
I thought I could have leaped from earth to heaven at one spring when I first saw my wins 
drowned in the Redeemer’s blood” 

- Charles Spurgeon

What is the church? 

The Church is all people, spread across time and space, who have placed their lives in the 
hands of God through faith in what Jesus Christ accomplished on the cross. That definition is a 

mouthful, but it embodies a number of important elements that should not be overlooked. 

First, the church is people, not a building or event. The Greek word that gets translated as 
church is 'ekklesia' and it literally means "the gathering". People use the word church as a kind 

of shorthand for buildings and Sunday morning services, but we cannot lose sight of the fact 
that it is, first and foremost, the people of God. This is important because if church is simply a 

building, then the highest value is your physical presence. Being at or in the church would be 
the primary action required in order to do church correctly. If church was primarily a Sunday 

morning service, then attendance at that service would be our highest end. But, since church is 
a people who are unified by shared faith, the highest end of the church is to collectively reflect 

the character and will of God. This places the emphasis where it should be, on our collective 
relationship with God and each other and our witness to the world.

Second, this definition reminds us that the church has existed for all time and in all places. Our 

local expression of church is not the Church, but we are a church that is part of the Church. We 
call this dichotomy the Universal and Local church. All people who have placed faith in Jesus 



are part of the church, no matter where or when they have lived. This idea encourages us to 

remember that we are something much larger than we are, which is both exciting and humbling. 
It's exciting to think that we are standing in the current of a much larger river that has been 

running for thousands of years. Our faith was handed down to us through the centuries by men 
and women who loved Jesus, studied the Bible and codified theology so that we might better 

understand God and his world. It's also humbling to think that whatever we see in our local 
churches or discover in our Bible study, we are probably not the first ones to have an idea or 

think a thought. Also, the church is spread across space, meaning that there has been an 
expression of Christianity in nearly every culture in the world. It is easy for people to assume 

that their expression of Christianity is normative, so we need to be regularly reminded that there 
is no normative expression of Christianity. Christians have been expressing their faith in unique 

and culturally appropriate ways in Africa, Latin America, Eastern Europe, Asia and everywhere 
else for centuries and they often look and feel wildly different!

Third, the distinguishing factor of the church is not birthright, moral purity or adherence to a 

tradition, it is personal faith placed in Jesus as Savior and Lord. This has always been true, 
even in the Old Testament, when it often appeared (and the Jews often thought) that adherence 

to the Law or circumcision were required to be a part of God's people.  The radical grace of the 
gospel has always been difficult for people to accept. On the one hand, it seems ridiculous that 

God would only require us to trust him in order to be saved. Something deep within humanity 
tells us that love and acceptance has to be earned or purchased and cannot be free. On the 

other hand, belief in the free grace of God takes control over our lives away from us and gives it 
to God. If our salvation were earned, we would retain some control, since it was an equal 

transaction. But the transaction of grace is grossly unequal, God paid everything, and we paid 
nothing, which puts us eternally in God's debt. 

These three elements make up our definition of the church and are inseparable from one 

another. The church is a people, spread across centuries and continents, but also local and 
communal, united not by heritage, ethnicity or behavior but by faith in the One God of the 

Universe.



What does the Church do? 

Now that we understand what the church is, we will turn our attention to what the church does. 
There are a lot activities that the church has adopted over the centuries but which of them are 

necessary and which are simply traditions? How do we know if a church is a biblically faithful 
church? These are important questions that nearly every Christian will have to ask at some 

point in their lives as they search for a new church home after a move or other transition. While 
there are a lot of important things that a church can do, we believe that there are a few 

categories of things that every church must do in order to fully reflect the purposes God gave 
the church. For our purposes, we'll call those categories: Loving the King, Seeking the Kingdom 

and Serving the Common Good.

Loving the King 

In Matthew 22:37-38, Jesus tells a crowd that the greatest commandment is to "Love the Lord 

your God with all your heart, and with all your soul and with all your mind." Love for God is the 
most important thing a human can do and the activity for which humans are most fully made. 

