The New Testament Church
It’s Organization

In structure the New Testament church has the simplest organization conceivable, yet the strongest and most durable.  Civilizations have come and gone.  Kingdoms have risen and fallen.  Social orders have flourished and vanished, but the church of our Lord still endures.  Truly, “the gates of Hades shall not prevail against it” (Matthew 16:18).  

The church set forth in the New Testament has a divine head.  Christ is that head (Colossians 1:18).  He became head of His church after His resurrection from the dead (Ephesians 1:20-23).  When Christ was raised from the dead it was to die no more, “death hath no more dominion over Him” (Romans 6:8-10).  He has never relinquished His headship to anyone.  He has never surrendered His authority to another.  To John He said, “I am He that liveth and was dead; and behold I am alive for evermore” (Revelation 1:18).  He has no vicar on earth; no one rules in His stead.  The church of the New Testament, being a spiritual institution and “not of this world” has no earthly head.  

The church of our Lord had the apostles to direct it in the beginning.  These were specifically chosen by Christ Himself and specially endowed for a particular work they were given to do.  Before they were sent forth to perform their mission Christ carefully taught them for a period of some three years then after His departure He sent forth the Holy Spirit to guide them in all that they taught (John 16:13).  As an evidence of His approval and proof that the Holy Spirit was with them, the apostles were enabled to speak in other tongues, perform miracles and to withstand all the accusations of their enemies, while confounding them with the evidences which the Lord had promised to them (Mark 13:10-11; 16:18-20; Acts 2:1-4; Hebrews 2:4).  The work of the apostles was such that they could have no successors in office.  It is evident that the work given to them to perform needs no revision; we can never add to or take from what they wrote or what they did (Galatians 1:8-9; Jude 3; Revelation 22:11).   

In New Testament times each congregation had a plurality of elders (Acts 14:23).  These same men were also called bishops or “Overseers” of the church (Acts 20:17-29).  Their duties were to oversee the congregation and serve as pastors or shepherds to those committed to their care.  

Each congregation had a plurality of deacons.  The first of these are mentioned in Acts 6:1-6.  They are mentioned again along with the bishops in the church at Philippi (Philippians 1:1).  Their qualifications are set forth in 1 Timothy 3:8-10.  The deacons were chosen to perform special duties or services assigned to them by the elders.  The word deacon always carries the idea of servant.  There is a sense in which all of God’s children are servants.  But deacons were especially chosen and assigned to perform particular services.  This was characteristic of each congregation when it was sufficiently established.  

The evangelists of the early church were to primarily “Preach the word” (2 Timothy 4:2).  An evangelist might serve as a deacon, as an elder or as a teacher, but the word “Evangelist” carries the idea of a bearer of good news.  This was his first and foremost duty.  There were no other officers in the early church.  If these were sufficient then, they should be sufficient to govern the church of Christ today and indeed, they are.

