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If the significant disagreements re-
garding general eschatology (i.e. Rap-
ture, Tribulation, Second Coming,
Millennium) among evangelicals is not
due to a lack of clarity in Scripture, but
exist primarily because of one’s usage or
disregard of a consistent and literal in-
terpretation of biblical prophecy, then
certainly differences arise in regards to
understanding the purpose of God for
the Church. Scripture does teach that
the Old Testament promises made with
national Israel will be fulfilled with a fu-
ture, regenerate, national Israel. Since Is-
rael and the Church are distinct entities,
there is no sense in which the latter can
fulfill promises to the former (unless, of
course, one wrongly assumes priority of
the New Testament, resulting in the
meaning of the promises in their original
context being changed or reinterpreted
so that they were not unconditional or
eternal). God has a specific purpose for
the Church that is to be distinguished
from His plans and purposes for regen-
erate national Israel. Those purposes af-
fect the relationship of Israel to the
biblical covenants, and the relationship
of the Church to the Tribulation (seven-
tieth week of Daniel), Second Coming,
and Millennium. Prior, however, to un-
derstanding the specifics of the future
for Israel and the Church, it is necessary
to understand the identity and meaning
of the word “church.” What is the
Church? Willimon provided an answer.

I do not exist as a Christian save by the

call of God. For that matter, neither did Is-

rael exist as God’s people except by God’s

choice. Likewise, the church is not church

except that God wills it to be so.

There is something amiss in the defini-

tion of the church as a “voluntary associa-

tion” of believers. The church does not exist

because some religiously enlightened peo-

ple have decided to voluntarily associate

with one another to advance the study of

Jesus. The challenge of biblical faith is not

“Do you agree?” or “Do you feel?” but “Will

you join up?”

Like Paul (Acts 9:1-31), like the Gentiles

(Acts 15:14; Romans 9-11), like Israel, we are

called together by God. “You did not

choose me, I chose you” (John 15:16) is a

word both humbling and comforting to

the individual believer and to the church as

a whole. The church begins, like faith itself,

not with pious individuals, but with God, a

God who chooses to deal with us as a peo-

ple, a family, a nation. 1

THE MEANING OF THE WORD
“CHURCH”2

Although the English word “church”
is opulent in meaning, and used quite
commonly and extensively, the biblical
meaning is often misunderstood. The
term has been used in reference to a
building (whether a cathedral or store-
front), corporation with tax-exempt sta-
tus, denomination, national or state
church, people who meet together cor-
porately in obedience to biblical com-
mands, religion generally (i.e. separation
of church and state), and the universal
Body of Christ. The word “church” is ac-
tually only vaguely related to the con-
cept of the Greek word ekklesia used in
the New Testament.

The English term church, along with the

Scottish word kirk and German Kirche, is de-

rived from the Greek kuriakon, which is the

God has a specific purpose for the Church that is to be distinguished from His plans and purposes for
regenerate national Israel. Those purposes affect the relationship of Israel to the biblical covenants,
and the relationship of the Church to the Tribulation (seventieth week of Daniel), Second Coming,
and Millennium. 
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The doctrine of the Church is not based upon the English word, but rather upon the Greek word
ekklesia that is used 114 times in the New Testament (three in Matthew’s Gospel, 23 in Acts, 62
in Paul’s letters, six in non-Pauline letters, and 20 in Revelation).

neuter adjective of kurios, “Lord,” and

means, “belonging to the Lord.” Kuriakon

occurs only twice in the New Testament,

neither time with reference to the church

as commonly used today. In 1 Corinthians

11:20 it refers to the Lord’s Supper and in

Revelation 1:10 to the Lord’s Day.

Its application to the church stems from

its use by early Christians for the place

where they met together, denoting it as a

place belonging to God, or God’s house. 3

Usage Prior to the New 
Testament

The doctrine of the Church is not
based upon the English word, but rather
upon the Greek word ekklesia that is
used 114 times in the New Testament
(three in Matthew’s Gospel, 23 in Acts,
62 in Paul’s letters, six in non-Pauline
letters, and 20 in Revelation).

