for each church to have more than one elder.43 This pattern creates an atmosphere of mutual support and accountability within the eldership of the church. It teaches us that no one man has the wisdom, grace, or gifts to lead a church on his own. For the sake of both pastors and churches, we should avoid putting anyone in the position of serving alone. Insofar as it is possible, each church should seek qualified men to form a team of leaders.

      Distinguishing True Churches from False Churches

      The Holy Scriptures warn us that false teachers arise and gather movements around themselves. Christ foretold, “There shall arise false Christs, and false prophets, and shall shew great signs and wonders; insomuch that, if it were possible, they shall deceive the very elect” (Matt. 24:24). Paul said to the Ephesian elders, “For I know this, that after my departing shall grievous wolves enter in among you, not sparing the flock. Also of your own selves shall men arise, speaking perverse things, to draw away disciples after them” (Acts 20:29–30). The Spirit had revealed that some people would “depart from the faith, giving heed to seducing spirits, and doctrines of devils,” imposing unbiblical, legalistic restrictions on people regarding marriage and food (1 Tim. 4:1–3). John says that “many antichrists” were already at work, not political or military leaders but heretical teachers who divided the church and drew away some of its former members (1 John 2:18–19, 22).

      Today there are many groups claiming to be the true church of God. Ecclesiology helps us to tell the difference between a true church and a false one.44 It equips us to detect not only doctrinal heresy about Christ and the gospel but also the hierarchical church governments that protect false teachers and prevent reformation. Ecclesiology also helps us to preserve true churches from falling away by maintaining the systems that Christ ordained for mutual accountability and discipline in the church’s members and leaders.

      Maintaining Ecclesiastical Liberty

      Although God has established patterns of authority in the church, ecclesiastical power is divinely designed to serve the people of God, not enslave them (Matt. 20:25–28; 1 Pet. 5:3). The truth of Christ gives liberty to the disciples of Christ (John 8:31–32). The church is the temple wherein the Holy Spirit dwells, and “where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is liberty” (2 Cor. 3:17). However, “false brethren” sneak into churches “that they might bring us into bondage” (Gal. 2:4). Such intruders bring with them not only false doctrines but also “another spirit, which ye have not received” (2 Cor. 11:4), for they are servants of Satan (vv. 13–15). Churches can be surprisingly vulnerable to the tyranny of such leaders. Paul rebukes the Corinthian church for allowing it: “Ye suffer, if a man bring you into bondage, if a man devour you, if a man take of you, if a man exalt himself, if a man smite you on the face” (v. 20).

      A crucial protection against tyranny in the church is biblical ecclesiology. God’s Word sets parameters for the proper functioning of leadership. Ecclesiology enables church leaders and members to stand as sentries against the coming of a “Diotrephes, who loveth to have the preeminence among them,” and who, if permitted, will slander God’s servants and excommunicate those who oppose him (3 John 9–10).

      Choosing Healthy Churches

      Closely related to the previous two points is the help that ecclesiology provides Christians in choosing which churches to join and whom to call as their pastors. Churches might have a reputation for being lively but be quite dead (Rev. 3:1). On the other hand, there are living churches that are infected by serious spiritual diseases. For example, a church might be involved in many good works but allow a “Jezebel” to operate in its midst, with the result that many are seduced into false doctrine or sinful conduct (2:19–20).

      A biblical view of the church gives us the wisdom to evaluate churches and judge which ones are best for ourselves and our families. The question of whether a church follows the Bible in how it worships and how it is governed might not seem immediately important, but such matters have a profound effect on our lives.

      Benefiting from the Public Means of Grace

      In the life of a church, it is easy to go through the motions of worship without understanding why we do certain things or how to make the best use of them. Ancient Israel had the temple, the priesthood ordained by God, and the law revealed through Moses, but the Lord said, “This people draw near me with their mouth, and with their lips do honour me, but have removed their heart far from me, and their fear toward me is taught by the precept of men” (Isa. 29:13).

      Yet the church’s ordinances have long been called “the means of grace” because through them God works his saving grace in people’s lives. Jesus prayed for his people, “Sanctify them through thy truth: thy word is truth” (John 17:17). Christians hear the reading of the Word, listen to the preaching of the Word, see the visible enactment of the Word in baptism and the Lord’s Supper, pray along silently in their hearts as a pastor leads them in petitions that reflect the Word back to God, and sing the Word in praise and adoration.

      The study of the means of grace in ecclesiology whets our appetite to receive the spiritual feast that God places before his people. It also teaches us how to respond to the Word in each of the ordinances for the everlasting profit of our souls. Furthermore, it guards us against the false elements of worship that men invent and against the abuse of God’s ordained means, whether by superstition or irreverence.

      Pleasing God in Worship and Service

      We live in a world of vast religious diversity, and people are often inclined to blend together elements of spirituality taken from various religions and philosophies. How we choose to worship might be driven by eclectic personal preferences, the prevailing synthesis of our national culture, or the traditions of a religious movement. For example, one person might mingle Protestant liberalism with Buddhism and environmentalism, another might embrace a combination of Confucianism, Marxism, and Daoism, while yet a third might practice a mixture of Roman Catholicism, animism, and devotion to a self-proclaimed prophet who purportedly receives visions from God or the Virgin Mary.

      However, the Holy Scriptures assert that there is only one God and that he has instructed us not only whom to worship (him alone) but how to worship and serve him (by his Word alone). For example, the Lord Jesus said to a Samaritan, “Ye worship ye know not what: we know what we worship: for salvation is of the Jews. But the hour cometh, and now is, when the true worshippers shall worship the Father in spirit and in truth: for the Father seeketh such to worship him” (John 4:22–23). By studying God’s Word concerning the worship of his church, we learn how to worship the true God in the way that pleases him.

      Presenting the Visible Face of Christian Doctrine

      Christian truth and faith are invisible. Even love, as it lives in the intentions and affections of the heart, is not visible to the eyes of man. However, the activities of the church are visible to both Christians and non-Christians. Christ says of his disciples, “A city that is set on an hill cannot be hid” (Matt. 5:14). He also says, “By this shall all men know that ye are my disciples, if ye have love one to another” (John 13:35).

      Therefore, our understanding of the church’s nature, structure, and mission has a huge impact on the Christianity that people actually see. Culver said, “Ecclesiology is of unique importance because doctrinal commitments here determine in a large measure the visible shape that Christianity will assume.”45 Biblical ecclesiology, implemented by the power of the Spirit, can make the difference between outsiders acknowledging that God is truly present in the church (1 Cor. 14:25) instead of “the name of God [being] blasphemed among the Gentiles because of you” (Rom. 2:24 ESV).

      Passing on a Godly Heritage to Future Generations

      The ecclesiology of the Bible is not just for our benefit but for that of generations to come. We must pass on the Word of God to our children, children’s children, and children yet unborn, “that they might set their hope in God, and not forget the works of God, but keep his commandments” (Ps. 78:4–7).

      We might not appreciate the power of the church’s worship to shape future generations. The ordinances of the church are designed by God to preserve the memory of great historical events and doctrines; children ask, “Why do we do these things?” and we proclaim to them the Lord’s great works of salvation (Ex. 12:24–27; 1 Cor. 11:26). People will remember all their lives the songs they learn as children. Songs can preserve biblical traditions for centuries (cf. Deut. 31:19–21).

      Therefore, we do not study ecclesiology merely for its short-term benefits but with an eye on the future. We must aim to be faithful in our time so that, if the Lord should tarry, the great-grandchildren of today’s youth will receive a rich spiritual heritage. Most likely, they will not even know our names, but ecclesiology reminds us that the church is not about us but is “a people for his name” (Acts 15:14). Therefore, for the sake of God’s name, let us listen carefully to what he says about the church, meditate carefully on it, and practice it in our lives.

      Sing to the Lord

      The Wonder of God’s Church

      Glorious things of thee are spoken,

      Zion, city of our God;

      He whose word cannot be broken

      Formed thee for his own abode:

      On the Rock of Ages founded,

      Who can shake thy sure repose?

      With salvation’s walls surrounded,

      Thou may’st smile at all thy foes.

      See, the streams of living waters,

      Springing from eternal love,

      Well supply thy sons and daughters,

      And all fear of want remove:

      Who can faint, while such a river

      Ever flows their thirst t’assuage?

      Grace which, like the Lord, the giver,

      Never fails from age to age.

      Saviour, if of Zion’s city

      I, through grace, a member am,

      Let the world deride or pity,

      I will glory in thy Name:

      Fading is the worldling’s pleasure,

      All his boasted pomp and show;

      Solid joys and lasting treasure

      None but Zion’s children know.

      John Newton

      Tune: Austrian Hymn

      Trinity Hymnal—Baptist Edition, No. 269

      Questions for Meditation or Discussion

      1. What is often meant by the word church? What do the authors of this book mean by church?

      2. How does Acts 20:28 show us the preciousness of the church? How should that affect how we think and feel about the church?

      3. Explain the importance of the church in terms of God’s (1) people, (2) plan, (3) place, and (4) purpose.

      4. A friend of yours is a pastor of another church. He is always reading books about how to make his church relevant and growing but gives little attention to the theology of the church because it seems too theoretical to him. How might you encourage him to study ecclesiology?

      5. You meet a man and, after chatting briefly, ask him where he goes to church. He answers, “I go to church in the woods. That’s where I best meet with God.” What do you say?

      6. Why is it crucial that in building the church we follow the wisdom of God’s Word and not man’s wisdom?

      7. Why is ecclesiology important for evangelism?

      8. Of the practical benefits of ecclesiology listed at the end of this chapter, which is most precious to you personally right now? Why?

      9. How has reading this chapter motivated you to study the doctrine of the church? Take time right now to pray for God to keep those motives pure and strong as you proceed in your study.

      Questions for Deeper Reflection

      10. How can believers from different Christian traditions discuss ecclesiology together without becoming antagonistic toward one another?

      11. After taking a religion class at a university, a friend says, “I don’t concern myself much with the church anymore. It’s clear from the New Testament that Jesus never intended to found a church. He believed the kingdom of God was coming immediately.” How do you respond?

      12. Explain in what senses the following statement is true and in what senses it is false: “There is no salvation outside of the church.” Prove your points from the Holy Scriptures.
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      Biblical Terms and Biblical Theology of the Church

      What is the church? To understand how the church properly functions, we must first understand from the Holy Scriptures what the church is. We may not take a merely functional approach to ecclesiology, for such an approach often leads to a fluid notion of the church shaped (and reshaped again) by pragmatic concerns. We must understand what God intends the church to be so that we can lead it to fulfill its God-given functions. Greg Nichols writes, “The church does what it does, because the church is what it is.”1 The church is not merely an instrument God uses to accomplish his purposes; it is the unfolding fruition of his purpose in Christ.2

      We have already clarified that the church is not a building but people. However, there is much more to be said about the meaning of church. We begin with a survey of the words used in the Bible for God’s people and then proceed to a biblical theology of the church, which will prepare for a systematic approach to the church’s identity in the next chapter.

      Biblical Terminology for the Church

      God’s Word uses a variety of terms to refer to his people.3 It is crucial that we examine these terms in order to allow the Bible to shape our view of the church at the most fundamental level. Otherwise, our preconceived notions of the church will distort our theology. Here we focus on terms that refer to the church in plain language; figures of speech for the church, such as “body” and “bride,” will be discussed in the next chapter.4 Our study will span Genesis to Revelation to survey the whole counsel of God on this matter.

      Someone might object that we should limit our study of biblical terms for the church to the New Testament documents, and particularly to Acts and the Epistles, for they pertain to God’s people after Pentecost. To be sure, as we will see in our study of biblical theology later in this chapter, God brought about a tremendous advance in the unity, power, and international constituency of his people when Christ baptized them with the Holy Spirit.

      However, the Bible itself does not permit us to limit our study of churchly terminology to the New Testament. First, the Greek word translated as “church” (ekklēsia) appears in important passages of the Septuagint Old Testament regarding the assembly of Israel. The exact phrase translated as “church of God” (ekklēsia theou, 1 Tim. 3:5) is used of the congregation of Israel (Neh. 13:1 LXX). Second, the New Testament refers to Israel as “the church [ekklēsia] in the wilderness” (Acts 7:38). Third, the church in the New Testament inherits a wealth of descriptive titles from the Old, and these titles must be considered (1 Pet. 2:9–10). Therefore, our study of the biblical terminology for the church must begin at the beginning.

      Seed, Sons, and Brethren

      The first term we encounter in the Bible for God’s people is the Hebrew word translated as “seed” (zer‘a), which can also be translated as “offspring.” God promised a “seed” to Eve in his words of judgment against Satan, where zer‘a refers individually to Christ and corporately to the people whom God would turn back to himself (Gen. 3:15). In the ancient covenants, God made his promises to the patriarchs and their seed.5 The New Testament speaks of God’s promises to Abraham’s “seed” (Greek sperma),6 but warns that physical descent is not spiritual affinity (John 8:31–45; Rom. 9:7–8). The spiritual seed of Abraham, the heirs of the promise, are those justified by faith in Christ (Rom. 4:16, 18), for he is “the father of all them that believe,” Jew or Gentile (v. 11). This is because the preeminent seed of Abraham is Jesus Christ, and all others are covenantal seed by union with him (Gal. 3:16, 19, 29).

      Closely related in concept to seed is the word “son” (ben). The phrase “children of Israel,” literally “sons of Israel,” appears nearly six hundred times in the Old Testament.7 The equivalent phrase appears fourteen times in the New Testament as well.8 Another significant use of ben appears in references to the Lord’s adopting his people as his “son” (Ex. 4:22; Hos. 11:1) or “sons” or “children” (Deut. 14:1; Hos. 1:10). The New Testament makes much of believers being God’s “children” (plural teknon) and “sons” (plural huios) by the grace of adoption in Christ (John 1:12; Rom. 8:14–16).9 It also identifies believers in Christ as the “children” or “sons” (plural huios) of Abraham (Gal. 3:7).10

      The familial relationships that bind together God’s people also appear in the terms translated as “brother” and “brethren” (singular and plural of Hebrew akh and Greek adelphos). The terms are masculine in gender but often generic in reference, including “sisters.” In the New Testament church, this brotherhood has expanded to all in union with Christ. By far the most common title given to members of the church in the New Testament is “brother” or “brethren.”11

      Assembly, Congregation, and Church

      The noun translated as “assembly” or “congregation” (qahal) is used in descriptions of the nation of Israel gathered at Mount Sinai or traveling through the wilderness.12 John Murray said, “The assembly is the covenant people of God gathered before him.”13 The word is also used for other significant assemblies, such as the meeting of the elders and tribal chiefs called by Solomon to dedicate the temple (1 Kings 8:1, 14, 22, 55, 65) or meetings for worship at the temple called by Hezekiah (2 Chron. 29:28; 30:13). In the Psalms, a “congregation” is often an assembly for public worship.14 The term is also used for other gatherings, military or political (1 Sam. 17:47; 1 Kings 12:3). It also can refer to the society of those who regularly assemble to worship God, in the sense of a defined and enduring congregation—God’s people.15

      Hence, “assembly” (qahal) might transcend a particular event to refer to Israel as a people defined by their relationship with God.16 Robert Reymond (1932–2013) said, “Israel was a nation constantly being summoned to assemble before the Lord and/or his representatives in times of covenant renewal and national crisis,” and to so assemble “was tantamount to being numbered, externally at least, among the people of God.”17 Murray said, “The assembly of God’s people . . . was a permanent feature of Israel’s identity. . . . God meets with his people and speaks to them. He dwells among his people. . . . We cannot but see the expression here of what is central in the covenant blessing throughout its whole history, and coming to its consummation in the new covenant, ‘I will be your God, and ye shall be my people.’”18

      Another word rendered “assembly” or “congregation” (‘edah) is used in a similar manner for Israel, especially in the book of Numbers (eighty-three times). It appears in a series of descriptions of God’s people: “the sheep of thy pasture . . . thy congregation [‘edah], which thou hast purchased of old,” “the rod [“tribe” ESV] of thine inheritance, which thou hast redeemed; this mount Zion, wherein thou hast dwelt” (Ps. 74:1–2). Some scholars have attempted to detect a distinction between qahal and ‘edah,19 but the difference is subtle, for “the terms are nearly synonymous.”20 Both nouns appear in phrases translated as “the congregation of Israel”21 and “the congregation of the Lord.”22

      The translators of the Septuagint frequently rendered the Hebrew noun qahal with synagōgē (thirty-six times) and ekklēsia (sixty-eight times). In every case of ekklēsia in the Septuagint, it translates either the noun qahal (almost always) or (rarely) a word derived from the same Hebrew root. The Septuagint’s translators rendered ‘edah often with synagōgē (132 times) but never with ekklēsia.23 It appears that synagōgē and ekklēsia have much the same lexical meaning of a gathering of people.24

      With one exception (James 2:2), the writers of the New Testament reserved synagōgē for the Jewish synagogue, a congregation of Jews meeting for prayer and Scripture reading.25 The historical origin of the Jewish synagogue lies shrouded in mystery between the Old and New Testaments.26 By the first century, the synagogue was a well-established institution (Acts 15:21). It may be that Christians generally avoided the term synagōgē because it was strongly associated with Jewish tradition and so not well suited to describe Christian assemblies.27

      The noun ekklēsia is related to the verb translated as “call” (kaleō) and the preposition translated as “out of” (ek). Calling is an important biblical term for salvation, and the church is sometimes referred to as those “called” (plural klētos), as we will discuss below. Consequently, theologians often define ekklēsia as an assembly of those called out of the world. However, the meaning of the word is better determined by usage than etymology.28 In its usage, ekklēsia is not associated with being called out but simply means “assembly,” whether political or religious.29

      In the canonical Septuagint, ekklēsia appears seventy-seven times, most of which are in Deuteronomy (nine), Chronicles (thirty-two), Ezra-Nehemiah (eleven), and Psalms (ten). The ekklēsia of Israel is especially prominent in descriptions of the assembly of worshipers at Mount Sinai,30 the congregation of Israelites around God’s holy presence in the wilderness,31 the gathering of leaders for Solomon’s dedication of the temple,32 unidentified assemblies of praise in the Psalms,33 and the worshipers led by Hezekiah.34 In such settings, ekklēsia denotes the assembly of God’s people to worship in his special presence. Like qahal, which it translates, ekklēsia can also refer not merely to a temporary assembly of worship but also to the defined congregation, the people privileged to draw near to God because they were counted as God’s people.35

      The New Testament uses ekklēsia consistently for the “church” of Jesus Christ (111 times). On occasion, ekklēsia can also refer to Israel in the wilderness (Acts 7:38) or to another public assembly, spontaneous or organized (19:32, 39, 41). Often, it is used simply and without qualification: “church” or “churches.” At times, the word appears in phrases that identify it as specifically Christian, such as “the churches of Christ” (Rom. 16:16), “all churches of the saints” (1 Cor. 14:33), “the church of the firstborn, which are written in heaven” (Heb. 12:23), “the church . . . in God the Father and in the Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Thess. 1:1; cf. 2 Thess. 1:1), and (in several passages) “the church(es) of God.”36

      The word ekklēsia is plural thirty-six times in the New Testament, referring to local Christian congregations.37 Its Old Testament counterpart, qahal, never appears in the plural form; ekklēsia in the plural is very rare in the Septuagint.38 The plural of ekklēsia appears several times in the New Testament modified by the name of a people or geographical region, such as “the churches of Judaea” (Gal. 1:22; cf. 1 Thess. 2:14).39

      There are seventy-five references in the New Testament to the Christian ekklēsia in the singular form.40 Most of these references pertain to specific congregations, local churches. Paul distinguishes Christians in their “houses” from the assembled “church of God” (1 Cor. 11:22), speaking of the latter as “when ye come together in the church” (v. 18). Often a singular “church” is identified with a particular city—“the church which was at Jerusalem” (Acts 8:1; cf. 11:22), “the church that was at Antioch” (13:1), and so on41—or the private “house” where it meets (Rom. 16:5; 1 Cor. 16:19; cf. Col. 4:15; Philem. 2). With one possible exception, the singular ekklēsia is not used with a geographical region.42 However, other singular uses of ekklēsia refer to the “church” as the whole body of people whom Christ is saving.43

      People and Nation

      The word translated as “people” (‘am), appearing more than eighteen hundred times in the Old Testament, has a general meaning of multiple human beings (Gen. 26:10; 32:7; 50:20) and a more specific meaning of a group of human beings united by some common bond. At the exodus, the Lord invested the word with covenantal significance as “my people.”44 Thus, Israel became “the people which [the Lord has] redeemed” (Ex. 15:13).45 They are “the people of God” (Judg. 20:2) and “the people of the Lord thy God” (Deut. 27:9).46 Paul Minear (1906–2007) observed that in the biblical concept of the “people of God,” the emphasis falls “on the God who creates this society as his people.”47 The promise that the Lord will create a people to be his and to whom he will be their God is the heart of the covenant of grace through the ages,48 and it is the centerpiece of the new covenant in Christ.49 In the New Testament, the object of Christ’s saving work is his “people” (laos),50 the Greek term in the Septuagint that almost always translates ‘am.51 Those saved by faith in all ages are “the people of God” (Heb. 4:9; 11:25; 1 Pet. 2:10), a people, including Jews and Gentiles, whom God calls to himself out of the world.52

      Another Hebrew term for God’s people is “nation” (goy), which literally refers to a people group defined by language and common descent (Gen. 10:5, 32). The Lord promised to make Abraham “a great nation” (12:2; cf. 18:18) and “many nations” (17:4–6; cf. 35:11). God’s purpose for Abraham was to bless “all the nations of the earth” (22:18; 26:4). However, outside of Israel, the “nations” were wicked enemies of God and his people, the idolatrous “heathen” (plural goy, Ps. 135:15).53 Though the Old Testament occasionally refers to Israel as a “nation,”54 most uses of this term refer to the Gentiles. The Hebrew term goy was regularly translated as ethnos in the Septuagint, especially with respect to the Gentile nations outside of Israel, which is God’s “people” (‘am/laos, Deut. 32:8).55 In the New Testament, ethnos often refers to the pagan “Gentiles,”56 sometimes to nations without specification, occasionally to the “nation” of Israel,57 and twice to the church as a fruitful “nation” (Matt. 21:43) and a “holy nation” (1 Pet. 2:9).