Thus, it is the primary purpose of the church, the gathering of Christ-dependent humans, to 
corporately love God as well. How do we love God corporately? The church corporately 

expresses its affection for God through worship. Colossians 3:16 says, "sing psalms, hymns and 
spiritual songs with thankfulness in your hearts to God." Paul instructs the church at Ephesus to 

"Look carefully then how you walk, not as unwise but as wise...be filled with the Spirit, 
addressing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making melody 

to the Lord with all you heart, giving thanks always and for everything to God the Father in the 
name of our lord Jesus Christ."  The church expresses her love for God by gathering together to 

sing songs of love and worship to God. 

This connects the church together at three levels. First, the church has gathered together and is 
singing in unison. This underscores the truth that Christianity is not primarily an individual 

expression of faith but participation in the work of the people of God. Second, in unison the 
church communicates its love for God to God! One of the most powerful ways that a person can 

love someone else is to tell them that they love them. Gathered worship accomplishes this in a 
really powerful way that blesses God. Third, gathered worship testifies publicly to the church's 



love. Worship is a public witness that the church loves God more than anything else, including 

worldly power or material possessions. It bears witness to the values of a different Kingdom and 
allegiance to a different King.

There are a myriad of ways that the church can and does love God corporately but regular, 

gathered worship is the primary way. Hebrews 10:25 warns Christians against "neglecting to 
meet together" because it is an irreplaceable part of the Christian life. Christians need each 

other for encouragement and accountability and we need to engage in regular times of 
corporate worship in order to be reminded that we love a different King, abide by different 

Kingdom values and exist to testify to those realities to our neighbors.

The way we love the King as individuals is through the practice of Spiritual Disciplines.

Seeking the Kingdom 

Near the end of the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus is teaching his followers not to be anxious 

about what they have or don’t have, but rather to “seek first the kingdom of God and his 
righteousness.”  As we’ve discussed in previous modules, there is nothing more important for 

humans than to become who we were made to be. Humans are made in the image of God and 
perfectly designed to live in his perfect Kingdom. It is sin that keeps us from that reality and 

tempts us to seek other kingdoms. 

This is at the root of Jesus’ teaching in Matthew 6:25-34. Sin deceives us into believing that our 
hope lies in worldly power or possessions, when in fact these are simply tools that God has 

given us to navigate his world. The truth is that God’s Kingdom is the only place that humans 
will find satisfaction. When we place our faith in food, clothing or power, we will find only anxiety 

and disappointment. Not because those things are bad, but because we are asking something 
of them that they can never grant. So, Jesus’s answer to the human problem of anxiety is not a 

pill or a practice but faith. He calls people to believe that God is good and will always take care 
of his people. It is through seeking God and his Kingdom, that people will find the rest and 

satisfaction that they long for.



So, what does it look like to seek the Kingdom? The Kingdom of God is similar to the church in 

the sense that it is both universal and local, visible and invisible. The Kingdom of God is 
anywhere and at any time that God’s rule and reign is made manifest. Seeking God’s Kingdom 

means orienting your life around the life and teachings of Jesus and living them out in 
community and in the presence of your neighbors. Seeking the Kingdom means looking for 

ways to increasingly make the way of Jesus a reality in your life and in the life of your local 
church.

The Bible word for this is Discipleship. Discipleship is simply making Jesus’s life and message 

increasingly the pattern of your life. Christians do this through regular Sunday Gatherings, being 
present in community, learning the Bible and theology and in many other regular practices of the 

church. According to Jesus in the Great Commission, it is the primary responsibility of the 
church to “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 all that I have commanded you.” It is 
not enough to simply make converts and leave them at that. Any gospel presentation that 

doesn’t result in an expectation of discipleship is at best incomplete and at worst, a bait and 
switch.

