


WHAT IS CHURCH?
FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS 

Introduction

More and more people are asking questions about church. 
This is partly due to the cultural forces of postmodernism 
and individualism, alongside the historically-recent 
phenomenon of instant access to world class preaching 
and worship videos via podcasts and YouTube. This has led 
to questions like ‘Is the gathering of Christians together 
actually important?’ Connected with this have been currents 
within the Western church which seek to deconstruct and 
reconstruct what church ‘is’ and how we ‘do church’. Terms 
like organic church, emerging church, the missional church 
movement, and the rise of discipleship-centred churches, 
are all in the mix. Finally there appears to be a tiredness 
with continuing to ‘do church’ the way we have done it 
for decades. There seems to be an openness to think new 
ideas and trial new practises. The Holy Spirit seems to be 
stirring and inspiring new expressions of church. I want to 
affirm that nagging feeling that God wants something more 
for His church, and from His church, than we are currently 
experiencing.

At Elim Dunedin we encourage the asking of questions; it is 
one of the fastest ways to discover truth. This is good because 
all truth is God’s truth, and truth sets free. And so, here are 
some thoughts on Frequently Asked Questions about church.1

1  Prepared by Dr Adam Dodds, Senior Pastor Elim Church Dunedin, 2019.
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1What is church?

The church is simply humanity remade in Christ. Another 
way to describe church is a bunch of people rightly related 
to God and to each other; a bunch of people loving God and 
each other. As such church is a down-payment and foretaste 
of God’s new creation; of a reconciled, restored and renewed 
creation. Thus, church is primarily a community that 
belongs to Jesus Christ. The church is God’s reconciled and 
reconciling people. The New Testament variously describes 
the church as the body of Christ, the living Temple, and the 
family of God. The first picture of the church we get in the 
New Testament is the community of disciples who are called 
together to follow Jesus. They are a varied bunch of people, 
some committed to violently overthrowing the Romans, and 
others working for the Romans. What they have in common 
is allegiance to Jesus. And that is enough.
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2Is church important?

You can observe somebody’s priorities by what they spend 
their time doing. What are God’s priorities? To answer 
we have to look at the two decisive moments when God 
personally entered into history – in the mission/sending of 
His Son – the life of Jesus (from Christmas to Easter), and 
the mission/sending of the Holy Spirit (at Pentecost).

When God became human in the Person of Jesus we don’t 
know much about his life for the first thirty years. The 



gospels primarily focus on what Jesus did once he launched 
his ministry, which lasted for approximately three years. 
During this time Jesus did many things: He healed the sick, 
taught the truth, and drove out demons. But the primary 
thing Jesus did was make disciples – He invested His life into 
them. Jesus would teach parables in public but then explain 
them to the disciples in private. Jesus did miracles in public 
but he trained and empowered the disciples to go and work 
miracles as well. Scholars’ estimate that at least 18 months 
of Jesus’ three year ministry was spent hanging out with his 
disciples. The disciples went on to become the church, so 
they are the proto-church, the church yet to be born.

In Summary: at the centre of the mission of the Son (what 
Jesus did on earth) is the proto-church.

We can go further. Bishop Lesslie Newbigin famously said:

“It is surely a fact of inexhaustible significance that what 
our Lord left behind Him was not a book, nor a creed, 
nor a system of thought, nor a rule of life, but a visible 
community. I think that we Protestants cannot too often 
reflect on that fact. He committed the entire work of 
salvation to that community. It was not that a community 
gathered around an idea, so that the idea was primary 
and the community secondary. It was that a community 
called together by the deliberate choice of the Lord 
Himself, and re-created in Him, gradually sought–and is 
seeking–to make explicit who He is and what He has done. 
The actual community is primary: the understanding of 
what it is comes second. The Church does not depend for 
its existence upon our understanding of it or faith in it. 
It first of all exists as a visible fact called into being by 
the Lord Himself, and our understanding of that fact is 

subsequent and secondary.”2

2  Newbigin, The Household of God: Lectures on the Nature of the Church 



Jesus didn’t leave behind the gospels, or the New Testament. 
Jesus didn’t leave behind a rule of how to live, like the later 
Rule of St. Benedict. Jesus’ sole legacy were the disciples, the 
proto-Church. So, the community of disciples – church – is 
primary. Jesus knew that, under the guidance and inspiration 
of the Holy Spirit, the community would go on to write the 
New Testament. So if we revere the Bible, as every Christian 
should, how much should we also revere the community 
that, under the Holy Spirit’s inspiration, wrote the Bible? 
The community that was Jesus’ primary legacy. Jesus didn’t 
die for a book to be written. He died to reconcile people to 
himself so that they form the new covenant community, the 
family of God. Jesus is not coming back for the Bible, but He 
is coming back for a bride, the Church.

Is the church important? According to Jesus, the answer is 
ABSOLUTELY.

But we can go further. After Jesus ascended to the Father’s 
right hand he poured out the Holy Spirit, as described in 
Acts chapter 2. Upon whom was the Holy Spirit poured out? 
The waiting disciples. And upon their baptism by the Spirit 
on that day of Pentecost, the waiting disciples became the 
Church (1 Cor. 12:13). So, the Holy Spirit’s first action was 
to birth the Church.

