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THE ESSlllTIAL ELEMENTS OF 

A OIJRISTIAM 00\\lQRWATIOtl 

(Outline) 

I. The Christian consregatlon is a local aseoclation 
last1ng for a period of time. 

"'• Local. 

B~- Lasting tor a period of time. 

o. An association or orglll\Jzat1onal entity • 

. J). Outward organizat.1on not eseent1al 

E. :nscons1n Synod - The presence of two or more 
Christians at one place. 

II. •rhe l'"elatlon of ~the local. congregation t o the 
invisible Church. 

A. There 1e only one Church. Congre3at1on consists 
essentially of Christians. 

B. Unbelievers may be externally connect.ed with 
the congregation. 

III. Institution. purpose. and marks. 

A. Instituted by God. 
1. Public Joint worship. 
2. Lord's Supper. 
,. Church D1sc1pl1no. 

a. Publ1c ,~1n1&try instituted for car e o f congregation . 
Emd public adm1n1st1"Bt1or. ot !-~eans of Grace. 

a. The PUl'POSe ot re.oe1v1ng Mains of Grace through a 
called minister ma.kea a groµp of Chr1Qt1ana a 
congregation. · 

D. 1C-he use of the Means. of Grace marks them as .1 

Chr1et1ans \tho have uni t~d as a cong r ... gation. 



A CHRISTJAN COt!GREGATIOH . 

Chr1at d1ecl :ror the oalvatlon of all men. Me sent the 

Holy Ghost to apply that salvation to 1nd1v1dualo through 

t,he Means of' grace. Those who are saved by :taith 1n the 

atoning oaor1tioe o:r Christ are Chr1st1ane, membero or the 

holy C~r1et1an Church. The membero ot th1s Church are 

united w1th Christ in the· mystlcal union. The Church 1a 

called the Dody of Christ, the llranches of the Vine. Through 

Christ the menibers are united w1th each other 1n the communion 

of ea1nta. The only cr1ter1on ror membership 1n the holy 

Chrl ,.t la~ Church 1s fa.1th in Christ. No man can see the 

:rai,th of another; only God knows them that are His. lience 

the Churc~ 1s 1nv1a1ble. 

Yet the members or the Church are v1s1ble human beings. 

And Chr1et ha!=! s 1ven to them certain rights and duties which 

they are to carry out as v1s1ble belngo 1n aooperat1on with 

other visible persons. Not belng able to look into their 

hearts I cannot oay, "John Jones and ::ury Sm1tb and Joe Brown 
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are members of the 1nv1a1ble Church. Therefore I will ,3o1n 

them 1n the woreh1p o'f our ~.av1or.. Tl,el"etore I w111 celebrate 

the t.ord 's Supper wt th them." For the oarry1ng out ot t.heae 

purposes God hae 1nst1tuted visible churches. 

s cripture uues the one term ekkl~a1a. since the member­

ship le the same; there 1e rea21y only one ~ urch. Xet 

Scripture clearly d1et1ngu1ohes between the univercal Ohurah 

nnd the particular churches or congregnt1ona. 

Our purpose in this paper ohall be to deter mi ne accord-

1ng to Scripture the essential elements ot the particular 

church. ~e shall ~ttempt to answer the queetlon. Wbat 1a 

thP. local Chri stian congregat.1on •. 



I. The Cbrlst1an oongre~tlon 1& a local a osoclatton 
lasting tor a period of' time. 

In forty-:rour passages or the ilm-1 Testament the congrega­

tion 1e aaeoo1atea w1th a definite locality. Twenty-oeven 

of the~e pasSB~es det1n1tely locate ' tbe congrcgat lons in 

apco1f"1c c1t1eic: . 

'l'he Ohuroh at .rerusalew: Aots a.1; 11,22; 15,4. 
'J'he Church at Antioch: Acts 11.26; 1:,.1. 
The Church at caeearea: Acto 1a.22. 
The Church at Ephesus: Acta 20.17; Rev. 1.11; 2.1. 
'!'t,e Church at Cencbrea: Rom. 16.1. 
The Church at Corinth: l Cor. 1,2; 2 Cor. 1.1. 
Th e Church at t..aodicea: Rev. 1.11; :,.14. 
The Church ot the Laodicean■: Col. 4.16. 
· 'he Church of the 'l'heeulon1ans: 1 IJ.'he sa. 1,1; 

2 'l'hese. 1, 1. 
J'he Church of' Smyrna: Rev. 1.11; 2 •. a. 
The Church ln Pergamoe: Rev. 1,11; 2.14. 
The Church 1n Th.yatira: Rev. 1.11; 2.18.24. 
'l'he Church in Sardis: Rev. 1,11; :,,1 •. 
'!'he Church 1n Ph 3.ladelph1a: Rev. 1.11; :,.7. 

