
 

 

Waukesha Bible Church is a family of families seeking to live in the Storyline of the Bible.  She is determined by design to have 

a God-centered, Christ-exalting worship; a Word-centered teaching focused on personal discipleship through intentional and 

systematic instruction; a Global-impacting mission that resolves to be a church planting church; and a Grace-based fellowship 

where disciples are invited to live under a reigning grace characterized by a Gospel-driven sanctification that celebrates a divine 

monergism to the Christian life. 

Greetings: 

 

The study that Pastor Pat brings on Sunday mornings is a reflection of the study for that 

week.  It represents a lot of research.  Not all of what he has prepared is communicated.  

In an attempt to continue the learning process, he is making available his study notes to 

the congregation. 

They are edited, but not “book” ready.  To the critical eye mistakes can be found.  So he 

asks that you take the material with humility, teach-ability, and charity. 

Enjoy and if you should have any questions or corrections, please do not hesitate to email 

him at pastorpat@waukeshabible.org. 
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Date:  February 9, 2014 
Title:  When is a Church a Church? 
Text:  Acts 2:1-4, 37-47 
Theme: As the Temple of God, God’s glory fills the local church and is ever expanding and 

marked by joy. 
 
Introduction:  
Although I work tenaciously to be biblical and then clear, the journey is always one that begins 
afresh every week.  From last week’s study, we considered how the local church carries the 
DNA of the Garden of Eden.  Like the Garden, the local church is the place where we see the 
glory of God expanding through the making and maturing of disciples.  The local church is 
God’s plan for fulfilling His Vision.  In our first four studies, we considered our theological 
“DNA.”  In these last four studies, we will consider how we move our “DNA” out.  We have 
the gospel; now what are we to do?  What mechanism, what organism has God put in play to 
spread the knowledge of His glory for the joy of His people? 
 
I have attempted to be careful with the text.  I do not wish to create something that is uniquely 
us, but to identify what is of God and that is our claim.  I have attempted to make this clear in 
the past and thus desire to reiterate this thought in the present.  God’s Vision for creating is so 
that the knowledge of His glory would encompass the earth even as the waters cover the sea.  
When this is present, the joy of His people is full.  When you ask me what the vision of the 
church is, my response is for our fellowship, in partnership with other fellowships, to continue 
to expand until the knowledge of His glory covers the earth even as the waters cover the sea. 
 
The means to that end is for His people to live their lives in His Story so that as they are going 
they would make and mature disciples.  The context for this is the local church community.  
His means becomes our mission.  How do we carry out this mission in community?  Acts 2:37-
47 describes four actions done by the individual in community.   
 

37 “Now when they heard this, they were pierced to the heart, and said to Peter and the rest of the apostles, 
‘Brethren, what shall we do?’ 38 Peter said to them, ‘Repent, and each of you be baptized in the name of 
Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins; and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. 39 For the 
promise is for you and your children and for all who are far off, as many as the Lord our God will call to 
Himself.’ 40 And with many other words he solemnly testified and kept on exhorting them, saying, ‘Be 
saved from this perverse generation!’ 41 So then, those who had received his word were baptized; and that 
day there were added about three thousand souls. 42 They were continually devoting themselves to the 
apostles' teaching and to fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer. 43 Everyone kept feeling a sense 
of awe; and many wonders and signs were taking place through the apostles. 44 And all those who had 
believed were together and had all things in common; 45 and they began selling their property and 
possessions and were sharing them with all, as anyone might have need. 46 Day by day continuing with 
one mind in the temple, and breaking bread from house to house, they were taking their meals together 
with gladness and sincerity of heart, 47 praising God and having favor with all the people. And the Lord 
was adding to their number day by day those who were being saved” (Acts. 2:37-47). 

 
They believed (“They received his word” [v. 41]). 
They were baptized (“were baptized” [v. 41]). 
They assembled (“there were added” [v. 41]). 
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 Community Worship (“Day by day / from house to house” [v. 46]). 
 Community Instruction (“Devoting themselves to the apostles’ teaching”). 
 Community Fellowship (“Fellowship / had all things in common” [v. 44]). 

Community Evangelism (“”Having favor with all the people / and the Lord was adding” 
[v. 47]). 

 
The issue for us as Elders and as a local church is how do we best carry out this four-fold function 
in fulfilling the Vision of God?  Thus, I cannot use the word Vision or Mission for the Bible 
defines both of those words for us.  What I can speak to is what plans are we seeking to 
implement in those four categories?  Toward this end, we will work. 
 
For the month of February, we will consider the following topics. 
 