Then, throughout Acts of the Apostles the Holy Spirit moves 
powerfully through the church.3 For example, on the Day of 
Pentecost Peter, filled with the Spirit, stood up and preached. 
The Holy Spirit convicted three thousand people of their 
sin and the truth of the gospel, and they were added to the 
Church. The church is central what the Holy Spirit does.

Summary: at the centre of the mission of the Spirit is the 
Church.

(1953), 27.
3  Theologian Wesley Carr says in the New Testament the work of the Holy 
Spirit is primarily described through two foci: the Church and eschatology. 
“Towards a Contemporary Theology of the Holy Spirit”, Scottish Journal of 
Theology 28 (1975), 501-16.



Is the church important? According to the Holy Spirit, the 
answer is ABSOLUTELY.4

Finally, God has designed the church so that the members of 
it – you and I – are inter-dependent, like different parts of the 
one body (see 1 Corinthians 12). God has given special gifts 
to each person, and only together can we be blessed by all 
these gifts. Most of the gifts God wants to give us are through 
other members of the Church. God reveals different facets 
of who He is through different people in the church. Thus 
we can only grow in Christ-likeness in the context of Church 
life. Embracing this inter-dependency is humbling, freeing, 
and part of God’s great wisdom.

Practically, the church is immensely important.
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3Does church happen in big 
gatherings or in small groups?

This is a classic case of both-and not either-or thinking. My 
spiritual godfather, church leader Roger Forster, used to 
say that church happens are three levels: cell, congregation, 
and celebration. Cell is like our lifegroups, groups of 6-16 
people that meet weekly. Congregation size meetings happen 
weekly, and celebration meetings – which for Elim and many 
other denominations is a Church conference, happen once 
or twice a year.

Each size of gatherings has unique benefits the other 
sizes don’t have. To play them off against each other is 
unnecessary and unhelpful. Acts 2:46 says the early church 
met in the temple courts – large gatherings – and in each 

4  For more on this, see Adam Dodds, “The Necessity of An Ecclesial 
Missiology”, Colloquium: The Australian and New Zealand Theological 
Review 47, no. 1 (May 2015: 123-140).



other’s homes – small gatherings. Similarly, in the ministry 
of Jesus he had his inner circle of three (Peter, James and 
John), the twelve disciples, the seventy (Luke 10:1), the 
one-hundred and twenty (Acts 1:15), and the five hundred 
(1 Cor. 15:6) which might represent ‘the crowd’ that he 
often ministered to. Different size gatherings are biblical and 
helpful. 

For two reasons I think we should especially emphasise 
the importance of small groups – whether a lifegroup 
size or something even smaller, like 3-4 people. First, in 
Western Christianity the major emphasis is on Sunday 
services, and we need to recover the importance of these 
small groups. The reason is we can enjoy transparent and 
closer relationships in smaller groups than is possible in 
larger groups. There is greater personal investment and 
involvement in small groups than is often the case with 
Sunday services, which is important to counter the demonic 
principality of consumerism. Second, relationship is central 
to what the Church is, and close relationships cannot happen 
in a large meeting.

And yet, large gatherings are also uniquely important. One 
benefit of larger gatherings is a large group of believers can be 
blessed by people with specialised giftings, such as teaching, 
prophecy, or music. It is impractical and not possible for 
people with these specialised giftings to minister at dozens of 
smaller groups. But in a larger gathering it is possible. Large 
gatherings are also inspiring and helpful to realise that each 
person and smaller gathering (such as a lifegroup) is part of a 
larger community of people, a broader missional movement, 
making an impact for Jesus.

In summary, church comes in several sizes, and each are 
important. To play one off against the other is unnecessary, 
unhelpful, and unbiblical. Nonetheless, a special emphasis 



should be put on smaller groups (of whatever size) that make 
possible close relationships and the living out of the “one 
another” commands in the New Testament.
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4Who is church for?

Clearly the church is the gathering of followers of Jesus. So 
church is for Christians. Teaching, sung worship, pastoral 
care, prophecy, healing, teaching, discipleship, and so on, are 
all to bless fellow Christians. More fundamentally though, 
Christians come together as the church to love God and 
bless His holy name. Thus Church is chiefly for God Himself. 
Worshipping God has always been, and must always be, 
central to the Church. And there is a third truth as well. 
Archbishop William Temple famously said: “The Church 
is the only institution that exists primarily for the benefit of 
those who are not its members.” Temple is picking up two 
themes related to the Church’s calling: its servanthood and 
its missionary nature. Like its Lord, the Church is called to 
serve. Who are Christians called to serve? Each other, and 
their neighbour i.e. everyone. And the Church is also called 
to bring the good news of Jesus to all people everywhere, 
to make disciples of every ethnic group. Like Abraham 
(Genesis 12:1-3) and Israel (Exodus 19:5-6; Isaiah 42:6), 
the Church is chosen to be a blessing to the nations. This is 
the meaning of its election. Central to this calling for others 
is making disciples; Jesus’ last command is our first priority.

The Church, in every size of gathering, must somehow have 
this threefold orientation. 



5What is the church for?

This is a great question because you can only evaluate 
something based on its purpose. Is my watch a good or bad 
watch? That depends on the purpose of a watch. If my watch 
is meant to fly like a paper aeroplane, then it is a bad watch. 
But since we know the purpose of a watch is to tell the time, 
we can then evaluate whether a watch is good or bad to the 
extent that it aligns with its purpose. So what is the purpose of 
the church?

