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A Note:
Because I am a Jew, I write in the collective sense. For example, when I write, “We were slaves in Egypt and the Lord delivered us from there”,1 you must understand that I am indicating, “we (Jews) were slaves in Egypt and the Lord delivered us (Jews) from there”.
The Jews never write the complete name of the Holy One, instead we always abbreviate the word G-d except in the actual text of Scripture. When in the text you see the words LORD or ADONAI written in all capital letters, it indicates that the original Hebrew text contains the Four Letter Name of the Lord (the Tetragrammaton). In fact all Greek manuscripts of the New Testament prior to the fifth century abbreviate all references to: G-d, the Father, the Son, the Holy Spirit, Jesus, Christ, and Lord (when used concerning the Father, the Son of the Holy Spirit). The authors of the New Testament were Jews and they wrote as Jews (but they were much stricter in there use of the Divine Names that I am in this manuscript).
In many languages the Tetragrammaton (the Four Letter Name of G-d) is often translated as Jehovah or Yahveh. However, the original pronunciation of the Name is not known, and since Biblical Hebrew does not have the letter ‘J’, we know that the common translation (Jehovah) must be incorrect. In the books of Ezekiel and Amos there are examples where the Hebrew text uses the word Adonai (meaning Lord) and then adds the Four Letter Name. In these cases the translated text will read Adonai G-D, using capital letters to indicate that the word G-D is replacing the Hebrew Name.
All Scriptures that I quote are written in italics. Some Scriptural quotations may contain words that are written in non-italics and a smaller font. These are words that do not appear in the original Hebrew or Greek text, but have been added to clarify the meaning of the text. When the Scripture text quotes from another Scripture, the imbedded quotation appears in a different font.
Among the Scriptures quoted in this book there are places where I have included Hebrew or Greek words. These words will appear in their original script. When these words have been transcribed into English, they will usually be shown in their simplest form (i.e. the root word).
I have used the words Hebrew Scriptures in place of the correct name, which is TaNaK, 2 because most Christians are unfamiliar with that name. Most Christians refer to the TaNaK as the Old Testament, though the New Testament never refers to the Hebrew Scriptures as the Old Testament. 3
The book that is commonly called James in the English Bibles is called by its correct name, which is Jacob.
The translations of the Hebrew and Greek texts into English are mine and should not be considered to be the best translations. I try to be faithful to the original text, and to give as literal a translation as is possible, but sometimes this leaves the English translation barely readable. When words in the translation of Biblical texts are strung together (by the use of a hyphen) this indicates that these words are translating a single word in the original text.
I use the standard Masoretic text for the Hebrew Scriptures, referencing both the Leningrad Codex and Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia. Wherever the Dead Sea Scrolls differ from the Masoretic text I try to determine why they are different and base my translation on the best solution to the differences.
Concerning the Greek New Testament text things are much more complex than they are for the Hebrew Scriptures. There are some 40,000 known variations to the Greek New Testament. I always consult the Nestle-Aland 26th Edition and also all the New Testament papyri up to P104 (based on the printed text in The Complete Text of the Earliest New Testament Manuscripts by Comfort and Barrett).
In many places in the Hebrew Scriptures the chapter and verse numbers in the TaNaK are different from those in the Christian Bibles. Likewise Christian Bibles that are printed in the West tend to use the Roman Catholic chapter and verse numberings, but Christian Bibles printed in Eastern Europe tend to use the Orthodox Christian chapter and verse numbering system (which is based on the Septuagint). Whenever these systems disagree with each other, I have used the Hebrew system in the Hebrew Scriptures and noted the Catholic and Orthodox numberings in the footnotes.
Since all the writers of the New Testament were Jews, they generally used Greek words within the frame of reference of the Septuagint, which was the standard Greek translation of the Hebrew Scriptures, produced about three centuries before the New Testament was written. The Jews who wrote the New Testament were not schooled in the Greek classics, so they were not familiar with classical Greek definitions of words. Therefore all rare words in the New Testament are interpreted based on how they are used in the LXX (the Septuagint) and what Hebrew word or words the LXX is translating.
Because many e-book readers do not support Hebrew script I have moved all Hebrew script that was originally in the manuscript to the Endnotes. E-readers that do not support Hebrew script will replace the Hebrew letters with a series of question marks. If you have an e-reader that does support Hebrew font you can click on the superscript letter (they look like this ‘a’) following certain words in the text and it will take you to the appropriate Hebrew word in the Endnotes. If you have a reader that does not support Hebrew font then just ignore the superscript letters that follow these words. However, some superscript letters give you additional information about where to do research. In many of the footnotes there are Hebrew words, if your e-reader does not support Hebrew script these words will appear as a series of question marks. Some e-readers that support Hebrew fonts do not support right to left script, if you have one of these types of e-readers the Hebrew words will read backwards (left to right).
Introduction to: The Life and Actions of the New Testament Church
The focus of this book will be on defining the word church and tracing its origin and meaning in the Bible. Hebrew, not Greek, was the primary language of the earliest followers of Jesus. It is likely that these individuals could have also been very comfortable speaking Aramaic. Jesus would have always taught in Hebrew in the synagogues because Hebrew has always been the language used in the synagogues. In other public places Jesus would have spoken in Hebrew and possibly in Aramaic (although we have no proof that Aramaic was spoken in Galilee 4). Therefore our goal will be to discover what Hebrew words Jesus used in reference to church and the meanings that He attached to these words. This will not be as difficult as it might seem because the Jews had previously translated the Hebrew Scriptures into Greek. In fact the Hebrew Scriptures were available in Greek three centuries before the New Testament books were written.
Next we will explore such issues as how an individual becomes a member of the church, what activities should take place within the congregation, the purposes for assembling, the obligations of the congregation to its individual members as well as the obligations of the individual to the body of believers.
Lastly we will look at the nature of the relationships between congregations within a city and between churches in various parts of the world.
The pattern in this book is based on the concept that from eternity the Lord has had an unchanging plan for mankind. Even before creation began, the Lord knew what would happen to His creation and had designed a plan that provided for the needs of all mankind. Therefore all the practices of the believers in the New Testament and in the church today have their origins in the Hebrew Scriptures. So we will examine every issue in light of both the Hebrew Scriptures and the New Testament.
1. Greek Definition
Before we can understand what the New Testament has to say concerning the church, we first need a clear definition of the word church. This definition must not be based on how we use the word in our modern society, but on how this word was used in the New Testament. In other words, what is the meaning of the word church in the Bible?
Acts 19.29-31
29 And the city is filled with confusion. And they rushed with one accord into the theatre, having caught Gaius and Aristarchus (Macedonians), Paul’s travelling companions.
30 And Paul desired to enter into the people, but the disciples did not permit him.
31 And yet certain of the chiefs of Asia, which were his friends, sent to him, desiring that he himself would not enter into the theatre.
Paul was preaching in Ephesus, which was a Greek city. Under Greek law all the free men who were citizens of a city had the right to attend a lawfully gathered city assembly. Such assemblies were convened in order to consider matters of concern to the city and they actually served as the governmental body of the city. If an assembly needed to be convened, a herald would announce throughout the city that its citizens (free men) were to gather together. The place where these citizens gathered was called a theatre.
Acts 19.32 Then others were crying out something different. For the assembly 5 was confused. And the majority did not know why they were come together.
The gathering of these free men of the city was called an assembly. The Greek word that is used in this verse for an assembly is ekklesia, which is the word that the New Testament usually translates as church. In every other passage in the New Testament where the Greek word ekklesia occurs (except Acts 19) it is translated as church, 6 but in this passage it is translated as assembly. Yet it is exactly the same word.
Acts 19.33-39
33 And they drew Alexander out of the multitude, the Jews putting him forward. And Alexander beckoned with the hand, would have made his defence to the people.
34 And when they knew that he was a Jew, all with one voice (about the space of two hours) cried out, “Great is Artemis 7 of the Ephesians”.
35 And the town-clerk, having restrained the throng, said, “Men, Ephesians, what man is there that does not know how that the city of the Ephesians is a worshipper 8 of the great goddess Artemis, and of that which fell down from the fireball? 9
36 “Seeing then that these things cannot are undeniable; you ought to be quiet, and to do nothing rashly.
37 “For you have brought these men, which are neither robbers of temples, nor yet blasphemers of our goddess.
38 “Wherefore if Demetrius, and the craftsmen which are with him, have a word against any man, the law is open, and there are deputies. Let them sue one another.
39 And if you enquire concerning any other matters, it should be determined in a lawful assembly”. 10
In the Greek text the term that is translated as lawful assembly (vs. 39) is actually identical to the term a lawful church (ekklesia). A lawful assembly is the gathering of the members of a community, presided over by the leadership of the assembly. The Greek word ekklesia never refers to a building, but always to the people who are gathered together. The building where the assembly gathers is usually called the theatre, although in actual fact any situation where the citizens are assembled together under their leaders is considered a lawful assembly.
Acts 19.40-41 11
40 “For we are in danger to be called in question for this day’s uproar, there being no cause whereby we may give a word for this disorderliness”
41 And when he had spoken this, he dismissed the assembly. 12
The Greek word church (ekklesia), which is translated three times in Acts 19 as assembly, was an ordinary word that was used in the everyday vocabulary of the Greek people of that time. It was not in any way a religious word, but was entirely secular in its meaning. The Greeks had a long-established and well-understood definition of ekklesia. The word was used to describe an assembly of all the citizens of the city.
So we may define the Greek word ekklesia (which hereafter is translated in the New Testament as church) in this way: the lawfully assembled male citizens of a city, brought together by a herald, and presided over by the elders of that city. Furthermore, Greek cities did not consider women as citizens. Citizenship was reserved strictly for the freemen only, so if any women attended the assembly (ekklesia) they were not permitted to speak. 13 Likewise, in Greek society slaves were not permitted to hold citizenship, so they also were not permitted to speak in the assembly.
