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The Church (2) 

The Local Church 

 

Introduction: 

 

  Last Lord’s Day we began to address the important subject of what the Holy Scriptures teach 

regarding the church of Jesus Christ.  The formal name for the doctrine of the Christian church is 

ecclesiology.  Our concern is for what God’s Word reveals to us regarding ecclesiology, the doctrine of the 

church of Jesus Christ.  This may not be a subject that commands our immediate interest or focused 

attention, but it is a very important matter.  Many of the great problems in church history can be attributed to 

an unbiblical conception and practice of ecclesiology.  And some of you have related to me your past 

experiences in churches, which if assessed rightly, could be traced to an unbiblical conception of the church 

and its polity, or government; in other words, ecclesiology.  May the Lord give us grace to see the 

importance and understand the truth of this subject. 

  We began our study last week distinguishing between the universal church and the local church, which 

are sometimes referred to as the invisible church and the visible church.  The universal church is comprised 

of all people redeemed through Jesus Christ.  The universal church is not, as many teach, comprised of only 

those redeemed through Jesus Christ since the Day of Pentecost.  No, the universal church includes all who 

will have been saved through Jesus Christ, including all Old Testament believers in addition to all New 

Testament believers.  But in addition to the universal church, the New Testament Scriptures speak of local 

churches.  But whereas the universal church of Jesus Christ encompasses all of the redeemed, the institution 

of the local church occurred in the early days of this New Testament era.  It is to the subject of the local 

church that we now direct our study. 

  Let us read in Acts 2 of the Lord giving great increase to the local church at Jerusalem on the Day of 

Pentecost.  This is from the New King James Version of the Bible. 

 

  29“Men and brethren, let me speak freely to you of the patriarch David, that he is both dead and 

buried, and his tomb is with us to this day.  30Therefore, being a prophet, and knowing that God had 

sworn with an oath to him that of the fruit of his body, according to the flesh, He would raise up the 

Christ to sit on his throne, 31he, foreseeing this, spoke concerning the resurrection of the Christ, that His 

soul was not left in Hades, nor did His flesh see corruption.  32This Jesus God has raised up, of which we 

are all witnesses.  33Therefore being exalted to the right hand of God, and having received from the 

Father the promise of the Holy Spirit, He poured out this which you now see and hear. 

  34“For David did not ascend into the heavens, but he says himself: 

 

 ‘The LORD said to my Lord, 

 “Sit at My right hand, 
36Till I make Your enemies Your footstool.”’ 

 

  36“Therefore let all the house of Israel know assuredly that God has made this Jesus, whom you 

crucified, both Lord and Christ.” 

  37Now when they heard this, they were cut to the heart, and said to Peter and the rest of the 

apostles, “Men and brethren, what shall we do?” 

  38Then Peter said to them, “Repent, and let every one of you be baptized in the name of Jesus 

Christ for the remission of sins; and you shall receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.  39For the promise is to 

you and to your children, and to all who are afar off, as many as the Lord our God will call.” 

  40And with many other words he testified and exhorted them, saying, “Be saved from this perverse 

generation.”  41Then those who gladly received his word were baptized; and that day about three 
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thousand souls were added to them.  42And they continued steadfastly in the apostles’ doctrine and 

fellowship, in the breaking of bread, and in prayers.  43Then fear came upon every soul, and many 

wonders and signs were done through the apostles.  44Now all who believed were together, and had all 

things in common, 45and sold their possessions and goods, and divided them among all, as anyone had 

need. 

  46So continuing daily with one accord in the temple, and breaking bread from house to house, they 

ate their food with gladness and simplicity of heart, 47praising God and having favor with all the people.  

And the Lord added to the church1 daily those who were being saved. 

 

  On the Day of Pentecost the risen Lord Jesus bestowed the gift of the Holy Spirit upon His people.  

With the Holy Spirit indwelling them, they were a transformed people.  Those who believed the gospel, who 

had embraced Jesus Christ as the crucified, risen Son of David, whom God the Father had enthroned in 

heaven, experienced an infusion of spiritual life and vitality.  Their hearts were knit together in love, and they 

formed a bond with one another in a local church in which their common life in Christ was experienced and 

enjoyed by them.  Here we see the Lord’s blessing upon the first local church described in the Scriptures, the 

church at Jerusalem. 