Serving the Common Good 

A core conviction of Christianity is that the Kingdom of God is the best experience of the human 
life for all people and not just Christians. Because of this, a primary purpose of the church is to 

work to see the Kingdom spread beyond the church and into the world. Christians believe that 
the spread of the Kingdom serves the Common Good because the Kingdom of God is what all 

people were created to experience. The church serves the common good in two primary ways, 
through evangelism and ministry to the poor and powerless.

Evangelism is the demonstration and proclamation of the Gospel, particularly in the presence of 

and for the purpose of converting nonChristians. This is a core practice of Christianity for at 
least two reasons. One, Christians believe that without salvation, all humans are destined for 

eternal separation from God in hell. Therefore, Christians are compelled by love and 
compassion to share the gospel with their friends and family who do not know Christ. Second, 

the Bible teaches that the most satisfying and flourishing life is life with Christ, so not only does 



evangelism affect eternity, but also the immediate experience of life on earth. A community is a 

better place when there are more Christians, because the Christian life, even one flawed by sin, 
is the most fulfilling life available.

The other half of what it means to serve the common good is probably more obvious. Because 

of sin, the world is broken, unjust and full of pain. When Christians are rightly focused on 
bringing about the Kingdom on Earth, that has to include working to reverse the effects of sin on 

our world. Christians have a long history of fighting injustice like slavery, racism, sexism and 
economic inequality. This is such an important part of the church’s work because it 

communicates to the wider world that our faith is not just spiritual or eternal but also physical 
and temporal. This is God’s world and he made it perfect. Sin’s effect has reached every corner 

of God’s creation and so too does God’s redemptive work. As Christians works out their 
salvation, they have to work out the spiritual and the physical implications of it.

Church Leadership 

There are two primary offices in the local church, Elder and Deacon. These two groups of 

people are given both the responsibility and authority to lead the church along with help and 
support of the members or congregation.

The Bible uses several different Greek words as basically synonyms to describe the office of 

elder, so it may sometimes be translated as Bishop, Pastor or Overseer. Some denominations 
use these words for different positions within the local church or larger governing body, but they 

are basically interchangeable in the Bible. The Elders of a local church are given the 
responsibility and authority to guide the church theologically, primarily through teaching and 

preaching. Elders are also responsible for shepherding and church discipline within the local 
church. They often also lead the church through vision and organizational leadership, but these 

purposes are not expressly outlined in the Bible. When the church first began, it was very small, 
and leadership was informal and relational. As churches have grown, particularly in the last 

century, Elders have taken on organizational leadership of the church as well. 

Most of what we know about the qualifications of an elder come from 1 Timothy 3:1-7, which 
says,



“The saying is trustworthy: If anyone aspires to the office of overseer, he desires a noble task. 

Therefore an overseer must be above reproach, the husband of one wife, sober-minded, self-
controlled, respectable, hospitable, able to teach, not a drunkard, not violent but gentle, not 

quarrelsome, not a lover of money. He must manage his own household well, with all dignity 
keeping his children submissive, for if someone does not know how to manage his own 

household, how will he care for God's church? He must not be a recent convert, or he may 
become puffed up with conceit and fall into the condemnation of the devil. Moreover, he must be 

well thought of by outsiders, so that he may not fall into disgrace, into a snare of the devil.”

One of the more hotly contested parts of this passage is the assumption that elders are men. 

There are several reasons for this, first the requirement that an elder must be “the husband of 
one wife” and the repeated use of the pronoun “he” throughout the passage. The argument for 

male eldership, or “complementarianism”, is founded on far more than this passage however. 
From the beginning God has given the responsibility and authority of leadership in both the 

home and the church to men. In Genesis 1, God makes man and gives him authority to rule 
over all creation and then creates woman to help him. God’s choice of Patriarch, King, Priest 

and Prophet throughout the Old Testament is consistently male. When Jesus chose his 
disciples, he chose twelve men and no women. This is not at all to say that men are superior to 

women in any way or that women should not lead in any capacity or that they don’t have a 
significant and indeed, crucial role to play in the life of the church and home. In fact, the other 

office in the local church, deacon is often fulfilled by faithful and capable women.

