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PREFACE 
 
 

In a letter to Robert Hooke, Sir Isaac Newton once wrote the following about  
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who encouraged me in my spiritual and academic growth: Tim Phillips, John Jackson, 

Dana Neer, Clint Kohl, David Meyer, and Michael Thigpen.  All of these men made 

significant impacts in my academic and spiritual life.  Likewise, the sacrificial service of 

the faculty and staff of Kokomo Christian School of Kokomo, Indiana, provided a godly 

example in my life and developed in me a Christian worldview.  Without their ministry in 

my life, this dissertation would never have been written.  I am also grateful for the 

faithful witness of Paul and Ruth Carter and their gift of several books for my library.  

This gift strengthened my desire to continue my seminary education and write this 

dissertation. 

Several different people have helped in the formation of both my thesis and 

                                                        
 

1
As quoted in Richard S. Westfall, Never at Rest: A Biography of Isaac Newton (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1983), 274.  
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investment in my life.  The editing work of Chris Bosson and Aaron O’Kelley from A+ 

Edits was also instrumental in the completion of this dissertation.  Chris and Aaron went 

above and beyond what I expected in their editing and assistance.  I am also grateful to 

John Zachary Eldredge for his editorial help and advice.  He provided useful critiques 

and insights that were very beneficial in my initial drafts.  Similarly, Paul Nesta, Seth 

Osborne, and JohnMark Beazley also provided helpful critiques and input.   

I would also like to thank Ed and Shannon Bowles, Miranda Mattingly, Darrell 
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CHAPTER 1 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 

Irrelevant, declining, confused—these are just a few adjectives that capture the  

state of the church in America.  The church faces enormous pressure both internally 

(from division and theological confusion) and externally (from an increasingly hostile, 

secular culture).  These pressures have caused many churches to deteriorate both 

numerically and doctrinally, placing them in a precarious position.
1
  As Southern Baptist 

pastor Bob Pearle rightly observes, “Churches that have lost their doctrinal core are 

struggling with an identity crisis.  Their mission and purpose is in danger of being lost 

because of cultural pressures and historical amnesia.”
2
  Over the past several decades, a 

myriad of views and movements have attempted to address this problem. 

Several of these views have attempted to fix problems in the church by 

proposing functionally oriented changes in the church; many authors who propose these 

types of functional changes within the church offer strategies for church growth that 

involve alterations in teaching methodology
3
 or overall church strategy.

4
  One book even 

                                                        
 
1
For a recent, insightful treatment of church decline in the Southern Baptist Convention, see Ed 

Stetzer, “SBC Decline and Demographic Change,” in The Great Commission Resurgence: Fulfilling God’s 

Mandate for Our Time, ed. Chuck Lawless and Adam W. Greenway (Nashville: B&H, 2010), 3–28. 

 
2
Bob Pearle, The Vanishing Church: Searching for Significance in the 21st Century (Garland, 

TX: Hannibal, 2009), 9. 

 
3
One example of a book that proposes changes in teaching methodology is Dave Ferguson, Jon 

Ferguson, and Eric Bramlett, The Big Idea: Aligning the Ministries of Your Church Through Creative 

Collaboration (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2007).  This book argues that in order for a church to grow and 

encourage spiritual growth, all of the church ministries should be focused on communicating one big idea 

to the congregation every Sunday.  

 
4
See E. Stanley Ott, Twelve Dynamic Shifts for Transforming Your Church (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 2002); Darrell W. Robins, Total Church Life: How to Be a First Century Church in a 21st  

 



 

 

 

 

2 

offers the following formula for positively changing a church: “(D+Rx)HW + PG = 

Changed Church.”
5
  While these books may contain some positive suggestions for 

assisting a struggling church, quite frequently they become almost entirely pragmatic in 

orientation.  As Bloesch argues, the church must not attempt to sell the gospel to people, 

but it is called to share it lovingly with them.
6
   

Movements have also arisen within the church that have attempted to address 

crises from both an ontological standpoint as well as a pragmatic, functional one.  One 

such movement is the emergent church.  In his book Reinventing Your Church, Brian 

McLaren contends, “Our theology, our ways of doing ministry, don’t seem to work or fit 

anymore.”
7
  The solution of the emergent movement is a radical redefinition of both 

doctrine and practice in the church.  Even though the emergent church offers some 

insightful critiques of the church, the changes advocated by the emergent church 

eventually lead to doctrinal confusion within any congregation that adopts emergent 

doctrine and methodology.
8
 

Another movement that has attempted to address the problem both functionally 

and ontologically is the missional church movement.  This movement strives to 

reemphasize the missional nature of the church through the church’s ontology as the 

________________________ 
 

Century World (Nashville: B&H, 1997); John Fuder and Noel Castellanos, eds., A Heart for the 

Community: New Models for Urban and Suburban Ministry (Chicago: Moody, 2009). 

 
5
Leith Anderson, A Church for the 21st Century (Minneapolis: Bethany House, 1992), 12.  The 

letters in the equation represent the following: D = diagnosis, Rx = prescription, HW = hard work, and PG = 

power of God. 

 
6
Donald G. Bloesch, The Reform of the Church (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1970), 140.  

Bloesch also insightfully opines that the church’s mission must be gospel proclamation and not concern for 

preserving its own institutional structure.  See Bloesch, The Reform of the Church, 180. 

 
7
Brian D. McLaren, Reinventing Your Church (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1998), 18. 

 
8
The doctrinal confusion caused by the emergent movement is evident by emergent church 

member Simon Hall when he opines, “My main aim for the community is not to be ‘post’ anything but to 

be ‘and’ everything.  We are evangelical and charismatic and liberal and orthodox and contemplative and 

into social justice and  into alternative worship” (Eddie Gibbs and Ryan K. Bolger, Emerging Churches: 

Creating Community in Postmodern Cultures [Grand Rapids: Baker, 2005], 38–39).   
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called and sent people of God. The missional church seeks to reorient the church toward 

(1) the gospel and (2) proclaiming the gospel by refocusing it on the mission of God; in 

missional church ecclesiology, the church proclaims the gospel as missionary people 

because of God’s missionary work through Jesus and the gospel.
9
  Several evangelicals 

share in the ethos of the missional church movement and have reemphasized the central 

role of the gospel in the church.
10

  This reassertion has helped to provide a constructive 

means for addressing the decline of the church in America. 

 In this dissertation, I explain further the relationship between the gospel and 

the church by providing a systematic paradigm for understanding how the gospel and the 

church interact with one another.  Given the state of the church, this dissertation provides 

a needed voice in the contemporary dialogue focused on church growth and renewal.  

Much of the literature on the relationship between the gospel and the church has been 

written at a nonacademic level.  This dissertation seeks to provide an academic 

formulation of the relationship between the gospel and the church, which can offer a 

systematic framework for the current discussion.  It also seeks to contribute to the field of 

ecclesiology by providing an in-depth formulation of the relationship between the gospel 

and the church in terms of speech act theory.  While this relationship has been suggested 

by Michael Horton in his systematic theology,
11

 my dissertation will develop this 

                                                        
 
9
Darrell L. Guder, ed., Missional Church: A Vision for the Send of the Church in North 

America (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 3–4, 10–11; Craig Van Gelder, The Ministry of the Missional 

Church: A Community Led by the Spirit (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2007), 15–17; Craig Van Gelder and 

Dwight J. Zscheile, The Missional Church in Perspective: Mapping Trends and Shaping the Conversation 

(Grand Rapids: Baker, 2011), 3–9. 

 
10

See Tim Chester and Steve Timmis, Total Church: A Radical Reshaping Around Gospel and 

Community (Wheaton: Crossway, 2008); Mark Dever and Paul Alexander, The Deliberate Church: 

Building Your Ministry on the Gospel (Wheaton: Crossway, 2005); Kevin DeYoung and Greg Gilbert, 

What Is the Mission of the Church? Make Sense of Social Justice, Shalom, and the Great Commission 

(Wheaton: Crossway, 2011); Colin Marshall and Tony Payne, The Trellis and the Vine: The Ministry Mind-

Shift That Changes Everything (Kingsford, NSW: Matthias Media, 2009). 

 
11

Michael Horton, The Christian Faith: A Systematic Theology for Pilgrims on the Way (Grand 

Rapids: Zondervan, 2011), 751–61. 
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relationship from a different angle than Horton.  It will also provide a much more 

comprehensive, systematic formulation of this relationship than what has previously been 

done. 

 
 

Thesis 

 The thesis of my dissertation is as follows: the church, acting as God’s 

instrument through the power of the Spirit, speaks its members into existence by means 

of the proclamation of the gospel of Jesus Christ; God, therefore, creates the church 

through the church.  In order to explain this thesis, its three major parts—(1) the church, 

acting as God’s instrument through the power of the Spirit, speaks its members into 

existence; (2) by means of the proclamation of the gospel of Jesus Christ; and (3) God, 

therefore, creates the church through the church—will be explained separately.  

 The first part of my thesis, the church, acting as God’s instrument through the 

power of the Spirit, speaks its members into existence, forms a key idea in my 

dissertation: the church, through a Spirit-empowered utterance, creates its members.  

Even though this idea could carry with it the notion of autonomy, I am not arguing that 

the church autonomously creates itself in any manner.  Instead, I will argue that the 

church has an instrumental, active, and participatory role in its own creation.  This role is 

a result of the church being God’s chosen instrument that he uses to draw his elect to 

himself.  Thus, the church is simply a participant in the sovereign work of God, 

dependent wholly upon his power for its role in its own creation.  The exact nature of this 

role is further elucidated when the church’s visible and invisible dimensions are taken 

into account.  As Karl Barth points out, the church has both a visible element (earthly, 

physical manifestation), which is able to be readily observed and an invisible element 

(the work of God in the church) that is not able to be observed.
12

  The members, 

                                                        
 
12

Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, ed. G. W. Bromiley and T. F. Torrance, vol. 4, The Doctrine 

of Reconciliation, trans. G. W. Bromiley (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark), 656-68. 
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ministries, and all other physical manifestations of the church compose the visible 

element of the church.  The invisible element, on the other hand, is the active work of 

God in Christ through the Holy Spirit.  It is through the physical structures of the church 

that the invisible God creates the church; that is, the church creates itself by its 

instrumental participation in God’s work of new creation through the invisible, 

regenerating work of the Holy Spirit in the lives of his elect.  

 The second part of the thesis specifies the way that, by means of the 

proclamation of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the church actively participates in its own 

creation: gospel proclamation.  When the church ministers to the lost world through the 

proclamation of the gospel, whether in preaching or in individual witnessing, the Holy 

Spirit works in the life of God’s elect to bring about salvation, hence creating the church.  

Thus, by the church’s utterance of the gospel, reality changes and the church is formed.   

 The third part of my thesis, namely, that God creates the church through the 

church, emphasizes the instrumental nature of the church in its own creation.  God works 

through the gospel proclamation of the church to create the members of the church.  The 

church does not function autonomously, but instead acts as a participant in the work of 

God through its gospel ministry.  Therefore, it is God who empowers the church to speak 

its members into existence by the proclamation of His Word: the gospel. 

 
 

Background 

 My interest in this topic stems from God’s call in my life to ministry.  When I 

was a freshman in high school, God called me into ministry at a youth rally.  Throughout 

high school, I fought with God over his calling to Christian service in my life.  I desired 

to pursue a career in computers and had no desire to be involved in Christian ministry, a 

profession that I realized to be difficult emotionally, spiritually, financially, and 

physically.  Prior to my high school years, my dad experienced difficulty in a church that 

asked him to leave because of some personal preferences of members of the 
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congregation.  My dad’s experience in church ministry repelled me from participating in 

any ministry tasks in the church.  Throughout my time in high school, God worked in my 

life to give me a passion for revival in his church as well as an acceptance of his calling 

in my life to Christian service.  I entered college with a desire to enter seminary after my 

collegiate years to pursue God’s call upon my life. 

 In college, my parents encouraged me to acquire a secular skill, and so I 

pursued a degree in computer engineering.  Even in my college years in engineering, God 

continued to give me a passion for his church.  When I arrived at seminary I desired to 

learn as much as I could about God and His word so that I could be better prepared to 

serve him in ministry.  It was during a sermon by Dr. Kevin Smith at Watson Memorial 

Baptist Church in Louisville, Kentucky, that I realized that much of the decline in the 

church is due to the church’s failure to proclaim the gospel and properly align its 

ministries around it; hence, it was during this sermon that my dissertation topic was born.  

Through the assistance of Drs. Allison and Puckett, I have studied extensively the 

relationship between the gospel and the church and developed my dissertation thesis.  In 

John 21:15-17, Jesus tells Peter that if he loves him, he will feed his sheep; it is my 

prayer that through this dissertation I will become better prepared for the ministry that 

God has for me: to love Jesus by feeding his sheep, the church. 

 
 
Evangelical Scholarship  

 I have already discussed the relevance of this topic to the current situation in 

the church; however, this dissertation also has relevance to evangelical scholarship.  

Many evangelical ecclesiologies, both practical and academic, lack a full, systematic 

exposition that describes how the church and the gospel relate to one another.  Even 

though this relationship has not been fully explored, scholars agree that the mission of the 
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church is to proclaim the gospel.
13

  This agreement is expressed in various ways, some of 

which are as follows: (1) one of the marks of the true church is gospel proclamation;
14

 (2) 

gospel proclamation is one major aspect of the church’s mission: to make disciples;
15

 (3) 

the church is an evangelist—God’s intended instrument for the evangelization of the 

world;
 16

 (4) the ministry of the church is to proclaim, explicate, and apply the gospel;
17

 

and (5) the church’s supreme task is to preach the Word of God and the gospel.
18

  Many 

evangelical theologians have also observed that the church is built by the gospel.
19

 One 

                                                        

13
See Ed Hayes, The Church, ed. Charles R. Swindoll and Roy B. Zuck (Nashville: Word, 

1999), 180–82; Robert S. Bilheimer, What Must the Church Do? (Freeport, NY: Books for Libraries, 

1971), 28–62; David Platt, Radical Together: Unleashing the People of God for the Purpose of God 

(Colorado Springs: Multnomah, 2011); Mark Driscoll and Gerry Breshears, Vintage Church: Timeless 

Truths and Timely Methods (Wheaton: Crossway, 2008), 217–42; Gene Mims, The Kingdom Focused 

Church: A Compelling Image of an Achievable Future for Your Church (Nashville: B&H, 2003), 16; John 

Drane, After McDonaldization: Mission, Ministry, and Christian Discipleship in an Age of Uncertainty 

(Grand Rapids: Baker, 2008), 59–92; Carl E. Braaten, The Apostolic Imperative: Nature and Aim of the 

Church’s Mission and Ministry (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1985), 60–62; W. A. Criswell, The Doctrine of 

the Church (Nashville: Convention Press, 1980), 55–64; Robins, Total Church Life: How to Be a First 

Century Church in a 21st Century World, 155; J. C. Hoekendijk, The Church Inside Out, ed. L. A. 

Hoedemaker and Pieter Tijmes, trans. Isaac C. Rottenberg (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1964), 12–17; 

Claude E. Payne and Hamilton Beazley, Reclaiming the Great Commission: A Practical Model for 

Transforming Congregations (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2000), 14–19; Henry T. Blackaby and Melvin 

D. Blackaby, Experiencing God Together (Nashville: B&H, 2002), 203–26; Edmund P. Clowney, The 

Church (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1995), 155–65.  These books are just a sampling from various 

denominational backgrounds of evangelical works that affirm that the mission of the church is gospel 

proclamation. 

 
14
Derek Thomas, “On the Rock of Ages Founded,” in Onward, Christian Soldiers: Protestants 

Affirm the Church, ed. Don Kistler (Morgan, PA: Soli Deo Gloria, 1999), 79–83. 

 
15

Donald G. Bloesch, The Church (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2002), 246–51. 

 
16

George E. Sweazey, The Church As Evangelist (New York: Harper & Row, 1969), 47–48. 

 
17

Wallace M. Alston, Guides to the Reformed Tradition: The Church (Atlanta: John Knox, 

1984), 126–29. 

 
18

R. B. Kuiper, The Glorious Body of Christ (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1967), 163–69. 

 
19

See Joel R. Beeke, “Glorious Things of Thee Are Spoken,” in Onward, Christian Soldiers: 

Protestants Affirm the Church, ed. Don Kistler (Morgan, PA: Soli Deo Gloria Publications, 1999), 34–40; 

Bloesch, The Reform of the Church, 139–55; Richard D. Phillips, Philip G. Ryken, and Mark E. Dever, The 

Church: One, Holy, Catholic, and Apostolic (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2004), 8–10; Tom Nettles, Ready for 

Reformation? Bringing Authentic Reform to Southern Baptist Churches (Nashville: B&H, 2005), 28–38.  

These books are a sampling from various denominational backgrounds of evangelical works that affirm that 

the church is built by the gospel. 
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example is John Hammet, a Southern Baptist theologian who argues, “The church is 

called into being by the gospel.”
20

  A few theologians also briefly mention that the church 

is built by its own gospel proclamation,
21

or, as the Pentecostal theologian Melvin Hodges 

opines, the church is “self-propagating.”
22

  This dissertation advances this discussion by 

providing a full, systematic treatment of the relationship between the gospel and the 

church; it will tie together various strands of evangelical scholarship by systematically 

showing that the church’s mission of gospel proclamation and its own creation are not 

separate theological discussions, but in fact the same discussion approached from 

different angles.  

 In this dissertation, I will utilize speech act theory to provide needed nuances 

and philosophical refinement to the reciprocal relationship between the gospel and the 

church that I will develop from scriptural exegesis.  This dissertation advances the 

discussion of how speech act theory relates to the church in the following ways: (1) it 

provides an in-depth, systematic exposition of the relationship between the gospel and the 

church in terms of speech act theory;
23

 (2) it derives the relationship between the gospel 

and the church from New Testament exegesis to formulate a cyclical relationship 

between the gospel and the church in terms of speech act theory;
24

 (3) it uses speech act 

theory to emphasize the church’s active participation in its own creation, (4) it shows 

                                                        
 
20

John S. Hammett, Biblical Foundations for Baptist Churches: A Contemporary Ecclesiology 

(Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2005), 225. 

 
21

Donald G. Miller, The Nature and Mission of the Church (Richmond: John Knox, 1966), 68–

9; Johann Gerhard, On the Church, ed. Benjamin T. G. Mayes, trans. Richard J. Dinda (St. Louis: 

Concordia, 2010), 247–49. 

 
22

Melvin L. Hodges, A Theology of the Church and Its Mission: A Pentecostal Perspective 

(Springfield, MO: Gospel, 1977), 77. 

 
23

Horton briefly mentions the presence of speech act theory in the creation of the church.  See 

Horton, The Christian Faith, 753-54.   

 
24

Horton applies speech act theory to the creation of the church primarily by using the 

ontology of the gospel message as the Word of God, which he defines in terms of speech act theory.  
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how speech act theory coincides with the church as mother metaphor in church history by 

demonstrating that both paradigms emphasize the church’s active participation in the 

salvation of believers, and  (5) it emphasizes the centrality of Christ in the church in 

terms of speech act theory. 