 

I.  The word “church” in the New Testament 

 

  Now the New Testament books were written originally in Greek.  When we consider the Greek word 

that we translate into English as “church”, it helps us to better define what a church is before God.  The word 

for “church” is the word ἐκκλησίᾳ (eklesia).  This word is the combination of two words, the preposition, 

“ἐκ” (ek), meaning “out of,” and the noun, “κaλew” (kaleo), which means “call.”  The word for church 

therefore denotes an assembly of “called out” people.  In the Greek of the New Testament era the word was 

commonly used to describe a group that was called to a public meeting.  Similarly, Christians are ones whom 

God has “called out” of the fallen world in order that they would gather together as His people. 

  We use the word “church” in the English language to describe a number of ideas that are not in 

accordance to its use in the Scriptures.  We call this building a “church.”  The Bible does not use the term in 

this way.  We use the word, church, to describe a denomination.  We speak of the Methodist Church, or the 

Lutheran church.  The Bible does not use the term in this way either.  We speak of national churches--the 

American church, the church in China, the African church.  This also is an unbiblical usage of the word 

“church.”  We speak of “the church” as all professing Christians everywhere.  I do not believe the Bible uses 

the term in this way either.  Only when we use the term to describe either the universal church or a local 

assembly of disciples of Jesus Christ, do we use the word “church” in a biblical sense.   

  The word ἐκκλησίᾳ occurs 115 times in the Greek New Testament.2  Three times it is used to describe 

a secular gathering of citizens to a town meeting.3  On one occasion the word is used to describe Israel in the 

wilderness (Acts 7:38)—God had “called out” Israel from Egypt, gathering His people to Him in the 

wilderness.  Eκκλησίᾳ is used 111 times to describe a Christian assembly of believers.  If we were to 

consider each of these 111 occasions the word is used for the New Testament “church”, it may be determined 

that the word speaks of (1) a local church, (2) the local church as an institution4, (3) or the “universal” 

church that is being gathering and will be completed at the end of the age.  The universal church is not 

discussed directly in many places in the New Testament.  Of these 111 places in which the word, church, is 

used to describe the gathering of Christian believers, the vast number of these, 92 occurrences, refer to the 

local church.  Of the Greek word, ἐκκλησίᾳ, it has been said that 

 

                                                           
1 The newer manuscripts do not include the phrase, “to the church” in Acts 2:49.  But even when these words are absent, 

the context is clear that the Lord was adding to the church daily those who were being saved. 
2 This includes the word, “church” in Acts 2:49. 
3 These are all in Acts 19, verses 32, 39, 41.   
4 When our Lord told His disciples to “tell it unto the church” (Matt. 28:17), He was speaking of the local church as an 

institution.   
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Its ordinary use in the New Testament is to designate a specific, local assembly of Christians, organized 

for the maintenance of the worship, the doctrines, the ordinances, and the discipline of the gospel, and 

united, under special covenant, with Christ and one another; as “the church at Jerusalem,” “the churches 

of Galatia.”  The word occurs in this local sense in ninety-two instances.5 

 

  The first century Christians would not have understood our use of the term, “church”, when we use it 

to describe our buildings, our denominations, or our national churches.   A church that could not gather 

together, would have been no church in a biblical sense.  And so, we see the Greek word for church, 

ἐκκλησίᾳ, assists us in better understanding the church, for it excludes many uses of the word church that are 

used by us today.  Biblically speaking, there is no such thing as a denomination that is called a church, like 

the Presbyterian Church, or the Methodist Church, or the Roman Catholic Church.  There is no biblical 

example of a national church, like the Church of England or the Church of Scotland.  And there is no use of 

the word church to describe all the Christians of a geographic or national border, such as “the church in 

America” or “the church in Asia.”  It is not biblical to speak of “the evangelical church”, or of “the church of 

New England.”  I am not saying that it is wrong to use these expressions, but if and when we do so, we no 

longer use the word, church, as it is used in the Bible.  I am not saying that we should stop calling this 

building a church, or refer to a denomination as a church, but we should be aware that when we do so, we 

should be careful not to import biblical ideas when we use the word in those ways.  But people commonly 

do, and generally, this results in a depreciation of the nature and importance of the New Testament local 

church and it gives undue credibility to institutions that are not churches according to the Holy Scriptures.   