The elements of Greek citizenship were well understood by everyone living in the region of the Mediterranean Sea and were certainly understood by the believers when they used this secular Greek word to describe their assemblies. So when the believers used the same term for their assemblies that was used by the Greek City states concerning their governmental bodies, it was with the understanding that there were certain presuppositions that all people would have about the believers’ assemblies.
This partly explains why in his teaching Paul emphasises that all Believers are all set free by the blood of Jesus and are therefore able to participate equally in the congregation. Paul emphatically states that all Believers have been set free and even if a person is a slave in the natural sense, in the assembly of the saints he is a freeman and therefore a citizen in the Kingdom of the Heavens. 14
2. The Church in the Hebrew Scriptures
Three centuries before the birth of Jesus there was a large community of Jews living in Egypt. Their cultural centre was Alexandria, (which was a Greek city). 15 These Jews primarily spoke Greek, with Hebrew as the second language for some, but not all of them. Furthermore, many of these Jews only spoke Hebrew when attending the synagogue and so they had a very poor understanding of the language. In fact some of the Jews living in Egypt did not really understand Hebrew at all.
During this period Egypt was ruled by the Ptolemies, and one member of this dynasty had a great interest in the religion of Israel. So this ruler, 16 together with the Jewish leaders in Egypt, convinced the authorities in Jerusalem to send scholars to Alexandria in order to translate the Hebrew Scriptures into Greek. Seventy two scribes were sent, but because only 70 scribes carried out this translation, the work has become known as the Septuagint c (LXX 17), which is Greek for Seventy. 18
By the time the Greek New Testament was written all the Jewish communities throughout the world, including those in Israel, were familiar with the vocabulary of the LXX. So the vocabulary used in the LXX was the standard for translating Hebrew words and religious concepts into Greek. The LXX had been in use for about three centuries by the time that Jesus was crucified. It is generally thought that it was at least another 20 years before the disciples started to write the Greek New Testament and so they used the vocabulary of the LXX when they wrote. Some of the Greek words in the LXX were used differently than the Greek that was spoken by the Greeks at the time that the New Testament was written so we have to always check the LXX to see how it uses Greek words and what Hebrew words are behind the Greek text.
The word ekklesia occurs frequently in the LXX, and when the New Testament writers or translators wished to communicate thoughts concerning the assembly of Believers, they used the word ekklesia based on how the LXX translated the Hebrew Scriptures into Greek. So although ekklesia is a Greek word with a secular Greek definition, in the New Testament ekklesia is also used to translate the concepts of Old Testament Hebrew words. This can clearly be seen by the way ekklesia is used in certain New Testament passages.
Heb. 2.12 Saying, “I will declare Your name to my brothers, in the midst of the church I will sing praise to You”.
Psa. 21.23 LXX 19 “I will declare Your name to my brothers, in the midst of the ‘ekklesia,’ I will praise You”.
Where Psalm 21.23 of the LXX has the word ekklesia (church), the Hebrew text uses the word qahal. a What assembly was David referring to? David would go up to the Tabernacle where the Israelites were assembled and there sing the Psalms that he had written. So the Hebrew word qahal 20 is referring to the Israelites who were assembled at the Tabernacle. 21 Throughout the Hebrew Scriptures the word qahal means the assembling of the Israelites either for worship, for praise or to hear the reading of the Word of G-d. However, the Hebrew word qahal it is not always translated into Greek as ekklesia.
Numbers 20.6-12 contains several references to the gathering together of the people. If we compare the Hebrew text of this passage to the Greek text, we find that the translators show us a very interesting understanding of the Greek words for synagogue and church.
Num. 20.6 And Moses and Aaron went from the presence of the assembly to the door of the tabernacle of appointment. And they fell upon their faces. And the glory of ADONAI appeared to them.
Here, where we have the word assembly, the Hebrew text uses the word qahal, but the LXX translation uses the word synagogue. 22 So there are times when qahal is translated as ekklesia (church), and other times when it is translated as synagogue.
Num. 20.7-8
7 And ADONAI spoke to Moses, saying,
8 “Take the rod, and you gather the assembly together, you, and Aaron your brother. And you speak to the rock before their eyes. And he shall give out his water. And you shall bring forth to them water out of the rock. And you shall give the assembly and their animals drink”.
In verse eight we see the phrase gather the assembly. The Hebrew text says qahal the edah, b which was translated in the LXX as ekklesia (church) the synagogue with the Greek word ekklesia translating the Hebrew word qahal and the Greek word synagogue translating the Hebrew word edah. At the end of the verse we also have the word assembly which in Hebrew is edah, but the Greek text translates it as synagogue. So although the Hebrew word qahal occurs once in verse 6 and again in verse 8, the LXX translated it the first time as synagogue, but the second time as ekklesia (church). Likewise the Hebrew word edah occurs twice in verse 8, both times translated into Greek as synagogue.
Num. 20.9-10
9 And Moses took the rod from before ADONAI, as He commanded him.
10 And Moses and Aaron gathered the congregation together before the rock. And he said to them, “Hear now, you rebels. Must we bring water out of this rock for you?”
Again in verse 10 we find the phrase gather the congregation. The Hebrew says qahal the edah and the LXX translation reads synagogue the ekklesia (church).
Num. 20.11 And Moses lifted up his hand, and with his rod he hit the rock twice. And the water came out abundantly. And the congregation and their animals drank.
In Hebrew the word translated as congregation is edah, but the LXX does not translate this word at all; it simply says they and their animals drank.
Num. 20.12 And ADONAI spoke to Moses and Aaron, “Because you did not believe me, to sanctify me in the eyes of the children of Israel, therefore you shall not bring this congregation into the land which I have given them”.
Where the Hebrew text says qahal (congregation), the LXX translation is synagogue. So in this one passage (Num. 20.6-12), the Hebrew word qahal occurs four times. Three times it is translated in Greek as synagogue and once as church (ekklesia). In this same passage, the Hebrew word edah occurs four times, once translated into Greek as church (ekklesia), twice as synagogue and once it is not translated. We can see that the LXX is very inconsistent in how it translates the two Hebrew words, qahal and edah in Numbers 20. We will look at four additional passages just to show that this situation in not unique to these verses.
Deut. 4.10 “The day that you stood before ADONAI your G-d in Horeb, when ADONAI said to me, ‘Gather the people together to me (the Hebrew says qahal h’am [“gather the people”], the LXX translates this as ekklesia the ekklesia [“church the church”]). And I will make them hear My words, that they may learn to fear Me all the days that they shall live upon the earth. And they shall teach their children’”.
To the best of my knowledge this is the only time that the LXX translates the word people as ekklesia (church), but such a translation is significant to New Testament teaching. Because believers are the people of G-d, they have the obligation to represent His government to the world. When believers gather (ekklesia) together, it is as the citizens of the Heavenly Kingdom assembled (ekklesia) on the earth.
Lev. 8.3 “And you, gather (Hebrew says edah; LXX translation is synagogue) all the congregation (Hebrew says qahal; LXX translation is ekklesia) together to the door of the tabernacle of the congregation”.
This is the first occurrence of the word ekklesia in the LXX, and therefore it is the first use of the word church in the Scripture. It is quite significant that the word church is first used in the context of the gathering of the people at the door of the Tabernacle. Both Paul and the writer of the book of Hebrews emphatically refer to this passage when they talk about the church coming before the Throne. At the time of the Tabernacle it was understood that the LORD lived between the cherubim and over the Mercy Seat. So when the children of Israel assembled at the door of the Tabernacle, they were actually assembling before the Throne.
Lev. 8.4 And Moses did as ADONAI commanded him. And the assembly (Hebrew says qahal; LXX translation is synagogue) was gathered (Hebrew says edah; LXX translation is ekklesia) together to the door of the tabernacle of the appointment.
Since we have looked at the first appearance of the word ekklesia (church), we should also look at the first appearance of the word synagogue in Scripture. It is found in Genesis 35, where G-d blesses Jacob.
Gen. 35.11 And G-d said to him, “I, G-d Almighty. Be fruitful and multiply. A nation and a company of nations shall be from you. And kings shall come out of your loins”.
In Hebrew the word that is translated as company is qahal and it is translated into Greek as synagogue. The interesting thing is that this company of nations will be Gentile nations. So the first use of the word synagogue in the Scriptures is in reference to Gentiles.
So here is a breakdown of the Hebrew-Greek translations of the words qahal, edah; ekklesia and synagogue; that we have looked at:
Scripture Hebrew..Greek
Psa. 22.22 qahal - ekklesia
Num. 20.6 qahal - synagogue
Num. 20.8a qahal - ekklesia
Num. 20.8b edah - synagogue
Num. 20.8c edah - synagogue
Num. 20.10a qahal - synagogue
Num. 20.10b edah - ekklesia
Num. 20.11 edah - (missing in the LXX)
Num. 20.12 qahal - synagogue
Deut. 4.10 qahal - ekklesia
Lev. 8.3a qahal - ekklesia
Lev. 8.3b edah - synagogue
Lev. 8.4a qahal - synagogue
Lev. 8.4b edah - ekklesia
Gen. 35.11 qahal - synagogue
From this brief look at the Hebrew Scriptures we can see that the Jewish authorities who translated the Scriptures from Hebrew into Greek saw no difference between the words synagogue and ekklesia (church). Both words are used to identify the assembly of the Israelites at the Tabernacle as well as at the Temple. Both words indicate an assembly or a gathering.
For three centuries prior to the writing of the New Testament the LXX was read in nearly all the synagogues of the Diaspora. 23 So the Israelites were familiar with the words synagogue and ekklesia and understood these words to be translations of the Hebrew words for assembly and gathered. Since there was no pattern as to which Greek word was used to translate which Hebrew word, it is clear that the Jews saw these words as completely interchangeable.
