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III. DETAILING THE OPERATION/FUNCTION OF THE CHURCH 

 

Thus far, in our study of Ecclesiology we have considered the church in light of this unfolding drama that God is 

telling. It’s clear the church is not a mere afterthought or random “Plan B” designed to carry forward what Israel 

was somehow unwilling or unable to do. Rather, the vision of God to be globally known and thoroughly enjoyed 

is on full display throughout the Scriptures. By the time we begin to see the new covenant unfold, it becomes 

apparent God’s vision and mission will now be carried out through the church. 

 

“To me [Paul], though I am the very least of all the saints, this grace was given, to preach to the Gentiles 

the unsearchable riches of Christ, and to bring to light for everyone what is the plan of the mystery hidden 

for ages in God who created all things, so that through the church the manifold wisdom of God might now 

be made known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly places. This was according to the eternal 

purpose that he has realized in Christ Jesus our Lord, in whom we have boldness and access with confidence 

through our faith in him.” (Ephesians 3:8-12) 

 

Since the church was clearly part of God’s plan, it’s helpful to consider the following questions:  

What constitutes a local church? When is it actually a church? Does a group of people meeting together 

to listen to a variety of Christian leaders and pastors online constitute a local church? Does a group 

gathering to hear different Bible conference speakers each week constitute a church? What does a local 

church look like? What is the purpose and mission of a local church? When does a local Bible study group 

become more than a mere study group? How is the church different from other Christian ministries and 

organizations? 

 

These questions, and more, beg answering in order to bring clarity to the means by which God’s mission is to be 

carried out – the church.  

 

As stated previously in our study, the definition of Ecclesiology is, “The study of the church is called ecclesiology, 

from the Greek word ekklesia, which is derived from ek, meaning ‘out of,’ and kaleo, which means ‘to call’ – 

therefore, the church is ‘a called-out group.’ The English word church is related to the Scottish word kirk and the 

German designation kirche, and all of these terms are derived from the Greek word kuriakon, the neuter adjective 

of kurious (“Lord”), meaning ‘belonging to the Lord.’”1 

 

It’s this ‘called-out group belonging to the Lord’ that Jesus clearly identifies as His means for carrying out His 

mission “to the ends of the earth, to the end of the age.” At Waukesha Bible Church, our working definition of the 

church is as follows,  

“We believe the church is the body and the espoused bride of Christ, and is represented through 

the gathering of local churches, with Christ as the head. We believe the Church has been tasked 

with the ministry of reconciliation to proclaim the Gospel, both near and far, for the gathering 

and perfecting of the saints in this present age.” [1 Cor. 12:12-14; 2 Cor. 11:2; Eph. 1:22-23, 5:25-27] 
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THE FORMATION OF THE CHURCH2 

 

In Matthew 16:18 Jesus declared, “I will build my church,” indicating that the building of the church was future. 

In Acts 1:5 Jesus stated, “You will be baptized with the Holy Spirit not many days from now,” indicating the work 

of the Holy Spirit placing believers into union with Christ had not yet begun – but was imminently anticipated. The 

context of Acts 2:1-41 clarifies the birth of the church taking place at Pentecost with the descent of the Holy Spirit. 

First Corinthians 12:13 identifies the manner in which the church is being built – it is the work of the Holy Spirit in 

baptizing believers into the one body of Christ. Ephesians 1:2-23 identifies the church as the body of Christ, 

stressing this union with Christ that all believers are brought into at the moment of conversion. 

 

THE FUNCTIONS OF THE LOCAL CHURCH 

 

As we consider the functions of a local church (i.e. assembly, congregation, gathering, fellowship), it’s important 

to remember that these local gatherings are representative of what God is doing on a global scale – of which Jesus 

is the Head. Let’s consider several texts to see what actually constitutes a local church and how it functions. 