Fi,ur paosages refer to local churches whlcb met 1n the houa.es 

ot 1nd .1v1dual Chr1et1ans. 

The ohur~h in the house or Aquila and Fr1ac1lla: . 
Rom. 16.:,; 1 Cor. 16.19. 

The church ln the house or Hymphas: Col. 4.15. 
The chur~h 1n the house o~ Philemon: Phllemon 2. 

Other passages opeak of the churches or various countr1ea. 

s cripture never speaks of t,h e church of' a certa.1n country, 

but by t he use of the p l ural always distinguishes tbe varlou■ 

consregat1ons w1th1n that country. 

'l'he churches through all Judea .ana O&lllee· am 
Samarla: Aota 9.:,1. 

The churches ln Galatia: Acts 14~2:,; 1 Cor. 16.1; 
Gal. 1.-2. ·. 

The churches 1n Syria and 0111o1a; Acts 15•"°• 
The •chu.rchee of Ac1a: 1 Cor. 16.19; Rev. 1.4.11. 
The churches ot t·'taoedonia: 2 Cor. a.1. 
The churches of Judea: Gal. 1.22; 1 These. 2,14. 



11.ihere can be no doubt about 1 t that the churches ot 

the New Testament were local congregations. But i~ th1a 

'being at one place' an eaeent1al element or a Christian 
• congregation. or 1a this 3aat the way it worked out at that 

time? We answer: It is essential that the congregation be 

a group located at one place in order to .carry out tho pur­

posee of the congregation. It. ia necesoary that. the members 

be oble to come . together in order to hear the ~tord or God 
. . . 

preached • . to celebrate the Lord's .Supper. to worship and 
I • • • • 

pray to God Joln~ly, to practice Christian f ellowship, to 

exercioe brotherly admonition and church discipline. 

The Christian congregation is not an assembly. l.e •• 

any temporary, occas10nal . or fortuitous ,ather1ng of a group 

or Cl'tr1ct1ana. But it is a det1n1t,e aosoc1at1on. an organi­

zation. lasting for a longer period ot t1me. Scripture 

speaks of over twenty particular congregations. i~ot one ot 

these i s a t emporary a ceembly. but each ls a permanent oon­

gregat1on lasting tor a period ot tlme. 

The congregation at Jerusalem was rounded on Pentecost 

1n the yea r ,o A.D. It wee not a temporary meeting lasting 

only f'or tha t day, but "they continued atedtsst.ly in the 

apostles' doctrine and fellowah1p,. and 1n the breaking or 
bread. and 1n prayero •••• And all that believed were to­

gether. and had all things common; And sold their possesa1ona 

and ~~~de. and parted them t o all men. as every man bad need. 
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And they continued c1&1ly with one accord in the temple •••• 

And the r..ord added to the chµrch 4a1ly such aa should be 

saved." (Acts 2. 42-47). Later. arter the punishment of' 

Anan1ae and Elapph1ra. "great rear came upon all the church" 

(Acts 5,11). =
1And believers wei-e the inore added to the Lord" 

(Acta 5.14). Among the activities or th1E congrega~1on was 

t,hc daily care ror the needy widows (Acta 6, 1 ). To take 

car0 or t,hio and leave the apo,,tles · free f'or th~ service ot 

The Uord . seven deacons were elect.ed . (Acts 6 .1-8). Later, 

"there Wll fl & gr eat, persecution aga1nnt the church which wao 

at J e rusalem'' (Aoto a.1). When the cl_lurcb 1n J erusalem heard 

that a congregation had boen established 1n Antioch. they 

sent 3arnabas to Antioch (Acts 11.22). ''tiow about that tlme 

liei-oa the king stretched forth his hands to vex certain or . 

the church'' (Acts 12.1). ~'lhcm Peter was 1mpr1sone4, '1pra7er 

was made without _ceaslng or the church unto God tor h1m11 

(Acts 12,5). In A.~ . ~a or~ delegates were eent trom 

Antioch to the congregation at Jerusalem and the so-palled 

Apostolic Oouno11 wee held (Acts 15). On & later visit 

Paul was received by the brethren 1n Jeruoalem (Acts 21.17). 

t hus the r~ew Testament reoordo the history or the congrega­

t1on at ,Teruoalem d,urlng the first twenty years or it■ 
existence. 

Du.r1ns the persecution, in wh-ich .st.·ephen 110.s stoned. 

many Chriot1ans fled f'rom Jeruealem. some or them came to 









And say to Arch1ppua. Take heed to the ministry 
lih1ch thou bast received ln the Lora. that thou 
ru1·r 111 it" ( Col. 4.11). 

Such called ministers are oalled ae:rvant.s of God. l Cor. 

4.1; l These. 3.2; Col. 1.7; 2 Cor. 5.20 • . 

