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MAJOR BIBLE DOCTRINES   
Part 41: The Church: an introduction  
 

The word church comes from the Greek word ekklesia. It literally means the called-out ones, and 

refers to an assembly of called out and gathered people. "A Christian Church is an assembly of 

believers in Christ, organized into a body, according to the Holy Scriptures, for the worship and 

service of God" (Dagg).  
 

The church, according to Scripture, is not a building, a denomination, or an activity—it 

is a group of people. This is true of both the universal (or invisible) church, which is the 

group of people throughout the world who truly believe in Jesus Christ, and also the 

local (or visible) church, which is the group of people who profess to know Christ and 

meet together in a particular location for worship—Wayne Mack [Life in the Father's 

House, ix, x] 
 

The Church may be defined, as a society of believing and holy men, called by God out 

of the world of mankind by the word of the Gospel, to a participation of the blessings of 

the covenant of grace which stands fast in Christ—Herman Witsius [Dissertations on 

the Creed, vol.2, 350]  
 

I.    The Church  
 

A. Five aspects of the church  
 

 1. Its importance. "The church is the primary means through which God accomplishes His 

plan in the world" (Mack). It advances Christ's kingdom, nourishes His people, and brings Him glory 

and honor on earth. [1] The church advances His kingdom. Christ's kingdom and church go together. 

His kingdom refers to His gracious rule within the hearts of His people. The church brings the 

message of Christ's kingdom throughout the world. "The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is 

at hand. Repent, and believe in the gospel" (Mk.1:15). "It is impossible to be in the Kingdom of God 

without being in the Church as the mystical body of Jesus Christ" (Berkhof). Christ advances His 

kingdom or rule, through and within the church. [2] The church nourishes His people. Historic 

Protestant theology has maintained there is no salvation outside of the church.
1
 "Apart from the 

church, salvation is impossible" (Luther). This is because it's within the church that the primary 

means of grace are administered. "The church is the common mother of all the godly, which bears, 

nourishes, and brings up children to God, kings and peasants alike; and this is done by the ministry 

(Calvin). "The church is His ordained instrument for calling the lost to Himself and the context in 

which He sanctifies those who are born into His family. Therefore God expects (and even demands) a 

commitment to the church from everyone who claims to know Him" (Mack). [3] The church brings 

Him glory and honor. "To Him be glory in the church by Christ Jesus to all generations, forever and 

ever. Amen" (Eph.3:21).  
 

Let us learn from the simple title "mother" how useful, indeed how necessary, it is that 

we should know her. For 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 moral flesh, we become like the 

angels (Matt:22:30). Our weakness does not allow us to be dismissed from her school 

until we have been pupils all our lives. Furthermore, away from her bosom one cannot 

                                                 
1
 The visible church, which is also catholic or universal under the gospel (not confined to one nation, as before under the 

law), consists of all those throughout the world that profess the true religion; and of their children: and is the kingdom of 

the Lord Jesus Christ, the house and family of God, out of which there is no ordinary possibility of salvation—

Westminster Confession of Faith [25:2]  
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hope for any forgiveness of sins or any salvation, as Isaiah (37:32) and Joel (2:32) 

testify. Ezekiel agrees with them when he declares that those whom God rejects from 

heavenly life will not be enrolled among God's people (Ezek.13:9)...By these words 

God's fatherly favor and the especial witness of spiritual life are limited to his flock, so 

that it is always disastrous to leave the church—John Calvin [Institutes, 4:1:4] 
 

 (1) Eph.4:11-16; Heb.10:23-25 
 

 2. Its distinctions. The NT uses the word church in three closely related ways. [1] The 

invisible or universal church. This refers to the entire elect from first to last. "In its broadest sense the 

church 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 (Jn.10:16; 17:20)" (Bavinck). The universal 

church is invisible "because the inward and essential form itself, namely true faith and true holiness is 

not seen by men" (Kersten). "The catholic or universal church, which (with respect to the internal 

work of the Spirit and truth of grace) may be called 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 fullness of him that fills all in all" (LBC). The universal church includes those 

in heaven (the church triumphant) and on earth (the church militant).
2
 "The church is universal 

because it embraces believers of all nations, of all places, and of all times" (Ames). [2] The visible or 

professing church.
3
 This refers to every professing Christian throughout the entire world. "All 

persons throughout the world, professing the faith of the gospel and obedience unto God by Christ 

according unto it, not destroying their own profession by any errors everting the foundation, or 

unholiness of conversation, are and may be called visible saints; and of such ought all particular 

congregations to be constituted" (LBC). [3] The local church. This refers to an organized gathering of 

individual believers governed by the NT order of a NC church. Though local churches are mixed with 

true and false converts, they should be comprised only of baptized people who give a credible 

profession of faith. Thus Scripture speaks of "churches" in the plural. "To the churches in Galatia" 

(Gal.1:2), "To the seven churches in Asia" (Rev.1:4). "Every local church is the people of God, the 

body of Christ, built upon the foundation of Christ (1Cor.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" (Bavinck).    
 