  We may put forth this definition of a New Testament local church: 

 

  A church is a congregation of Christ’s baptized disciples, acknowledging Him as their Head, 

relying on His atoning sacrifice for justification before God, and depending on the Holy Spirit for 

sanctification, united in the belief of the gospel, agreeing to maintain its ordinances and obey its 

precepts, meeting together for worship, and cooperating for the extension of Christ’s kingdom in the 

world.6 

 

  Here is another good definition: 

 

  A Christian church, according to the point of view traditionally held by Baptists, is a company of 

regenerate persons, baptized on profession of faith in Christ; united in covenant for worship, instruction, 

the observance of Christian ordinances, and for such service as the gospel requires; recognizing and 

accepting Christ as their supreme Lord and Lawgiver, and taking the New Testament as a divinely 

inspired record and therefore a trustworthy, authoritative, and all-sufficient rule of faith and practice.7  

 

II.  The membership of a New Testament local church 

 

  A very important question that must always be asked is this:  Who may become a member of a New 

Testament, local church according to the Word of God?  We read in Acts 2:41 and also in 47 that the Lord 

added to His church.  Who were the ones He added?  They were ones who believed and obeyed the 

preaching of Peter when he proclaimed to them the message of Jesus Christ.  The Apostle Peter declared to 

them that though they had rejected and crucified Jesus, having refused to submit to Him as the Promised 

King of the Jews, God had vindicated His Son when He raised Him from the dead.  God had enthroned His 

Son in heaven as the promised Son of David, who was now ruling over the Kingdom of God.  Peter’s sermon 

brought a sense of great conviction upon the people who heard him, for they were convinced that they had 

committed such a travesty of justice against the Son of God.  And so, they asked Peter what they should do.  

Peter commanded them, “Repent, and let every one of you be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the 

                                                           
5 Hezekiah Harvey, The Church; Its Polity and Ordinances (Backus Book Pub., orig. 1879, reprint 1982), p. 27. 
6 J. M. Pendleton, Church Manual Designed for the Use of Baptist Churches (The Judson Press, orig. 1867), p. 7. 
7 Edward T. Hiscox, The Hiscox Guide for Baptist Churches (Judson Press, 1976), p. 13. 
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remission of sins; and you shall receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.  For the promise is to you and to your 

children, and to all who are afar off, as many as the Lord our God will call” (Acts 2:38f).  The ones who 

“gladly received his word” were baptized (v. 41).  It was through their repentance and faith, shown in their 

obedience being baptized as they were commanded, that the Lord added to the church on this day “about 

3,000 souls.”  We read that “all who believed were together” (v. 44).  We read that their fellowship with one 

another continued from that day forward.  They were “breaking bread from house to house, they ate their 

food with gladness and simplicity of heart, praising God and having favor with all the people” (v. 46).    

  Our Baptist Confession of Faith of 1689 has two statements that describe the members of local 

churches. 

 

  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. (1 Corinthians 1:2; Acts 11:26; Romans 1:7; Ephesians 1:20-22)8  

 

  The members of these churches are saints by calling, visibly manifesting and evidencing (in and by 

their profession and walking) their obedience unto that call of Christ; and do willingly consent to walk 

together, according to the appointment of Christ; giving up themselves to the Lord, and one to another, 

by the will of God, in professed subjection to the ordinances of the gospel.  (Romans 1:7; 1 Corinthians 

1:2; Acts 2:41, 42; Acts 5:13, 14; 2 Corinthians 9:13)9 

 

  Only born again Christians are to be admitted as members of a New Testament local church.  Unless 

one has become a devout and committed disciple of Jesus Christ, he is not qualified to join a New Testament 

church.  Only the one who has repented of sin, purposed to believe and submit to Jesus Christ as Lord, has 

submitted to believer’s baptism as the Lord Jesus commanded of all His people, only the one who desires to 

join in fellowship with the Lord’s people, only he is qualified to become a member of a local New Testament 

church.  Of course only those whom the Lord causes to be born again, or regenerated, will become 

transformed by the grace of God into this kind of person.  And so, the New Testament teaches that local 

churches should be comprised of a regenerate church membership, only those whom God has caused to be 

born again by the Holy Spirit are to be admitted to formal church membership. 

 

  The relationship between members of a local church make it necessary that all the members 

experience the spiritual life that is in Jesus Christ.  In order for true fellowship to be enjoyed, this must be so.  

We read in Acts 2:47 of those members of the church at Jerusalem, “And they continued steadfastly in the 

apostles’ doctrine and fellowship, in the breaking of bread, and in prayers.”  How could they do so unless 

they believed the same things, loved the same things, desired the same things?   

