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7 

 

We Believe God’s Plan for the Church1 
 

 

“Wherever we see the Word of God purely preached and 

heard, there a church of God exists, even if it swarms 

with many faults.” 
- John Calvin 

 

And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build 

my church, and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it. 
- Jesus 

 

Introduction 

The Church is evidence of God’s love for mankind.  It 

is a divine creation and ultimately belongs not to any 

mortal, or to any city or country, but only to God. It is the 

assembly of the "called ones" who are being set apart as 

God's special people.  Many have tried to destroy the 

church including the father of lies. Yet, because God loves 

the church he has protected it and has promised to preserve 

it throughout the ages. The Church is identified with, and 

derives its existence from Christ. People may assemble for 

various reasons, but only God has the ability to make them 

his.   

So, who or what is the church? 
 

The Church’s Identity 

                                                             
1
The Church consists of all those who believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, are 

redeemed through His blood, and are born again of the Holy Spirit. Christ is the 
Head of the Body, the Church, which has been commissioned by Him to go 
into all the world as a witness, preaching the gospel to all nations. The local 
church is a body of believers in Christ who are joined together for the worship 
of God, for edification through the Word of God, for prayer, fellowship, the 
proclamation of the gospel, and observance of the ordinances of Baptism and 

the Lord’s Supper. See Item # 9 in the C&MA Statement of Faith. 

http://www.whatchristianswanttoknow.com/what-does-the-bible-say-hell-will-be-like/
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The Church
2
 is all those, through all time who have 

placed their trust in God’s promise.  This includes people 

from before the time of Jesus Christ such as Abraham who 

trusted God and was counted as righteous. “For what does 

the Scripture say? “Abraham believed God, and it was 

counted to him as righteousness.” (Romans 4:3). Inclusion 

to this group has always had the same entry requirement: 

Trust in God’s Promise. We are told that God chose 

Abraham in Genesis 12.  In Genesis 15:4 Abraham, still 

childless is given a promise that his “own son” will be his 

heir.  Abraham believes God’s word:  “and he (the Lord) 

counted it to him as righteousness.”  (Genesis 15:6 ESV)  

Over and again we are told throughout the Bible that 

God includes among the righteous those who trust him.  In 

every case while we are told many of the commendable 

acts of people such as Isaac, Jacob, Job, and David we are 

also told of their sin and failings.  We are left with the clear 

understanding that all humanity falls short of God’s perfect 

ideal. Each of these individual’s hope is found not in their 

goodness but in God’s faithfulness to them as they trust his 

promise.  As Jesus ministered throughout Israel during his 

time on the earth, he sought to elicit trust in God’s Promise 

as fulfilled in himself.   

The word church is English for the Greek word 

ecclesia.  The Hebrew word translated to the Greek ecclesia 

is qahal.  Both these words are translated “assembly.”  

Thus we might say that the church is the assembly of all 

those who have placed their trust in God’s promise of 

mercy & salvation throughout the world, and all time. 

We cannot identify the church since it is in truth only 

visible to God.  While we know that the church consists of 

all who trust in God’s promise fulfilled in Christ.  It is only 

God the one who sees the true condition of all hearts, who 

clearly knows the identity of true believers.   

                                                             
2 Called Ones, Gathering, Assembly 
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Luther defined the church as “the congregation of 

saints in which the gospel is rightly taught and the 

Sacraments rightly administered”
3
 Calvin said, Wherever 

we see the word of God purely preached and heard, and the 

sacraments administered according to Christ’s institution, 

there it is not to be doubted, a church of God exists.”
4
 “A 

Church is a company of believers called out from the 

world, voluntarily joined together and meeting at stated 

times, among whom the Word of God is preached, 

discipline is administered, and the ordinances observed.”
5
 

 

Christ the Head 

The Church is illustrated by the parts of the human 

body.  Jesus is to the Church what the head is to the body. 

As the Lord said through Paul; “And He put all things in 

subjection under His feet, and gave Him as head over all 

things to the church, 
23 

which is His body, the fullness of 

Him who fills all in all.”(Ephesians 1:22-23 NASB).  Jesus 

guides the church, he works through the church.  He has 

appointed the church to be the means though which he 

works his plan on the earth until the end of the age.  There 

is no other plan.  
Ultimately, we know that Jesus is sovereign over the 

universe.  Thus, Jesus will return to lead his victorious 

church when this age reaches its culmination: “so that at the 

name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on 

earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that 

Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.  
(Philippians 2:10-11 ESV).  And also “For we will all stand before 

the judgment seat of God; for it is written, “As I live, says the 

                                                             
3 Wayne Grudem, Systematic Theology, p. 865, quoting from the 

Augsburg confession1530, Article 7. 
4 Ibid, p 865 quoting Institutes 4.1.9  
5 George P. Pardington, Outline Studies in Christian Doctrine, Christian 

Publications, 1926,  p.338 
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Lord, every knee shall bow to me, and every tongue shall 

confess to God.”  (Romans 14:10-11 ESV).  