We believe and profess, one catholic or universal Church, which is an 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. This Church has 

been from the beginning of the world, and will be to the end thereof; which is evident 

from the fact that Christ is an eternal King, which without subjects He cannot be—

Belgic Confession [Article XXVII] 
 

Q. What believest thou concerning the 'holy catholic church' of Christ/ A. That the Son 

of God from the beginning to the end of the world, gathers, defends, and preserves for 

Himself, by His Spirit and Word, out of the whole human race, a church chosen to 

everlasting life, in the unity of the true faith—Heidelberg Catechism [Question 54] 
 

                                                 
2
 The church is divided according to the degree of communion it has with Christ. In this sense it is called either militant or 

triumphant. The church militant is that which knows only of a communion begun and so still struggles with enemies in 

the battlefield of this world...The church triumphant is that which is already perfected—William Ames [The Marrow of 

Theology, 177] 
3
 The Church invisible is made up of true believers, and of none else; whereas the Church visible is composed of those 

who outwardly profess their faith in Christ, and may include not only true believers, but also hypocrites—James 

Bannerman [The church of Christ, vol.1, 32] 
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 (1) The universal church - Matt.16:17-19; Eph.4:14-19; Eph.5:25-27; Col.1:18; Heb.12:22-24 
 

 (2) The professing church - Acts 8:3; 1Cor.10:32; 12:28; 15:9 
 

 (3) The local church - Acts 11:26; 14:23; 15:3-4; 1Cor.1:2; 1Cor.11:18 
 

 3. Its imageries. "The church is metaphorically called the bride and Christ the bridegroom; the 

church is a city and Christ the king; the church a house and Christ the householder; the church the 

branches and Christ the vine; and finally the church a body and Christ the head" (Ames). [1] The 

body of Christ. "This name is applied not only to the Church universal (Eph.1:23), but also to a single 

congregation (1Cor.12:27). It stresses the unity of the Church, whether local or universal, and 

particularly the fact that this unity is organic, and that the organism of the Church stands in vital 

relationship to Jesus Christ her glorious head" (Berkhof). [2] The bride of Christ. "Husbands, love 

your wives, just as Christ also loved the church and gave Himself for her" (Eph.5:25). [3] The pillar 

and grounds of the truth. As the OC temple was supported by pillars (1Ki.7:17), so too, the NC 

temple is supported by the truth. "The figure is expressive of the fact that the Church is the guardian 

of the truth, the citadel of the truth, and the defender of the truth over against all the enemies of the 

Kingdom of God" (Berkhof). [4] The temple of God. The church is God's NT temple, "God's 

building" (1Cor.3:9), "the house of God, the church of the living God" (1Tim.3:15). Christ is its 

Master-builder (Matt.16:18), with pastors as under-builders (1Cor.3:10; Eph.4:12), and private 

members responsible to assist (Rom.12:19). [5] The family of God. "For this reason I bow my knees 

to the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, from whom the whole family in heaven (church triumphant) 

and earth (church militant) is named" (Eph.3:14-15). [6] The city of God. The church is the New 

Jerusalem, Mount Zion, the city of the living God. "You have come to Mount Zion and to the city of 

the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem...the church of the firstborn" (Heb.12:22-23). [7] The field 

and vineyard of God. "For we are God's fellow workers; you are God's field, you are God's building" 

(1Cor.3:9). The church is God's field with each member as branches, planted by God's grace 

(Matt.15:13), rooted in Christ (Jn.15:1), with ministers as farmers, both planting and watering 

(2Tim.2:6).  
 