 
 

Methodology 
 
 This dissertation follows D. A. Carson’s definition of systematic theology: 
 

By systematic theology, I refer to the branch of theology that seeks to elaborate the 
whole and the parts of Scripture, demonstrating their logical (rather than their 
merely historical) connections and taking full cognizance of the history of doctrine 
and the contemporary intellectual climate and categories and queries while finding 
its sole ultimate authority in the Scriptures themselves, rightly interpreted.  
Systematic theology deals with the Bible as a finished product.

25
 

It seeks to formulate systematically the relationship between the gospel and the church 

portrayed in the biblical canon.  It also takes into account both the history of doctrine and 

the contemporary intellectual climate; each chapter will provide a contribution to a 

“theological vision” for the church that clarifies the church’s participatory role in the 

creation of its members.
26

   

 As Carson argues, historical theology serves systematic theology in three 

ways: (1) it reveals “options and configurations” of the biblical data which may not have 

otherwise been noticed; (2) it helps demonstrate how contemporary theological views are 

the outcome of contemporary thought; and (3) it helps set boundaries on current 

                                                        
 
25
D. A. Carson, “Unity and Diversity in the New Testament: The Possibility of Systematic 

Theology,” in Collected Writings on Scripture, ed. Andrew David Naselli (Wheaton: Crossway, 2010), 

118.  Carson’s definition more specifically elaborates on the views expressed by Wayne Grudem and 

Millard Erickson on the nature and definition of systematic theology.  See Wayne Grudem, Systematic 

Theology: An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2000), 21–16), and Millard 

Erickson, Christian Theology, 2
nd

 ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1998), 22–25).  

 
26
As Richard Lints argues, “A theological vision allows them [modern people] to understand 

anew their own world” (Richard Lints, The Fabric of Theology: A Prolegomenon to Evangelical Theology 

[Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993], 316–17).  While it is beyond the scope of this dissertation to develop 

fully all of the relevant applications of this theological vision to the church, it does provide a springboard 

from which these applications can be more fully expounded.  
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systematic formulation by demonstrating uniformity of doctrine between Christians from 

all time periods.
27

  This dissertation uses Carson’s methodology in its treatment of 

historical theology.  It begins with a historical section in Chapter 2, since it is a 

contemporary reformulation of an idea present in historical theology: the church as 

mother metaphor.  The historical section shows the continuity of its thesis with Christians 

from different time periods who have greatly influenced Reformed theology.  

Specifically, it examines the relationship between soteriology and ecclesiology in four 

prominent theologians—Cyprian, Augustine, Luther, and Calvin—who have significantly 

influenced the Protestant trajectory and used the “church as mother” motif in their 

theology.  This examination will confirm the conclusions that I reach in my systematic 

and exegetical portions of my dissertation by demonstrating the underlying continuity 

between my dissertation thesis and the theologies of Cyprian, Augustine, Luther, and 

Calvin.  After my historical section in chapter 2, I will proceed in chapter 3 by defining 

the terms “gospel” and “church.”  This chapter will provide a common, working set of 

definitions for the exegetical and systematic portions of my dissertation. 

Since the primary task of systematic theology is to provide an understanding of 

a topic in the biblical canon, this dissertation progresses from chapters 2 and 3 to 

scriptural exegesis in chapters 4 and 5.  The exegesis portion of the dissertation provides 

historical-grammatical exegesis of relevant passages in the New Testament
28

 that is 

faithful to the textual, epochal, and canonical horizons of the biblical text.
29

  In Chapter 4, 

                                                        
 
27
D. A. Carson, “The Role of Exegesis in Systematic Theology,” in Doing Theology in Today’s 

World: Essays in Honor of Kenneth S. Kantzer, ed. John D. Woodbridge and Thomas Edward McComiskey 

(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1994), 56–57; Andrew David Naselli, “D. A. Carson’s Theological Method,” 

Sbet 29 (2011): 22.  Gregg Allison also provides a helpful discussion of the importance and uses of 

historical theology as well.  See Gregg R. Allison, Historical Theology : An Introduction to Christian 

Doctrine (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2011), 23–34. 

 
28

It should be noted that this dissertation will primarily deal with the New Testament because 

of the discontinuity between the church and Israel, which will be further expounded in chap. 3. 
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I will contend that the proclamation of the gospel creates members of the church.  The 

scriptural exegesis in this chapter goes in canonical order and focuses on exegeting 

passages that are recognized as being important in understanding the church’s formation.  

Chapter 5 argues through scriptural exegesis that the church is God’s instrument in the 

proclamation of the gospel.  Like chapter 4, it focuses on exegeting recognized passages 

that define the mission of the church.  A relationship between the gospel and the church 

will then be derived from the biblical exegesis of chapters 4 and 5.   

 The final portion of this dissertation presents the relationship between the 

gospel and the church within the current intellectual climate. It first defines a reciprocal 

relationship between the gospel and the church as follows: the proclamation of the gospel 

creates the members of the church, and the church is the instrument of gospel 

proclamation.  Chapter 6 then frames the reciprocal relationship between the gospel and 

the church in terms of speech act theory.  This formulation faithfully utilizes both (1) 

scriptural exegesis and (2) historical theology.  First, it briefly defines speech act theory 

and discusses why it can be applied to the reciprocal relationship between the gospel and 

the church.  It then develops a speech act formulation of the reciprocal relationship in 

which the church proclaims both the locution and illocution of the gospel message and 

the Spirit creates the perlocutionary effect of the church’s gospel proclamation – the 

church itself.  Specifically, it will be argued that a declarative illocutionary force in 

gospel proclamation through the power of the Spirit is what brings about the 

perlocutionary effect of gospel proclamation: the church.  I will conclude in chapter 7 by 

discussing topics for further research and briefly explaining the application of my 

dissertation thesis to the present crisis in the church. 

 

________________________ 
 
29

This dissertation follows the theological methodology of Richard Lints.  Every text, 

moreover, is exegeted with these three horizons in mind.  See Lints, The Fabric of Theology, 293–310.  
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CHAPTER 2 

 
THE CHURCH AS MOTHER: THE HISTORICAL 

PRECEDENT FOR THE PARTICIPATORY  
ROLE OF THE CHURCH IN THE 

SALVATION OF BELIEVERS 
 
 

Introduction 

 Throughout church history theologians have argued for the active, 

participatory role of the church in gospel proclamation and the salvation of believers; 

they often view the church as the instrument through which believers are created.  One 

theological motif that indicates this participatory role is the church as mother metaphor: 

the church actively gives birth to (i.e., participates in the salvation of) believers.  This 

dissertation develops the idea behind this metaphor.
1
  Specifically, I develop the active, 

participatory role of the church in the salvation of believers that the church as mother 

metaphor emphasizes.  I also suggest that when the church participates in the salvation of 

believers, it is participating in its own creation.  The nature of my dissertation, therefore, 

warrants a brief treatment on the church as mother metaphor because it (1) provides a 

contemporary formulation of the idea behind the church as mother motif with some 

nuanced differences, and (2) explores the metaphor’s implications.
2
 

                                                        
 
1
Even though Cyprian, Augustine, Luther, and Calvin argue for infant baptism, their views still 

provide historical precedent for the idea behind my thesis: the church has an active, participatory role in 

salvation.  This idea is the general concept behind the church as mother metaphor as well as my dissertation 

thesis: the church, acting as God’s instrument of new creation through the power of the Spirit, speaks its 

members into existence by means of the proclamation of the gospel of Jesus Christ.  Each of these 

theologians argues that the church is actively involved in salvation and, consequently, affirms that the 

church plays an active role in salvation, which is the implicit idea behind my thesis.  These four 

theologians, then, provide historical precedent for my dissertation thesis. 

 
2
Luther parallels my thesis more than any other of the four theologians whom I examine in that 

he believes that the church is created by the proclamation of the Word of God.  This chapter, therefore, 

concentrates on Luther more than the other theologians. 
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   For the historical treatment of the church as mother motif, I have chosen four 

theologians—Cyprian, Augustine, Luther, and Calvin—to examine based on the 

following two criteria: (1) the theologian had to use the church as mother metaphor in his 

theology and (2) the theologian had to exercise considerable influence on the Reformed 

theological tradition.
3
  The positive usage of the church as mother metaphor as well as the 

distinctive relationship between soteriology and ecclesiology in each of these four 

theologians demonstrates the active, participatory role of the church in the salvation of 

the believer.  Therefore, I examine the relationship between soteriology and ecclesiology 

in their theology, emphasizing, where important, their usage of the church as mother 

metaphor.
4
  In this chapter, moreover, I argue that Cyprian, Augustine, Luther, and 

Calvin view the church as having an indispensable, participatory role in gospel 

proclamation and therefore, in the salvation of believers.  

 
 

Cyprian 

 As bishop, theologian, and martyr, Cyprian’s influence on the history of the 

church is both pronounced and indisputable.  The following discussion focuses on the 

connection between soteriology and ecclesiology
5
 in his theology.

6
  I argue that Cyprian 

                                                        
 
3
Admittedly, other theologians could have been examined.  However, since this dissertation 

provides a systematic formulation of my thesis, I only survey a few theologians to show that there is some 

historical precedent for my thesis in church history. Thus, I do not provide an in-depth historical survey as 

the allotted space and nature of my dissertation do not allow for it.  Finally, while Cyprian may not, at first, 

seem to fit the two criteria for inclusion into this chapter, his considerable influence on Augustine and 

Calvin, as well as the fact that he was one of the first theologians to use the church as mother metaphor, 

makes him worthy of inclusion. 

 
4
Luther and Calvin also give the gospel a central, foundational role in the church. 

  
5
For a scholarly exposition of Cyprian’s ecclesiology, see Joe W. Shore, The Ecclesiology of 

Cyprian (n.p., 1971). 

 
6
A large portion of Cyprian’s ecclesiological work deals with how the church should handle 

those Christians who had forsaken Christ (the lapsed) during the Decian persecution. For a helpful 

discussion on the Decian persecution, see Edward White Benson, Cyprian: His Life, His Times, His Work 

(New York: Appleton, 1897), 60–38; J. Patout Burns, Cyprian the Bishop (London: Routledge, 2002), 12– 
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develops a high conception of the church based upon his soteriology.  Indeed, it is his 

view on baptism that leads him to root salvation in the church alone, giving the church an 

active, participatory role in the salvation of believers.  I begin the discussion with 

Cyprian’s view of salvation and close it by explaining how Cyprian’s view of salvation 

impacts his ecclesiology.   

 
 
Cyprian’s Soteriology 

 For Cyprian, the atoning work of Christ enables the sins of believers to be  

forgiven.
7
 Christ’s atoning work, moreover, requires a response: confessing him as Lord.  

Cyprian held that one could not spend eternity in heaven without this confession.
8
  His 

emphasis on the work of Christ for salvation continued in his thoughts on baptism.
9
  

Cyprian argued that the saving work of Christ was applied to the believer through 

________________________ 

24; Michael M. Sage, Cyprian (Cambridge: Philadelphia Patristic Foundation, 1975), 165–266; John Alfred 

Faulkner, Cyprian: The Churchman (Cincinnati: Jennings and Graham, 1906), 58–73.  For some helpful 

discussion of Cyprian’s theology in the context of the events of his life and times, see G. S. M. Walker, The 

Churchmanship of St. Cyprian, Ecumenical Studies in History, vol. 9 (Richmond: John Knox, 1969), 7–18;  

Joseph Henry Fichter, Saint Cecil Cyprian: Early Defender of the Faith (London: Herder, 1942); Peter 

Bingham Hinchliff, Cyprian of Carthage and the Unity of the Christian Church (London: Geoffrey 

Chapman, 1974); Allen Brent, Cyprian and Roman Carthage (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2010); Pope Benedict XVI, “Saint Cyprian,” in Church Fathers: From Clement of Rome to Augustine (San 

Francisco: Ignatius, 2008), 48-52; and Benson, Cyprian; Robert F. Evans, One and Holy: The Church in 

Latin Patristic Thought (London: S.P.C.K., 1972), 37–64. 

 
7
“The Father has sent His son [Christ] to preserve us and to quicken us that He might be able 

to restore us, and because the son wished to be sent and to be called the son of man that He might make us 

the sons of God.  He humbled Himself that He might raise up the people who before were prostrate; He was 

wounded that He might cure our wounds; He served that He might draw those served away to liberty.  He 

underwent death that He might hold forth immortality to mortals.  These are the many and great gifts of 

divine mercy.  But still further, what providence and what great clemency that is, that we are provided for 

by a plan of salvation so that more abundant care is taken for man’s salvation who has already been 

redeemed!  For when the Lord had come and healed the wounds which Adam had borne and had cured the 

old poisons of the serpent, He gave him when made whole a law not to sin anymore lest something more 

serious happen to him by his sinning” (Cyprian, Works and Almsgiving, in Saint Cyprian: Treatises, trans. 

and ed. Roy J. Deferrari, The Fathers of the Church: A New Translation [New York: Fathers of the Church, 

1958], 36:227). 

 
8
Cyprian, The Lapsed, in St. Cyprian: The Lapsed and The Unity of the Catholic Church, trans. 

Maurice Bévenot, Ancient Christian Writers (London: Longmans, Green and Co., 1957), 25:18. 

 
9
See also Faulkner, Cyprian, 154. 
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baptism;
10

 it is in this sense that believers were saved through baptism.  When describing 

his conversion experience, Cyprian argued poignantly for the saving role of baptism: 

 
While I was lying in darkness and in the obscure night, and while, ignorant of my 
real life, I was tossing about on the sea of a restless world wavering and doubtful in 
my wandering steps, a stranger to the truth and the light, I thought it indeed difficult 
and hard (to believe) according to the character of mine at the time that divine 
mercy was promised for my salvation, so that anyone might be born again and 
quickened unto a new life by the laver of the saving water, he might put off what he 
had been before, and, although the structure of the body remained, he might change 
himself in soul and mind . . . . But afterwards, when the stain of my past life had 
been washed away by the aid of the water of regeneration, a light from above 
poured itself upon my chastened and pure heart.

11
 

Thus, Cyprian links important elements of the conversion experience—the washing away 

of sin and regeneration—to baptism.
12

  In his epistle, To Pompeius, Cyprian also asserted 

that the Christian was born through baptism: 

 
For it is baptism that the old man dies and the new man is born, as the blessed 
Apostle makes manifestly clear and proves when he says: He has saved us through 
the washing of rebirth . . . . Furthermore, it is not by the laying-on of hands that a 
man is born, but it is in baptism: he must be born already, that he may receive the 
Spirit… Now the birth of Christians is in baptism; and the generation and 
sanctification of baptism are with the one bride of Christ [Church].

13
 

                                                        
 
10
Faulkner aptly describes baptism as being for Cyprian the “gate of salvation” (Faulkner, 

Cyprian, 149).  While Cyprian can be accurately described as holding to a form of baptismal regeneration, I 

have chosen not to use this term to refer to his view, which is nuanced and markedly different from some 

modern conceptions of baptismal regeneration.   

 
11

Cyprian, To Donatus, in Saint Cyprian: Treatises, trans. and ed. Roy J. Deferrari, The 

Fathers of the Church: A New Translation (New York: Fathers of the Church, 1958), 36:8–9. 

 
12

Cyprian also argued that a Christian must be baptized before they could receive the Holy 

Spirit: “Furthermore, it is not by the laying-on of hands (when the Holy Spirit is received) that a man is 

born, but it is in baptism: he must be born already, that he may receive the Spirit” (Cyprian, “To 

Pompeius,” in The Letters of Cyprian, trans. G. W. Clarke, vol. 4, Ancient Christian Writers [New York: 

Newman, 1989], 74).  See also Everett Ferguson, Baptism in the Early Church: History, Theology, and 

Liturgy in the First Five Centuries (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 354. 

 
13

Cyprian, “To Pompeius,” 73–74.  Cyprian made a similar comment in his treatise, The Dress 

of Virgins: “All indeed who attain to the divine and paternal gift by sanctification of baptism put off therein 

the old man by the grace of the saving waters, and, renewed by the Holy Spirit, they are cleansed by the 

impurities of the old contagion by a second birth” (Cyprian, The Dress of Virgins, in Saint Cyprian: 

Treatises, ed. Roy J. Deferrari, trans. Sister Angela Elizabeth Keenan, The Fathers of the Church: A New 

Translation [New York: Fathers of the Church, 1958], 36:51). 
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For Cyprian, baptism served as an entry point into God’s work of salvation through 

Christ.
14

  However, it did not permanently cover all of the believer’s sins. 

 In Cyprian’s theology, the application of Christ’s work through baptism covers 

all of the believer’s sins up to the point at which they were baptized.  After baptism, 

however, virtue (i.e., good works) is needed to atone for sin: “And because the remission 

of sins is once granted in baptism, constant and continuous labor acting in the manner of 

baptism again bestows the indulgences of God.”
15

  These labors—almsgiving and good 

works—bestow divine favor and forgiveness of sins.
16

  Almsgiving makes prayers more 

effective, redeems life from dangers, and frees one’s soul from death;
17

 good works, 

especially ministering to others, satisfy God’s wrath and wash away one’s sins.
18

  

Forgiveness of sin and admission into heaven through a virtuous life are also linked 

directly to the church’s ministry: “For the Lord says that, when the day of judgment shall 

come they, who have labored in His Church, are admitted to receive the kingdom.”
19

  In 

                                                        
 
14
For a detailed discussion of Cyprian’s view on baptism, see Ferguson, Baptism in the Early 

Church, 351–61; and Shore, The Ecclesiology of Cyprian, 8–27. 

 
15

Cyprian, Works and Almsgiving, 228. 

 
16

For Cyprian, the Lord’s Supper also played a role in removing the “weight of sins” present in 

the believer (Cyprian, “To Caecilius,” in The Letters of Cyprian, trans. G. W. Clarke, Ancient Christian 

Writers [New York: Newman, 1986], 3:104).  See also Michael Haykin, “Eucharistic Thought and Piety in 

the Patristic Era,” in The Lord’s Supper: Remembering and Proclaiming Christ’s Death until He Comes, 

ed. Thomas R. Schreiner and Matthew R. Crawford, NAC Studies in Bible & Theology 10 (Nashville: 

B&H, 2011), 115. Faulkner argues that Cyprian also sees partaking in the Lord’s Supper as being a means 

to earn merit both for the living and the dead.  See Faulkner, Cyprian, 159.  

 
17

Cyprian, Works and Almsgiving, 231–32.  As Cyprian declared, “[Our] petitions are made  

more efficacious by almsgiving; that by almsgiving life is redeemed from dangers; that by almsgiving souls 

are freed from death” (Cyprian, Works and Almsgiving, 231).  As Ferguson notes, Cyprian preserves the 

uniqueness and importance of baptism in that almsgiving is only necessary for the forgiveness of 

postbaptismal sins.  See Ferguson, Baptism in the Early Church, 361. 

 
18
“The remedies for propitiating God have been given in the words of God himself; divine 

instructions have taught that God is satisfied by just works, that sins are cleansed by merits of mercy” 

(Cyprian, Works and Almsgiving, 231). 