The church exists to fulfil the mission of God. God’s mission, 
seen in the incarnation of the Son and in the sending of the 
Holy Spirit, created the church. God’s Mission was prior to 
the church and created it. This is so important that scholar 
David Bosch says The Church’s mission “(its ‘being sent’) is 
not secondary to its being; the church exists in being sent and 
in building up itself for the sake of its mission.”5 This means 
a church that abandons the mission of God will, inevitably, 
cease to exist. Strong stuff.

What is the mission of God? For His kingdom to come 
and His will to be done on earth as in heaven. To that end, 
missions scholar Verkuyl says the Church must seek to 
struggle against “…the whole range of burdens and evils 
plaguing mankind.”6 This broad mission is inspiring, and 
includes such diverse actions as feeding the poor, healing the 
sick (supernatural, medical, and psychological), evangelism, 
ecological stewardship, intercessory prayer, actions for 
justice, spiritual warfare, national and ethnic reconciliation, 
and so on. The danger of a broad definition is, as Stephen 
Neill famously said, “If everything is mission, nothing is 
mission.” Thankfully, God’s mission does have a centre. 

5  Bosch, Transforming Mission, 372, emphasis added.
6  Johannes Verkuyl, “The Kingdom of God as the Goal of the Missio Dei”, 
International Review of Mission 68 no. 270 (April 1979: 168-75), 175.



The centre of God’s mission is the creation of a community 
that reflects the love that God is. God – Father, Son, and 
Spirit – is a being-in-fellowship, and the Church is to be a 
living echo of God’s being-in-fellowship. God’s mission is to 
draw humanity and creation in general into the communion 
with His very life. The Church’s mission, therefore, has 
two aspects: being and doing. The Church is called to be in 
herself a community that embodies in her life the love that 
God is ( John 13:35). Activities such as worship, prayer, 
and fellowship strengthen and centre the Church’s being, 
enabling Church life to be a foretaste of new creation. And 
the church is called to do: to make disciples of all ethnic 
groups, incorporating them into the Church community 
and teaching them to obey everything Jesus taught. Making 
disciples is irreducibly via relationship, life on life, for that 
is how the life of God is shared with other people and they 
are drawn into this supernatural community. Relationship 
is central to who God is – for within Himself God exists in 
relationship, and for us relationship is both the means and 
the goal of Church’s mission.
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6Is there a biblical way to ‘do’ 
church? 

This is tricky because the answer is yes and no. First, the 
no. Each church denomination has a slightly different 
understanding and practice of church. To label one 
as ‘correct’ then risks saying everyone else has got in 
wrong. This smacks of arrogance and self-righteousness. 
Theologically, I maintain that there are and should be 
different ways to ‘do’ church, different expressions of the 
one faith. Why? In the incarnation God the Son took on 



flesh and blood. Jesus lived and expressed himself in the 
first century Jewish culture of his day, though he was not 
afraid to challenge that culture either. So, the church is called 
to ‘incarnate’ itself in different cultures at different times. 
Therefore the church will necessarily take on the expressions 
of the culture of which it is a part. Thus the church can and 
should look different in different places and at different 
times. Furthermore, there are differences of preference. 
In church services, some are very contemplative in style, 
valuing silence, reflection, and quiet. Other church services 
major on celebration and so are loud and boisterous and 
demonstrably expressive. These are differences in style, not 
necessarily substance. Both express different aspects of the 
one faith.

And yet, church still has a specific, biblical meaning. Is 
playing pool with fellow Christians ‘doing church’? Is 
listening to a podcast teaching on the Bible ‘doing church’? 
These are components of church, but are themselves not 
church. Probably the best summary of church is found in 
Acts 2:42 where it says “they devoted themselves to the 
apostles teaching, and to fellowship, and to the breaking 
of bread, and to prayer.” I suggest these are the essentials 
of what church is. Church practices should include other 
things, such as confession of sin, serving the poor, prophecy, 
healing, mission, and pastoral care. Church should include 
other things, but at the very least to be church it must 
include “the apostles teaching, fellowship, the breaking of 
bread, and prayer.” 

Notice that two of these four elements emphasise 
relationship – fellowship and the breaking of bread (eating 
together). We see this same priority in Jesus and his 
disciples. Jesus did not teach His disciples a systematic 
theology, neither did he prioritise holding weekly services. 
What He did was He spent time with his disciples: doing 



serious ministry, fun activities, and in the everyday of 
life. Author David Watson explains, “Jesus has no formal 
curriculum, no planned course of instruction, and no classroom 
syllabus. Instead, he called his disciples to be with him.” Jesus 
lived with his disciples for three years. They were family. 
Church is not mainly an event or a meeting, but a way of 
being i.e. a set of relationships. Therefore, church cannot be 
compartmentalised as a series of meetings; church is part of 
who we are. Church as Jesus intended also includes rhythms 
of being and doing. Jesus and His disciples ministered to 
many, and then withdrew for times of prayer, fellowship, and 
debrief. These rhythms of being and doing align with the 
purpose what the church is for.
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7Are Sunday services 
important, and how do they 
relate to church?