Again we read:”Christ is the head of the church, his 

body, and is himself its Savior.”  (Ephesians 5:23b ESV)  It can 

be no other way since he is the life and sustainer of the 

church. As head of the church Jesus not only directs but 

also provides the means, by which the church lives, grows 

and matures.   He holds the whole body together: “holding 

fast to the Head, from whom the whole body, nourished 

and knit together through its joints and ligaments, grows 

with a growth that is from God.”  (Colossians 2:17-19 ESV)  

The church has life only as it is vitally connected to the 

Source. It only has vitality in Jesus.  Jesus calls himself the 

vine and the church the branches in the Gospel: “Abide in 

me, and I in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit by itself, 

unless it abides in the vine, neither can you, unless you 

abide in me. I am the vine; you are the branches. Whoever 

abides in me and I in him, he it is that bears much fruit, for 

apart from me you can do nothing.”  (John 15:4-5 ESV) 

 Humility means realizing we need this vital 

connection with God and acting that way, by praying and 

living daily and even moment by moment with an 

awareness of our need for this vital connection. Jesus the 

head of the church, who is the one worthy of all praise, 

honor and glory, demonstrated this life of vital connection 

with the Father. “But you are not to be called rabbi, for you 

have one teacher, and you are all brothers. And call no man 

your father on earth, for you have one Father, who is in 

heaven. Neither be called instructors, for you have one 

instructor, the Christ. The greatest among you shall be your 

servant. Whoever exalts himself will be humbled, and 

whoever humbles himself will be exalted.” (Matthew 23:8-12 

ESV)  Jesus humbled himself and is exalted. 

One day it was necessary for me to use the electric 

hedge trimmer to trim the hedges around the parsonage.  I 

rather enjoy this task.  It requires a long extension cord 
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which is constantly connected to the outlet on one end and 

the hedge trimmer on the working end.  It is not unusual 

that while trimming the cord is pulled loose from the 

connection on the trimmer. I cannot continue trimming 

even for a few seconds once that power cord disconnects  

the trimmer stops abruptly.  So, it is with our connection 

with God.  This is why God has told the church and each 

individual member of the church to “Pray without ceasing.” 

(1 Thessalonians 5:17 NASB) The true church lives in vital 

awareness and practice of constant connection to God. If 

the church were to lose this connection through neglect 

then the church dies. A group may continue to meet that 

calls itself the church but without this vital continual 

connection it ceases to be a working tool in God’s hand and 

therefore ceases to be effective.  It becomes a useless tool 

because it has lost its connection to the Power Source.   

As head Jesus is unlike any mere human sovereign. He 

is the original benevolent king.   For “Christ loved the 

church and gave himself up for her, that he might sanctify 

her, having cleansed her by the washing of water with the 

word, so that he might present the church to himself in 

splendor, without spot or wrinkle or any such thing, that 

she might be holy and without blemish.  (Ephesians 5:25-27 

ESV) 
 

The Task of the Church 
The Church has several ongoing purposes. The church 

is to worship God, disciple believers, and minister to the 

world through word and action.   

The ongoing task of the church is the proclamation of 

the Good News.  This task was given to the church by Jesus 

himself. 

And Jesus came and said to them, “All authority in 

heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go therefore and 

make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of 

the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching 

them to observe all that I have commanded you. And 
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behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age.”  

(Matthew 28:18-20 ESV)  The scope of this task is defined and 

implied in this passage. Jesus said to make disciples of all 

nations.  So, he was appointing his followers to a 

worldwide task.  That it would last to the end of the age 

tells us that it is to be an ongoing task for the rest of time.  

This task will not conclude until he returns. The task  

involves not just telling nations about Jesus, but teaching 

them to observe Jesus teachings. “You then, my child, be 

strengthened by the grace that is in Christ Jesus, and what 

you have heard from me in the presence of many witnesses 

entrust to faithful men who will be able to teach others 

also.”  (2 Timothy 2:1-2 ESV) 

We are not left alone in this task. Jesus made it clear that he 

is the one who builds the church when he said, "I will build my 

church, and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it." 

(Matthew 16:18b ESV)  Yet, he has chosen to work through the 

his church. 
 