Psa. 89.5-7 24
5 And the heavens shall praise Your wonders, O ADONAI. Your faithfulness also in the assembly of the saints.
6 For who in the heaven can be compared to ADONAI? Who among the sons of the mighty can be likened to ADONAI?
7 G-d is to be feared in the assembly of the saints. And to be held in reverence of by all about Him.
This Psalm was written by Ethan. Twice in these verses he provides us with a definition of the assembly. We read in verse 5 that an assembly is a place where the saints are gathered. The LXX translates this verse to say, and your truth in the church of the saints. 25 Then in verse 7 Ethan adds that the saints gather in an attitude of reverence (fear, awe) of the LORD. So according to the Psalm, any place where the saints are gathered together in fear of ADONAI is a church. Many times when contemporary Christians gather in their church buildings, they are not gathered in fear of the LORD. So even though they may think of themselves as a church, they may in fact be just an unlawful assembly.
3. The Church in the New Testament
Since the writers of the New Testament were familiar with the way the words synagogue and church were used in the LXX, they defined these words based on how they were used in the secular vocabulary of the day and how these words had been adapted for religious use.
Most readers of the New Testament are well aware that the Israelites met in places called synagogues. Christians correctly recognise the synagogue as a Jewish gathering place where they pray and read the Scriptures. Many Christian readers of the New Testament erroneously view the synagogue as an organisation that represents opposition to the church or as the meeting place of the people who failed to recognise Jesus as their Messiah. 26 Indeed, with some significant exceptions, most of the time the word synagogue is used in the New Testament, it refers to a place of Jewish assembly. However, what is more significant is that there are many references to the fact the Jewish synagogues were the primary places where the apostles preached about Jesus, even until the destruction of the Temple in 70 CE.
Jacob 2.1-4 27
1 My brothers, the faith of our Lord Jesus Christ, of Glory, does not allow favouritism.
2 For if there comes into your synagogue a man with a gold ring and fine clothes, and there also comes in a poor man in vile clothes,
3 and you look at him wearing the fine clothes and say to him, “You sit here in a good place”. And to the poor man you say, “You stand there”. Or “You sit here at my footstool”.
4 You have judged with favouritism in yourself and have become judges will evil thoughts.
Generally the Bulgarian Bibles do an excellent job of translating these verses. However, most English Bibles replace the word synagogue 28 (in verse 2) with the word assembly, 29 church 30 or meeting. 31 The English translators do their best to avoid showing that Jacob is referring to the assembly of Believers as a synagogue.
We do not have any reasonable way of determining when Jacob wrote his letter, although most commentators who accept this as a genuine letter from Jacob favour a rather early date. 32 It is possible that this letter was written prior to the church debate referred to in Acts chapter 15. 33 It could even have been written just twelve years after the resurrection of Jesus. 34 If that is so, then it is possible that the reason Jacob refers to the assembly of believers as a synagogue is that the early Jewish believers did not use the word church to describe their assemblies. In fact even a hundred years later, Jewish believers in Jesus as the Messiah still tended to refer to their assemblies as synagogues. If this was the only time in the New Testament that the word synagogue described a gathering of believers in Jesus, we could then reasonably say that the word was used during a period of transition. So it would simply reflect a carry over of terms from the LXX. However, there is another passage that uses the word synagogue concerning the assembly of the saints.
Heb 10.25 Not forsaking the assembling-together 35 of ourselves as a certain custom, but encouraging. And all the more as you see the Day approaching.
The writer literally says, do not stop being a synagogue (επισυναγωγην) and then exhorts the believers to continue this practice until the Day (we understand him to mean the Day in which the Lord returns). Undoubtedly this letter was written to a community of believers outside of Israel that included a substantial number of Jewish believers. 36 The most likely date for this book would be around 70-90 ce. 37 However, because the majority of the recipients of this letter would most certainly have been Jewish, there are some people who would dismiss the use of the word synagogue in this passage as simply an accommodation to Jewish sensibilities.
2 Thess. 2.1 And brothers, we ask you, with regard to the presence of our Lord Jesus Christ, and of our assembling-together to Him.
Paul has never been accused of writing to Gentiles in a manner that stressed that they should act like Jews. Yet in this passage of his letter to the church in Thessalonica (which was a Greek city), Paul uses the very same phrase that was used in the book of Hebrews. Paul uses the phrase to describe our assembling together at the return of Jesus; he literally says that we will be synagogued 38 to Jesus at His return. Paul certainly did not see the word synagogue as a negative term that should not be applied to believers.
When we turn our attention to the use of the word church (ekklesia) in the New Testament, we will find that the majority of the references are to the assembling together of believers. In fact, with the exception of the secular references we found in Acts 19, all other references to church (ekklesia) concern the assembling of believers. As we progress through our study, we will look at many more examples, but there are three interesting uses of church that are appropriate to mention at this point.
Matt. 16.16-18
16 And Simon Peter answering said, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living G-d”.
17 And Jesus answering said to him, “Blessed are you, Simon Bar-Jonah, because flesh and blood did not reveal it to you, but My Father, the One in the heavens.
18 “And I also say to you, that you are a stone. And upon this rock I will build my church (ekklesia). And the gates of Hades will not prevail against it”.
How could Jesus be making a reference to His church since the Christian church had not yet been established? In fact this verse has caused so much difficulty for Biblical commentators that many actually go so far as to say that Jesus could not possibly have spoken these words. They claim that these words must have been added much later (by the church). First of all, we must remember that Jesus did not preach or teach in Greek; therefore He could not have used the word ekklesia. At that time the word ekklesia was a well-established Greek translation for both the Hebrew words qahal and edah, either of which could be translated as assembly, gathered (church or synagogue). Therefore you can understand that Jesus (using the word qahal or edah) was thinking in terms of the community of believers who would gather together 39 after the resurrection.
Matt. 18.15-17, 20
15 “And if your brother might sin against you, go and show him his fault between you and him alone. If he will hear you, you have gained your brother.
16 “And if he will not hear, take with you just one or two, that by the mouth of two witnesses, or three, every word may stand.
17 “And if he will not hear them, talk to the assembly (ekklesia). And if he will also not hear the assembly (ekklesia), let him be to you as the heathen and as the tax-gatherer”.
20 “For where two or three are gathered together 40 to my name, there am I in the midst of them”.
First of all, notice that Jesus uses the phrase, where two or three are gathered together. Again we have the parallel between the two Hebrew words qahal and edah and the Greek word ekklesia. Obviously Jesus would have used either qahal or edah in verse 20 and at least one of these two Hebrew words in verse 17. The disciples of Jesus, who heard Him utter these words in Hebrew, undoubtedly related these words to the gathering together of the Israelites in the wilderness (which they had read about in the Torah) or to their current situation, where they gathered together in their synagogues. This is especially true since Jesus quoted from the Torah in these verses. 41
4. Review:
The word church (ekklesia) was used in secular Greek for hundreds of years before the New Testament was written. The term was used by the Greeks to indicate the lawful assembly of the citizens of a city as a governmental body.
The words church and synagogue were used in the LXX interchangeably to translate the Hebrew words for assembly or gathering and that practice continued in the New Testament.
It is clear that long after Jesus’ resurrection, Jacob, Paul and the writer of the book of Hebrews saw no problem with the use of the word synagogue to refer to a gathering of those who believed in Jesus.
We must realise that the writers of the New Testament saw little or no difference between the assembly of believers in the Hebrew Scriptures and the assembly of believers in the New Testament. So therefore the rules for the assembly in the Hebrew Scriptures were feely applied to the believers in Jesus (even by Jesus Himself).
On the other hand, there are occasions where the rules governing secular Greek assemblies were also applied to the assemblies of the believers in Jesus. For instance, the New Testament prohibition against women speaking in the assembly was entirely in keeping with the laws of the Greek City states (and was also the rule in the Jewish synagogues).
1. The First Church
Acts 7.37-38
37 This is that Moses, which said to the children of Israel, “G-d shall raise up to you a prophet, like to me, from your brothers.” 42
38 This is he that was in the church (ekklesia) in the wilderness with the Messenger which spoke to him and our fathers, on the mountain of Sinai, who received the living words to give to us.
When he was defending himself before the High Priest and the council of Jewish leaders, Stephen made a reference to the children of Israel in the wilderness, calling this assembly a church (using the Greek word ekklesia). The High Priest and the council members were not troubled by the word church because the word ekklesia was commonly used to refer to the Israelite assembly.
Now, of course, it could be argued that Stephen presented his defence in Hebrew, not Greek. However Stephen is not a Hebrew name, it is a Greek name and many people believe that Stephen was a Hellenised Jew. This is entirely possible as we know that Stephen had been appointed to serve the widows of Hellenised Jews 43 because they were not receiving the same treatment as the widows of the Israelites. The church had appointed seven men to manage the situation. Six of the seven appointees were Jews with Hellenistic names. The remaining one (Nicolas) was a Gentile who had converted to Judaism. So it appears that all seven men were of a Greek background. Therefore, it is possible that Stephen may have spoken to the council in Greek and his words were translated into Hebrew. The other possibility is that Stephen could have spoken to the leaders in Greek and they would have understood him, because most of leaders were nearly as fluent in Greek as they were in Hebrew.
Based on the fact that the New Testament refers to the assembly of the Israelites in the wilderness as a church, we can see that the apostles and disciples of Jesus would have recognised their assemblies as a continuation of the practice that had begun more than 14 centuries earlier.
Gen. 48.2-4
2 And one told Jacob, and said, “Behold, your son Joseph comes to you”. And Israel strengthened himself, and sat upon the bed.
3 And Jacob said to Joseph, “G-d Almighty 44 appeared to me at Luz in the land of Canaan, and blessed me”.
4 “And said to me, ‘Behold, I will make you fruitful, and multiply you. And I will make of you a multitude of people. And will give this land to your seed after you for an everlasting possession’”.
Before he died, Jacob reminded his son, Joseph, about G-d’s promise to the Israelites that they would inherit the Land of Israel and grow to become a multitude (Hebrew—qahal; LXX—synagogue). Up to that point no assembly of the people of G-d existed because the people of G-d were comprised of only a single family. 45 The first church gathering took place later on in Exodus 12.6. So Jacob had a word of knowledge concerning a future event. When the Rabbis translated this verse into Greek, they used the Greek term synagogue to describe the multitude of Jacob’s descendants.
