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“What is the Church?” In order to answer such a question we must first look at the life 

and ministry of Jesus. When Jesus first appeared he boldly proclaimed (as did John the Baptist, 
Matt. 3:2), “Repent for the kingdom of heaven is near” (Matt. 4:23). Over 80 times Jesus 
referred to and taught about this kingdom. 

Actually, the kingdom of God had appeared in space and time in the person of Jesus 
himself.1 Jesus’ mission was to tell the good news of the kingdom—that God’s rule had come in 
salvation for all, show what the kingdom was like, demonstrate its works, tell how to enter it and 
establish the messianic community in embryonic form. He then died on the cross and rose from 
the dead in order to defeat the kingdom of evil and bring in the age of the kingdom of God. 

In other words, Jesus had come to bring the kingdom of God to mankind. It is interesting 
to note, however, that Jesus did not set up the kind of kingdom even his apostles expected. 
Instead he established the Church, a community entrusted with living and proclaiming the 
mystery of the kingdom to the ends of the earth (Eph. 3:2-10).2 The key to this is found in the 
definition of the kingdom. Biblically the kingdom is not primarily a realm or a place where God 
rules, but is principally the authority, dominion and reign of God himself.3 

The kingdom of God exists wherever God’s authority and dominion are established. In 
the sense that Jesus came to bring the kingdom, he came to bring the rule of God to man; and 
insofar as he defeated the kingdom of evil, he destroyed the chains of satanic rulership that kept 
man from being able to submit to God’s authority. It is in this way that Jesus set up the church, 
not as “the kingdom of God,” i.e. the actual authority of God on earth, but as the community of 
believers who had submitted to kingdom authority and thereby had entered into that kingdom 
even now although still awaiting its final consummation in history. Thus, the church is not to be 
directly associated as the kingdom of God, but as the visible, earthly expression of the kingdom 
of God. 

Christ not only came to bring the kingdom but he also came to establish a new society, 
which would be the visible expression of God’s kingdom on earth. This new society is to be a 
living example of God’s love and grace, and by serving God in obedience and righteousness and 
living in true Christian community it becomes a witness of the character and values of the 
kingdom to the world. Furthermore, God has created the church to be his agent for establishing 
his kingdom on earth. The church then is the primary means by which God is accomplishing his 
purpose among mankind at this time, which is the bringing of all things and people under the 
dominion or rulership and headship of the Lord Jesus Christ (Phil. 2:10-11; Eph. 1:9-10).4 

Paul tells us God’s cosmic plan is that through the church the manifold wisdom of God 
should be made known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly realms (Eph. 3:10). How can 
the church make known the manifold wisdom of God? The church is the fruit of Christ’s 
reconciling love and thus the revelation of God’s manifest wisdom and as Christ’s body shares 
Christ’s reconciling work (2 Cor. 5:18-20). 
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The church is inseparable from God’s cosmic design “to place all things under one head, 
even Christ” (Eph. 1:10), which is the essence and goal of the kingdom. Therefore, although the 
kingdom of God is yet to come in its fullness, to the extent that this coming occurs in history 
before the return of Christ God’s entire cosmic plan for his kingdom on earth is to be 
accomplished through the church.5 So then what is the church? The Greek word for church used 
in the New Testament is “ekklesia.” “Ekklesia” literally means “the called out ones,” or those 
who have been selected and called out—called together for a given purpose. 

In the great classical days in Athens, “ekklesia” was the convened assembly of the 
people. It consisted of all the citizens who had not lost their civic rights. Other than that its 
decisions must conform to the laws of the state, its powers were to all intents and purposes 
unlimited. The “ekklesia” was an assembly where everyone had an equal right and an equal duty 
to participate.6 The “ekklesia” always referred to a particular meeting; there was no continuing 
“ekklesia” between sessions.7 

Jesus used this term only on two occasions that we know about. However, the early 
believers picked up on the terminology and used it apparently almost from the beginning (Acts 
2:47). “Ekklesia” can refer to both the fact that we have been called out of the world as well as 
that we have been called together as a community for kingdom importance. In the New 
Testament, “ekklesia” when referring to the church, is used both of particular gatherings of 
God’s people and of the continuing community of believers. Thus, while the city membership 
may only periodically meet together, the believers as the church are always gathered together 
unto the Lord within his kingdom.8 

“Ekklesia” is used in the New Testament in four different ways: first, as a reference to the 
universal church which is comprised of the entire company of believers both living and dead; 
second, to a specific local church; third, to the actual assembly of believers in any place; and 
fourth, to a regular assembly of believers in any town or city.9 The universal church is both 
visible and invisible. It is first the church invisible, made up of the entire body of believers 
united by faith in Christ whether or not they belong to any external organization or expression of 
this church. This is what Jesus was referring to when he said, “I will build my church” (Matt. 
16:18; cf. Heb. 12:22-23). Jesus also referred to a visible expression of the church in Matt. 
18:17. Here he said that if a man refused to listen to brotherly rebuke, the matter was to be 
brought to the church—a viable, seeable entity that could relate to and handle certain situations. 

The church was to be more than just a theoretical entity; it was to be an actual, visible 
expression of those who comprised the invisible church. This does not necessarily mean a certain 
type of structure, but at the very least, an ongoing gathering of Christians who recognize 
themselves as comprising God’s people known as “the church,” and who distinguish between 
those who belong and those who do not. 

While salvation is an individual experience before God, it is not individualistic. We are 
called out to God one at a time, yet are called unto a visible gathering of God’s people known as 
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the church. Thus in the early church wherever Christians went churches were formed. And those 
who avoided this visible expression by not gathering were rebuked and encouraged to continue 
their fellowshipping with the saints.10 This brings up the next point, that the church is both 
universal and local. 

The church is universal in that all believers belong to that one and the same church of 
Jesus Christ (Acts 2:47, 1 Cor. 15:9, Eph. 5:22-32). There is an implied unity whereby all 
churches, and necessarily all Christians, belong to that one church. There is never an excuse for 
“churches” to be against one another. They are simply parts of the greater whole that comprise 
the church. If Christ is to be glorified, the church must be more than simply a collection of 
denominational and independent churches. There must be unity among all God’s people as the 
church even though they may meet at separate places and at varying times. As Paul said, “Make 
every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace. There is one body and one 
Spirit—just as you were called to one hope when you were called—one Lord, one faith, one 
baptism; one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all” (Eph. 4:3-6). 