The Expression of the Church 
The expression of the church in this age is observed in 

local gatherings.  The Universal church
6
 has its ultimate 

existence through time and around the globe.  It expresses 

its existence wherever as few as two or three gather in the 

name of Jesus.  This is seen in various passages in the New 

Testament.  The church often gathered in homes: “Greet 

Prisca and Aquila, my fellow workers in Christ Jesus… 

Greet also the church in their house. Greet my beloved 

Epaenetus, who was the first convert to Christ in Asia.” 

(Romans 16:3-5 ESV)  “Paul, a prisoner for Christ Jesus…To 

                                                             
6 “to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all 

generations, forever and ever. Amen.”  (Ephesians 3:21 ESV)  
“and to the assembly of the firstborn who are enrolled in heaven, and to 

God, the judge of all, and to the spirits of the righteous made perfect, (Hebrews 
12:23 ESV) 
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Philemon our beloved fellow worker and Apphia our sister 

and Archippus our fellow soldier, and the church in your 

house.” (Philemon 1:1-2 ESV) 
 

The church was recognized in various cities: “To the 

church of God that is in Corinth, to those sanctified in 

Christ Jesus, called to be saints together with all those who 

in every place call upon the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, 

both their Lord and ours: (1 Corinthians 1:2 ESV)  “Paul and 

Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus, To all the saints in Christ 

Jesus who are at Philippi, with the overseers and deacons: 

(Philippians 1:1 ESV) “To the church of the Thessalonians in 

God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.” (1 Thessalonians 

1:1 ESV)  
 

The Activity of the Local Church 

The church gathers to worship God, for mutual 

edification, the proclamation of the Good News, prayer, 

fellowship and observation of the ordinances of Baptism 

and the Lord’s Supper. The activities have been recognized 

as vital to the church since the time of Christ and Pentecost.  

The Hebrews where encouraged to:  “hold fast the confes-

sion of our hope without wavering, for he who promised is 

faithful. And let us consider how to stir up one another to 

love and good works, not neglecting to meet together, as is 

the habit of some, but encouraging one another, and all the 

more as you see the Day drawing near. (Hebrews 10:23-25 

ESV) 

The importance of the gathering of the body is under-

stood as its manner of function is known: “For as in one 

body we have many members, and the members do not all 

have the same function, so we, though many, are one body 

in Christ, and individually members one of another.”   

(Romans 12:4-5 ESV)  We are meant to understand the 

relationship of each member as interdependent all 

connected together in Christ.  Thus the presence of each 

member contributes exponentially to the life and 
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effectiveness of the body whereas the absence of any 

member is sorely felt.  As we value every part of our body 

and it function, so also we value every member of the body 

which is the church. 
 

Ordinances 

Ordinances can be defined as those outward rites, 

special activities which Christ appointed to be administered 

in each church as a visible sign of the inward reality of the 

Gospel. Specifically, we are referring to Baptism and the 

Lord's Supper.  Some organizations
7
 refer to these as 

"Sacraments." Roman Catholics believe that the partaking 

of the Sacrament conveys grace to the recipient. Protestants 

of course do not believe this. But for this reason some 

Protestants do not like the term whereas other Protestant 

groups do not mind the term as long as their understanding 

of it is clearly defined. We use the term ordinances.  But 

the word Sacrament could be used as long as we understand 

that we do not mean that it conveys grace by itself. While 

the Church of Rome has seven ordinances or sacraments, 

Ordination, Confirmation, Matrimony, Extreme Unction, 

Penance, Baptism, and the Lord's Supper. We with all other 

Protestants hold that only the latter two baptism and the 

Lord's Supper are ordinances.  
“Reformed theology recognizes certain means of grace, 

ordained by Jesus for the benefit of the church. Among these 
are the two sacraments, namely baptism and the Lord's 
Supper (Westminster Larger Catechism 154, 164).”8 

 

Baptism was not an innovation of the New Testament 

church. Obviously, John was baptizing prior to the 

beginning of Jesus ministry.  Baptism was also practiced as 

a rite of purification in Old Testament times.
9
   However, 

                                                             
7
 Roman Catholics, Orthodox, Lutherans, Anglican, Reformed, all use the 

term "Sacrament" referring to Baptism and the Lord's Supper. 
8 http://www.theopedia.com/calvinism-sacramentology 
9 Leviticus 13-15; Ezekiel 16:9; 2 Kings 5:1-14. 
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with  Jesus Christ’s command to baptize the nations this 

practice took on greater significance. 

The Greek word baptizo means to dip or plunge.  It 

appears that Jesus was immersed in Mark 1:10. Immersion 

also seems to be implied by the description given through 

Paul. “Do you not know that all of us who have been 

baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? We 

were buried there-fore with him by baptism into death, in 

order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the 

glory of the Father, we too might walk in newness of life.”  