 
19

Ibid., 236.  In this passage, the phrase “labored in his church” refers to those in the church 

who have assisted the church’s ministry to the poor.  The phrase “when the day of judgment shall come” 

refers to the eschatological judgment.  Cyprian, in this passage, argued that good works can forgive sins.  



 

 

 

 

17 

Cyprian’s theology, faithfully laboring in the church becomes an important component of 

securing eternal life for the Christian.  Cyprian also believed that the church occupied a 

central role in the Christian’s initial conversion. 

 

Cyprian’s Ecclesiology 

 Salvation outside the church, according to Cyprian, does not exist; to separate 

oneself from the church is to separate oneself from God and Christ: “Whoever breaks 

with the Church and enters on an adulterous union, cuts himself off from the promises 

made to the Church; and he who has turned his back on the Church of Christ shall not 

come to the rewards of Christ: he is an alien, a worldling, an enemy.  You cannot have 

God for your Father if you have not the Church for your mother.”
20

  It is only through the 

church that one can obtain forgiveness of sin and eternal life: “When we say, ‘Dost thou 

believe in eternal life and remission of sins through the holy Church?’ we mean that 

remission of sins is not granted except in the Church, and that among heretics, where 

there is no Church, sins cannot be put away.”
21

 The church, then, is the gateway to 

salvation. 

 Cyprian’s view on baptism forms the background to his view on the church as 

the dispenser of salvation because the church is the sole administrator of true, saving 

baptism: 

 
Now the birth of Christians is in baptism; and the generation and sanctification of 
baptism are with the one bride of Christ.  She alone is capable of spiritually bearing 
and giving birth to sons to God.  This being so, where and of what mother and to 

________________________ 
 

Since good works have some type of involvement in the forgiveness of a Christian’s postbaptismal sins, 

they are “admitted to receive the kingdom” (ibid., 231). 

  
20

Cyprian, The Unity of the Catholic Church, in St. Cyprian: The Lapsed and The Unity of the 

Catholic Church, trans. Maurice Bévenot, Ancient Christian Writers (London: Longmans, Green and Co., 

1957), 25:48–49. 
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whom is he born who is not a son of the Church?  If a man is to have God for 
Father, he must first have the Church for mother.

22
 

The act of baptism by immersion
23

 owes its saving efficacy to the consecration of the 

baptismal water by a priest or bishop
24

 and, because saving baptism is only available with 

consecrated water, the church is the gateway to salvation, the sole provider of true 

baptism by which the saving work of Christ is applied to the life of believers and infants. 

 The church—the mother of all believers—is also directly involved in raising 

and assisting her children to live pure, God-centered lives:   

 
Our Lord’s Church is radiant with light and pours her rays over the whole world; 
but it is one and the same light which is spread everywhere, and the unity of her 
body suffers no division.  She spreads her branches in generous growth over all the 
earth, she extends her abundant streams even further; yet one is the head-spring, one 
is the source, one the mother which who is prolific in her offspring, generation after 
generation: of her womb we are born, of her milk are we fed, of her Spirit our souls 
draw their life breath.

25
 

To separate from the church, then, is, for the Christian, to die or, as Cyprian wrote, to be 

cut off from their spiritual food (milk) and life (breath).
26

   

 Because of the importance of believers being united to the church for eternal 

salvation, Cyprian emphasized church unity.
27

  Even if one confesses Christ, one is lost if 
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24
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Januarius, 376). 
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one separates from the church.
28

  For Cyprian, there is no salvation for one who 

permanently separates from the church.
29

  Indeed, church unity is important to Cyprian 

because it is important to salvation.   

 The importance of unity in the church led Cyprian to emphasize the 

importance of the office of the bishop—God’s appointed leader who temporarily takes 

Christ’s role in the church,
30

 maintaining the church’s unity by preventing apostasy 

through schism.  To go against the bishop, for Cyprian, is to go against Christ and the 

church: 

 
Does a man think he is with Christ when he acts in opposition to the bishops of 
Christ, when he cuts himself off from the society of His clergy and people?  He is 
bearing arms against the Church, he is waging war upon God’s institutions.  An 
enemy of the alter, a rebel against the sacrifice of Christ; giving up faith for perfidy, 
religion for sacrilege; an unruly servant, an undutiful son and hostile brother, 
despising the bishops and deserting the priests of God, he presumes to set up a new 
altar, to raise unauthorized voices in a rival liturgy, to profane the reality of the 

________________________ 
 

noted that Cyprian is not clear on the exact relationship between forsaking the church and forsaking the 

gospel: “Let no one, beloved brethren, make you to err from the ways of the Lord; let no one snatch you, 

Christians, from the Gospel of Christ; let no one take sons of the Church away from the Church; let them 

perish alone for themselves who have wished to perish; let them remain outside the Church alone who have 

departed from the Church; let them alone be without bishops who have rebelled against bishops” (Cyprian, 

Epistle XXXIX: To The People, Concerning Five Schismatic Presbyters of the Faction of Felicissimus, ANF 

[Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2004], 5:318).  See Shore, The Ecclesiology of Cyprian, 42–43. 
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Catholic Church, 63-64). 
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with God . . . . God is one, and Christ is one, and His Church is one; one is the faith and one the people 

cemented together by harmony into the strong unity of a body.  That unity cannot be split; that one body 

cannot be divided by any cleavage of its structure, nor cut up in fragments with its vitals torn apart.  

Nothing separated from the parent stock can ever live or breathe apart; all hope of salvation is lost” 

(Cyprian, The Unity of the Catholic Church, 57, 65). 
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Fortunatus and Felicissimus, or Against the Heretics, ANF (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2004), 5:340).   
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divine Victim by pseudo-sacrifices, forgetting that whoever opposes God’s 
institution is punished for his reckless insolence by divine retribution.

31
   

As noted above, it is through the bishop that baptism is administered.
32

  It is, then, 

through the work of the bishop that Christ’s atoning work is applied to the believer or 

infant through baptism.  The emphasis on the authority of the bishop in Cyprian’s 

ecclesiology would have massive repercussions in the church for nearly a millennia to 

come.
33

 

 Cyprian’s view of the church’s role in salvation is rooted in his overall 

soteriology.  His emphasis on the role of baptism in the application of Christ’s work to 

the believer leads him to elevate the church’s role in salvation.  The church is the only 

institution permitted by God to administer baptism, which is to be dispensed by the 

church’s bishops.  Salvation is therefore found solely in the church because only the 

church can administer saving baptism that applies Christ’s work to humanity.  The church 

is also needed to assist the believer in performing virtuous works that enable the 

forgiveness of sins committed after baptism.  Cyprian’s views on the prominent role of 

the church in his soteriology also cause him to assert the disastrous nature of schism: to 

separate from the church is to condemn oneself to eternal damnation.  In conclusion, 

Cyprian’s soteriology has a marked effect on his ecclesiology, which causes him to give 

the church an indispensable, active, participatory role in the salvation of believers.   
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Augustine 

 In contrast to Cyprian, Augustine’s ecclesiology triumphs over his 

soteriology.
34

  In what follows, I argue that Augustine,
35

 like Cyprian, believed the 

church
36

 had a vital, participatory role to play in the salvation process of believers.  This 

belief is the logical result of Augustine’s theological conception of the church as the body 

of Christ and the church as the virginal mother of believers.  I begin my exposition with 

Augustine’s view of salvation.  Augustine’s views on original sin, predestination, 

justification, and baptism do not necessarily stress the role of the church in salvation; 

nonetheless, understanding these views is important because they act as the background 

to the relationship between his soteriology and ecclesiology.
37

  

 
 
Augustine’s Soteriology 

 Augustine believed that there were two types of sin: actual and original.
38

  

Actual sins are sins committed by an individual person; original sins, in contrast, are sins 
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committed by the entire human race in Adam.
39

  Augustine believed the following 

concerning original sin: (1) it is passed down from parents to posterity, (2) all humanity 

even from birth is sinful due to original sin,
40

 and (3) it corrupts human nature.  

Humanity, then, has a sinful disposition from which actual sin originates.  Because of 

original sin, it is natural for humanity to sin and unnatural for humanity to obey God.
41

   

 Augustine also believed that God predestined individuals for salvation so that 

they would accept Christ’s forgiveness for their original and actual sins.  He argued that 

Christians choose God not because God foreknew they would choose him; instead, he 

chose them so that they would choose him.
42

  Since Christians are predestined by God to 

believe in the work of Christ for salvation, God’s predestining leads them to be justified. 

________________________ 
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 Justification, for Augustine, means to be “deemed or reckoned as just”
43

 or 

“made righteous”
44

 and is appropriated by faith, which is a gift given to God’s elect 

through the work of the Spirit.
45

  Such faith in Christ provides justification for one’s 

original and actual sins: “[W]hilst grace conducts us to justification from the remission of 

many sins,—that is to say, not simply from the original sin, but from all others also 

whatsoever.”
46

  Baptism, along with predestination and faith in Christ, also plays an 

important role in Augustine’s soteriology.  Augustine believed that baptism was 

important in the salvation process, for, the Spirit’s regeneration of the elect is the inward 

form of God’s grace and baptism is the outward form.
47

  The importance of baptism in 

________________________ 
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the salvation process is emphasized by his support of infant baptism for the salvation of 

infants.  His support of infant baptism is rooted in his understanding of sin; he believes 

that infant baptism saves infants by washing away the infant’s original sin.  Since the 

infant has no actual sin, all of the infant’s sin—his original sin—is atoned for through 

baptism: “Now, inasmuch as infants are not held bound by any sins of their own actual 

life, it is the guilt of original sin which is healed in them by the grace of Him who saves 

them by the laver of regeneration.”
48

  Augustine’s soteriology does not explicitly link the 

church to the process of the individual believer’s salvation; however, his conception of 

the church places soteriology under the church’s jurisdiction, giving the church an active 

role in the salvation of believers. 

 
 
Augustine’s Ecclesiology 

 Augustine emphasized the active role of the church in the process of salvation 

with his metaphor of the church as the mother of believers:
49

 “We had a father and 

mother on earth, that we might be born to labours and to death: but we have found other 

parents, God our Father, and the Church our Mother, by whom we are born unto life 

________________________ 
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eternal.”
 50

  Similarly, he writes, “Yet even these [Adam’s posterity] would He have to be 

saved in the bosom of Mother Church by His grace who saves His people from their 

sins.”
51

  The activity of the church is so crucial to salvation and a relationship with God 

that, like Cyprian, Augustine believes the church must be one’s mother before God can 

be one’s father: “But ye begin to have him [God] for your father, when ye have been born 

by the church as your Mother.”
52

   

 Augustine also argued for the virginity of the church even though it is the 

mother of believers.  For Augustine, the church, although a virgin, gives birth to believers 

spiritually just as Mary gave birth to Christ: 

 
Whereas, therefore, the whole Church itself is a virgin espoused unto one Husband 
Christ, as the Apostle saith, of how great honor are its members worthy, who guard 
this even in the flesh itself, which the whole Church guards in the faith? which 
imitates the mother of her husband, and her Lord. For the Church also is both a 
mother and a virgin. For whose virgin purity consult we for, if she is not a virgin? or 
whose children address we, if she is not a mother? Mary bare the Head of This Body 
after the flesh, the Church bears the members of that Body after the Spirit. In both 
virginity hinders not fruitfulness: in both fruitfulness takes not away virginity. 
Wherefore, whereas the whole Church is holy both in body and spirit, and yet the 
whole is not virgin in body but in spirit; how much more holy is it in these 
members, wherein it is virgin both in body and spirit?

53
 

The church’s involvement in the believer’s life does not end with giving birth to the 

believer; it also has a nurturing role in the life of the believer.  Augustine believed that 

the full flowering of the Christian life involves a nurturing, loving community in the 
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church where fellow believers can exercise charity toward one another.
54

  Through the 

love of the Christian community, the church helps grow and sanctify the believer.  The 

church also, because it is the mother of the believer, has authority in his or her life.
55

  

However, while the church as mother emphasizes the active role the church has in 

salvation, the authority of the church is primarily derived from its relationship with 

Christ.   

Augustine argued for an intimate unity between Christ and the church.
56

  The 

church and Christ, according to Augustine, are one body of which Christ is the head and 

his church the body: “Let us rejoice, then, and give thanks that we are made not only 

Christians, but Christ. Do ye understand, brethren, and apprehend the grace of God upon 

us? Marvel, be glad, we are made Christ. For if He is the head, we are the members: the 

whole man is He and we.”
57

  The fact that the church is the body of Christ means that 

there is a deep, inseparable union between Christ and the church; this union is so strong 

that the church and Christ are one flesh as a man is with his wife: 
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Sometimes, though, in such a way that you are to understand the head and the body, 
with the apostle himself expounding as clearly as may be what was said about 
husband and wife in Genesis: They shall be two, it says, in one flesh (Gn 2:24).  
Notice his exposition, because I don’t want to give the impression of having the 
nerve to say something I’ve cobbled up myself.  For hey will be two, he said, in one 
flesh; and he added, This is a great sacrament.  And in case anyone should still 
think that this is to be found in husband and wife according to the natural joining of 
the sexes, and their bodily coming together, but I mean,  he went on, in Christ and 
the Church (Eph 5:31-32).  So this is how we take as referring to Christ and the 
Church what is said elsewhere: They shall be two in one flesh; they are not now two, 
but there is one flesh (Mt 19:5-6).

58
  

Even though Augustine emphasized the close connection of the church to Christ, he 

believed that the church was a mixed body of both saints and sinners—regenerate and 

unregenerate.  It is at the eschaton that God will purify his church, Christ’s body.
59

  In 

spite of the mixed character of the church, Augustine’s views on the church as virginal 

mother and the church as the body of Christ led him to emphasize the power of the 

church over all elements of the Christian faith.
60

 

 The church, as Christ’s bride and the mother of all Christians, has been given 

all of Christ’s power.
61

  Not only does the church have all of Christ’s power, but Christ 

preserves it from all error: “But again this same Church which now is, unless the Lord 
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inhabit her, the most earnest watching might run into any sort of error.”
62

  Christ’s 

preservation of the church from all errors is directly linked to the Church being his body: 

 
From this power of darkness, therefore, of which the devil is the prince,—in other 
words, from the power of the devil and his angels,—infants are delivered when they 
are baptized; and whosoever denies this, is convicted by the truth of the Church’s 
very sacraments, which no heretical novelty in the Church of Christ is permitted to 
destroy or change, so long as the Divine Head [Christ] rules and helps the entire 
body which He owns—small as well as great.

63
 

Since Christ protects the church from all error and it has been given his power, all 

doctrine—even the gospel—is subject to the church’s authority derived from Christ.  

Therefore, the church must approve all doctrine for it to be valid and orthodox.
64

  The 

church not only exercises authority over doctrines
65

 such as the doctrines of 

predestination and justification; it also exercises authority over the salvation process: 

“One thing only I urge you to take to heart, and that is by every means possible to turn 

your minds and your ears away from the person who is not a Catholic, so that you may be 

able to lay hold of the forgiveness of sins and the resurrection of the flesh and life 

everlasting through the one, true, and holy Catholic Church.”
66

  Similarly, Augustine 
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opined that “there is no other valid means of making Christians and remitting sins, except 

by men becoming believers through the sacrament according to the institution of Christ 

and the Church.”
67

  Just as there is no salvation outside the church, there is no forgiveness 

of sins outside the church.
 68  

It is only through the ministry of the church that the believer 

is able to be saved and experience forgiveness of sin.  

 Augustine also believed that the sacraments
69
—baptism, the eucharist, 

penance, and marriage—are under the authority of the church.  The most important 

sacrament concerning salvation for Augustine is baptism.  As mentioned earlier, he 

viewed baptism as being important in the salvation process.  The church is the source of 

all true, saving baptism for Augustine; however, he believed that baptism done outside 

the church is valid because baptism derives its authority not from the one who 

administers it, but from the true Church.
70

  While baptism outside the church may be 

valid, salvation can only be found in the church itself: “The comparison of the Church 

with Paradise shows us that men may indeed receive her baptism outside her pale, but 

that no one outside can either receive or retain the salvation of eternal happiness.”
71

  The 

________________________ 
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church’s ministers, for Augustine, are also crucial for the church’s active role in salvation 

and nurturing of Christians. 

 Augustine tied the primary job of the minister to the gospel.  The minister is to 

preach the word and dispense the gospel.
72

  The Lord builds the church through the 

ministerial proclamation of the Word and his gospel: “Who are they who toil in building 

it? All who preach the word of God in the Church, the ministers of God’s mysteries. We 

are all running, we are all toiling, we are all building now; and before us others have run, 

toiled, and built: but “except the Lord build, their labour is but lost.”
73

  Through 

ministers, the Lord also protects his flock: “The Bishops also do this. For a higher place 

was for this reason given the Bishops, that they might be themselves the superintendents 

and as it were the guardians of the people.”
74

  The ministers of the church, for Augustine, 

are the primary means by which the church performs her role as both the mother of 

Christians and the body of Christ.  They, wrote Augustine, “generate sons by the 

gospel.”
75

 

 Augustine’s views on ecclesiology deeply impacted his soteriology.  He 

emphasized the church’s active, participatory role in the salvation process.  This 

emphasis is based on his high view of the authority of the church, namely that the 

church’s authority is grounded in the church’s ontology—the church as the body of 

Christ and virginal mother of believers.  Even though Augustine’s soteriology is similar 

to the soteriology of the Reformers, his ecclesiology contributed to the problems with the 
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Catholic Church in the Middle Ages.  As Warfield suggests, “For the Reformation, 

inwardly considered, was just the ultimate triumph of Augustine’s doctrine of grace over 

Augustine’s doctrine of the church.”
76

  I now turn to Calvin and Luther—two major 

figures in this triumph.  

 

Luther 

 Luther is a towering figure in both history and theology.
77

  His resistance to the 

Catholic Church initiated needed reform.
78

  It was Luther’s resolve and theology that 

pushed through the darkness of medieval Roman Catholicism to usher in a new epoch for 

both Christianity and the West.
79

  I argue here that Luther, like Augustine and Cyprian 

before him, focuses on the church’s active participation in the salvation of believers and 
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that this focus is evident in his usage of the church as mother metaphor in his 

ecclesiology and the construction of his ecclesiology around the gospel.  For Luther, the 

true church is to actively participate in gospel proclamation because the church comes 

into being through it.  I begin my examination of Luther by briefly covering some 

germane elements of his soteriology.  I then proceed to discuss his ecclesiology and 

demonstrate the centrality of the gospel in both the existence and function of the church. 

 

Luther’s Soteriology 

 The gospel is vital to understanding Luther’s soteriology.
80

  The gospel, for 

Luther, is the death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of sins.  

As he attests: “The Gospel is the message concerning Christ, the Son of God, who was 

first humbled and then glorified through the Holy Spirit.”
81

  The gospel, for Luther, is 

central to the Christian faith; it is the gospel through which unbelievers are made 

believers.
82

  Through acceptance of the gospel, one becomes a follower of Christ; 

likewise, through rejection of the gospel, one becomes an enemy of Christ: “Both [Turks 

and the Pope], of course, are enemies of the church and the devil’s own slaves, because 
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both reject the Gospel.”
83

  The gospel, then, is a necessary component to true 

Christianity.  The prominence of the gospel in Luther’s theology is partly rooted in his 

conception of justification. 