1. What is the church? 
2. When is a church a church? 
3. Why is a church and the network of churches important to God’s Vision? 
4. How does a church carry out God’s Mission in fulfilling God’s Vision? 

 
Although there is a commonly held idea that every believer after the resurrection of Jesus is in 
the church universal, I personally believe the church local makes up the church global. 
 
Apart from gathering, there is no church.  No building or individual is a church, unless that 
individual is the only one in any given geographical location.  However, I get ahead of myself.  
Let us back up our conversation and consider what the local church is. 
 
If God created everything as a platform where He might dwell among His people for their joy, 
then we should be able to trace this idea throughout the biblical narrative. 
 

A. The Garden of Eden (Gen. 3:8) 
B. The Exodus (Exod. 13:21, 22) 
C. Sacred Altars (Gen. 8:20; 12:7, 8) 
D. Tabernacle (Lev. 9:22-24) 
E. Temple (2 Chron. 7:1, 2) 
F. Jesus (John 2:18-21) 
G. The Church (1 Cor. 3:16; 6:19) 
H. “Heaven” (Rev. 21:3, 22-24) 

 
Last week we sought to understand “what is the church.”  How does the local church fit into 
the storyline of the Bible?  This study will endeavor to answer the question, “When is an 
assembly a Church?” 
 
If the Local Church is the place where God’s glory resides and through which His glory is spread 
to the ends of the earth, then it would naturally follow for one to be able to define what the Local 
Church is. 
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I have been personally wrestling through the entire idea of the church universal and the church 
local.  I have still not ended my pursuit to understand, but what I often hear is that the universal 
church is an excuse not to be a part of the local church.  The universal church does not take the 
place of the local church.  The church universal is known and experienced in the church local.   
 
In the minds of many, the church universal is a body that has never gathered corporately.  It is 
like a body being completely displaced or chopped up and we lay claim to the idea that this 
chopped up body is His church. There is something not right with this picture.  I will come 
back to this in our next study, but for now let us press ahead.  The real question we are seeking 
to answer is, “What is a local church?” 
 
John Piper offers the following: 
 
“I would define a local church like this: a local church is a group of baptized believers who meet 
regularly to worship God through Jesus Christ, to be exhorted from the Word of God, and to celebrate the 
Lord's Supper under the guidance of duly appointed leaders.”1 
 
Mark Driscoll defines the church in the following manner: 
 
“The local church is a community of regenerated believers who confess Jesus Christ as Lord. In 
obedience to Scripture they organize under qualified leadership, gather regularly for preaching 
and worship, observe the biblical sacraments of baptism and Communion, are unified by the 
Spirit, are disciplined for holiness, and scatter to fulfill the Great Commandment and the Great 
Commission as missionaries to the world for God's glory and their joy.”2 
 
The ministry of 9 Marks defines the local church in the following manner: 
 
“A local church is a group of Christians who regularly gather in Christ’s name to officially affirm 
and oversee one another’s membership in Jesus Christ and his kingdom through gospel 
preaching and gospel ordinances.”3 
 
I will offer this “simple” definition of a Local Church. 
 
“A local church is a geographically defined assembly with a biblical structure and mission.”  
My expanded definition reads as follows: 
 
A local church is . . . a geographically defined assembly with the Biblical Structure of Elders 
who have oversight and Deacons who enable through service.  Such churches have a biblical 
message verbalized in the gospel, visualized in acts of kindness, symbolized in the ordinances 
and carried out in missional communities and a biblical mission where disciples are made and 
enabled in the context of the believing community through baptism and instruction resulting in 
new churches formed. 
 
Yet, why do we settle on this definition?  Why do these elements define what a local church is?    
That is an honest question.  Let us explore this idea together. To help us in our study we will 
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work from the four primary ideas offered in our expanded definition of what constitutes a local 
church. 
 
Outline: 
 
In light of our definition, let us consider the biblical text from which such a conclusion is drawn.  
There are four inter-locking elements to this definition. 
 

I. First, local churches are geographically defined. 
 
On what basis can such a claim be made?  Every New Testament Book or Letter has behind it 
a local church or churches.  Letters were not written with the hopes they would be read.  Books 
and Letters were written for distinct reasons.  People and problems prompted writings.  Even 
personal Letters like Timothy, Titus and Philemon are embedded in local church community.  
The local church has Garden DNA embedded in it.  The local church is part of Temple lineage.  
Just as sacred places, the temple and the tabernacle were defined geographically, so also the 
local church. 
 