      Saints and Priests

      Given that Israel was designated as God’s holy nation, it is no surprise that his people are also called his “saints” (plural qadosh), literally “holy ones.”58 The term means that they are set apart by God’s dwelling among them to live for his honor, consecrated to his sacred service in his majestic presence.59 The Septuagint generally rendered these instances of “saints” with the plural of the Greek term “holy” (hagios), which is prominent in the New Testament in its sixty references to God’s “saints” (hagioi).60 The holiness of the “saints” in the New Testament is not merely ceremonial but is the result of their effectual calling (Rom. 1:7) into vital and sanctifying union with Christ (1 Cor. 1:2), with serious implications for moral conduct (Eph. 5:3).61

      Another word, also translated as “saints” in the plural and in the singular as “holy” or “godly” (khasid), means a person of faithful love (khesed)—that is, pious devotion to God.62 It is often rendered hosios in the Septuagint, a term close in meaning to holiness and righteousness but with the particular connotation of piety toward God.63 The New Testament writers use hosios and its cognates for the Lord and his godly people.64 Whereas God’s “saints” are often called the khasidim/hosioi in the Old Testament but rarely qedoshim/hagioi, in the New Testament they are often called the hagioi but rarely hosios and never the hosioi. This preference for “holy” (hagios) in the New Testament may reflect its emphasis on the sanctifying work of the Holy Spirit.65

      Closely corresponding to the holiness of God’s saints is their privileged status as God’s priesthood. The Lord promised to make Israel, on condition of obedience, “a kingdom of priests” (Ex. 19:6). A “priest” (cohen) is a person consecrated to mediate between the holy and the ordinary through offering sacrifices to God.66 Israel’s priesthood was concentrated in the office granted to the sons of Aaron, who were from the tribe of Levi. Isaiah prophesied that the whole people of God would be “named the Priests of the Lord” (Isa. 61:6). Jeremiah foretold that the seed of Levi would be multiplied “as the host of heaven” and “the sand of the sea” (Jer. 33:17–22). The New Testament says that all believers in Christ are a “royal priesthood” (basileon hierateuma, 1 Pet. 2:9), “priests” (plural hiereus) to God through the blood of Jesus Christ (Rev. 1:5–6; 5:9–10; 20:6).67

      The Elect, Called, and Faithful

      The Holy Scriptures emphasize the freeness of God’s grace by identifying his people as those whom he “chose” (bakhar).68 Thus, the “seed of Abraham” and “children of Jacob” are God’s “chosen” or “elect” (bakhir).69 Israel is “his chosen people”—literally “the people of his choices” (‘am mibkharayv, Dan. 11:15). The New Testament likewise affirms that God has “elected” or “chosen” (eklegomai) whom he will save in Christ,70 whether Jews or Gentiles, and he speaks of them as his “elect” or “chosen ones” (eklektoi).71

      God executes his election of his people through his act of calling. The Lord “called” (qara’) Abraham (Isa. 51:2). The nation of Israel existed as an elect people because God “called” them (41:8–9; 43:1; 48:12). The Lord “called” Israel out of Egypt (Hos. 11:1). This calling did not consist of mere words of invitation but was the sovereign summons of the God who calls forth the stars, bids each generation to come into existence, and calls mighty rulers to accomplish his secret will.72 In the New Testament, God’s effectual calling saves his elect by summoning them into the light and life of Christ.73 Consequently, the church is the “called” (klētoi).74

      The same group is also known as “the faithful.” Revelation 17:14 says, “These shall make war with the Lamb, and the Lamb shall overcome them: for he is Lord of lords, and King of kings: and they that are with him are called, and chosen, and faithful [pistoi].” Paul couples the title “saints” with “faithful” (Eph. 1:1; Col. 1:2). This adjective (pistos) occasionally means believing or having faith,75 but far more commonly means trustworthy, true, and reliable, whether used of God,76 his Word,77 Jesus Christ,78 or, most often, God’s servants.79

      The biblical language of saints and the called and faithful reminds us that only those who repent of sin, trust in Christ, and walk with God in obedience by his grace are true members of the church. Wilhelmus Schortinghuis (1700–1750) said that the doctrine of the church should teach us “not to be satisfied” with the kind of membership in the church that consists only of a verbal profession of faith and outward participation in the church’s worship, but should motivate us “to make sure and to show that through heart-changing grace I am a living member of the church.”80

      Disciples

      The terminology of discipleship is rare in the Old Testament. There are passing references to a teacher’s “student” (talmid, 1 Chron. 25:8) and a prophet’s “disciples” (plural limud, Isa. 8:16). The latter term appears in an important promise addressed to Israel as a spiritual mother: “All thy children shall be taught [limud] of the Lord” (54:13), which Christ cites as pertaining to those who believe in him (John 6:45).

      The Greek word translated as “disciples” (plural mathētēs) does not appear in the Septuagint Old Testament or the New Testament Epistles but is abundant in the Gospels and the book of Acts, almost always in the plural (242 of 269 uses). There were disciples of John the Baptist and disciples of the Pharisees (Luke 5:33; 7:18), but the overwhelming use of “disciple” is for Christ’s followers, the twelve apostles (Matt. 10:1) and many others. The etymological root of “disciple” (mathētēs) is “learn” (manthanō), but discipleship transcends receiving information to encompass the shaping of the whole life by personal devotion to one’s master (v. 25; Luke 6:40).81

      The risen Lord Jesus commanded the church to “make disciples of all nations” (Matt. 28:19 ESV). After Christ ascended into heaven and the church expanded into the Gentile world, believers in Christ continued to be known as “the disciples,” once called “the disciples of the Lord” (Acts 9:1) but often without any further qualifier.82 The label “Christians,” rare in the New Testament, was originally a nickname given to the “disciples” (11:26; cf. 26:28; 1 Pet. 4:16). In Acts, a “church” in a particular place was composed of the “disciples” who lived there (11:26; 14:21–23, 27–28).

      Special Treasure and Inheritance

      The Lord promised to make Israel his “peculiar treasure” (segulah, Ex. 19:5), a word elsewhere used of a king’s treasures of gold and silver (1 Chron. 29:3; Eccles. 2:8). It connotes God’s ownership, great love, and special care for his chosen people above all others.83 The translators of the Septuagint rendered segulah with Greek words meaning “wealth” (periousios) or “possession” (peripoiēsis) or their cognates.84 Paul uses the former term to describe Christ’s redeemed as a “peculiar people” (laos periousios, Titus 2:14). He uses the latter to speak of “the redemption of the purchased possession” (peripoiēsis, Eph. 1:14), and Peter uses the same when he calls the church “a peculiar people” (laos eis peripoiēsin, 1 Pet. 2:9) or, more literally, “a people for his own possession” (ESV). Thus, the church is “peculiar” not in the sense of being strange but of being very special to God as his beloved, treasured people.85

      God’s people are also counted as his “inheritance” or “heritage” (nakhalah).86 This same term is used of Israel’s inheritance in the land (Num. 26:53–56) or of an individual’s inheritance received from his parents (Gen. 31:14; Prov. 19:14).87 By calling Israel his inheritance, the Lord asserted his lordship over them and love for them, and implied his intention to take full possession of them in the future. Paul may have the same idea in mind when he writes of “the riches of the glory of his [God’s] inheritance [klēronomia] in the saints” (Eph. 1:18), but he may mean the inheritance given by God among his people (cf. Acts 20:32; 26:18).

      A Biblical Theology of the Church

      The task of biblical theology is to answer the question, How is a particular doctrine of the Bible developed in relation to redemptive history?88 In this section, we will seek to construct a biblical theology of the church, both with regard to its continuity and developing identity.

      The Church’s Essential Continuity through Redemptive History

      The church is the blessed “seed” (viewed collectively) that God promised in Genesis. The promise of the seed that crushes the Serpent’s head is fulfilled through Christ in the church, for Paul says, “The God of peace shall bruise Satan under your feet shortly” (Rom. 16:20). God made a special covenant with Abraham’s seed (Gen. 17:7–8), though only some of Abraham’s physical offspring were counted as covenantal seed, such as Isaac, but not Ishmael (vv. 18–21; 21:12–13). And only some of the covenantal seed of Israel were chosen by God to be the spiritual seed whom he saves (Rom. 9:4–18; 11:2–7). Paul teaches that the spiritual seed of Abraham consists of all who belong to Christ, Jews and Gentiles, and they are the heirs of the promises (Gal. 3:28–29). Paul can refer to the ancient Israelites as “our fathers” when writing to Greek Christians in Corinth (1 Cor. 10:1). Abraham is the father of all who believe the gospel (Rom. 4:11–12).

      We draw the same conclusion from the use of related terms, such as children, Jew, circumcision, Judah, and Israel. Paul says, “They which are of faith, the same are the children of Abraham” (Gal. 3:7). This is because the true Jew is defined not by outward circumcision but by circumcision “of the heart, by the Spirit,” resulting in obedience to God’s commandments and praise from God (Rom. 2:25–29 ESV). The term circumcision (peritomē) appears several times as a figure of speech for Israel,89 yet Paul says, “We are the circumcision, which worship God in the spirit, and rejoice in Christ Jesus, and have no confidence in the flesh” (Phil. 3:3). Such people are “in Christ Jesus,” have been made God’s new creation, receive God’s “peace . . . and mercy,” and hence are “the Israel of God” (Gal. 6:15–16).90 The church is the beneficiary of the new covenant, even the Gentile church in Corinth (1 Cor. 11:25; 2 Cor. 3:3, 6), but God explicitly made the new covenant “with the house of Israel and with the house of Judah” (Jer. 31:31; Heb. 8:8). James writes to professing believers in Christ but addresses them simply as “the twelve tribes which are scattered abroad” (James 1:1; cf. Matt. 19:28). The church is “the restored Israel,” “the continuation of God’s people Israel,”91 and “the true people of God in the ‘last days.’”92 Justin Martyr (c. 100–165) said, “All who through Him [Christ] have fled for refuge to the Father, constitute the blessed Israel.”93

      Just as the church is Israel under the new covenant, so Israel was the church of God under the old. As we saw in our study of biblical terminology, when Christ and his apostles spoke of God’s people as the “church” (ekklēsia), they employed a familiar term often applied to Israel’s assembly in the Greek Old Testament. As it is for the church today, the ekklēsia of old covenant Israel was the assembly of God’s people gathered in his special presence. The term referred not just to particular meetings but to the abiding congregation of God’s covenant people.94

      The assembly of Israel finds its fruition in the messianic assembly. In Psalm 22, David prophesied that after Christ would be forsaken by God and delivered from his sorrows, he would praise God in the “congregation” (ekklēsia), which is also called his “brethren,” “the seed of Jacob,” “the seed of Israel,” and “them that fear” God.95 The church in the New Testament is that holy congregation and seed. To be sure, when Christ was enthroned as the glorified Messiah at God’s right hand, the ekklēsia of God took on a new form that centered on the incarnate Lord and participated in his heavenly, spiritual reign (Eph. 1:19–23). Though still one ekklēsia, it no longer manifested itself in a single earthly assembly but in many assemblies among the nations, all baptized in one Spirit. These are new redemptive-historical developments in God’s church, which we will trace in the next section. However, the New Testament church stands in continuity with the assembly of God’s people through the ages.

      The same point can be made from other words. Though the new covenant church is composed of members from many nations and peoples (Rev. 5:9), it is still described as God’s “nation” and “people” (Titus 2:14; 1 Pet. 2:9–10), just as Israel was (Ex. 19:5–6; Deut. 7:6). Paul quotes the words of the Lord to Israel—“I will walk among you, and will be your God, and ye shall be my people” (Lev. 26:12 LXX)—and applies them to the church (2 Cor. 6:16). The title “the people of God” is applied in the book of Hebrews to both Israel in the days of Moses and believers in Christ today (Heb. 4:9–11; 11:25).

      Therefore, we conclude with the Belgic Confession (Art. 27) that the “Church hath been from the beginning of the world and will continue to the end thereof.”96 In its most ideal sense, the church consists of all those for whom Christ died and whom he will present perfect and glorious on the last day (Eph. 5:25–27).

      However, we do not want to be misunderstood as teaching that the church “replaced” Israel.97 The term “replacement theology” suggests that God started with one people and then abandoned them to take another people. On the contrary, the church did not replace Israel but consists of the remnant of faithful Israel expanded to include the believing Gentiles in Christ. Neither does covenant theology necessarily imply that God is done with ethnic Israel but only that he will execute his plan for Abraham’s physical children through and in the church, not apart from it.98 The church in the New Testament is the eschatological Israel.99

      We also do not want to be misunderstood as claiming that God’s church in the Old Testament is identical in every way to the church in the New Testament. The writer to the Hebrews contrasts the great assembly of Israel at Mount Sinai with the assembly of Christians today, the first trembling at the terrors of God’s majesty, but the second boldly drawing near to God by Christ’s blood (Heb. 12:18–24; cf. 10:19–22). God’s presence with Israel was primarily with a visible and earthly glory; his presence with his people now is with a spiritual and heavenly glory. However, by referring to the present “church” (ekklēsia) as Zion, the city of God, “the heavenly Jerusalem” (12:22–23), the author indicates that the assembly of worshipers at Solomon’s temple finds its fulfillment in the assembly of believers today. Furthermore, many of “the spirits of just men made perfect” (v. 23) in this “church” are Old Testament believers (11:4–40). They, too, enjoyed communion by faith with the invisible God while pilgrims on earth (vv. 13, 27). Therefore, the New Testament church both transcends the Old Testament church and includes its true members who have already gone ahead of us into glory.

      No one marks the discontinuity between the Old and New Testaments more firmly than Paul in his epistle to the Ephesians, where he says that Christ has “broken down the middle wall of partition . . . the law of commandments” and created in himself “one new man” (Eph. 2:14–15). Paul bluntly reminds Gentile believers that formerly “ye were without Christ, being aliens from the commonwealth of Israel, and strangers from the covenants of promise, having no hope, and without God in the world” (v. 12). However, Paul does not say that God has taken a new people in place of the Jews but that Gentiles who trust in Christ are “fellowcitizens with the saints” (v. 19)—that is, citizens with believing Jews in one holy nation. They are “fellowheirs” in the “promise” (3:6), which is the promise of the ancient covenants (2:12).100 Similarly, Paul does not say that when the “olive tree” of Israel rejected Christ, God cut it down and planted a new tree, the church. Rather, God broke off the unbelieving branches of Israel and grafted in the believing branches of the Gentiles to be one tree, one people (Rom. 11:17).

      The oneness of God’s people in all ages fits with the unity of his covenant of grace. The theological system of dispensationalism teaches that God has two peoples, Israel and the church, and two different plans for them.101 However, our previous study of the covenant of grace showed that God has saved sinners by faith in the same gospel throughout history, based upon his eternal counsel of peace in Christ. God implemented the one covenant of grace in distinct historical covenants that developed organically from one another and culminated in the new covenant after Christ came and accomplished redemption. The core promise of God’s historical covenants, beginning with his covenant with Abraham, is that he would be their God and they would be his people, a promise that ties together the historical covenants as one covenant. The Bible itself refers to more than one of these historical covenants with the singular “covenant,” confirming that there is one covenant of grace for one redeemed people.102

      The Church’s Developing Identity through Redemptive History

      A theology of the church that stressed only the continuity of the church through history would be inadequate and imbalanced, for the Holy Scriptures reveal a development in the church that took place as God’s eternal covenant of grace was progressively revealed in distinct historical covenants, culminating in the new covenant when Christ came.103

      The church of God is foreshadowed in the creation of God’s image bearers in the first garden. When “God created man in his own image” (Gen. 1:27), he revealed his intention to make a people who prophetically represented him, glorified him in priestly worship, and reigned as his servant-kings on the earth. God created his people to be a family, bearing his image as sons resemble their father (5:1–3) and multiplying to fill the earth (1:28).104 God gave his word to the first man, making a covenant of life with him upon condition of his obedience (2:15–17). Consequently, Adam functioned as God’s covenantal officer in proclaiming his word, guarding the honor of his holy presence in the garden, and ruling according to his will.105

      The necessity for God to form a church by saving grace appears in the violation of God’s primal covenant. Man cast off his noble office and rebelled against his Lord by disbelieving God’s covenantal word, choosing to embrace deceitful lusts, giving his allegiance to the Devil, and disobeying God’s command (Gen. 3:1–6). God had threatened immediate death upon disobedience (2:17), and the death of man’s spirit commenced with shame, guilt, fear, and stubborn alienation from God and one another (3:7–13). In time, spiritual death would lead to physical death and eternal death under the curse of God.106 All those naturally descended from Adam and Eve—mankind as a whole—fell into a state of sin in which they are under God’s wrath, totally depraved, and totally unable to please God or rescue themselves (Rom. 1:18; 3:10–18; 8:7–8).107 As a result, God’s intention to have a people on earth who glorify him as his beloved children became impossible without his supernatural intervention through Jesus Christ.

      The Lord revealed his plan to save his church in the promise of the victorious seed. The Lord God said to the Tempter, “I will put enmity between thee and the woman, and between thy seed and her seed; it [he] shall bruise thy head, and thou shalt bruise his heel” (Gen. 3:15). The “seed” (zer‘a) of the Serpent refers to mankind under the power of Satan (John 8:44; 1 John 3:8, 10). The “seed” of the woman refers individually to Christ, who suffers yet overcomes the Devil, and corporately to those people whom God turns against the Devil and saves in Christ.108 The church is born of God’s supernatural grace and engages in spiritual warfare against Satan and the world. The division of mankind was evident in Adam’s sons Cain and Abel (Genesis 4), who both offered public worship to God, but one was of the Devil and a violent persecutor (1 John 3:12) and the other was a man of faith (Heb. 11:4).

      The Lord gave more definite promises to his church in his covenant with the offspring of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Whereas man’s quest for glory at the Tower of Babel resulted in the division of mankind into many nations (Gen. 11:1–9), God selected one man through whose offspring he would bless his elect from every nation (12:1–3).109 Consequently, God’s people became publicly identified with Abraham’s covenant seed (17:7–8). This family bore in its circumcised males the sign of God’s covenant (vv. 9–14) and worshiped God at altars built by the patriarchs.110 At the heart of God’s promise of seed to Abraham is Christ himself (Gal. 3:16). Today, those in union with Christ by faith are the corporate seed of Abraham and heirs of the promises (v. 29).111

      God grew the seed of Abraham from a family to a people when he multiplied, redeemed, and called the national assembly of Israel. Some seventy people of Abraham’s clan went to dwell in Egypt, but several generations later, they had increased to hundreds of thousands (Ex. 1:1–7; 12:37). The Lord brought them out of Egypt and led them on the way to the land of Canaan, as he had promised Abraham (Gen. 12:2, 7; 15:5, 13–21). At Mount Sinai, the Lord established his theocratic government over them through his covenant of law and called them to be his “holy nation” (Ex. 19:5–6). Geerhardus Vos (1862–1949) said, “In essence, the church under the old and new covenant is the same; in form and manifestation there is a difference. . . . The church under the old dispensation was more than church; it was equally state . . . [and] a national church.”112 Through Moses, God made a covenant that suspended Israel’s continuance in his temporal blessings upon their obedience to his commandments. God’s people had offered to God their private and family worship since the earliest days of the patriarchs, but now God ordained the public worship of Israel. For the first time, the gathering of God’s people to worship became known as an “assembly” (qahal, Ex. 12:6). Edmund Clowney said, “Israel was an assembly because they gathered before God, appearing in his presence.”113 The Lord also ordered the public worship of his people with many ceremonies that foreshadowed Christ, giving the administration of the church a typical and provisional character during that era.114

      Through David and his offspring, the Lord established the holy city of Jerusalem as the center of the anointed monarchy over his people and location of his temple, where they worshiped him (Ps. 122:1–5; Neh. 11:1). God used the covenant of the kingdom115 to provide his people with national salvation from enemies, justice in society, stability under his love, greater revelation of true spirituality in the Psalms and Proverbs, and his special presence secured in his house.116 The covenant with David and his seed also concentrated Israel’s hope in the coming King and developed its identity as the people under God’s anointed monarchy. However, just as many of Abraham’s seed proved not to be true sons of Abraham, so many of David’s sons proved not to be like their godly father. Even amid the outward glory of David’s and Solomon’s kingdom, there was a spiritual division within the nation between the “congregation of the righteous” and the “congregation of evil doers” (Pss. 1:5; 26:5), as the righteous separated from the wicked and were “mutually attracted to each other” and “fortified by each other’s fellowship,” as Herman Bavinck noted (cf. 1:1; 16:3; 26:4–12).117

      After centuries of patience, the Lord did what he had said he would do in the Mosaic and Davidic covenants by carrying out the judgment and preservation of the seed through the exile. The children of Israel disobeyed God’s commandments, worshiped idols, committed grave injustices against the innocent, and disregarded his prophets until he cast them out of his sight (2 Kings 17:7–23; 24:2–4, 20; 2 Chron. 36:14–17). The Lord went so far as to say, “Ye are not my people, and I will not be your God” (Hos. 1:9). It seemed that he had rejected the son of David (Ps. 89:38–39), and in fact, David’s throne was never restored in Jerusalem. But God used these judgments to purge his people.118 Then he allowed them to return to the land, where they rebuilt the temple. At times of crisis, pagan influences seduced the wicked in Israel, but the people who knew their God stood firm (Dan. 11:32). Those who feared the Lord encouraged one another, and God counted them to be his special treasure—not the wicked in Israel (Mal. 3:16–18).