 

A local church gathers corporately, governs itself biblically, and celebrates the gospel –  

 

� Gathers Corporately:  

What was the regular practice of the church as it gathered corporately? (Acts 2:42-47) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

� Governs Biblically: 

 

A. Elders – the basic terms that identify the office of the elder are (1) presbyters (2) overseers (3) pastors 

and (4) shepherds. These terms are used interchangeably for the office of elder throughout the New 

Testament writings. Several passages address the biblical role, responsibilities, and qualifications of those 

holding this office within local gatherings (Acts 14:23; 15:2-6; 20:17-38; 1 Timothy 3:1-7; Titus 1:5-9; 1 

Peter 5:1-11). 

 

B. Deacons – the word deacon (Gr. diakonos) means “minister” or “servant,” and although it’s not clearly 

stated, the office of deacon appears to originate in Acts 6:1-7 for the express purpose of allowing the 

apostles to focus primarily on the ministry of the word and prayer. The qualifications for the office of 

deacon are disclosed in 1 Timothy 3:8-13. 

 

With these two offices working together for the edification and building up of the church, the book of Acts 

emphasizes the gospel’s impact on the known world. “And the word of God continued to increase, and the 

number of the disciples multiplied greatly in Jerusalem, and a great many of the priests became obedient 

to the faith” (Acts 6:7).  
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� Gospel Celebrating: Among the many ways in which we value and celebrate the gospel, two stand out 

within Scripture as highly visible –  

 

A. The Lord’s Table – “Christ instituted the Lord’s Supper [i.e. Lord’s Table, 

Communion] on the eve of His crucifixion, commanding that His followers continue 

to observe it until His return (Matt. 26:26-29; Mark 14:22-25; Luke 22:14-23). This 

was a new covenant or testament in contrast with the old Mosaic covenant. To enact 

the covenant, death was necessary because death provided forgiveness of sins. Paul 

also rehearsed the ordinance for the Corinthian church (1 Cor. 11:17-32).”3  

 

Jesus Christ gave up His life in order that through His death His people who are/were dead might live. In 

the absence of His death, life would not prevail for His people. It is only when the grain of wheat died that 

it could bring forth life (John 12:24). Why do we celebrate the Lord’s Table? We celebrate the Lord’s Table 

for in remembering this selfless, sacrificial, and substitutionary death of Christ, the gospel is being 

proclaimed and prized within the fellowship. It is a visible reminder of the price paid for our sin – and that 

it was paid in full (John 19:30).4  

 

• The Lord’s Table Celebrated at Waukesha Bible Church5: 

1. What is the Communion Service? It is a time of reflection where His people remember (Lk. 22:19 

[“Do this in remembrance of Me”]) the time when the communion of the Trinity was broken in 

order that communion with His people would be secured (Mk. 15:34 [“My God, My God, why 

have your forsaken Me?”]). The existing communion is now within the Trinity and between His 

people (John 17:21 [“As you, Father, are in Me, and I in you; that they also may be one in Us”]). 

Communion is community. 

 

2. As a fellowship, we practice an open Communion Service. We recognize that not everyone 

coming to the table has experienced Jesus as their Savior from sin and death (Matt. 26:21-29 

[“Judas”]). If you have, we invite you to participate in our Communion Service. If you do not know 

Jesus as your Savior from sin and death, we invite you to observe the body of Christ as His people 

celebrate His Table as a loving and gracious family. 

 

3. We want those in attendance to hear the gospel that is in the Communion Service (1 Cor. 11:26). 

The broken body and the shed blood are so that the charges brought against us by our sins would 

be addressed and dropped. Moreover, the only way this could happen is through the death, burial, 

and resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

 

4. As parents, we should use the Lord’s Table as an opportunity to share Christ with our children. 

 

5. We believe the elements used in the Communion Service are representative of His broken body 

and shed blood (Matt. 26:26-28, 1 Cor. 11:23-25 [“This is My body, This is My blood”]). We believe 

that, like the Word of God, fellowship with His people, and prayer, the Communion Service is a 

means God uses to communicate His activity to and through His people (John 6:51-58 [“He who 

eats My flesh and drinks My blood has eternal life”]). This is not a saving activity. Nevertheless, it 

is an activity that God uses for the joy of His people in the sustaining of His ongoing work (John 

1:12 [“But as many as received Him, to them He gave the right to become children of God”]). 
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6. We do not believe there is any redemptive quality in the celebration of the Communion Service. 

