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Isn’t the Church a Man-Made Institution? 
 
Introduction 
 
The role of the church in one’s spiritual life is a matter of considerable discussion and misunder-
standing.  One extreme sees the church as necessary for salvation.  For example, Pope Boniface 
VIII wrote in 1302, “Outside the church there is no salvation.”1  More recently the Roman Catho-
lic Church has sought to clarify this in the 1992 Catechism of the Catholic Church which restated 
it as: “How are we to understand this affirmation, often repeated by the Church Fathers?  Refor-
mulated positively, it means that all salvation comes from Christ the Head through the Church 
which is his Body.”2  Explaining the last part of that statement (“salvation comes … through the 
Church …”) the leading Catholic apologetics organization, Catholic Answers, says: “Since the 
sacraments are the ordinary means through which Christ offers the grace necessary for salvation, 
and the Catholic Church that Christ established is the ordinary minister of those sacraments, it is 
appropriate to state that salvation comes through the Church.”  In layman’s terms this means that 
since, according to Roman Catholicism, Mass and other ordinances are required for forgiveness 
of sins, and since one can only receive those through the Catholic Church administered by a 
priest of the church, then unless one dies in the good graces of that church, he will not go to 
Heaven. 
 
On the other hand, in part as a reaction to the extreme that sees the church as the vehicle through 
which salvation is achieved, many see no value or necessity for the church at all.  For instance, 
on the back cover of his book Exit Interviews, William Hendricks estimates that “53,000 people 
leave churches every week and never come back!3  Hendricks’ own comments regarding this 
trend are quite revealing.  He says that these “back-door believers” have “become quite resource-
ful at finding ways to meet God apart from a local church” and that those leaving the church be-
hind have often found a “better way”.  He notes that “quite often they described themselves as 
moving closer to God but further away from the church!”  What is Hendricks’ message to church 
“dropouts”?  “I don’t blame you for walking out”.4 
 
An article on the church stated that “It [the church] cannot possibly have anything to do with a 
physical organization”.5  The same article states: “The words ‘called out ones’ (Gr. ekklesia, 
translated “church”) cannot possibly have anything at all to do with the physical organization or 
assembling of that which we today call a ‘church’.  The spiritual experience of effectual calling 
creates, in and of itself, the ekklesia of Christ and since that effectual calling is totally spiritual it 
follows that the thing created by that calling, the ekklesia, must also be spiritual and not physi-
cal.”6 
 

                                                
1 From the papal bull Unam Sanctam, echoing similar claims by others going back to Cyprian in the third century.  
2 Catechism of the Catholic Church, 1992, #846. 
3 William Hendricks, Exit Interviews (Chicago: Moody Press, 1993). 
4 As quoted in Wayne Mack and David Swavely, Life in the Father’s House:  A Member’s Guide to the Local 
Church (Phillipsburg, NJ: P & R Publishing, 1996), pp. 2-4. 
5 The Ekklesia by John Reisinger, Sound of Grace, Volume 6, Number 6. 
6 Ibid.  Those familiar with the Gnostic heresy will find these words particularly alarming. 
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Why has the concept of the local church met with such resistance in our day?  Certainly the indi-
vidualism that characterizes our culture is one factor: 
 

Robert Bellah in his book called Habits of the Heart, examined American society to find 
out what makes it tick.  He was particularly interested in American belief systems, and he 
made some startling discoveries.  One of the people he interviewed had this to say: “I be-
lieve in God.  I can’t remember the last time I went to church but my faith has carried me 
a long way.”  Bellah felt her words characterize the attitudes of many people [in Ameri-
ca]. 

 
Surveys in America show that 80 percent of Americans believe in God, but when you look 
carefully into the “god” in whom they believe, you find [the attitude above].  Many 
Americans claim to believe in God, but in actual fact they are really listening to a little 
voice inside themselves.  Chuck Colson commented on this as follows: 

 
“When the not-so-still or small voice of the self becomes the highest authority, religious 
belief undergoes a change so dramatic that it no longer involves commitment to any au-
thority beyond one’s self.  The church is no longer regarded as a repository of truth, nor 
as a source of moral authority, but merely as a place to go for spiritual strokes.”7 

 

In addition to cultural factors, there are religious reasons for this lack of emphasis on the central 
role of the local church.  Some of these will be examined below. 
 