      As the exile loomed on the horizon, God revealed the new covenant promise of a faithful people. The people who had been a spiritual harlot would become a faithful wife to the Lord.119 The flock of God would be shepherded by the Son of David (Ezek. 34:23–25; 37:23–28). The Lord promised to make “a new covenant” with Israel, in which he would put faithfulness to his law and reverence for his glory in their hearts, take them as his people and cause each of them to know him as their God, grant them complete and permanent forgiveness of sins, and preserve them from ever falling away from him fully and finally (Jer. 31:31–34; 32:38–41). God even said that “many nations shall be joined to the Lord in that day, and shall be my people” (Zech. 2:11).120

      J. van Genderen and W. H. Velema summarized the Old Testament’s final prophetic perspective on the people of God:

      Israel was only partly what it was meant to be. . . . The prophets proclaim the message that a remnant or remainder of God’s people shall be saved through the judgment. . . . The election of Israel becomes focused on this remainder of Israel. This focus is ultimately narrowed to the Servant of the Lord through whom the new people of God are gathered from Israel and the nations.121

      The first stage of forming the new covenant community took place in the Messiah’s call of his disciples. The Lord Jesus Christ preached throughout Israel (Matt. 9:35), but many among his own people did not receive him (John 1:11). His preaching divided people, even divided families, as by grace some people responded by giving their supreme love to Christ and following him, while others did not (Matt 10:34–38). He was opposed by those who claimed to be the disciples of Moses (John 9:28). However, Christ is the Prophet foretold by Moses: “A prophet shall the Lord your God raise up unto you of your brethren, like unto me; him shall ye hear in all things whatsoever he shall say unto you. And it shall come to pass, that every soul, which will not hear that prophet, shall be destroyed from among the people” (Acts 3:22–23, citing Deut. 18:15, 19).122 Therefore, those in Israel who rejected Christ were cut off from the people of God and excluded from the messianic kingdom (Matt. 21:42–43; Rom. 11:20). But his disciples are heirs of the kingdom, the new Israel (Matt. 5:3–12; 19:28). Clowney said, “The great Shepherd gathers the remnant of his people and establishes Israel anew to confess his name.”123

      The ratification of the new covenant took place in the saving sacrifice of the church’s Lord. In this regard, the new covenant is a testament, which goes into effect upon the death of the testator (Heb. 9:14–17). Christ gave his life for the church (Eph. 5:25), offering himself “to make propitiation for the sins of the people” (Heb. 2:17 ESV), and “by one offering he hath perfected for ever them that are sanctified” (10:14).124 Consequently, the new covenant promises of justification and sanctification are being fulfilled in the church (vv. 15–17), the community of those who draw near to the holy God through Christ, share a common confession, and assemble regularly for mutual encouragement (vv. 19–24). Christ’s sacrifice abolished the old covenant ceremonies (vv. 1–6, 18) offered by the Aaronic priests (7:11–28) before a consecrated altar (13:10), for the types gave way to the substance in Christ (Col. 2:16–17).

      The mission to the nations began with the apostolic church commissioned by the risen Lord. After his resurrection, Christ appeared to his apostles and many others (1 Cor. 15:3–8) so that the apostles could serve as witnesses to the living Lord (Acts 1:1–8). The disciples of Christ formed a distinct community in Jerusalem, a nucleus of one hundred and twenty people that would multiply into thousands and expand across the world.125 The Lord Jesus sent them to preach the gospel to all nations, just as God had revealed to the patriarchs and prophets throughout the Old Testament (Luke 24:44–48). In the Great Commission, Christ asserted his lordship over all things as God’s appointed Mediator, commanded his servants to make disciples of all nations, and promised to be with them spiritually until he returned in glory (Matt. 28:18–20). Thus, the remnant of Israel gathered around Christ as his disciples became the seed of the international church. Just as Jesus often taught in the synagogues of Israel, so Christ’s apostle Paul often began his evangelism in a city by preaching in the synagogue,126 separating the disciples of Christ from the synagogue when its leaders rejected the gospel (Acts 13:42–46; 19:8–9). Thus, the church grew by preaching the gospel “to the Jew first, and also to the Greek” (Rom. 1:16).

      The day of Pentecost inaugurated a new era for the church as the people baptized with the Holy Spirit. The risen Lord Jesus had instructed his disciples to wait in Jerusalem for heavenly power before beginning their mission as his witnesses (Luke 24:49; Acts 1:8). Christ ascended into heaven, sat down at the right hand of God, and poured out the Holy Spirit on his disciples in Jerusalem (Acts 2:1–4, 17–18, 32–33). Christ gave this “baptism” with the Holy Spirit (1:5) to all his church to make them one and empower them for ministry (1 Cor. 12:13). God’s people have been regenerated and indwelt by the Holy Spirit through all ages.127 However, Pentecost represented a great advance in the Spirit’s work because the Son of David had taken his throne and begun to reign as King from heaven (Acts 2:29–36). In former times, the Holy Spirit empowered certain leaders and individuals in a way largely confined to Israel; since Pentecost, the Spirit floods the whole church to empower every saint to serve God effectively and extend his kingdom throughout the world.128 The church is no longer bounded genealogically (as in Abraham’s physical seed)129 or ethnically or politically (as in the nation of Israel);130 the church is “one body” sharing “one Spirit” in “one Lord” under “one God and Father of all” (Eph. 4:4–6). Though standing in clear continuity with the godly in ancient Israel, the church in its full New Testament sense is the creation of God the Son incarnate, who reigns by his Spirit. The church of Christ is the eschatological assembly of God’s people, rightly called the ekklēsia because its members already gather around the glory of God in Christ and will one day assemble around the throne of God and the Lamb.

      Christ’s church now meets as assemblies of exiles and pilgrims among the nations. No longer gathering as one assembly around God’s visible glory on earth, God’s people congregate in multiple “assemblies” in various places among the nations: “the churches of God” (1 Cor. 11:16; 2 Thess. 1:4). Yet the special presence of God is with them in the glory of Christ revealed in the gospel and manifested by the work of the Holy Spirit (2 Cor. 3:18; 4:5–6). Even in the smallest meetings of the church, Christ promises, “There am I in the midst of them” (Matt. 18:20). Morton Smith (1923–2017) said, “The assembly of God is to be found wherever God is in the midst of his people.”131 Like the Jews in Assyria and Babylon, Christians are “elect exiles of the Dispersion” (1 Pet. 1:1 ESV), “strangers and pilgrims” in this world who have been called by God “out of darkness into his marvellous light” (2:9, 11). However, the many assemblies are manifestations of the singular “church” that has Christ as its head (Eph. 1:22; Col. 1:18).

      The majestic identity of the church will one day appear as the glorified saints vindicated by the returning Lord. Already in heaven, “the spirits of just men made perfect” rejoice with the angels in the presence of the living God as “the general assembly and church of the firstborn” (Heb. 12:22–23).132 The day will come when, just as the priests blew the silver trumpets to summon Israel to its assembly (Num. 10:1–10), so the heavenly trumpet call will summon those in Christ to meet him as he returns in the air (1 Thess. 4:13–18). The Lord Jesus will “come to be glorified in his saints, and to be admired in all them that believe” (2 Thess. 1:10). On the day of judgment, Christ will say to the righteous, “Come, ye blessed of my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world” (Matt. 25:31–34).

      The ultimate destiny of the church is to dwell with God in the heavenly city and the new garden. The great promise of the covenant of grace will reach its complete fulfillment: “Behold, the tabernacle of God is with men, and he will dwell with them, and they shall be his people, and God himself shall be with them, and be their God” (Rev. 21:3). These people, consisting of those redeemed from “the twelve tribes of the children of Israel” and the nations evangelized by “the twelve apostles of the Lamb”—the saints of the Old and New Testaments—will dwell together in the glorious city of God, from which all evildoers will be excluded (vv. 9–27). God’s people will return to the delights of the garden of Eden but with this superlative addition: they will dwell there with the Lamb, Jesus Christ (22:1–5). Thus, biblical ecclesiology merges with eschatology, the focus of the last portion of this volume and the glorious conclusion to systematic theology.

      One practical lesson that we can learn from studying the development of God’s people through the ages is the unchanging faithfulness of God. Moses told Israel to look back over the centuries to God’s promises to Abraham, and said, “Know therefore that the Lord thy God, he is God, the faithful God” (Deut. 7:9). When Solomon dedicated the temple, he said, “Blessed be the Lord, that hath given rest unto his people Israel, according to all that he promised: there hath not failed one word of all his good promise, which he promised by the hand of Moses his servant” (1 Kings 8:56). Paul reflected back on millennia of God’s promises and said, “God is true. . . . For all the promises of God in him [Christ] are yea, and in him Amen, unto the glory of God by us” (2 Cor. 1:18–20). If God has been so faithful to his people over the course of thousands of years, then we can trust that he will be faithful to us and future generations as well. He will most certainly bring his church, for all its sins and weaknesses, to glory. We can trust him completely. “Faithful is he that calleth you, who also will do it” (1 Thess. 5:24).

      Sing to the Lord

      The Messianic Assembly of Praise

      All ye that fear Jehovah’s Name,

      His glory tell, His praise proclaim;

      Ye children of His chosen race,

      Stand ye in awe before His face. (repeat line)

      The suff’ring one He has not spurned

      Who unto Him for succor turned;

      From him He has not hid His face,

      But answered his request in grace. (repeat line)

      O Lord, Thy goodness makes me raise

      Amid Thy people songs of praise;

      Before all them that fear Thee, now

      I worship Thee and pay my vow. (repeat line)

      The ends of all the earth shall hear

      And turn unto the Lord in fear;

      All kindreds of the earth shall own

      And worship Him as God alone. (repeat line)

      Psalm 22:23–27

      Tune: Park Street

      The Psalter, No. 48

      Trinity Hymnal—Baptist Edition, No. 6

      Questions for Meditation or Discussion

      1. What is the first reference in the Bible to God’s people as “seed”? What does this passage of Scripture say about the church?

      2. How is the Hebrew word qahal used in the Old Testament? What Greek word most commonly translates it in the Septuagint? How is that Greek word used in the New Testament?

      3. Cite a Scripture passage in both the Old and New Testaments in which God’s people are described as each of the following: (1) God’s “people,” (2) his “nation,” (3) “saints,” (4) “priests” (5) the “elect,” (6) the “called,” (7) the “faithful,” and (8) his “peculiar treasure/people.”

      4. Summarize how the authors argue from biblical terms for God’s people that old covenant Israel and the new covenant church are one people. Do you agree? Why or why not?

      5. How would you describe the changes in God’s people when God took them from being a family descended from Abraham to a nation under the law of Moses?

      6. How did God use the exile to both judge and purge his people?

      7. How did Christ’s preaching both divide Israel and unite a new Israel?

      8. How did the day of Pentecost inaugurate a new era for God’s people?

      9. How should it affect our view of our churches that they are assemblies of exiles and pilgrims among the nations, waiting for Christ to return?

      Questions for Deeper Reflection

      10. What do critics mean when they charge covenant theology with being “replacement theology”? Is the charge valid? Why or why not?

      11. In what senses does ekklēsia have the same meaning when applied to God’s people under the old covenant as compared to the new covenant? In what senses is the meaning different?

      12. How does Paul teach the continuity and discontinuity between God’s old and new covenant people in Ephesians 2:11–22?
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      Biblical Metaphors for the Church

      There is a richness to the church that defies human comprehension. We have already noted that God draws from a treasury of terms to describe his magnum opus, including words related to the family (seed, sons, and brethren), the gathering of worshipers (assembly, congregation, and church), the identity of a distinct group (people and nation), the holiness of his people (saints and priests), the divine cause of their existence (the elect, called, and faithful), their submissive allegiance to Christ (disciples), and God’s great love for them (special treasure and inheritance).

      One of the most beautiful ways in which God’s Word describes the church is through vivid metaphors that illuminate the identity and corporate life of the church in union with Christ.1 Some of these metaphors, such as Christ’s bride and body, are so familiar to Christians that we often fail to think about the amazing implications that such images have for the church. Other metaphors are less well known but also are worthy of our attention and meditation.

      Minor Metaphors

      We will begin our exploration of the metaphors for the church by looking at some that appear in only a few places in Scripture. These can be classified in three types.

      First, there are metaphors of affection that express God’s love and care for the church. The Lord regards his people as “the apple of his eye” (Deut. 32:10; Zech. 2:8)—that is, the pupil of the eyeball, which he tenderly guards from harm (Ps. 17:8). His congregation is his “turtledove” (Ps. 74:19; cf. Song 2:14), a pleasant and harmless bird that symbolizes the church’s dearness to his heart. The Lord communicates the honor he will give his people in his promise “Thou shalt also be a crown of glory in the hand of the Lord, and a royal diadem in the hand of thy God” (Isa. 62:3; cf. Zech. 9:16). Through Jeremiah’s symbolic action of burying his “girdle” (belt), the Lord reminded Israel that he had called them to be closely bound to him “that they might be unto me for a people, and for a name, and for a praise, and for a glory,” but their pursuit of other gods made them filthy and useless (Jer. 13:1–11). We have already noted that God referred to the godly in Israel as his treasure (segulah), his “jewels” (Mal. 3:17).2

      Second, God’s Word uses metaphors of influence to communicate how God uses his church to do good in the world. The Lord said that “the remnant of Jacob shall be in the midst of many people as a dew from the Lord, as the showers upon the grass, that tarrieth not for man, nor waiteth for the sons of men” (Mic. 5:7; cf. Pss. 110:3; 133:3). Dew and showers are images of sovereign divine blessing to renew life (Isa. 26:19; Hos. 14:5), also associated with God’s Word (Deut. 32:2) and his anointed king (Ps. 72:6; Prov. 19:12). Jesus calls his disciples “the salt of the earth” (Matt. 5:13; cf. Mark 9:49–50; Luke 14:33–35) to show that their distinctive humility and love (vv. 3–12) tend to slow the moral decay of the world. Salt is linked to God’s covenant, a sign of what is pleasing and perpetual (Lev. 2:13; Num. 18:19; 2 Chron. 13:5). A common image of God’s glory in the Bible is “light,” and this, too, becomes a metaphor for the church as God illuminates and transforms his people with his glory to attract the world to him (Isa. 60:1–3), for they are “the light of the world” (Matt. 5:14–16), “children of light,”3 who “shine as lights in the world” (Phil. 2:15). Paul calls the church “the pillar and ground of the truth” (1 Tim. 3:15), not because God’s truth depends on the church (Ps. 119:89) but because God ordained that the church would provide a stable and enduring platform to present his truth in the world (Prov. 9:1–6).4

      Third, we find that the Bible uses metaphors of destruction for the church because it will be God’s instrument to judge the wicked. God’s people are said to be a “lion” that terrifies and tears apart its prey.5 The Lord said to the people of Jacob that though they were a “worm,” God would make them a “threshing sledge”—a heavy agricultural tool to break up harvested crops—and use them to scatter the wicked like chaff though they be as strong as mountains (Isa. 41:14–15 ESV). Similarly, God said that his people would be a “fire” to burn up their enemies (Obad. 18; Zech. 12:6). In some cases, fire is said to come from the mouth of God’s messengers (Jer. 5:14; Rev. 11:5), a figure of speech for the power of the Word to judge the wicked.

      Major Metaphors

      Other figures of speech for God’s people are major themes of God’s Word, appearing multiple times and profoundly shaping our thoughts and feelings about the church.

      A Flock

      One of the oldest metaphors for the church is the flock of God. A flock of sheep depends on a shepherd for guidance, provision, and protection. Jacob blessed Joseph in the name of “the God who has been my shepherd [ra‘ah] all my life long” (Gen. 48:15 ESV; cf. 49:24). The Lord is the “Shepherd of Israel,” who leads his people “like a flock.”6 Hence, David says, “The Lord is my shepherd” (Ps. 23:1). Israel also had human “shepherds,” sometimes translated as “pastors,” especially the kings from the house of David.7 When God’s people lack a qualified leader, they are “sheep” without a “shepherd.”8 The Lord brought David from tending his father’s sheep to “feed” (ra‘ah) or “shepherd” the people of God (Ps. 78:70–72). Hence, we see that the shepherd-flock metaphor is deeply rooted in God’s covenantal promises to the patriarchs, the nation of Israel, and David. This was another way of saying that he would be their God and they would be his people through his appointed king.

      The hope of Israel was that their Lord and Shepherd would come and lovingly gather his flock.9 The appointed shepherds of Israel exploited and neglected the flock, but the Lord promised to seek, gather, and bless them, and give them good shepherds in the day when the Son of David would reign in justice and righteousness, for he is the preeminent human Shepherd of Israel (Jer. 23:1–6; Ezek. 34:1–31). This King would “feed [shepherd, ra‘ah] in the strength of the Lord, in the majesty of the name of the Lord his God” (Mic. 5:4). Yet this Shepherd would also be struck down by God’s “sword” (Zech. 13:7). The gentle King would save his people and bring peace by the blood of the covenant (9:9–11). Again, we see the correlation between the flock metaphor and God’s covenant, here the new covenant in Jesus Christ (Matt. 21:5; 26:28, 31).

      Christ says he came for the “lost sheep” of Israel (Matt. 10:6; 15:24; cf. Jer. 50:6). His disciples are his “little flock,” to whom the Father gives the kingdom (Luke 12:32). His love for sinners is like that of a shepherd seeking lost sheep (15:4–7), and the church should seek people who go astray (Matt. 18:12–13). On judgment day, the King will separate the righteous from the wicked “as a shepherd divideth his sheep from the goats” (25:32–33).

      With the incarnation of the Lord, the flock of God becomes centered on Christ and defined by its dependence on him. Christ is the Good Shepherd who lays down his life for the sheep (John 10:11–15). He is also “the door of the sheep,” through which they find salvation and life (vv. 1–10). His death is not the end; he takes up his life again and calls his sheep from inside and outside Israel to make one flock (vv. 16–18). Some people do not believe his word because they are not his sheep, but those given to him by the Father are his sheep, and they listen to him, follow him, and receive eternal life from the Father and the Son, who are one (vv. 26–30). The command of the risen Lord when he restored Peter was to feed Christ’s sheep (21:15–17).

      The metaphor of God’s flock continues in Acts and the Epistles, though not as prominently as in the Gospels. Luke records Paul’s words that elders are to watch over the “flock” and “feed” or “shepherd” them (Acts 20:28–29). Paul writes once of church leaders as “pastors” or “shepherds” (Eph. 4:11), though only incidentally of “sheep” (Rom. 8:36) or a “flock” (1 Cor. 9:7). Both the writer to the Hebrews and Peter refer to Christ as the Shepherd of his people (Heb. 13:20; 1 Pet. 2:25; 5:2–4). In a striking twist, John writes that in the state of glory, “the Lamb” will “feed” or “shepherd” his people (Rev. 7:17).10

      A Garden, Vineyard, or Field

      Agricultural metaphors, such as garden, vineyard, and field, communicate that the church flourishes by God’s blessing and must bear good fruit. Isaac’s blessing on his son used the image of “a field which the Lord hath blessed” (Gen. 27:27). Jacob described the blessedness of Judah and Joseph in terms of a “choice vine” and a “fruitful bough” (49:11, 22).11 Balaam said Israel was blessed “like palm groves that stretch afar, like gardens beside a river, like aloes that the Lord has planted, like cedar trees beside the waters” (Num. 24:6 ESV). Those who trust in the Lord and walk in his righteous ways are like flourishing, fruitful trees.12

      Isaiah told a parable in which “the vineyard of the Lord of hosts is the house of Israel,” and though God gave his vineyard every advantage, it produced oppression instead of the fruit of justice (Isa. 5:1–7).13 Later, Isaiah told another parable of a vineyard in which God’s anger is appeased and his people blessed, so that “Israel shall blossom and bud, and fill the face of the world with fruit” (27:2–6). Similarly, Hosea wrote that the Lord “will be as the dew unto Israel: he shall grow as the lily, and cast forth his roots as Lebanon,” leading to prosperity and beauty, for the Lord says, “From me is thy fruit found” (Hos. 14:5–8).

      This Old Testament background helps us to see the significance of Christ cursing the fig tree for its barrenness when he entered Jerusalem (Mark 11:12–21). It was a sign of God’s judgment on his people, for they did not bear the fruit of repentance (Luke 3:7–9; 13:1–9). Christ tells his own parable of the vineyard, in which the tenants mistreat the owner’s servants and kill his son rather than render up the fruit they owe him (Matt. 21:33–41). Christ’s application is sobering: “The kingdom of God shall be taken from you, and given to a nation bringing forth the fruits thereof” (v. 43). The identity of this fruitful “nation” is revealed in Christ’s parable of “the true vine,” in which he says, “I am the vine, ye are the branches: he that abideth in me, and I in him, the same bringeth forth much fruit: for without me ye can do nothing” (John 15:1, 5). In light of the teachings of Isaiah and Hosea, Christ claims to embody the true Israel, in which no one can participate except by union and communion with him.14

      The image of God’s people as a living, botanical organism shows us the unity of the church through the ages. The prophets spoke of Israel as an “olive tree” (Jer. 11:16; Hos. 14:6). Paul compares God’s people to an olive tree in which both “root” and “branches” are “holy” to God (Rom. 11:16). When some of Abraham’s physical offspring rejected Christ in unbelief, these “branches” were “broken off” by God, but he grafted new branches, Gentiles, into the same tree, warning them, too, that they would remain only by faith (vv. 17–24). Though many Jews presently do not believe in Christ, God is able to graft them into the tree when they turn to the Lord in faith (v. 23). There is one tree, one people of God, rooted in the patriarchs and including all who believe in Christ alone for salvation.