The church must not allow doctrinal issues to divide it but must look for a foundation of 
agreement: Christ crucified for his church, giving free salvation by grace and faith to all who 
will believe, restoring fellowship with a loving God and returning to resurrect and redeem those 
who follow him. Other issues should be kept in friendly and honest discussion but not used to 
divide and separate Christ’s church (1 Cor. 2:1-5). When we come to the cross, we do not come 
as Protestants or Catholics or anything else; we come as sinners. At the cross there is no 
distinction whatsoever. Jesus specifically prayed that God would make the believers one. The 
primary purpose of this unity is that God be glorified (John 17). The secondary purpose is for the 
authentic communication of the gospel.11 The existence of the church in an ideal form of unity is 
the fullest revelation of God that the world can see. His glory and love must be seen through the 
church.12 

Biblically the church is not only universal in scope, but also is seen as a local entity. It 
belongs to the universal church on the one hand, yet is seen as distinctly separate on the other. 
For example, Rom. 16:16 states, “All the churches of Christ send greetings.” The reference is to 
churches, not just the church (c.f. 1 Cor. 4:17; 7:17). 

In 1 Cor. 1:2, Paul ties the local church to the universal church. It is valid, even 
necessary, for a local church to be seen as distinctive. Then it can be dealt with on its own 
individual level whether for praise or correction. The members also need both a universal 
membership in “the church” as well as a local point of identification for ministry and service. 
They can then be a part of what Christ is doing in the world and still have a place where they can 
be seen and heard and counted. Thus, “To the Church of God in Corinth, to those (the church as 
the people) sanctified in Christ Jesus and called to be holy, together with all those everywhere 
who call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ—their Lord and ours” (1 Cor. 1:2). 

The Corinthian church, as a local church, had fallen into some sticky problems that 
needed to be corrected. Even though the local church was in error it never ceased to belong to 
the universal church. The church does exist on a local level and while problems will arise from 
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time to time that need correction and even rebuke, the church is still a valid entity and no less a 
part of the universal church.13 

Scriptural Images for the Church 
The church is more than just an institutional fact, and we now examine some of the 

different scriptural images used regarding the church in the New Testament. 

The People of God 
First, we see the church being referred to as the people of God. We noted previously that 

Jesus Christ has come both to bring the kingdom of God and to set up a new society which 
would live in the kingdom blessings. Peter explained it in this manner, “But you are a chosen 
people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God” (1 Pet. 2:9). He went on to 
explain that previously they had not existed as the people of God but that their peoplehood rested 
upon the fact that they had received mercy. 

A person is not initially born into the people of God, but is birthed into it (reborn) 
through salvation. Once a member, however, one is no longer a part of the world and is strongly 
adjured to recognize that God’s people are “aliens and strangers in the world” thereby needing to 
abstain from worldly desires, and instead to produce good deeds (1 Pet. 2:11-12). 

Kingdom living is put in direct contrast with worldly living. The member is told to be 
transformed from the image of the present world by the renewing of the mind so that God’s will 
for that life can be known (Rom. 12:2). It is essential that the church recognize itself as 
something distinctly separate from the world. It comprises far more than just a new and different 
organizational structure that people can join. The church is literally a new community, a 
distinctively different people from those that live in the world. And although the church exists in 
the world, its members are only aliens passing through on their journey to their true home, the 
consummated and realized kingdom of God. Two implications of this peoplehood that need to be 
considered are the relationship with God and the relationship with each other that kingdom 
people enjoy. 

First, the heart and core of God’s message to man throughout the scriptures is that he 
desires a people—a community—to share in his life. This is the reason for which God created 
man in the first place and why he was willing to send his son, Jesus Christ, to suffer and die for 
us. God desired that we see and realize the nature of his love and his desire to have fellowship 
with the people he had created, even if they were at rebellion with him. From beginning to end 
the Bible reveals that one of God’s greatest desires is that human beings, insignificant as we are, 
might enter into such a relationship with him so that he might call us “his people.”14 We are 
promised that if we endure to the end God will be our father and we will be his children and, 
“the dwelling of God (will be) with men, and he will live with them. They will be his people and 
God himself will be with them and be their God” (Rev. 21:3). 

Second, our people-hood is seen in our community relationship with each other. If we are 
to be the sons of God that makes each of us brothers, a new and exciting relationship that we do 
not share with those in the world. All too often people today see the church as simply a building 
they can come to or a hierarchical organization they can join or quit at will. This brings up the 
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difference between an organization and a community. An organization is held together by a 
common goal or purpose to which each member contributes, not merely by intimate personal 
relationships. If a person is unhappy with his role, or the organization is unhappy with his 
contribution, he is usually free to go somewhere where he can function better. A community, on 
the other hand, is based on lasting relationships. One is either a member of the community or he 
is not; his participation within the community is not based upon what he produces, but upon who 
he is. However, today’s church is often nothing more than an organization seeing what it can 
produce rather than functioning as a community of God’s people. 

Christ came to establish a community of believers committed to God, not just another 
organization. This can be seen clearly from the quality of relationship that the earliest church 
exhibited (see Acts 2:42-47; 4:32-35). Yet even from the first, there was that slow and creeping 
tendency to become just another worldly organization based on what one can do rather than on 
community life and who one is.15 A great many of the New Testament writers dealt with keeping 
the church consistent with its earliest purity of existence in which God worked so powerfully 
among the believers. 

If we believe God is the same now as in the first century and his goals and desires for the 
church have not changed, we should not justify a level of Christian conduct and experience that 
falls below what the New Testament believers experienced, but should strive for the same purity 
of purpose for which the apostles strived.16 We need constant reminders of this fact even as Paul 
reminded the Philippian believers (Phil. 2:1-4). 

The Flock of God 
A second scriptural image of the church is that of the flock of God. It is similar to the 

first (that of being the people of God) except that it was used when explaining the role of 
leadership to the elders of God’s church (1 Pet. 5:1-4). The imagery of the church as the flock of 
God was used to emphasize to the leaders of God’s people that the church belongs to “the chief 
Shepherd,” not to them, as well as to give imagery as to how they were to care for the church. 

The Body of Christ 
A third scriptural image of the church is that of the body of Christ. In Greek, the word 

“body” was commonly used to describe the unity of anything which consisted of various 
members. This metaphor was especially apt in expressing both the essential unity between Christ 
and his church as well as the unity between the members of his church. Paul takes this one step 
further, however, speaking of an organic unity in which Christians not only belong to Christ and 
to one another but they also abide in Christ and find life in him.17 

Jesus Christ is the head and the life of the church. All ministry must come from him and 
through him (John. 15:1-8). Without Christ there is no salvation, no spiritual life, no godly 
direction (see Col. 2:16-19). Instead, Christ must be seen as the absolute ruler over the church 
(Col. 1:15-18; Eph. 1:20-23) and the church is to submit to him in everything (Eph. 5:23-24). 
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The church as the body of Christ exists on both universal and local levels. The church is 
universal in that Christ came to establish the church as his body, devoted and dedicated to him 
(Eph. 1:22-23). It is local in that each separate fellowship of believers is to be a living example 
of that greater body of Christ. It is on this level that Paul wrote using the example of a human 
body to describe the inter-relationships, functions and giftedness of the different members of the 
church (Rom. 12:12-27). Although each person was uniquely different each had been placed 
there by the head, that is Christ, and was uniquely placed to accomplish a certain function for the 
greater good of the body. Each member was encouraged not only to discover and use his own 
gifting ministry, but to also depend upon and receive those gifts from the rest of the body. For 
just as in a human body, where all parts are necessary, so with Christ’s body all parts are 
necessary, “so that the body of Christ may be built up until we reach unity in the faith and in the 
knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fullness 
of Christ” (Eph. 4:12b-13). This is accomplished through the release of spiritual gifts working 
through God-appointed ministers. 