So when Jacob, looking forward, made reference to this assembly, it is called a synagogue, and when Stephen referred back to that same assembly, he called it a church.
Exodus 12.6 “And you shall keep it up until the fourteenth day of the same month. And the whole assembly of the congregation of Israel shall kill it in the evening”. 46
The phrase whole assembly of the congregation of Israel is a translation of a Hebrew expression that contains both the words qahal and edah. However, in the LXX the phrase is translated as whole synagogue of Israel, apparently combining qahal and edah into one word. This is the very first assembly of the congregation Jacob spoke of and the LXX calls it a synagogue.
The Israelites gathered in their homes to celebrate the first Passover. The substitutionary death of the lambs saved the lives of their firstborn sons. Since the Israelites were gathered in their homes, it is quite legitimate to say that the first churches were house churches. This concept of house churches continues in the New Testament. 47 Those who celebrated the first Passover were delivered (saved) out of Egypt, baptised in the cloud and the sea (a double baptism) 48 and then set out on their journey to the Promised Land.
2. The Requirements for Entry into the First Church
Before they observed the first Passover, the Israelites had to go through a number of steps that prepared them for their salvation and deliverance from Egypt. It is important to recognise that each step the Israelites took has its counterpart in the life of the New Testament believers.
Exodus 4.29-31
29 And Moses and Aaron went and gathered all the elders of the sons of Israel.
30 And Aaron spoke all the words that ADONAI spoke to Moses and did the signs before all the people.
31 And the people believed. 49 And they heard that ADONAI looked-after the sons of Israel and saw their humiliation. And they bowed and did obeisance. 50
Confrontation —When the LORD sent Moses to the people, it was with the ability to perform miracles. It is interesting that the first two miracles that the LORD gave Moses to perform were of no practical use. Moses could put his hand into his bosom and when he withdrew it, his hand had become leprous. Then when Moses placed his hand into his bosom again and withdrew it, his hand was healed. The second sign was that Moses would throw his staff down and it would become a serpent; then when Moses grasped the serpent by the tail, it would again become his staff. Neither miracle was performed for the purpose of solving the Israelites’ problems, or for their healing or restoration, but solely to show that the Lord was the true and living G-d.
Revelation—When the Elders and all the people saw the miracles of Moses and heard the words of Aaron, they recognised that the Lord truly existed and that He was sympathetic to their situation.
Acknowledgement—When the people realised that the LORD was real and that He cared about them, they immediately acknowledged Him as their G-d by their actions of bowing and worshipping.
Confession—The Biblical account of this incident does not record any verbal response made by the people. However, bowing and worshipping would have been a natural, outward expression of the awe that was stirred in the Israelites from witnessing the miracles. They would have certainly spoken to one another about the miracles they had seen and there can be no doubt that there would have been a verbal affirmation among them that the LORD was indeed G-d. 51
Exodus 12.3-7
3 “You speak to all the congregation of Israel to say, ‘In the tenth of this month they shall take to them, every man, a lamb. To the house of his father, a lamb for a house.
4 “‘And if the household be too few for a lamb, then he and his neighbour near to his house take one (according to the number of the souls), each according to his eating you shall make the count for the lamb.
5 “‘A lamb, a perfect one, a male of the first year, you shall take it from the sheep or from the goats.
6 “‘And it will remain in your charge until the fourteenth day of this month. And the whole assembly of the congregation of Israel shall kill in the evening. 52
7 “‘And they shall take of the blood, and put it on the two side-posts and on the lintel upon the house where they shall eat of it’”.
Application of the blood to one’s life—if each adult, male Israelite had not slaughtered a lamb and applied its blood to the doorposts of his house, the first-born child in that home would have died. Even if both the father and the first-born had been a believing, worshipping, confessing and G-d fearing person, the first-born would have died. Without shedding and applying the blood, there was no protection from death. To believe in the LORD and worship Him are good actions in themselves, but they alone do not complete salvation from death.
Exodus 12.12-13
12 “And I will go through the land of Egypt in the night. And I will smite all the first-born in the land of Egypt, from man even to beasts. And on all the gods of Egypt I will do judgements. I am the ADONAI.
13 “And the blood shall be a token for you on the houses where you are. And I will see the blood and pass over you. And a plague of destruction shall not be on you in My smiting the land of Egypt”.
Salvation from death – salvation from death was only complete when the LORD saw the lambs’ blood applied to the doorposts of the houses. However, at this point in time the people were still living in the wrong land and were still subject to the oppression of their enemy, Egypt. They were saved from death, but they were still slaves.
Exodus 12.37 And the children of Israel journeyed from Ramses to Succoth. About six hundred thousand men on foot, apart from infants.
Leaving the old life behind—the act of leaving the old life behind was voluntary on their part. They could have chosen to remain in the land of Egypt and return to the oppression and slavery of the past. They would have still been believers in the true and living G-d, but their belief would not have been of any practical use to them.
Exodus 14.19-20
19 And the Messenger of G-d who went before the camp of Israel journeyed and went behind them. And the pillar of cloud removed from before them and stood behind them. 53
20 And came between the camp of Egypt and the camp of Israel. And the cloud and darkness 54 was here. And there He enlightened the night. And the one did not draw near to the other all the night.
Immersion in the Spirit—The King of Egypt, who had in the past enslaved them, was now pursuing the Israelites with the intention of re-capturing them. The Power that separated Israel from the Pharaoh was the Holy Spirit. The Spirit had been preceding the people as they travelled. Then the Spirit turned and passed through them, immersing the Israelites in the cloud of His Presence as He passed to the rear of their company. He then became a wall of protection that prevented the Egyptian army from attacking Israel.
Exodus 14.26-29
26 And ADONAI said to Moses, “Stretch out your hand towards the sea”. And the waters came back upon the Egyptians, upon their chariots and upon their horsemen.
27 And Moses stretched out his hand towards the sea. And when the morning appeared the sea returned to its strength. 55 And the Egyptians fled towards 56 its coming. And ADONAI shook off 57 the Egyptians in the midst of the sea.
28 And the waters turned and covered the chariots and the horsemen, even all the force of Pharaoh who came in after them into the sea. There remained not so much as one of them. 58
29 And the sons of Israel had gone on dry-land through the midst of the sea. And the waters were a wall to them on their right hand and on their left.
Water Baptism—The sea buried the oppression of the past beneath its waters. It was at this very point that the Israelites passed out from the land of Egypt and actually started on their way to the Promised Land. As the Israelites stood on the east bank of the Red Sea, for the first time they were free from the land of Egypt and the slavery of their past.
Exodus 14.30-31
30 And ADONAI saved Israel that day out of the hands of the Egyptians. And Israel saw the Egyptians dead upon the sea-shore.
31 And Israel saw the great hand with which ADONAI worked against the Egyptians. And the people feared ADONAI. And they believed in ADONAI and in His servant Moses.
Salvation is complete—The text is very clear that this was the day that Israel was actually saved from Egypt. Even though the Messenger of Death had passed over them and they were saved from death, it was at this point that they were saved out of their old life and free to pursue a relationship with ADONAI.
Exodus 19.4-5
4 “You have seen what I did to the Egyptians. And I bore you on eagles’ wings and brought you to Myself.
5 “And now, if you will indeed listen to My voice, and you keep My covenant, and you will be to me a peculiar treasure 59 among all the peoples. For all the earth is mine”.
The Children of Israel were finally at the point where G-d could make a covenant with them. Although Israel had gone through a long process of salvation that had lasted nearly a year, that process was not the end, but only the means to the end. The LORD’s end purpose in saving Israel was so that He might establish a covenant with them.
3. From Oppression to Release
1 Cor. 10.1-4 d
1 Moreover, brothers, I would not that you should be ignorant, how that all our fathers were under the cloud, and all passed through the sea.
2 And were all baptised through Moses in the cloud and in the sea.
3 And did all eat the same spiritual food.
4 And did all drink the same spiritual drink. For they drank of that spiritual Rock that followed them, and that Rock was Christ.
Paul tells us that Jesus was the Rock that followed Israel in the wilderness. We need to examine the steps that Paul gives here that show how the Israelites entered into the assembly and then relate these same steps to how someone can enter into the body of Christ.
When the Israelites were in Egypt, they were enslaved in the land of sin. The Hebrew word for Egypt comes from the Hebrew word for oppressors. The Hebrew text tells us that the Israelites were in the land of oppression. When someone is in our unredeemed state, they are under the oppression of sin.
Then at the first Passover each first-born Israelite was saved from death by the blood of the lamb that was applied to his life (in this case, the doorposts of his house). At this point Israel became a free people; free from their slavery, but still living in the wrong land.
Therefore, in order for someone to be free from the oppression of sin, it is necessary for the Blood of the Lamb to be applied to their lives. This action sets them free from the slavery of sin. Like the Israelites, they are still in the land of oppression and sin. Salvation from sin and death is a necessary first step, but it is not ideal to be saved and still living in the land of oppression. In fact we see that the Israelites were still fearful of the Egyptians (the oppressors) and that Pharaoh and his army was in pursuit of them. If all you have is a born-again experience, you are still living in the land of oppression and the sins of your past are still pursuing you. You are saved, but you are still living with fear. Most of the fear is that you will be enslaved again. 60
There were certain essential steps that the Israelites had to take in order to come out from the kingdom of darkness and into the Kingdom of the Heavens. The LORD led the Israelites to the waters of the Red Sea where He immersed them in the cloud of the Holy Spirit. The cloud of the Holy Spirit protected Israel from the attack of the Egyptians, but did not set them on the path to the Land where they could live in the promises of G-d. It was only after they had passed through the waters of the Red Sea, and the oppression of their past was drowned, that the Israelites could be free to move forward in their relationship with the LORD.