      Paul describes the church as a field cultivated by the ministry of the Word: “I have planted, Apollos watered; but God gave the increase. So then neither is he that planteth any thing, neither he that watereth; but God that giveth the increase” (1 Cor. 3:6–7). Paul explains, “You are God’s field” (v. 9 ESV).15 The lesson is that preachers, like servants hired by a farmer, are responsible to work faithfully but only God can cause the church to grow by his grace.

      A City, Jerusalem, or Zion

      From the beginning of David’s monarchy, Jerusalem, also called the city of David or “Zion,”16 had a central place in God’s plan.17 Solomon built God’s house there according to the Lord’s covenant with David (2 Sam. 7:4–17), which itself was a partial fulfillment of God’s covenant with Israel (vv. 23–27). In Scripture, the city can represent the whole people of God.18 For the prophets, Zion became the focal point of Israel’s hope, symbolizing the redeemed and faithful people of God who enjoy his presence and serve his purpose to influence the world.19 “Jerusalem” and “Zion” can even refer to the people of God delivered from all evil and fully blessed.20

      In the New Testament, most references to Jerusalem have to do with the actual city or its residents. Christ calls it “the city of the great King” (Matt. 5:35). There are also a handful of references to “Sion,”21 most of which are citations from the Old Testament.22 Christ may allude to Jerusalem when he calls his disciples “the light of the world” and says, “A city that is set on an hill cannot be hid” (5:14; cf. Isa. 2:3, 5; 60:1–3, 14).23

      Peter says that God builds his house “in Sion” by laying believers as living stones on Christ (1 Pet. 2:6, citing Isa. 28:16). Zion is wherever the church of Christ may be found, for those whom God “called” are “now the people of God” (1 Pet. 2:9–10). Paul contrasts the “Jerusalem which now is, and is in bondage with her children” and the “Jerusalem which is above [and] is free” (Gal. 4:25–26). These represent “two covenants” and two peoples (vv. 24, 28–31). The contrast between “now” (nun) and “above” (anō) conflates the contrast between the present age and the coming age with the contrast between earth and heaven (cf. Col. 3:1–2). Since Christ has inaugurated the coming age, the church is no longer centered on the earthly Jerusalem but participates in the heavenly Jerusalem.

      The epistle to the Hebrews also incorporates the city metaphor into Christian eschatology. Believers acknowledge that they are “strangers and pilgrims on the earth,” but this does not trouble them, for they look for “a city which hath foundations, whose builder and maker is God,” a “heavenly” city (Heb. 11:10, 13, 16; cf. 13:14). In the new covenant, worshipers already have access to this city, for they “come unto mount Sion, and unto the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem” (12:22). Christ’s exaltation to God’s right hand (v. 2) has elevated the city of God from earthly Zion to a heavenly people, though its borders are still on earth wherever Christ leads his assembly (2:12) to draw near to God by faith (10:19–22). This is their blood-bought privilege in the new covenant mediated by Christ (9:14–15; 10:14–16; 12:24).

      In the Apocalypse, Jesus promises that those who overcome this world will be publicly identified as citizens of “the city of my God, which is new Jerusalem, which cometh down out of heaven from my God” (Rev. 3:12). “Mount Sion” is now located at the throne of God, where the assembly of his true Israel worships the Lamb (14:1–5). Yet “the beloved city” is also on earth, trampled by the nations and threatened by the forces of Satan (11:2; 20:9). In the closing vision of Revelation, “the holy city, new Jerusalem,” appears, “coming down from God out of heaven” (21:2). The city’s magnificence symbolizes the glory of the church in the radiant presence of its Savior. Its scope includes the “twelve tribes of the children of Israel” (v. 12) and the “twelve apostles of the Lamb” (v. 14)—the people of God in the Old and New Testaments. This metaphor highlights the unity of God’s people, for “these all are citizens of one and the same city living under one Lord, under the same laws, and in the same fellowship of all good things.”24

      Augustine developed this theme at length in his work The City of God, in which he described God’s people as

      a city surpassingly glorious, whether we view it as it still lives by faith in this fleeting course of time, and sojourns as a stranger in the midst of the ungodly, or as it shall dwell in the fixed stability of its eternal seat, which it now with patience waits for, expecting until “righteousness shall return unto judgment,” [cf. Ps. 94:15] and it obtain, by virtue of its excellence, final victory and perfect peace.25

      A House or Temple

      Jacob spoke of the place of God’s special presence as “the house of God . . . the gate of heaven” (Gen. 28:16–17). The Lord manifested his presence with Israel in the pillar of cloud and fire (Ex. 13:21–22), which settled in the tabernacle (29:42–46; 40:34–38) and later in the temple (1 Kings 8:10–13). The earthly temple corresponded to God’s heavenly temple, the place of his manifest glory and throne.26 The temple, centered on the “ark of the covenant” (vv. 1, 6, 21, 23), was the place where God kept his covenantal promise to be with his people.27 God’s covenantal promises to David (vv. 15–20) and all Israel came to fruition there.28 The house of God in Jerusalem was the center of God’s worshiping “assembly.”29 However, the prophets foresaw a day when God would build a new structure in Zion founded on the living cornerstone of the Christ (Ps. 118:22; Isa. 28:16). God’s cloud of glory will surround a cleansed and renewed Zion as a protective “tabernacle” or “shelter” (Isa. 4:2–6).30 The same word is used in the prophecy that God would restore David’s kingdom like the repair and buttressing of a fallen “tabernacle” when God brings in “all the heathen, which are called by my name” (Amos 9:11–12, cited in Acts 15:16).

      Christ and his apostles quote the “stone” prophecies as fulfilled in him.31 Christ is the living temple, God dwelling with man (John 1:14),32 in a temple-body that sinners destroyed but he raised up three days later (2:18–22). The Lord Jesus announces that the time has arrived when God does not require worship at the temple on Mount Zion but seeks worshipers everywhere who “worship the Father in spirit and in truth” (4:19–24). Christ tells his disciples that the temple in Jerusalem will be destroyed (Matt. 24:1–2), and at the moment of his death, God shows its obsolescence by tearing its veil (27:51). This is because the true veil was Christ’s flesh, and after being nailed to the cross, he opened “a new and living way” into God’s holy places by his resurrection (Heb. 10:20–21). With the inauguration of the new covenant, the elements of worship instituted in the old covenant immediately began to decay and were “ready to vanish away” (8:13).

      By union with the ascended Christ through his outpoured Spirit, God’s people have become the visible home of God’s special presence. Paul says to the church, “Ye are the temple of the living God; as God hath said, I will dwell in them, and walk in them; and I will be their God, and they shall be my people” (2 Cor. 6:16). Remarkably, the apostle quotes God’s covenant with ancient Israel (Lev. 26:12) and applies it to the church—and a Gentile church at that. Believers in Christ, Jew and Gentile, “are built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Jesus Christ himself being the chief corner stone; in whom all the building fitly framed together groweth unto an holy temple in the Lord: in whom ye also are builded together for an habitation of God through the Spirit” (Eph. 2:20–22). God builds this temple on the special revelation he gave to his apostles and new covenant prophets (3:5–6),33 with Christ, the only Mediator, being the rock on whom the whole structure depends (Isa. 28:16). Although the body of each Christian is a temple of the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 6:19), Paul emphasizes the corporate temple formed by each member of the church “being joined together”34 and “being built together”35 (Eph. 2:21–22 ESV), stones brought into lasting relationships with the cornerstone and one another. The word translated as “habitation” (katoikētērion), often used of God’s dwelling in heaven, where he hears prayers offered at his earthly temple,36 suggests that Paul envisions the church as the heavenly temple where God dwells, extended so that it includes believers still on earth. This heavenly reality is realized “in” or “by” (en) the Holy Spirit, who unites believers to Christ, for the church has been seated in the heavenly places with the exalted Lord Jesus (1:18–23; 2:4–6).37

      The temple of God is not merely an ethical ideal for which the church should strive but a description of the church’s present reality. Herman Bavinck noted, “The local church at Corinth, for example, is, despite its many errors and defects, called the temple of God, the dwelling place of His Spirit, and the body of Christ (1 Cor. 3:16 and 12:27).”38 Every true church of Jesus Christ should claim this glorious identity as its own and conduct itself accordingly.

      However, the teaching that the church is God’s temple by the indwelling Holy Spirit also has practical implications. For one, it reminds us that the church’s functioning and success depends entirely on the Spirit of God. “Not by might, nor by power, but by my Spirit, says the Lord of hosts” (Zech. 4:6 ESV). If that was true of Zerubbabel’s rebuilding of the physical temple, how much more is it true of the temple of the Holy Ghost? Charles Spurgeon (1834–1892) said, “The grand thing the church wants [needs] in this time, is God’s Holy Spirit. You all get up plans and say, ‘Now, if the church were altered a little bit, it would go on better.’ You think if there were different ministers, or different church order, or something different, then all would be well. No, dear friends, it is not there the mistake lies; it is that we want more of the Spirit.”39

      The New Testament derives several practical lessons from the church’s nature as the new covenant temple. Paul teaches that ministers of the gospel work as God’s servants to raise up “God’s building” by constructing it squarely on the foundation of Christ as laid down by the apostles and prophets, employing the precious material of God’s wisdom (1 Cor. 3:9–15). Since the church is “the temple of God,” we should fear corrupting or ruining it lest we incur God’s judgment (vv. 16–17). Just as the priests and Levites received their living from their labors in the temple, “even so hath the Lord ordained that they which preach the gospel should live of the gospel” (9:13–14). The church must remain separate from and opposed to this wicked world, for “what agreement hath the temple of God with idols?” (2 Cor. 6:16). Church officers and members may not perform the ministries of the church as they please but must obey God’s instructions for how “to behave . . . in the house of God, which is the church of the living God” (1 Tim. 3:15). Christians should exult in their great privileges as living stones who are being “built up a spiritual house, an holy priesthood, to offer up spiritual sacrifices, acceptable to God by Jesus Christ” (1 Pet. 2:5). Through Christ the High Priest, believers participate in “the house of God” and can boldly “enter into the holiest” places (Heb. 10:19–21), finding strength not in sacred foods but inward “grace” as they eat from the spiritual “altar” of Christ (13:9–10). However, the church must conduct itself in holy fear, knowing that “our God is a consuming fire” (12:29), and “judgment must begin at the house of God” (1 Pet. 4:17). Wayne Grudem says, “The picture of the church as God’s new temple should increase our awareness of God’s very presence dwelling in our midst as we meet.”40

      A Bride or Mother

      At Mount Sinai, the Lord forbade Israel to worship other gods or any visible image, for he is “a jealous God” (Ex. 20:5; cf. Josh. 24:19–20). The Lord said that his “name is Jealous,” and solemnly warned Israel against making covenants with the Canaanites lest his people “go a whoring after their gods” (Ex. 34:14–16).41 The verb translated as “go a whoring” (zanah) literally refers to unlawful sexual relations (Gen. 38:24; Lev. 19:29; Deut. 22:21). The image, then, is that God is the holy husband of his people and jealously guards them from worshiping anyone else. However, his love for those faithful to him endures forever (Ex. 20:5; Deut. 7:9).

      God’s covenant with his people naturally lends itself to marital illustrations. The Bible often personifies cities and nations as women. For example, we read of the “daughter of Jerusalem” and the “daughter of Zion” (2 Kings 19:21).42 Biblical poems celebrating the love between the king and his bride have long been interpreted as pictures (either allegorical or typological) of the Lord’s relationship to his people (Ps. 45:9–15; Song of Songs).43

      God said to Israel, “Thy Maker is thine husband; the Lord of hosts is his name; and thy Redeemer the Holy One of Israel; The God of the whole earth shall he be called” (Isa. 54:5). Even as he rebuked Israel for her sins, he said, “I am married unto you” (Jer. 3:14). The Lord compared Israel to an abandoned child that he rescued, provided for, and later married when she grew up, only for her to engage in unrepented adultery (Ezekiel 16). However, he would change her heart, propitiate his anger, and make an everlasting covenant with her (vv. 60–63; cf. Hos. 2:19–20). He promised, “As the bridegroom rejoiceth over the bride, so shall thy God rejoice over thee” (Isa. 62:5; cf. Zeph. 3:17).

      The bridal imagery used of Israel in the Old Testament is applied to the church in the New Testament. Christ calls himself “the bridegroom” of his people (Matt. 9:15; 25:6), which implies that he is the incarnate God of Israel, and the church is his bride. In one of his parables, Jesus compares “the kingdom of heaven” to a king sending out invitations for the feast of “a marriage for his son” (22:1–3). When John the Baptist, God’s prophet to Israel, heard that Jesus was attracting a significant following, he said, “He that hath the bride is the bridegroom,” but John regarded himself merely as “the friend of the bridegroom” (John 3:29).

      Paul also describes himself as a friend of the Bridegroom, writing, “For I am jealous over you with godly jealousy: for I have espoused you to one husband, that I may present you as a chaste virgin to Christ. But I fear, lest by any means, as the serpent beguiled Eve through his subtilty, so your minds should be corrupted from the simplicity that is in Christ” (2 Cor. 11:2–3). Not only does Paul compare the church to Christ’s bride but also to Eve, which is significant because Christ is the last Adam (Rom. 5:14; 1 Cor. 15:45). Paul quotes the passage about husband and wife becoming “one flesh,” originally written in the context of Adam’s marriage to Eve (Gen. 2:24), and applies it to “Christ and the church” (Eph. 5:31–32), for Christ is the ideal husband whom all husbands should emulate in his loving the church and giving himself to make her holy and glorious (vv. 25–27). The “one flesh” relationship is a type of the “one spirit” union between Christ and his people by the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 6:17, 19), for the Spirit of Christ indwells his people (Rom. 8:9). By union with Christ in his death and resurrection, the church is like a woman released by death from her first husband (the law) to be wedded to a new husband (the risen Lord Jesus) for a fruitful relationship through the Spirit (7:1–6).

      The metaphor of the bride woos us to love Jesus Christ with all our hearts. Grudem says, “The thought that the church is like the bride of Christ should stimulate us to strive for greater purity, holiness, love for Christ, and submission to him.”44 Perhaps we are zealous for God’s truth, but are we zealous for God’s Son? That is the true character of the church, the bride of Christ. Francis Schaeffer (1912–1984) said,

      We must ask, “Do I fight merely for doctrinal faithfulness?” This is like the wife who never sleeps with anybody else, but never shows love to her own husband. Is that a sufficient relationship in marriage? No, 10,000 times no. Yet if I am a Christian who speaks and acts for doctrinal faithfulness but do not show love to my divine Bridegroom, I am in the same place as such a wife.45

      The book of Revelation contrasts two cities and two women as images of the two peoples that make up the human race. The first is Babylon, the great harlot, representing this world in its idolatry and injustice (Rev. 14:8; 16:19; chaps. 17–18). The second is Jerusalem, the pure bride of the Lamb, representing the holy people of God. Her citizens are like “virgins” who are not seduced by the spiritual fornications of the world (14:1, 4). When the Lord judges “the great whore” forever, it will be a day to “be glad and rejoice, and give honour to him: for the marriage of the Lamb is come, and his wife hath made herself ready” (19:2, 7). By grace, “to her was granted” to be dressed in the “clean and white” dress consisting of “the righteousness of saints” (v. 8), literally their “righteous deeds” (plural dikaiōma).46

      In the visions given to John, the heavenly Jerusalem and the wife of Christ rather strangely but beautifully merge, so that he sees “the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down from God out of heaven, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband” (Rev. 21:2). An angel offers to show John “the bride, the Lamb’s wife,” and “shewed me that great city, the holy Jerusalem” (vv. 9–10). The city’s symbolic architecture reveals that Christ’s people will become the Most Holy Place where the Lord dwells (vv. 11–20),47 and his glory will shine through them as through transparent gold (vv. 11, 21–23). The images of God’s church as his city, bride, and temple are all fulfilled in the glory of the coming age. With such a hope, it is no wonder that at the conclusion of the vision, “the Spirit and the bride say, Come,” and Christ promises, “Surely I come quickly” (22:17, 20).

      Another aspect of this bridal imagery is the metaphor of the church as our mother by its fruitful union with the Lord. The Lord’s ancient people viewed Israel as their “mother.”48 Though Israel’s sins made her a barren wife, the Lord promised to turn from wrath to mercy and make an everlasting covenant with her, so that she would bear so many children that she must increase the size of her home (Isa. 54:1–10). These offspring were not merely natural descendants: “All thy children shall be taught of the Lord; and great shall be the peace of thy children” (v. 13, quoted in John 6:45). Their number would be astonishing (Isa. 49:20–23). Each one born in her would be counted by the Lord as a citizen of his people (Ps. 87:5–6). The curse (Gen. 3:16) would be undone, for this mother would give birth without labor pains and nurse children with consolation and glory (Isa. 66:7–12). The Lord himself would supply this motherly comfort (v. 13), and he promised, “Can a woman forget her sucking child, that she should not have compassion on the son of her womb? yea, they may forget, yet will I not forget thee” (49:15). Her motherly nurture likely involves the ministry of God’s servants teaching his people. The prophetess Deborah is called “a mother in Israel” (Judg. 5:7). The city Abel is called “a mother in Israel” for its renown as a source of wisdom (2 Sam. 20:18–19).

      Paul quotes Isaiah’s prophecy of Israel’s fruitful motherhood (Isa. 54:1), saying, “Jerusalem which is above is free, which is the mother of us all” (Gal. 4:26–27). The heavenly Jerusalem’s motherly care is exemplified in the ministry of the Word: “My little children, of whom I travail in birth again until Christ be formed in you” (v. 19). Paul elsewhere compares his ministry to a mother’s nursing and a father’s exhortations (1 Thess. 2:7–12). The ministry of the Word is like milk for babies and meat for the more mature.49 Paul refers to people whom he evangelized and trained as his “children,” as does John.50 It may also be that John refers to a particular church and its members when he uses the phrase “the elect lady and her children” and closes his epistle with “the children of thy elect sister greet thee” (2 John 1, 13). By its union with Christ, the mother church is a means of our spiritual renewal and growth,51 and thus worthy of our love, esteem, gratitude, respect, and service.52 As Christians suffer persecution, they receive help and consolation from “our lady mother the church,” as Tertullian (fl. 200) said.53

      The book of Revelation, so vivid in its descriptions of the city-bride of Christ, also depicts the church as a spiritual mother. John saw her as “a woman clothed with the sun, and the moon under her feet, and upon her head a crown of twelve stars” (Rev. 12:1). The symbols identify her with Israel (Gen. 37:9–10; Song 6:10). She brings forth the Christ, who evades Satan’s attack and ascends into heaven (Rev. 12:5–6). Yet the people represented by this woman are not limited to the Old Testament or to the Jews, for “her seed . . . keep the commandments of God, and have the testimony of Jesus Christ” (v. 17). She is the church, viewed both in her heavenly glory and her endurance of earthly persecution as God leads his people through a new exodus.54 However, the mother church and its officers are not the object of our worship.55 No one, not even an angel, is to be worshiped except God (19:10; 22:8–9). To him alone all creation rightly gives its adoration (5:13). It is the satanic powers of this world, not the true church, that demand the worship of men (13:4, 8, 12).

      A Body

      The apostle Paul also develops another word picture of the church as the “body” of Christ.56 Paul says, “As we have many members in one body, and all members have not the same office [praxis, practice, function]: so we, being many, are one body in Christ, and every one members one of another” (Rom. 12:4–5). The idea of a “member” here is not membership in an organization but being a part of a living body, such as a hand or an eye (cf. Matt. 5:29–30). This metaphor communicates both unity of life and diversity of service (cf. Rom. 12:6–8).

      When used of the church, the word body is always singular, never plural. Paul several times emphasizes the unity of the church with the phrase “one body.”57 The oneness of the body derives from the union of every believer with Christ by the Spirit: “Know ye not that your bodies are the members of Christ? . . . He that is joined unto the Lord is one spirit” (1 Cor. 6:15, 17). Paul explains, “For as the body is one, and hath many members, and all the members of that one body, being many, are one body: so also is Christ. For by one Spirit are we all baptized into one body, whether we be Jews or Gentiles, whether we be bond or free; and have been all made to drink into one Spirit” (12:12–13).

      We would expect Paul to say, “so also is the church”; that he says, “so also is Christ” reminds us that the church is one body because it is one with Jesus Christ. Augustine said, “Let us rejoice, then, and give thanks that we are made not only Christians, but Christ. Do ye understand, brethren, and apprehend the grace of God upon us? Marvel, be glad, we are made Christ. For if He is the head, we are the members: the whole man is He and we. . . . Head and members, what is that? Christ and the Church.”58 Of course, we do not literally become Christ, but so close is the mystical union between Christ and his body that Paul can speak in this way.

      The body of Christ is one in “the unity of the Spirit” (Eph. 4:3). The Holy Spirit empowers every member of Christ’s body to serve one another effectively, though with different gifts (1 Cor. 12:4–7).59 God has caused each member to depend on the others and every member to have a significant function in the body (vv. 14–25). The members share one life, so that if “one member suffer, all the members suffer with it; or one member be honoured, all the members rejoice with it” (v. 26). “There is one body, and one Spirit” (Eph. 4:4). Understanding this new relationship should control how members of Christ’s body treat one another. Paul says that believers must not lie to one another but speak the truth, “for we are members one of another” (v. 25). God has made them one and created peace among them in Christ (2:14–16). They must let that peace rule them, for to that peace they are “called in one body” (Col. 3:15).