“The Greek word ‘ekklesia,’ is used 115 times in the New Testament, and in most bibles, it is 
always translated as ‘church’ (except in Acts 19:32, 39, 41, where it is properly translated as 
‘assembly’). The first complete English bible was the Tyndale bible in about 1524, and that bible 
did not use the word ‘church anywhere in its pages, it used the word ‘congregation.’ Sometime 
after this bible, they started replacing the word ‘congregation’ with the word ‘church.’”4  
 
Without exception the word “church” is used of something local even if the local churches in 
any given geographical location could not assemble all in one place.  Consider the following 
conclusion by Roy Bowen Ward on Ekklesia. 
 
“This assembly was something real; thus the first and most common usage was of a local church, 
i.e., where there was actually an assembling of the people. This usage is typical of Acts, of much 
of the Pauline epistles, of the general epistles, of the Revelation to John, and of many of the 
passages in the Apostolic Fathers. It had become in most of these passages the technical term to 
designate this new institution.  Alongside of this usage there developed a wider, non-local use. 
The church, after spreading out from Jerusalem, was still in all these places that one and the 
same institution of Jesus Christ. But the Greek word ekklesia did not readily lend itself to this 
non-local usage. Thus we often have the plural, ekklesiai, when speaking of a larger geographic 
area. But, perhaps in order to emphasize the oneness of these ekklesiai, the singular, ekklesia, came 
to be used. In this usage the idea of assembly was no longer prominent.”5 
 
It is unfortunate when we think of the church as universal apart from local assemblies.  Thus, 
local churches are geographically defined assemblies.  From this, we see how local churches 
have a form of structure/authority. 
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II. Second, local churches have a biblical structure. 
 

A. Elders 
 
Throughout the Book of Acts and in the Pastoral Epistles, the idea of Elder is prominent.  There 
are at least six prominent characteristics of Elders within local churches.  It is of interest before 
we consider this idea as to how the passages are plain, yet how we understand them is where 
the sticking point happens. 
 

1. Elders are called on to shepherd the church of God (Acts 20:28; 1 Tim. 5:17; 
Heb. 13:17). 

 
“Be on guard for yourselves and for all the flock, among which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to 
shepherd the church of God which He purchased with His own blood” (Acts. 20:28). 
 
“The elders who rule well are to be considered worthy of double honor, especially those who work hard 
at preaching and teaching” (1 Tim. 5:17). 
 
“Obey your leaders and submit to them, for they keep watch over your souls as those who will give an 

account. Let them do this with joy and not with grief, for this would be unprofitable for you” (Heb. 
13:17). 
 
1 “Therefore, I exhort the elders among you, as your fellow elder and witness of the sufferings of Christ, 
and a partaker also of the glory that is to be revealed, 2 shepherd the flock of God among you, exercising 
oversight not under compulsion, but voluntarily, according to the will of God; and not for sordid gain, but 
with eagerness; 3 nor yet as lording it over those allotted to your charge, but proving to be examples to the 
flock. 4 And when the Chief Shepherd appears, you will receive the unfading crown of glory” (1 Pet. 5:1-4). 
 

2. The office of overseer is something noteworthy (1 Tim. 3:1). 
 

“It is a trustworthy statement: if any man aspires to the office of overseer, it is a fine work he desires to do” 
(1 Tim. 3:1). 

 
3. Titus was to appoint Elders in churches (Titus 1:5) 

 
“For this reason I left you in Crete, that you would set in order what remains and appoint elders in every 
city as I directed you” (Titus 1:5). 

 
4. Elders are spiritual leaders inside of local churches (James 5:14; Heb. 13:17). 

 
“Is anyone among you sick? Then he must call for the elders of the church and they are to pray over him, 
anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord” (James 5:14). 
 
“Obey your leaders and submit to them, for they keep watch over your souls as those who will give an 
account. Let them do this with joy and not with grief, for this would be unprofitable for you” (Heb. 
13:17). 

 
5. Elders are answerable to God for the manner in which they oversee the flock 

(Heb. 13:17; 1 Cor. 3). 
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“Obey your leaders and submit to them, for they keep watch over your souls as those who will give an 

account. Let them do this with joy and not with grief, for this would be unprofitable for you” (Heb. 
13:17). 

 
6. Because of their oversight congregations are to obey and submit to their 

leadership (Heb. 13:17). 
 

“Obey your leaders and submit to them, for they keep watch over your souls as those who will give an 
account. Let them do this with joy and not with grief, for this would be unprofitable for you” (Heb. 
13:17). 

 
I recognize this is a point of contention, but this is what the text says.  Where the church meets 
is irrelevant.  You can meet in a house or a rented space, but the question as to whether or not 
your assembly as a church boils down to who has responsibility for your soul.  This does not 
reject or deny individual soul liberty6 or the priesthood of every believer,7 but it does recognize 
the relationship Elders and congregations have one toward the other.  I am responsible before 
God for the manner of my conduct for you.  You are responsible to make the ministry offered 
one marked by joy and not with grief. 
 