Lack of Individual Mission 
 
Many have the mistaken notion that our purpose in this life is to determine our destiny in the 
next.  Therefore, all that really matters is whether I’m saved.  But as Francis Schaeffer has com-
mented: 

 
…we must realize that while the new birth is necessary as the beginning, it is only a be-
ginning.  We must not think that because we have accepted Christ as Savior and therefore 
are Christians, this is all there is in the Christian life.  In one way physical birth is the 
most important part in our physical lives, because we are not alive in the external world 
until we have been born.  In another way, however, it is the least important of all the as-
pects of our life, because it is only the beginning and then it is past.  After we are born, 
the important thing is the living of our lives in all their relationships, possibilities, and 
capabilities.  It is exactly the same with the new birth.  In one way, the new birth is the 
most important thing in our spiritual lives, because we are not Christians until we have 
come this way.  In another way, however, after [emphasis his] one has become a Chris-
tian, it must be minimized, in that we should not always have our minds only on our new 
birth.  The important thing after being born spiritually is to live.  There is a new birth, 
and then [emphasis his] there is the Christian life to be lived.  This is the area of sancti-
fication, from the time of the new birth, through this present life, until Jesus comes or un-
til we die. 

 
                                                
7 Stuart Briscoe, The Apostles’ Creed (Wheaton, IL: Harold Shaw Publishers, 1994), pp. 1-2. 
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…The true Christian life, true spirituality, does not mean just [emphasis his] that we 
have been born again.  It must begin there, but it means much more than that.  It does not 
mean only that we are going to be in Heaven.  It does mean that, but it means much more 
than that.  The true Christian life, true spirituality in the present life, means more than 
being justified and knowing that I am going to Heaven.8 

 
For those who believe the biblical doctrine of eternal security, the destiny of the believer is a 
non-issue.  It would appear, therefore, from the mere fact that we’re still here, that God has other 
work for us to do. 
 
Lack of Corporate Mission 
 
Historically a number of objections have been advanced against the notion of corporate mission.  
In the years following the Protestant Reformation several factors contributed to a lack of mis-
sionary zeal on the part of the church.  For instance, some taught that the Great Commission had 
been fulfilled by the apostles and was not, therefore, the responsibility of the church.  Other rea-
sons, both theological and practical, contributed to this mindset.  The result was that very little 
Protestant missionary activity took place for over two hundred years.9 
 
More recently, in the last century, Evangelicalism has been affected by a failure to recognize the 
corporate dimension of mission.  While many in our day fail to see a mission for the individual 
Christian (as noted above), others believe that our purpose is only individual.  That is, while they 
see that each believer is to be engaged in mission, such mission has no connection with the cor-
porate body.  Note the words of C.I. Scofield (editor of the famous Scofield Reference Bible) and 
Lewis Sperry Chafer (founder of Dallas Theological Seminary).  Scofield claimed: 
 

The visible church, as such is charged with no mission. The Commission to evangelize the 
world is personal, and not corporate… So far as the Scripture goes, the work of evangeli-
zation was done by individuals called directly by the Spirit to that work.10 

 
Chafer said: 
 

No responsibility or service is imposed on the church per se. Service, like the gifts of the 
Spirit by whom service is wrought, is individual. It could not be otherwise. The common 
phrase, 'the church's task', is, therefore, without biblical foundation.  It is only when indi-
viduals sense their personal responsibility and claim personal divine enablement that 
Christian work is done.11 

 

                                                
8 Francis Schaeffer, True Spirituality in The Complete Works of Francis A. Schaeffer, Volume Three (Westchester, 
IL: Crossway Books, 1982), pp. 200-201, 212). 
9 For a discussion of the various factors that hindered the missionary movement, see Kenneth B. Mulholland, From 
Luther to Carey: Pietism and the Modern Missionary Movement in Bibliotheca Sacra, January-March 1999, pp. 85-
95. 
10 Michael Williams, Where’s the Church?: Some Unfinished Business in Dispensationalism in Grace Theological 
Journal, Fall 1989, pp. 175-176. 
11 Ibid. 
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The influence of these men on American Evangelicalism is enormous.  Coupled with the indi-
vidualism of our secular culture, the result has been a “lone ranger” mentality that sees the 
church as unnecessary. 
 
Lack of Biblical Mission 
 
Most evangelicals place great emphasis on the need to fulfil the Great Commission as given by 
Jesus in Matthew 28:18-20: 
 

All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.  Therefore go and make disci-
ples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Ho-
ly Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am 
with you always, to the very end of the age.  