      Christ is “the head of the body, the church” (Col. 1:18). On occasion, Paul uses “head” or parts of the head—such as the “eye” and “ear”—to refer to one member in the church (1 Cor. 12:16, 21). However, he often uses “head” as a special title for Christ, sometimes independent of the metaphor of the body. “Head” (kephalē), when used of one person in relation to others, is a title of authority.60 Christ is “the head over all things” by virtue of his exaltation to God’s right hand (Eph. 1:20–22; cf. Col. 2:10). He is specifically “head” over his “body” in its submission to his authority (Eph. 5:23–24). Paul also says that Christ is the “head” that influences his body for its health and growth (4:15–16; Col. 2:19). This is because Christ exercises his power over his body for its good, as its Savior (Eph. 5:23), showing it the tender concern that a man naturally shows his own flesh and husbands should give to their wives (vv. 28–30). Godefridus Udemans said, “We know that the Lord Jesus Christ will care for us and keep us soul and body because we are His bride; indeed, we are members of His body. Thus, He will not leave us.”61

      The union of Christ and his body is not a hypostatic or incarnational union,62 but a spiritual union of distinct persons who share one Spirit. Wayne Grudem cautions that though the church is Christ’s “body,” we should not think that “the church is the ‘continuing incarnation’ of the Son of God on earth today.” He adds, “The church is not the Son of God in the flesh, for Christ rose in his human body, he ascended in his human body into heaven, and he now reigns as the incarnate Christ in heaven.”63 The incarnation is unique and is not continued or extended in the church.64

      Paul specifies that God makes the body one by the baptism of the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 12:13), the great outpouring of the Holy Spirit that Christ performed at Pentecost (Acts 1:5) and now gives to every regenerate believer (Titus 3:5–6). This may explain why the Old Testament saints and the Lord Jesus did not speak of the church as his body—it involves a measure of blessing and an extent of gifts not granted to the church until Christ ascended into heaven. Though believers of all ages have been united to Christ through the Spirit—there is no other way to be saved—it is only with the accomplishment of Christ’s redeeming work and his baptizing of his people with the Spirit that they have become the body of Christ.65

      Of course, in God’s election, everyone whom Christ redeemed is Christ’s “body” under him as “head,” for Christ died for them as his church even before many of them were born (Eph. 5:23, 25). However, the union of Christ and his body is also a “mystery,” for it remained hidden until God revealed it in the fullness of time (vv. 30–32). Paul says that God revealed to him “the mystery of Christ . . . which in other ages was not made known unto the sons of men, as it is now revealed unto his holy apostles and prophets by the Spirit; that the Gentiles should be fellowheirs, and of the same body, and partakers of his promise in Christ by the gospel” (3:4–6). The body of Christ, then, is an aspect of the new creation formed by Christ out of Jews and Gentiles through his death and resurrection: “that he might create in himself one new man in place of the two, so making peace, and might reconcile us both to God in one body through the cross” (2:15–16 ESV). The metaphor of “the body of Christ” most fittingly applies to the people of God united to Christ and one another in the last-days fullness of the Holy Spirit.

      William Ames (1576–1633) summarized the meaning of calling the church the “body” of Christ by saying it expresses “the closest union that she has with Christ . . . the dependence that she has from Christ . . . [and] the union and communion that the faithful have among themselves in Christ [by the bonds of] the Spirit, faith, and love.” This truth, Ames said, offers believers great consolation for the dignity and hope that they are given in Christ, and presses them to conduct themselves in a manner “worthy of those who have such close communion with Christ and His most holy servants.”66

      Conclusion: Using Pictures of the Church in Prayer

      How can these metaphors for the church benefit us as we seek to live for Christ?

      One use of these metaphors is to stir us up to fervent and believing prayer for the church. For example, the metaphors of affection encourage us to boldly call on the Lord to help his people. We might cry out, “O deliver not the soul of thy turtledove unto the multitude of the wicked. Keep thy church as the apple of thine eye, O Lord!”

      Likewise, we might turn the metaphors of influence into petitions for effective ministry: “Let thy disciples truly be as the salt of the earth, so that by their distinctive savor our world may be preserved from utter corruption. Thou hast called us the light of the world; make it so that people see our good works and join thy church in glorifying our Father in heaven.”

      Even the metaphors of destruction can help us to pray, hoping in God’s future day of judgment: “Though thy people be as sheep for the slaughter today, we trust, O Lord, that they will one day rise up as a lion and overcome all their enemies. Strengthen our hope!”

      Each of the major metaphors for the church has its own emphasis, which can bring rich diversity to our prayers: “Gather thy sheep into one flock and make us one under the leadership of our Good Shepherd. Let thy vineyard bear much holy fruit pleasing to thee. Defend Zion, O Son of David, against her enemies. Fill thy temple with thy Holy Spirit. Forget not thy bride, and grant to her a sweet and sanctifying assurance of thy love. Empower each member of thy body to serve effectively and cause the ministers of the Word to be as nursing mothers caring for thy children.”

      These are just a few suggestions as to how the metaphors for the church can inflame our faith and love to pray for the people of God. We encourage you to meditate regularly on these metaphors, especially as you prepare to meet with the church on the Lord’s Day and lift up God’s own words to him in prayer.

      Sing to the Lord

      Drawing Near to Holy Zion

      Open now thy gates of beauty,

      Zion, let me enter there,

      Where my soul in joyful duty

      Waits for him who answers prayer.

      Oh, how blessed is this place,

      Filled with solace, light, and grace!

      Lord, my God, I come before thee,

      Come thou also unto me;

      Where we find thee and adore thee,

      There a heav’n on earth must be.

      To my heart, O enter thou,

      Let it be thy temple now!

      Here thy praise is gladly chanted,

      Here thy seed is duly sown;

      Let my soul, where it is planted,

      Bring forth precious sheaves alone,

      So that all I hear may be

      Fruitful unto life in me.

      Speak, O God, and I will hear thee,

      Let thy will be done indeed;

      May I undisturbed draw near thee

      While thou dost thy people feed.

      Here of life the fountain flows,

      Here is balm for all our woes.

      Benjamin Schmolck, trans. Catherine Winkworth

      Tune: Neander

      Trinity Hymnal—Baptist Edition, No. 304

      Questions for Meditation or Discussion

      1. What minor metaphors does the Lord use to show his affection for his people?

      2. What minor metaphors communicate the influence the church has on the world?

      3. What minor metaphors for God’s people connect with the theme of judgment?

      4. For each of the major metaphors of the church, provide Scripture references, a brief explanation of meaning, and a practical application: (1) a flock; (2) a garden, vineyard, or field; (3) a city, Jerusalem, or Zion; (4) a house or temple; (5) a bride or mother; and (6) a body.

      5. Which of these metaphors most powerfully affects your view of the church? How so?

      Questions for Deeper Reflection

      6. One person says, “The church is our mother, and therefore we must believe what she teaches and obey what she commands.” Someone retorts, “I have a personal relationship with the Lord and don’t need the church to be my mother.” How do you respond to both statements?

      7. Based on Paul’s teaching, what does it mean that Christ is the head of the body?

      8. Choose one major metaphor for the church and explain how our view of the church might become imbalanced if based on that metaphor alone. How might this imbalance be corrected by other scriptural teachings?
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        30. The word translated as “tabernacle” (sukkah) in Isa. 4:6 and Amos 9:11 is not the typical term for God’s tabernacle; it literally means “a roughly built shelter” and is often used with respect to the Feast of Tabernacles or Booths.
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      Systematic Theology of the Church’s Nature

      If someone were to ask, “What is the greatest work that God has ever made?” we would likely point to some feature of the universe, such as the galaxies. However, God’s most important creation is his people. Francis Turretin said, “The church is the primary work of the holy Trinity.”1 Turretin’s answer alerts us to the great significance of the church and to the involvement of each person of the Trinity in its making.

      According to Paul, the church is a “great mystery” (Eph. 5:32). He does not mean that we should abandon our attempts to understand the church. A mystery (mystērion) in the Bible is a secret that we know only because God has revealed it.2 Paul is saying, then, that we can learn important truths about the church by studying God’s Word that we could never discover simply by observing the church itself. We are like visitors in a forest of ancient redwoods who cannot see the extent of the roots underground or approach the heights of the treetops. The church’s nature is bound up in its invisible union with Jesus Christ, who sits at God’s right hand. To understand the church and serve it well, we must study God’s revelation of it in his Word.

      A Basic Theological Definition of the Church

      One can define the church “from differing viewpoints,” as Geerhardus Vos said, which makes the task of definition very difficult.3 We will begin, therefore, by formulating a basic definition and add nuances as we proceed in this chapter.

      First, the church is an assembly. As we saw in our study of biblical terminology, the word translated as “church” (ekklēsia) has the lexical meaning of “assembly.”4 The word may be used of any gathering of people, organized or spontaneous (Acts 19:32, 39). It also may refer to a society of people who regularly assemble (Ezra 2:64 LXX). Thus, the church is the church even when it is not meeting (Acts 14:27; 1 Cor. 14:23).5

      Second, the church is the assembly of God’s people. The “church” (ekklēsia) can refer to the society of God’s covenant people permitted to draw near to him: “the church of the Lord” (ekklēsia kyriou, Deut. 23:2–4[1–3] LXX). Paul writes of “when ye come together in the church . . . the church of God” to take the Lord’s Supper (1 Cor. 11:18, 22). The “church of God” consists of the “saints,” those “sanctified in Christ Jesus” (1:2). They are God’s “holy nation” (Ex. 19:6; 1 Pet. 2:9).

      The idea of the church as a holy assembly or congregation of God’s people has stood at the center of the church’s self-identity through the ages. In an earlier chapter, we quoted Hippolytus of Rome, who said circa 200 that the church is “the holy assembly of those who live in righteousness.”6 In the medieval period, Thomas Aquinas said that “the Holy Church is the same as the congregation of the faithful.”7 From the Reformation era, the Belgic Confession (Art. 28) says of the church, “This holy congregation is an assembly of those who are saved.”8

      Third, the church is the assembly of God’s people in his special presence. Often in the Old Testament, the term “church” refers particularly to the assembly of people around God’s glory at Mount Sinai or at the temple in Jerusalem (Deut. 9:10; 1 Kings 8:14 LXX). Under the new covenant, the church of Christ is the living temple in which God dwells (Eph. 2:21–22), the heavenly city of God in which his worshipers participate on earth (Heb. 12:22–24). The church is Christ’s body, united to their glorified Lord in heaven (Eph. 1:22–23). They are built on Christ as “a spiritual house . . . called . . . out of darkness into his marvellous light . . . the people of God” (1 Pet. 2:5, 9–10). Rufinus (345–410) called it “the Church gathered together to God.”9

      Fourth, the church consists of the assembly of God’s people in his special presence through his Son by his Spirit. Even in the Old Testament, Christ was with Israel (1 Cor. 10:1–4, 9). The saints knew God through Christ (John 8:56–58; 12:41).10 God was present with them by the Holy Spirit (Hag. 2:5).11 Paul says, “Through him [Christ] we both [Jews and Gentiles] have access by one Spirit unto the Father” (Eph. 2:18). Greg Nichols says that the church is “Christ’s redeemed assembly, his saved society the convenes.”12 Charles Hodge said that “the true idea of the Church . . . is the communion of saints, the body of those who are united to Christ by the indwelling of his Spirit.”13 This statement, therefore, may serve as a general definition of the church.

      Notice that our definition is Trinitarian, relating the church to God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit. Augustine noted on the Apostles’ Creed, “It follows after commendation of the Trinity, ‘The Holy Church.’ God is pointed out, and His temple.”14 J. van Genderen and W. H. Velema wrote, “In a full theological view of the church, we see it in the light of the work of the triune God.”15

      The Church’s Creation by the Triune God

      G. H. Kersten said, “The essence of the church is determined by: (a) the election of the Father; (b) the purchase of the Son; and (c) the gathering of the Holy Spirit.”16

      The Father’s Election of the Church

      From the beginning of Israel’s national existence, the Lord taught the Israelites that their status as God’s people arose from his election of them. The Lord says, “For thou art an holy people unto the Lord thy God: the Lord thy God hath chosen thee to be a special people unto himself, above all people that are upon the face of the earth” (Deut. 7:6). God chose Abraham when he was yet among the worshipers of false gods in Mesopotamia (Josh. 24:2; Neh. 9:7). God selected which of Abraham’s descendants would be counted as his spiritual seed (Rom. 9:6–13). God chooses each person whom he saves by his grace and mercy (vv. 14–18).17 Election is particularly appropriated to God the Father, who chose his children before the creation of the world (Eph. 1:3–5).

      Though God chose individuals, he elected them to be part of his church, his spiritual family. Paul says, “For whom he did foreknow, he also did predestinate to be conformed to the image of his Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brethren” (Rom. 8:29). They are “his people which he foreknew” (11:2). Peter says, “Ye are a chosen generation, a royal priesthood, an holy nation, a peculiar people” (1 Pet. 2:9). Herman Bavinck said, “The purpose of election is the creation of an organism, that is, the redemption, renewal, and glorification of a regenerated mankind which proclaims the excellencies of God.”18

      Therefore, some theologians have defined the church according to election. Augustine wrote of “the bride of Christ . . . in whom is the fixed number of the saints predestined before the foundation of the world.”19 John Calvin defined the “catholic church” as “the community of the faithful which God has ordained and elected to eternal life.”20 William Perkins said, “The church is a peculiar company of men predestined to life everlasting and made one in Christ.”21 William Ames wrote, “The Church is the assembly or community of the elect.”22

      The Son’s Redemption of the Church

      Just as God the Father elected individuals to salvation, so God the Son redeemed individuals by his death. Paul says, “The Son of God . . . loved me, and gave himself for me” (Gal. 2:20). However, Christ died to gather these perishing individuals into one holy church. Paul says that Christ “gave himself for us, that he might redeem us from all iniquity, and purify unto himself a peculiar people, zealous of good works” (Titus 2:14).23

      Christ’s redemption of the church is the basis of its sanctification and ultimate glorification. Paul writes, “Christ . . . loved the church, and gave himself for it; that he might sanctify and cleanse it with the washing of water by the word, that he might present it to himself a glorious church, not having spot, or wrinkle, or any such thing; but that it should be holy and without blemish” (Eph. 5:25–27). These last words identify the beloved bride of Christ with God’s elect, chosen to be holy and blameless (1:4). Augustine said, “Christ is the head of the Church, which is His body, destined to be with Him in His eternal kingdom and glory.”24 Morton Smith said, “The basic idea of the church is that of a society or assembly of men called out by God into a spiritual union with Christ, and thus into a fellowship with one another.”25

      This is the identity of God’s people: “the church of God, which he hath purchased with his own blood” (Acts 20:28). Knowing this should direct how the church’s officers and members relate to it. Since Christ was willing to give everything for the church, should we not be willing to give our time, attention, energy, and even our lives for its good? Since Christ paid the price to secure the church for eternal glory, should we not be optimistic about its future?

      The Spirit’s Formation of the Church

      The Holy Spirit forms the church by applying Christ’s redemption to its members. Apart from the Holy Spirit, no one can make the most basic confession of the Christian faith: that Jesus is Lord (1 Cor. 12:3; cf. Rom. 10:9).26 The church is the family of God, and each member comes into it through the new birth by the Spirit (John 1:12–13; 3:3; 1 John 3:9–10).27 The Holy Spirit gives power to the ministry of the Word (1 Thess. 1:5) so that people are converted and begin to be transformed by the glory of God in Christ to bear his image in increasing measure (2 Cor. 3:18).

      Therefore, theologians also define the church as the people whom God has effectually called to Christ by the internal work of the Holy Spirit. Johann Heidegger (1633–1698) said that the church is “the assembly of those who are called.”28 The church is the assembly of the saints, those sanctified in Christ by the Spirit (1 Cor. 1:2; 6:11). Martin Luther (1483–1546) said that the church is “a communion of saints” or an “assembly of people who are Christians and holy,” “a Christian holy people,” holy not just by forgiveness of sins but because they “have the Holy Spirit, who sanctifies them daily” to do good works as directed by “the Ten Commandments.”29

      The Holy Spirit also forms the church by bringing its members together to be one in Christ (1 Cor. 12:12–13). The church is practically united by love, and love is the fruit of the Spirit (Gal. 5:22). Paul says, “Ye yourselves are taught of God to love one another” (1 Thess. 4:9). The unity of the church is “the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace,” for there is “one Spirit” shared by all (Eph. 4:3–4). The Spirit of God is the holy Lord who inhabits God’s people as his temple (1 Cor. 3:16). Every member in the body of Christ serves according to the Spirit’s empowerment (12:11). The church, then, is both the building that the Holy Spirit constructs and the workshop in which he crafts new additions and improvements to the edifice.

      We should not isolate the Spirit’s gathering of the church from the Father’s election and the Son’s redemption, for the Trinity is undivided. Calvin said, “All those who, by the kindness of God the Father, through the working of the Holy Spirit, have entered into fellowship with Christ, are set apart as God’s property and personal possession.”30 The Heidelberg Catechism (LD 21, Q. 54) says, “The Son of God from the beginning to the end of the world, gathers, defends, and preserves to Himself by His Spirit and Word, out of the whole human race, a Church chosen to everlasting life, agreeing in true faith.”31 Wilhelmus Schortinghuis defined the “true church” as “that elect, called-out multitude of people who through the Spirit and Word are called and gathered out of the world, sin, and the service of Satan and into communion with God in Christ as head of the body and the hope of eternal life.”32

      The Kingdom of God and the Church

      The church of Christ is called his “kingdom” in the Reformed confessions.33 And such it is, if by “kingdom” we mean the citizens over whom he rules by his Word and Spirit. Israel was called to be “a kingdom of priests” (Ex. 19:6). To the officers of the church, Christ gives “the keys of the kingdom” (Matt. 16:19).

      However, in the New Testament, God’s “kingdom” (basileia) refers not to people but to the exercise of power.34 The mediatorial kingdom of Christ is God’s activity to reign through Christ by the Holy Spirit to rescue sinners from Satan’s kingdom and to bring them by his grace to his glory.35 The Bible ordinarily describes God’s church not as his kingdom but as the people who inherit or receive the kingdom.36

      For the church on earth, the kingdom of God is the powerful activity of his free grace working invisibly in and through people, like a seed growing into a large, fruitful plant (Mark 4:26–32). Bavinck said, “The kingdom of heaven of which Jesus speaks is . . . not a gathering of people, a commonwealth of citizens, but a composite of spiritual goods and blessings, a treasure (Matt. 13:44), a pearl (Matt. 13:45), righteousness, peace, and joy in the Holy Spirit (Matt. 6:33 and Rom. 14:17).”37 Vos said that the kingdom is “the invisible spiritual principle” of Christ’s active “lordship” and is “a broader concept than that of the church,” for Christ’s reign must fill all things, but the church’s officers do not have authority to rule over all things—though Christians should apply God’s royal Word to every area of their lives.38 Vos wrote,

      The kingdom-forces which are at work, the kingdom-life which exists in the invisible sphere, find expression in the kingdom-organism of the visible church. . . . From this, however, it does not necessarily follow, that the visible church is the only outward expression of the invisible kingdom. Undoubtedly the kingship of God, as his recognized and applied supremacy, is intended to pervade and control the whole of human life in all its forms of existence.39

      Given the difference between the two terms, Bavinck said, “It is not advisable to replace the word ‘church’ in the sense of ‘the people of God’ with the expression ‘kingdom of God.’”40

      At the same time, we may not separate God’s kingdom from his church. Christ redeemed his people to be kings (Rev. 5:10). In the coming age, they will reign with him in glory (22:5). Even now, they are “more than conquerors” as God works all things for their good and the gathering of a spiritual family around his Son (Rom. 8:28–29, 37). Empowered by the Holy Spirit, the church consists of God’s servants who proclaim and obey the Word through which the King is already bringing his kingdom into this world.41 As the instrument of the kingdom, the church is compared to salt, light, and the pillar and ground of the truth in this world, and will be like a lion, a threshing sledge, and fire in the judgment to come.42

      The gospel of the kingdom reminds us that Christ did not come merely to rescue sinners from God’s wrath as their Priest or merely to teach them doctrine as their Prophet but also “to found a community, to organize a government, and administer therein as a perpetual king,” as Stuart Robinson (1814–1881) said.43 Yet the kingdom in which the church partakes is utterly unlike the kingdoms of this world (John 18:36–37), for its citizens bear the defining characteristics of humility (Matt. 5:3; 18:1–4), repentance from sin (5:4; 21:28–31), and mercy and forgiveness toward one another (5:7; 18:21–35).

      The Church and the Glory of God

      Why has God elected, redeemed, and formed the church? The Lord says, “This people have I formed for myself; they shall shew forth my praise” (Isa. 43:21).44 Paul says that God chose his people in Christ “to the praise of the glory of his grace” (Eph. 1:6). He adds, “Unto him be glory in the church by Christ Jesus throughout all ages, world without end. Amen” (3:21). Peter writes, “Ye are . . . a peculiar people; that ye should shew forth the praises of him who hath called you out of darkness into his marvellous light” (1 Pet. 2:9). God decreed the church so that his greatness and goodness would be known and praised forever.

      The manifestation of God’s glory is his purpose for all things (Rom. 11:36).45 However, God has decreed to display his glory especially in the incarnate Son and the church united to him. Paul says, “All things were created by him [Christ], and for him. . . . He is the head of the body, the church: who is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead; that in all things he might have the preeminence” (Col. 1:16, 18). God uses the church to display his glory not only to mankind but also to the angels and demons. Paul says that this is “the mystery, which from the beginning of the world hath been hid in God, who created all things by Jesus Christ: to the intent that now unto the principalities and powers in heavenly places might be known by the church the manifold wisdom of God” (Eph. 3:9–10).