We do believe, however, that there is benefit for the believer by participating in the Communion 

Service. 

 

7. Although confession of sin is not confined to the Communion Service, you may find there are 

relational issues coming to your mind right now that are hindering your communion between a 

brother or sister in the WBC family (1 John 4:20 [“If someone says, ‘I love God,’ and hates his 

brother, he is a liar” See also Matt. 18:15]). You can and need to make that right with them. 

 

8. Although we do not believe confession is necessary for forgiveness, we do believe confession 

is a fruit produced by the Holy Spirit. Confession agrees with God that our sin is horrible and to be 

rejected. The Table tells me that I am to forgive even as I have been forgiven (Eph. 4:32). 

 

9. It is important to remember that your obedience as a believer is not making you worthy to 

partake of the Lord’s Table no more than your disobedience disqualifies you from partaking of the 

Lord’s Table (Col. 1:12 [“Giving thanks to the Father, who has qualified us to share in the 

inheritance of the saints in Light”]). The only reason you can come to the Table is because of what 

Jesus Christ did for you on the cross and is doing daily (Col. 2:10 [“And in Him you have been made 

complete”]). And the only sin that will keep you from the Table is the sin of unbelief (1 Cor. 11:28 

[“But a man must examine himself”] 2 Cor. 13:5 [“Test yourself to see if you are in the faith; 

examine yourselves”]). 

 

10. Preparation of heart and mind happens as we meditate on the message of the Communion 

Service. The Communion Service calls us to remember His death, burial, and resurrection. It calls 

us to recall our own salvation experience and it calls us to reflect on His imminent coming (1 Cor. 

11:23-26 [“You proclaim the Lord’s death until He comes”]). 

 

11. Following our Communion Service, we receive a financial offering for those who find 

themselves in a place of need. The offering enables us to address the “rich versus poor” element 

present in 1 Corinthians 11. The offering allows us to push against the division present in any local 

church. 

 

 

 

 B. Water Baptism – Another visible, symbolic, picture of the gospel is that of water baptism. As we 

 consider its purpose and significance, it is helpful to note both the historical and biblical context for water 

 baptism. 

 

• Historical Context – the washing of the unclean6 

“The Jew was familiar with ritual washings. Leviticus 11-15 details these rituals. ‘The Jew,’ said 

Tertullian, ‘washes himself every day because every day he is defiled.’ Symbolic washing and 

purifying was woven into the very fabric of Jewish ritual.” When Gentiles converted to Judaism, 

three things happened: 

1. First, they would have to undergo circumcision. 

2. Second, they would have to provide a sacrifice for atonement. 

3. Third, they would have to undergo baptism. 

Baptism “symbolized their cleansing from all the pollution of his past life.” 
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• Biblical Context – from John to Jesus to Paul and beyond7 

In the baptism of John, we do not have the death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus Christ pictured. 

As such, there is no “gospel” in John’s baptism. Yet, John’s baptism is “good news” to those who 

receive it. If our Lord had baptized people, it would have been more in line with John’s baptism 

than that of Paul’s and others, following the day of Pentecost. The baptism of Paul contains John’s 

thoughts but goes further than John by noting the imagery of our Lord’s death, burial, and 

resurrection. We see this in Romans 6:1-6 and Colossians 2:8-15. Paul goes on to show how there 

is only one baptism (Eph. 4:5), which is Holy Spirit baptism. Water baptism is only a picture of this. 

This is the baptism by fire mentioned by John of Jesus (Matt. 3:11). Thus, Spirit baptism is the 

substance and water baptism is the shadow.  

 

• Definition, Purpose, and Significance8 –  

The word baptism/baptize is transliterated from the Greek word baptisma/baptizo, meaning “to 

dip or immerse” and consists of the process of immersion, submersion, and emergence (Vine’s). 

Its purpose and significance speaks strongly of identification and is meant to be a public 

declaration of personal conversion, thus identifying one with Jesus Christ. As a picture of the 

baptism by the Holy Spirit . . . 