 According to Luther, justification is not accomplished by any action or work of 

man;
84

 instead, justification is accomplished by faith in Christ’s work on the cross 

through a proper response to the gospel: “‘For we hold that man is justified by faith apart 

from works of law’ (Rom. 3[:28]).  In other words, works contribute nothing to 

justification. Therefore man knows that works which he does by such faith are not his but 

God’s.”
85

  Thus, it is the work of the Spirit that enables the justification of the believer 

apart from any merit or work.
86

  Similarly, after justification, sanctification—through the 

Spirit—also occurs in the lives of believers so that they are able to resist sin and grow in 

their faith.
87

  As for baptism, even though Luther believed one is saved and justified apart 

from their own works, he still emphasized the necessity of baptism for salvation. 
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 Luther argued for two sacraments.
88

  Perhaps the most important of these 

sacraments for his ecclesiology is baptism.
89

   As I mentioned above, he believed that 

baptism is necessary for salvation.
90

  He also believed that baptism is the gateway 

through which one entered the church: “These facts [the dimensions of Noah’s ark which 

have same proportions as the human body] are later applied to the body of Christ, that is, 

to the church, which has an entrance, namely Baptism, through which the clean and the 

unclean enter without distinction.”
91

  Baptism, then, serves as the entrance to salvation 

and the church.  Once a person enters the church through baptism, they are able to serve 

in the church because of the doctrine of the priesthood of believers.   

 Once believers are saved, they are part of Christ’s spiritual priesthood;
92

 the 

spiritual priesthood of believers does away with the Old Testament priesthood: “Every 

true Christian really ought to know that in the New Testament there is no outward, visible 
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priest. . . . [The priesthood of believers] is a spiritual priesthood, held in common by all 

Christians, through which we are all priests with Christ.”
93

  The Spirit equips believers to 

perform their function as priests by giving them spiritual gifts through which they 

perform the ministries of the church.
94

  The priesthood of believers also makes all 

believers equal.
95

  No privileged class of believers can interpret or teach the Word of God 

alone.
96

  All believers participate in God’s work.  Ministers of the church are priests in 

that they do ministry in the name of Christ and the Church or, as Luther states, “in [the 

believer’s] name.”
97

  

 Luther’s emphasis on the gospel and justification by faith alone, as well as his 

view of the priesthood of believers, lays the foundation for his ecclesiology.
98

  The 

centrality of the gospel in the Christian faith as well as the active, participatory role of 

believers in proclaiming the gospel naturally flows from his soteriology into his 

ecclesiology. 
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Luther’s Ecclesiology 

 Luther described the church in several different ways throughout his writings.
99

  

They are as follows: (1) a communion of saints,
100

 (2) God’s people,
101

  (3) the habitation 

of God on earth,
102

 (4) the house of God,
103

 (5) a new creation,
104

 and (6) an infirmary for 

the sick.
105

  At the heart of his notion of the church is that the church is the gathering of 

saints.
106

  Luther believed that the universal church consisted of the people of God 

throughout all time from creation to present: “But why does [the Psalmist who composed 
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Psalm 90] add the phrase ‘from generation to generation’? Surely in order to signify that 

the one church endures from the beginning of the creation of man to the end of the 

world.”
107

  This true church—the people of God who have existed from the beginning of 

time—is constantly under assault from Satan, who seeks to destroy it.   

Luther, in his ecclesiology, argued for the existence of both a true and false 

church.
108

  The false church, which Luther often equates with the pope and the Church of 

Rome,
109

 ferociously battles the true church: “The church of Satan is everlastingly at war 

with the church of God.”
110

  However, Luther believed that God preserves and protects 

his true church through the power of the Holy Spirit
111

 and the work of Christ himself on 

its behalf.
112

  As I will later further expound, one of the most definitive ways to 

distinguish a true church from a false church is whether or not the church proclaims the 

true gospel: “I hold that we ought to translate the Hebrew word      , ‘truth,’ as “right,” as 

when we say: ‘That is the right God, that is the right Gospel, that is the right church.’ 

Thus we declare the true God, the true church, the true Gospel over against the false 
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church, Gospel, and God; or the true works, in contrast to the false works, we call the 

‘right works.’”
113

  Luther further elucidates what he means by the true church by his 

distinction between the visible and invisible church and discussion of the marks of the 

church. 

 Luther held that the church on earth is never pure.  Any earthly manifestation 

of the true church is always composed of the wicked mixed with the righteous.
114

  He 

argued that any true church on earth contains within it both visible and invisible 

elements.  The invisible elements are spiritual and are composed of those members of the 

church that are truly regenerate; the visible elements, in contrast, are the physical 

manifestations of the invisible church that contain both saved and unsaved members.
115

 

For Luther, the church on earth is always a mixed body.  The way he argued that one can 

distinguish a true church from a false church and know when a true, invisible church is 

present within a church body is through the marks of the church.
116

  

 Luther argued that the following seven marks define the true, invisible church: 

(1) possession of the Word of God; (2) correct practice of baptism; (3) the sacrament of 

the alter; (4) church discipline; (5) calling or consecrating ministers; (6) prayer, public 

praise, and thanksgiving to God; and (7) the possession of the sacred cross—the faithful 

endurance of trials.
117

  Even though Luther argued for seven marks that define the 
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church,
118

 he focused on three in his ecclesiology—possession of the gospel as found in 

the Word of God, true baptism, and the sacrament of the altar: “Wherever one finds the 

Gospel, Baptism, and the Sacrament, there is His church, and in that place there are 

certainly living saints.”
119

  For Luther, the church is not defined by external, physical 

buildings, but by these marks of the church that demonstrate its authenticity.
120

 One of 

the most important marks of the true church is the proclamation of the Word of God and 

the gospel.  This mark is crucial to understanding Luther’s concept of the church and the 

integral role it plays in gospel proclamation and the salvation of believers. 

According to Luther, the church is formed by the proclamation of the Word of 

God.
121

  Specifically, the church is formed through the proclamation of the gospel: “[T]he 
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church is born and established through the Gospel.”
122

 Likewise, he opines, “That is the 

rock of which the Lord says in Matt. 16[:18]: ‘On this rock I will build my church.’ Now 

certainly the Christian church cannot be built on a physical rock, but upon Christ himself 

through the gospel.”
123

  It is, therefore, through the gospel that the church is built on 

Christ.  However, the building of the church is not done by the church autonomously; 

instead, it is done through the work of the Spirit.  As I mentioned earlier, Luther argues 

that Spirit has an active role in a believer’s salvation.  For Luther, it is through the work 

of the Spirit that men are saved, justified, and then added to the church; thus, it is through 

the proclamation of the word of God and the gospel that the church is built as the Spirit 

works in the hearts of men to enable them to have faith in Christ.  Not only do the Word 

and gospel form the church, they continue to mold, shape, and mark the true church once 

they establish it. 

For Luther, without the constant proclamation of the Word of God, the church 

ceases to exist.
124

  He believed that everything related to the church and that salvation is 

accomplished through the Word of God: “Beyond question it is the Word of God that 

speaks through us and through which He is powerful in the church. He does all things 

with the Word alone, illumines, buoys up, and saves; for it is a Word of promise, grace, 
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eternal life, and salvation.”
125

  Luther also argued for the subservience of the church to 

Scripture as its doctrine is to be judged and assessed through the Word of God;
126

 

however, the church also serves the Word of God as it preserves it for succeeding 

generations.
127

  

Correspondingly, Luther gave the gospel a central role in the church.  As I 

mentioned above, it is a church’s faithful adherence to the gospel message that 

conclusively proves it to be a true church;
128

 oppositely, a lack of adherence to the gospel 

message is what marks a false church.
129

  Luther also assigned the church the task of 

being actively involved in true, gospel proclamation.  He believed that Christ exalts and 

glorifies his church through the preaching of the gospel.
130

  To know and proclaim the 

gospel is, for Luther, one of the definitive marks of the church: “To know everything 

[concerning salvation] is the true mark of the church of the New Testament. For formerly, 

of course, they knew what sufficed for salvation; but today we know everything, and 

there is no need of more.”
131

  Luther further emphasized the central role the gospel has in 

the church by his use of the church as mother metaphor. 

 Luther used the word “mother” to describe the church many times in his 

writing
.132

  What Luther means by his description of the church as mother is that the 
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church is the mother of all true believers by its active participation in the creation of 

believers through the Word of God:
133

 

 

Therefore Sarah, or Jerusalem, our free mother, is the church, the bride of Christ 

who gives birth to all. She goes on giving birth to children without interruption until 

the end of the world, as long as she exercises the ministry of the Word, that is, as 

long as she preaches and propagates the Gospel; for this is what it means for her to 

give birth. . . . Therefore the Jerusalem that is above, that is, the church, is not 

subject to the Law and works; but she is free and is a mother without Law, sin, or 

death. And as the mother is, so are the children to whom she gives birth. 

Therefore this allegory teaches in a beautiful way that the church should not do 

anything but preach the Gospel correctly and purely and thus give birth to children. 

In this way we are all fathers and children to one another, for we are born of one 

another. I was born of others through the Gospel, and now I am a father to still 

others, who will be fathers to still others; and so this giving birth will endure until 

the end of the world.
134
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Luther’s use of the church as mother metaphor emphasizes the gospel-centered nature of 

the church in his ecclesiology.
135

  The church is defined by its task of giving birth to new 

believers.  The church performs its function as mother through Spirit-empowered
136

 

gospel proclamation.
137

  The church, then, bears its children as the Spirit works in the 

hearts of unbelievers through the proclamation of the Word of God.  The church also 

performs its role as the mother of believers by nurturing them so that they reach spiritual 

maturity: “She [the church] teaches, cherishes, and carries us in her womb, her bosom, 

and her arms; she shapes and perfects us to the form of Christ, until we grow into perfect 

manhood (Eph. 4:13).”
138

  For Luther, the church nourishes its spiritual children through 

its ministries. 

The church is to minister to both the saved and the unsaved.  It is to play a 

sanctifying role in the life of the believer
139

 as well as practice hospitality to others, 

including caring for widows within the church.
140

  The church is equipped for all of its 

ministries by the work of the Holy Spirit—
141

 the Spirit provides gifts to the members of 
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the church that enable all of its necessary ministries to take place.  For Luther, one of the 

most important offices in the church is that of pastor or minister.   

 The office of minister is the priestly office of the church.
142

  The minister of 

the true church possesses immense authority within the church; so, outside of the church, 

there is no true minister.
143

  Luther believed that anyone who rejects a minister of the true 

church rejects God himself
144

 because God has chosen to govern his church through 

ministers.
145

  He saw the following as tasks of the minister: (1) to provide healing of the 

church,
146

 (2) to work humbly in the church and submit to God,
147

 (3) to guard against 

false doctrine,
148

 and (4) to preach the Word of God and the gospel.
149

  Preaching the 

Word of God and the gospel are especially important to Luther.  It is through biblically-

sound preaching that God builds his church: “To speak [the Word of God] is to build the 

church, to convert others. This is the double glory of the godly, for where the Word is, 

there the fruit will follow.”
150
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Luther’s ecclesiology emphasizes the church’s central role in gospel 

proclamation and, by consequence, its active, participatory role in the salvation of 

believers.  For Luther, the church builds itself through gospel proclamation:   

 

In another way it can be understood thus: “Of the fruit of Thy works,” that is, “Your 

church will be filled with many believers as a result of Gospel preaching, which is 

the work of Christ, so that the body of the church will be full, fat, and crammed with 

members who are sound and full of faith and virtues.” What is the fruit of the Word 

of God except the multiplication of the faithful extensively and intensively? Ps. 4:7 

reads: “By the fruit of their grain and wine and oil they are multiplied”; and Ps. 

112:2: “His seed will be mighty in the land.”
151

 

However, the church does not simply proclaim the gospel.  For Luther, the whole church 

is to be constructed around it: “[O]nly through the gospel is the church conceived, 

formed, nourished, generated, trained, pastured, clothed, adorned, strengthened, armed 

and preserved.”
152

  Like Luther, Calvin also emphasized the central role of the church in 

the salvation of believers. 

 

Calvin 

 One of the most influential theologians in the Reformed tradition, John Calvin 

has a rich understanding of the relationship between soteriology and ecclesiology.
153

  In 
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The Calvin scholar John McNeill argues that Calvin had a deep, abiding interest in 

ecclesiology: “Calvin’s teaching on the church is characteristically lucid and comprehensive.  So greatly 

was he preoccupied with this topic that if we are to know the range of his thought upon it, we must consult 

most of his works” (John T. McNeill, “The Church in Sixteen-Century Reformed Theology,” The Journal 

of Religion 22 [1942]: 251-69).  Given McNeill’s comments, the relationship between Calvin’s views on 

soteriology and ecclesiology will be developed by consulting both the Institutes and his commentaries. 
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Calvin’s theology, the concept of the church
154

 is built around Christ and the gospel.  

Specifically, his concept of the church and the marks of the church—the ministry of the 

Word and the sacraments—are developed around the gospel.  In what follows, I argue 

that Calvin’s centering of the church around the gospel naturally leads him to give the 

church an active, participatory role in the salvation of believers as evidenced by his use of 

the church as mother metaphor.  I begin my analysis of Calvin by first examining his 

view of salvation.  I then proceed to examine his ecclesiology.  One must first understand 

Calvin’s idea of God’s electing work in salvation to properly understand the nature of the 

church. 

 
 
Calvin’s Soteriology 

 Calvin placed a strong emphasis on God’s sovereignty in his soteriology.  

Christ, in the exercise of his sovereign will, predestines individual believers for 

salvation.
155

  For Calvin, the believer is not predestined by their own effort or merit, but 

by the choice of God in Christ.
156

  Believers demonstrate that they are truly members of 

God’s elect by responding by faith to the gospel message: “Wherever faith is, God has 

there already given an evidence of his election; and then, that he, by pouring his blessing 

on the ministration of the gospel, to illuminate the minds of men by faith, and thereby to 
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Calvin, like Luther, views the church as present in both the Old and New Testaments.   

Some examples of this type of thinking in his theology are that he views Sarah as “the mother of the people 

of God” (John Calvin, Commentaries on the First Book of Moses Called Genesis, trans. John King, 

Calvin’s Commentaries [Grand Rapids: Baker, 1996], 1:423.  He also argues for a continuous line of elect 

saints present even before the flood. See Calvin, Commentaries on the First Book of Moses, 334.  For a 

detailed explanation of Calvin’s view of the church, see G. S. M. Walker, “Calvin and the Church,” in 

Calvin’s Ecclesiology: Sacraments and Deacons, ed. Richard C. Gamble (New York: Garland, 1992), 120-

38. 
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“When he [Christ] declares that he knows whom he has chosen. He denotes in the human 

genus a particular species, distinguished not by the quality of its virtues but by heavenly decree” (John 

Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, ed. John T. McNeill, trans. Ford Lewis Battles, The Library of 

Christian Classics [Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2006], 3.22.7). 
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lead them to call on his name, has thus testified, that the Gentiles were admitted by him 

into a participation of eternal inheritance.”
157

 The Spirit’s work of regenerating an elect 

person so that he accepts and believes the gospel is what enables his salvation.
158

  Thus, 

God’s predestining work of election is completed by a human response.   

Calvin’s Ecclesiology 

 Calvin’s soteriology is vital to his conception of the church
159

 because the 

church is formed through the regenerating power of the Spirit.
160

  The Spirit creates the 

church by regenerating the elect, who become part of the church once they are 

regenerated.
161

   It is God’s work of election, therefore, which stands behind Calvin’s 

conception of the church.
162
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John Calvin, Commentaries on the Epistle of St. Paul to the Romans, trans. Henry 

Beveridge, Calvin’s Commentaries (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1996), 19:401. In this passage, Calvin is 

specifically talking about the Holy Spirit’s work among the Gentiles to enable them to believe the gospel.  

This work of the Spirit demonstrated that some Gentiles were part of God’s elect.  However, this passage 

can also be applied to God’s work in all of his elect as the occurrence of any type of faith is evidence of 

divine election. 
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Calvin, Institutes, 2.2.19; 3.24.2.  Calvin calls this work of the Spirit “illumination.” 
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For helpful treatments of Calvin’s ecclesiology, see Wilhelm Niesel, The Theology of Calvin 

(London: Lutterworth, 1956), 182–210; Benjamin Charles Milner, Calvin’s Doctrine of the Church 

(Leiden: Brill, 1970); Adam Mitchell Hunter, The Teaching of Calvin (London: James Clarke, 1950), 152–

65; Herman J. Selderhuis, “Church on Stage: Calvin’s Dynamic Ecclesiology,” in Calvin and the Church: 

Papers Presented at the 13th Colloquium of the Calvin Studies Society, May 24-26, 2001, ed. David L 

Foxgrover (Grand Rapids: CRC Product Services, 2002), 46-64; Charles Partee, The Theology of John 

Calvin (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2008), 258–96; Timothy George, Theology of the Reformers 

(Nashville: Broadman, 1988), 235–46. 
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“The Prophet [Isaiah] here calls God the Maker and Creator of Israel, not in the same 

manner that he is called the Creator of heaven and earth, (Gen. i.1,) but inasmuch as he has formed His 

Church by the Spirit of regeneration” (John Calvin, Commentary on the Prophet Isaiah, trans. William 

Pringle, Calvin’s Commentaries, vol. 2 [Grand Rapids: Baker, 1996], 7:264).  
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“We have elsewhere remarked that the Church is called ‘the workmanship’ (τὸ ποίημα) of 

God, (Eph. 2:10,) because by the spirit of regeneration believers are created anew, so as to bear the image 

of God” (Calvin, Commentary on the Prophet Isaiah, 83).  
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Willem van’t Spijker, Calvin: A Brief Guide to His Life and Thought, trans. Lyle D. Bierma 

(Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2009), 31; David N. Wiley, “The Church as the Elect in the Theology 
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The role of God’s election in the formation of the church is also essential to 

Calvin’s doctrine of the invisible/visible church.  Calvin argued that the invisible church 

consists of those who are “children of God by grace of adoption and true members of 

Christ by sanctification of the Holy Spirit.”
163

  The visible church, in contrast, is the 

group of people who participate in the ministry of the Word and the Sacraments.
164

 The 

members of the visible church are not necessarily regenerate or part of God’s elect. They 

may include hypocrites who visibly conform to the church, but are inwardly 

unregenerate.
165

  Through the invisible/visible paradigm, Calvin gives precedence to the 

role of the gospel in both the formation and definition of the true, invisible church.
166

  It 

is only through a proper response to the gospel due to God’s election and the regenerating 

work of the Holy Spirit that one can become a member of the true, invisible church. 