No one possesses all the gifts or functions in all the ministries, and no one should attempt 
to exist outside the context of the mutually shared gifting of the church (1 Cor. 12:29-30). 
Furthermore, we are told that Christ appointed the ministries and gifts of the body; consequently 
no one should see himself with greater or lesser esteem since that gifting has nothing to do with 
the individual. Instead, all the glory and praise should go to him who gave the gifts. When any 
member is honored all should rejoice; when any member suffers all should feel the hurt (1 Cor. 
12:14-26, esp. 26). This should constantly be taught and strived for within today’s church. 

The Bride of Christ 
A fourth scriptural image of the church is that of the bride of Christ. This imagery goes 

back to the Old Testament relationship between God and Israel. As God’s bride, his people Israel 
were called into a spiritual relationship to be marked by absolute fidelity and devotion. Israel 
was pledged unconditionally to God and waited for his promised coming with confident and 
expectant hope. Any disobedience to his word or any deviation of allegiance or devotion was 
therefore seen as spiritual adultery.18 This imagery comes from God using a human relationship 
to which man can relate (that of marriage) to describe God’s intense desire for a close and 
intimate relationship with a people he can call his own. Thus the church, as the new Israel, has 
become the bride of Christ and is awaiting the consummation celebration—the marriage supper 
of the lamb (Rev. 19:6-9). Paul used this image most clearly in Ephesians 5:22-33 when 
describing the relationship between Christ and his church.19 

First, the church as the bride is to obey her husband completely. Christ earned this love 
and respect by giving of his own self to purchase her from the world. The bride now belongs to 
her husband and he, that is Christ, will completely protect her and take care of her and her needs. 
Christ gave himself for her to make her holy, “and to present her to himself as a radiant church, 
without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and blameless” (Eph. 5:27). From this we 
can see that today’s church needs to be completely obedient to Christ and his word. 

We must realize that Christ himself has established us and will supply our every need as 
we wait upon and trust in him. We must make certain that we are fiercely faithful to him morally, 
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doctrinally and in our commitment of love and service. Finally, we must be watchful for his 
coming to take us home with him forever lest we be asleep and be left behind Matt. 25:1-13). 

The Building of God 
A fifth scriptural image of the church is that of the building of God. The early concept of 

the church had no connection with a church building as it does today. Instead, the church was 
seen as a group of believers drawn together by the Holy Spirit in a place where they could 
worship together, whether that was the temple in Jerusalem (Acts 2:46), a believer’s home (Rom. 
16:5), outside by a river (Acts 16:13) or any other place where believers could meet.20 

Today’s church has developed a “theology of architecture” which all too often allows the 
structure of the buildings to dictate the quality and function of the worship and ministry. The 
early church did not have this problem, for the context of their services was not building related 
but that of a community.21 Today’s church buildings have often become more a witness to our 
immobility, inflexibility, lack of fellowship, and pride.22 

Howard Snyder suggests that we can tell when we have an “edifice complex.” He cites 
the following evidences: “When we spend more money on buildings than on outreach, hold all 
gatherings only in the church building, put construction before missions and evangelism, refuse 
to use church buildings for anything other than “sacred” functions and measure spirituality by 
the number of human bodies present within our buildings at any given time,” we have an edifice 
complex.23 

When the scripture speaks of the church as the building of God, it is speaking of 
something far different than our physical church buildings; it is rather describing God’s spiritual 
construction of his people with Jesus Christ as the chief cornerstone. Furthermore, the building is 
not just any structure, but that of God’s temple—God’s own house where he dwells by his Spirit 
(Eph. 2:19-22). 

The temple had been the place of worship under the old covenant and was known as 
God’s house. Now the church was to fill that role. For example, when Jesus talked with the 
woman at the well of Samaria she asked about the correct place of worship. Jesus responded to 
her question by saying that the time is coming when worship will not be centered in a physical 
place but will come from a spiritual people. “God is spirit,” Jesus said, “and his worshipers must 
worship in spirit and in truth” (John. 4:19-24). This new kind of worship meant that men would 
no longer need holy buildings in order to worship God. Instead, they themselves would be made 
holy by the indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit.24 They would become a holy priesthood, 
offering spiritual sacrifices of worship to God through Jesus (1 Pet. 2:4-8). The people 
themselves would constitute the sacrifices of worship and praise as they offered up themselves, 
their praises and their good deeds to glorify God (Rom. 12:1; Heb. 13:15-16). 

No longer would a priest be needed to serve as a go-between for God and man because 
Christ himself became the chief priest (Heb. 3:1-6; 4:14-16) and has now appointed all believers 
as priests to offer their sacrifices unto God. Our priesthood is not to function apart from the 
church but as a part of the greater whole. As Peter said, “You also, like living stones, are being 
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built into a spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood, offering spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God 
through Jesus Christ” (1 Pet. 2:5). Because of this, no longer is a building to be seen as the 
temple or house of God, but God’s people are that holy temple. Now a building is not to be seen 
as a “holy place” but instead God’s people are called to be a “holy people.” 

Of course, practically speaking, buildings may be necessary for a meeting place of the 
church, but all too easily they can become the static institutionalism that Christ came to 
abolish.25 

It is important to note that since the church is a spiritual building it is God who is 
responsible for the construction of his holy temple. No man is necessary as a go-between for God 
and man other than Jesus Christ (John 16:23-24, 26,-27). God himself will build the church 
(Heb. 3:3-6; Matt. 16:18). Yet, in a unique way, God has chosen to work through specific 
individuals to accomplish the building of his temple as they build up, train and care for his 
church (1 Cor. 3:9; John 21:15-17; 1 Pet. 5:1-4). Finally, it should be noted that since the Holy 
Spirit dwells within God’s temple it is sacred and anyone who in any way destroys God’s temple 
will be destroyed by God (1 Cor. 3:16-17). 