Believers in Jesus need to take the corresponding steps that Israel took. It is the Baptism in the Holy Spirit that stops the attacks of the sinful past and acts as a barrier between the believer and his former slave-master (Pharaoh). It is only as the Believer goes through the waters of Baptism that his sins are drowned and he is able to emerge from the waters free from his past and set upon the pathway that all believers must walk. Baptism in water allows the believer to live free from oppression and also frees him to pursue the will of G-d. What separates the believer from the oppression of sin, and separates him to live a life of holiness 61 is the double baptism of water and Spirit.
If you do not experience the dual baptism, you are voluntarily living in spiritual Egypt, pursued by the sins that enslaved you. You are a saved soul, but are under constant attack from the King of Oppression. 62 Denying the double baptism to a newly saved soul forces that individual, who has been redeemed by the blood of the Lamb, to endure oppressive attack. They are also forced to live in the Land of the King of Darkness and denied freedom from fear and are prevented from proceeding to the Kingdom of the Heavens.
Exodus 17.5-6
5 And ADONAI said to Moses, “Go on before the people. And take with you of the elders of Israel, and your rod, with which you stuck the river. Take it in your hand, and go.
6 “Behold, I will stand before you there upon the rock in Horeb. And you shall strike the rock. And there water shall come out of it that the people may drink”. And Moses did so in the sight of the elders of Israel.
After the Israelites had experienced the double baptism, they were able to come to the Rock (Paul tells us that this Rock is Jesus) and receive the living waters, without which they would have died very quickly in the desert. A person can go without food for an extended period of time, but would probably not survive more than 72 hours in the desert without water. The first real experience that the believer can have with Jesus is as the One who gives the waters of life. That does not happen until after the believer has experienced water baptism.
Exodus 16.4 And ADONAI said to Moses, “Behold, I will rain bread from heaven for you. And the people shall go out and gather a certain rate every day, that I may prove them, whether they will walk in My law, or not”.
There is a distinct progression here. The Israelites partook of the Passover bread in Egypt but could not enjoy the ongoing, daily provision of bread from heaven until they left Egypt. It was the daily bread of life that sustained Israel in their journey from the land of Oppression and slavery to the Promised Land. The flat Matzo 63 that they ate at Passover was life-sustaining, but not tasty. Only after the Israelites experienced the double baptism were they able to receive the miraculous provision of tasty bread. The Word of G-d is our daily bread; sometimes it can be flat, tasteless and unappetising, like Matzo. Other times it can be like Israel’s daily provision in the wilderness—like honey and coriander, tasty and enjoyable. Either way, G-d’s Word will sustain our lives. However, the enjoyable bread that the Israelites received in the Wilderness came only after their double baptism.
4. Review
Entrance into a covenant relationship—The LORD’s ultimate purpose for saving Israel out of Egypt was to bring them into a covenant relationship with Him. It is not enough for us to be saved from our past and set free from oppression. The LORD’s plan is to enter into a covenant relationship with His people and then to bring them into the Promised Land. Covenant is the final seal of His salvation and the pre-cursor to entrance into the Promised Land.
The Process of Entrance into a covenant relationship
The actual process involves seven steps:
1. The Lord initiated a relationship
A. Confrontation
B. Revelation
C. Acknowledgement
D. Confession
2. The death of a lamb as a substitute offering.
A. The procurement of a perfect lamb
B. The slaughter of the lamb
C. Application of the blood to one’s life
D. The Lord recognised the blood
3. Salvation from death
4. The old life left behind
5. Immersion in the Spirit
6. Water baptism
7. Salvation is complete
Entrance into the covenant relationship is a beginning. The covenant relationship started the process whereby the people of Israel become the people of the Lord and were led by the Spirit into the Promised Land.
Official Acceptance into the Body of Christ
1. New Testament Requirements
Matt. 16.13-18
13 When Jesus came into the border of Caesarea Philippi, He asked His disciples, saying, “Who do men say that I, the Son of Man, am?”
14 And they said, “Some: ‘John the Baptist’. Some: ‘Elijah’. And others: ‘Jeremiah’ or one of the prophets”.
15 He said to them, “But who do you say that I am?
16 And Simon Peter answered and said, “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living G-d”.
17 And Jesus answered and said to him, “Blessed are you, Simon Barjona, for flesh and blood has not revealed it to you, but My Father which is in heaven.
18 “And I also say to you, ‘That you are Peter’. And upon this rock I will build My church. And the gates of hell shall not prevail against it’”.
Here we have the first use of the word ekklesia in the New Testament. 64 These verses delineate the four steps that are necessary to gain citizenship in the gathering of believers. Remember that in a Greek city the ekklesia consisted of those who were citizens of that city. In our case the city of which we are citizens is the City of G-d, 65 whose builder and maker is G-d.66
First, there is a confrontation: “Who do you say that I am?”
Second, there must be a divine revelation: “Flesh and blood did not reveal this to you”.
Third, there is an acknowledgement: “You are the Messiah, the Son of the Living G-d”.
Fourth, there must be a public confession: Peter confessed the truth of Jesus’ identity and purpose in the hearing of the other disciples.
Although all four steps are necessary to gain citizenship in this city, the steps do not have to be taken in the order that appears in Matthew 16.
The Father is the One who revealed the Messiah to Peter. We know this because the text says that the One who brought the revelation to Peter was neither flesh nor blood, therefore the Spirit was the One who made it known to him. However, in verse 17 Jesus says that the Father revealed this truth to Peter. So the Father, through the Holy Spirit, revealed the Son to Peter. At that point Peter entered into a personal relationship with the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.
In verse 18, Jesus says, “I will build My church”. Jesus is the only one who has the right to call the church, My Church. As far as Jesus is concerned there is no such thing as a Pentecostal Church, a Baptist Church, a Catholic Church or an Orthodox Church. The only legitimate church is Jesus’ Church. He is not building denominations, He is building unity.
The disciples had repented long before they received the revelation about Jesus at Caesarea Philippi. We know this because when the disciples met Jesus, the message He was preaching was:
Matt. 4.17 From that time Jesus began to preach, and to say, “Repent! For the Kingdom of the Heavens is at hand”.
From the beginning of His ministry Jesus had consistently preached a message of repentance, so His disciples would have been confronted with this message on many occasions. In order for Jesus to accept these men as His disciples, they would have had to respond to His call for repentance.
The fact that disciples travelled with Jesus for many months after this is proof that they did indeed respond to the message of Jesus with repentance. If I properly understand the chronology given in the Gospels, the disciples had been with Jesus for more than two years when they arrived in Caesarea Philippi and He asked them, “who do men say that I am”.
There is a lot of confusion concerning what actually transpired between Jesus and His disciples at Caesarea Philippi. This is partly due to the fact that today most people do not know what Caesarea Philippi represented, and partly because of a misunderstanding of the name Cephas.
At Caesarea Philippi there is a spring that flows out of a large rock formation. Jesus deliberately chose this location to confront His disciples with His identity because of the spiritual significance of the place. Jesus had earlier 67 publicly declared Himself to be the Rock and the source of living water. 68 Today the area in northern Israel where the incident recorded in Matthew 16 took place is known as Banias Springs because of the presence there of a shrine that was dedicated to the pagan god, Pan.69
Cephas is a Syriac word that means stone. Jesus, addressing His disciples in Hebrew, makes a distinct contrast between the two words when He says, “I am this large rock (probably pointing to the rock formation behind Him), but you are cephas (a small stone) and I will build My church upon the Rock (referring to Himself). It is clear that Peter understood what Jesus was saying, for we read in the Epistle of Peter:
1 Pet. 2.6 Wherefore also it is contained in the Scripture, “Behold, I lay in Zion a chief corner stone, elect, precious. And he that believes on Him shall not be confounded”.70
Peter makes it clear that Jesus is the rock, the cornerstone and the foundation of the church. Peter never indicates in any way that he is the rock upon which the church is built.
1 Cor. 3.11 For another foundation can no man lay than that which is laid, which is Jesus Christ.
Paul too acknowledges that Jesus is the foundation of the church and it is clear that he understood Jesus’ revelation at Caesarea Philippi, because Paul declares Jesus to be the Rock and the source of living water.
1 Cor. 10.1-4
1 Moreover, brothers, I would not that you should be ignorant, how that all our fathers were under the cloud, and all passed through the sea.
2 And were all baptised through Moses in the cloud and in the sea.
3 And did all eat the same spiritual food.
4 And did all drink the same spiritual drink, for they drank of that spiritual Rock that followed them, and that Rock was Christ.
When the Israelites left Egypt, they were first baptised in the cloud then in the sea before they travelled through the desert. In the New Testament this double baptism is represented by water baptism and Holy Spirit baptism. Israel received a daily miraculous provision of Manna to eat (so Paul refers to the Manna as spiritual food), and the Rock (which Paul says was Christ) followed them and provided water. At Caesarea Philippi Jesus identified Himself as the very rock that followed Israel in the wilderness and declared that He is the only Rock upon which the church is built.
2. Acceptance into the Church of Jesus
John 6.32-35
32 Then Jesus said to them, “Amen, amen, I say to you, Moses did not give you that bread from heaven, but My Father gives you the true bread from heaven.
33 “For the bread of G-d is He which comes down from heaven, and gives life to the world”.
34 Then they said to Him, “Lord, forever give us this bread”.
35 And Jesus said to them, “I am the bread of life. He that comes to Me shall never hunger. And he that believes on Me shall never thirst”.
Jesus had just fed 5,000 men (plus an unknown number of women and children) through a miraculous provision of bread. Then He reminded the Israelites about the time that we spent in the wilderness, where we received the miraculous provision of bread daily. It is the bread that gives us our spiritual life. However, we cannot experience the daily provision of bread from Heaven while we are living in Egypt. We must leave Egypt, experience the double baptism, come to the living waters, and then the bread will be provided daily to sustain us on our journey to the Promised Land.
Jer. 15.16 Your words were found and I did eat them. 71 And Your word was to me the joy and rejoicing of my heart. For I am called by Your Name, O ADONAI, G-d of Armies.