 Calvin also inseparably tied the gospel to the church through his conception of 

the believer’s union with Christ.  In Calvin’s theology, union with Christ is not only 

necessary for salvation but also for church unity.
167

  It is through union with Christ that 

believers are able to repent and accept the gospel;
168

 it also serves as the source of 
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Calvin, Institutes, 4.1.7. 
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Ibid.  
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Plasger argues that Calvin gives the visible church the task of spreading the gospel so that 

the church can accomplish its duty to God’s elect. See George Plasger, “Ecclesiology,” in The Calvin 

Handbook, ed. Herman J. Selderhuis, trans. Randi H. Lundell (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 325.  
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“For although adoption was deposited in the hand of Abraham, yet as many of his posterity 

were cut off as rotten members, in order that election may stand and be effectual, it is necessary to ascend 

to the head in whom the heavenly Father has connected his elect with each other, and bound them to 

himself by an indissoluble tie. Thus in the adoption of the family of Abraham, God gave them a liberal 

display of favor which he has denied to others; but in the members of Christ there is a far more excellent 

display of grace, because those ingrafted into him as their head never fail to obtain salvation” (Calvin, 

Institutes, 3.21.7). 
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Ibid., 3.3.8; 3.3.9.  Calvin believes that it is participation in Christ that enables mortification 

and vivification, the two components of repentance, to be achieved. 
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sanctification in the life of the believer.
169

  Only union with Christ can (1) end human 

separation between God and man and (2) enable believers to receive the benefits of the 

gospel through submitting their lives to God’s rule.
170

  Union with Christ, then, becomes 

the source of true Christian ministry within the church; it is the sanctifying work of Christ 

that enables believers to participate in true, Christian ministry.
171

   

According to Calvin, a proper response to the gospel message rooted in God’s 

election stands behind the conception of the true, invisible church and enables true 

ministry within the church through the sanctification of the elect. Additionally, the gospel 

also shapes the function of the church, which is to proclaim the gospel and to actively 

participate in the salvation of believers. 

For Calvin, the church functions as an indispensable part of God’s work of 

salvation in the life of believers.
172

  The church, moreover, functions as the mother of all 

believers in that it is God’s appointed instrument for dispensing of his truth to the world: 
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Leith argues insightfully that, according to Calvin, the two benefits of the gospel are 

forgiveness and renewal and that they are obtained through union with Christ.  See John H. Leith, John 

Calvin’s Doctrine of the Christian Life (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1989), 95–103. 
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“This is the same as though he had said, that we do not attain salvation by a frigid and bare 

knowledge of God, which all confess to be most true; for salvation comes to us by faith for this reason, 
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so that, living through his Spirit, we are also governed by him. There is no such thing as this in the dead 

image of faith. There is then no wonder that James denies that salvation is connected with it” (John Calvin, 

Commentaries on the Epistle of James, trans. John Owen, Calvin’s Commentaries [Grand Rapids: Baker, 

1996], 22:310).  See also Günther H. Haas, “Ethics and Church Discipline,” in The Calvin Handbook, ed. 

Herman J. Selderhuis (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 341–42; Ronald S. Wallace, Calvin’s Doctrine of 

the Christian Life (Edinburgh: Oliver and Boyd, 1959), 11–27; Gene Haas, “Calvin, the Church, and 

Ethics,” in Calvin and the Church: Papers Presented at the 13th Colloquium of the Calvin Studies Society, 

May 24-26, 2001, ed. David L Foxgrover (Grand Rapids: CRC Product Services, 2002), 72-91. 

 
171
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functions of prophet, priest, and king.  Calvin goes as far as to assert that it is participation in Christ’s 

prophetic office that enables believers to proclaim the gospel.  See Calvin, Institutes, 2.15.2; 4.6.8; 2.15.3; 

Plasger, “Ecclesiology,” 326-37. 
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The church is the common mother of all the godly, which bears, nourishes, and 
brings up children to God, kings and peasants alike; and this is done by the ministry. 
. . . It is, no doubt, a thing in itself possible that divine influence alone should make 
us perfect without human assistance. But the present inquiry is not what the power 
of God can accomplish, but what is the will of God and the appointment of Christ. 
In employing human instruments for accomplishing their salvation, God has 
conferred on men no ordinary favour. Nor can any exercise be found better adapted 
to promote unity than to gather around the common doctrine—the standard of our 
General [Christ].

173
 

The church, for Calvin, is entrusted with the gospel of God—the truth necessary for 

salvation and sanctification.
174

  To leave the church is to leave God’s appointed 

instrument for the declaration of his truth to the world.
175

  The true church—God’s 

dispenser of his truth—is recognized by its defining attributes or marks. 

According to Calvin, the church is recognized by two marks: the ministry of 

the Word and the sacraments.
176

  Calvin also accentuated the importance of sound 

doctrine and true gospel proclamation in the church, which are communicated through 

the ministry of the Word.  He underscored the importance of sound doctrine in the church 

by asserting that a true church cannot exist without sound doctrine: 

But, as soon as falsehood breaks in the citadel of religion and the sum of necessary 

doctrine is overturned and the use of the sacraments is destroyed, surely the death of 

the church follows—just as a man’s life is ended when his throat is pierced or his 
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John Calvin, Commentaries on the Epistle of Paul to the Ephesians, trans. William Pringle, 

Calvin’s Commentaries (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1996), 20:282.  
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Calvin opines that God has “deposited this treasure [the gospel] in the church” (Calvin, 

Institutes, 4.1.1.). 
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Calvin goes as far as to state that separation from the church is a sin, that it is dangerous due 

to the church’s special function in the life of the believer.  He observes, “It is of no small importance that 

[the church] is called ‘the pillar and ground of truth’ and ‘the house of God’ [1 Tim. 3:15, KJV].  By these 

words Paul means that the church is the faithful keeper of God’s truth in order that it may not perish in the 

world.  For by its ministry and labor God willed to have the preaching of his Word kept pure and to show 

himself the Father of a family, while he feeds us with spiritual food and provides everything that makes for 

our salvation” (Calvin, Institutes, 4.1.10). However, Calvin does believe Christians should leave a false 

church that departs from preaching the Word and practicing the sacraments.  See Calvin, Institutes, 4.1.10; 

4.1.10; 4.2.1. 
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also Calvin, Commentaries on the Twelve Minor Prophets, 110.  Spijker notes that the marks of the church 

are always connected with the mediation of salvation.  They are the ordained means through which the 

church proclaims the gospel to the world.  See Spijker, Calvin, 140. 
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heart mortally wounded.  And that is clearly evident from Paul’s words when he 

teaches that the church is founded upon the teaching of the apostles and prophets, 

with Christ himself the chief cornerstone [Eph 2:20].  If the foundation of the 

church is the teaching of the prophets and apostles, which bids believers entrust 

their salvation to Christ alone - then stand away that teaching and how will the 

building continue to stand? Therefore, the church must tumble down when that sum 

of religion dies which alone can sustain it.  Again, if the true church is the pillar and 

foundation of truth [1Tim. 3:15], it is certain that no church can exist where lying 

and falsehood have gained sway.
177

  

In addition, he sees true gospel proclamation as being necessarily present in a true 

church:   

 
Paul does not wish that any society in which the truth of God does not hold a lofty 
and conspicuous place shall be acknowledged to be a Church; now there is nothing 
of all this in Popery, but only ruin and desolation; and, therefore, the true mark of a 
Church is not found in it. But the mistake arises from this, that they do not consider, 
what was of the greatest importance, that the truth of God is maintained by the pure 
preaching of the gospel; and that the support of it does not depend on the faculties or 
understandings of men, but rests on what is far higher, that is, if it does not depart 
from the simple word of God.

178
  

Of particular importance is Calvin’s point that sound doctrine and gospel proclamation 

take place through the ministry of the Word; it is here that the church plays an active, 

participatory role in the salvation of believers. 

 For Calvin, Christ forms the foundation of the church and the way in which the 

church is built upon that foundation is by the preaching of sound doctrine.
179

  It is 
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John Calvin, Commentaries on the Epistle to Titus, trans. William Pringle, Calvin’s 

Commentaries (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1996), 21:310.  In the Geneva Confession, Calvin also argues for the 
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other hand, where the Gospel is not declared, heard, and received, there we do not acknowledge the form of 

the Church.  Hence the churches governed by the ordinances of the pope are rather synagogues of the devil 

than Christian churches” (John Calvin, Calvin: Theological Treatises, trans. John Kelman Sutherland Reid, 
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through the ministry of the Word that the church grows,
180

 maintains the truth, and passes 

the truth on to its posterity.
181

  Calvin also argued that it is not enough to participate in 

the ministry of the Word; one must also properly respond to it.
182

  He posited that the 

ministry of the Word occurs through preaching and implicitly centers on the gospel.
183

  

However, as Karl Barth notes, Calvin also argued that the ministry of the Word, to be 

authentic, must proclaim correctly the entirety of the Word of God of which the gospel is 

only a part.
184

 

 Calvin underscored the connection between the ministry of the Word and the 

proclamation of the gospel by linking the structure of the church and the prestige of the 

preaching office to gospel proclamation.  He contended that the structure of the church is 

________________________ 
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Calvin, Commentaries on the Epistle of Paul to the Ephesians, 243. 
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John Calvin, Commentary on the Book of Psalms, trans. James Anderson, Calvin’s 

Commentaries (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1996), 4:388. 
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John Calvin, Commentaries on the First Epistle to Timothy, trans. William Pringle, Calvin’s 

Commentaries (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1996), 21:89–92.  Calvin similarly argues that without the preaching 

of the Word the church would cease to exist.  Given Calvin’s emphasis on preaching, Milner points out that 

it is difficult to overestimate the importance of preaching in Calvin’s theology.  See John Calvin, 

Commentaries on the Four Last Books of Moses Arranged in the Form of a Harmony, trans. Charles 

William Bingham, Calvin’s Commentaries (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1996), 2:230; Milner, Calvin’s Doctrine 

of the Church, 101. 
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beginners” (Calvin, Commentaries on the Epistle to Titus, 310.  See also McNeill, “The Church in Sixteen-
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important because it allows for the ministry of the Word to take place by providing a 

means to appoint leaders within the church.  These leaders, then, perform the ministry of 

the Word.  This structure encourages church unity so that the church can accomplish its 

mission of preaching the gospel.
185

  Calvin also linked the prestige of the preaching office 

within the church structure to gospel proclamation.
186

  The purpose of the preaching 

office, according to Calvin, is not only to proclaim the gospel through the Word of God, 

but also to administer the sacraments, thus linking their administration to the gospel 

proclamation and the salvation of believers.  

 Calvin also emphasized the participatory role of the church in the salvation of 

believers by his conception of the sacraments.  He defined a sacrament as “an outward 

sign by which the Lord seals on our consciences the promises of his good will toward us 

in order to sustain the weakness of our faith; and we in turn attest our piety toward him in 

the presence of the Lord and of his angels and before men.”
187

  He held that the 

sacraments serve “first, to foster, arouse, and confirm faith within; then to attest religion 

before men.”
188

  One of the ways in which the sacraments attest to religion before men is 

by assisting in the proclamation of the gospel:    
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I do not, indeed, deny, that the grace of Christ is applied to us in the sacraments, and 
that our reconciliation with God is then confirmed in our consciences; but, as the 
testimony of the Gospel is engraven upon the sacraments, they are not to be judged 
of separately by themselves, but must be taken in connection with the Gospel, of 
which they are appendages. In fine, the ministers of the Church are ambassadors, for 
testifying and proclaiming the benefit of reconciliation, only on this condition—that 
they speak from the Gospel, as from an authentic register.

189
 

While the sacraments strengthen faith and assist in gospel proclamation, they in no way 

provide a means for salvation.  The truth necessary for salvation is only attained through 

the Word of God.
190

  Calvin observed two sacraments: baptism and the Lord’s Supper, 

both of which serve to strengthen and encourage God’s elect in his church and assist in 

proclaiming the gospel.
191

   

 Soteriology and ecclesiology are inseparably linked in Calvin’s theology.  

Specifically, Calvin’s concept of the church and the marks of the church are all 

developed around the gospel.  Calvin’s notion of the church is developed around the 

gospel in that the process behind election that forms the church is inherently tied to the 

gospel; it is through proper response to the gospel that the elect are revealed and the 

church is formed.  Similarly, for Calvin, church ministry is tied to the gospel as union 

with Christ enables the believer to be conformed to Christ and then, to act like Christ 

(i.e., do church ministry).  Lastly, the marks of the church are also tied to the gospel for 

Calvin.  Both the ministry of the Word and the sacraments serve to proclaim the gospel 

that God has entrusted to the church.  It is through this proclamation that the elect come 

to know God; hence, the church is the mother of God’s children.  Therefore, as with 

Cyprian, Augustine, and Luther, the church has an active, participatory role in the 

salvation of believers. 
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191
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Conclusion 

 Each of the four theologians surveyed above emphasize the active, 

participatory role of the church in the salvation of believers.  This emphasis is 

accomplished through (1) their use of the church as mother metaphor and (2) their linking 

of soteriology and ecclesiology in their theology.  This dissertation will provide a 

contemporary formulation of the idea behind both the church as mother metaphor and the 

close relationship between ecclesiology and soteriology present in the theologies of these 

men; specifically, it will reformulate their notion of the active, participatory role of the 

church in the salvation of believers.  It will also build upon the following two ideas 

present in Luther and Calvin: (1) the centering of the church on the gospel and (2) the 

church building or creating itself through the proclamation of the Word of God, the 

gospel.  Thus, this brief survey of these four theologians established a precedent in 

church history for my thesis as well as a foundational point of reference for my thesis.  

Before I examine the evidence in the New Testament for my proposal, I will first define 

the terms “gospel” and “church.” 
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CHAPTER 3 
 

THE CHURCH AND THE GOSPEL 
 

 In the previous chapter, I argued that Cyprian, Augustine, Luther, and Calvin 

viewed the church as having an instrumental, participatory role in the salvation of 

believers.  This chapter will begin my contemporary reformulation of the relationship 

between the gospel and the church explained in chapter 2.  Here, I define briefly the 

terms “gospel” and “church.”  These definitions establish the precise meaning of my 

terminology going forward.   

 
 

The Gospel  

 When attempting to define the gospel, one cannot help but be struck by the 

sacredness of the task.  In one sense, the gospel cannot be exposited in words—how can 

one capture fully with words the God-man, Christ, and his work?—but, in another sense, 

it must be defined, for it is with words that God has chosen to communicate it to 

mankind.  In his Word, God communicates a truth to which all other truths are subject.  

As Barth asserts, “The Gospel is not a truth among other truths.  Rather, it sets a 

question-mark against all truths.”
1
  This truth above all truths is the key to the eternal 

destiny of man, for it is the power of God unto salvation (Rom 1:16-17). 

Paul succinctly defines the gospel’s content in 1 Corinthians 15:3-5.
2
  This 

dissertation, using 1 Corinthians 15:3-5 as its base, defines the gospel as the message of 
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the historical death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of sin.  I 

now examine 1 Corinthians 15:3-5 to explain (1) how the previous definition of the 

gospel is derived from the text and (2) the meaning of this definition. 

A few preliminary notes on the Greek word euvagge,lion from which the English 

word “gospel” is derived will illuminate Paul’s exposition of the gospel message in 1 

Corinthians 15:3-5.  The meaning of euvagge,lion is “good news,”
3
 for, it is through the 

gospel that men who are dead in sin are made alive in Christ (Eph 2:1).  The gospel is the 

in-breaking of God’s word and act into the despair of humanity’s sinful, helpless 

condition.  As Vanhoozer argues, the mere fact that God has spoken and acted is good 

news.
4
  In 1 Corinthians 15:3-5, Paul articulates the contents of the good news

5
 that he 

received from the apostles and continues to pass faithfully on to others.
6
 

________________________ 
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In 1 Corinthians 15:3, Paul begins his exposition of the contents of the gospel 

message with Christ (Cristo,j).7  The gospel is, as Henry asserts, the “Christ-event.”8
  As 

I will demonstrate, it is the message of the incarnation of the Son of God into human 

history; it is the message of his virgin birth, sinless life, death on the cross, burial, 

resurrection, post-resurrection appearances, and imminent return.
9
  For believers, 

salvation is also the means by which they are conformed to Christ’s image (1 John 3:2).  

The gospel, therefore, is Christ-centered both in its content and effect. 

Paul continues, in verse 3, by highlighting the core events in Christ’s life, 

which are indispensable to the gospel.  He focuses on Christ’s penal substitutionary death 

for the forgiveness of sin.
10

  Even though Paul does not explicitly state a penal 

________________________ 
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substitutionary view of the atonement in verse 3, it is conceptually present in the 

language of the atonement—Cristo.j avpe,qanen ùpe.r tw/n a`martiw/n h`mw/n—that he 

uses.
11

  Paul’s emphasis on Christ’s death for our sins serves as a reminder that the 

emphasis in the gospel message is on how one comes to a saving knowledge of God.  

Accordingly, for Paul, the gospel is primarily about how one gets saved from the wrath of 

God for his or her sin.
12

  The gospel, therefore, is not a social gospel; it is not focused on 

advancing the social order by such actions as helping the poor or feeding the hungry.  
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Instead, the focus of the gospel is on proclaiming how mankind can be reconciled to 

God.
13

  While social action may help testify to the reality of the gospel, it is not the 

gospel.
14

  Likewise, the gospel is not a message of prosperity.
15

  The gospel provides 

spiritual riches (Eph 1:3), not physical ones.  Paul’s argument in verse 3 reminds 

Christians that any theology that redefines the aim of the gospel from its core purpose of 

redemption through the work of Jesus Christ corrupts the content of the gospel message 

and is therefore a false gospel.
16
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Paul continues in verse 4 by providing the other two core components of the 

gospel message—Christ’s burial and resurrection.  Paul’s mention of Christ’s burial 

serves to confirm the historical reality of his death.
17

  Likewise, Paul’s mention of 

Christ’s appearance to Cephas and the twelve in verse 5 argues for the historical event of 

Christ’s resurrection.
18

  According to Paul, the events of Christ’s death, burial, and 

resurrection cannot be demythologized;
19

 there is no kernel of truth to be revealed by 

stripping away the husk.
20

  Paul particularly emphasizes the importance of the historicity 

of Christ’s resurrection.
21

  For, if Christ’s resurrection from the dead did not take place, 

then one’s faith in the gospel is in vain (1 Cor 15:14). 

In conclusion, Paul defines the gospel in 1 Corinthians 15:3-5 as follows: the 

historical (vv. 4-5) death (v. 3), burial (v. 4), and resurrection (v. 4) of Jesus Christ (v. 

3)—the Son of God (vv. 4-5)
22
—for the forgiveness of sin (v. 3).  It should be noted, 
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moreover, that the Bible does not teach that mere mental assent to the facts of the gospel 

is how one becomes a Christian.  Rather, one must respond personally in repentance and 

faith to the invitation – gospel call – that Christ extends to all humanity to come to him in 

faith (e.g. Rom. 1:16-17; 10:14-17).
23

 Bonhoeffer captures beautifully the ethos of a 

proper response to the gospel call: 

 
The fact that Jesus Christ died is more important than the fact I shall die, and the 
fact that Jesus Christ rose from the dead is the sole ground of my hope that I, too, 
shall be raised on the Last Day.  Our salvation is “external to ourselves.”  I find no 
salvation in my life history, but only in the history of Jesus Christ.  Only he who 
allows himself to be found in Jesus Christ, in his incarnation, his Cross, and his 
resurrection, is with God and God with him.

24
 

One must not only assent to the facts of the gospel to be saved; one must center his or her 

entire life on Christ through repentance and faith for salvation.  I now turn to defining the 

church.   