Deacon literally means servant, messenger or minister and it describes an official leadership 
role in the church. The responsibilities of the deacon role can vary widely from church to church. 

In some churches (primarily Baptist ones), the deacons actually function very much like elders. 
In others, they serve a variety of roles from small group leaders to administrative assistants. At 

Doxa, deacons lead servant teams, work on staff, lead bands and lead Missional Communities 
or Journey Groups. Deacons can serve a variety of roles and are held to very similar standards 

as elders. 1 Timothy 3 continues in verses 8-13 to describe the expectations for deacons:

“Deacons likewise must be dignified, not double-tongued, not addicted to much wine, not greedy 
for dishonest gain. They must hold the mystery of the faith with a clear conscience. And let them 

also be tested first; then let them serve as deacons if they prove themselves blameless. Their 



wives likewise must be dignified, not slanderers, but sober-minded, faithful in all things. Let 

deacons each be the husband of one wife, managing their children and their own households 
well. For those who serve well as deacons gain a good standing for themselves and also great 

confidence in the faith that is in Christ Jesus.”

An important principle when it comes to eldership is the idea of plurality. Doxa believes that 
Jesus is the Chief Shepherd and therefore, Senior Pastor of the church and that all of the other 

elders are “under-shepherds” beneath Jesus. That means that the local elders are all in 
submission, theologically and functionally to the rule of Jesus for the church. That puts all of the 

elders are a level playing field with one another. When an elder meeting convenes, each elder, 
regardless of their position or title, has one vote. This is critically important to understand and for 

churches to abide by because when power gets consolidated in one or a very small handful of 
people, it is far easier for there to be organizational drift or outright misconduct.

The Sacraments 

Throughout the ages, the Christian church has held different practices as “means of grace”, 
“ordinances” or “sacraments”. These practices have differed from church to church and between 

denominations. For instance, the list of sacraments for the Roman Catholic Church is more 
extensive than for most protestants. In modern times, most evangelical churches believe that 

there are two sacraments that need to be regularly practiced by the local church, baptism and 
communion.

Baptism 

Baptism has been a practice of the church since before its inception. A “baptism of repentance” 
was practiced by the Jews before Jesus’ time but it didn’t become a “sacrament” until after the 

church had been established in the New Testament. There has been significant disagreement 
about what baptism is and how it is to be performed and there remains a great divide on the 

subject. 

For most of Christian history, the church saw a very direct connection between circumcision in 
the Old Testament and baptism in the New Testament. This meant that people were baptized as 



babies by the will of their parents. This baptism was the means by which they entered the 

“covenant community”. This did not mean that they were saved but that they had been accepted 
into the community of God’s people and there was a strong likelihood of their salvation later in 

life. Proponents of this view point to the fact that a large percentage of Christians come from 
Christian families, so it seems that there is a pattern that God has established. The Roman 

Catholic Church does actually believe that baptism is redemptive but that the child must grow up 
and be confirmed for that redemptive work to be cemented.

Most Protestant Evangelical churches today, including Doxa, hold to a “credo-baptist” view that 

believes that baptism should follow a credible profession of faith. We believe that baptism is a 
sign of real salvation and permanent entrance into the family of God. Thus, infant baptism (or 

paedo-baptism) would be erroneously premature since a small child cannot profess faith.

Communion 

Jesus established the Communion, or the Lord’s Supper, in Matthew 26:17-30, where he tells 

them to drink the cup of wine to remember his blood that was shed and eat the bread to 
remember his body that was broken for them. He tells his disciples that every time they eat of 

the bread or drink of the cup that they should remember his death. This practice was taken up 
by the Christian church shortly after Christ’s death and has been a regular part of worship. 

Churches differ about frequency and method of partaking communion but there is little dispute 
about its importance.