God’s Household and God’s Field 
Two scriptural images closely related to the church as the building of God are the church 

as God’s household and the church as God’s field. The church is seen both as God’s house where 
he dwells and as his household—those who belong to him as his family. (See Eph. 2:19; 1 Tim. 
3:15; Heb. 3:3-6). We are no longer to be seen simply as God’s creation but in some unique way 
as his children and heirs—heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ Jesus (Rom. 8:14-17; 2 Cor. 
6:16-18). 

The church is also seen as God’s field, where men may labor but only God is in control 
of the results (1 Cor. 3:5-9). Jesus often used this type of imagery to explain about the kingdom 
(Matt. 9:37-38; 13:1-32, 36-43; John 15:1-16). It is important that we realize that we must be 
diligent in our work of ministry and outreach, but only God can control the outcome. 

The Army of Christ 
Finally, the last scriptural image of the church that is to be discussed is that of the church 

as the army of Christ. As an army, the church today is in dire need of boot camp! First, we need 
to find and follow our commander, Jesus Christ. He is called the “captain of our salvation” (Heb. 
2:10, KJV). It is he, through his recruiting officer, the Holy Spirit, who has enlisted us; and our 
primary aim should be to please him. 

Biblical submission to Christ and his subordinate officers must be learned by every 
believer. We are instructed to take captive every thought to make it obedient to Christ (2 Cor. 
10:5). If we are consciously disobeying him in any area of our lives we cannot hope to fight 
successfully in our spiritual battles.26 We must learn and follow his commands, accomplishing 
that which he would assign to us. There is no place for personal pursuits; we must present all to 
Christ. Just as Paul said to a young officer, “endure hardship with us like a good soldier of Christ 
Jesus. No one serving as a soldier gets involved in civilian affairs, he wants to please his 
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commanding officer” (2 Tim. 2:3-4). The gospel of Jesus Christ needs to become our chief 
concern; everything else must become secondary.27 

Second, we need to learn about the battle and how to fight it. Mankind is caught in the 
middle of a cosmic battle between God and Satan with the war being waged for the eternal 
destiny of men’s souls. We have been recruited by Jesus Christ to destroy the works of Satan in 
people’s lives through spiritual warfare, thereby rescuing them for God’s kingdom. 

Our first enemy is that of the world, the subtle calling of materialistic and prideful 
endeavors that would take our allegiance and attention away from our creator and put them upon 
anything else. This is what Satan tempted Jesus with and the main tool by which he has ensnared 
mankind.28 We are to put our energy into the kingdom and not into the world, “for where your 
treasure is, there your heart will be also” (Luke 12:33-34). 

Our second enemy is that of the flesh. When Adam and Eve first took of the forbidden 
fruit they set in motion a tendency to sin which pervades every person alive. Paul calls this 
struggle with sin the sinful nature (NIV) or the flesh (KJV) (Rom 7:7-25). James tells us that 
when we sin it is because we give in to this sinful desire and that sin, when full grown, leads to 
death (Jas. 1:13-15). And Peter tells us that we should abstain from these sinful desires because 
they wage war against our souls (1 Pet. 2:11). 

We need rather to learn to be led by the Spirit, living completely in him, so that we will 
be empowered to overcome and not to gratify the desires of the sinful nature, instead manifesting 
the fruit of the spirit. When we sin we give a foothold to Satan in our lives (Eph. 4:27). 
Therefore, those who desire to belong to Christ Jesus must “crucify the sinful nature with its 
passions and desires” (Gal. 5:13-24). Jesus came to destroy sin and thereby free men to serve 
God. Satan wants to ensnare man in sin in order to destroy man’s place with God. Thus the 
injunction, “Dear children, do not let anyone lead you astray. He who does what is right is 
righteous, just as he is righteous. He who does what is sinful is of the devil, because the devil has 
been sinning from the beginning. The reason the Son of God appeared was to destroy the devil’s 
work” (1John 3:7b-8). 

Thus, our real enemy is the devil. We are told that he is scheming for our downfall (2 
Cor. 2:11; Eph. 6:11), prowling around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour. But if 
we resist him, standing firm in the faith, he will flee from us (1 Pet. 5:8-9; Jas 4:7). “For our 
struggle,” Paul says, “is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the 
authorities, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms” (Eph. 6:12). 

In order to combat this barrage of evil God has equipped us with his spiritual armor so 
that on the day of battle we will be able to stand (Eph. 6:13-18). It is important that we make 
certain that all of this armor is in place, that we know how to use it and that we are prepared for 
battle. We cannot use worldly weapons; for it is the spiritual weapons God has equipped us with 
that will have divine power to demolish strongholds, arguments and every pretension that sets 
itself up against the knowledge of God. It is important that we are empowered in battle through 
prayer and praise (Eph. 6:18), being fully trained with special equipment through spiritual gifts. 
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As the army of God we must be prepared to fight the good fight of faith (1 Tim. 6:12) and go 
forth as conquerors in Christ’s name (Rev. 6:2). 

The Purpose of the Church 
We have so far discussed what the church is, and now we look at why the church exists. 

As previously discussed, the church was created to be a community of God’s people in close 
fellowship with him. Our highest calling and purpose is to see and enjoy what God has made, 
constantly giving him all the praise and glory for everything he has done. We were specifically 
chosen so that we could declare the praises of God for his salvation, offering up “spiritual 
sacrifices” acceptable to God (1Pet. 2:5,9). 

Our worship has now taken the place of the Old Testament sacrifices. Jesus provided the 
sacrifice needed, once and for all, and all that remains is for us to constantly praise him for his 
love and majesty which accomplished our release from condemnation and provided our sonship 
(Heb. 6:11-10:25). 

There are two main concepts of worship in the scriptures. First is that of giving adoration. 
The words used for worship mean “to bow down before” (Hebrew) or “to draw near to kiss” 
(Greek), and speak of our complete recognition of God, giving him all our adoring attention and 
declaring unto him all the glory due to his name. And in some unique way, God is glorified by, 
in and through his church (Eph. 1:12; 3:21). 

Our worship then is to be both personal and corporate. It is to be personal in that each 
person must give his own heart to the Lord in worship and corporate in that the church must 
gather together as a community to collectively recognize and worship the creator. In order to 
have a great measure of faith and an exciting worship the church must understand the majesty, 
greatness and infinite works of God so that they will be able to fully give the worship that is 
God’s due.29 

The second concept of worship in the scriptures is that of service. We are told that “we 
are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in 
advance for us to do” (Eph. 2:10). Our responsibility of worship does not begin and end in a 
couple of hours once a week at a church meeting. The church is a community, and we are to 
worship God by our service within the community seven days a week. The whole of our work 
and every aspect of our lifestyle can and should express our worship to God. Our worship is our 
response to the total giving of God in his love to us.30 

Even when worship is a natural overflow of our love to God it should and will cost us 
something (2 Sam. 24:24). First, Paul tells us that we should offer our bodies as living sacrifices 
as our spiritual worship (Rom. 12:2). Second, we should offer up the sacrifice of our possessions 
as the product of our life and service (Heb. 13:16). And third, we should offer up the sacrifice of 
our praise (Heb. 13:15). 