Jeremiah lived on the words of G-d. He ate, digested and received nourishment from them and it was the word of G-d that provided Jeremiah with joy and rejoicing. So many believers do not experience the joy and rejoicing of the Lord. For some of them it is because they have never come to the place where the daily bread from heaven is provided for them. They are still in Egypt. They have experienced salvation from sin, but they are still standing on the west bank of the Red Sea, looking at the waters of baptism, but not having experienced baptism.
Gal. 3.26-29
26 For you are all the sons of G-d by faith in Christ Jesus.
27 For as many of you as have been baptised into Christ have put on Christ.
28 There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither bond nor free, there is neither male nor female. For you are all one in Christ Jesus.
29 And if you are Christ’s, then you are Abraham’s seed, and heirs according to the promise.
Water baptism is administered as a human recognition that someone has already become a member of the body of Christ. Experiencing water baptism does not make one a member of Christ’s body because membership only comes through partaking of the provision of the Passover Lamb. Water baptism is the subsequent acknowledgement of what the blood has accomplished for the one who believes.
1 Cor. 12.12-14
12 For as the body is one, and has many members, and all the members of that one body, being many, are one body. So also Christ. e
13 For in one Spirit are we all baptised into one body, whether Jews or Gentiles, whether slave or free. And have been all made to drink in one Spirit.
14 For the body is not one member, but many.
In the beginning of 1 Corinthians chapter 12 Paul concerns himself with the gifts of the Holy Spirit. Then Paul goes on to state that in the Holy Spirit we are all baptised into the body of Christ. Water baptism is administered by human leadership as their public acknowledgement of the believer. Spirit baptism is administered by G-d and is His public acknowledgement that the believer is a member of the body of Christ.
Acts 10.44-48
44 While Peter was speaking these words, the Holy Spirit fell on all those which heard the word.
45 And those of the circumcision which believed were astonished, as many as came with Peter, because that on the Gentiles also was poured out the gift of the Holy Spirit.
46 For they heard them speak with languages. And magnifying G-d Peter then answered,
47 “Can any man forbid water, that these should not be baptised, which have received the Holy Spirit as well as we?”
48 And he commanded them in the name of the Jesus to be baptised. Then they asked him to remain certain days.
The first Gentile believers received the Baptism in the Holy Spirit as soon as they recognised that Jesus was the Jewish Messiah (at that point no one understood that Jesus was also the Messiah to the entire world). It was necessary for these Gentiles to receive acknowledgement from G-d because the Israelites were not prepared to accept Gentiles into the assembly unless they first converted to Judaism. 72 However, upon seeing that G-d had accepted these Gentiles as believers by baptising them in the Holy Spirit, the Israelites were willing to administer water baptism as the human acknowledgement that these Gentiles were now citizens of the assembly.
Acts 11.1-4, 15-18
1 And the apostles and brothers that were in Judea heard that the Gentiles had also received the word of G-d.
2 And when Peter was come up to Jerusalem, they that were of the circumcision contended with him,
3 saying, “You went in to uncircumcised men, and did eat with them”.
4 But Peter rehearsed from the beginning, and expounded it by order to them, saying,
15 “And as I began to speak, the Holy Spirit fell on them, as on us at the beginning.
16 “Then I remembered the word of the Lord, how that he said, ‘John indeed baptised with water; but you shall be baptised with the Holy Spirit’.
17 “Since, therefore, G-d gave them the same gift as to us who believed on the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I, that I could stand against G-d?”
18 When they heard these things, they held their peace, and glorified G-d, saying, “Then G-d has also granted to the Gentiles repentance to life”.
It was very difficult for the Israelites to understand why Peter would go and preach to the Gentiles. However, when they heard that G-d had acknowledged the Gentiles by baptising them in the Holy Spirit, they recognised that salvation was also being offered to the Gentiles. From the time of Abraham until that moment, if a Gentile wanted to enter into the covenant of salvation, he had to become an Israelite. So the Israelites were not prepared for this new situation, where one could be saved, but not become an Israelite. The Israelites understood from the prophets that one day salvation would be extended to the Gentiles, but it was probably inconceivable to them that the Gentiles could receive salvation while remaining Gentiles. Upon hearing that Cornelius and his household had received the Holy Spirit, the Jewish believers immediately recognised that G-d had accepted these Gentiles as believers. It was at this point that the Jewish believers began to realise that a Gentile could be saved and remain a Gentile, though it was about nine more years before the Jewish believers were completely ready to accept uncircumcised Gentiles as full believers.
Nonetheless it was when G-d acknowledged these Gentiles as believers, by baptising them in the Holy Spirit, that the Jewish believers were willing to accept them as believers by baptising them in water.
Romans8.16-17
16 The Spirit itself bares witness with our spirit, that we are the offspring of G-d.
17 And if offspring, then heirs; heirs of G-d, and joint-heirs with Christ. If it is so that we suffer with Him, that we may be also glorified together.
When we receive the Holy Spirit then we can know that we are heirs of salvation. Through the baptism in the Holy Spirit we know that we are heirs of the Father and joint heirs with the Son. We are children of the Great King; members of one family. Through the baptism in water and baptism in the Holy Spirit we lose our ethnic, national and social identities. In Jesus we become members of a new, non-Adamic race. We are no longer allowed to identify each other according to ethnic or denominational classifications. We cannot carry labels such as Baptist or Catholic or Pentecostal. We are now members of the Church - Jesus’ Church.
3. Review:
Entrance into the New Testament assembly (i.e. church) is obtained by following four steps:
1. Confrontation - we must be confronted with Jesus’ question, “Who do you say that I am?”
2. Revelation - we must receive a divine revelation that Jesus is the Messiah, the true Son of the Father.
3. Acknowledgement - we must acknowledge to the Father that Jesus is the Messiah.
4. Public confession - we must confess before others that Jesus is the Messiah.
We then must experience the two baptisms that signify our acceptance into the body of Christ:
1. Baptism in water, which is the human acknowledgement of our membership.
2. Baptism in the Holy Spirit, which is the Divine acknowledgement of our membership.
3. Neither baptism makes us members of the body of Christ, but each baptism is a public recognition of what has transpired in our lives.
4. These baptisms are not just symbolic; they deliver us from our personal bondage in Egypt and place us on the road to the Promised Land.
1. The House that Moses Built
Heb. 3.1-6
1 Wherefore, holy brothers, partners of a heavenly calling, consider the apostle and chief priest of our profession, Jesus.
2 Being steadfast to Him who did appoint Him, as also Moses in all his house.
3 For of more glory than Moses has this One been counted worthy, since he who did build a house has more honour than the house.
4 For every house is built by someone. And He who built all things is G-d.
5 And Moses indeed was steadfast in all his house, as an attendant, for a testimony of those things that were to be spoken.
6 Christ, as a Son over His house whose house we are (indeed the boldness and the rejoicing of the expectation until the end).
The Epistle to the Hebrews tells us that both Moses and Jesus built a house, but these were not physical buildings. The house that Jesus built is constructed of those individuals who believe in Him. Moses also built a house. I am going to ask a question, and I will warn you in advance that the answer is not as obvious as it may seem. The question is: what house did Moses build?
The answer is actually twofold. The house that Moses built was the family of Israel. Families generally live in houses, so Moses created the Tabernacle, which was a house where the family of Israel could meet with their Father. We might say that the Tabernacle in the wilderness was a meeting place, rather than a house, that Moses constructed. In fact in Hebrew the Tabernacle is usually referred to as the Tent of the Appointment 73 because it was where the Lord met with His people at appointed times. The Tabernacle was later replaced by another structure, which the Israelites called The House of G-d, but Christians usually refer to as the Temple. However, in actual fact, the Tabernacle was not the house that Moses built; in fact it was not a house at all.
2 Sam. 6.11 74 And the ark of ADONAI did inhabit the house of Obed-Edom the Gittite for three months. And ADONAI blessed Obed-Edom and all his house.
David had attempted to bring the ark of the LORD to Jerusalem with disastrous results because the manner in which he transported it was not the mode approved by G-d. David tired to bring the ark to Jerusalem using the method that he copied from the Philistines. Because Uzzah tried to save the ark, G-d killed him and from fear David left the ark at the house of Obed-Edom.
For the next three months the LORD lived with Obed-Edom. This is a very interesting thought. G-d was living in the home of a man! As a result Obed-Edom, his entire household and all that he possessed 75 were blessed. When David learned of these blessings, he brought the ark to Jerusalem (this time using the Biblical method for transporting it).
2 Sam. 7.1-7 76
1 And it came to pass, when the king sat in his house, and ADONAI had given rest from all his enemies around about him,
2 that the king said to Nathan the prophet, “See, I ask you, I am dwelling in a house of cedars. And the ark of G-d is dwelling in the midst of the curtain”.
3 And Nathan said to the king, “All that is in your heart - go, do, for ADONAI is with you”.
4 And it came to pass in that night, that the word of ADONAI is to Nathan, saying,
5 “Go, and you shall say to My servant, to David, ‘This says ADONAI, do you build for Me a house for My dwelling in?
6 “‘For I have not dwelt in a house even from the day of My bringing up the sons of Israel out of Egypt, even to this day. And I am walking up and down in a tent and in a tabernacle.
7 “‘During all the time that I have walked up and down among all the sons of Israel, a word have I spoken with one of the tribes of Israel which I commanded to feed my people Israel, saying, “Why have you not built to Me a house of cedars?”’”
David had built a magnificent house for himself. One day as David was surveying his house, he became aware of the fact that he was living in a wonderful house while the ark of the LORD was dwelling in a mere tent. So David decided to build a house for G-d too. The whole emphasis in these two chapters of 2nd Samuel is on the ideas of a man living in a house and of G-d living in a house. The Holy Spirit lived in the house of Obed-Edom. David lived in a house and he wanted G-d to live in a house.