God Himself has lald dovn the requirements fOr the ottioa 

of t he public m1n1stry. 1 Cor. 14.34.35; l T1m. a.11.12; 

1 T1m. :5.l-7; T1tus 1.5-9. 

F1na1ly we have the exampl.e and direct. command of the 

apostle to establish the public.ministry 1n vvery congrep­

t1on . 

And when they had ordained.the~ elders 1n every 
church. and prayed wlth fasting. they commended 
t he~ t o the Lord. on whom they believed (Acts 14.23). 

·For this cause left I thee 1n Crete. that thou 
shouldest set 1n order the th1ngs ·that are wanting, 
and ordain elders in every clty. as I had appointed 
thee (Titus 1.5). 

~re may say that tbe divine institution of the congrega­

tion proves the 1nst1t•t1on or the public ministry. and thllt 

the divine 1nstitut1on of the ministry proves the institution 

of the congregation. Th e two are correlatives; .each pre­

supposes t,he ot her. 'J.'he paotor or shepherd i s on~ who cares 

for a {-'l.ock; hence he must have a def1n1te tlock to care tor. 

~he existence of a nook (Acta 20.28; 1 Pet. 5.2) preauppoaea 

a shepherd to care f'gr them. 
. . 

God has 1nstltutetl the local Chr1etian oongregat1on tor 

t he purpose of 301nt worship. joint celebration of the Lard'a 
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Supper. and the exercise of cburcb d1sclp1ine. and He haa 

instituted the publ1c ·m1n1stry tor the oare of the oongrega­

t1on a r-.cl the adm1n1strat1on of these purposes. 

The Ohristian congregation 1a an assoc1at1on ot Cbr1st1ans. 

with wholli unbeliever s nay be externall3 connected. who have 

unit ed r or t he def1n1te and speo1f1c ,purpoee of having the 

\ford or -od preached and the Sacraments adminiatered by a 

minis t er whom they have ca lled. 

l-Je note t hat it is the purpose clor t1h1ch the Ch,rist1ana 

ha•,1e united ,;•1hioh makes them a Chris tian congregation. Only 

the loca l Christian congr~ga:t1on hae this inherent purpose. 

'l'he l oca.l congresnt1on ls the only group or Christians whose 

primary purpose is the adm1nist rat1on or the l-!eans of' Grace. 

Tho primary purpose of the Synod is the cooperation of 

local congr egat ions for t h e extension or the Kingdom ot God. 

\1h1le t h e ass emblod delegates may hear the Word preached and 

receive the sacraments. this ,a not their PUl"POGe 1n attend~ 

1ng the convention. They have rather come for the express 

purpose o f representing their congregations. Nor can 1t be 

said or t he of ficers ot SynOd that they are, by virtue or 

the1r synod ical o f f'ico , "stewards of' the mysteries or Goa". 

conferences, achoo1s eta •• are tor educa tional purpoaea. 

not tor t he ·adm1n1strat1on ot the !-~eans or Grace. Persona 

who are to be recognized ae Chr1st1ans by the1r confesslon 



my meet to d1souse c1v1c pl'Ob1ema. to st~dy f1rst-ata. to 

bu11d a house. or to l)laY caras. They may meet on a tra1n, 

1n a betel lobby, a restaurant, or a movie theater. Xet the 

mere preaence of a groUp of Chr1st1ans without. t,he essent1al. 

purpose d~es not conet1t.ute a congreza~t.;,;,rf!~~~_:r tr 

I D1e A1gantl1che Ortsgemeln4e 1st niemmra anders ala 
41e glaeubigen Christen, d1e sich an dem Ort zuaammen­

' gef unden },Jlben, d1~ sich zue1nander und m1t.~1nander 
oeffentl1ch zu Christo ~ekennen.2' 

tie nay say t.hat the t,leans · ol" Grace are the marks (notae, 

IConntze1chen) of' t,Jle church 1n a twofold sense. The Means 

or Grace mark a group of persons as Obr.1st1ane and they nark 

the Christiane as a group which baa united f'or the pur.pose · -··-
of tunct1on1ng as a Christian congregation. 

The individual Ohr1et1an, desiring to· join h .111!self w.itli 

o t her Cbrist1ans, (?Bnnot look lnto the hearts of bis fel:low­

men ano determln who is a true Chr~st1an and who 1e not. Yet 

he can determine where other Christians are to be touncl. 

He hears men conteso the ta1tb he has: he meets 
them &$ they gather about the preachll)g 0£ the 
Gosnel and the observance or the Sacraments; he 
sees t.hem pract ise ,1bat they preach. He 1s sure 
that among them he 11111 f'1nd• those who inwardly 
are what they outwardly seem to be, living members 
in the body of Jesus Christ.23 · 

\-lherever the tiord of" God 1e preached and the sacraments ad.: 

ministered we may know that t .here are Christiana. 