 

1. Water baptism is an expression of our faith in who God is and in what He has done, in and 

through the person of Jesus Christ. 

 

2. Water baptism is an expression of our faith in trusting that God has done a spiritual work in us, 

bringing us from spiritual death into new life through the death, burial, and resurrection of Christ. 

 

3. Water baptism is an expression of our appeal to God that we were worthless sinners, declared 

as guilty and condemned by God; and that in and through Christ’s finished work on the cross He 

did for us what we could never do for ourselves in bringing us into a right relationship with Him. 

 

4. Water baptism portrays our union with Christ in His death, burial, and resurrection. 

Water baptism is a picture of our union with Christ in His death such that His death became our 

death. 

 

5. Water baptism is a picture of our union with Christ in His resurrection. In baptism, we express 

our faith in the working of God to raise Jesus from the dead, and that we too were raised to 

newness of life with Christ. His life became our life, and we are now living out the Christ life within 

us. 

 

THE METAPHORS OF THE CHURCH  
 

 
Eph. 1:22-23; 

2:16; 4:4; Col. 

1:18; 1 Cor. 12:13 

Eph. 5:22-32;  

Rev. 21:9-27 

Eph. 2:11-20;  

1 Pet. 2:4-12 

1 Pet. 2:4-12; 

Rev. 1:6 

John 10:1-21;  

Acts 20:28-32;  

1 Pet. 5:1-11 

John 15:1-17 Rev. 2 and 3 

BODY BRIDE BUILDING PRIESTHOOD FLOCK BRANCHES LAMPSTAND
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THE CHURCH LIVING LIKE THE CHURCH 

 

Throughout The Acts of the Apostles we were exposed to what the early church looked like as it gathered together 

for worship and scattered on mission. As you engage study of the New Covenant/Testament epistles it’s helpful 

to remember that these letters were occasional documents primarily written to local churches (even those written 

specifically to individuals were intended to impact the church corporate). Where our tendency in handling the 

text of Scripture is to make private and personal what was originally handled corporately within community. Let’s 

journey through a few passages that help us see the church living like the church. 

 

TRAILHEAD: First Corinthians 12:1-31 

RABBIT TRAIL: Romans 12:1-21 and Ephesians 2:11-22 

 

GETTING OUR BEARINGS: 

What comes to your mind when you think about the church in Corinth? Do words like “dysfunctional,” “issues,” 

and “messed up” pop into your head? It’s easy for us two thousand years removed to feel like we have reached a 

spiritual height that Corinth could only dream about, however, consider how the apostle Paul addressed them in 

the opening of the letter. 

”To the church of God that is in Corinth, to those sanctified in Christ Jesus, called to be saints together with all those who in every 

place call upon the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, both their Lord and ours:  

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 

I give thanks to my God always for you because of the grace of God that was given you in Christ Jesus, that in every way you were 

enriched in him in all speech and all knowledge – even as the testimony about Christ was confirmed among you – so that you are 

not lacking in any gift, as you wait for the revealing of our Lord Jesus Christ, who will sustain you to the end, guiltless in the day of 

our Lord Jesus Christ. God is faithful, by whom you were called into the fellowship of his Son, Jesus Christ our Lord.” (1 Cor. 1:2-9) 

 

The sobering reality is that in reading the letters to the church in Corinth – we see ourselves. As healthy as we like 

think we are, we have just as many issues, addictions, hang-ups, and chaos within our fellowship as Corinth. So 

let’s explore what Paul has to say when encouraging this body of believers to live like a healthy body. 

 

What does the work of the ministry look like in First Corinthians 12:4-6? 

 

 

 

 

How is the work of the ministry accomplished in verses 4-7? (cf. v.11) 

 

 

 

Why is every believer personally invested in by the Spirit? (v.7) 

 

 

 

Is the list given in verses 8-11 exhaustive or representative?  
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Christ is the head of the 

body. (Ephesians 4:15) 

What initial conclusions can we draw from these truths? 