Gathering together is basic to what church is, because a 
community of people in relationship spend time together. 
So gatherings are essential to what church is. But that doesn’t 
mean church = Sunday service. Sunday services are not what 
the church is all about. Christian critics of Sunday services 
say that church cannot be relegated to attending a ‘religious 
performance’7 once a week. I agree. These critics rightly 
insist that church is primarily a set of relationships rather 
than attending a meeting. No meeting, no matter how good, 
can be a substitute for authentic relationships. I agree. Thus, 
dissatisfaction with Sunday services is understandable, but it 
makes sense only if you misunderstand its purpose. Worship 
services can never be a substitute for authentic relationships; 

7  Such critics are usually quite cynical of church. I urge you to watch out for 
this in your own heart, for while cynicism might be a cultural virtue, it is not a 
Christian virtue.



that is not their function. But that does not mean Sunday 
services are unimportant. In a moment I will argue that 
they are important. Therefore, to reject Sunday services 
altogether is to throw the baby out with the bathwater (don’t 
try this at home). Sometimes, but by no means always, 
those who disparage Sunday services have succumbed to an 
independent spirit where they want to be subject to no one 
and instead be a law unto themselves.8 Autonomy, however, 
is a mark of the spirit of the age rather than Christian 
discipleship, which is marked by mutual submission to each 
other (Ephesians 5:21).

Sunday services are important for several reasons. First, 
Christians gather on the Sunday, not the Saturday as was 
(and is) standard Jewish practice. Why? Because Sunday is 
the day of the resurrection of Jesus, the day that new creation 
broke into our time and space. And so from the earliest 
times Christians have gathered on “the Lord’s day” (Rev 
1:10). 1 Corinthians 16:2 and Acts 20:7 identify this as the 
first day of the week, which is the Sunday. From the earliest 
times, Christians have gathered on the Sunday for worship, 
teaching, and prayer.9 By doing so they are re-ordering their 
lives around the resurrection of Jesus, and in time and space 
bearing witness to the centrality of this truth in all human 
history.

Second, since Sunday (in a Jewish context) is the first day 
of the week, there is something powerful about Christians 
gathering together to worship Jesus as the first act of the 
week. It is like a first-fruits offering of time. By dedicating the 
first part of the week to the Lord, you are asking God to be 
Lord of the remainder of your week. It embodies the truth 
“first things first”.

8  This is sometimes combined with a self-righteous attitude that says ‘I am 
right and most people have it wrong.’ Such attitudes, unchecked over time, 
always destroy community.
9  For example, a first century document called The Didache speaks of the 
church gathering on the Lord’s day (Didache 14:1).



Third, by gathering together to hear the apostles’ teaching, 
or in our context, the preached Word, you are sitting under 
authoritative preaching. There is an authority in the preached 
Word that is not replicated by simply studying the Bible. It is 
not one above the other but a ‘both-and’. The authoritative 
preaching of God’s truth was central to the ministry of John 
the Baptist, Jesus, the apostles, and the early church. It is a 
central part of what it means to be the church.

Fourth, there is a power and anointing in corporate worship 
as God’s people come together such that people will declare 
‘God is really among you!’ (1 Cor 14:25).

Fifth, Sunday gatherings are important because God’s 
people form a covenant community, the family of God, in 
which in some manner each belongs to the other. That is 
what it means to be different parts of the one body (see 1 
Corinthians 12). As Western culture becomes increasingly 
post-modern it becomes more and more individualistic. 
Committing to public worship with other believers is a 
prophetic statement to our culture that I don’t exist in 
isolation but as part of a community. As African theologian 
John Mbiti said, “I am because we are, and since we are 
therefore I am.”

In summary, one error is to reduce the Church to Sunday 
gatherings. This is very prevalent in Western Christianity 
across all denominations, and it is not healthy or biblical. 
The church is primarily people in relationship with each 
other. No meeting, however good, can be a substitute for 
that. Some who have recovered the centrality of relationships 
to the church have swung to the opposite extreme and said 
that Sunday gatherings are not important at all. This too is 
erroneous and unbiblical, though perhaps a less grievous 
error.

R



8How can you defend the 
concept of organised religion? 
Does the church need to have 
leaders and leadership?

I am not interested in defending religion in general. But 
regarding Christianity, it is better to be organised than 
disorganised. God organises His church through the 
appointing of leadership. Behind objections to church 
leadership is often a bad experience of leadership. If this is 
the case, the solution to bad leadership is not no leadership 
but good leadership, much as the solution to unhealthy 
friendships is not no friendships but healthy friendships. 
From a biblical perspective good leadership is not the 
problem but the solution. Let me explain.

We have already said church is primarily a set of a 
relationships, but that does not mean that church must 
always be informal and without structure. Jesus appointed 
and trained leaders, and their leadership was to not be like 
political or business leadership but rather servant leadership, 
like their Master Jesus (see Matthew 20:25-28). Who 
wouldn’t want to follow leaders who lead like Jesus? The 
practice of appointing leaders continued throughout the 
New Testament and church history. We see the apostolic and 
biblical practice of Paul appointing leaders – elders (Acts 
14:23). Paul speaks about leadership ministries of apostles, 
prophets, evangelists, pastors, and teachers (Ephesians 4). 
Paul and Peter gave instructions concerning the leaders 
of churches in 1 Timothy 3, 1 Timothy 5, Titus 1, and 1 
Peter 5. Thus God desires an order in the Church, and this 
includes having leadership; the spiritual gift of leadership 
is mentioned in Romans 12:8. But importantly, leaders are 
not only to do the ministry but, arguably more so, are to 



equip Christians to do the ministry (Ephesians 4:12). In short, 
leaders are player-coaches, with the emphasis on coaching.10 
Thus, according to the Bible, within the Church leadership is 
essential. 