Although God made us a people to worship him, he left us here on the planet at this 
particular time to accomplish a specific task. He could have taken us to be with him at the 
moment of our salvation, but he had something else in mind. Christ came into the world to 
provide salvation for all who would believe (John 3:16-17). He then chose us as his specific 
messengers to proclaim (herald) this message of salvation to the world (Matt 16:15; Cor. 5:18-
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20). It is this proclamation that calls men to repentance and makes them aware of their guilt and 
sin (John 15:22, 27). But our task is not finished here for Christ said, “All authority in heaven 
and on earth has been given to me. Therefore, go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing 
them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey 
everything I have commanded you. And surely I will be with you always, to the very end of the 
age” (Matt. 28:18-20). 

The Task of the Church 
Thus, if worship is the primary purpose of the church, we are called to make disciples as 

our primary task! We are to do this by consciously going to where sinners are, converting them 
(represented by baptism), and then teaching and training them until they reach maturity. All this 
is to be accomplished by the personal presence and power of Jesus Christ. Thus, as the 
Archbishops’ Committee defined evangelism in 1918, “to evangelize is so to present Christ Jesus 
in the power of the Holy Spirit, that men shall come to put their trust in God through him, to 
accept him as their Savior and serve him as their King in the fellowship of his church.”31 This is 
the task of the church, and we can measure our effectiveness and obedience to Christ by the 
degree to which we are accomplishing it. However, it is important to note that the task is not left 
in the hands of the leadership alone, but is the task of the entire church. 

Everything we do should be evaluated in the light of the task of making disciples. Paul 
measured his effectiveness by the degree of faith, hope and love manifested in the local body of 
believers (their level of maturity) and by the way the believers were multiplying themselves 
within their spheres of influence.32 The early church measured by how many responded to the 
message of salvation and became disciples of Christ (Acts 4:4), but not necessarily how many 
were in attendance at any given meeting (though they were not unaware of it either) (Acts 1:15). 
Numbers are neither spiritual nor unspiritual, but are representations of the effectiveness of the 
church in fulfilling its task. However, we must be careful that we do not see and count numbers 
alone, but that we seek to make disciples, consequently increasing the number of believers. 

The church has also been called to an evangelistically prophetic ministry which calls to 
account ungodly living and boldly proclaims Christ’s new life through salvation. Our very 
lifestyle is to be prophetic, exposing deeds of darkness by living in the light (Eph. 5:8-14). We 
are to openly (but not as a show of righteousness, Matt. 6:1) example godly living so that even if 
the unbelievers do not receive our message they will have no excuse when the Lord returns (1 
Pet. 2:11-12; Matt. 5:13-16) and we will not be disqualified from the kingdom (1 Cor. 9:24-27). 

It is precisely this godly lifestyle that validates our message; for the evangelistic impact 
of the church upon the world will only be seen where it is based upon an individual and 
corporate testimony reflecting love, unity and godly living through a transforming community 
which becomes the backdrop upon which the vital verbal witness is to be shared.33 Furthermore, 
we must not only proclaim salvation but we must call into account ungodly living, attitudes and 
morals openly accepted by society (Eph. 4:11; Matt. 14:3-5; 23:1-36). But even this is not 
enough; for we must take action in love against injustice, helping the poor and hungry, becoming 
God’s conscience to the world’s forgotten (Jas. 2:12-18: Matt. 25:31-46). Thus, the prophetic 
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voice of the church is to proclaim the message of the kingdom, showing and living kingdom 
principles and life and explaining how these can make eternal difference to a lost and dying 
world. 

Evangelism, we noted earlier, is not just prophetic challenge and recruitment, but is the 
process of making disciples out of ungodly sinners. They not only need to be converted and 
joined to a church community, but they need to be taught both publicly and personally the ways 
of Christ (Matt. 28:20), becoming mature in him (Eph. 4:11-16). As Jesus exampled, true 
discipleship is both taught and caught by close proximity to a teacher (1 Cor. 11:1). In order to 
accomplish this, the local church must be kept in focus as the primary means of training the 
believers, and a community must be established with which to absorb and train the new 
“recruits.” 

The church’s call to evangelism is to be accomplished both locally and worldwide. The 
church was to begin its evangelistic task at home, first in the home city, then in the home country 
and among the other people groups/ethnics of the same country, and finally throughout all the 
peoples of the world (Acts 1:8). A truly biblical church will be involved in both local and 
worldwide evangelism (missions) supporting them with finances, prayer and personnel. 

The New Testament evangelistic proclamation was always accompanied by signs and 
wonders to validate the message of the kingdom (Rom. 15:18-19; Acts 8:6-7). Jesus said to 
believe because of the miracles themselves (John 10:25, 32, 38; 14:11). Paul proclaimed, “My 
message and my preaching were not with wise and persuasive words, but with a demonstration 
of the Spirit’s power, so that your faith might not rest on men’s wisdom, but on God’s power” (1 
Cor. 2:4-5). Today, all too often the church tries to discover some gimmick or faddish means, 
perhaps even a slogan method of presenting the gospel rather than praying for the power of the 
Holy Spirit to validate the message and bring men to salvation. As Jesus said, “But you will 
receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses” (Acts 1:8). 

The power is for the church but the manifestation of that power in signs and wonders is 
for the world to see in order to convince them of their need to come to Christ. We need to pray 
that God will begin to validate our evangelistic message with signs following, the signs of 
transformed lives among the believers who are filled with spiritual power as well as signs and 
wonders such as physical healings even among the non-believers (Acts 14:8-10)! 