There are words whose etymology it is

interesting to watch, as they are trans-

formed and consecrated by the Christian

church—words that the church did not in-

vent but has employed in a loftier sense

than the world has ever used them. The

very word by which the church is named is

a key example of this type of transforma-

tion. For we have ekklesia in three distinct

stages of meaning — the secular, the Jew-

ish, and the Christian. 4

The Greek word in the New Testament

for the English word church is ekklesia. It is

derived from the verb ekkaleo, a com-

pound of ek, “out,” and kaleo, “to call or

summon,” which together mean “to call

out.” While often this etymological mean-

ing is used to support the biblical doctrine

of the church as a people called out, sepa-

rated from the world by God, the usage of

this term both in secular Greek and the

Greek New Testament, which provides the

background for the New Testament lan-

guage, does not lend support to this doc-

trine from the word ekklesia itself. 5

Usage in Classical Greek
Although ekklesia was used of the for-

mal Greek assembly (legislature), it was
used as reference to any assembly re-
gardless of who was included or how it
was instituted. The classical Greek usage
is used in only one passage of the New
Testament (Acts 19:32, 39, 41). Ekklesia,
as demonstrated by the common under-
standing in the Acts passage, was a
broad term which did not have religious
connotations. It merely referred to an as-
sembly but is never once used absolutely
of the people who composed the assem-
bly.

Usage in the Greek Old 
Testament

An investigation of the Septuagint

[Greek Old Testament] use of the word

ekklesia includes a consideration of the He-

brew words qahal and edhah (the two prin-

cipal Hebrew words for “gathering” or

“assembly”) along with the related use of

the Greek sunagoge to translate these

words.

Both edhah and qahal refer to an as-

sembly or gathering, yet ekklesia is never

used to translate edhah.6 

The two Hebrew words that refer to
an “assembly” or “gathering” are qahal
and edah. At times these words appear
synonymous. However, the translators
of the Septuagint differentiated qahal
and edah. For instance, the Septuagint
never uses ekklesia to translate edah,
rather, it will translate qahal as ekklesia.7

GOD’s  PURPOSE 
FOR THECHURCH
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The translators used sunagoge to trans-
late qahal.8 Although qahal and edah did
not [have] a technical meaning in the
Hebrew Old Testament, the differentia-
tion in the Septuagint led to a technical
meaning in the New Testament as the
synagogue and the Church.

Discussion of the use of ekklesia in
the Septuagint carries significance not
only to the study of any biblical passage,
but also to understanding a distinction
between Israel and the Church. For in-
stance, ekklesia in the Septuagint was
never used to connote a spiritual verity
that would be free of spatial and
earthly confines. The simple meaning
of ekklesia is an assembly. There is ab-
solutely no factual basis for attempts
to find the Church, as defined in the
New Testament, referenced in the Old
Testament on the basis of the usage of
ekklesia. The New Testament ad-
vanced and gave technical meaning to
the usage of ekklesia.9

Matthew’s use of ekklesia was a ref-
erence to the natural Jewish mindset
of an “assembly”; it is even possible
(although not likely) that Matthew
was referring to a Jewish “assembly”
as the synagogue in 18:17. Trench re-
ferred to the classic case of usage de-
termining meaning of ekklesia. “It
was not without due reason that our
Lord (Matthew 16:18; 18:17) and His
Apostles claimed this, as the nobler
word, to designate the new society of
which He was the Founder, being as it
was a society knit together by the
closest spiritual bonds, and altogether
independent of space.”10 The follow-
ing quote also demonstrates the na-

tional Jewish understanding of the
word.

The word [ekklesia] occur about 100

times in the LXX. . . . When there is a Heb.

Equivalent, it is almost always qahal . . . In

the LXX [ekklesia] is a wholly secular term; it

means “assembly,” whether in the sense of

assembling or of those assembled…The

real point is who assembles, or who consti-

tutes the assembly. 11

Usage in the New Testament
Refinement and transformation from

a generic (non-technical) term into a
technical term both unique and rich in
meaning awaited usage in the New Tes-
tament. There are only two verses, Acts
7:38 and Hebrews 2:12, which use ekkle-
sia as a reference to Israel such as used
in the Septuagint.12 It is possible, but not
likely, that Matthew 18:17 is also a refer-
ence to a Jewish gathering such as the
synagogue.13

Usage determines meaning and the
New Testament clearly uses ekklesia in a
manner that distinguishes it from both
its Greek and Old Testament signifi-
cance.14 There is a significant reason for
the New Testament usage of ekklesia as
opposed to sunagoge.