And be warned, a central virtue in our Western culture is 
rebellion against authority. This is for specific historical 
reasons stemming from the Enlightenment. So our default 
position, in our culture, is to be suspicious and critical 
of authority and those in leadership. By contrast, author 
Francis Chan writes “God wants the Church to be the one 
institution that loves authority. He wants us to be different, a 
strange group of people who actually love having a King and 
are grateful for His commands. His desire is for us to view 
church leaders as God’s gifts to the Church since He sees 
them that way.” (Ephesians 4:11-12)
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9What has the Church to do 
with the Kingdom?

(nerd alert, this is a little theological)

Increasingly there is a trend whereby Christians claim to 
be ‘for the kingdom’ but not ‘for the church’. Such people 
may say ‘I believe in doing kingdom work, kingdom 
mission, expanding the kingdom – but not the church’. 
Even a top class theologian like Jürgen Moltmann has said 

10  Three books that do a fine job of explaining the role of Christian 
leadership are Discipleshift by Jim Putman and Bobby Harrington, 
Transforming Discipleship by Greg Ogden, and Letters to the Church by 
Francis Chan. Ogden contrasts a traditional dependency model of ministry 
with the more biblical equipping model of ministry. In fact, these are three of 
the best books I know of on church – I commend them to you.



of the mission of God, “The real point is not to spread the 
church but to spread the kingdom.”11 Is this biblical? Is it 
theologically coherent? 

A related question is this: “Jesus’ primary message was the 
kingdom of God, but in church we don’t hear much about 
the kingdom of God today. Why not?”

Taking the latter question first, Jesus indeed proclaimed, and 
inaugurated in his person and work, the Kingdom of God. 
This kingdom is understood to be in contrast to “the domain 
of darkness” (Col. 1:13), “the present evil age” (Gal. 1:4), to 
“the whole world [that] is under the control of the evil one” 
(1 John 5:19). The entire world system is under the control 
of the “god of this age” (2 Cor. 4:4), the ruler of this world 
( John 12:31; 14:30; 16:11). Against how the world currently 
is, Jesus, in proclaiming and demonstrating the kingdom 
of God, paints a picture of life as God intends it to be. The 
deaf and blind are healed, the excluded are included, truth 
is taught, the poor are fed, reconciliation and unity replaces 
fractured relationships, justice is normal and injustice a 
thing of the past. It will be a society in which God’s shalom 
is evident at every level of life: economically, socially, 
spiritually, inter-personally, structurally, and so on. The 
kingdom of God is beautiful. It is God’s intent for humanity 
and creation as a whole, and will only be manifested in all its 
fullness after Jesus’ return. Thus we speak of the already of 
God’s kingdom, because it was inaugurated by Jesus, and the 
not yet of the kingdom, since it will not be fully realised until 
his return.

While the kingdom of God was Jesus’ primary overarching 
message, the majority of his ministry time was spent in 
training his disciples, the proto-church. And it is these 

11  Jürgen Moltmann, The Church in the Power of the Spirit: A Contribution 
to Messianic Ecclesiology trans. Margaret Kohl (New York: Harper & Row, 
1977), 11.



disciples who were Jesus’ primary legacy. Perhaps Jesus 
doesn’t speak much about the church because the church 
does not exist until the advent of the outpouring of the 
Spirit, as described in Acts chapter 2. From that point 
onward, the primary sphere of the Holy Spirit’s operation is 
the church. And even when the Holy Spirit goes ahead of the 
church, such as in the Cornelius narrative in Acts 10-11, it is 
the church He goes ahead of. 

This is the key point: It is in the church that Jesus’ vision for the 
kingdom of God is realised as sign, down-payment, and foretaste. 
To put it another way, the church is the embodiment of the 
already and not yet of God’s kingdom. It is in and through 
the church that the sick are healed, truth is taught, the 
excluded are included (Samaritans – Acts 8, Gentiles – 
Acts 10-11 and the whole of Galatians, slaves – Philemon), 
reconciliation happens (Eph. 2:11-22), the poor are fed 
(Acts 6:1), and people encounter God (1 Cor. 14:25). The 
church is the provisional and partial embodiment of the 
kingdom of God. Thus after Jesus ascension, the outpouring 
of the Spirit, and the birth of the church, the term kingdom 
of God recedes to the background and the language of 
church comes to the foreground. In the New Testament, the 
kingdom of God (or kingdom of heaven – a synonym) is 
mentioned 92 times in the Gospels and Acts, but only 17 
times afterwards. By contrast, church is mentioned 3 times in 
the Gospels (all in Matthew), 21 times in Acts, and 90 times 
afterwards.