 (1) 1Cor.3:6-9; 1Cor.3:16-17; Eph.2:19-22; 1Tim.3:14-15; Rev.21:2, 9 
 

 4. Its attributes. "We believe in one holy catholic and apostolic Church" (Nicene Creed). [1] 

Apostolic. "The church is apostolic because it is built upon the apostolic foundation...The function of 

the apostles was unique and unrepeatable; they received the revelation that is the meaning and the 

message of the church. Paul grounds his meaning and the message of the church. Paul grounds his 

authority on that revelation (Eph.2:20). In the Spirit the apostles were chosen (Acts 1:2; through the 

Spirit they remembered Christ's words and deeds (Jn.14:26); through the Spirit, too, they received the 

complete revelation of the risen Christ "(Jn.15:26-27)" (Clowney). [2] Holy. The church is comprised 

of "saints" or "holy ones." The church has been separated from this world, justified and sanctified. 

"To the church of God in Corinth, to those sanctified in Christ Jesus and called to be holy" 

(1Cor.1:2). "The church is a holy congregation of true believers, all expecting their salvation in Jesus 

Christ, being washed by His blood, sanctified and sealed by the Holy Ghost" (Belgic Confession). [3] 

Unified. "Among the attributes of the church, the first is its unity, which flows from its nature. For 

since it is a holy society and a mystical body, embracing all the elect united in the bond of the same 

spirit, faith and love with each other and with Christ, it must necessarily have a certain unity by 

which all its members may be mutually joined together" (Turretin). In addition to this, every true 

local church shares a real and vital unity, "by which they worship the same God, recognize the same 

Savior, have the same faith, are animated with the same spirit, and are members of the same body" 
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(Turretin).
4
  [4] Perpetual. The promise of Christ to His church is, "I will be with you always, even to 

the end of the age" (Matt.28:20). "Local Churches may perish under the burden of their own 

unfaithfulness and sins; but the universal Church cannot perish, because it's upheld by the promise 

and protection of its Head" (Bannerman). "The purest Churches under heaven are subject both to 

mixture and error; and some have so degenerated as to become no Churches of Christ, but 

synagogues of Satan. Nevertheless, there shall always be a Church on earth to worship God according 

to His will" (WCF). 
 

 5. Its marks. "The true Church is easily distinguished from the false church by its pure 

preaching of the Gospel, administration of the sacraments, and exercise of church discipline" 

(Kersten). [1] The pure preaching of the word. "The profession of the true faith is the most essential 

mark of the church" (Ames). "All ministry in the church is a ministry of the Word. God gives his 

Word to the church, and the church accepts, preserves, administers, and teaches it; it confesses it 

before God, before one another, and before the world in the word and deed" (Bavinck). "God's word 

cannot be without God's people and similarly God's people cannot be without God's word" (Luther). 

[2] The right administration of sacraments. "Wherever we see the Word of God purely preached and 

heard, and the sacraments administered according to Christ's institution, there, it is not to be doubted, 

a church of God exists" (Calvin). "That the right administration of the sacraments is a characteristic 

of the true Church, follows from its inseparable connection with the preaching of the Word and from 

such passages as Matt.28:19; Mark 16:15-16; Acts 2:42; 1Cor.11:23-30)" (Berkhof). [3] The faithful 

exercise of discipline. "This is quite essential for maintaining the purity of doctrine and for guarding 

the holiness of the sacraments. Churches that are lax in discipline are bound to discover sooner or 

later within their circle an eclipse of the light of the truth and an abuse of that which is holy" 

(Berkhof).  
 

The marks by which the true Church is known are these: if the pure doctrine of the 

gospel is preached therein; if she maintains the pure administration of the sacraments as 

instituted by Christ; if church disciple is exercised in punishing of sin: in short, if all 

things are managed according to the pure Word of God, all things contrary thereto 

rejected, and Jesus Christ acknowledged as the only Head of the Church—Belgic 

Confession [Article XXIX] 
 

 (1) Matt.16:17-19 (18:15-18) 

 

 

                                                 
4
 This unity, thought primarily spiritual in character, nevertheless exists objectively and really, and it does not remain 

completely invisible. It manifests itself outwardly – albeit in a very imperfect way – and at least to some degree comes to 

light that which all Christian churches have in common. No Christianity exists above or beneath religious differences, but 

there is indeed a Christianity present amid religious differences. Because we tend to be most aware of the differences and 

schisms in Christianity, we constantly run the danger of disregarding this – nevertheless truly existing – unity. That which 

unites all true Christians is always more than that which separates them—Herman Bavinck [Reformed Dogmatics, vol.4, 

321] 