 
However, many understand the Commission to be limited to “preaching the gospel” or “evange-
lizing the lost”.  Of course, the Master’s mandate cannot be obeyed apart from the presentation 
of the gospel message.  But Christ’s commission includes more than that.  In the words of one 
commentator: 
 

Making disciples, baptizing, and teaching people to observe Christ’s commandments 
cannot be fulfilled apart from the visible [i.e. local] church…In other words, evangelism 
is not the Great Commission but only a part of it.  Perhaps better put, the Great Commis-
sion is the building of the Church, not merely (but certainly including) encouraging indi-
vidual professions of faith.12 

 
When fulfillment of the Great Commission is equated with conversion, then important aspects of 
Jesus’ command are often left undone.  Baptism and the process of discipleship are considered 
optional.  This truncated version of the Great Commission sees the church as helpful but not es-
sential to the biblical mission.  Michael Griffiths correctly observes: 
 

[Christ] brings [us] into the membership of new communities of light and love, making 
[us] ‘fellow-citizens with God’s people and members of God’s household’ (Ephesians 
2:19).  Perhaps sometimes in the West we have lost sight of the importance of these basic 
Christian communities, and think that churches are merely incidental organizations with-
in institutionalized Christianity.  We think that the gospel tells how an individual may be 
saved.  But the letter to the Ephesians declares that both individual salvation and the 
corporate community are essential parts of the gospel.  The churches are not merely in-
cidental means of grace to help individuals to be saved.13 

 
So what is the role of the local church in Christ’s mission?  Having reviewed a number of obsta-
cles to a biblical understanding of the church and its mission, let’s examine the biblical teaching 
on the primacy of the local church. 
 

                                                
12 Michael Glodo in Modern Reformation, Jan-Feb 2000, p. 30. 
13 Michael Griffiths, What On Earth Are You Doing?: Jesus’ Call to World Mission (Downers Grove, IL: Inter-
Varsity, 1983), p. 38. 
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The Centrality of the Local Church 
 
Evangelicals are known for their zeal in pursuing the spread of the gospel.  In fact, the very word 
“evangelical” is derived from the Greek noun euangelion, translated as “gospel”.  Therefore, an 
evangelical can be defined as “one who believes and proclaims the gospel of Jesus Christ.14  But 
many mistakenly believe that this is the end of our task.  However, as noted above, the mere 
proclamation of the gospel message is not the fulfillment of the Great Commission.  Obedience 
to Jesus’ command requires “baptizing” and “teaching them to obey everything I have com-
manded you” (Matthew 28:19-20).  Implicit in Jesus’ words is the indispensable role of the 
church in His mission (after all, into what are they baptized?).  As we will see, the church’s im-
plicit role becomes explicit as the apostles begin to carry out the Great Commission.  Failure to 
see the necessity of the church in Christ’s mission has resulted in a host of well-intended yet 
misdirected enterprises: 
 

We live in a day of techniques, methodologies and specializations.  Enthusiastic indi-
viduals found new movements and organizations specializing in evangelizing young 
people, students or hospital patients, or provide useful services by translating the Bible, 
flying airplanes, relieving famines, broadcasting, helping refugees, printing and dis-
tributing literature, or making a host of other excellent and worthy contributions to the 
Christian cause… But we must never lose sight of the fact that such organizations are 
only auxiliary, ancillary, secondary and supplementary to the chief task of missions, 
which is to plant new churches… 
 
The value of all such ‘para-church’ work must always depend upon and be measured by 
the degree to which it helps to build and strengthen the local churches… it is the local 
churches which are the ultimate biblical goal, and not the para-church organizations 
for their own sake 15. [emphasis mine] 

 
Does the biblical record support such a strong statement?  Are pastors justified in saying as they 
often do, “The local church is God’s chosen instrument for achieving His purpose in this age”?   
 
The Rest of the Story 
 
The most well-known statement of the Great Commission is found in Matthew 28:19-20 (as 
quoted on the previous page) however it comes as a surprise to many that this is not the only bib-
lical statement of the Great Commission.  Luke also records Jesus’ final instructions to His fol-
lowers: 
 

He [Jesus] told them, “This is what is written: The Christ will suffer and rise from the 
dead on the third day, and repentance and forgiveness of sins will be preached in his 
name to all nations, beginning at Jerusalem. You are witnesses of these things. I am go-
ing to send you what my Father has promised; but stay in the city until you have been 
clothed with power from on high.” (Luke 24:46-49) 

                                                
14 Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, Evangelicalism, p. 379. 
15 Michael Griffiths, What On Earth Are You Doing?: Jesus’ Call to World Mission (Downers Grove, IL: Inter-
Varsity, 1983), pp.39, 42-43. 