Thus, Moltmann’s dichotomy that seems to buy into a 
‘church vs kingdom’ polarity is theologically unwarranted. 
Moltmann argues that the church “...is an element in the 
history of the kingdom of God”,12 which seems to make the 
church almost incidental to the real stuff of the kingdom. 

12  Moltmann, The Church in the Power of the Spirit, 11, emphasis added. 



What, then, are the other (perhaps more important) 
elements, and where in the Bible are they described? 
According to the witness of Scripture the church is of central 
importance, as I outline in my answer question 2 Is Church 
Important?

So, we must reject any notion of ‘church vs kingdom’ as being 
against the spirit of the Spirit who raised Jesus from the dead, 
inspired the Scriptures, and leads the church today. Playing 
one off against the other is incoherent.

Switching hats from theologian to pastor for a moment, I 
have noticed that people who like to play the ‘kingdom vs 
church’ game often have one of two motives. First, some 
have been hurt by fellow Christians. This is usually couched 
in the language of being hurt by ‘church’. But as Christians 
they are part of the church, so it is more accurate to say 
they have been hurt by fellow Christians. The outcome is 
they still love Jesus but have a problem with church. This is 
understandable, sad, and regrettable. For more on this please 
see I Have Been Hurt by Church. What do I do now? 
below.

The second motive I have noticed is an unstated and implicit 
commitment to ‘freedom’, as defined by our culture as ‘free 
from commitment’. It is my conviction that a pagan version 
of freedom has become an idol. In the Bible, God gives us 
freedom so that we may choose to love Him and love each 
other. The biblical definition of freedom as freedom for 
commitment – is this not what love is? – has in many peoples’ 
lives been supplanted by a pagan definition of freedom as 
the right to do whatever I want. As human beings we can 
do whatever we want. But imagine, for a moment, if Jesus 
decided the cross was unappealing and he instead wanted 
to settle down, have kids, buy a nice new car, have a holiday 
house near the beach, and live until a ripe old age? Free to do 



what I want is hardly a Christian understanding of freedom. 
It is an instance of the culture invading the church. If we live 
with this ‘free to do as we like’ perspective, and we claim 
to be a Christian, it is important to ask ourselves this: As a 
follower of Jesus, am I willing to lay down my independent 
spirit? If not, what does it mean to say ‘Jesus is Lord’?

Biblically, freedom is freedom for my brother and sister, 
freedom to love, freedom for community. This stems from 
God’s gift of freedom in the Garden, represented by the tree 
of the knowledge of good and evil, and the divine injunction 
not to eat from its fruit. Freedom is a precondition to love, 
since for love to be meaningful it must be freely chosen. Thus 
freedom finds its divinely-ordained purpose in choosing 
to love. And love is of eternal value (see 1 Corinthians 
13), since it is the nature of God. The aforementioned 
pagan notion of freedom buttresses a pic’n’mix approach to 
Christianity that says ‘I’ll take Jesus off the shelf but leave 
church where it is’. This is ultimately a form of consumerism, 
a powerful spiritual principality over Western culture, in 
which self remains Lord. By contrast, bowing the knee to 
Jesus means following Him, reordering your life according 
to his authoritative and liberating teaching. Theologian 
Karl Barth said “Being a slave of Christ means being free.” 
Holding to the idol of freedom – I can do whatever I want – 
leads to commitment-phobia. Embracing biblical freedom 
leads to committing to God and His people the church. The 
two are completely opposite to one another.

Let me say briefly that the church is at the same time both a 
spiritual and a physical reality. It is the body of Christ with 
members who are people. The invisible spiritual reality 
of the church is visible in particular congregations; Paul 
writes to the church of God in Corinth, Ephesus, and so on. 
Thus it is not possible to be for the church in a mystical or 
spiritual sense, but not actually committed to the people 



who comprise the Body of Christ. Put another way, the 
unity Jesus prays for is visible, “so that the world will believe” 
( John 17:21). A disembodied spiritual unity would not 
achieve this.

Finally, is there a difference between church and kingdom? 
Good question, and the answer is yes, but they are also very 
closely related. Kingdom can refer to the reign of God, which 
is over all creation. For example, “The Lord has established 
His throne in heaven, and His kingdom rules over all” (Psalm 
103:19). Theologian David Fitch says, “There are many times 
in the Old Testament where God reigns through people 
outside the nation of Israel or the church. Cyrus for instance” 
(Isaiah 45). Jesus declares He has all authority in heaven and 
on earth (Matthew 28:18). Fitch continues, “In 1 Cor 15:25 
we read the words ‘for He must reign until He has put all 
enemies beneath His feet.’ So, it’s obvious, even beyond the 
church, where His reign is not yet recognised, Jesus is still 
Lord, reigning over all things, slowly and patiently bringing 
the whole world into reconciliation with God. God’s reign 
exists outside the nation of Israel and the church.”13 And 
here we see an important distinction. Jesus’ reign over 
all creation is true but not fully realised, true but still in 
process, true but not universally acknowledged or embraced. 
By contrast, in the church Jesus’ reign is acknowledged, 
welcomed, embraced, and to some extent realised.

We see this distinction elsewhere in Scripture, such as 
Ephesians 1:22-23: “…and he has put all things under 
his feet and has made him the head over all things for the 
church. Which is his body, the fullness of him who fills all in 
all.” In one sense God rules over all, and so His kingdom is 
broader than the church. But the place where God’s kingdom 
rule is disclosed and embodied is the church.