The second notable administrative structure within a local church is that of 
deacons/deaconesses. 
 

B. Deacons/deaconesses (1 Tim. 3:8) 
 

8 “Deacons likewise must be men of dignity, not double-tongued, or addicted to much wine or fond of 
sordid gain, . . . 11 Women must likewise be dignified, not malicious gossips, but temperate, faithful in all 
things” (1 Tim. 3:8, 11). 

 
Many suggest that although Elders and Deacons are not directly spoken of in Acts 6, we do see 
in seed form those two functions within a local assembly. 
 

1 “Now at this time while the disciples were increasing in number, a complaint arose on the part of the 
Hellenistic Jews against the native Hebrews, because their widows were being overlooked in the daily 
serving of food. 2 So the twelve summoned the congregation of the disciples and said, ‘It is not desirable 
for us to neglect the word of God in order to serve tables. 3 Therefore, brethren, select from among you 
seven men of good reputation, full of the Spirit and of wisdom, whom we may put in charge of this task. 
4 But we will devote ourselves to prayer and to the ministry of the word.’ 5 The statement found approval 
with the whole congregation; and they chose Stephen, a man full of faith and of the Holy Spirit, and Philip, 
Prochorus, Nicanor, Timon, Parmenas and Nicolas, a proselyte from Antioch. 6 And these they brought 
before the apostles; and after praying, they laid their hands on them. 7 The word of God kept on 
spreading; and the number of the disciples continued to increase greatly in Jerusalem, and a great many 
of the priests were becoming obedient to the faith” (Acts 6:1-7). 
 

The ministry of the deacon is to serve the local fellowship with the intent of enabling the Elders 
to serve the local fellowship.  Both sets of people serve the Lord, but through different venues.   
 
Local churches are geographically defined assemblies with a biblical structure of elders and 
deacons.  This leads us to the church’s message. 
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III. Local churches have a biblical message. 

 
As a cautionary act, let us define the gospel.  The gospel is the addressing of mankind’s sin 
issue in the person and work of Jesus Christ resulting in the joy of His people.  The expansion 
on this idea is endless; however, the aforementioned definition will work. 
 
If the local church is the place where the glory of God resides for the joy of His people, then we 
should rightly assume local churches are glorious (Matt. 5:18 [Let your light shine through good 
deeds]), ever expanding (Matt. 28:18; the Book of Acts) and marked by joy (Psalm 16:11).  This 
is why the following two points are natural consequences of local churches.  Yet let us not 
conclude or assume that structure or programing alone can make an assembly a local church.  
Although the form is necessary and biblical, the function shows signs of life.  It is safe to 
conclude that an assembly can have all of the necessary components in play and still not be a 
place that is glorious, ever expanding and marked by joy.  Structure does not guarantee the 
presence of life.  I will mark four actions, which spread the glory of God for the joy of the 
nations. 
  

A. The message is verbalized in the gospel. 
 
“The purpose of the church is to carry on the work of Christ in proclaiming the gospel and being 
a light to the world (John 14:13-14; Acts 1:8; Acts 13:47). Thus the gospel and its life transforming 
character stands at the heart of the church and is to be reflected in her members.”8 
 
Gospel proclamation is at the heart of the gathering. 
 

“Until I come, give attention to the public reading of Scripture, to exhortation and teaching” (1 Tim. 4:13). 
 
“preach the word; be ready in season and out of season; reprove, rebuke, exhort, with great patience and 
instruction” (2 Tim. 4:2). 

 
Not only does it happen “in house,” but it also defines our “going.” 
 

“And He said to them, "Go into all the world and preach the gospel to all creation” (Mark 16:15). 
 
46 “and He said to them, "Thus it is written, that the Christ would suffer and rise again from the dead the 
third day, 47 and that repentance for forgiveness of sins would be proclaimed in His name to all the nations, 
beginning from Jerusalem” (Luke 24:46, 47). 

 
The second elements enabling our message are acts of kindness. 
 

B. The message is visualized by acts of kindness [good works] 
 
Christians live different lives.  Christians count it all joy when they fall into various trials.  
Christians are compassionate people toward “one another” and those outside of faith. 
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“So then, while we have opportunity, let us do good to all people, and especially to those who are of the 
household of the faith” (Gal. 6:10). 
 