Finally, Gene Getz has enumerated seven New Testament principles of evangelism for 
the contemporary church: first, we are responsible to our own community first; second, corporate 
evangelism is basic to personal evangelism; third, witness is in the world, not in the church; 
fourth, the primary target is adult, reaching whole households; fifth, the church should identify 
those especially gifted by God in the work of evangelism; sixth, new believers should be 
integrated into the life of the church; and seventh, the contemporary church must develop 
contemporary structures and approaches, utilizing these principles as biblical guidelines.34 

The Structure of the Church 
We now examine the biblical means by which the church exists, operates and 

accomplishes its purpose and goals. Church structure in the New Testament began very simply 
with eleven apostles. Eventually they found ways of choosing leaders, creating ministries and 
handling problems. The development of these structures was based more on needs or problems 
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that arose than for any other reason.35 The leadership remained flexible and for the most part 
created simple and functional systems to handle the needs of the growing congregation. This 
must not be taken too far, however, for within thirty years apparently a fairly simple but standard 
organizational system was established within many (if not all) the churches.36 

Several lessons can be learned from the way in which the New Testament church 
developed its organizational structure. First, church structure needs to stay flexible, simple and 
functional, being based upon needs rather than tradition. Second, church structure must make 
room for the individual, be flexible and varied, help sustain a Christian life in the world and be 
built upon spiritual gifts. The structure must be for the individual, not vice-versa.37 Third, 
organization must serve the gospel, freeing those gifted to devote themselves to prayer and the 
Word. The pastors should not have to spend great energies keeping the “system” going.38 Fourth, 
anything that cannot be maintained without constant pastoral pressure on people to be involved 
should be allowed to die.39 Fifth, we need to be careful how and what we program; for 
programming in and of itself does not produce spiritual maturity. Instead it can very easily create 
a dependence upon “the program.”40 

Finally, we need to organize in order to apply New Testament principles and to reach 
New Testament purposes. Everything should relate to a specific need or New Testament purpose 
including the when, where, how and why of all meetings and groups.41 The early church used 
four areas of structure to fulfill its call of ministry: leadership, congregational life, empowerment 
for ministry and evangelism. 

Church Leadership 
Leadership in the New Testament was based upon spiritual gifts and qualifications rather 

than on popularity or natural abilities. In fact, the qualifications for any ministry of leadership, 
whether elder or servant, are very similar, being based on maintaining a godly Christian example 
to the congregation and to the world. Leadership in the church is not based upon authority, for 
Christ is the only head of the church. Christ is our leader and we must follow him. Yet Christ 
chooses and gifts leaders to uniquely understand his ways and to lead his people in those ways. 
Neither is leadership based upon self-aggrandizement, for the leader is to be the servant of all yet 
to stand with the authority of the kingdom. 

Most importantly, since Christ accomplishes the work through the leader, the leader’s 
character is more important than his accomplishments; for Christ can use anyone to accomplish 
his purposes.42 Thus Paul tells us that God confounded the wise things of the world and made 
them foolish (1 Cor. 1:20-31). If a man’s character is sound, his devotion solid and his obedience 
true, then God can use him for his glory to lead his church (1 Cor.2:1-5). This is true because 
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natural ability will not accomplish God’s purposes. In fact, only spiritual gifting can fulfill God’s 
purposes and the Holy Spirit gives his gifts and callings to anyone whom he desires. 

In fact, if any ministry to which God calls a person can be accomplished by that person 
alone (without the Holy Spirit’s help), then that person probably has not received the call or has 
not understood the fullness and potential of what God desires to accomplish. God’s call to a 
specific ministry usually has a certain impossibility built into it, forcing God’s servant to rely 
upon the Holy Spirit to complete the work through the individual, making him give all the glory 
to God when the task is done (see 2 Cor. 1:8-9). 

Although New Testament ministry was flexible, Andrew Kirk noted six principles of 
New Testament leadership that appear to be mandatory upon the church: first, no distinction is 
made in form, language or theory between clergy and laity and none was ever accepted by the 
New Testament church; second, the ministry is co-extensive with the entire church (1 Cor. 12:7); 
third, the local church in the apostolic age always functioned under a plurality of leadership; 
fourth, no uniform models for ministry in the New Testament are found—patterns are flexible 
and versatile; fifth, the New Testament church includes leadership and authority but no 
hierarchy, and sixth, only one valid distinction appears in the New Testament, the distinction 
between local and itinerant ministries.43 

A pastor, or other church leader, should be called and gifted by God having this calling 
recognized and confirmed by the church. He is not an “employee” of the church, but a servant of 
Christ to whom he will give account.44 The pastor has been specifically called to prepare God’s 
people for works of service and for growth unto maturity (Eph. 4:11-16). This is done as he 
applies himself to the Word, to prayer and to teaching and preaching (Acts 6:2,4). 

Elders also should recognize God’s calling on their lives. The primary qualifications of 
an elder are those of personal integrity, family management, hospitality, teaching and spiritual 
maturity (1 Tim. 3:1-7; Tit. 1:5-9). The elders were called to give guidance, counsel and ministry 
to the church. 

Congregational Life 
Congregational life in the New Testament was based upon community at two levels: that 

of the entire church and that of the separate home churches. They gathered as a whole on a 
weekly basis (sometimes daily) joining together for teaching, fellowship, communion and 
prayer. They also gathered daily in their homes for communion and fellowship (Acts 2:42-47). 
The church depended on this twofold system both to provide direction and teaching on the larger 
level and intimate fellowship on the personal level. 

There was a third level that apparently developed between the entire congregation and 
the small home meetings. This level was based upon fellowship of interests.45 From this we can 
suggest a pattern of structural organization within the church which will adequately address the 
needs of the members.46 

As a result of reviewing the New Testament church we find that first, there should to be a 
weekly gathering of the entire church for teaching and direction. It should be an exciting 
celebration where the church can gather and the people can see and experience what God is 
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doing in his church. Then there need to be periodic festivals of covenant significance for the 
entire church to bring the people to a point of celebration for what God has done (biblically and 
at the present time) and to allow them to renew their covenant (personally and corporately) with 
God by repentance, confession and rededication; as well as to evaluate and define the present 
state of the church and their relationship to it and finally to renew a vision for the future.47 

Second, there should be groups of probably no more than forty to fifty families where the 
main function is fellowship. Each person can know and relate personally to everyone else within 
the group. These should be based upon social criteria (i.e. personal interests, relationships, etc.) 
allowing people to meet and have fellowship together in informal settings. This group is 
necessary because of the breakdown of traditional community relationships in our increasingly 
mobile and urban society. 

Third, there should be home groups with eight to twelve people for interpersonal 
relationships. These can meet for a number of reasons such as Bible study, prayer, to accomplish 
a specific task, etc. However, the ultimate function should be the intimate sharing of people’s 
lives together. The church has been called together as a community, and community depends on 
love relationships which can only be developed as people share their lives together. This third 
group is necessary because of the breakup of the family. Traditionally, grandparents and sibling 
families provided this intimate group; but now even the nuclear family itself is under assault, 
leaving a great gap where individuals used to go and find meaning for their lives with others. 