G-d responded to David’s offer by declaring that He had never lived in His own house from the day that He had brought Israel out of Egypt until that moment. So we know that the Tabernacle that Moses built was not a house for G-d. G-d said, “I did not live in the Tabernacle, I walked up and down among the sons of Israel”. In fact, when the Israelites moved from one encampment to the next, the Ark of the Covenant (the place where the Holy Spirit actually resided) was transported by four men, who walked with it from place to place. Also the LORD told the Israelites that they must cover their refuse because the LORD walked about among them.77
Returning to Hebrews 3, the writer states that Moses built a house. Since that house was not the Tabernacle, what is the writer of Hebrews referring to? The answer is that the household of Israel was the house of G-d. This is clear because the writer goes on to make the parallel statement that Jesus built a house, and that we are that house. We are not a physical building, but rather a people who are built and joined together. So both Moses and Jesus built houses that were actually constructed of people. The writer of Hebrews is comparing the house that Moses built with the house that Jesus built. In both cases the building material used for these houses was people.
Lev. 26.11-13
11 And I will set My tabernacle among you. And My soul shall not abhor you.
12 And I will walk among you, and will be your G-d. And you shall be My people.
13 I, ADONAI your G-d, who brought you forth out of the land of Egypt, that you should not be their slaves. And I have broken the bands of your yoke, and made you go upright.
It has always been the Father’s desire to dwell on earth among His people. We often hear it preached that when we die, we will go to heaven and live with G-d. However, the desire of the Father is to come to earth and live with us now. When Adam and Eve were in the Garden of Eden, the LORD came down to be with them. Adam and Eve were not anticipating the day when they would go to live in heaven; they had no such thoughts. In fact, before they sinned, Adam and Eve did not think at all about dying; their thoughts were of living eternally here on earth and of the LORD coming and being with them. When the LORD created us, His desire was to be with us; to fellowship with us. The LORD’s desire has not changed and He will accomplish His desire. G-d will walk among us (vs. 12) and be our G-d. Then we will truly know that we are His people.
Num. 16.19, 42 78
19 And Korah gathered all the congregation 79 against them to the door of the tabernacle of appointment. And the Glory of ADONAI appeared to all the congregation. 80
42 And it came to pass, when the congregation was gathered 81 against Moses and against Aaron that they looked toward the Tabernacle of Appointment. And behold, the cloud covered it, and the Glory of ADONAI appeared.
Whenever the congregation of Israel was assembled in the wilderness, the Cloud of the Glory of G-d was present among them. Anytime the people of G-d gather (even if we gather in rebellion, as Korah did) the Glory of the LORD comes to be with us. Where two or three are gathered together in My name, there I am in the midst. 82 G-d so desires to be with His people that whenever we gather, He is there. If we then gather in rebellion, the results can be disastrous, as indeed they were for Korah and his companions (and later for Ananias and Sapphira).83
1 Kings 8.2, 10-11 84
2 And all the men of Israel assembled 85 themselves to King Solomon at the feast in the month Ethanim, which is the seventh month.
10 And it came to pass, when the priests were come out of the Holy Place, that the cloud filled the house of ADONAI,
11 so that the priests could not stand to minister because of the cloud, for the glory of ADONAI had filled the house of ADONAI.
It is interesting to note that twice these verses refer to the Tabernacle as the house of the LORD. So although it is correct to refer to the Tabernacle (and later the Temple) as the House of G-d, it was apparently not His primary residence. The Lord Himself considered His people to be where He dwelled. We are His primary residence.
So in 1st Kings 8 86 we see that the people were gathered to the Tent because they had an appointment to meet with G-d there (in this case the appointment was the Feast of Rosh HaShannah). 87 The Presence of the LORD was so strong that the priests could no longer stand on their feet, so they fell on their faces and could not even continue their priestly duties. This Presence is called the Shekinah Glory. The Shekinah of the LORD is so powerful that no one can remain standing when they encounter it. In the Scriptures whenever this Shekinah Glory was manifested, people fell with their face to the ground. They did not want to look on the Presence of the LORD, because to do so would bring death.
2. The House that Jesus Built
Eph. 1.22-23
22 And has put all things under His feet. And gave Him the headship over all things to the church.
23 Which is His body, the fullness of Him that fills all in all.
The Father has subjected everything to Jesus. Jesus is the head over everything pertaining to the church. Jesus is the head over the church, but the church is not a building. The church consists of those who are in subjection to Him. Therefore Jesus is also the head over all the activities of those people. The members of the church no longer have the right to act in any manner unless the Head has initiated it. In the natural, our bodies do not operate without first receiving commands from our brains, and this should also be true in the spiritual. Since Jesus is the head and the people are the body, the people cannot initiate anything, the head must initiate all actions.
Heb. 12.22-23
22 But you are come to Mount Zion. And to the city of the living G-d, the heavenly Jerusalem. And to an innumerable company of angels.
23 To the general assembly and church of the firstborn, which are written in heaven. And to G-d, the Judge of all. And to the spirits of just men made mature.88
The church has a headquarters, but the headquarters is not in Rome or America or any other city on earth. The only true headquarters of the church is in heaven. 89 Whenever we as the church are assembled for worship, we are actually meeting with the angels of heaven and with all the saints who have gone before us. We often use the phrase that as we worship, we come before the Throne. This actually takes place. However most of us do not realise that when we are before the Throne, it means that we are on Mount Zion, the heavenly Jerusalem, which will one day come to this earth. When we are worshipping the Lord, we are actually present at the headquarters of the church.
1 Pet. 2.4-8
4 To whom coming, as a living stone, disqualified indeed of men, but chosen of G-d, and precious.
5 Yourselves also, as lively stones, are built up as a spiritual house for a holy priesthood, to offer up spiritual sacrifices, acceptable to G-d by Jesus Christ.
6 Wherefore it is included in the Scripture, Behold, I lay in Zion a chief corner stone, elect, precious. And he that believes on Him shall not be ashamed. 90
7 To you therefore which believe, precious. But to them which are unbelieving, the stone which the builders disqualified, the same is made the head of the corner, 91
8 and a stone of stumbling, and a rock for falling, 92 who, being disobedient, stumble at the word whereto also they were appointed.
The church is a building constructed of living stones. Each one of us, as a believer, is a stone in this building. As was the House of G-d in Jerusalem, we have become the most beautiful and expensive building that can be built. We, the stones, have been redeemed at the cost of the blood of Jesus, which is the most expensive gift that the Father ever gave to man. This in turn requires a certain amount of holiness from each of us. Since we make up the Holy Temple, we must also become holy. You cannot have a Holy Temple made from unholy objects.
2 Cor. 6.16-18
16 And what agreement has the temple of G-d with idols? For you are the temple of the living G-d. As G-d has said, “I will dwell in them, and walk among them. And I will be their G-d, and they shall be My people”.93
17 “Wherefore come out from the midst of them, and be you separate”, says the Lord. And “touch not the unclean thing”. 94 And “I will receive you”. 95
18 And “I will be a Father to you. And you shall be my sons and daughters”, 96 says the Lord Almighty.
We (collectively) are the House in which the Lord dwells. The Spirit of the Lord lives with us and in us, so where the Spirit lives, G-d also lives. We are the living Temple of the Living G-d. Just as in the Hebrew Scriptures, when the Temple of Solomon was dedicated, the Spirit came and lived there, the church is now where the Spirit lives. In the time of Solomon there were many temples on the earth, but only one was the Temple of the Living G-d and it was therefore separate and unique. Likewise we, as the stones in the new Temple, must be holy and separated from uncleanness.
Eph. 2.19-22
19 Now therefore you are no more strangers and foreigners, but fellow-citizens of the saints, and of the household of G-d.
20 Having been built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Jesus Christ Himself being the chief corner stone.
21 In whom all the building correctly framed together grows into a holy temple in the Lord.
22 In whom you also are built together for an inhabitation of G-d in Spirit.
Since we are no longer foreigners (Gentiles) or Jews who are estranged from G-d, we are now citizens of the Kingdom. As citizens, we have the right to enter the assembly. 97 We are also members of G-d’s household. G-d desires to live with His family, so we are being built into a building that is correctly framed together. The Temple of Solomon was built without the sound of a hammer or chisel heard on the Temple Mount. All the blocks were completely prepared before being brought to the Temple site. Once at the site, the blocks were fitted together without any tooling and there were no cracks between them. 98 So we are being correctly framed to fit perfectly into the Temple our Father is constructing. We are being built into a habitation for the Spirit of G-d, but the Spirit refers not only to the Holy Spirit; G-d Himself is Spirit, and the Holy Spirit is G-d. So when we are correctly fitted together then G-d Himself lives in us.
Matt. 10.40 He that receives you receives Me. And he that receives Me receives Him that sent me.
If you have received Jesus, then it is clear that you have also received the One who sent Jesus. It was the Father who sent Jesus into the world, so when you receive Jesus, you also receive the Father. Jesus came to restore our relationship to the Father. Jesus said, “I am the way, the truth and the life, no one comes to the Father except through Me”. 99 The purpose of Jesus’ death, burial and resurrection was to pay for our sins, which then frees us from our Adamic inheritance and restores us to the same relationship with the Father that Adam and Eve originally had.
Matt. 28.18-20
18 And Jesus came and spoke to them, saying, “All authority is given to Me in heaven and in earth.
19 “Go you therefore, and teach all ethnic groups, baptising them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.
20 “Teaching them to observe all things whatsoever I have commanded you. And, behold, I am with you always, even to the end of the age”.
Because we have received both the Father and the Son, we are now their official agents here on earth. We are the ambassadors of the Kingdom of the Heavens, representing His Kingdom to all of creation. The Father has given Jesus all authority in the heavens and on the earth and Jesus tells us that since He has all authority, He is sending us as His representatives to all the ethnic groups in the world. We, as the family of G-d, and as the ambassadors of G-d, and as the Temple where G-d dwells, and the church (the assembly of citizens of the Heavenly City) are sent as representatives with His divine authority to all of the different ethnic groups on the earth.
John 20.21 Then said Jesus to them again, “Peace to you. As My Father has sent Me, even so send I you”.