13  David Fitch, “‘No Kingdom Outside the Church!!!’ My Take on Scot 
McKnight’s Grand Statement- Kingdom Conspiracy (Last Post)”, https://
www.missioalliance.org/no-kingdom-outside-the-church-my-take-on-scot-
mcknight’s-grand-statement-kingdom-conspiracy-last-post/, accessed 3 
February 2019.

https://www.missioalliance.org/no-kingdom-outside-the-church-my-take-on-scot-mcknight's-grand-statement-kingdom-conspiracy-last-post/
https://www.missioalliance.org/no-kingdom-outside-the-church-my-take-on-scot-mcknight's-grand-statement-kingdom-conspiracy-last-post/
https://www.missioalliance.org/no-kingdom-outside-the-church-my-take-on-scot-mcknight's-grand-statement-kingdom-conspiracy-last-post/


And that is why Bible scholar Scot McKnight argues that, 
in the Bible, kingdom is always a people governed by their 
King. Given that the church is the people governed by King 
Jesus, McKnight says, “the kingdom is the church, and the 
church is the kingdom – they are the same even if they are 
not identical.”14 To put it differently, where is the kingdom 
of God seen, encountered, and experienced? God’s kingdom 
is visible in a people who bear witness to the rest of the 
word where all creation is heading. As Oscar Cullman said: 
“Thus the church appears in reality as the centre of Christ’s 
Lordship over the whole world.”15

What, then, does it mean to ‘do kingdom work’ or carry 
out ‘kingdom mission’? McKnight: “Kingdom work is what 
kingdom citizens do under King Jesus”, so, “kingdom mission 
is about creating and sustaining that kingdom community, 
the church.”16 To put it differently, “Kingdom mission forms 
a kingdom people and that kingdom people in the present 
world is the church.”17

In summary, playing off ‘kingdom’ against ‘church’ is 
theologically incoherent and biblically unwarranted. 
Kingdom and church have distinct but overlapping meanings 
and are closely interrelated. To love Jesus means to be a 
member of His people, the church. To love King Jesus means 
to allow Him to recalibrate your affections so that you learn 
to love what He loves. And Jesus loves His bride, the church, 
despite all her flaws and failings and imperfections. It’s not 
unlike His love for you, and for me.

R

14  A central argument in Scot McKnight’s book Kingdom Conspiracy: 
Returning to the Radical Mission of the Local Church (Brazos Press, 2014).
15  Oscar Cullmann, The Christology of the New Testament revised ed. 
(Westminster/John Knox Press: Philadelphia, 1959), 213.
16  McKnight, Kingdom Conspiracy, 99.
17  McKnight, Kingdom Conspiracy, 123.



10I Have Been Hurt by Church. 
What do I do now?18

This is both widespread and requires a multifaceted answer. 
Ultimately, this is a personally sensitive matter that is best 
worked out through talking with someone you trust and 
respect. Assuming you do this, here are some thoughts that 
are intended to help you in your processing.

First, in one sense church does not hurt anyone – people 
do. Join any group of people, and stay with them for long 
enough, and someone will hurt or offend you. It is inevitable. 
That’s because other people are just like you – imperfect. 
Christians are those who freely admit this, and who meet 
with God and each other at the foot of the cross where 
there are no innocent parties. That’s why a central Christian 
practise is taking communion together – sharing Christ’s 
body and blood – as a reminder that we are fallen, broken, 
and in need of forgiveness and being made whole. But I 
understand the conviction that we should be able to expect 
more of the church. 

Second, it is sad that a community of people, who are 
following Jesus and being transformed by Him, should 
behave in ways contrary to their Lord and Master. All un-
Christlike behaviour cannot be excused. Some of the recent 
world news stories about what church leaders have done are 
truly terrible. I have written a short article on this here. 

Third, the truth is that all people are on a journey, including 
Christians. Christians are not perfect; rather they are in the 
process of being transformed by Jesus. Therefore there will 
always be a gap between how Christians aspire to live (like 
Jesus) and how they actually live. Thus it is unrealistic to 

18  In what follows I am not attempting to deal with issues of abuse, but 
rather unkind words or actions. Abuse of any kind is far more serious, and 
in such situations you should tell a trusted friend and/or leader, and if the 
abuse is illegal, go to the police.

https://www.odt.co.nz/opinion/confession-not-denial-way-address-wrongdoing


expect that Christians will never say or do things that are 
wrong. A mark of personal maturity is that the gap between 
aspiration and attainment will decrease over time (see 
Philippians 3:16). A mark of communal maturity is to freely 
confess our failings to one another and to extend grace to 
one another.