      But the church is not merely a means to display God’s glory; it is, by God’s design, the everlasting home where his glory will dwell. Thus, Paul prays “that Christ may dwell in your hearts by faith . . . that ye might be filled with all the fulness of God” (Eph. 3:17, 19). Isaiah says,

      Arise, shine; for thy light is come, and the glory of the Lord is risen upon thee. For, behold, the darkness shall cover the earth, and gross darkness the people: but the Lord shall arise upon thee, and his glory shall be seen upon thee. And the Gentiles shall come to thy light, and kings to the brightness of thy rising. . . . And they shall call thee, The city of the Lord, The Zion of the Holy One of Israel. (Isa. 60:1–3, 14)

      Therefore, to study the doctrine of the church is to listen to God’s heartbeat, as it were, as it pulses throughout the history of the world. God’s eye is ever on the church, for he has placed his holy name in his people. The Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit will not cease their almighty work of salvation until the whole elect church is full of his glory.

      The church’s glorious destiny seems impossible when we look at its condition on earth, but it is a promise to be received by faith. Caspar Olevianus (1536–1587) said, “For unless we want to say that in vain the Father sent the Son, in vain the Son suffered and rose again, and in vain the Holy Spirit was promised and sent, we must believe the effect of all these things, namely, that in Christ by the power of the Holy Spirit the Father builds for Himself a new people.”46

      Distinctions regarding the Church

      The Holy Scriptures and the history of the doctrine of the church require us to make certain distinctions to clarify what is meant by the “church.” The most significant distinctions are between the church militant and triumphant, universal and particular, and invisible and visible.

      The Church Militant and Triumphant

      First, there is the church militant and triumphant.47 This language was used as early as the twelfth century by Peter Comestor (d. c. 1179) and became a standard distinction in late medieval theological discussions of the church.48

      The term “militant” (Latin militans) signifies that the church on earth is engaged in continual spiritual warfare against sin (Gal. 5:17; 1 Pet. 2:11), the world (John 15:19; Rev. 17:14), and the Devil (Eph. 6:12). Kersten said, “On earth the Church must fight unceasingly day and night against her three-headed enemy.”49 From its inception after the fall of man, the church consisted of the “seed” divinely mobilized against the Devil and his seed (Gen. 3:15).50 The New Testament depicts the church as an army, one equipped not with physical weapons as used by political kingdoms (John 18:36), but with spiritual armor and weapons such as faith and love.51

      The term “triumphant” (triumphans) communicates that the church presently in heaven (and the whole church when Christ returns) enjoys complete victory and peace in Christ (Rev. 7:15–17; 14:13). Kersten said, “Neither the devil, nor the world, nor sin can ever attack the saints any more, who are now most perfectly giving honor and glory to their God and King for ever and ever.”52 Louis Berkhof (1873–1957) said, “The strife is over, the battle is won, and the saints reign with Christ forever and ever. In these two stages of her existence [militant and triumphant] the church reflects the humiliation and exaltation of her heavenly Lord.”53

      When using this distinction, we must remember, however, that Christ already has accomplished total victory for his church and triumphed in his resurrection and ascension, and the church shares in his victory by its vital union with him.54 Consequently, the church militant on earth already participates in the heavenly temple and the worship of the church triumphant, albeit in an incomplete manner (Heb. 10:19–22; 12:22–24). Luther said, “Whoever is in this church of Christ is through hope already in heavenly glory and the eternal house. . . . This [militant] church is the court of the heavenly Jerusalem and the tabernacle in which we are hidden through faith; and all things are not yet revealed.”55 The church must struggle all its days on earth, but its sincere yet imperfect obedience to God is a temporal manifestation of its spiritual essence and ultimate destiny. As Clement of Alexandria said, by doing God’s will in acts of justice and love, “the earthly Church is the image of the heavenly.”56

      The Church Universal and Particular

      The emphasis of the New Testament lies upon the particular, local church—involving more than four-fifths of the uses of ekklēsia.57 Ames defined a “particular church” as “a society of believers joined together in a special bond for the continual exercise of the communion of saints among themselves,” or “a society of saints.”58 Such a church could sometimes fit in a private house.59 The plural “churches” is commonly used for the body of Christ throughout a region such as Galatia, Asia, Macedonia, or Judea.60 Even when Paul makes a universal statement, he sometimes does so with the plural “all the churches” (2 Cor. 8:18; 11:28) or “the churches of God” (1 Cor. 11:16; 2 Thess. 1:4). The plural “churches” in the New Testament is striking since the “assembly” (qahal, often translated ekklēsia) of Israel is always singular. With Christ’s accomplishment of redemption, the assembly of Israel has multiplied into many assemblies scattered among the nations. James Bannerman (1807–1868) observed that for Christ’s church to continue in a condition where “all professing Christians could meet together in one place . . . would have been inconsistent with the progress of His gospel in the world.”61

      However, the particularity of the churches must be balanced with another theme of the New Testament: the universality of the church. There are several instances, especially in Paul’s epistles, in which the singular “church” refers to all of God’s people, all whom Christ redeemed by his death and is saving as their living head.62 Calvin said the “church” in this sense is “the society of all the saints, a society which, spread over the whole world, and existing in all ages, yet bound together by the one doctrine, and the one Spirit of Christ, cultivates and observes unity of faith and brotherly concord.”63 The Belgic Confession (Art. 27) defines the “universal Church” as “a holy congregation of true Christian believers, all expecting their salvation in Jesus Christ, being washed by His blood, sanctified and sealed by the Holy Ghost.”64

      Someone might object that the universal church cannot be called an “assembly” in any real sense of the word. This objection, however, fails to consider that the new covenant church is the eschatological Israel in union with Christ by the Holy Spirit. John Thornbury has written, “Is it not true that in a spiritual sense the children of God are a ‘called out assembly’ even now? Is not the spiritual Israel assembled at the feet of Jesus Christ in just as definite a way as the nation of Israel assembled at the feet of the rocky mountain in Arabia? The only difference is that one is spiritual while the other was corporeal.”65

      Though “church” is often plural in the New Testament, “body,” when used of the church, is never plural but emphatically singular: “one body,” the whole apostolic church baptized by the Holy Spirit into Christ (1 Cor. 12:12–13, 20). Similarly, the Bible speaks of many “churches,” but we never read of many Christian “temples,” only the singular “temple” (1 Cor. 3:16–17; 2 Cor. 6:16; Eph. 2:21). Calvin said, “The church is called ‘catholic,’ or ‘universal,’ because there could not be two or three churches unless Christ be torn asunder.”66

      The affirmation of this distinction is not to say, however, that we can neatly classify each New Testament reference to the church as either universal or particular. Paul writes of the universal “church,” to which God gave apostles and prophets (1 Cor. 12:28), but he does not say to the Corinthians saints, “Ye [plural] are part of the body,” but, “Ye are the body of Christ” (v. 27), for the particular church is a local manifestation of the universal church. All true churches are united to Christ by the Spirit, and so collectively they are one church, one body, one holy temple that touches both heaven and earth.67 Believers gathered as a local church to share the “one bread” of the Lord’s Supper are “one body” (10:17). Bavinck said,

      Every local church is the people of God, the body of Christ, built upon the foundation of Christ (1 Cor. 3:11, 16; 12:27), because in that location it is the same as what the church is in its entirety, and Christ is for that local church what he is for the universal church. In the various local gatherings of believers, it is the one church of Christ that comes to expression. . . . In its broadest sense the ekklēsia is the gathering of all the people of God, not only on earth but also in heaven (Heb. 12:23), not only in the past and present but also in the future (John 10:16; 17:20).68

      Likewise, Edmund Clowney said,

      Our tensions between the church as universal and local, informal and institutional, do not exist for the New Testament writers. The church they know exists before the face of the Lord, in the heavenly Jerusalem and therefore at Corinth. Both the catholicity and the localization of the church are manifested in the power and presence of the Spirit. Where the Lord is, among the holy angels, there his people come; where two or three of his people gather in his name, there the Lord is in the midst.”69

      Van Genderen and Velema said, “Ekklesia is not a quantitative but a qualitative concept. . . . The church is wherever the Lord gathers his people.”70

      The Church Invisible and Visible

      Augustine distinguished between the “body of Christ,” all the members of which will be with the Lord forever, and “the mixed church,” which contains hypocrites too.71 Wicked, nominal Christians, Augustine said, do not participate in the “invisible” grace of love, though they share in the “visible” sacraments.72 True members of Christ’s bride are so “inwardly and secretly,” according to “the position of the heart that we must consider, not that of the body.”73

      Over the medieval period, the Western church increasingly defined itself by its allegiance to the bishop of Rome (the pope) and the bishops under his authority. This view of the church was challenged by John Wycliffe (d. 1384) and John Hus (d. 1415), who appealed to the Augustinian notion of the church as all those predestined in Christ, the “mystical body” presently hidden from man’s perception but to be revealed in the last day.74 There are people in the church who are not of the church, but, Hus said, they are like dung in the body of Christ.75 So “church” has different senses: either “the admixture of the predestinate and the reprobate” or “the company of the predestinate.”76

      In the sixteenth century, the controversy over the nature of the church broke out again.77 Against the Reformers, Robert Bellarmine (1542–1621) said, “The Church is a union of men who are united by the profession of the same Christian faith, and by participation in the same Sacraments under the direction of their lawful pastors, especially of the one representative of Christ on earth, the Pope of Rome.”78 Bellarmine went so far as to say that the church is a society “as visible and palpable as the community of the Roman people, or the Kingdom of France, or the Republic of Venice.”79 This doctrine of the church not only insists that it is visible but also identifies it with a particular human institution with a physical location.80 Since the middle of the twentieth century, the Roman Catholic Church has affirmed a somewhat less institutional view of the church as Christ’s “mystical body” while still asserting the centrality of the papacy and bishops to the life and visibility of that body.81 The true church is not simply identified as the Catholic Church governed by the pope of Rome but “subsists in” it, “though many elements of sanctification and of truth are found outside of its visible structure.”82

      The Reformers in the sixteenth century responded to Rome’s doctrine of the visible, institutional church by distinguishing the external ministry of the church from the true church, which is hidden or invisible and has union with Christ by the Spirit.83 Calvin said,

      Holy Scripture speaks of the church in two ways. Sometimes by the term “church” it means that which is actually in God’s presence, into which no persons are received but those who are children of God by grace of adoption and true members of Christ by sanctification of the Holy Spirit . . . [indeed] all the elect from the beginning of the world. Often, however, the name “church” designates the whole multitude of men spread over the earth who profess to worship one God and Christ. . . . In this church are mingled many hypocrites who have nothing of Christ but the name and outward appearance. . . . 

      Just as we must believe, therefore, that the former church, invisible to us, is visible to the eyes of God alone, so we are commanded to revere and keep communion with the latter, which is called “church” in respect to men.84

      Reformed orthodox theologians defended and clarified this distinction. The church is called “invisible,” not because its members cannot be seen by human eyes but because only God knows whether or not they are elect and thus true members of the church.85 The true member of God’s people—the true “Jew,” to use Paul’s expression—“is one inwardly,” literally “in the secret or hidden one” (en tō cryptō) and by the Spirit’s work in “the heart” (Rom. 2:29; cf. 1 Pet. 3:4).86 Just as the kingdom of God is presently “hidden” (cryptō, Matt. 13:44), so the lives of those raised with Christ are also “hid with Christ in God” (Col. 3:3). The visibility and invisibility of the church may be compared to the body and soul of a human being, which do not form two persons but one person with visible and invisible aspects of his life.87

      The Westminster Confession of Faith (25.1–2) says, “The catholic or universal Church, which is invisible, consists of the whole number of the elect, that have been, are, or shall be gathered into one, under Christ the Head thereof; and is the spouse, the body, the fulness of Him that filleth all in all. . . . The visible Church, which is also catholic or universal . . . consists of all those throughout the world that profess the true religion; and of their children.”88 The confession could be misunderstood to teach that there are two churches, one invisible and the other visible, but the Westminster divines speak of Christ functioning as the head of the church as it is invisible (25.1) and visible (25.3, 6).89 A. A. Hodge (1823–1886) commented that the visible church is “not a different Church from that which has just been described as invisible,” but is “the same body . . . imperfectly discriminated from the rest of mankind by the eye of man.” This is because no man on earth can discern “with absolute accuracy” the conversion of another, but a “credible profession” of faith is sufficient to make someone “a member of the visible Church” under the charitable and reasonable (but fallible) judgment that he is “a member of the true Church.”90

      It has been questioned whether the phrase “invisible church” best communicates the biblical truth of the church’s spiritual aspect. Wilhelmus à Brakel (1635–1711) said that the church on earth “may be viewed either in her internal, spiritual frame, or in her public gatherings. . . . Thus, in some respects the church is visible, and in some respects invisible. However, one may not divide the church into a visible and invisible church.”91 Even in Paul’s epistle to the Ephesians, where he often writes of the church and body of Christ as all God’s elect and redeemed people,92 this is no invisible church but real people in actual relationships using their gifts in concrete societies under the ministry of pastors and teachers (Eph. 4:4, 7, 12, 16).93 Paul’s words “the church of God, which he hath purchased with his own blood” (Acts 20:28) most naturally refer to the elect for whom Christ died (Eph. 5:25), the identity of whom cannot be determined by human senses. However, Paul is speaking to “the elders of the church” at Ephesus (Acts 20:17) and exhorting them to shepherd “the church of God,” their local, visible church. Paul addresses the visible church at Corinth as those “sanctified in Christ” and “saints” (1 Cor. 1:2). Hence, John Murray said that in the New Testament,

      there is no evidence for the notion of the “church” as an invisible entity distinct from the church visible. . . . There are those aspects pertaining to the church that may be characterized as invisible. But it is to “the church” those aspects pertain, and “the church” in the New Testament never appears as an invisible entity and therefore may never be defined in terms of invisibility.94

      There are also practical concerns about this doctrine. To speak of the “invisible church” too easily suggests an entity only loosely connected to the “visible church.” Consequently, such language can foster a cynical view of local churches, as if their adult communicant membership consists largely of unbelievers even when the church is operating according to Christ’s Word. The spiritual organism of Christ’s living body is then divorced from the institutional organization of the church—though in reality the church as it is visible to us consists of both organism and organization.95 People may profess to be members of the invisible body of Christ while demonstrating no allegiance to any visible congregation and neglecting public worship. In so doing, they hinder themselves from enjoying Christ’s blessings, for the institutional church is “the mother of believers . . . a means of salvation.”96

      However, the Holy Scriptures do teach that we cannot simply identify any visible organization of professing Christians with the body of Christ. No one can know another’s heart with certainty except the Lord (Jer. 17:9–10). The Spirit’s work of regeneration is sovereign, mysterious, and not directly observable (John 3:8). Saving faith is invisible, pertaining to the inner man (Eph. 3:16–17). There are unbelievers in the church’s membership, “false brethren” (Gal. 2:4), who are not true members of the church. They profess Jesus as Lord with their mouths but deny him with their works; Christ does not know them as his own (Matt. 7:21–23). John teaches that there are people who “went out from us” (apostatized from the true church), though in reality “they were not of us” (never true members of the church, 1 John 2:19). On the other hand, it is not altogether impossible, as Paul explains to the Corinthians, that true believers who have backslidden into heinous sin can be excluded from a congregation by excommunication, though they remain part of the covenant people of God in its invisible aspect and will not fully or finally fall away (1 Cor. 5:2–5), but will be brought to fresh, Spirit-worked repentance.97 Some believers may not have the opportunity to join the church through baptism and church membership (Luke 23:39–43). The church continues even when persecution disperses it, forces it into hiding, temporarily disrupts its meetings, and gives advantage to a false church.98

      In other respects, the church is visible on earth, especially as it gathers for public worship. The new birth produces love and righteous deeds (1 John 2:29; 4:7). Saving faith motivates good works (James 2:17). If the true church were completely invisible, then our Lord could not have said, “Ye are the light of the world. A city that is set on a hill cannot be hid. . . . Let your light so shine before men, that they may see your good works, and glorify your Father which is in heaven” (Matt. 5:14–16). Neither does it help to distinguish the “church” from the “body” of Christ, for Paul treats them as one.99 Ordinarily converts are added to churches (Acts 2:47; 16:5), or they form new churches in communion with existing churches because they are taught by God to love one another (1 Thess. 1:1; 2:14; 4:9–10). Obedient Christians who enjoy spiritual access to God through Christ faithfully assemble (Heb. 10:19–25) under the authority of elders (13:17).

      The visible/invisible distinction expresses important biblical truths but must be properly nuanced to avoid creating doctrinal and practical problems. We offer the following points as guidelines for how to think and speak about the church as visible or invisible.

      
        	
There are not two churches, one visible and the other invisible. Bavinck said, “The visible and the invisible church are two sides of one and the same church.”100


        	The church has visible and invisible aspects. It is “with respect to the internal work of the Spirit” that the church is “invisible,” as the London Baptist Confession of 1677/1689 (26.2) says.101


        	By “invisible,” we mean known to God, and by “visible,” discernible to men on earth. Wayne Grudem says, “The invisible church is the church as God sees it. . . . The visible church is the church as Christians on earth see it.”102


        	
The invisible shows itself in visible people and their activities in particular churches. “The invisible church naturally assumes a visible form,” Berkhof said, “just as the human soul is adapted to a body and expresses itself through the body.”103


        	The visible reveals the invisible and depends on its reality. Vos said, “The visible thus everywhere presupposes the invisible, rests on it, derives from it its right of existence. It is called ‘church’ because it is thought to stand in connection with what the essence of the Church is, to be a manifestation of the body of Christ.”104


        	The invisible is to be sought within the visible. Antonius Walaeus (1572–1639) said, “This visible Church is strictly speaking not different from the invisible church, but it is only considered in a different way. . . . For that invisible Church which we described beforehand is gathered and formed within the visible Church.”105


        	In the old covenant, the church was visibly identified with a nation, a particular place, and a priestly institution, though many of its citizens were not true worshipers of God. The New Testament church is not bound to an earthly location or leader (whether Jerusalem and the high priest or Rome and the pope) but to the heavenly Christ, who works on earth to gather true worshipers by his Spirit through his Word.106


      

      God’s Word compares the church to a temple, the house of God. If the church in its invisible aspect is the house designed and purchased by God, the church as we see it today is “like a house that is being built.”107 Its foundation is laid and a rising structure is visible, but it is still under construction, with much to be added and significant rubbish and unused material to be removed. Just as we may find it difficult to see at a construction site what the finished building will be, so we must patiently wait for the Lord to complete his temple, when he will make the partially visible to be gloriously visible.

      The Distinctions Employed to Make Nuanced Definitions

      At the outset of this chapter, we offered a basic definition of the church as the assembly of God’s people in his special presence through his Son by his Spirit. We have seen that the meaning of “church” is subject to some distinctions: militant versus triumphant, universal versus particular, and invisible versus visible. We can adapt the definition so that it expresses the nuance of each side of these distinctions, especially in light of the inaugurated eschatology of the New Testament, which teaches that the church already enjoys the Spirit of the coming age though it has not yet entered into the glory of Christ’s resurrection.108

      The church militant is the assembly of God’s people led by Christ to wage spiritual war on earth while traveling as worshiping pilgrims on the way to God’s glory. The church triumphant is the assembly of God’s people led by Christ to worship God in heaven’s glory while resting in Christ’s complete victory over all their enemies. Yet these are not two churches but one church united in one Spirit as the eschatological Israel assembled in God’s holy and heavenly presence.

      The church universal is the assembly of God’s people as the whole body in union with Christ by the Spirit and manifested on earth in local congregations. The church particular is a local congregation of God’s people who gather in his presence as a specific, visible manifestation of Christ’s whole body. The church in its universal character is already raised with Christ to the heavenly assembly in glory, though in its particular and local character it consists of provisional congregations of pilgrims who have not yet arrived in glory.

      The church invisible is the assembly of God’s people according to God’s decree and the Spirit’s work in the heart to re-create men to glorify God through Christ. The church visible is the assembly of God’s people according to its public confession of Christ and good works of obedience to him that evidence the Spirit’s work in the heart. Yet some who are not truly saved are mixed into the church as it appears on earth. The difference between the visible and invisible aspects of the church reflects its partial yet incomplete attainment of God’s covenantal promises. That difference will disappear when the day of perfect fulfillment arrives and things hidden will be revealed.

      Applications of the Church’s Definition and Distinctions

      If the church is rightly defined as the assembly of God’s people in his special presence through his Son by his Spirit, then the corporate life of the church should revolve around communion with the triune God. As Paul says to those in Christ, “For through him we both have access by one Spirit unto the Father” (Eph. 2:18). And Paul writes to a church, “The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the communion of the Holy Ghost, be with you all” (2 Cor. 13:14). We have already written on how “evangelical spirituality hinges on the Trinity.”109 Here we note that communion with the one God as the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit should characterize the activity of the church, whether it assembles for worship, evangelism, discipline, or prayer. How often does your church sing of God’s great works through the only Mediator, Jesus Christ? Are you praying in the Spirit, relying on his power to approach God with petitions formed from the Spirit-inspired Scriptures? Could a Unitarian who believes that only the Father is God sit comfortably under the pastor’s preaching week after week?

      When we are confronted by the church’s faults, frailties, and struggles, we must remember that the church on earth is the church militant. Should we be surprised to see wounds and casualties on the front lines of a war? Indeed, should we be astonished to discover that the enemy has double agents in our midst? Nichols says, “Scripture views the church realistically, and so should we. . . . The devil’s spiritual children will infiltrate, harm, and divide Christ’s saved society.”110 Rather than becoming cynical, we should persevere in the battle and do all that we can to strengthen God’s people in faith and obedience to his Word. We can do so with great hope because the church militant is on its way to becoming the church triumphant. Already a great cloud of witnesses surrounds us as the spirits of just men made perfect worship God in the heavenly assembly (Heb. 12:23). One day all of us who are genuine believers will stand together in resurrected bodies and purified souls to sing the praises of the Redeemer.