  Paul wrote to the church at Philippi, speaking of their common life together: 

 

Therefore if there is any consolation in Christ, if any comfort of love, if any fellowship of the Spirit, if 

any affection and mercy, 2fulfill my joy by being like-minded, having the same love, being of one 

accord, of one mind. (Phi. 2:1f) 

 

  But how can this take place unless they are all true Christians, who have been born of the Spirit into 

new life in Jesus Christ?  For the Word of God teaches us that there is no common ground, there is no 

agreement, there is no basis of fellowship between true Christians and those who are not.  We read of this in 

2 Corinthians 6.  Paul reasoned, 

 

  14Do not be unequally yoked together with unbelievers.  For what fellowship has righteousness 

with lawlessness?  And what communion has light with darkness?  15And what accord has Christ with 

                                                           
8 The Baptist Confession of Faith of 1689, art. 26, par. 2. 
9 Ibid, art. 26, par. 6. 
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Belial? Or what part has a believer with an unbeliever?  16And what agreement has the temple of God 

with idols? For you are the temple of the living God. As God has said: 

 

   “I will dwell in them 

    And walk among them. 

    I will be their God, 

    And they shall be My people.” 

 

17Therefore  

 

  “Come out from among them 

    And be separate, says the Lord. 

    Do not touch what is unclean, 

    And I will receive you.” 
18“I will be a Father to you, 

    And you shall be My sons and daughters, 

    Says the LORD Almighty.” (2 Cor. 6:14-18) 

 

  A local church that is patterned after the churches in the New Testament will attempt to admit into its 

membership only those who give evidence that they have experienced new life in Jesus Christ.  Only true 

Christians may experience together the spiritual life that the Lord has imparted to them.  They have the same 

love for God and His Son.  They have the same desire for the glory of God to be advanced through them.  

They have the same desire and love for righteousness in their own lives.  They have the same hatred for sin 

and injustice.  They have the same longing to have others--their family, friends, and even strangers--

experience the same life in Jesus Christ that had been so freely granted to them. 

  Baptist churches10 have historically held to this understanding of the local church.  This understanding 

of those who should be admitted as members of a local church is so clear from the New Testament, it is hard 

to understand how there are those churches that do not believe this doctrine and advocate a regenerate church 

membership.   Let us consider some of these. 

 

III.  Churches and Denominations that do not adhere to a regenerate church membership  

 

  We might assume that this teaching of church membership is understood and practiced by all, or at 

least most churches.  Actually this is not the case.  Here are some examples of those denominations who fail 

to adhere to this teaching. 

 

  (1)  There are those churches that teach (wrongly) that people are born again through the rite of 

baptism and they commonly administer baptism to babies (paedobaptism).  These “baptized” infants then 

grow up as members of the church and citizens of the kingdom of God.  But we would argue that the baptism 

of a baby, or of an adult for that matter, does not result in salvation, in a transformed life.  These churches are 

filled every Sunday with church attendees who have an outward form of godliness, but who deny the power 

of the gospel to transform the life of everyone who truly knows the Lord.  The Word of God commands us 

not to have fellowship with people or “churches” that promote that kind of Christianity.  Paul wrote to 

Timothy, 

 

  But know this, that in the last days perilous times will come: 2For men will be lovers of themselves, 

lovers of money, boasters, proud, blasphemers, disobedient to parents, unthankful, unholy, 3unloving, 

unforgiving, slanderers, without self-control, brutal, despisers of good, 4traitors, headstrong, haughty, lovers 

of pleasure rather than lovers of God, 5having a form of godliness but denying its power.  And from such 

people turn away!  6For of this sort are those who creep into households and make captives of gullible 

                                                           
10 And churches that may not call themselves “Baptist” but are baptistic in doctrine and practice. 
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women loaded down with sins, led away by various lusts, 7always learning and never able to come to the 

knowledge of the truth.  (2Ti 3:1 NKJ) 

 

  Paul was warning Timothy of conditions throughout this church age.  There would be those who 

claim to be Christian, but who are promised that they have salvation.  But their lives fail to manifest the 

power of God to enable them to live as true Christians.  They go to church.  They think that they are right 

with God.  But their Christianity is in word only.  Paul told Timothy to turn away from these people.  

They do not know the Lord.   

 

  Those who teach that people become Christians through the rite of baptism include the Roman 

Catholic Church, the Church of England, the (American) Episcopalian church and even the Methodist 

and Lutheran churches.  These churches and denominations teach that babies become born again through 

baptism, that they then become Christians and members of the church.  Of course we would say that the 

Bible teaches that no such power exists in the rite of baptism.  We are not saying that there are no true 

Christians in any of these denominations, but those that are so is not because they embraced the teaching to 

which they have been exposed.  They are Christians only through the mercy and grace of God had revealed 

to them that their salvation is through faith in Jesus Christ alone, not through what their church claims to 

bestow upon them. 