 
 

The Church 

 The church, in one sense, is a community; yet, in another, it is more than 

that—it is a people.  The church, however, is not just any people.  It is a special people, 

God’s people.  The definition of the church in this dissertation will focus on 

understanding the church as the people of God.  Specifically, it will define the church as 

the New Covenant people of God who have accepted Christ by faith through the work of 

the Holy Spirit.  Before I provide scriptural and theological support for this definition, I 

first examine briefly the New Testament word for church, evkklhsia. 
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 The word evkklhsi,a is best understood by examining its secular Greek and Old 

Testament background.
25

  In secular Greek, the word evkklhsi,a denotes a gathering or 

assembly of persons.  This assembly would often gather for a specific purpose to make 

decisions on important issues.
26

  The Old Testament background of the word is more 

helpful than its background in secular Greek for apprehending its meaning due to the 

influence of the Septuagint on the New Testament authors.
27

  In the Septuagint, the word 

evkklhsi,a is only used to translate the Hebrew word lh'q'.  The Greek word sunagwgh, is 

also used to translate lh'q'; however, it is more often used to translate hd'[e.28
  In the Old 

Testament, hd'[e represents the permanent, ceremonial community as a people.  In 

contrast, lh'q' represents the community formed by adherence to God’s covenant; it is 

composed of those who have heard God’s call and are following it.
29

  The word evkklhsi,a 

is never used to translate hd'[e.30
  Similarly, the biblical authors never use the word 

sunagwgh, to describe the church except in James 2:2.
31

  This fact is significant as the 
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term evkklhsi,a emphasizes the idea that the church is an assembly made up of those who 

have heard God’s call through the gospel and are following that call.
32

  The formation of 

this assembly, the church, marks a new age in God’s work with his people.   

The inception of the church is directly related to the covenants that God gave 

to his people Israel, specifically the Mosaic covenant.  Since Israel failed to keep the 

Mosaic Law, God promises in Jeremiah 31:13-34 and Ezekiel 36:24-27 to inaugurate a 

New Covenant between himself and his people.  In this New Covenant, God will give his 

people a new heart so that they will be able to maintain a proper relationship with him 

and keep his commandments.  In Joel 2:28-29, God promises an outpouring of the Holy 

Spirit that will accompany the initiation of this New Covenant.  When the New 

Testament opens, one anticipates the fulfillment of this New Covenant.  This anticipation 

is evident in Luke 3:15-17 in which John the Baptist tells of the coming of one who will 

baptize the people with the Holy Spirit and fire.  It is in Acts 2 at Pentecost that God 

initiates this New Covenant through the proclamation of the gospel of Jesus Christ and 

the outpouring of his Spirit.
33

  Later, the author of Hebrews (chs. 8 and 10) applies the 

________________________ 
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words of Jeremiah to the church.  The church is the community of the New Covenant 

promised in the Old Testament and established by Christ’s work.
34

  

If the church was formed at Pentecost, one may question the nature of the 

relationship between the disciples and the church prior to Pentecost.  In Matthew 16:18, 

Jesus indicates through his use of the future verb, oivkodomh,sw, that the formation of the 

church is still future.
35

  This passage indicates that the formation of the church did not 

take place, as some scholars argue,
36

 at events in Jesus’ ministry such as the calling of the 

first disciples
37

 or his resurrection.
38

  Instead, Jesus was preparing the disciples during his 

earthly ministry for the roles that they would have in his church after it was formed at 

Pentecost.
39

     

Ever since the formation of the church in Acts 2 at Pentecost, the church has 

held a unique place in God’s dealing with humanity as evidenced by the its designation as 

the people of God.  This designation flows very naturally from the meaning of evkklhsi,a.  

In addition, the church is also explicitly referenced as the people of God in several New 
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Testament passages (cf. Rom 9:25-26; 2 Cor 6:16; 1 Pet 2:9-10).  In Romans 9:25-26, 

Paul cites from Hosea 2:25 and Hosea 2:1 respectively to demonstrate God’s merciful 

inclusion of the Gentiles in salvation.
40

  He applies the terms “God’s people,” “beloved,” 

and “sons and daughters of the living God” from Hosea 2:25 and Hosea 2:1 to the 

Gentiles.  As Schreiner asserts, Paul’s usage of these terms confirms that he now views 

the church as the people of God.
41

  Likewise, in 2 Corinthians 6:16, Paul makes a similar 

point when he cites Leviticus 26:12, which he uses to exhort believers to avoid idolatry.
42

  

Peter, alongside Paul, argues in 1 Peter 2:9-10 that the church is the people of God, 

contrasting the church with the disobedient who are appointed to receive God’s wrath.  

He makes this contrast by applying the phrases “chosen race,” “royal priesthood,” “holy 

nation,” and “a people belonging to God” to the church.  As Schreiner opines, Peter’s use 

of the phrase “a people belonging to God” to describe the church indicates that both Jews 

and Gentiles who belong to the church are a part of the people of God.
43

  While it is 

evident that the church is considered the people of God in the New Testament, the 

question concerning the relationship between the church and Israel—the people of God in 

the Old Testament—warrants further discussion. 

Israel’s relationship to the church is commonly described using two views—

the continuity view and the discontinuity view.  The former broadly asserts that the 

                                                        
 

40
C. E. B. Cranfield, Romans 9-16, International Critical Commentary (London: T. & T. Clark, 

1979), 497–99; and Thomas R. Schreiner, Romans, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament 

(Grand Rapids: Baker, 1998), 527. 

 
41

Schreiner, Romans, 527. 

 
42

Murray J. Harris, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians, The New International Greek 

Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005), 506.  As Harris argues, the fact that Paul calls 

both Jews and Gentiles God’s people and God’s temple shows that the Christian community was not 

considered God’s people by Paul.  See Harris, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 506; and Paul 

Barnett, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians, The New International Commentary on the New Testament 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 352–53. 
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church has (1) replaced ethnic Israel or (2) fulfilled God’s promises to it.
44

  The Jews, 

therefore, have no continuing special place in God’s salvific work or eschatological 

plan.
45

  Grudem summarizes this view as follows: “The term ‘the church’ is used to apply 

to all those whom Christ died to redeem, all those who are saved by the death of Christ. 

But that must include all true believers for all time, both believers in the New Testament 

age and believers in the Old Testament age as well.”
46

  Adherents to the continuity view, 

such as Berkhof, assert that the church existed as far back as the patriarchal period and 

continues into the present day.
47

  One of the major texts used to support the continuity 

position is Galatians 6:16: 
 
And as for all who walk by this rule, peace and mercy be upon 

them, and upon the Israel of God (ESV).  Specifically, proponents of the continuity view 

argue that Paul’s use of the phrase “Israel of God” here refers to the church.
48

  Paul’s use 

of the phrase, “Israel of God,” however, does not necessarily support a continuity 

position; for, some scholars believe that the phrase “Israel of God” refers to (1) Jewish 

Christians who agree with Paul
49

 or (2) ethnic Israel
50

 instead of the church.  Supporters 
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Thomas R. Schreiner, Galatians, Zondervan Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament 
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of the continuity view also argue that (1) various descriptions in the New Testament of 

the church apply to both Israel and the church (e.g., “offspring” or “sons” of Abraham in 

Rom 4:16, Gal 3:7, 1 Pet 2:9), (2) both Israel and the church are saved by the grace of 

God, and (3) there is continuity of the experience of the Holy Spirit in both Israel and the 

church.
51

   

 The latter view, the discontinuity view, maintains that there is discontinuity 

between the church and ethnic Israel.  This view was first articulated by classic 

dispensational theologians in the beginning of the nineteenth century.
52

  Classic 

dispensationalists advocate complete discontinuity between ethnic Israel and the church.  

For them, the church is a parenthesis in the history of redemption that is focused on 

Israel.
53

  Since its inception, dispensational theology has branched off into several 

varieties, one of which is progressive dispensationalism.
54

  Progressive 

dispensationalism, in contrast, holds a moderate discontinuity position between the 

church and Israel.  In this position, which I hold,
55

 there is discontinuity between the 

church and Israel due to the blessings of the Holy Spirit on the church.  These blessings 

________________________ 
 

“Paul and the ‘Israel of God’: A Case-Study,” in Essays in Honor of J. Dwight Pentecost, ed. Stanley D. 

Toussaint and Charles H. Dyer (Chicago: Moody, 1986), 181-96. 

 
51

Allison, Sojourners and Strangers, 35–36.  Allison also points out an argument concerning 

the Galatian controversy made by Clowney in which he argues that both Paul and his opponents assume 

continuity between Israel and the church.  However, Clowney’s argument, as Allison asserts, evidences  

some confusion regarding the situation in Galatia.  See Clowney, The Church, 43.  For a good summary of 

the continuity position, see John S. Feinberg, ed., Continuity and Discontinuity: Perspectives on the 

Relationship Between the Old and New Testaments (Westchester, IL: Crossway, 1988).  

 
52
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Rapids: Zondervan, 2011), 584. 

 
53
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1993), 27.   

 
54

Dispensationalism initially branched off into revised dispensationalism and then into 

progressive dispensationalism.  For a detailed discussion of the beliefs of classic, revised, and progressive 
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are qualitatively different from the blessings experienced by Israel in the Old 

Testament.
56

  This discontinuity, however, is not complete—the church experiences the 

blessings of the New Covenant that are promised to Israel and is called by the same 

terminology that is used to describe Israel in the Old Covenant (e.g., “offspring” or 

“sons” of Abraham in Rom 4:16, Gal 3:7, 1 Pet 2:9).
57

  Continuity, therefore, exists 

between Israel and the church in that they are both part of the people of God, as portrayed 

by Paul’s argument (Rom. 11:13-24) that Gentile Christians have been grafted into Israel, 

the people of God.
58

  Even though there is continuity between the church and Israel, the 

differences between them warrant their separation.  Thus, both continuity and 

discontinuity can be seen between Israel and the church.  

 In this section, I argue that the church is the New Covenant (Heb 8, 10) people 

of God (Rom 9:25-26, 2 Cor 6:16, 1 Pet 2:9-10) who have accepted Christ by faith 

through the work of the Holy Spirit (Acts 2).  It is this work of the Holy Spirit that leads 

to moderate discontinuity between the church and Israel.  It is also this work of the Holy 

Spirit, along with the character of the gospel, that makes the church a supernatural 

community.  It is not simply an ethical commonwealth bound together by the idea of a 

higher being and his law
59

 or a group of people formed by their shared experience of the 

feeling of absolute dependence.
60

  Instead, the church is a people—the people of the 

living God formed and held together by his supernatural work. 
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Conclusion 

 In chapter 2, I argue, using Cyprian, Augustine, Luther, and Calvin, for the 

historical precedence of the active, participatory role of the church in the salvation of 

believers.  In this chapter, I also developed working definitions for both the gospel and 

the church.  Chapters 2 and 3 lay the groundwork for the rest of my dissertation.  I now 

begin the systematic development of the relationship between the gospel and the church 

with two chapters of scriptural exegesis.  These two chapters will provide the needed 

scriptural support for the systematic formulation of the relationship between the gospel 

and the church in terms of speech act theory. 
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CHAPTER 4 
 

THE GOSPEL: 
WHAT CREATES THE CHURCH 

 
 

Introduction 

 If, indeed, the church does play an active, participatory role in the salvation of 

believers, it must be demonstrated by Scripture; for, as I detailed in my prolegomena, Scripture 

(the inspired, inerrant Word of God) must hold the place of prominence in any systematic 

formulation that is evangelical.  In this chapter, I will argue from Scripture that the proclamation 

of the gospel creates members of the church, the people of God. 

 I have selected Scripture passages
1
 that best seem to support the relationship of gospel 

proclamation to the creation of the church;
2
  however, these passages are certainly not the only 

ones that could be used to support this relationship.
3
  Due to the fact that I am exegeting a large 

number of verses in this section, I will only focus on the content of the verse(s) in each passage 

that is (are) pertinent to proving my thesis; information (such as certain linguistic nuances or 

historical background) that does not directly relate to my topic, while important, will not be 

covered.   However, each text will be exegeted with all of this data in mind.  The main goal of 

my exegesis is not to provide a comprehensive analysis of each text; instead, it is to accurately 

represent the authorial intent of each passage and show how this intent supports my thesis for 
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2
It should be noted that there is very little scholarly work done on this topic.  Therefore, I have selected 
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this chapter: the proclamation of the gospel creates the church (the people of God).
4
  At the end 

of this chapter, I will provide a short summary of the Scriptural data concerning the relationship 

of gospel proclamation to church formation.  I now begin this chapter by examining Matthew 

16:13-20. 

 
 

Matthew 16:13-20 

  Matthew 16:13-20 begins with Jesus asking his disciples who people think he is (vv. 

13-15).  After hearing a list of different options (such as Elijah, John the Baptist, or a prophet), 

Jesus asks his disciples who they think that he is (v. 15).  This question evokes a profound 

response from Peter as he boldly asserts that Jesus is “the Christ, the son of the living God”; this 

response represents the first time that Jesus is unambiguously acknowledged as the Christ or the 

Messiah in the Gospel of Matthew.
5
  In light of the context and confusion among his 

contemporaries, Peter’s confession is truly amazing
6
 and, as Jesus argues, a result of divine 

revelation (v. 17).   For our purposes, verse 18 is the most crucial; for, it is in this verse that Jesus 

asserts, after Peter’s proclamation, that he will build (oivkodomh,sw)
7
 his church (evkklhsi,an) upon 

this rock (tau,th| th/| pe,tra|).  Disagreement over the exact meaning of tau,th| th/| pe,tra| has made 

this verse, as Davies and Allison opine, one of the most debated and controversial verses in all of 

                                                        
 
4
Passages such as Isa 6, Isa 55, Jer 23, and Neh 8 indicate that the function of the proclaimed Word of 

God creating the people of God is not new.  The Word of God played a similar role in creating Israel (= the people 

of God in the Old Covenant).  Since this dissertation focuses on describing the role of the proclamation of God’s 

Word in the formation of the people of God under the New Covenant (i.e., the church, see chapter 3), I will not 

cover the role of the proclaimed Word of God in the formation of Israel under the Old Covenant; however, as the 

above passages demonstrate, the proclamation of God’s Word is essential in the formation of God’s people in both 

the Old and New Covenants. 

 
5
Craig L. Blomberg, Matthew, The New American Commentary, vol. 22 (Nashville: Broadman, 1992), 

251. 

 
6
J. C. Ryle, Matthew, The Crossway Classic Commentaries (Wheaton: Crossway, 1993), 141. 

 
7
As R.T. France notes, oivkodomh,sw metaphorically implies the founding of a community of people, not 

the building of a physical structure.  France also helpfully notes that whenever oivkodomh,sw and pe,tra| are found 

together in the New Testament, they refer frequently to the founding of the church.  See R. T. France, The Gospel of 

Matthew, The New International Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 623. 
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Scripture.
8
  Two of the most common interpretations

9
 of tau,th| th/| pe,tra|10

 are that it refers to 

Peter’s confession
11

 or to Peter himself.
12

  Given the play on words present in the passage 

between Pe,troj and pe,tra| as well as the underlying Aramaic, it is best to read the phrase as 

referring to Peter.
13

  However, this reading does not necessarily imply apostolic succession as 

practiced in the Roman Catholic Church;
14

 instead, it refers to the fact that God would 

instrumentally utilize Peter’s leadership and proclamation of the gospel to found the new people 

of God defined by their shared faith in Christ.
15

  As Barclay puts it, Jesus “did not mean that the 

Church depended on Peter, as it depended on Himself, and on God the Rock, alone.  He did 

mean that the Church began with Peter,”
16

 for Peter’s Spirit-empowered gospel proclamation in 
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W. D. Davies and D. C. Allison, Matthew 8-18, International Critical Commentary (London: T. & T. 
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For a complete listing of all of the proposed interpretations, see Davies and Allison, Matthew 8-18, 

627.  

 
10
Davies and Allison insightfully argue that Jesus’ use of the rock is an illusion back to Abraham.  For, 

in Isa 51:1-2, Abraham is the rock from which the people of Israel were hewn.  As Davies and Allison note, Jesus  

is saying that, like Abraham, Peter is the rock on which the church is founded.  See Davies and Allison, Matthew 8-

18, 624. 
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Commentary, vol. 33b (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1995), 470; Leon Morris, The Gospel According to Matthew, 

The Pillar New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992), 424; David L. Turner, Matthew, Baker 

Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2008), 404–05; and Thomas R. Schreiner, 

New Testament Theology (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2008), 681–83. 
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The Gospel of Matthew, 621; Hagner, Matthew 14-28, 470; Ulrich Luz, Matthew 8-20, trans. James E. Crouch, 

Hermeneia (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2001), 357–59; and contra Robert H. Gundry, Matthew, 2
nd

 ed. (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 1994), 334. 
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Blomberg, Matthew, 252; Carson, Matthew, 419; and Schreiner, New Testament Theology, 681. 
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Acts 2 would mark the beginning of the church.  It is through his sermon at Pentecost that the 

pattern of Spirit-empowered gospel proclamation leading to the creation of new members of the 

church is first demonstrated.  Before I examine Peter’s sermon in Acts 2, I will first briefly 

comment on the book of Acts and examine Acts 1:8, which leads up to Peter’s sermon.  

 
 

Survey of Selected Passages in Acts 

 The book of Acts is crucial for understanding the relationship between the gospel and 

the church.  Acts presents a pattern in which Spirit-empowered gospel proclamation adds 

members to the church; in other words, in Acts, as the gospel spreads, the church grows. I will 

begin my exegesis of Acts with Acts 1:8, as it concisely presents some of the major themes of 

the book of Acts. 

 
 
Acts 1:8 

 Acts 1:8
17

 occurs just after Jesus’ promise to send the Holy Spirit to the disciples (vv. 

4-5) and a question by the disciples as to when Jesus would restore the kingdom of Israel in the 

end times (v. 6).  Jesus’ response to the disciples’ question indicates that the disciples are not to 

be worried about predicting when the kingdom of Israel will be restored;
18

 instead, they are to be 

active in spreading the good news of Christ to all people.  Luke’s usage of du,namin indicates that 

it is through the power of the Spirit that the disciples would be able to fulfill their mission to take 

the gospel to the ends of the earth.
19

  This passage highlights the main theme in Acts: the 

________________________ 
 
17

The implications of this verse to the mission of the church will be discussed in the next chapter.  
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David G. Peterson, The Acts of the Apostles, The Pillar New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 2009), 110.  See also Darrell L. Bock, Acts, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament 

(Grand Rapids: Baker, 2007), 64. 
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The New International Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988), 36; Joseph A. 

Fitzmyer, The Acts of the Apostles, The Anchor Bible (New York: Doubleday, 1998), 205; John B. Polhill, Acts, The 

New American Commentary, vol. 26 (Nashville: Broadman, 1992), 85; C. K. Barrett, Acts, The International 

Critical Commentary (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1994), 79; and Richard N. Longenecker, Acts, in vol. 10 of The  
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progress of the gospel and subsequent growth of the church throughout the world by the power 

of the Spirit.
20

  The first concrete example of this theme occurs in Peter’s sermon at Pentecost in 

Acts, for through Peter’s Spirit-empowered gospel proclamation, the first members of the church 

are brought into existence. 