Uoly scripture tells us: "So 1a the kingdom· or 004· 
(that 1s. the Church) as 1:t a man should cast seecl 
into the ground and sboul~ sleep and rise night and 
day and the seed should spring and grow up he knoweth 
not how." Mark 4,26 .27? nowever., s cripture tella 
us likewise t1hat this seed 10: 1 t says. "The sower . . 

2:,. Karl ICretzaclm&r, f-iutual Obligations ,2,[ the ranlstn 
and !h! congrcp;at1on. p. 6. 
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aoweth the word" . v.14. Hence. accord1ag to Scripture 
the ii'ort'l or God 1s the seed from wh1ch the membera 
o f t lle Church. or. in the ~se or Scripture. 
" t h e children ot the kingdom. i4att. 1:,.:,a. sprout 
fort h and are generated. At the same t 1mo, however• 
God 1esues 1n Scripture the preoioua promise: 114s 
the rain cometh down and the snow from heavon and 
ret urnoth not t hither but vatereth the earth and 
1ri.aket h 1t bring :rorth and bud that it may s - ve seed 
to t he sower an~ bread to the eater. so shall ~ly 
-.•orcl be thB t gceth forth out or ;.y mouth : 1 t Ehall 
not return unto Me vo14. but 1t shall accomplish 
t hat which I please, and it shall -prosper in the 
t,hlng t1hereto I send 1t." Ia. 55.10.11. tie aee from 
t h is, not only that the Word ot God is the seed tram 
wh1ch alone the members ot the Church are born. but 
aloe that from it there c•rta1nly bud forth always, 
wheresoever thia heavenly seed 1s sown, some 
"children of the kingdom," "wlthout men's knowing 
how," 1n accordance with the divine. undece1vable. 
and infallible promise. Wherever. there fore, this 
seed 1a sown. t here the Church indeed 1s not seen. 
but t here we have an undeceivablo marlt ( cr1 ter1on) 
that t he Church. tha t a group or true believers and 
sa1nte 1n Christ Jesus. a congregation or children 
or God, exiets.24 

51nce liapt 1sm and the Lord 'a Supper are means by whloh 

the ~roce of God is conveyed and the portals or the 1nv1s1ble 

church a r e opened to men, we may know that t1herever these 

sacraments aro are administered accord1ns to Cbr1st'a 1nst1tu­

t1on t her e are Christiana present. 

As the :-1eane of Grace mark the Chr1et1ana. they also 

marlt t he Gr oup of' Christiana uh1ch unites ror t he purpose or 

functioning a s a Ohr1otian congr egation, i.e •• for the pur­

pose o r nav1ng the ::eane of Grace adm1n1etored b y a servant 

of t h e t ord according to God' a ,1111 and comw.and. 

24. DallliJElnn• Dau, and F..ngelder. op. olt •• PP• 60.61. 



The Chr1st1an congregation 1s an aeooc1at1on ot true 

Christiana {with whom. however. hypocrites and rr~n1~est 

slnner c may be externally connected). living at one place. 

who are a a~oc1ated for a longer period or t1ffic ror the pur­

pose of ha vlng the :.•ord of God preached ant· the sacraments 

adm!lnistc1"ed to th.em b y a called pastor. 

'I'! congregation is not the mere presence or Ohrist1ane 

at one pl a ce 0 11sconeln Synod). The con3regat1on ls not the 

mer r:- outward orgen1zation. 1nclud1ng unbeliever s 1n its 

e osence (Ronian aathollc Church). The congr ega tion does not 

caaee t o b e a true congregation if unbeliever•s• even unbeliev­

ing past~r~. ar e mipgled with the Ohrls t1ano i n t he visible 

corpor ato body (Donatism) ~ The essential nurpose or the 

Chris i an congr e5atlon ls not t h9 physical ano social weltar~ 

of the com un1 ty ( s ocial Gospel). but the ed1fy1ng or the 

Boc.y cf ~: r iet through the i-ieans or Grace. 

'l'he corr ect unde:rstancU.ng or the essence ot the local 

Chr1 t i a n congregat ion is necessary to a proper r elatlonahlp 

towa rd our ow~ oongr egatl on and oth~r congregat i ons. toward 

our t'lynod and ot her Lut her an bodiet . to,.tar ~ otlle · denomina­

t 1one: and co gregat1ono. The lcnowledge o f t .:hc eseenoe ot tbe 

Cbrlst 1r--n co':lgregat1on is necesoary to a p r oper understanding 

or the - 1ti r doctri ne of the Church and t he i-:1n 1.s try. f-:&J' 

God lead us 1.nt o a f uller and deepor 1ns15bt l t~t,.., thls 

fundament al doctrine. 

---
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