  The only way that the church can determine if someone is regenerate, or born again, is by the evidence 

shown forth in his life.  Baptism in itself changes no one.  Baptism is a public confession of one’s own faith 

in the Lord Jesus Christ.  It is a declaration before others that he has turned from his former way of living 

without Christ and that he is now committed to live for Jesus Christ among other people who believe and are 

committed to the same kind of life.  Babies have no such knowledge nor are they able to make such a 

commitment.  Only when one believes the gospel of Jesus Christ, has repented of former sin, and purposes to 

live for Jesus Christ among the Lord’s people, only then should the church treat as valid his claim to be a 

Christian.  Only this person is to be admitted to church membership. 

 

  (2) There are those churches that teach (wrongly) that the children of believing parents are to be 

baptized, because of the virtue of their parents’ faith.  These children are believed to be “covenant children”, 

even though it is understood that they were not born again through their baptism.  They are said to be 

members of the church through baptism, even while the church knows that some if not many of these 

children are not born again.  This is the belief and practice of Presbyterian churches.  This can be seen 

clearly in The Westminster Confession of Faith, the standard confession of Presbyterian churches.  

(Which, of course, is a most excellent confession of faith, but as Baptists, we would argue that it is errant in 

this matter.)  Here is its definition of the membership of a local church: 

 

  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.11  

 

Take note that the visible church, that is, the local church, has as its members those who profess faith in 

Christ, but in addition, their children are also members of the church and are also in the kingdom of God.12  

The Bible does not teach this regarding the membership of local churches.   

                                                           
11 The Westminster Confession of Faith, 1646, ch. 25, par. 2. 
12 This is an amazing claim, for though Presbyterians advocate that children of believing parents are in the kingdom of 

God, even those children who are baptized but are not born again, yet if those Presbyterians were queried, they would 

acknowledge that the Lord Jesus declared that no one can enter or even see the kingdom of God unless he is first born 

again (Cf. John 3:3, 5).  Their understanding that children of believing parents are “covenant children”, even though 

they are not necessarily born again, is unbiblical.  Every human being is either in Adam or in Christ.  If one is not born 

again, he is still in Adam, regardless of what his dad or mom believes.  We will explain further detail at a later time why 

their views of infant baptism are faulty and unbiblical. 
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  Some of my dear reformed friends believe and practice infant baptism in this way.  The most respected 

reformed teachers and preachers espouse this understanding of infant baptism, including R. C. Sproul, the 

late James M. Boice, John Murray, and J. I. Packer.  Many of the greatest men of God in church history have 

taught this view of infant baptism, John Calvin, George Whitefield, John Owen, Jonathan Edwards, Charles 

Hodge, and D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones.  We could go on and on.  But in this matter we must side with the 

Scriptures, not with a wrong interpretation of the Scriptures that these good men have embraced.   We will 

say more about this matter at a later time, Lord willing. 

 

  (3) There are Baptist (or baptistic) churches that teach only those who profess faith in Jesus Christ as 

their Lord and Savior, who have purposed to turn from sin and live for righteousness along with others of 

like faith, only they are admitted to formal church membership.  We acknowledge that although children of 

believing parents have a measure of God’s mercy and blessing attending them, they are not to be regarded as 

members of Christ’s church until they show forth saving faith in their profession and life. 

 

  Aside from these three views of who should be admitted as members of local churches, Reformed 

Congregational churches are rather unique.  In their original Savoy Declaration (1658), which is very similar 

to both the Westminster Confession and the Baptist Confession of 1689, there is no definition of what 

constitutes a local church.  Interestingly, it does describe what it calls a “universal visible church.”  Here is 

their statement of this single, large, world-wide visible “church”:  

 

“The whole body of men throughout the world, professing the faith of the gospel and obedience unto 

God by Christ according to it, not destroying their own profession by any errors everting the foundation, 

or unholiness of conversation, are, and may be called the visible catholic church of Christ; although as 

such it is not entrusted with the administration of any ordinances, or have any officers to rule or govern 

in, or over the whole body.”13  

 

  However, in 1648, 10 years earlier than when The Savoy Declaration was formed in London, a group 

of congregational churches assembled in Cambridge, Massachusetts, and formed The Cambridge Platform, 

which is a setting forth of church order among Congregational churches in New England.  In this document, 

it specifically denies the existence of a “universal, visible, church” of all Christians throughout the world.14  

And so, it is in direct conflict with the statement of the later Savoy Declaration.  What is rather inconsistent 

about the Congregationalists, in my opinion, is that while they advocate a regenerate church membership, 

they also advocate infant baptism.  These two beliefs conflict with one another.15  

 

  We would argue that only those churches that strive to admit to membership those who have been 

born again by the Holy Spirit, who have become committed disciples of Jesus Christ, experiencing new life 

through Him, only these churches are capable of experiencing the kind of fellowship that should characterize 

a local church of Jesus Christ.16  Let us now say a few words about the nature of this life in a New Testament 

church. 