13 “You are the salt of the earth; but if the salt has become tasteless, how can it be made salty again? It is no 
longer good for anything, except to be thrown out and trampled under foot by men. 14 You are the light of 
the world. A city set on a hill cannot be hidden; 15 nor does anyone light a lamp and put it under a basket, 
but on the lampstand, and it gives light to all who are in the house. 16 Let your light shine before men in 
such a way that they may see your good works, and glorify your Father who is in heaven” (Matt. 5:13-
16). 
 
“Keep your behavior excellent among the Gentiles, so that in the thing in which they slander you as 
evildoers, they may because of your good deeds, as they observe them, glorify God in the day of 
visitation” (1 Pet. 2:12). 

 
Christians are good people, but it is a goodness sourced in and flowing from the very life of 
Christ by the power of the Holy Spirit.  Friends, we should be involved in acts of kindness 
within our community, but all such acts have gospel proclamation as their objective.  A third 
way we preach the gospel is through symbolized acts. 
 

C. The message is symbolized in the ordinances.  

“Through baptism and the Lord’s Supper, the church waves the flag and dons the army uniform 

of our nation. It makes us visible. To be baptized is to identify ourselves with the name of the 

Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, as well as to identify our union with Christ’s death and 

resurrection (Matt. 28:19; Rom. 6:3-5). To receive the Lord’s Supper is to proclaim his death and 

our membership in his body (1 Cor. 11:26-29; cf. Matt. 26:26-29). God wants his people to be 

known and marked off. He wants a line between the church and the world.”9 

19 “Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and the 
Son and the Holy Spirit, 20 teaching them to observe all that I commanded you; and lo, I am with you always, 
even to the end of the age” (Matt. 28:19-20). 
 
25 “In the same way He took the cup also after supper, saying, ‘This cup is the new covenant in My blood; 
do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of Me.’ 26 For as often as you eat this bread and drink the 
cup, you proclaim the Lord's death until He comes” (1 Cor. 11:25, 26). 

 
We believe these two ordinances tell the gospel story. Each should be a regular part of our 
Christian experience.  Although we are only baptized once, we should partake of the Lord’s 
Table as often as we gather. 
 

D. The message is personified in mission communities 
 

19 Therefore, brethren, since we have confidence to enter the holy place by the blood of Jesus, 20 by a new 
and living way which He inaugurated for us through the veil, that is, His flesh, 21 and since we have a great 
priest over the house of God, 22 let us draw near with a sincere heart in full assurance of faith, having our 
hearts sprinkled clean from an evil conscience and our bodies washed with pure water. 23 Let us hold fast 
the confession of our hope without wavering, for He who promised is faithful; 24 and let us consider how 
to stimulate one another to love and good deeds, 25 not forsaking our own assembling together, as is the 
habit of some, but encouraging one another; and all the more as you see the day drawing near” (Heb. 10:19-
25). 
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The gathering taking place on Sundays continues throughout the week in small groups.  Small 
groups help us live out in community the “one another” passages of the New Testament.  As 
always, there is a tendency to drill down and completely miss the larger injunction.  All of the 
“one another” passages are summarized in the Great Commandment, “Love God [and then] 
love one another [and your neighbor].”  Galatians 6:1ff informs us as to how we live out the 
“one another” expressions. 
 
Missional communities empower the individual so that they live out the one Story of God.  By 
living in the Story, one is living out the Story and this is what others encounter.  Yet what is our 
intent with this glorious, ever expanding, joy filled message?  Our intent is to go into the entire 
world and preach Christ.  This leads us to our final element making up a local church. 
 

IV. Local churches have a biblical mission. 
 
Matthew 28:18-20 w/ Acts 1:1-8 [The entire Book of Acts is a witness to this pattern].  Local 
churches are to reproduce local churches.  If we believe, the local church is the body of Christ, 
the Temple filled with the glory of God, then evangelism and Christian maturity comes from 
the local church, through the local church and for the local church.   
 

A. The mission makes disciples through evangelism. 
 
B. The mission matures disciples through baptism and instruction 
 
C. The mission results in new churches formed.  

 
It is in the forming of local churches that the glory of God ever expands until the earth is filled 
with the knowledge of Him for the joy of all people. 
 
Shepherding the Sheep: (What’s the NEXT STEP?) 
 
“What is the local church? It’s the institution which Jesus created and authorized to pronounce 
the gospel of the kingdom, to affirm gospel professors, to oversee their discipleship, and to 
expose impostors. All this means, we don’t ‘join’ churches like we join clubs. We submit to 
them.”10 
 

• To speak of the local gathering apart from Jesus is impossible. 
• Can you see why the local church has significance in the Story of God? 
• I would encourage you to become identified with a local gathering. 
• I would invite you to consider making WBC your church family as we celebrate the 

gospel. 
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