Fourth, to put it crudely, believers behaving badly is exactly 
what the Bible leads us to expect. If you read the gospels you 
will see that a notable feature is the disciples squabbling with 
each other. That they continually fell short is a continuation 
of the long story of God with his people Israel, who also 
continually fell short. Speaking to the religious leaders of his 
day as representatives of God’s people throughout history, 
Stephen says “You stubborn people! You are heathen at 
heart and deaf to the truth. Must you forever resist the Holy 
Spirit? That’s what your ancestors did, and so do you!” (Acts 
7:51) That’s what made necessary God’s regular sending of 
prophets. And in the New Testament even the great apostles 
Paul and Barnabas had a falling out. On a different occasion 
the apostle Peter got it so badly wrong (in theology and how 
he lived) that Paul had to publicly rebuke him and then write 
it in a letter for all to read. And then there’s the church in 
Corinth…

Fifth, what is true of God’s people in both testaments has 
also been true down through church history. Scholar David 
Bosch says, “Throughout most of the church’s history its 
empirical state has been deplorable. This was already true 
of Jesus’ first circle of disciples and has not really changed 
since.”19 For more on this listen to this message by Dr 
Greg Boyd here. What is remarkable is that, through 
weak and fallible people like you and I, and through a 

19  Bosch, Transforming Mission: Paradigm Shifts in Theology of Mission 
(1991), 519.

https://whchurch.org/sermon/church-happens/


thoroughly imperfect community, God acts powerfully 
and redemptively. “But we have this treasure in jars of clay 
to show that this all-surpassing power is from God and not 
from us.” (2 Corinthians 4:7)

Sixth, it is important to take personal ownership in these 
situations. Being the recipient of an unkind or untimely 
word is practically inevitable, so the more urgent and 
important question is what do you when that happens. It is my 
observation that people badly processing this kind of hurt is 
often the biggest problem. Jesus gives very practical advice 
about what to do in these situations: see Matthew 5:21-
26 and Matthew 18:15-20. Personal ownership includes: 
(i) taking ownership of our own sin, and freely confessing 
this and asking for forgiveness (and making restitution if 
necessary). It should be the hallmark of Christians to be far 
more offended by their own sins than they are by anyone 
else’s20; (ii) taking the initiative to tell somebody their words 
or actions hurt and that it’s not okay. They may not even be 
aware they have hurt you. Emotionally healthy adults talk 
about their issues.21 (iii) In order to prevent a person from 
hurting you again you might need to set healthy boundaries 
in relation to them. Click here to listen to a helpful message 
on healthy boundaries by Kylie Dodds. (iv) Perhaps the 
greatest trap that the devil sets to derail Christians living for 
God, and to fracture the church community, is the taking 
of offense. Opportunities for offense will always come; 
the key question is how you respond. I highly recommend 
John Bevere’s message on this that you can watch here. In 
Jesus’ incarnation, baptism, and in his death on the cross, 
he took personal ownership of our sin though he was not to 
blame. Taking personal ownership is Christ-like and is the 
opposite of blaming, which is an unmistakable mark of sin 

20  Adapted from Bible scholar Gordon Hugenberger.
21  If this is an area you want to grow in, I recommend the Emotionally 
Healthy Relationships book, devotional, and course by Peter Scazzero. I also 
recommend the message “Living Wisdom part 3: You Said I Heard”, found 
here: https://www.elimdunedin.com/mental-and-emotional-health-podcast.

https://www.elimdunedin.com/mental-and-emotional-health-podcast
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_hzoXPFlhYg
https://www.elimdunedin.com/mental-and-emotional-health-podcast


(Genesis 3:11-13). What’s incredible is this: how we choose 
to respond to being hurt will either please Jesus or the devil. 
Let’s always aim to please Jesus, even when we’re hurting.

R

11Final Thoughts

The first instance of the word church (ekklesia) in the New 
Testament is found in Matthew 16:18 where Jesus says – 
“I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not 
overcome it.” Firstly, note that the Church does not belong to 
any particular leader or group of leaders. It is Jesus’ Church. 
He loves it, He died for it, and He is committed to it. The 
Church is central to the heart of Jesus. Lord, give me your 
heart for the Church that you love. 

Secondly, it is to the church that Jesus gives this incredible 
promise: Jesus will build it to the point that the gates of 
Hades won’t overcome it. Jesus doesn’t give this promise 
to any other group of people, charity, or missionary 
organisation. It is His promise to the Church. His church. 
Theologian Karl Barth said that because Jesus is building 
His church, the church is invincible. Empires – such as the 
Roman, Mongolian, and Ottoman – each were formidable in 
their day. Each lasted hundreds of years, spanned continents, 
and tried to stamp out the church. Each has been consigned 
to the dustbin of history. The church has outlived them all, 
and grows still. The church is not just invincible but it is 
also the hope of the world, for in every local expression of 
the universal body of Christ (such a lifegroup or Sunday 
service), there God is actively at work. There the powers of 



the new creation are experienced, giving us a foretaste of 
what is to come. 

God is ruling over history and guiding His creation toward 
His desired end. And it is through the Church that people 
can discover the purpose of their lives and the meaning of 
creation itself. The Church’s mission “is the clue to world 
history… in the sense that it is the point at which the 
meaning of history is understood and at which people are 
required to make the final decisions about that meaning. It is, 
so to say, not the motor but the blade, not the driving force 
but the cutting edge.”22 

Sure the church isn’t perfect, but that is, in part, because 
you are part of it. And me too. He who lives in glass houses 
shouldn’t throw stones. But that is what makes church even 
more glorious – the perfect, flawless, uniquely qualified, 
and powerful God working through imperfect, flawed, 
unqualified and weak people. We stand in awe of what God 
does in and through us, and He gets all the glory. Just as it 
should be.

22  Newbigin, Trinitarian Doctrine For Today’s Mission (1963), 45.
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