 

IV.  The Life of the Church. 

 

                                                           
13 The Savoy Declaration of 1658, art, 26, par. 2. 
14 The Cambridge Platform of 1648, ch. 2, par. 4.   
15 I believe this is was the heart of the problem that Jonathan Edwards wrestled with in his congregational church in 

Northampton, MA in the mid-18th century. 
16 The problem of unregenerate church members in the churches is not as great in our land in which there is full 

religious liberty.  Most church attendees of paedobaptist reformed churches do so because they want to be where the 

word of God is proclaimed faithfully.  True Christians, therefore, will tend to be predominate in these churches although 

they hold officially to a deficient view of local church membership.  However, historically and presently, in those lands 

where there is a state church (e.g. Germany, Scotland, England, Ireland, etc.) the problem of nominal Christianity in the 

“churches” is the norm.  One need not be born again to be a member in good standing in most paedobaptist churches.  
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  We read in Acts 2:42 about the life of the new Christians who had joined the church of Jerusalem.  

“And they continued steadfastly in the apostles’ doctrine and fellowship, in the breaking of bread, and in 

prayers.”  Three aspects of church life are specifically identified.  First, we read that they adhered to the 

apostles’ doctrine.  Second, they enjoyed Christian fellowship with one another.  And third, we read that they 

continued steadfastly in prayers.  I would like us to consider the second of these--they continued steadfastly 

in fellowship. 

  The local church of the New Testament is to be made of people who continue steadfastly in both the 

apostles’ doctrine and also in fellowship.  We see that a New Testament local church must not only be a right 

understanding of truth--continuing in the Apostles’ doctrine-- there must be a right response to the truth--

they continued in fellowship.  This is important, for some believe that a true church may exist apart from 

fellowship.  Some of our Protestant friends have defined the local church differently.  They teach that a local 

church is to be regarded as legitimate wherever the truth is proclaimed faithfully, irrespective of a response 

to that truth.  No, the truth must be practiced faithfully also, not just preached faithfully, else there is no 

church present.   

  This wrong understanding of the church, in my opinion, is why some sound, godly, faithful Reformed 

teachers and preachers remain in a church or denomination that denies or even repudiates the very doctrines 

that they hold dear.  It is because these men have a different definition of the church than what we are 

asserting here.  They claim that “the visible church” exists wherever and whenever the Word is faithfully 

preached and the sacraments are faithfully administered.  And so, these Reformed men have justified staying 

in apostate settings because they believe that as long as they themselves are free to proclaim the truth 

unhindered, then they are serving within a “legitimate” church.  We would argue that such a place might be 

an evangelistic gathering, but it is no church of Jesus Christ.  A true local church according to the New 

Testament is characterized by fellowship (as defined by the Scriptures).   

 

  And so let us ask the question: What is biblically defined fellowship?  Before we begin to consider 

what the Bible says about fellowship, let me ask you several questions to stimulate your thinking in this 

matter.  First question, Do you experience fellowship in this church, the First Baptist Church of 

Leominster?  Yes?  No?  After having answered that question, let me follow it up with this second question: 

What criteria did you use to answer the first question?  That is, what do you regard as the test of whether or 

not you experience fellowship in this church? 

  Often times, Christians base their “fellowship” on less than biblical standards.  When we speak of 

“fellowship” we must be careful to define our term biblically.  Fellowship must be based on what we 

corporately believe and enjoy with respect to our common life before God.  We may say this about biblical 

fellowship: 

 

Biblical fellowship exists when there is a mutual sharing or mutual exchange or joint participation of 

common knowledge about God and our relationship with Him through Jesus Christ.  
 

  I believe, therefore, that the order of words is important in Acts 2:42, “And they continued steadfastly 

in the apostles’ doctrine and fellowship.”  The two go together, but the second is grounded on the first.  If we 

do not have a common belief (doctrine), how can we pretend that we are experiencing “fellowship”?   

  However, for many Christians, fellowship as is set forth in God’s Word is not understood or even 

sought after.  Because they do not value or stress biblical doctrine, their concept and practice of “fellowship” 

is not biblically shaped or sanctioned.  Knowledge of doctrine precedes enjoyment of fellowship.  Sound 

doctrine is essential and foundational to true fellowship. 

