
Accelerate: Ecclesiology: What on Earth is the Church? 

Lesson 1: What is the church? 
 
I. Introduction 
 
Come up with a working definition of the word “church.” 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
I. How we define “church:” 
A. There are different approaches to how we come up with a definition.  
 1.) Function: What does it do? 
 2.) Organization: How is it structured? 
 3.) Ontology: What is the nature of the church? 
 
B. There are different options in defining “church” 
 1.) Building where people meet 
 2.) Eucharistic Society, a Sacramental Organism 
 3.) A structure of people, under a bishop and priests, descended from the Apostles 
 4.) A meeting I go to 
 5.) People who are the Community of the Spirit 
 
C. Elements of the definition 
 1.) Confessing believers 
 2.) Gathering regularly 
 3.) Organized under leadership 
 4.) Four or Three-fold function 
 5.) Sacrament / Ordinances (Baptism, Communion) 
 6.) Unified by Spirit for Mission 
 
D. Pictures of the Church (what we can compare it to) 
 
 1.) “Sometimes you want to go to a place  
       where everybody knows your name. A  
  place where everyone’s troubles are the  
  same.” 
 2.) A pub 
 3.) Shopping Center (Why do people want to  
  go to a shopping center?) 
 4.) Hospital 
 5.) University 

 6.) Social Center 
 7.) Social Agency 
 8.) Evangelism Center 
 9.) Family with Guests 
 10.) Entertainment Center 
 11.) Recovery Center 
 12.) Spirituality Center 
 13.) Wrestling Cage 
 14.) Museum for Saints 
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E. Various Aspects of Church 
 1.) Universal/Local 
  a. Universal: All believers in Jesu Christ in all times and places 
  b. Local: All believers in one place and time. An expression of universal church 
  c. Are all local in universal? 
  d. All universal in local? 
 2.) Visible/Invisible 
  a.) Those who participate visibly in the local church vs. those who don’t 
  b.) Those who look like they are Christians vs. those who are Christian at heart 
 3.) Triumphant/Militant 
  a.) Those celebrating with Jesus in Heaven 
  b.) Those contending for the Faith on Earth 
 4.) Gathered/Scattered 
 
 5.) Organism/Organization 
  a.) Living body unified by the Spirit in mission 
  b.) A group whose separate elements are coordinated into an administrative structure for  

      effective ministry 
 
 

II. The meaning and uses of the English word “church” 
 
A. English – “Church” 
 1. Similar to the Scottish kirk, German work Kirche  
 2. Derived from Greek κυριακὸν -  kuriakon (neuter form of kurios) meaning “of the Lord 
 
 3. Uses of kuriakon in Scripture:   
  1st Cor. 11:20 - Therefore, when you come together, it is not really to eat the Lord's Supper.  
  Rev. 1:10 - I was in the Spirit on the Lord's day, and I heard a loud voice behind me like a trumpet  
 
 4. Uses in the early church: 
  Referred to the place where the church met, describing it as a place belonging to God. 
 The Lord’s “place” was only significant because the people of God met there.   
 
 
 5. How is the term used today? 
 
Does this notion of “belonging to the Lord” change the way I think about the church?  How so? 
 
 
III. Greek – Ekklesia 
 A. Ekklesia is derived from the verb ekkaleo 
  1. It is a compound word:   ek – out kaleo – to call, to summon 
  2. The meaning of the word: “to call out” 
  
 B. Ekklesia in secular Greek usage 

 Citizens summoned by the crier; a regularly summoned legislative body; “assembly” 
 A regularly scheduled assembly, meeting on fixed dates (Athens) 
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 Religious usage is not found in ancient Greek 
 This secular usage is found in the New Testament to describe both a confused mob (Acts. 