Gene Getz believes that small groups are necessary in order to provide an atmosphere 
where Christians can relate to one another in a non-institutional environment to provide stability 
and security for people, to help Christians to “live in the world” without being “part of the 
world,” and to recognize, understand and adapt to the cultural effects of the communications 
revolution.48 

Empowerment for Ministry 
The third element of structure within the New Testament church to be examined is 

empowerment for ministry. The New Testament church realized that it uniquely belonged to 
Christ and that it could accomplish nothing without his help. Therefore, in everything they did 
they sought his guidance and power. 

First, prayer was central. Everything began with prayer, and was carried by and 
completed with prayer. Both the apostles and the congregation “devoted” themselves to prayer 
(Acts 2:42; 4:24; 6:4, etc.). The church began with prayer (Acts 1:14), taught prayer (1 Tim. 2:1-
3,8) and stayed in prayer (2 Tim. 1:3). The remarkable effectiveness of the New Testament 
church is a direct result of this total dependency on God, through prayer, to accomplish the task 
through them. If we ever hope to be a significant force for God’s kingdom we too must focus on 
prayer. 

Second, the believers were empowered for ministry by the baptism in the Holy Spirit 
(Acts 1:8; 2:1-4). This was God’s answer to their prayer and the main source of all their spiritual 
power (Acts 4:23-31). Everywhere they went they prayed for the release of this power among the 
believers (Acts 8:14-17; 19:1-2). Being “full of the Holy Spirit” was even the main qualification 
for church leadership and ministry (Acts 6:3). Prayer, then, is not enough without the ministry 
and power of the Holy Spirit released within the leaders and among the congregation. The 
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church today must seek the Holy Spirit through prayer, not giving up until the Holy Spirit has 
been released in power throughout the entire church. 

Third, with the infilling of the Holy Spirit came the release of spiritual gifts and callings 
which were given to the church for its upbuilding and ministry. The New Testament church 
taught about these gifts, encouraging each believer to function in his place of ministry through 
love. If the church is truly to function as the body of Christ, these gifts need to be taught and 
released among the entire body of Christ. (These gifts can function best when released in the 
communities and small groups of the church). It is from these that the leadership of the church is 
raised up and the ministry to the body is to be accomplished. 

Fourth, the New Testament believers realized that real accomplishment of ministry could 
only take place if dynamic spiritual warfare was waged. Therefore, the battle was first fought 
against the heavenly forces, creating the release of men’s hearts for salvation and ministry (Eph. 
6:12). Today, if we want to see dynamic release of ministry and evangelism, we must devote 
ourselves to prayer, seek the power of the Holy Spirit, discover and release our spiritual gifts and 
go forth in spiritual warfare as into battle. 

Evangelism and Discipleship 
The final element of structure within the New Testament church to be examined is that of 

evangelism and discipleship methods. First, the apostles preached the message of salvation 
wherever they could find an audience within the context of the world. (They preached salvation 
to the lost, but taught the Word to the believers.) They were always on the cutting edge of 
evangelism, and it is they who performed most of the signs and wonders among the people to 
convince them that the message was from God. Second, there were those who were gifted and 
called to the ministry of evangelism.49 These realized their calling and focused their ministry on 
winning the lost. 

Third, the congregation multiplied itself as every believer spread the word of Christ. 
Though the first two means of evangelism are the most visible, the latter is by far the most 
effective as the church continues to grow. The church today needs to seek out and release those 
who are called for evangelism. They need to be taught, prayed over and released in the power of 
the Holy Spirit to example evangelism to the church and to preach the good news of the 
kingdom. The pastors are not necessarily called to be evangelists, but to be equippers of the 
saints for the work of the ministry. The church should consider providing for the “evangelists” so 
they can devote themselves to reaching the lost. This, of course, will feed back into the local 
church as God blesses this ministry. Finally, the congregation needs to be taught and encouraged 
to share its faith so that the number of disciples may constantly be increasing. 

We have observed that the church is seen in cosmic and historical perspective as the 
kingdom of God waiting on the tension of the future, yet living in the present. Also we have 
noted that the church is seen in charismatic rather than institutional terms in that it exists, is built 
and is led by the Holy Spirit and his gifting of people, rather than the manner in which secular 
organizations are directed. And we have seen that the church is the community of God’s people, 
first to worship and serve God, then to love each other in community as brothers, and finally as 
entrusted with God’s grace and message of reconciliation. This message of reconciliation is 
presented as we live God’s love to the world and make disciples from the world. A biblically 
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based church should see these things effectively being accomplished in the life of its ministry as 
it addresses its programming to be based upon these principles. 

Analyzing Church Growth Methodology 
A methodology that has risen in recent years to analyze churches and their effectiveness 

in reaching biblical purposes and objectives has been the Church Growth Movement, founded by 
Donald McGavran50 and applied to the American context primarily by C. Peter Wagner.51 It is 
this methodology that will be used in this paper to analyze New Life Christian Fellowship as to 
its effectiveness and potential for future growth. In order to do this, we will biblically analyze the 
major principles that will be used in order to show their usefulness and legitimacy for the present 
paper.52 

As we have seen, the purpose of the church is to worship God, to minister to the needs of 
the congregation through community and godly leadership, and to accomplish outreach and 
evangelism. If these things are being effectively done, then we should expect to see the church 
grow. This is because first, as we worship and serve God we should expect his blessings to be 
upon us and to make our ministry fruitful and effective. Second, as we build up the congregation 
they will be equipped to stand in the day of trial so that few will be lost along the way. They will 
be trained, equipped and sent out to accomplish the task of making new disciples. As new 
disciples are made and added to the church, the church should naturally grow both locally and 
universally. 

There is little argument with this point from the critics of Church Growth.53 Most agree 
that God wants his church to grow,54 but often they take issue with two main principles that 
underlie the Church Growth Movement’s approach at this juncture: the priority of evangelism, 
especially when defined as making disciples and the using of “methodology” to grow the church.  

We will now examine these two issues. Donald McGavran, in a chapter about 
understanding Church Growth entitled “God’s will and Church Growth” states: “A chief and 
irreplaceable purpose of mission is church growth. Service is good but must never be substituted 
for finding.”55 To McGavran, church growth is supreme and is based not upon service or social 
issues, but upon evangelism. Thus several pages later he defines the mission of the church 
narrowly as “an enterprise devoted to proclaiming the Good News of Jesus Christ, and to 
persuading men to become his disciples and dependable members of his Church.”56 
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In the scriptures we are told that Jesus came to seek and to save what was lost (Luke 
19:10) and that the Lord is not willing that any would perish but that all would come to 
repentance and so be saved (2 Pet. 3:9). God is concerned with men’s eternal salvation first and 
with their present and temporary status second. Jesus asked what would it profit a man if he 
gained the whole world and lost his soul eternally (Matt. 16:26). God is concerned about the 
suffering of the poor, sick and downtrodden; and the church is entrusted to demonstrate God’s 
love and kingdom blessings to them, but unless this is accompanied by the gospel, persuading 
men to salvation, their eternal destiny will be set and all the efforts of the church will have been 
in vain. 