(Romans 6:3-4 ESV)
10 Baptism properly understood does 

involve immersing.  This latter passage also reveals the 

meaning of the ceremony. 

Baptism is identification with Christ in his death and 

resurrection to new life.  It is also as Dr. Grudem points 

out
11

 a picture of the candidate being raised from the waters 

of judgement which swallowed up all humanity except for 

a few believers in the Flood of Genesis 7:6-24 and the 

Egyptians by the Red Sea in Exodus 14:26-29.  

Baptism symbolizes regeneration or spiritual rebirth. 

Beyond symbol there is spiritual benefit to baptism 

provided there is faith intent on the part of the candidate. 

But faith or trust is to be emphasized.   

Jesus instructed: “therefore and make disciples of all 

nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the 

Son and of the Holy Spirit.” (Mat. 28:19)  

The New Testament practice is to baptize those who 

have given a believable profession of faith.  This can be 

seen on the day of Pentecost “So those who received his 

word were baptized, and there were added that day about 

three thousand souls. (Acts 2:41 ESV)
12 It is therefore referred 

to as “believer’s baptism.”   

                                                             
10 Also see Colossians 2:11-12 
11 Grudem, Systematic Theology, Foot note p. 969 
12 Also see Acts 8:12; 10:47-48; 16:14-15; Gal 3:27 and others. 
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Jesus substitutionary death for our sin is the agent of 

our salvation not baptism.  Jesus promise to the thief on the 

cross, who could not be baptized  Luke 23:43, was trust-

worthy: “Today you will be with me in Paradise.”   
 

Communion "And he took bread, and when he had 

given thanks, he broke it and gave it to them, saying, 'This 

is my body, which is given for you. Do this in 

remembrance of me.' And likewise the cup after they had 

eaten, saying, 'This cup that is poured out for you is the 

new covenant in my blood.'" (Luke 22:19-20)  The ordinance 

of the Lord’s Supper or Communion flows directly from 

the Seder or Passover meal in which it was originally 

celebrated.  In the Exodus the children of Abraham were 

directed to celebrate the Passover meal forever.  It is 

interesting to notice that as we celebrate communion we are 

also keeping Passover. The bread that is broken is the 

afikomen which is the bread that is wrapped in linen early 

in the Seder meal and hidden away to be found later by the 

children.  Whoever finds it receives a prize.  So also, Jesus 

body was wrapped in linen, those who went looking for his 

body early on the first day of the week found great joy. 

And whoever seeks the resurrected Christ will find him and 

be rewarded.   

The cup is called the cup of salvation in the Seder 

meal.  It is the third cup.  It was this cup that Jesus shared 

and described as the “new covenant in my blood.”   

As we participate in the Lord’s Supper in faith, we are 

stating that we need and willing receive the benefit of 

Christ’s substitutionary death for ourselves.  

It can be described as spiritual nourishment “Just as 

ordinary food nourishes our physical bodies, so the bread 

and the wine of the Lord’s Supper give nourishment to us.  

But they also picture the fact that there is spiritual 
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nourishment and refreshment that Christ is giving to our 

souls.”
13

  As Jesus said:  
 

“Truly, truly, I say to you, unless you eat the flesh 

of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no 

life in you. Whoever feeds on my flesh and drinks my 

blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up on the 

last day. For my flesh is true food, and my blood is 

true drink. Whoever feeds on my flesh and drinks my 

blood abides in me, and I in him. As the living Father 

sent me, and I live because of the Father, so whoever 

feeds on me, he also will live because of me. This is 

the bread that came down from heaven, not like the 

bread the fathers ate, and died. Whoever feeds on this 

bread will live forever.”   (John 6:53-58 ESV) 
 

So Jesus indicates that the value of receiving him 

provides the nutrients necessary for our spiritual health.  

Through him we have the spiritual health needed for us to 

know everlasting life.  Through this physical means he 

communicates spiritual reality.  We participate in this 

ordinance together as a body as a reflection of our unity as 

the one body of Christ. 
 

Conclusion 

If we trust the promise that God has given through his 

son Jesus we are a member of the great assembly of his 

disciples that spans the globe and reaches through time.  

Thus we are part of God's great plan for the ages and the 

largest and longest lasting institution that the world has, or 

ever will know. Man can take no credit for this. God 

receives all the glory for the church he has promised to 

build and sustain until the day of Jesus Christ and 

throughout eternity. 

                                                             
13 Grudem, ibid, p. 990 
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He is ready to welcome anyone who will trust his Son 

as Savior to become a part of his eternal family. 

Let us together follow Him. 

 
 

 

 

These materials were created and compiled by Rev. Bruce A. Overstreet, 
D.Min., for training in the C&MA Statement of Faith. 

 