Discussion of the use of ekklesia in the Septuagint carries significance not only to the study of any
biblical passage, but also to understanding a distinction between Israel and the Church. For instance,
ekklesia in the Septuagint was never used to connote a spiritual verity that would be free of spatial
and earthly confines.
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This distinction resulted in the choice of

ekklesia by Christ (Matthew 16:18; 18:17)

and His apostles as the more noble of the

two words. It designated the new society of

which Jesus was the founder, being as it

was a society knit together by the closest

spiritual bonds and altogether indepen-

dent of space. 15

The determined opposition of the
Jewish religious leaders could be a rea-
son why the New Testament never used
sunagoge as reference to the Church.16

Customarily the concept of the church

has focused on the universal and local

church. Sometimes, erroneously, the cate-

gories are stated as invisible and visible. But

even universal and local do not seem to

cover all the facets of the concept. Universal

serves well as a label for the body of Christ,

whether on earth or in heaven (Hebrews

12:23). But local needs further defining.

How local is the church?

Apparently we need more than the cus-

tomary twofold organization of the church

— universal and local. (1) There is the uni-

versal church — all believers in heaven or

on earth. (2) There is the visible church — lo-

cal churches in various areas, especially

those I am acquainted with. (3) There is the

local church — the particular assembly with

which I have my primary and sustained rela-

tion. Every believer actually belongs to all

these three aspects of the church, and 1

Corinthians 10:32 applies to any of them

with which he has contact any time. 17

Usage Not Found in the
New Testament

The New Testament concept of the
Church is never used of a building,18 a
particular denomination (Baptist,
Lutheran, Presbyterian) or of a territo-

rial church (e.g. Church of England, Ro-
man Catholic Church),19 or of the king-
dom of God (or the kingdom of
heaven).20 The Church is never desig-
nated as Israel. Though it has been com-
mon for some Christians to reference the
Church as the “new Israel,” a concor-
dance study in the New Testament will
demonstrate contrariwise. In each of the
66 occurrences of the word “Israel” in
the New Testament, the term always
refers to the Jewish people.21 Both the
Church and Israel have special relation-
ships with God, but they must be distin-
guished. The distinction between Israel
and the Church is the natural result of
interpreting the Bible historically and
grammatically (i.e. literal, plain interpre-
tation). One must interpret the words of
the Bible in their normal or plain mean-
ing. The opposite would be a spiritualiz-
ing (allegorizing) of the biblical text. Dr.
Charles Ryrie wrote,

Use of the words Israel and church

shows clearly that in the New Testament

national Israel continues with her own

promises and that the church is never

equated with a so-called “new Israel” but is

carefully and continually distinguished as a

separate work of God in this age. 22

Since Israel and the Church are dis-
tinct entities, the unfulfilled prophecies
to Israel of both blessing and curse have
not been transferred to the Church. In-
deed, as the cursings to Israel were ful-
filled literally, so will the future
restoration blessings be fulfilled literally.

DEFINITIONS OF NEW 
TESTAMENT EKKLESIA

Classic definitions of the Church
are particularly deficient in terms of

The distinction between Israel and the Church is the natural result of interpreting the Bible historically
and grammatically (i.e. literal, plain interpretation). One must interpret the words of the Bible in their
normal or plain meaning. The opposite would be a spiritualizing (allegorizing) of the biblical text. 

PROPHETIC TIMING &
THEMILLENNIUM
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New Testament theology. Definitions
of the universal Church and the local
church are often stated separately, and
to the exclusion of either the universal
or local church.

The catholic or universal church,

which is invisible, consists of the whole

number of the elect. . . . The visible

church, which is also catholic or universal

under the Gospel, consists of all those

throughout the world that profess the

true religion, together with their chil-

dren. . . . (Westminster Confession of

Faith, Chapter XXV).

The church is a company of visible

saints, called and separated from the

world by the Word and Spirit of God, to

the visible profession of the faith of the

Gospel; being baptized into that faith

(Baptist Confession of Faith, Article

XXXIII).

The World Book Dictionary ex-
presses contemporary misunderstand-
ing of the word “church” biblically
and theologically (some of the defini-
tions are entirely inconsistent with the
New Testament).

1. a building for public Christian wor-

ship or religious services. 2. public wor-

ship of God in a church. 3a. Usually,

Church. a group of persons with the

same religious beliefs and under the

same authority; denomination. b. that

portion of the whole body of believers in

Christ, or of one denomination of these,

which belongs to a particular country,

nation, state, or city. 4. a locally organized

unit of a group of Christians for religious

services; congregation. 5. Usually, the

Church, all Christians; the whole body of

believers in Christ collectively. 6. Also,

Church, the organization of a church; ec-

clesiastical authority or power as embod-

ied in the clergy and historically

constituting one of the three estates. 7.

the profession of a clergyman. 8a. any re-

ligious body other than Christian; a non-

Christian creed or congregation. b. a

building for public worship or religious

services of such a body. 9. any building,

group, or organization like a church.23

There is a minimum of 80 and as
many as 100 descriptive terms used
with reference to the Church in the
New Testament. Therefore, the essen-
tial elements for defining the Church
must incorporate the identity and
function of the Church.