 
 
Acts 2 

  Acts 2 opens with all of Jesus’ disciples gathered together in one place (v. 1).  Luke 

proceeds to describe the work of God to fulfill his promise to the disciples in Luke 24:49 and 

Acts 1 to send them the Holy Spirit.
21

  This fulfillment is the empowering presence of God with 

his people in a new way; God, through the Spirit, will enable his people to know his will and 

fulfill his purpose for them under the New Covenant.
22

  The beginning of God’s new presence 

with his people is initiated by the arrival of the Spirit; this supernatural work of God is physically 

manifested first by a sound which resembles a “mighty, rushing wind” (v. 2).
23

  Next, the arrival 

is visually manifested by the appearance of tongues of fire that rest on all of the disciples present 

as each one is filled with the Holy Spirit (vv. 3-4).
24

  Finally, Luke focuses on the miracle of 

tongues in which each person present hears the disciples speaking in their own native language 

(vv. 5-11).  The miracle of tongues serves to enable the disciples to proclaim the mighty acts of 

God;
25

 for, the disciples, by this time, have moved to a public area and there is a large crowd 

________________________ 
 

Expositor's Bible Commentary, ed. Frank E. Gaebelein and J. D. Douglas (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, Regency 

Reference Library, 2007), 718. 
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Brian Rosner, “The Progress of the Word,” in Witness to the Gospel: The Theology of Acts, ed. I. 

Howard Marshall and David Peterson (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 219.  Cf. Ben Witherington, The Acts of the 

Apostles: A Socio-Rhetorical Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 111; and Barrett, Acts, 79. 
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gathered whose members each the heard message about the mighty acts being spoken in their 

own native language.  Luke’s emphasis on the diversity of the crowd accentuates the universal 

nature of the gospel message.
26

  As Bock argues, “Thus the miracle [of tongues] underscores the 

divine initiative in making possible the mission God has commissioned.  In a real sense, God is 

bringing the message of the gospel home to those who hear it.”
27

  After these miraculous events, 

the crowd who witnessed them struggled to make sense of their meaning; some of the crowd 

even believed the disciples were drunk (vv. 12-13).  In the midst of the confusion of the crowd, 

Peter stands up to explain these miraculous events by explaining them in light of Christ and the 

message of the gospel.  It is Peter’s sermon that will be the first demonstration of the church-

forming power of the proclamation of the gospel. 

 Peter’s sermon
28

 boldly proclaims the gospel message as the “word of God”
29

; he  

begins his sermon by interpreting the events that just occurred (Acts 2:1-13).
30

  First, he 

addresses the people in the crowd who thought that the disciples were drunk; he argues that since 

________________________ 
 
25

Cf. Bock, Acts, 97.   

 
26

Ibid., 103. Cf. I. Howard Marshall, The Acts of the Apostles, The Tyndale New Testament 

Commentaries (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992), 70; John R. W. Stott, Christian Mission in the Modern World  

(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1975), 63.  Martin Hengel argues insightfully that Luke’s list of the different 

people groups highlights the areas in which there were the greatest numbers of Diaspora Jews.  See Martin Hengel,  

“Ιουδαία in the Geographical List of Acts 2:9-11 and Syria as ‘Greater Judea’,” Bulletin for Biblical Research 10 

(2000): 165.  
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the resurrection exalted Jesus; (4) the Holy Spirit is the sign of the church’s power; (5) the messianic age’s 

consummation comes in Jesus’ return; (6) God calls for repentance and offers forgiveness, the Holy Spirit, and His 

promise” (Bock, Acts, 111).  For Dodd’s study, see C. H. Dodd, The Apostolic Preaching and Its Developments 

(London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1944).  For comments on the apostolic kerygma, see Longenecker, “Acts,” 743; 

Polhill, Acts, 107; Bruce, The Book of Acts, 63; and Barrett, Acts, 130–31. 
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So also Peterson, The Acts of the Apostles, 139.  Bock rightly argues that the content of Peter’s gospel 

proclamation closely resembles Paul’s presentation of the gospel in 1 Cor 15:1-3 and captures the Christological 
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God’s salvation and the Spirit.  See Bock, Acts, 108.   
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it is early in the day, this explanation is not possible, as the disciples would not have had time to 

get drunk (vv. 14-15).   He proceeds by explaining the events in light of the prophecy in Joel 

2:28-32, for according to Peter, the crowd is witnessing the fulfillment of this passage.
31

  The 

verb evkcew/ with the phrase tou/ pneu,mato,j mou (v. 17) summarizes Joel’s key point in the citation: 

the Spirit would be poured out on all flesh (evpi. pa/san sa,rka)
 32

 regardless of gender (v. 17), age 

(v. 17), or class (v. 18).
33

  Since Joel 2:28-32 has been fulfilled, the last days have come, for God 

has poured out his Holy Spirit on Jesus’ disciples in the event the crowd has just witnessed (v.16-

18).  The arrival of the last days carries with it the sense of impending eschatological judgment
34

 

as the Day of the Lord is drawing near (vv. 19-20).
35

  Due to the nearness of the day of the Lord, 

there is a pressing need for all men to call upon the name of the Lord to be saved (v. 21).  As 

Haenchen declares, “The cosmic events [coming during the Day of the Lord] describe the 

terrible end which threatens, when only he who calls on the name of the Lord (= Jesus!) shall be 

saved.”
36

   

Peter naturally transitions from his exposition of Joel 2:28-32 to speaking about Christ 

(v. 22), for it is the events of the life of Jesus of Nazareth that have brought about the coming of 

the last days.  First, Peter mentions Christ’s gruesome death; even though it was part of God’s 

________________________ 
 
30

See also Witherington, The Acts of the Apostles, 139; and Peterson, The Acts of the Apostles, 138–39. 
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Marshall, The Acts of the Apostles, 73; Bock, Acts, 112; Peterson, The Acts of the Apostles, 140; 

Longenecker, “Acts,” 741; Barrett, Acts, 135; Stott, Christian Mission in the Modern World, 73; and I. Howard  

Marshall, “Acts,” in Commentary on the New Testament Use of the Old Testament, ed. G. K. Beale and D. A. 

Carson (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2007), 533. 
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Bock, Acts, 113. 

 
33
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34

As Wallace argues, the use of pri.n indicates the cosmic events described in verses 19-20 are yet 

future and come subsequent to the last days.  See Daniel B. Wallace, Greek Grammar: Beyond the Basics (Grand 

Rapids: Zondervan, 1996), 596. Cf. Bock, Acts, 117. 
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Bock, Acts, 117. 

 
36

Ernst Haenchen, The Acts of the Apostles: A Commentary, trans. Bernard Noble and Gerald Shinn 

(Philadelphia: Westminster, 1971), 179.  Cf. Bock, Acts, 118; Peterson, The Acts of the Apostles, 143–44; and 

Marshall, The Acts of the Apostles, 74. 
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plan, Peter holds the crowd fully responsible for it (vv. 22-23).
37

  Next, he mentions the 

resurrection (v.24).  Peter argues that these events have brought about the coming of the Spirit 

and hence, the last days.  He subsequently uses Psalm 16:8-11 to provide prophetic support for 

the resurrection.
38

  According to the Psalm, God’s Holy One (to.n o[sio,n sou)
39

 would not be 

allowed to see decay (vv. 25-28); Peter argues that the Psalm could not have been speaking about 

David, since he died and is still  buried (v. 29).
40

  Since the Psalm could not be talking about 

David, Peter boldly declares that this Psalm refers to Christ and his resurrection, of which all of 

the disciples were witnesses (vv. 29-32).
41

  This declaration is followed by a citation of Psalm 

110:1;  Peter uses this citation to argue that the resurrected Christ now sits at the right hand of 

the throne of God and has poured out his Spirit
42

 on all of his followers (vv. 33-35).
43

  Peter 

                                                        
 
37

So also Bock, Acts, 120–21; Witherington, The Acts of the Apostles, 144–45; Marshall, The Acts of the 

Apostles, 75–76; Longenecker, “Acts,” 745; Polhill, Acts, 112; Bruce, The Book of Acts, 64; and Barrett, Acts, 141–

43.  J .T. Squires rightly points out that the apostles continued to preach to the crowd who was responsible for the 

Christ’s passion in hopes that they might repent and be saved.  See J. T. Squires, The Plan of God in Luke-Acts, vol. 

76, Society of New Testament Studies Monograph Series (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 180–82. 
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Bock, Acts, 123; and Peterson, The Acts of the Apostles, 150. 

 
39
As Polhill argues, “Holy One” could apply to David, but for Peter it is more appropriate as a 

designation for Christ.  See Polhill, Acts, 113. 

 
40
As Witherington notes, David’s tomb was in plain view for any Jew to see at the time of Pentecost.  

See Witherington, The Acts of the Apostles, 146; and Marshall, The Acts of the Apostles, 76. 

 
41

Peter echoes Paul here in 1 Corinthians 15.  As Bock argues, the resurrection could not have been 

symbolic or a myth because Peter asserts that he and the ones with him are witnesses to the reality of the event.  See 

Bock, Acts, 130; and Bruce, The Book of Acts, 67–68. 

 
42
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Holy Spirit: A Re-examination of the New Testament Teaching on the Gift of the Spirit in Relation to Pentecostalism 
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(Peterson, The Acts of the Apostles, 142).  Bock notes that some scholars disagree.  They believe that the Spirit 
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an examination of the context of Luke and Acts supports Dunn’s view.  See Bock, Acts, 131. 

 
43
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concludes climactically by asserting that this Jesus whom the Jews crucified has risen and is both 

Lord and Christ (v. 36).
44

  With his conclusion, Peter’s sermon (= gospel proclamation) has 

come full circle; he has started and ended with Christ.
45

 

Peter’s sermon brings strong, emotional conviction on many members of the crowd;
46

 

it is because of this conviction that the crowd asks Peter what they should do (v. 37).  His 

response has three parts (1) repent, (2) be baptized in Christ’s name for the forgiveness of sins, 

and (3) you will receive the gift of the Spirit (vv. 38-40).
47

  A proper response to the gospel 

message, then, involves repentance (that is, turning away from sin as indicated by 

metanoh,sate48
);  this repentance leads to public participation in the rite of baptism and the 

forgiveness that it represents.
49

   It also leads to the reception of the gift of the Spirit.
50

  After 

Peter’s exhortation, 3,000 people responded and formed the new Christian community, the 

church (v. 41).
51

 Luke concludes chapter 2 by describing life in the early Christian church (v.42-

________________________ 
 

110:1 to himself in the synoptic gospels in a similar way to Peter’s application of it to him.  See Bock, Acts, 131; 

and Longenecker, “Acts,” 745–46. 

 
44
As Marshall notes, “The resurrection of Jesus and the pouring out of the Spirit both testified that Jesus 

was Lord and Messiah” (Marshall, The Acts of the Apostles, 72). Cf. Barrett, Acts, 151. 
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Polhill, Acts, 115; and William J. Larkin Jr., Acts, The IVP New Testament Commentary Series 

(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1995), 59. 
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of the church.  See Peterson, The Acts of the Apostles, 153. 
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Bock, Acts, 141–44. Cf. Polhill, Acts, 116. 
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49
Bock notes here that Peter’s command does not imply baptismal regeneration.  Instead, baptism 
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47).  As Johnson asserts, “The gift of the Spirit brought about a community which realized the 

highest aspirations of human longing: unity, peace, joy, and the praise of God.”
52

   

In Acts 2, Jesus’ prophecy concerning Peter in Matthew 16:18 is partially fulfilled;
53

 it 

is through Peter’s gospel proclamation and the work of the Spirit (vv. 1-36) that the church is 

created (vv. 37-47).  This pattern of gospel proclamation leading to the creation of new members 

of the church is common throughout Acts.  Another example of this pattern is found in Peter’s 

second recorded sermon in Acts 3. 

 
 
Acts 3:11-4:4 

 Acts 3:11-4:4 takes place immediately after Peter heals a crippled man (3:1-10).   The 

man who has just been healed clings to Peter and John as they are going about temple; the 

actions of the man and his miraculous healing naturally draw attention to Peter and John (3:11).  

As in Acts 2, Peter uses the miraculous event as an opportunity to proclaim the gospel message.
54

  

He begins by asserting that the apostles did not heal the crippled man with their own power 

(3:12).
55

  Instead, he was healed by the power of Christ,
56

 for God has exalted Christ
57
—who 

________________________ 
 

to conclude from the context that the concept of the church is present in Acts 2:41 even though it is not explicitly 

stated.  See Jürgen Roloff, Die Apostelgeschichte [Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1981], 64); Peterson, The 

Acts of the Apostles, 158–59; and Bock, Acts, 149–56. 
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was killed because of the wishes of the Jews (3:13-14)—and raised him from the dead (3:15).  

The beggar who has been healed was healed on account of his faith in Christ (3:16), not because 

of any special powers present in Peter or John.  Peter continues by asserting that even though the 

Jews acted out of ignorance in accord with divine providence (3:17-18), they still need to repent 

of their sin of crucifying Christ, their Messiah (3:19).
58

  This call for the crowd to repent is 

composed of a double imperative which challenges the crowd to repent (metanoh,sate) and turn 

(evpistre,yate) – or ,in other words, to align themselves with God;
59

 as Bock notes, Peter is 

challenging the crowd to alter their view of Christ
60

 to one that accords with the gospel message 

of Peter and John.  The promised results of anyone repenting and turning express “the heart of 

the gospel of grace,”
61

 for anyone who accepts the gospel message would receive both 

forgiveness of sins (that is, the removal of all penalty for their  sins)
62

 – and divine blessing
63

 (v. 

19).  After his exhortation to the crowd to repent and turn, Peter proceeds by arguing that Christ 

will one day return and restore everything (vv. 20 -21) as predicted by Moses (v. 22).  However, 

if the crowd does not repent of their sin, they will face the judgment of God (v. 23).  Finally, 

Peter concludes by again arguing that Jesus fulfills Old Testament prophecy (vv. 24-25) and was 

raised up by God to make atonement for sin (v. 26). 

________________________ 
 
57
Peter’s language clearly alludes to the suffering servant in Isa 52:13-53:12.  For more discussion on 

Peter’s allusion to the suffering servant motif in Isaiah, see Marshall, “Acts,” 544–45; Witherington, The Acts of the 
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 Peter’s speech draws the attention of the Jewish leadership who put Peter and John in 

jail (4:1-3).  However, opposition from the authorities could not stop the spread of the gospel and 

the growth of the church,
64

 for verse 4 presents the climax of Peter’s sermon (gospel 

proclamation):
65

 many who heard Peter’s gospel message believed, and the church grew to 

around 5,000.  Acts 3:11-4:4 demonstrates the same pattern found in Peter’s sermon at Pentecost: 

the proclamation of the gospel creates members of the church, for it is through people responding 

in faith by the power of the Spirit to the proclamation of the gospel that the early church grew.  

Even the Jewish leadership who arrested Peter and John in Acts 4 recognized this pattern as they 

tried to stop Peter and John from speaking about Jesus to prevent the spread of Christianity and, 

consequently, the continued growth of the church (4:17).
66

  I will now briefly note several other 

passages that demonstrate this pattern in Acts. 

 
 
 Acts 4:5-28:30: The Pattern Continues 

 The pattern in Acts of the gospel creating members of the church continues through  

the work of the apostles.  Acts 4:32 supports this pattern as the congregation
67

 is composed of the 

ones who believed (tw/n pisteusa,ntwn); even though not explicitly stated, from the context it is 

clear that these people are those who had believed the gospel proclamation of the apostles.
68

  A 

clearer example of the role of the gospel in the creation of the church occurs in Acts 6:7, which 

notes that as the Word of God (=gospel message) kept spreading, the number of disciples 

(members of the church) continued to increase.
69

  As Peterson argues, the expression that the 
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Word of God grew means that “the church which is the creature of the word grew.”
70

 This 

passage directly links church growth to gospel proclamation. 

 Acts 8 contains two examples of the proclamation of the Word of God, through the 

work of the Holy Spirit, creating members of the church.  Acts 8:4-24 documents the conversion 

of people in the city of Samaria through the preaching of Philip.  For our purposes, Acts 8:12 is 

most pertinent.  According to Acts 8:12, when people heard the good news
71

 about the kingdom 

of God and the name of Jesus Christ, they were baptized.  The implication is that they were 

repenting and trusting in Christ, of which their baptism was a sign.
72

  Therefore, it was through 

the gospel proclamation of Philip that the members were added to the church in Samaria.
73

   

Similarly, Acts 8:25-40 records the conversion of the Ethiopian eunuch.  The passage 

begins with the Spirit leading Philip (8:25-29) to an Ethiopian eunuch who is confused about a 

passage from Isaiah (8:30-34).  Philip seizes the opportunity to proclaim the gospel to him 

(8:35).
74

  The eunuch responds positively to Philip’s message and is then baptized (8:36, 38);
75

 it 

________________________ 
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Kodell rightly argues that the expression “the word of God grew” in Acts 6:7, 12:24, and 19:20 

indicates that as the gospel message spread, the church grew.  See Jerome Kodell, “‘The Word of God Grew’: The 

Ecclesial Tendency of Logos in Acts 6:7; 12:24; 19:20,” Biblica 55 (1974): 505–19. 

 
70

Peterson, The Acts of the Apostles, 236.  Cf. Bock, Acts, 264–65; Witherington, The Acts of the 

Apostles, 251; Bruce, The Book of Acts, 123; Marshall, The Acts of the Apostles, 127–28; Barrett, Acts, 316–17.  

Roloff correctly argues that this verse affirms the fact that the church is creatura verbi.  See Roloff, Die 

Apostelgeschichte, 110. 

 
71
Peterson rightly notes that Luke’s use of the verb euvaggelizome,nw| indicates that Philip was preaching 

the gospel.  See Peterson, The Acts of the Apostles, 283. 

 
72

Ibid., 284. Cf. Polhill, Acts, 216–17; Marshall, The Acts of the Apostles, 156.  Contra Dunn, who 

argues, based upon the fact that evpi,steusan takes a dative direct object, that the faith of the Samaritans was simply 

an intellectual assent rather than commitment to God.  Marshall rightly notes that nothing in the text suggests that 

the faith of the Samaritans was inadequate.  He also rightly observes the fact that Philip baptizes the Samaritans after 

their profession of faith, which suggests that he believed their faith was genuine.  See Marshall, The Acts of the 

Apostles, 156; and Dunn, Baptism in the Holy Spirit, 65.  It should also be noted that the phrase in 8:8 “so there was 

much joy in that city” is a Lucan circumlocution for salvation (e.g., Luke 19:6; Acts 8:39), which also supports the 

fact that the faith of the Samaritans was genuine.   

 
73
As Bock notes, Luke’s use of evpi,steusan in Acts 8:12 refers to “the moment of faith that leads each 

one into the community [the church]” (Bock, Acts, 328). 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

84 

is, therefore, through Philip’s gospel proclamation, combined with the work of the Holy Spirit, 

that the Ethiopian eunuch becomes a member of the people of God, the church. 