In the same manner that the Father sent Jesus, Jesus has sent us with the same authority, the same miraculous-power and the same Presence of G-d as was sent with Him. This is because we are His church and the ambassadors of His Kingdom.
3. Review:
The church has only one head, who is Jesus, and only one headquarters, which is in heaven.
The church is not a building made of bricks and mortar, but is a living Temple made up of all the people who are its members.
Since we are the Temple of the Holy Spirit, we are where the Glory of G-d resides.
We are the ambassadors of the Kingdom of the Heavens, representing G-d’s government on this earth, and are therefore able to exercise the divine authority of the government of G-d.
The Purpose for Which the Church Assembles
1. Gathered Together
Matt. 18.20 For where two or three are gathered together in my name, there am I in the midst of them.
The term gathered together is taken from the pattern in the Hebrew Scriptures where Moses gathered the children of Israel together outside the Tabernacle. The Greek word that is translated as gathered is the root word for synagogue. When the children of Israel were synagogued together at the entrance to the Tabernacle, the Shekinah Glory of G-d would manifest there. Any disunity among the people resulted in death. When the Lord brings us together, it is our responsibility to be in harmony with each other, otherwise the Shekinah Glory can kill us.
We cannot arrive at harmony by discussing theology or doctrine. It is when we focus our hearts on worshipping 100 the Lord, on prayer and on fellowshipping (with Him and with each other) that we can harmonise. Jesus promises to be in our midst when we come into harmony. 101 When Jesus is in our midst, we can truly have fellowship with Him. However, we cannot have fellowship with Jesus if He is not in our midst and He does not promise to be in our midst unless we are together and in harmony.
Acts 4.29-31
29 “And now, Lord, behold their threatening. And grant to Your servants, that with all boldness they may speak Your word,
30 “By stretching forth Your hand for healing and signs and wonders to be done by the name of Your holy servant, Jesus”.
31 And when they had prayed, the place where they were assembled together was shaken. And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit. And they spoke the word of G-d with boldness.
One of the results of gathering together as believers is that it should give us the boldness that we need to go and speak the Word of G-d to the world. Since the Greek text uses the word logos in these verses, we understand that it is primarily referring to preaching from the Scriptures (which are the logos of G-d). This kind of preaching results in the manifestations of healings and miracles. 102 So as we come together, our faith is built up and we are encouraged to go out and preach the Word with healings and miracles following us.
The miraculous gifts that we receive are not primarily to benefit us when we are assembled together in the congregation, but for us to use when we are in the marketplace and on the streets. Those who are in the congregation should not need healing because they should already be healed, cleansed, delivered from evil spirits and living in the prosperity of the Lord. Those in the world are still in need of these things, so as we go from the assembly into the world, we are emboldened and empowered to go preach, saying, “The Kingdom of the Heavens is here”. Heal the sick, cleanse the leper, raise the dead and cast out demons 103 in the marketplace and on the streets.
Acts 12.12 And when he had considered this, he came to the house of Mary the mother of John, whose surname was Mark, where many were gathered together praying.
One major reason for us to gather together is to pray. However it is not to pray for the success of the service, or for our needs to be met, or even for the salvation of the lost or for the state of the world. Rather we are to pray as a priestly ministry and service to the Lord. When we gather together our focus should be to pray as an act of worship that praises the Lord and honours His Name. If we were to take time to bless the Lord for all that He has done for us, we would not have to spend as much time praying for our needs. Furthermore, our needs will be met when we focus our prayers on His Holy Name.
Acts 13.1-3
1 Now there were in the church that was at Antioch both prophets and teachers, including Barnabas, and Simeon that was called Niger, and Lucius of Cyrene, and Manaen the foster-brother of Herod the tetrarch, and Saul.
2 As they ministered 104 to the Lord, and fasted, the Holy Spirit said, “Separate to me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them”.
3 And when they had fasted and prayed, and laid hands on them, they sent them away.
The leadership of the congregation in Antioch had gathered together to minister to the Lord. They were performing a priestly act of worship, which included fasting. No one can fast for just an hour. In fact there is no record in the Bible of anyone fasting for less than a day. So the leadership of the congregation came together for more than a day to serve the Lord with fasting and prayer. The fact that they were ministering to the Lord indicates that they were not praying for their own needs, or for the situation in Antioch. Those gathered were presenting prayers with worship and praise, which lasted more than a day, and afterwards the Lord spoke to them. The response of the leadership to the Lord’s instructions was to return to fasting. So we know that they spent more than one additional day praising and worshipping 105 the Lord, before laying hands on Barnabas and Saul and sending them out. This was a major turning point in the history of the church. As the result of the word from the Lord, Barnabas and Saul went on a missionary journey that eventually took the gospel to Europe and to the Gentiles. The leadership in Antioch was not meeting to strategise how to reach the Gentiles with the gospel, or even to decide who should be sent out as missionaries. Their sole desire was to minister to the Lord in worship and praise.
2. Rejoice in the Frequent Assembly
Acts 15.30-31
30 So when they were dismissed, they came to Antioch. And when they had gathered-together 106 the multitude, they delivered the epistle.
31 When they had read it, they rejoiced for the encouragement.
Assembling together should encourage us and cause us to rejoice. By rejoicing I do not mean jumping up and down and feeling good. That is not rejoicing, but merely a temporary emotional response. Rejoicing is having a joy in one’s spirit that may or may not excite the body and emotions. Rejoicing in the spirit has a long-term effect on one’s attitude to doing the will of G-d. Assembling together should not produce condemnation or sadness in us, as these feelings do not motivate us to go and do the will of G-d. Instead, assembling together should produce joy in us and encourage us to know and do the will of G-d.
Heb. 10.24-25
24 And let us consider to provoke one another to love and to good works.
25 Not forsaking the assembling-together 107 of ourselves, as is the manner of some, but exhorting. And so much the more, as you see the Day approaching.
When we assemble together (which the writer of Hebrews says we should do often, especially as we come closer to the Day of the Lord’s return), we should be exhorting one another so that we are all encouraged to go and do the works of G-d because our love for G-d and for our neighbours has been increased. Unfortunately as that Day approaches, we have seen a tendency in much of the church to assemble less and less often. Some congregations only meet twice a week, and at that, most of the congregation does not attend both services. Some Believers have even discontinued the practice of meeting together out of the mistaken notion that the New Testament does not require it. However, the writer of Hebrews says that we should meet together more and more frequently, as the return of the Lord approaches. This meeting together does not just mean that we meet together in the church building. Our meeting together should be in our homes as well as in the building.
Our assemblies should be such a time of joy and strength that the believers desire to come together so that they can spend time worshipping in the presence of the Lord. The power of the Holy Spirit should be so strong among us at these times that the gifts flow freely (and indeed they will because we have been fellowshipping with each other and have come into unity). Then we should meet daily from house to house, with gladness and joy, desiring to be in the fellowship of all the saints. Knowing that the result will be that we are empowered to go and perform the works of the Lord among the unsaved.
3. Review:
When we assemble together, we should focus our hearts on worshipping the Lord, on prayer and fellowship (with Him and with each other), which will produce harmony among us.
When we assemble together, the focus of our prayers should not be for the success of the service, or for our needs to be met, or even for the salvation of the lost or the situation in the world. Our prayers should be offered as a priestly ministry and service to the Lord, as an act of worship.
Being assembled together should produce sincere rejoicing and encouragement in us. Our assemblies should be such a time of joy and strengthening that believers desire to come and spend time worshipping in the presence of the Lord.
When we assemble together (which the writer of Hebrews says we should do often; especially as we come closer to the Day of the Lord’s return), we should exhort one another so that we are all encouraged to go and do the works of Jesus because our love for G-d and for our neighbours has been increased.
Assembling together should build up our faith and produce in us the boldness that we need in order to speak the Word of G-d to the world. We will be preaching from the fresh inspiration of the Holy Spirit with signs and wonders following: words of wisdom, words of knowledge, words of faith, healings, discernings of spirits and prophecy. Remember, these miraculous gifts are not primarily for when we are assembled together in the congregation, but for when we are in the marketplace and on the streets.
The Church is Not Obligated to Meet Your Needs
1. The Parable of the Minas f
Luke 19.12-13
12 He said therefore, “A certain nobleman went into a far country to receive for himself a kingdom, and to return.
13 “And he called his ten servants. And he delivered them ten minas. 108 And he said to them, ‘Conduct business till I come’”.
In this parable the nobleman represents Jesus, who has gone away in order to receive the Kingdom that the Father has prepared for Him. Jesus has left us here, as His servants with work to do, and the minas that He has delivered to us are the Gifts of the Holy Spirit. The word mina does not refer to our natural abilities. We are able to accomplish the task Jesus has assigned us through the gifts He has provided. It is our responsibility to work to bring an increase to the Kingdom of the Heavens until Jesus returns. We can only bring increase to the Kingdom through the use of the minas that have been given to us. We cannot bring an increase to the Kingdom of the Heavens through our natural abilities, our natural talents or by receiving a Bible School education. This does not indicate that our natural abilities, natural talents or a Bible School education are evil or unnecessary, only that they are useless when it comes to bringing an increase to the Kingdom of the Heavens because it is a spiritual kingdom and so all increase to it has to be through spiritual means. Jesus gave us the tools we need to do the work, these tools are the gifts given by the Holy Spirit.
Rev. 22.12 “And, behold, I come quickly. And My reward is with Me, to give every man according to his work”.
Jesus will return bringing rewards with Him. Salvation is not a reward, it is a gift. A reward is given in exchange for work performed. Since salvation is not the result of work, this verse has nothing to do with our salvation. Our work is what we accomplish for the Kingdom of the Heavens after we become believers. As we use the Gifts of the Holy Spirit to bring increase to the Kingdom, we are storing up a reward in heaven for ourselves. When Jesus returns to earth, He will bring that reward with Him to the earth. According to Revelation 22.12, we will not receive our reward in Heaven, but actually here on the earth.
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