The nature of the church is far too

broad to be exhausted in the meaning of

the one word ekklesia. To describe its

manifold meaning the New Testament

writers employed numerous descriptive

expressions. They explained the concept

of the church both in literal terms and in

rich metaphorical descriptions. This rich-

ness of description precludes a narrow

concept of the church and warns against

magnification of one aspect to the disre-

gard of others. 24

The Church is not the consequence of human organization; rather, it is built upon the foundation of
the apostles and prophets. Furthermore, the Church is God’s workmanship (Ephesians 2:10), created
in accordance with His eternal purpose in Christ (1:4) so God may demonstrate the exceeding riches
of His grace (2:7).25

Title: Saint Paul 
Writing His Epistles

Artist:Valentin de
Boulogne or Nicolas
Tournier

Year: about 16 
century

Museum: Blaffer
Foundation Collec-
tion, Houston, TX.
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Essential Elements of
a Definition

Theologically, only one Church ex-
ists as regards the Body of Christ uni-
versally (1 Corinthians 12:12-27;
Ephesians 4:4-6). The reason is that
Christians are currently fellow citizens
and saints of the household of God. The
Church is not the consequence of human
organization; rather, it is built upon the
foundation of the apostles and prophets.
Furthermore, the Church is God’s work-
manship (Ephesians 2:10), created in ac-
cordance with His eternal purpose in
Christ (1:4) so God may demonstrate the
exceeding riches of His grace (2:7).25

The Church is invisible only as regards
those of the Body who are already pre-
sent with the Lord. The local gathering
of believers in the service of Christ is as a
part of the universal Church. It is essen-
tial to understand the universal and lo-
calized elements for a complete
understanding of the New Testament
doctrine of the Church. Accordingly, the
plural, “churches,” is used in the New
Testament as a description of multiple

assemblies in a city or
territory. Those who
are Christians by
grace through faith in
Christ alone are ex-
pected to be members
of both the universal
and local church. 

The Church in-
cludes all, and only,
those who have been
regenerated (born
again). The new birth
by the Holy Spirit re-
sults in faith and re-

pentance in the completed redemptive
work of Christ and union with Christ
and with fellow believers (Acts 2:47;
20:28). The Church is unique to this age
(dispensation). The origin of the Church
was still future in Matthew 16:18. Mem-
bers are placed into the Body of Christ
through the baptism of the Holy Spirit (1
Corinthians 12:13). After His resurrec-
tion, Christ said the baptizing work of
the Holy Spirit was still future (Acts 1:4-
5). The Church excludes believers of the
Old Testament and those who trust in
Christ for salvation after the Church has
been raptured.

Unity of believers in a local church
(community) is only a part, not all, of
the universal Church. The local church
is a voluntary assembly of Christians and
is the sphere where the Holy Spirit mani-
fests His gifting and edifying which
makes Christ known to a lost world. The
local church should be a microcosm of
the unity and purity that is reality of the
universal Church. The universal Church
is instructed to evangelize/disciple,
serve, teach, and worship, but the ex-

PROPHETIC TIMING &
THEMILLENNIUM 

Unity of believers in a local church (community) is only a part, not all, of the universal Church. The
local church is a voluntary assembly of Christians and is the sphere where the Holy Spirit manifests
His gifting and edifying which makes Christ known to a lost world. 



FEBRUARY 2008 23

pression of this instruction is fulfilled by
the local assembly through the empow-
ering of the Holy Spirit. The ordinances
of baptism and the Lord’s Supper are not
the exclusive privilege of the local
church, but are universal expressions of
the believer’s identity with and remem-
brance of Jesus Christ (Acts 2:41; 8:36-
38; 18:8; 1 Corinthians 11:23-26).

The Church is the regenerate of this
age, both in heaven and on earth, who
have been redeemed by grace through
faith in the finished work of Christ, and
are united with Him and each other by
the baptizing work of the Holy Spirit,
and who assemble voluntarily in any lo-
cal community for the express purpose
of edification, making disciples, worship,
and administration of the ordinances.
The Church has a holy calling distinct
from Israel, as this is evident from an un-
derstanding of the foundation and origin
of the Church.
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