19:32; 41) and a lawful assembly (19:39) 
 
 C. Ekklesia in the Septuagint (Greek translation of the Old Testament from 3rd Century B.C.) 

 Used for the Hebrew word qahal 
 qahal – assembly, convocation, congregation 
 seven other Greek words are used for qahal, but ekklesia is the most common 
 The term is used in a generic sense for various assemblies, with good and evil intent, 

religious and civil purposes, for angels and for returning exiles. It is too generic to establish 
continuity 

o Continuity vs. Discontinuity: Some argue that the term “church” includes God’s 
people in both the Old and New Testaments.  Qahal being translated as ekklesia is 
one basis for that argument, but qahal’s use is really too wide and generic for this. 

o In the O.T. qahal (assembly) alone does not mean “God’s assembly”  The context 
and adjectives describe what kind of assembly it is.   
 

 
 D. The New Testament MEANING of the word ekklesia  
  1. The meaning of ekklesia existed before it was used in the N.T. 
  2. The meaning developed from a generic sense (assembly) to the technical meaning (church)  
   (Example of “word-creep” – meanings of words can shift over time) 
 
  3. There are uses of ekklesia in the N.T. that do not refer to the Church of Jesus. 
   Acts 19: unruly mob (v.32, 41); lawful assembly (v.39) 
   Acts 7:38: a reference to the “assembly” of Israel in the wilderness 
   Hebrews 12:12: quotes Septuagint Psalm 22:22 – “in the midst of the ekklesia I will sing” 
 
  4. Early N.T. uses of ekklesia need indicators, identifying the particular kind of assembly 

 “the church of the Thessalonians which is in God the Father and in the Lord Jesus  
Christ” (1st Thes. 1:1) 

  5. The meaning of ekklesia quickly developed and is mostly used by itself to indicate the church  
      of God. 
 
 E. The New Testament USE of ekklesia 
  1. The word appears in the N.T. 114 times.  109 refer to the N.T. Church. 
   a.) The word appears in the Gospel 3 times (Matt. 6:18 and 18:17) 
   b.) The word does not appear in 2nd Tim., Titus, 1st or 2nd Pet., 1st or 2nd John and Jude) 
 
  2. The Local Church 
   a. It refers to the local church located in a city (1 Thes 1:1) 
   b. It refers to churches generically: “every church” 1 Cor. 4:17) 
   c. It refers to a group a churches in a region (Gal. 1;22) 
   d. and to “other churches” and all churches (2 Cor. 11:8; 1 Cor. 7:17) 
 
  3.) The Universal Church – referring to the spiritual unity of all believers, whether assembled or  
        not 
   a. Ekklesia refers to the church scattered abroad and in their homes. (Acts 8:1-3) 
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   b. Ekklesia refers to the church with traits of personality—meaning the church is both an  
       assembly and refers to the Christians themselves. (Acts 9:31) (was edified and feared  
       the Lord) 
   c. Ekklesia always refers to the visible members who met visibly in local assemblies.   
       There is no concept or terminology of invisible vs. visible church 
   d. The idea of “universal church” is not used in the sense as “the sum of all the churches.”  
        It is the one church in a particular place.  For example, Paul calls the Corinthians, “the  
        church of God which is at Corinth” 
   e. Each new church was viewed “the one church of God” as well as “the churches” 
 
  4.) What is not found in the New Testament idea of ekklesia 
   a. the church as a building (physical building) 
   b. denominations/movements (Baptist Church, Presbyterian Church, Calvary Chapel, etc) 
   c. State or territorial churches (Church of England, Eastern Church, etc.) 
    i. Churches are identified by a city or the members – of the Thessalonians 
     ii. Churches are identified as being of or in a region (churches of Galatia) 
   e. Church titles are not found (The Church of Galatia) 
   f. Theological descriptors are not found: Church militant or triumphant, etc. 
 
 
How does thinking of church as “the called out ones” change or impact your view of the church? 
Who was the first person to be “called out” in the Bible and how is that significant to the New Covenant? 
 
  
  