      Since the church is both universal and particular, our love for the body of Christ should show itself in both ways. We must love all of God’s people, not merely those of our congregation, denomination, ethnicity, or nation. We are all one church and must serve one another. We must also love the church by committing ourselves to one particular congregation and serving its people loyally. Generally speaking, he who loves no particular church does not love the universal church, for the church is not just an idea but people in relationship to one another.

      The visible/invisible distinction should inform the preaching of God’s Word to the congregation. On the one hand, the distinction reminds us that the preacher can never assume all his hearers are saved. He should regularly help his listeners to discern their spiritual state by describing the marks and fruits of saving grace, and urge those in a state of sin to repent and believe in Christ. Discriminatory and evangelistic preaching in the church is essential to the conversion of sinners and helps to strengthen believers in their assurance, gratitude, and zeal for personal evangelism. On the other hand, the preacher should not abuse the distinction by assuming that the vast majority of communicant members in a well-ordered visible church are unconverted and speak to them as if they were under the wrath of God. In a rightly ordered church, the preacher has good warrant to address most of its communicant members as believers and give much attention to the privileges and calling of Christ’s body.

      Sing to the Lord

      Desiring God’s Special Presence with His People

      O Lord of Hosts, how lovely Thy tabernacles are;

      For them my heart is yearning in banishment afar.

      My soul is longing, fainting, Thy sacred courts to see;

      My heart and flesh are crying, O living God, for Thee.

      Beneath Thy care the sparrow finds place for peaceful rest;

      To keep her young in safety the swallow finds a nest;

      Then, Lord, my King Almighty, Thy love will shelter me;

      Beside Thy holy altar my dwelling place shall be.

      Blest they who dwell in Zion, whose joy and strength Thou art;

      Forever they will praise Thee, Thy ways are in their heart.

      Though tried, their tears like showers shall fill the springs of peace,

      And all the way to Zion their strength shall still increase.

      Psalm 84

      Tune: St. Edith

      The Psalter, No. 227

      Questions for Meditation or Discussion

      1. What basic definition do the authors propose for the church? What does each part mean and how is it rooted in the Bible?

      2. Explain how each person of the Trinity works to create the church: (1) the Father, (2) the Son, and (3) the Holy Spirit.

      3. What is the relationship between God’s kingdom and the church?

      4. What is God’s ultimate purpose for the church?

      5. What is the church militant? What is the church triumphant?

      6. Show from Scripture that “church” sometimes refers to a particular congregation and sometimes to the universal body of Christ.

      7. In what sense is the church invisible? In what sense is it visible?

      8. Of the practical applications listed at the end of this chapter, which seems most relevant to your church? Why? How can you help your church to grow in this area?

      9. What has your attitude toward the church been recently? How could the truths expressed in this chapter increase your esteem, love, and hope for the church?

      Questions for Deeper Reflection

      10. The authors’ definition of the church highlights its relationship to the special presence of God. Do you think this is a central aspect of the church’s identity? Why or why not?

      11. Why was the visible/invisible church distinction so important in the debate between the Roman Catholic Church and the Reformers? What lessons can we learn from that debate?
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      Christ’s Teaching about the Christian Church

      How important is the church to the Christian life?1 This question has been answered in various ways. At one end of the spectrum is clerical absolutism, in which the hierarchy of the institutional church claims total spiritual power over its faithful. At the other end is individualistic subjectivism, in which faith is private and church is optional.

      Both extremes are rooted in unbiblical views of the church. While the Christian must not turn the church into a substitute for Christ and the Holy Spirit, he also must not fail to love the church as Christ does. John Calvin said, “If we do not prefer the Church to all the other objects of our solicitude [concern], we are unworthy of being accounted among her members.”2 Calvin also said, “There is no other way to enter into life unless this mother conceive us in her womb, give us birth, nourish us at her breast, and lastly, unless she keep us under her care and guidance until, putting off mortal flesh, we become like the angels.”3 We need the church.

      The first instances of “church” (ekklēsia) in the New Testament appear on the lips of Christ in Matthew 16 and 18, where we learn of his manifesto for the building of his church and his model for its relationships. To these passages we join the Great Commission of Matthew 28, which reveals Christ’s mission for the church.

      Christ’s Manifesto for the Church

      As Jesus faced intensifying opposition from scribes, Pharisees, and Sadducees—the spiritual leaders of Israel—he asked his disciples who people were saying that he was, eliciting a variety of responses. Peter, however, confessed, “Thou art the Christ, the Son of the living God” (Matt. 16:16). Jesus blessed Peter as the recipient of divine revelation (v. 17) and said, “Thou art Peter, and upon this rock I will build my church; and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it. And I will give unto thee the keys of the kingdom of heaven: and whatsoever thou shalt bind on earth shall be bound in heaven: and whatsoever thou shalt loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven” (vv. 18–19). In these words, Christ declared his sovereign intention regarding his church.

      The Foundation of the Church

      What is this “rock” on which Christ builds his church? Through the ages, there have been various interpretations. First, some interpreters say that the rock is Peter. There is a play on words between the terms translated as “Peter” (Petros) and “rock” (petra). Christ was clearly associating the rock on which he would build the church with Simon, whom he had named “Peter” or “Rock” (John 1:42). From this observation, some interpreters, from the church fathers to theologians today, have deduced that Christ promised to build his church upon the apostle Peter.4

      Roman Catholic theologians quote Matthew 16:18–19 to argue that Christ ordained a visible head to lead his church in his absence, which the Roman Catholic Church identifies as the bishop of Rome, the successor of Peter, “the unshakable rock of the Church.”5 The First Vatican Council (1869–1870) asserted that Christ gave to Peter “the primacy of jurisdiction over the universal Church of God” so that he and his perpetual line of successors, the popes, or bishops of Rome, constitute “the visible Head of the whole Church Militant.”6 Ludwig Ott (1906–1985) said that Christ conferred solely upon Peter and his successors “supreme power” in the church to secure its unity and strength, like the stone foundation of a house, and to exercise the stewardship of the keys of the kingdom in teaching and all jurisdiction.7

      However, even if “this rock” refers to Peter, Christ’s statement still tells us nothing about a perpetual office in the church that holds Peter’s apostolic authority today. John Broadus (1827–1895) noted that Roman Catholic theologians, to prove their point, must also show that, first, “Peter alone” is the foundation, not the other apostles (Eph. 2:20); second, Peter was the “viceregent of God and sovereign of all Christians”; third, Peter’s authority could be transmitted to successors; fourth, he was the first bishop of Rome; and fifth, his authority “was actually transmitted” to subsequent bishops of Rome.8

      If we take “this rock” to refer to Peter, it would be better to view him as standing for all the apostles, as Jerome (d. 420) understood the passage.9 Christ addressed his question “Whom say ye [plural] that I am?” (Matt. 16:15) to all the “disciples” present with him (v. 13), and Peter answered as their representative. In the parallel text in Luke, the context seems to identify the “disciples” with him at the time as the twelve apostles (Luke 9:1, 10, 12, 18). Hence, Peter spoke for all the apostles.10 Thus, Jesus can be understood to have been addressing in Peter the function of all the apostles in founding the New Testament church.11

      Alternatively, Peter can be viewed as the representative of all who confess Christ by faith, as Origen (c. 185–c. 254) said: “If we too have said like Peter, ‘Thou art the Christ, the Son of the living God,’ not as if flesh and blood had revealed it unto us, but by light from the Father in heaven having shone in our heart, we become a Peter.”12 This is because, Origen said, we cannot suppose that the whole church is built on Peter alone (what of John and the other apostles?), but the promise “upon this rock I will build my church; and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it” belongs to all who share in Peter’s faith.13

      Similarly, Ambrose of Milan (339–397) said,

      This, then, is Peter, who has replied for the rest of the Apostles; rather, before the rest of men. And so he is called the foundation, because he knows how to preserve not only his own but the common foundation. . . . Faith, then, is the foundation of the Church, for it was not said of Peter’s flesh, but of his faith, that “the gates of hell shall not prevail against it.” But his confession of faith conquered hell.14

      This is an evangelical interpretation that applies Christ’s words to Peter.

      There is, however, reason to distinguish Peter from “this rock,” because the two words, petros and petra, have a significant difference of meaning.15 Petros means a stone, such as a rock that a man can pick up and throw. Petra means bedrock under the earth or an outcropping of stone, such as a rocky cliff, ridge, or peak.16 Hence, petra can be a figure of speech for “firmness and immovability” and “occasionally a name for God.”17 To “build” (oikodomeō) upon “rock” (petra) requires digging down to find bedrock to serve as a solid foundation for a structure (Matt. 7:24; Luke 6:48). Peter can scarcely be regarded as immovable bedrock, for shortly after confessing Jesus to be the Christ, he rebuked Jesus for intending to go to the cross (Matt. 16:22), and later, at Christ’s trial, he proved to be more like a reed shaken by the wind when he thrice denied the Lord (26:69–75).18 In context, it does not seem likely that Christ referred to him as “this petra” on which Christ builds the church.19

      Some scholars object that in Aramaic, a language spoken by Jews in the first century, both terms for “rock” would have been the same word (kepha).20 Thus, they argue, we should not see any distinction, for Christ likely said, “You are kepha, and on this kepha I will build my church.” However, this argument is speculative. We know that Jesus sometimes spoke Aramaic words and phrases,21 but it is likely that he also spoke Greek, the common language of the day even among many Jews (Acts 6:1; cf. John 19:20), and it is possible that he sometimes taught in it.22 Furthermore, if Jesus spoke Aramaic to Peter, we cannot know for certain exactly what words he used. We do know, however, what the Holy Spirit inspired Matthew to write about this event in Greek. Rather than base doctrine on a speculative Aramaic reconstruction of Jesus’s words, we must look to the Greek New Testament as God’s Word. Hence, the distinction between petros and petra makes it unlikely that the church is founded on Peter.

      Second, other interpreters have understood Christ to have been referring to himself as the rock on which the church is built.23 Augustine sometimes favored this understanding of the text, writing, “‘Therefore,’ he saith, ‘Thou art Peter; and upon this Rock’ which thou hast confessed, upon this Rock which thou hast acknowledged, saying, ‘Thou art the Christ, the Son of the living God, will I build My Church’; that is upon Myself, the Son of the living God, ‘will I build My Church.’ I will build thee upon Myself, not Myself upon thee.”24

      Christ is certainly the foundation of the church (1 Cor. 3:11), the cornerstone of God’s temple (Isa. 28:16; 1 Pet. 2:4–6), for he is the only Mediator between God and man (1 Tim. 2:5). However, there are some difficulties with interpreting the “rock” in Matthew 16:18 to be Christ. In Paul’s metaphor of the foundation, the apostle is the builder who lays the foundation (1 Cor. 3:10–11), whereas in Christ’s metaphor, he is the builder, which makes it somewhat confusing if he is also the foundation. We should not, though, rule out the possibility of a double reference to Christ as builder and foundation. In the parable of the sheep, Christ is both the door and the shepherd (John 10:9, 11). Another difficulty with identifying the petra as Christ is that it severs the connection between the foundational petra and Simon Petros.

      Third, some interpreters, including us, understand “this rock” to refer to Peter’s confession by divine revelation that Jesus is the Christ, God’s Son.25 It seems best to interpret “You are Petros, and upon this petra I will build my church” so as to associate the foundation with Peter while making a distinction between them as between the confessor and his confession. Christ’s words are linked to Peter’s confession by their parallel form: “Thou art the Christ” (Su ei ho Christos) and “Thou art Peter” (Su ei Petros). Perhaps more precisely, the foundation is “the divine revelation from which that confession sprang and to which Jesus refers so significantly in verse 17,” as Richard Lenski (1864–1936) commented.26 Calvin said, “Against all the power of Satan the firmness of the Church will prove to be invincible, because the truth of God, on which the faith of the Church rests, will ever remain unshaken.”27

      Long before Protestant-Catholic polemics, some theologians believed that the context identifies the foundational rock as Peter’s confession of Jesus as the Christ, God’s Son. John Chrysostom (c. 344–407) said, “He added this, ‘And I say unto thee, Thou art Peter, and upon this rock will I build my church’; that is, on the faith of his confession.”28 Augustine once said, “Christ, you see, built his Church not on a man but on Peter’s confession.”29 Hilary of Poitiers (c. 315–368) said, “What then is this truth, which the Father now reveals to Peter, which receives the praise of a blessed confession? . . . Thou art the Christ, the Son of the living God. . . . This faith it is which is the foundation of the Church; through this faith the gates of hell cannot prevail against her. . . . This is the Father’s revelation, this the foundation of the church.”30

      Therefore, when Christ declares, “Upon this rock I will build my church,” he most likely refers to the word of God that Peter confessed by divine revelation, the truth that Jesus is “the Christ, the Son of the living God” (Matt. 16:16). Christ constructs his church on the foundation of the doctrine of his person and work. “The truth that Jesus Christ is the promised Messiah, very God and very Man in one Person, the anointed Savior of the world, is the main groundstone whereupon the faith of all believers is founded, as upon a rock,” David Dickson (c. 1583–1662) said.31

      When properly applied, all three interpretations of Matthew 16:18 converge. Christ promised to build his church on the gospel of Jesus Christ revealed by God to and through his apostles. The apostles were the rock instrumentally as they functioned to establish the church on Christ by their teaching. Christ is the rock efficaciously in that he alone is the Mediator between God and man. The Word of God is the rock cognitively, for in it God provides the objective revelation of Christ by which the church knows and trusts in him.

      Paul uses a similar metaphor when he teaches that Christ is the cornerstone of the church, and the foundation is his apostles and prophets, to whom God revealed the mysteries of Christ for the sake of the church (Eph. 2:20; 3:5). In fact, when Paul says that he laid the foundation, which is Christ (1 Cor. 3:10–11), he is referring specifically to the preaching of the gospel of Christ, whether by Paul, Apollos, or another minister (vv. 5–6). John also saw in his visions of the new Jerusalem that “the names of the twelve apostles” were written on the foundations of the city wall (Rev. 21:14), shortly after the Lord had told him, “Write: for these words are true and faithful” (v. 5). By the Spirit-inspired preaching and writing of the apostles, Christ founded his church on the solid ground of God’s revelation concerning the Mediator, and Satan will never dislodge the church from that immovable bedrock.

      The Builder and Owner of the Church

      Christ said, “I will build my church.” The church comes from the great acts of his power, wisdom, and love, not those of man. James Bannerman said, “The church is a divine institution, owing its origin not to man, but to Christ, and associated together not in consequence of human arrangement, but by Christ’s appointment.”32 Mere men, even great men such as Moses, are servants in God’s house, but God the Son is the builder of God’s house (Heb. 3:1–6).

      The church’s identity as the building constructed by Jesus must be understood in light of the two great revelations concerning him that precede and follow his words in Matthew 16:18. Jesus is “the Christ,” the anointed Prophet, Priest, and King whom God promised to send to save his people; and he is “the Son of the living God,” the Son of the Father, God come to man with divine power, wisdom, and love (v. 16).33 Hence, “I will build my church” is Jesus’s announcement of the fulfillment of the ancient promises to Israel. The church is not a parenthesis in God’s plan, in which he pauses his purposes for Israel;34 rather, the church is the eschatological Israel, the people of the Messiah, God’s new creation. Christ spoke these words to the apostles, who were the core of the faithful remnant in Israel, the Jews who believed in him.

      The words “I will build my church” (Greek future tense) are connected to Christ’s revelation to his disciples of his future work35—namely, that “he must go unto Jerusalem, and suffer many things of the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and be raised again the third day” (Matt. 16:21). Christ’s great works of church building consist of his death for her sins and his resurrection for her eternal life.

      Christ gave himself for his church (Eph. 5:25). God the Son purchased the church with his own blood (Acts 20:28). The church was built at Golgotha, an ugly place stained with blood and reeking of death. And this is fitting, for the church deserves death and hell for its sins (Rom. 6:23; Rev. 21:8). Jesus said, “I will build my church,” with the cross before him. He endured the wrath of God against us. This is what “I will build my church” required of our Lord.

      And this is not all, for “I will build my church” required that Christ conquer the grave, rise from the dead, ascend into heaven, and, from the Father’s right hand, perform mighty works by the Holy Spirit to break down the strongholds of Satan and bring his redeemed people out of darkness into the light of his glory (Acts 2:24, 33–36; 5:30–31; 26:18, 23). With these words, Jesus acknowledged his sole responsibility to mediate saving grace to the world until every one of God’s elect receives eternal life and the end of the age arrives.

      Paradoxically, the fulfillment of Israel’s hope takes place by Israel’s crucifixion of its own Messiah. The rulers of the theocratic nation rejected their Lord. Consequently, God ended the national theocracy and created a new form for the church. The Christian church lacks the sword of earthly power and follows the Lord through suffering to glory.36 Hence, Christ said, “If any man will come after me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross, and follow me. For whosoever will save his life shall lose it: and whosoever will lose his life for my sake shall find it” (Matt. 16:24–25).

      The church is nothing less than God’s house constructed by his appointed King, the Son of David (Matt. 1:1). The verb translated as “build” (oikodomeō, 16:18) literally means to construct a building.37 It appears several times in God’s covenant with David, in which he promised that David’s offspring would build a house for the Lord and that God would build a house for David.38 The word translated as “church” (ekklēsia) was used of Israel’s assembly around God’s special presence at Mount Sinai, the tabernacle, and the temple.39 Broadus commented that Christ speaks of his ekklēsia because “the spiritual Israel” is here presented “as an ideal congregation or assembly” gathered spiritually around one person, though not gathered in one place.40 Both oikodomeō and ekklēsia are prominent in the accounts of the planning, construction, and dedication of Solomon’s temple.41 Christ the King builds the temple of God’s presence, constructing it of people made alive by his Spirit, establishing its sacred ordinances with his Word, equipping his servants with spiritual gifts, purifying his temple with discipline, and reigning over the temple in heavenly glory.42

      When Jesus told Peter, “I will build my church,” he declared that the church belongs to him. The church does not belong to its pastors or people. The church belongs to Jesus Christ. It is his special possession, for he is not merely a man but the Son of the living God, possessing and exercising the authority of God. The church is his assembly, his people. Their identity is found in him. They are his friends (John 15:14) and his family (Matt. 12:50). In a word, they are his.

      Old Testament Israel was “the church of the Lord,”43 and New Testament Israel is the church of the Lord Jesus. John Murray wrote, “When Jesus speaks of ‘my church,’ he is thinking of those gathered and knit together after the pattern provided by the Old Testament as the people for his possession, as the community which he is to constitute, and which stands in a relation to him comparable to the congregation of the Lord in the Old Testament.”44 George Ladd (1911–1982) said, “The fellowship established by Jesus stands in direct continuity with the Old Testament Israel. The distinctive element is that this ekklēsia is in a peculiar way the ekklēsia of Jesus: ‘My ekklēsia.’ That is, the true Israel now finds its specific identity in its relationship to Jesus.”45 J. Knox Chamblin says, “The term ‘my church’ does not imply that there was no Old Testament ekklēsia but reflects Jesus’ mission to reconstitute the people of God around his own person, as already evident from his choice of twelve apostles ([Matt.] 10:2).”46

      The Lord’s ownership of the church should profoundly affect how we view it and participate in it—it is the church of our Lord Jesus Christ. The rule of the church’s conduct cannot be the will of its pastors, elders, or members but the will of its owner, Jesus Christ. Therefore, all decisions regarding the beliefs and practices of the Christian church must be based on sound exposition and application of God’s Word, in which Christ reveals his will.

      Furthermore, we must treasure the church as Christ’s cherished possession. We would place great value on an object that once belonged to a famous historical figure. That value would be multiplied if the object were not a common thing, such as a chair, but some treasure the person purchased at great expense. How much more should we treasure the people of Jesus Christ, the King of kings and Lord of lords, which he purchased with his very blood!

      Yet we must also bear in mind that Christ is still building the church, which means that it is a work under construction. Though destined for majestic glory, like any construction site the church often is a mess that demands our patience and labor. We must trust in the plans of its Architect. We must be willing to put on our hard hats and work boots, and labor together, rather than complaining about how the church does not meet our expectations.

      The Victory of the Church

      Christ did not say, “I will try to build my church,” but, “I will build my church.” This is the promise of God’s almighty Son. Christ leads his church to assured victory in its warfare: “The gates of hell shall not prevail against it” (Matt. 16:18). Calvin said,

      Even if the whole fabric of the world were overthrown, the church could neither totter nor fall. First, it stands by God’s election, and cannot waver or fail any more than his eternal providence can. Secondly, it has in a way been joined to the steadfastness of Christ, who will no more allow his believers to be estranged from him than that his members be rent and torn asunder.47

      The word translated as “hell” (hadēs) is not the term typically used of everlasting damnation (geena, cf. Matt. 5:22, 29–30, etc.) but a term for death (1 Cor. 15:55).48 The expression “gates of hell” (pylai hadēs) in the Old Testament and other ancient Jewish writings refers to physical death, with death portrayed metaphorically as a city entered through its gates.49 Christ took this phrase and used it for powers that actively strive to “prevail” against his church.50 In the immediate context, the danger arose from the religious leaders who would kill Jesus, but the deeper source of opposition is Satan (Matt. 16:21–23). This saying may allude to God’s promises of victory to the patriarchs over the “gate” (representing the city, Deut. 12:15; Ps. 87:2) of those who hated them (Gen. 22:17; 24:60). In sum, Christ promises the church’s victory over the organized satanic powers of death that aim to destroy it (cf. Eph. 6:12). He triumphed over “hell” decisively when he rose from the dead (Acts 2:27, 31; Rev. 1:18; cf. 1 Cor. 15:55–57).