 

 

 

 

 

As Paul illustrates his point he emphasizes the physical body. What aspects of our physical bodies is he drawing 

our attention to? (v.12) 

 

 

 

  

How are these lessons from our physical body applied to the church? (v.12-14) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What immediate conclusion(s) can we come to based on the emphasis of the body? 

 

 

 

CASE STUDIES within the BODY: 

 

“I Don’t Belong” (1 Corinthians 12:14-20) 

Sometimes we can get the feeling that we aren’t important to the church 

body.  We feel that we don’t belong, that we don’t have a vital role to play, 

that we’re not wanted, that we don’t really contribute or have anything to 

contribute, that we don’t feel valued, that we don’t have purpose, etc.  

These feelings or thinking can come from any number of sources, but a main 

source is when we compare ourselves to someone else within the body and 

feel that we don’t belong because we are not like them. 

 

 What is the root issue or problem with this type of thinking? 

 

 

How does this manifest itself practically?  
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“You Don’t Belong” (1 Corinthians 12:21-26) 

Sometimes we begin to think that we really don’t need certain people 

within the church – that we can function just fine without them (although 

we don’t mind if they contribute to the numbers and finances).  This 

attitude and thinking can come from any number of sources, but a main 

source is when we compare ourselves to someone else within the body 

and judge them based upon our limited perspective.  We draw 

conclusions that we feel are either spot on or at least justified.  As a result, we write people off, neglect 

others, refuse to fellowship with certain people, create a hierarchy or cliché within the body – and sadly, 

the list goes on.  

 

 What is the root issue or problem with this type of thinking? 

 

 

How does this manifest itself practically?  

 

 

 

Connection: We need to take care of our body – we all get this on a physical level as it relates to our health, but 

we must work diligently to apply it to our entire CHRUCH BODY. We must pay careful attention to the health of 

our body – physically, spiritually, emotionally, and relationally.  See First Peter 4:7-11 and Romans 12:9-21 for how 

love must dominate our dealings with each other and how we can serve each other to the glory of God as He 

works in us and through us to those around us. 

 

 

 

TRAILHEAD: Ephesians 4:1-16 

RABBIT TRAIL: Philippians 2:1-18    

 

GETTING OUR BEARINGS: 

The church at Ephesus had the privilege of being invested in by the likes of the apostles Paul and John, Timothy, 

Apollos, and Aquila and Pricilla, among others. Yet, for all the spiritual investment this early church (like the rest) 

needed to be reminded of how the gospel resulted in unity within the church. Although the threat to unity within 

the body feels ever present, Jesus has thoroughly and decisively dealt with division, unrest, and hostility through 

His cross (Ephesians 2:11-22). The consequences of His cross-work result in the ability for the church to live in 

peace with one another and demonstrate the power and sufficiency of the gospel. 

 

How was the church in Ephesus encouraged to live out the reality of the gospel? (Eph. 4:1-3) 
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What is the emphasis of verses 4-10? 

 

 

 

Who does the work of the ministry? (v.11-12) 

 

 

What is the responsibility of those in leadership? (v.11-12) 

 

 

What is the purpose for this equipping process? (v.12-14) 

 

 

 

 

 

Paul uses the imagery of a body to describe what growth should look like within the church. As he illustrates 

what a healthy body looks like, consider the following from verses 15 and 16: 

• How should we be communicating with one another?  

 

 

• Who is the head of this body?  

 

 

• Who holds this body together and makes sure 

every part functions properly?  

 

 

• What is the result of a body that is equipped and functioning properly? 

 

 

ORIENTING OUR COMPASS TO TRUE NORTH 

 

� DRAMA: When it comes to the study of Ecclesiology, where does the church emerge within the Story? 

Was the church merely a “plan b,” or was it God’s design all along? As we share in the journey, how does 

our vantage point help us live within the Story?  

 

� DOCTRINE: How do the truths discovered in Ecclesiology impact our worldview? Is our view being shaped 

by God’s vision and mission? 

 

� DOXOLOGY: How does the doctrine of Ecclesiology shape our worship of God today? 

 

� DISCIPLESHIP: How does the doctrine of Ecclesiology impact life on the horizontal? How does right 

thinking overflow into our actions and feelings?  
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