  Fellowship must be grounded on biblical doctrine, specifically, what the Bible says about the common 

life we have with God through the salvation that is in Jesus Christ.  But sadly, I feel compelled to say, that 

many Christians do not understand this.  Many Christians do not see doctrine as having a connection to the 

matter of fellowship.  They base their perception of fellowship on matters other than what the Bible teaches.  

Let me make several assertions about this condition: 
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  1.  Many church attendees of “Bible-believing churches” do not understand the nature of biblical 

fellowship and therefore do not experience it or recognize it when it is present.   

 

  2.  Church attendees of “Bible-believing churches” commonly make assertions and draw conclusions 

about “fellowship” that are based on unbiblical criteria.  They believe that fellowship exists where it does 

not; they believe it does not exist when it might very well be present.  

 

  3.  I suspect that many Christians, when faced with a decision to align with a church, do so based on 

their perceptions about fellowship more than any other factor.  But because so many do not necessarily 

understand what biblical fellowship is, and therefore do not discern when it is present or absent, they make 

determinations about their chosen church home based on other than biblical criteria. 

 

  Some mistakenly believe that they are experiencing biblical fellowship when they enjoy the company 

of other Christians with whom they have common interests, likes or dislikes, which, however, are not central 

to biblical fellowship.  Biblical fellowship is not based upon what we have in common as families, 

Americans, or the shared interests and hobbies that we mutually enjoy.  Biblical fellowship is not based on 

what we have experienced together over the years as fellow church members; in other words, simply because 

some folks have grown up together in the same church and have served the Lord with one another shoulder-

to-shoulder for many years and have many fond shared memories with one another within a church setting; 

this should not be confused with biblical fellowship.  Nor is biblical fellowship based on common interests of 

those of the same age group, social standing, or education level.  But often times Christians make assertions 

about “fellowship” and choose to associate or disassociate with others based on these kinds of things.   

  Some view “fellowship” as participation and involvement in denominational sponsored organization 

and activities.  Often “fellowship” is believed to be among only those who are involved with “my group”, 

“my church”, “my denomination”, “my school”, or “my college.”  Others believe that they have true 

fellowship when they are with those who have the same philosophy of home schooling, or Christian 

schooling.  Some believe that they may only have true fellowship with those who have the same view of 

eschatology or some other secondary biblical doctrine.  Those who do not belong to “my group” or embrace 

“my understanding” of this particular teaching are viewed and treated as outside the arena of fellowship.  I 

suspect that others believe that they are experiencing true fellowship when they are among others who have 

the same love for a particular form of liturgy, a common preference for a particular style of worship music.  

Some believe that biblical fellowship is present whenever there is a light, happy carefree spirit is present 

among professing believers as they gather for a Christian function of some kind.  Others base their 

perception of the presence of fellowship when they are gathered with others who have the same love for a 

particular Christian speaker or Christian performer.  Some see the basis of fellowship to be a common view 

of politics or a serious concern about some social problem such as abortion.  All of these things, I would 

assert, are not what constitutes grounds for true biblical fellowship.  But because of these things, true, 

biblical fellowship is obscured and forfeited. 

 

  Biblical Fellowship speaks of a mutual shared appreciation and application of the truth among a 

gathering Christians, those who enjoy a mutual relationship with one another to God the Father through 

Jesus Christ.  Fellowship is present when there is a sharing and enjoying with one another of the common 

spiritual life that we have with one other.  It may seem elementary, therefore to say, that true fellowship may 

only be practiced and enjoyed by people who have a common belief and experience of life from God through 

Jesus Christ.  This is another argument for a regenerate church membership.  Those who are born again are 

quite different from the unregenerate.  They have little in common.  Only those who have new life in Christ 

are able to have true fellowship with God and one another.   

 

  More specifically, what is fellowship?  Let us turn to 1 John 1 to see more clearly what biblical 

fellowship is.   The Greek word for fellowship is koinonia (koinonia).  It can be translated as “fellowship” 

or “communion.”  The word conveys the thought of “sharing”, “mutual exchange”, or “joint participation.”  
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The word is used four times here in 1 John 1.  It is used in twice in verse 3, and once each in verses 6 and 7.  

Let us read this chapter.  

