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The local New Testament church is a com-
pany of people who have been regenerated
by the Holy Spirit and immersed upon their
profession of faith in Christ. It is the instru-
ment God has chosen to use in this world to
carry out His program of evangelization
and instruction. Christ is the Head, the
Holy Spirit the energizer, and the Word of
God the guide, of any church patterned
after the teaching of the New Testament.

Paul refers to ‘‘the church which is His
body” (Eph. 1:22-23). This is sometimes
referred to as the church “universal” or *‘in-
visible,” though these terms are not found
in the Bible with reference to the church.
The church is universal only as it refers to
union with Christ as the common heritage
of all believers. According to H. E. Dana,
“Of the 114 occurrences of the term in the
New Testament, we have assigned a total of
93 to thelocal church. Expressed in terms of
percentage, this is 81% of the total New
Testament usage.” In the paragraphs that
follow we shall attempt to present several
characteristics of the New Testament
church and emphasize its divine purpose in
our time.

The Lord Jesus Christ said, *“I will build my
church”™ (Matt. 16:18). In Acts 2:47 we are
informed that *“the Lord added to the
church daily such as were being saved.” It is
further declared: “He purchased the church
with His own blood” (Acts 20:28). Romans
16:16 mentions “‘the churches of Christ,”
indicating our Lord’s possession of them.
The church had a gradual growth. It was in
embryonic form in the Gospels. On the day
of Pentecost it was born, enabled, and em-
powered by the Holy Spirit. Its growth is
seen in that many were added to that local
assembly (Acts 2:41-47). Christ is the
Founder, the Purchaser, and the Possessor
of every local church established after the
New Testament pattern.

As an organization, the local New Testa-
ment church is sovereign and autonomous.
Its membership consists of *‘saints ...
bishops . .. deacons” (Phil. 1:1). Each local
church decides who shall be its members
(Acts 9:26-41), elects its own officers (Acts
14:23), sends out its own missionaries (Acts

13:1-3), disciplines its own members (I Cor.
5:13), and is never called *‘the church” (Gal.
1:2). It is always addressed as an individual
unit (Rev. 2 and 3). The local churches in
New Testament times were voluntarily in-
terdependent (Acts 15).

In New Testament times there were two per-
manent officers of the local church, pastors
and deacons. In Acts 20:17-28 Paul refers to
the “elders” of the church (v. 17), address-
ing them as “‘overseers’ or ““bishops,”” and
he instructs them to ““feed the church of
God.” The word *“‘feed” is one from which
we get “shepherd” or “pastor.” “Elder,”
“bishop,” and “‘pastor” are terms used in-
terchangeably in this passage of Scripture.
The same is true of “*elder’” and “*bishop™ in
Titus 1:5-9. Here the “‘elder” is called a
“bishop™ (v. 7). The terms “bishop” and
“elder” are used in the New Testament as
equivalent terms.

As Paul writes to the Philippians he refers to
“deacons.” In I Timothy 3 the qualifica-
tions for the two officers of the church are
given. There are only two, bishops (v. 1) and
deacons (v. 8). Had there been more than
two, it is unlikely that Paul would have
neglected to state their qualifications. It is
important here to note that qualifications
for deacons and pastors are very similar.
This is emphasized when Paul states:
“Likewise must the deacons ...” Every
deacon should live the same kind of godly
life he expects of his pastor.

If the elder in the church is the pastor, how
can we account for the plurality of elders
mentioned in the New Testament? A. H.
Strong gives a most satisfactory answer as
to why the elder is often referred to in the
plural. “There is no evidence that the
number of elders was uniform or that the
plurality which frequently existed was due
to any other cause than the size of the
churches for which these elders cared. The
New Testament church . . . does notrequire
a plural eldership in any case, nor does it
render eldership where it exists out of the
coordinate authority with the church. These
are indications, moreover, that at least in
certain churches the position was one, while
the deacons were more than one in
number.” The terms ‘“‘elder,” ‘“‘bishop,”
and “‘pastor” refer to the same office, but an

elder is not a deacon and a deacon is not an
elder. No New Testament church was ever
controlled by a “‘board of elders.”

The local churches were made the custo-
dians of the ordinances. The New Testa-
ment knows nothing of the word
*“sacrament.” This word implies the impar-
tation of divine grace upon the recipient of
either baptism or communion. The Bible
teaches clearly that grace is received directly
by the operation of the Holy Spirit as He
uses the Word of God.

An ordinance of the local church has been
defined as ‘“*an outward institution ap-
pointed by Christ, practiced by positive
precept, to be observed by all His people to
the end of the age, commemorating an es-
sential Gospel fact, and declaring the essen-
tial Gospel truth.” Since all the New Testa-
ment must be taken as the foundation for
church truth, it is logical to assume that
every ordinance commanded by Christ,
taught in the epistles, and practiced in the
book of Acts is to be observed by the local
churches.

Baptism is commanded by Christ in Matt.
28:19, taught in Rom. 6:4-5, and practiced
by the church as recorded in Acts 16:13-15.
The Lord’s Supper is commanded by Christ
in Luke 22:19-20, taughtin I Cor. 11:23-34,
and practiced by the early church in Acts
2:42. Baptism and the Lord’s Supper,
therefore, are the only ordinances that meet
these three tests and are to be observed by
the local church until the end of the age.
There is no teaching in the New Testament
to authorize any other body of believers to
observe the ordinances. Local churches
were established to carry out the divinely
ordained program of God in this dispensa-
tion. Summer camps, Bible conferences,
colleges, seminaries, Bible classes, and
other organizations established for good
purposes are not commanded nor expected
to baptize believers or serve communion.
This is the responsibility of local churches.

Since the New Testament has given clear in-
struction concerning the government and
recorded the early history of the local
church, we are convinced that the head of
the church had and still has a prominent
place for the church in His program. Each
local church has a divinely given objective.
It has been well said that “‘the local church
has been limited by the terms of the great
commission.” Rebuke was given to the
early Christians because at this period of the
church’s history Christ’s followers were
failing to carry out His command. They
were told to go into all the world and pr---h
the Gospel but there is evidence of:

(continued on Page 3)
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