Community Bible Church                                                                        You’ve Got Questions, God Has Answers 

 6 

Luke offers some additional details of the commission: 1) the content of the preaching will be 
“repentance” and “forgiveness of sins”, 2) it will be initiated at Jerusalem, 3) the apostles are to 
wait in Jerusalem until they receive the power to inaugurate the mission.  Did the apostles re-
ceive the promised power and indeed begin the mission from Jerusalem?  Luke continues the 
narrative in the book of Acts, offering yet a third account of Jesus’ commission: 

 
In my former book [the gospel of Luke], … I wrote about all that Jesus began to do and 
to teach until the day he was taken up to heaven, after giving instructions through the 
Holy Spirit to the apostles he had chosen.  [Jesus said to them,] “…But you will receive 
power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, 
and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” (Acts 1:1-2, 8) 

 
The Pentecost Connection 
 
Luke then recounts the events that transpired during the feast of Pentecost in the city of Jerusa-
lem.  After recording the baptism of the Holy Spirit (the promised “power” of Luke 24:49 and 
Acts 1:8) in 2:1-13, he details the results of Peter’s mighty sermon (2:14-36): 
 

When the people heard this, they were cut to the heart and said to Peter and the other 
apostles, “Brothers, what shall we do?”  Peter replied, “Repent and be baptized, every 
one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins. (Acts 2:37-38) 
	

Note that the elements of the Great Commission provided by both Matthew and Luke are pre-
sent.  Recorded here is the first Christian sermon followed by an appeal that is based directly on 
Jesus’ command just a few weeks earlier: baptism (cf. Matthew 28:19), as well as repentance and 
forgiveness of sins (Luke 24:47), are all present.  Note as well that, coordinate with the begin-
ning of the Great Commission, is the beginning of the church: 
 

…the principal evidence that the church began on the day of Pentecost concerns the bap-
tizing work of the Holy Spirit.  The Lord declared that this particular and distinctive min-
istry of the Spirit was still future just before His ascension (Acts 1:5).  On the day of Pen-
tecost it first occurred [cf. Acts 11:15-16).  Now, what is it that Spirit baptism does?  The 
answer to this is found in 1 Corinthians 12:13: it places the believer in the body of 
Christ.  Since this is the only way to enter the body (i.e., by the baptizing work of the 
Spirit), and since this work of the Spirit first occurred on the day of Pentecost, then the 
conclusion seems obvious that the church, the body of Christ, began on the day of Pente-
cost.16 

 
The significance of Acts 2:38 for an understanding of the centrality of the church can hardly be 
overstated.  It provides the bridge from the risen Lord’s mandate to the apostles’ establishment 
and extension of the church in obedience to His command. 
 
Pentecost Was Only the Beginning 
 

                                                
16 Charles Ryrie, A Survey of Bible Doctrine (Chicago: Moody Press, 1972), pp. 157-158. 
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The identification of the advance of the Great Commission with the progress of the church is 
seen in the structure of the book of Acts.  Luke’s account makes it clear that the apostles under-
stood the Great Commission to be centered on the church.  The Bible Knowledge Commentary 
has correctly outlined the book according this understanding: 

 
The outline of this study is the result of using two keys in Acts. The first and most obvious 
one is the theme verse, Acts 1:8, “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes 
on you; and you will be My witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to 
the ends of the earth.”  The second key is the use Luke makes of “progress reports” 
which are sprinkled throughout the book (cf. 2:47; 6:7; 9:31; 12:24; 16:5; 19:20; 28:30-
31)… The beautiful correlation of these two factors—the key verse of Acts 1:8 and the 
seven progress reports—form the basis of the…outline [of Acts].17 
 

Luke’s intention to chronicle the expansion of the Great Commission is seen at the outset (Acts 
1:8).  The “progress reports” make it clear that the advance of the commission is co-extensive 
with the progress of the church.  For instance, the report in 9:31 says “Then the church through-
out Judea, Galilee and Samaria enjoyed a time of peace. It was strengthened; and encouraged by 
the Holy Spirit, it grew in numbers, living in the fear of the Lord.”  Likewise, 16:5 states, “So the 
churches were strengthened in the faith and grew daily in numbers.”  Again, 19:20 informs us 
that, “In this way [Paul’s missionary journeys] the word of the Lord spread widely and grew in 
power.” 
 