Because of this, evangelism cannot be defined simply as a presence in the world as the 
church does “good deeds” or even simply as a proclamation of God’s salvation for men to accept 
or reject. No, evangelism must be defined as a presence and proclamation of the gospel so that 
men will become persuaded to accept Jesus Christ as Savior and to serve him in the fellowship of 
his church. They must be persuaded to become his disciples.57 

Along this line, C. Peter Wagner has proposed a definition of evangelism as follows: 
“The mission of the church is to so incarnate itself in the world that the gospel of Christ is 
effectively communicated by word and deed toward the end that all men and women become 
faithful disciples of Christ and responsible members of his church.”58 

The second issue critics of the Church Growth Movement often have is the use of 
“methodologies” to grow the church. One such critic, Ralph Elliott, has stated: 

It is “the truths” or “the steps” to successful growth that constitute the new 
heresy. As so often happens when people become happy with what they have 
found, a sense of proportion has been lost. Primary elements of the church have 
become secondary. The right tool, it is believed, will fix anything. The result has 
been a literalistic and allegorical searching of the scripture to support “the 
system.”59 

To the contrary, far from losing the perspective of the church, all too often the church has 
lost the perspective of the Word. Jesus came to reconcile the lost to God first, and then to 
establish a community of those who were to be saved. John 3:16-17 tells us that Jesus came to 
the world to save the lost, not to sit idly by while they stand condemned. The church has been 
called, not to produce and defend cheap methodologies that produce quick growth, but to make 
disciples. In order to do this the church must search out and use those things that God is blessing 
in any cultural situation at any given time that produce disciples. The process is not as essential 
as the product so long as the methods used do not violate the Word. It is for this reason that Paul 
could rejoice at the preaching of the gospel even for the wrong reasons (Phil. 1:15-18). Paul 
further counseled that when sharing the gospel one was to identify the message with the hearer in 
a way that they would receive the gospel, rather then just preaching a straight message with the 
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Thus Paul could say, “Since, then, we know what it is to fear the Lord, we try to persuade men.” 2 Cor. 5:11. 
58

C. Peter Wagner, Frontiers in Missionary Strategy, (Chicago: Moody Press, 1971), 134. For a larger 
amplification of the debate see 124-134. Also see J. I. Packer, Evangelism and the Sovereignty of God, (Downers 
Grove: Inter Varsity Press, 1961); J. I. Packer, “What is Evangelism,” Harrie M. Conn, Ed. Theological 
Perspectives on Church Growth, (Nutley: Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Co., 1976). 

59
Ralph H. Elliott, Church Growth That Counts, (Valley Forge: Judson Press; 1982), 90. 
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same presentation delivered with the same emphasis (1 Cor. 9:19-23). Thus, Paul could say, ”I 
have become all things to all men so that by all possible means I might save some (1 Cor. 9:22b). 

The message of the gospel should always carry the same content, even if the emphasis is 
determined by a local situation. As this is done, a believer anywhere in the world will serve the 
same Christ, hopefully with the same commitment (Eph. 4:4-6). Methodologies that produce 
quick results but shallow believers are probably not the best for us to use. But worse are the 
methodologies that produce few or no disciples at all! God has sent us with a task, to make 
disciples, and with a method, to proclaim the gospel so that men will believe. However, God has 
given us freedom to find ways that will most effectively accomplish these things. 

Church Growth teaches a pragmatic approach that searches for the most effective ways to 
accomplish church growth in any given situation. These “methodologies” are studied and shared 
as possible ways that God might bless for church growth. Methodologies should not be seen as 
an end in themselves, nor a cheap and easy way to grow a church. Methodologies should be seen 
as ways to more effectively make disciples as we see what God is or is not blessing to this end. 

In this paper, as the present conditions of the church are researched and suggestions for 
growth and change are made, the main concern and thus the central thesis is to make sure that 
the church is most effectively accomplishing its chief task, that of making disciples. In doing 
this, several Church Growth methodologies are used. The first is a method of analysis, that of 
analyzing the “health” of the church, including checking its “vital signs” and diagnosing for 
church “diseases.” This methodology is based upon the scriptural analysis of the church as the 
“body of Christ.” While much of the scriptural emphasis of the body of Christ focuses around the 
relationship of the different members of the body to each other (Rom. 12:4-5; 1 Cor. 12:12-26), 
especially in regards to spiritual gifting and ministry, several scriptures refer to the church as the 
body in respect to Christ as the head (Eph. 1:22-23; Col 1:18). It is reasoned that if the church 
can be likened to a human body, and certain things in the human body can be measured to 
ascertain health (such as pulse, temperature), then also in churches certain elements can be 
measured to ascertain the health of a church. While this reasoning may be a little weak 
scripturally, there are consistent elements found in the Bible that may be seen to help or hurt any 
group of believers at any time (such as prayer or sin). We see that Jesus examined and analyzed 
the churches based upon certain principles such as witness, faith, sin, fervent love, persecution, 
etc.60 Thus with this methodology there is an attempt to look at certain elements within the 
church to most effectively focus the church for growth.61 

The second church growth methodology that is used is that of planning the church 
program to meet “felt needs.” “Felt needs” refers to those needs that an individual within the 
community feels as present and necessary to be dealt with for his personal life and walk. This is 
not to say that the church should not program to meet biblical needs, but that the gospel is most 
effective in a person’s life when that person can see how the gospel directly relates to a specific 
need in his life. The gospel message and the requirements of a godly Christian walk are not 
changed. No, to the contrary, the gospel is directly applied to the needs of an individual in order 
that he may see its relevance to his personal and everyday life. 

If a church were to program for actual needs only, the church program would seem 
irrelevant and unexciting to many people. On the other hand, if the church program was geared 
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to meeting the felt needs of the congregation only, with no reference to the true needs of 
Christians for growth and maturity, the church would produce only faddish programs and 
shallow Christians. However, if the full message of the gospel is applied to the felt needs of an 
individual, he will grow in the areas he needs most and the gospel will be both effective and 
exciting to all those involved. Thus Paul could state, “I try to please everybody in every way. For 
I am not seeking my own good but the good of many, so that they may be saved.”62  

Thus a good approach would be to ascertain the true needs of the church (already 
examined in the previous section of this chapter), then to attempt to discover the felt needs of the 
congregation and finally to program to meet both the needs and felt needs of the congregation 
simultaneously.63 

 
62

1 Cor. 10:33, see also 1 Cor. 10:23;11:1;9:19-23. Also seen in this light might be Paul’s sermon at the 
Areopagus (Acts 17:16-34). 

63
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