The New Testament Church

It’s Terms of Designation

The church set forth in the New Testament is described by a number of different pictures.  Since it is a spiritual institution, and different from anything else in existence, it could not be adequately represented by any one figure or picture.  

The original term for “church” signifies a “called out” body of people.  All who are in it have been called out from a state of sin from the world, from the kingdom of darkness, or from a state of “death” (Ephesians 2:5).  They have been called into the Kingdom of God’s dear Son (Colossians 1:13) frequently spoken of as “the Kingdom of Heaven” (Matthew 3:2) or “the Kingdom of God” (Luke 10:9-11).  

If we think of this divine institution as a called out body of people over whom Christ reigns as head and in which the Holy Spirit dwells, then it is the body of Christ (Colossians 1:18; Ephesians 1:20-22).  If we think of God as the Father of us all and ourselves as brethren, and joint-heirs with Christ Jesus (Romans 8:16-17), then we constitute the families or “the house of God, which is the church of the living God, the pillar and the ground of truth” (1 Timothy 3:15).  

If we think of this same body with Christ ruling over it as our King, with the whole world as its territory, with the New Testament as its constitution, then it is the “Kingdom of God” or “of His dear Son.”  Jesus referred to the church and the Kingdom in one and the same breath, thus signifying the same institution (Matthew 16:18-19).  If we think of it as a Kingdom, then it is the Kingdom of God, the Kingdom of Christ or the Kingdom of Heaven.  They are all one and the same.  Jesus could say, “all things that are mine” (John 17:10).  

This divine institution is spoken of as the Kingdom of Heaven, because it is Heaven-born and it was purchased with the blood of the Lord Jesus Christ, who came down from Heaven.  The church is frequently called “the church of God”, “the church of the living God”, and “the church of the First-born”. (Hebrews 12:23).  Once Jesus merely spoke of it as “My church” (Matthew 16:18).  When various congregations were spoken of in the plural they were sometimes called “the churches of Christ” (Romans 16:16).  Whether we refer to a single congregation or to the whole body of Christ, they may rightfully be referred to as His, in order “that in all things He might have the preeminence” (Colossians 1:18).  We usually speak of it as Christ’s church, or the church of Christ.  This in no way detracts from the many references in which it is spoken of as the church of God, or Kingdom of God.

The church in the New Testament was not referred to as just another religious body among many.  It was something altogether new and different from anything that had ever existed before.  When Jesus said, “Upon this rock I will build my church” (Matthew 16:18), He was alluding to all of His followers, or all of God’s people.  When the term “church” was used with respect to God’s people in Ephesus, Corinth, Philippi and other places, then it included all of God’s people in that particular location.  The individuals who made up the family of God were spoken of as disciples, followers of Christ, brethren, children of God, Christians, fellow-workers, servants, or by some other single term which characterized their relationship to God, to Christ or to one another.