Paul’s Resume’ 
 
Of course, the central figure God used to carry the gospel to “the ends of the earth” was Paul.  At 
his spectacular conversion found in Acts 9:15, the Lord says of Paul, “[He] is my chosen instru-
ment to carry my name before the Gentiles.”  In Ephesians 3:9 Paul tells us that his job descrip-
tion included another important component: “to make plain to everyone the administration of this 
mystery, which for ages past was kept hidden in God…”.  Paul identified the “mystery” a few 
verses earlier in 3:6: “This mystery is that through the gospel the Gentiles are heirs together with 
Israel, members together of one body [the church], and sharers together in the promise in Christ 
Jesus.” (cf. also Colossians 1:24-26). 
 
The word translated administration is sometimes translated dispensation (KJV).  It is a transla-
tion of the Greek word oikonomos which is a compound of two words meaning literally “house 
order”.  In Ephesians 3:2 Paul refers to this age as “the administration of God’s grace”.  For this 
reason pastors often refer to this age as the “age of grace” or “church age”.  The phrase signifies 
that God has now, in this dispensation, arranged His plan around the church.  In the words of 
Paul in Ephesians 3:10, “His [God’s] intent was that now, through the church, the manifold wis-
dom of God should be made known…”. 
 
What was Paul’s strategy for fulfilling his two-fold job description?  From Luke’s account of 
Paul’s activities in Acts as well as Paul’s letters to the churches, it is clear that the multiplication 
and strengthening of local churches was at the heart of his ministry.  A careful study of “the 
                                                
17 Walvoord, John F., and Zuck, Roy B., The Bible Knowledge Commentary, (Wheaton, Illinois: Scripture Press 
Publications, Inc.) 1983, 1985. 
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Pauline cycle”18 as given in Acts 13-20 reveals that Paul developed an intentional strategy that 
centered upon the establishment of a church in a population center which, in turn, could reach 
out to other communities.  For instance, during their first missionary journey (see Acts 13-14), 
Paul and Barnabas followed a clear plan: after being commissioned by their home church in An-
tioch of Syria, they planted a new church in Antioch of Pisidia, from which they were able to 
reach out to neighboring cities to establish other churches in Iconium, Lystra, and Derbe.  Paul 
followed the same pattern during his next missionary journey (Acts 16-18).  On this occasion he 
planted the “mother church” in Ephesus which commissioned a trained disciple (Epaphras, see 
Colossians 1:7) to establish churches in Colossae, Laodicea, and Hierapolos.  In each of these 
examples, Paul or a trained fellow worker 1) communicated the gospel, 2) organized congrega-
tions, 3) taught them doctrine, 4) helped them appoint pastors, and 5) checked back on their pro-
gress.  The end result was always an autonomous local church. 
 
Paul’s epistles are, in large part, a response to the reports he received as a result of checking back 
on the churches’ progress.  So, for instance, he was compelled to write the church at Corinth in 
order to correct errors reported to him (see 1 Corinthians 1:11; 7:1).  Thus, the bulk of the New 
Testament, from the Great Commission, through the book of Acts and the letters of Paul, is cen-
tered on the advance of the church.  Therefore, David Hesselgrave has rightly said: 
 

The primary mission of the Church, and, therefore, of the churches is to proclaim the 
gospel of Christ and gather believers into local [visible] churches where they can be built 
up in the faith and made effective in service, thereby planting new congregations 
throughout the world.19 

 
The Pillar and Foundation of the Truth 
 
What is the “pillar and foundation of the truth?”  I have asked this question of numerous Chris-
tians over the years and, almost without exception, they are surprised to learn that the biblical 
answer is, the local church.  In 1 Timothy 3:14-15 Paul writes: 
 

Although I hope to come to you soon, I am writing you these instructions so that,  if I am 
delayed, you will know how people ought to conduct themselves in God’s household, 
which is the church of the living God, the pillar and foundation of the truth. 
 

A cursory review of the context confirms that Paul is here speaking of the local assembly of be-
lievers.  The “instructions” to which he makes reference extend from 2:1–3:13 in which he gave 
orders concerning public worship and qualifications for leadership within the local body.  There-
fore, the sphere of “conduct” about which Paul is concerned is the local church, which is identi-
fied as the “pillar and foundation of the truth.”   
 
   
 

                                                
18 David Hesselgrave, Planting Churches Cross-Culturally (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books), p. 59. 
19 Ibid., p. 20. 