      It can be argued that “gates” indicates hell’s defensive posture, implying that the church is on the attack. Military assaults on a city often focus on breaching its gates.51 And it is certainly true that Christ leads his church to assault the kingdom of Satan and rescue the Devil’s captives. However, we should be careful not to read more into Christ’s words than is warranted. A “gate” is a common figure of speech for a people or power.52 The “gate” of a city was the place where its elders sat to make decisions and render judgments, so it may be representing Satan’s schemes against the church.53 “Shall not prevail” suggests an attack on the church that it successfully repels.54 Whatever the precise import of “gate,” Christ clearly promises that his church cannot be destroyed.

      The church on earth constantly exists in a state of spiritual warfare. Jesus builds his church in the context of the cosmic conflict that has raged between the seed of the Serpent and the seed of the woman since the fall of man (Gen. 3:15). By Christ’s grace, the church will crush the head of Satan and triumph (Rom. 16:20). Though the powers of this world “shall make war with the Lamb,” yet “the Lamb shall overcome them: for he is Lord of lords, and King of kings: and they that are with him are called, and chosen, and faithful” (Rev. 17:14).

      At times, the church stumbles. Leaders fail. Congregations disappear. Denominations apostatize. But Christ ensures that his church will continue to the end of the age and will ultimately enjoy total victory. As the Belgic Confession (Art. 27) says, “This holy church is preserved or supported by God against the rage of the whole world, even though she sometimes (for a while) appears very small, and in the eyes of men, to be reduced to nothing, as during the perilous reign of Ahab, when nevertheless the Lord reserved unto Him seven thousand men who had not bowed their knees to Baal.”55

      If we doubt the living church’s future, we must remember her union with Christ. Just as the church shares in Christ’s sufferings and death, so she also shares in his resurrection. John Flavel (1628–1691) said, “Believe, that how low soever the church be plunged under the waters of adversity, it shall assuredly rise again. Fear not, for as sure as Christ arose the third day . . . so sure the church shall arise out of all her troubles. . . . O be not too quick to bury the church before she is dead! Stay till Christ hath tried his skill, before you give it up for lost.”56

      The Authority of the Church

      After promising that he would build the church and give it victory, Christ said, “I will give unto thee the keys of the kingdom of heaven: and whatsoever thou shalt bind on earth shall be bound in heaven: and whatsoever thou shalt loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven” (Matt. 16:19). The singular “thee” and “thou” refer to Peter, the preeminent disciple and apostle of Christ, who stood in this context as the representative of all the apostles and of those who would come after them as officers of the church. Keys imply authority in Christ’s kingdom, as the authority belonging to the king’s steward (Isa. 22:22). Christ gives these keys to his servants, which implies that officers do not have royal dominion in the church but a ministerial stewardship delegated from Christ.57 A key can symbolize knowledge or doctrine as a means of entering the kingdom (Luke 11:52; cf. Matt. 23:13).

      What specific authority is Christ granting to his church? Keys open or shut doors that allow for access in or out of a place (cf. Rev. 1:18; 3:7–8). Given the image of Christ building God’s house, the keys represent the power to welcome people into the church or exclude them from it as members or outsiders to God’s kingdom, according to the doctrines of God’s Word.58 “Bind” (deō) and “loose” (luō) are terms used by Flavius Josephus (37–c. 100) for making authoritative judgments about men.59 The same terms appear in Matthew 18:18 in the context of removing people from the church due to unrepented sin and regarding them as outside the covenant community (vv. 15–17).60 We also note the parallel text in John 20:23: “Whose soever sins ye remit [forgive], they are remitted unto them; and whose soever sins ye retain, they are retained.” Hence, the power of the keys pertains to the proclamation of the gospel of forgiveness of sins to those who repent and believe in Christ alone for salvation, and to the church’s application of that gospel by welcoming repentant believers as forgiven members of Christ’s church and excluding unrepentant sinners as unforgiven outsiders.

      The Heidelberg Catechism (LD 31, Q. 83–85) explains that the keys of the kingdom consist of “the preaching of the holy gospel, and Christian discipline, or excommunication out of the Christian church; by these two, the kingdom of heaven is opened to believers and shut against unbelievers.” This is because by the preaching of the gospel, the church testifies to every believer that “all their sins are really forgiven them of God for the sake of Christ’s merits,” but to the unbelieving and unrepentant “that they stand exposed to the wrath of God and eternal condemnation, so long as they are unconverted.” And by discipline, those in the church who reject the church’s brotherly admonition for their false doctrines and evil practices are excluded from membership and participation in the sacraments until they repent.61

      Christ promises that when the church functions as it should, it acts with heavenly authorization. What it binds “shall be bound in heaven,” and what it looses “shall be loosed in heaven.”62 It is not that the church’s preaching and disciplinary judgment control heaven’s judgment or are based on immediate revelations from heaven concerning the spiritual state of individuals. Rather, the church operates according to the truth already revealed from heaven about the true citizens of the kingdom.63 The church is the steward of the Word.

      From beginning to end, Christ builds his church by his Word. By the Word, the church knows Jesus and confesses its faith in him as the Son of God, the anointed King over God’s kingdom. By the Word, the church regulates itself with an authoritative standard of truth and righteousness that opens or locks the doors of the kingdom. By the Word, Christ overcomes the satanic powers that threaten to destroy the church and leads it to the glory of the kingdom. Therefore, Christ’s manifesto for the church is his sovereign declaration that he will build a people of faith and obedience to him, and all of the forces of evil will not be able to prevail against them as they rest upon his Word.

      Christ’s Model for the Church

      The second reference to the church in Christ’s teaching is found in Matthew 18:15–20. We will return to this passage in a later chapter when treating the subject of church discipline.64 Here we consider what these verses indicate about Christ’s purpose for his church.

      The church is a gracious family in which there is mutual accountability. Jesus says, “If thy brother shall trespass against thee, go and tell him his fault between thee and him alone: if he shall hear thee, thou hast gained thy brother. But if he will not hear thee, then take with thee one or two more, that in the mouth of two or three witnesses every word may be established. And if he shall neglect to hear them, tell it unto the church” (Matt. 18:15–17a). Note the repetition of “brother,” tying these instructions to Christ’s teaching that his brothers are those bound together by their obedience to his Father’s will (12:50). We must see the discipline of the church, Mark Dever says, as “part of a larger commitment by the entire church to pray and work for one another’s [moral and spiritual] formation in Christ.”65 This is not a harsh discipline but a gracious accountability that gives multiple opportunities to repent in a community that seeks out its straying sheep (18:13) and is willing to forgive the repentant over and over again (vv. 21–22).

      The church is an organized society with defined membership, standards, and judicial processes. Jesus says, “But if he neglect to hear the church, let him be unto thee as an heathen man and a publican” (Matt. 18:17b). Christ’s church has a boundary, and it is responsible to exclude those who repeatedly refuse to repent when confronted with their egregious sins. Christ had already supplied his disciples with the moral standards for this community in his teaching, as in the Sermon on the Mount, which itself is an exposition of the moral law revealed in the Old Testament. This society also has a judicial process for dealing with those who violate its standards, as the preceding verses explain.

      The church’s official actions represent the heavenly realities of God’s kingdom. Jesus says, “Whatsoever ye shall bind on earth shall be bound in heaven: and whatsoever ye shall loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven” (Matt. 18:18). This promise expands what Christ said to Peter about “the keys of the kingdom of heaven” (16:19), authorizing the use of such keys by other officers (plural “ye”) in the church, beginning with the apostles and continuing in the elders whom Christ raised up after them.66 The church’s judgment is an anticipation of God’s judgment on the last day, though rendered in hope of repentance and final salvation.67

      The church invokes God’s power in Christ’s special presence. Jesus says, “If two of you shall agree on earth as touching any thing that they shall ask, it shall be done for them of my Father which is in heaven. For where two or three are gathered together in my name, there am I in the midst of them” (Matt. 18:19–20). Though Christians sometimes apply these promises to private gatherings, in context Christ is speaking about meetings of a church, especially for prayer regarding solemn matters, such as discipline.68 Christ looks ahead to the future of his church, when he will be spiritually present in all its gatherings by the outpoured Holy Spirit (28:20). Note Paul’s similar statement that the church gathers “in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ . . . with the power of our Lord Jesus Christ” to exercise discipline (1 Cor. 5:4). In its official meetings, the church manifests its nature as the assembly of God’s people in his special presence through his Son by his Spirit.69

      In Matthew 18, we see again the continuity and discontinuity of the messianic people of God with ancient Israel. Christ’s call for mutual exhortation among brothers in the covenant people is not new but reflects God’s law for Israel: “You shall not hate your brother in your heart, but you shall reason frankly with your neighbor, lest you incur sin because of him. . . . You shall love your neighbor as yourself: I am the Lord” (Lev. 19:17–18 ESV). Christ’s saying that “in the mouth of two or three witnesses every word may be established” (Matt. 18:16) quotes the law of Moses (Deut. 19:15). However, Christ applies the law of testimony not to the civil penalties of a theocratic nation (including the death penalty, 17:6) but to the spiritual penalty of exclusion from a covenantal spiritual family. Just as the Lord designated the temple as the place where God put his “name,”70 so Christ’s disciples gather in his name and his special presence is with them—but in a sacred people, not a sacred building.71

      Our Lord’s instructions for the church in Matthew 18 confirm what we observed from Matthew 16—namely, that the church is a society instituted by Christ himself. Bannerman said, “Christ expressly laid down the main principles of order and government for the formation of His Church. He did not wait for the historical development of the Christian society, or leave His disciples to organize for themselves its system of government and office-bearers and laws.”72 That is not to say that we find a full set of instructions for the church in the Gospels—Christ had much to teach his apostles through the Spirit after his resurrection (John 16:12–13). However, even before his resurrection, Christ sketched the outlines of his model for his people.

      Matthew 16 and 18 remind us of the universal-particular quality of the church that we discussed in the previous chapter.73 Christ’s promise “I will build my church” clearly has a universal scope, for particular churches can decline and die, whereas Christ says his church cannot fail. However, Christ envisions a visible organization with officers bearing authority (“keys”), people exercising mutual accountability, and meetings of at least two or three believers. Therefore, Christ has in view the church that is universal but not abstracted from its local assemblies. Christ’s church, against which the gates of hell cannot prevail, manifests itself in particular churches. He will continue to build local churches until all his elect attain to glory.

      Christ’s Mission for the Church

      Though the word church does not appear elsewhere in the Gospels, we cannot leave the topic of Christ’s teaching on the church without considering the Great Commission: “All power is given unto me in heaven and in earth. Go ye therefore, and teach all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost: teaching them to observe all things whatsoever I have commanded you: and, lo, I am with you always, even unto the end of the world. Amen” (Matt. 28:18–20).

      Christ opens this commission with a declaration of his mediatorial supremacy. The word translated as “power” (exousia) has the meaning of legal power or authority to command people and distribute property.74 Authority is normally joined with actual power, lest it be ineffective. When Jesus speaks of authority being “given unto me,” he refers to his authority as the Christ of God, the incarnate Mediator (Dan. 7:13–14; John 17:2), not as the eternal Son of God, equal to the Father. Therefore, Jesus Christ, having accomplished his work of redemption and risen from the dead, is now invested by God the Father with supreme authority over all the universe. He has triumphed in victory over the powers of evil that sought to destroy him, his kingdom, and his people. The exaltation of Christ brings the church into a new stage of history and grounds the commands that follow on his finished work and inaugurated kingdom.75

      In light of his supremacy (“therefore”), Christ gives his people a mission to perform. Christ directly addresses his apostles (Matt. 28:16) but includes the whole church to the end of the age (v. 20). His commission centers on one command (the only imperative in the text): “Make disciples of all nations” (v. 19 KJV mg., ESV).76 All true Christians are “disciples” of Christ (Acts 11:26), people who give their absolute allegiance to Jesus and follow him as their Master, conforming their beliefs and conduct to his example and teaching (Luke 6:40; 14:25–35).77 The calling of God’s people is to make more such disciples—many more, by his grace.

      Whereas previously Christ directed the apostles to make disciples in Israel alone (Matt. 10:5–6; 15:24), the risen Lord now launches a mission to “all nations” (cf. Luke 24:47), for the Christ has entered his state of exaltation to reign over all the earth (Ps. 2:2, 6, 8). No earthly prince or power has the right to shut out the church or shut down its work of disciple making, for the Lord of all has commanded it to “go.” William VanDoodewaard paraphrases Christ as saying, “I am not merely the King of the Jews, but also the King of kings. I have global authority.”78 The last days prior to the age to come have arrived (Acts 2:17; cf. Matt. 24:14; 28:20). God’s people are no longer defined as a particular nation but as the disciples of Christ. God is now fulfilling his promise to bless all clans and nations through the seed of Abraham.79

      This central command to make disciples is modified by three participles, literally “going,” “teaching,” and “baptizing.” The first is an aorist participle, lending it imperatival force with the aorist imperative “make disciples,” which it precedes. The second and third are present participles, following the imperative “make disciples,” perhaps as the means by which to implement the command continuously or repeatedly until the mission is fulfilled.

      
        	“Going” calls for the church to send ministers of the Word to all nations so that the people of those lands may hear of Christ and believe in him (Rom. 10:13–15). Christ said elsewhere, “Go ye into all the world, and preach the gospel to every creature” (Mark 16:15). This “go” contrasts with Christ’s previous order to “go not” to the Gentiles but “go rather” to Israel (Matt. 10:5–6). It is not enough to wait for the nations to come to the church (1 Kings 8:41–43); God’s ministers must go to the nations. “Go” also implies that the church must send not only a message but also messengers, for making disciples involves not merely teaching (which can be done by letters and books) but also relationships of affection and imitation (1 Thess. 1:6; 2:7–14).

        	
“Baptizing” refers to the church’s administration of the sign of initiation (Acts 2:38) into the community that worships the triune God: “the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost.” Christ directed his disciples to baptize new disciples during his earthly ministry (John 4:1–2). He also instituted the Lord’s Supper as a means for his gathered disciples to remember that he died for the forgiveness of their sins and to commune with him by faith (Matt. 26:26–28). The sacraments of the church are an essential part of its mission.

        	“Teaching” is further explained as “to observe all things whatever I have commanded you.” The verb translated as “observe” (tēreō) means to keep, as in carefully obeying commandments.80 This is instruction for life—not merely doctrine but also moral principles and exhortation. The expansiveness of “observe all things” implies a comprehensive ministry of teaching that is a “life-long task.”81 It also implies that new disciples must also be instructed to obey the Great Commission so that the mission of the church is expanded among the nations and perpetuated by raising up new teachers in each generation. Remarkably, the body of instruction is not what God commanded but what “I [Jesus Christ] have commanded.” Here we see Christ again asserting his lordship over his church.

      

      This commission implies a need for churches of God’s people in various places under the care and government of officers qualified to teach them and administer the ordinances. Therefore, the mission of the church is to multiply disciples by multiplying churches, so that in every nation there are assemblies of Christ’s disciples for the ministry of Word and sacrament.

      Christ promises, “Behold, I am with you [plural] always, to the end of the age” (Matt. 28:20 ESV). As the church gathers in various places and times, the special presence of the risen Lord Jesus is unfailingly among them. This implies that the resurrected man who has been appointed by the Father to rule all things (v. 18) is also the omnipresent God: God the Son incarnate. Daniel Doriani says, “At the beginning of Matthew, we learn that Jesus is God with us to redeem his people (1:23). At the midpoint, we learn that he is God with us to purify his people (18:20). At the end, we learn that he is God with us to disciple the nations (28:20). We have his strength, his Spirit, his presence, and his comfort for our mission; we are not alone.”82

      The Great Commission, though it does not explicitly use the word church, is rooted in Christ’s previous teachings about the church. Christ commissions his servants to make disciples, and his disciples confess him before men (Matt. 10:24–25, 32–33; cf. Rom. 10:9–10), just as Peter confessed that Jesus is the Christ, and Jesus said to him, “Upon this rock I will build my church” (Matt. 16:18). Christ’s call to teach his disciples to obey all his commands cannot be separated from the community of mutual exhortation and accountability envisioned in Matthew 18:15–17. It was to this community, even in its smallest gatherings, that Christ gave the promise of his presence (v. 20), which he reiterated in the Great Commission (28:20). Edmund Clowney said, “The Great Commission at the end of this Gospel (Matt. 28:18–20) must not be isolated from the Great Constitution in the heart of the Gospel (Matt. 16:17–19).”83 Mission must never be separated from the church, or the church from mission. Missions that evangelize individuals but do not seek to plant churches or gather converts into existing churches are not fulfilling the Great Commission. Churches that do not seek to engage in missions are not obedient to the Lord and will often die.

      Summary of Christ’s Teaching

      Given the richness of our Lord’s manifesto, model, and mission for the church, it will be helpful to conclude this chapter with a summary of what we have learned.

      When looking ahead to his crucifixion and resurrection, Jesus Christ announced that he would build his church. The church is entirely his. It is founded on Christ’s identity as revealed to the apostles. It is constructed by the Prophet, Priest, and King promised to Israel. Thus, Christ foretold the building of the new covenant Israel. This church, in its present administration, is different from that of the old covenant, for Israel’s priestly theocracy rejected Christ and consequently was rejected by God. Christ accomplished redemption through the cross and rose from the dead as the great High Priest of his people. The exalted Son of David does not build a physical temple and gather the assembly of Israel to it as Solomon did, but builds a spiritual temple that consists of the assembly of his people. The demonic powers of death threaten this church but cannot destroy it, for it belongs to the Lord of life, who conquered paradoxically through suffering and death. In and through the church, God’s kingdom advances on earth. The church’s officers exercise the authority of that kingdom as God’s servants who proclaim the decrees of heaven and apply them to men on earth.

      The church is a brotherhood of believers who exhort and hold one another accountable to repent of sin. The church has a membership with a boundary defined by obedience to God’s Word. Those who persist in serious unrepented sin after many admonitions, leading ultimately to their excommunication, are to be counted as outsiders to God’s covenant people. Yet those who repent of sin after being admonished continue to be welcomed and counted as brothers and sisters. The gatherings of the church, be they ever so small and seemingly insignificant compared to the assemblies at the temple in Jerusalem, take place in Christ’s special presence and participate already in his messianic reign. Though Jesus Christ has ascended into heaven, the church is his messianic assembly, God’s holy temple, and heaven’s embassy on earth.

      Though for a time the church consisted of disciples gathered to Jesus from within Israel, after Christ’s resurrection, he commissioned his people to be fruitful and multiply in all the world. The call to discipleship must go out to all nations, for the risen Lord has received mediatorial dominion over all flesh. The church must send out messengers as seeds to plant new churches, each of which is an assembly of Word and sacrament in the presence of its living King, laboring by his grace to grow in obedience to his commandments. The church is the means by which the Lord Jesus extends his kingdom throughout the earth and the spiritual family of that kingdom’s blessed citizens.

      How awesome, then, is the church of Jesus Christ! We should approach its meetings with fear and joy, for Christ walks among us. We should hear its ministers with urgency and attentiveness, for when they preach God’s Word and apply it, they hold in their hands the keys that open or shut God’s kingdom to us. We should view its members as a brotherhood whose identity is holiness in Christ and whose fellowship is heaven on earth. We should embrace its mission as the labor given by the Lord to all his disciples until he returns in glory.

      Sing to the Lord

      The Victory of Christ’s Church

      Christ shall have dominion over land and sea,

      Earth’s remotest regions shall His empire be;

      They that wilds inhabit shall their worship bring,

      Kings shall render tribute, nations serve our King.

      Christ shall have dominion over land and sea,

      Earth’s remotest regions shall His empire be.

      Crowns and thrones may perish, kingdoms rise and wane,

      But the church of Jesus constant will remain;

      Gates of hell can never ’gainst that church prevail;

      We have Christ’s own promise, and that cannot fail.

      Onward, Christian soldiers, marching as to war,

      With the cross of Jesus going on before.

      Unto God Almighty joyful Zion sings;

      He alone is glorious, doing wondrous things.

      Evermore, ye people, bless His glorious Name,

      His eternal glory through the earth proclaim.

      Christ shall have dominion over land and sea,

      Earth’s remotest regions shall His empire be.

      Tune: St. Gertrude

      Stanzas 1 and 3, Psalm 72

      The Psalter, No. 200

      Trinity Hymnal—Baptist Edition, No. 678

      Stanza 2, Sabine Baring-Gould

      Trinity Hymnal—Baptist Edition, No. 490

      Questions for Meditation or Discussion

      1. What are the three main interpretations of “this rock” in Matthew 16:18?

      2. If “this rock” in Matthew 16:18 refers to Peter, does this prove the Roman Catholic claim that the pope has authority over the whole church? Why or why not?

      3. What are the implications of each word in Christ’s statement “I will build my church”?

      4. What promise does Christ give regarding the victory of the church? What does that promise mean?

      5. What are the keys of the kingdom? How are they used? What does Jesus mean by binding and loosing? (See Matt. 16:19; 18:18.)

      6. What can we learn from Matthew 18:15–17 about Christ’s church?

      7. What does Christ’s promise in Matthew 18:20 mean?

      8. What does Jesus teach us about the church’s mission in Matthew 28:19–20?

      9. In Matthew 16:18–19; 18:15–20; and 28:18–20, how does Christ teach us that he is the life and power of the church? How would this be different if Christ were not God?

      10. How can the truths of this chapter give us a higher esteem for the church? Write your answer in the form of a few devotional thoughts, then share them with family members or friends.

      Questions for Deeper Reflection

      11. Which interpretation of “this rock” in Matthew 16:18 do you find most convincing? Why? Present your answer in terms of arguments from the text, its immediate context, and the broader teaching of the Scriptures.

      12. What is your function (or office, if that is the case) in the church? How should Christ’s statement “I will build my church” affect how you perform your ministry?

      13. What do the three main texts examined in this chapter show us about the continuity and discontinuity between the Old Testament people of God and the Christian church?
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