 

  That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, 

which we have looked upon, and our hands have handled, concerning the Word of life-- 2the life was 

manifested, and we have seen, and bear witness, and declare to you that eternal life which was with the 

Father and was manifested to us-- 3that which we have seen and heard we declare to you, that you also 

may have fellowship with us; and truly our fellowship is with the Father and with His Son Jesus Christ.  
4And these things we write to you that your joy may be full.  5This is the message which we have heard 

from Him and declare to you, that God is light and in Him is no darkness at all.  6If we say that we have 

fellowship with Him, and walk in darkness, we lie and do not practice the truth.  7But if we walk in the 

light as He is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus Christ His Son 

cleanses us from all sin.  8If we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us.  
9If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all 

unrighteousness.  10If we say that we have not sinned, we make Him a liar, and His word is not in us. (1 

John 1:1-10) 

 

  In 1 John 1:3 we read about fellowship:  “That which we have seen and heard declare we unto you, 

that you also may have fellowship with us: and truly our fellowship is with the Father, and with his Son 

Jesus Christ.”  Then in verses 6 and 7 we read, “If we say that we have fellowship with Him, and walk in 

darkness, we lie and do not practice the truth.  But if we walk in the light as He is in the light, we have 

fellowship with one another (that is, with God and ourselves)…” 

 

  Note what John was writing.  He declared that the purpose of writing to these Christians was so that 

they might know more of Jesus Christ whom John had known personally, and in so knowing Jesus, they 

might have communion with, or fellowship with the Father through His Son.  Here we can make an assertion 

about what biblical fellowship is: 

 

Fellowship is present among Christians when there is a sense of shared knowledge about Jesus 

Christ which has lead them to have assurance of a relationship with the Father and when they are 

delighting in, and receiving comfort from that relationship. 

 

  What then, must be present when fellowship is present?   

 

   1. There must be a declaration of truth about the person and work of Jesus Christ; specifically, 

the truth must be declared about how sinners are reconciled to God the Father through Jesus Christ.   

 

   2. There must be a work of the Holy Spirit performed so that the hearers of the truth are (have 

been) brought to know experientially the joy and comfort that they personally have a part in the salvation that 

Jesus Christ secured.  

 

   3. There must be a mutual commitment on the part of the believers to live in obedience to the 

truth of God that they are hearing and affirming. 

 

  This is why, brethren, that a stranger who knows the Lord can come into our midst off the streets and 

because he is meeting with us and hears and understands and affirms the truth about the gospel in Jesus 

Christ that has reconciled him and us to the Father, he can be enjoying true fellowship with us today, though 

he may never have been among us before.  

 

  Since biblical fellowship is as set forth in 1 John (and elsewhere), do you see how shallow and empty 

all other substitutes or grounds of fellowship other than the truth of God in Jesus Christ?  If we do see 

“fellowship” based on matters other than an awareness of our relationship with the Father through Jesus 
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Christ, we should recognize them for what they are, secondary matters that have the ability, if we allow 

them, to mar and destroy fellowship rather than enhance or produce it.  We should jettison these false and 

unbiblical criteria that we use to define fellowship, these unbiblical issues that we use to alienate some 

wrongly and embrace others wrongly.  

 

  When is fellowship experienced?  Biblical fellowship is experienced when the gathered people of 

God are put in remembrance of the common relationship that they enjoy with God the Father through the 

Lord Jesus Christ.  Fellowship is enhanced, therefore, through reading the Word, teaching and preaching the 

Word, singing the Word, speaking to one another about our common life with God the Father through our 

Lord Jesus Christ.   

 

  Let me conclude with this verse, Galatians 3:26, “For ye are all the children of God by faith in Christ 

Jesus.  For as many of you as have been baptized into Christ have put on Christ.  There is neither Jew nor 

Greek, there is neither bond nor free, there is neither male nor female: for ye are all one in Christ Jesus.”  

This is the basis of all true fellowship, the shared life that we enjoy as believers through a saving knowledge 

of Jesus Christ. 

 

  The first question and answer of the Westminster Catechism reads, “What is the chief end of man?”  

“The chief end of man is to glorify God and to enjoy Him forever.”  Fellowship, or communion with God, is 

the chief means of fulfilling this chief end.  It was for this purpose that God created man in His image, that 

He and we might know one another and that He might be glorified through our enjoyment of Him as we 

respond to Him in our love for Him, or trust in Him, our joy of Him, and our honoring Him.  

  The goal of salvation is our fellowship with God.  Salvation brings about a restoration of fellowship 

between God and man, a fellowship that was broken through man’s sin in the Garden of Eden.   

 

***************** 

 

Blessed be the LORD God, the God of Israel, Who only does wondrous things! 

And blessed be His glorious name forever!  And let the whole earth be filled with His glory.  

Amen and Amen. 

(Psa 72:18f) 

 

***************** 