Likewise, Acts 10:1-11:18 records the story of Peter’s gospel proclamation to 

Cornelius.  This passage begins with a vision from God to Cornelius in which an angel instructs 

him to fetch the apostle Peter who is staying in Joppa (10:1-7).  After the vision, Cornelius sends 

servants to bring Peter (10:8-23); of particular interest is 10:22, in which the servants of 

Cornelius tell Peter that Cornelius was instructed in a vision to hear a message from him.  This 

message, as we will see, is the gospel.  Peter then travels to Cornelius’ house (10:24-31).  When 

he arrives, he proclaims to Cornelius the gospel message of Jesus’ death, burial, and resurrection 

for the forgiveness of sins (10:34-43).
76

  After this gospel proclamation, Cornelius and members 

of his household repent, receive the Holy Spirit, and are baptized (10:44-47).
77

  After these 

events, Peter returns to Jerusalem and reports what happened to members of the church in 

Jerusalem (11:1-17).  Of particular concern is 11:14, in which Peter explains that an angel 

revealed to Cornelius that he would hear a message ( = the gospel)
78

 by which he and his 

household would be saved; this verse explicitly declares that God uses the proclamation of the 

gospel to bring about the salvation of his elect who form the membership of his church.  Peter’s 

________________________ 
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gospel proclamation to Cornelius and his household initiates the work of God by which they are 

saved and, consequently, become members of the church. 

The work of the church persists, and as a result, the gospel continues to spread, 

growing the church.  Acts 11:19-21 records the gospel message being preached (v. 20), and, 

through the work of the Lord, people believing and being added to the church (v. 21).
79

  

Similarly, Acts 12:24 records that the word of the Lord (gospel) continued to grow and be 

multiplied; the implication here is that as the gospel message continued to spread, the church 

continued to grow as people believed and were added to the church.  In other words, Luke argues 

in this passage that “gospel growth means church growth.”
80

 

The apostle Paul continues this pattern of gospel growth leading to church growth 

during his missionary journeys.  One specific example of the word of God (gospel) – and 

consequently the church – growing is found in Acts 13:4-12 during Paul’s first missionary 

journey.  Acts 13:4-11 documents the miraculous blinding of a Jewish false prophet named Bar-

Jesus.  Acts 13:12 records the result of this miraculous event: the proconsul believes the gospel 

and is amazed at the teaching of God.
81

  Through the power of the Holy Spirit and Paul’s gospel 

proclamation, the proconsul becomes a member of the church.   

As Paul continues his ministry, he encounters significant opposition.  In spite of this 

opposition, Paul persists in preaching the gospel, resulting in members being added to God’s 

church.  Acts 13:44-52 records opposition to Paul’s gospel proclamation, for the Jews became 

jealous of the crowds that Paul’s message was attracting and as a result were contradicting Paul 
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80

Peterson, The Acts of the Apostles, 370.  Cf. Witherington, The Acts of the Apostles, 390; and Kodell, 

“The Word of God Grew,” 505–19. 

 
81

So also Bock, Acts, 447; Peterson, The Acts of the Apostles, 382–83; Polhill, Acts, 294–96; Barrett, 

Acts, 618–19; Longenecker, “Acts,” 915; Fitzmyer, The Acts of the Apostles, 503–04; John Foster, “Was Sergius 

Paulus Converted? (Acts xiii.12),” Expository Times 60 (1949): 354–55.  Contra Witherington, who thinks it is 

questionable whether the proconsul actually believed the gospel and became a believer.  As Bock points out, the 

contrast in the passage and the implication of Paul’s success indicate that the proconsul became a believer.  See 

Bock, Acts, 447; and Witherington, The Acts of the Apostles, 402–03 



 

 

 

 

86 

and blaspheming (13:45).  However, Paul maintained his gospel proclamation and preached to 

the Gentiles.  As a result, all of those whom God had appointed to eternal life believed in the 

gospel (13:48)
82

 and consequently became members of the church.   

Peter confirms a similar pattern of gospel proclamation leading to belief in Christ in 

Acts 15:6-11 at the Jerusalem council; specifically, he argues that God used his proclamation of 

the gospel to the Gentiles to bring about their belief in it (15:7).  The outcome of their belief in 

Peter’s message was that the Gentiles received the Holy Spirit (15:8) and were cleansed from 

their sin (15:9).
83

  As a result of God’s work through Peter’s gospel proclamation, the Gentiles 

became followers of Christ and subsequently members of his church. 

Acts 16 records events that occurred during Paul’s second missionary journey to 

proclaim the gospel.
84

  One event is the conversion of Lydia documented in Acts 16:13-15.  Her 

conversion begins with Paul preaching the gospel (16:13); through Paul’s gospel proclamation, 

God opened her heart to respond to it (16:14): “That is, he opened her inner eyes to see and to 

believe in the Jesus Paul proclaimed.  We note that, although the message was Paul’s, the saving 

initiative was God’s.  Paul’s preaching was not effective in itself; the Lord worked through it.  

And the Lord’s work was not itself direct; he chose to work through Paul’s preaching.  It is 

always the same.”
85

  After Lydia’s belief in the gospel, she is then baptized as “the outward 

expression of the salvation which she received the faith which she showed”
86

 (16:15).  Similarly, 
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Acts 16:29-34 records the conversion of a jailer.  After a miraculous event in which God releases 

Paul and Silas from prison (16:22-29), Paul responds to the jailer’s question about how to be 

saved (16:30).  Paul then proclaims the gospel to him (v. 16:31-32);
87

 his gospel proclamation 

results in the belief and subsequent baptism of the jailer and his entire household (16:33-34).
88

  

Their acceptance of the gospel message leads to their salvation and entrance into the church 

(16:40).  Paul’s pattern of preaching the gospel to found churches during his missionary journeys 

is confirmed in Acts 17:1-9. 

 Acts 17:1-9 documents another example of gospel proclamation leading to the creation 

of the church.  It opens by noting that Paul went to the Jewish synagogue (17:1).  Luke makes an 

important note in 17:2 that is relevant for our discussion; he writes that “according to Paul’s 

custom” (kata. de. to. eivwqo.j), he went to the synagogue three times and reasoned with the Jews 

from Scripture (17:2).  This reasoning included Paul’s presentation of the gospel by arguing from 

the Old Testament Scriptures that Jesus is the promised Messiah (v. 17:3).
89

  Luke’s usage of 

eivwqo.j serves as a reminder of Paul’s fundamental commitment to spreading the gospel message 

among his own people – the Jews;
90

 however, it also serves to demonstrate Paul’s pattern of 

gospel proclamation throughout his ministry of planting churches.  For, when Paul would visit 

synagogues during his ministry, he would use his visit as an opportunity to proclaim the gospel.
91
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Once Paul had finished speaking in the synagogue, he would then proclaim the gospel to the rest 

of the city.
92

  In Acts 17:1-9, it is Paul’s gospel proclamation in the synagogue that leads to 

converts believing in Christ and joining (proseklhrw,qhsan)
 93

 with Paul and Silas
94

 — 

consequently, forming a church (v. 4).
95

  Paul’s pattern of his proclamation of the gospel 

resulting in church growth is further documented by Luke as Acts continues.  

Following a similar pattern to that of Acts 17:1-9, Paul proclaims the gospel in the 

synagogue in the city of Berea (vv. 17:10-11);
96

 the text notes that after the Bereans had 

examined what Paul said to see if it was in the Scripture, they believed and were added to the 

church (17: 11-12).
97

  Therefore, it is Paul’s gospel proclamation in which he properly explained 

the Old Testament Scriptures that created new members of the church.
98

  Paul continues this 

pattern of gospel proclamation in Athens. 

Acts 17:16-33 records Paul once again starting to proclaim the gospel in a synagogue 

in Athens (17:17); while he was preaching in the synagogue, Paul is invited by some 

philosophers to speak at the Areopagus because of his declaration of the gospel – Jesus’ death 

                                                        
 
92

Peterson, The Acts of the Apostles, 477. 

 
93
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and resurrection (17:17-18).   When Paul goes to the Aeropagus, he proclaims the gospel 

message at the climax of his speech (17:31);
99

 after Paul’s gospel proclamation, some of those 

who are present believe (v. 33).  Once again, even though not everyone accepts the gospel 

message, the pattern of gospel proclamation leading to the growth in membership of the church 

is confirmed.
100

 

This pattern is explicitly confirmed in Acts 19:20, which asserts that the word of the 

Lord (gospel) was growing mightily and prevailing (i.e., the church was growing).  As Kodell 

asserts, it can be discerned from others passages with this same expression that the word of God 

(gospel) growing is a result of it being proclaimed.
101

  As a result of this gospel proclamation, the 

church is formed and those who join it give up their cultic practices (Acts 19:17-19).   

Acts 20:17-36 demonstrates that the pattern of gospel proclamation leading to church 

growth is close to the heart of Paul’s ministry.  It records a sad occasion for Paul.  He is saying 

farewell to the church in Ephesus that he founded.  Of particular interest is Acts 20:20-21 and 24.  

In Acts 20:20-21, Paul describes his initial founding ministry of the church in Ephesus.  He 

records that he publicly declared the gospel message of repentance and faith in the Lord Jesus 

Christ to both Jews and Greeks.
102

  As Bock notes, this summation of Paul’s ministry to the 

Ephesians is a good summary of his mission – to proclaim the gospel message to all people.
103

  

In verse 24, Paul once again asserts that this pattern in his ministry is not an anomaly, for Paul 
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emphatically argues that his entire ministry – its focus, its heartbeat, its goal – is to declare the 

content of the gospel of the grace of God.
104

  This gospel proclamation is what led to the 

founding of churches throughout his ministry like the one in Ephesus. 

Similarly, in Acts 26:14-32, the heart of Paul’s ministry is succinctly defined.  As Paul 

stands before King Agrippa, he shares Jesus’ call of him to ministry, for it is Christ Himself who 

called him to preach the gospel (26:14-18).
105

  Once again, the heart of Paul’s ministry is 

exposed: to minister (proclaim) the gospel to all people (Jew and Gentile); as we have seen 

throughout Acts, it was through Paul’s ministry of Spirit-empowered gospel proclamation that 

God added members to the church.
106

   

Acts closes in Acts 28:23-30 with Paul continuing his ministry to proclaim the gospel 

even during imprisonment in Rome (28:23).  While some did not heed Paul’s message, others 

believed;
107

 the people who did believe were persuaded “by the things spoken” (28:24).
108

  In 

other words, God was using Paul’s gospel proclamation to add members to the church.  Acts, 

therefore, closes with a reaffirmation of the power of the gospel in creating members of the 

church. 
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Brief Summary of Acts Exegesis 

 Acts evidences a pattern in the early church in which the proclamation of the gospel 

leads to the creation of members in the church.  From the ministries of Peter to Paul to the 

apostles to other early Christians such as Philip, this pattern is consistent throughout the entire 

book.  As Kodell argues regarding this pattern in Acts, “Faith [in the gospel] leads to 

community, community to witness.  The circle is completed when the believer, having accepted 

the word through the church, takes the word to others as a member of the church.”
109

  According 

to Acts, it is the witness of members of the church through gospel proclamation that leads to the 

creation of new members of the people of God – the church.  Acts is not the only place where 

this pattern is found.  It is also evident in the introductory section of Paul’s letter to the Romans. 

 
 

Romans 1:8-17 

  Romans 1:8-17 occurs directly after Paul’s opening greeting to the church in Rome 

(1:1-7), a church that Paul, at the time of writing, has yet to visit.  He begins by declaring his 

thankfulness for the church in Rome, for their witness through their faith in Christ and the gospel 

is being proclaimed throughout the entire world (v. 8).
110

  Of particular importance for our 

purposes is his seemingly parenthetical comment in which he declares that he serves God in the 

gospel of his son (v. 9).  As I noted above in my discussion of Acts, Paul’s ministry through 

which he planted churches is based on the gospel – particularly his proclamation of it.
111

  Paul 
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continues by expressing his desire to visit the church in Rome and minister to them (vv. 10-15).   

For our discussion, his comments in verses 16-17 warrant closer examination.   

Paul begins verse 16 with the expression “I am not ashamed of the gospel.” Paul, in 

this phrase, acknowledges the fact that the gospel is something that Christians will be tempted to 

be ashamed of due to the world’s hostility toward it as well as its seemingly unimpressive nature 

compared to the wisdom of the world;
112

 it is even reasonable to assume that Paul himself 

sometimes felt this temptation, especially in light of the suffering that he endured (2 Cor. 11:23-

27).
113

  Paul continues by expressing the reason he is not ashamed of the gospel: it is the power 

of God (du,namij qeou/) that results (eivj) in salvation.
114

  Specifically, as Schreiner notes, it is 

God’s work in the preaching of the gospel that causes salvation in those whom God calls.
115

  

This salvation is effective for everyone who believes (panti. tw/| pisteu,onti) – Jew or Gentile.  It 

________________________ 
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is the proclamation of the Word of God (gospel) along with the regenerating work of the Holy 

Spirit, therefore, that effects salvation in the elect, creating new members of the church. 

Paul continues in verse 17 with an explanation of why the gospel is effective for 

salvation
116

 and its corollary: the creation of new members of the church.  The gospel brings 

about salvation because it is the righteousness of God (dikaiosu,nh qeou/).117
  Verse 17 continues 

by asserting that this righteousness is an eschatological revelation (avpokalu,ptetai)118
 through the 

preaching of the gospel
119

 revealed by faith (evk pi,stewj eivj pi,stin);
120

 in other words, Paul is 

arguing here that the righteousness of God through the gospel is revealed by human faith.
121

  

Paul concludes with a citation from Habakkuk 2:4 confirming that righteousness before God is 

acquired on the basis of faith.
122

  When a person accepts the righteousness of God through faith 
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their status before God changes; certainly one of the results from the moment a believer is 

justified before God is that they become a member of the new people of God – the church. 

Romans 1:8-16 demonstrates the powerful nature of the gospel.  It is through the 

proclamation of the gospel that God creates believers and consequently new members of his 

church.  This same idea is also found in 1 Corinthians 3:1-17. 

 
 

1 Corinthians 3:1-17 

 In 1 Corinthians 3:1-17, Paul is addressing factionalism in the Corinthian church. He 

begins by notifying the Corinthians that he cannot address them as spiritual persons (vv. 1-3).  

Even though the Corinthians are saved, they are living and acting as though they do not have the 

Spirit,
123

 for there is jealousy and strife present among them.  They are also acting according to 

worldly wisdom by claiming to be followers of Paul, Apollos, or Cephas (v. 4).
124

  Paul 

intervenes by asserting that both he and Apollos are simply servants of God and, by 

consequence, of the gospel (v. 5).
125

  In other words, they are just following the bidding of their 

master, God.
126

  Paul continues by using the metaphor of the church as a field in his 

illustration.
127

  In this metaphor, he planted (implying his founding role in Corinthian church)
128
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and Apollos watered; undoubtedly, Paul’s planting (founding) of the church consisted in the 

proclamation of the gospel.
129

  He then proceeds by lowering the status of himself and Apollos 

even further, for the result of their work can be attributed to God alone.  For God is the one who 

caused the initial and continuing growth of the church through the proclamation of the gospel.  

He and Apollos are merely instruments to be used by their master (v. 6); as Fee asserts, “The 

emphasis is on the fact that the Corinthians did not believe in Paul or Apollos, but through them 

they came to believe in Christ.”
130

  Like any servant or instrument, they are unimportant and 

equal in status (vv. 7-8), or, as Conzelmann argues, they have “no special merit.”
131

   As Paul 

asserts, the Corinthian church (the field) as well as Paul and Apollos (the laborers) all belong to 

God (v. 9).
132

 

 Paul continues to imply the central role of the gospel in the creation and continuing 

existence of the church in verses 10-15.  Paul begins by comparing himself to a wise master 

builder (sofo.j avrcite,ktwn)
133

 who built the Corinthian church on a foundation (v. 10);  this 

foundation is Jesus Christ (v. 11).  For it is through Paul’s initial gospel proclamation that the 

________________________ 
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first members of the Corinthian church were created (i.e. the church was founded).
134

  However, 

the main focus of this proclamation was not Paul, but the one whom Paul proclaimed – Christ 

and him crucified (cf. 1 Cor 1:23; 2:2).
135

  Paul is nothing because Christ is everything; it is only 

by Christ’s work through the Spirit that his (or anyone’s) gospel proclamation is effective in 

creating members of the church.
136

  Paul next asserts that anyone who builds upon his gospel 

foundation must do so in a way consistent with the gospel (v. 12).
137

  Paul’s message of Christ 

crucified is the standard by which all others are to be evaluated;
138

 as Thiselton argues, no other 

foundation except the apostolic gospel is logically possible if the Corinthian church is truly to be 

a church.
139

  Paul continues by opining that if others build correctly upon his gospel foundation, 

they will receive reward in the eschatological judgment; if they do not, they will be judged (vv. 

13-15).
140

  Paul ends this section by asserting the special status of the church as the temple of 

God as they are indwelled by God’s Spirit (v. 16).
141

 Along with this status comes a warning for 
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those who intentionally attempt to destroy the church: they will themselves be destroyed by God 

(v. 17). 

 First Corinthians 3:1-17 demonstrates the relationship of gospel proclamation to the 

creation of the church; for it is Paul’s gospel proclamation by the power of the Holy Spirit that 

laid the initial foundation for the Corinthian church (created its first members).  The role of 

gospel proclamation in creating members of the church is also seen in 1 Corinthians 4:14-17.       

 
 

1 Corinthians 4:14-17 

First Corinthians 4:14-17 occurs directly after Paul’s description of the suffering of the 

apostles on behalf of Christ and the gospel (4:6-13); Paul uses the example of himself and the 

other apostles to condemn the Corinthians for their self-exaltation, pride, and arrogance.
142

  

However, Paul does not condemn the Corinthians to crush or shame them.
143

  In fact, it is quite 

the opposite.  Paul wishes to admonish the Corinthians in love as a father would his beloved 

(avgaphta.) child (14).  Paul continues by asserting that although the Corinthians have many 

tutors, they have only one father: himself.   Paul asserts that he is their father through the gospel; 

literally, Paul has begotten (evge,nnhsa) the Corinthian church through the gospel.
144

  As Holmberg 

argues, this concept of Paul’s fatherhood (and in other passages, motherhood) of believers 

“expresses the fact that he [Paul] has begotten them or given them life through the transmission 

________________________ 
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of the Gospel of Christ.”
145

  This fatherhood is not simply metaphorical; it is “real, ‘spiritual’ 

fatherhood,”
146

 for it was his initial proclamation of the gospel that created the church’s first 

members (v. 15).
147

  Paul, therefore, has a special relationship with the Corinthians that can be 

claimed by no one else.
148

  In light of this special relationship, he exhorts the Corinthians to 

imitate him (v. 16) because, as Pickett argues, his life “is defined by the ‘word of the cross.’”
149

  

The Corinthians are to imitate Paul inasmuch as his life corresponds to the gospel,
150

 that is, as 

he follows Christ.
151

  The answer to the problems within the Corinthian church is for the 

Corinthians to act like Paul in exercising godly wisdom instead of worldly wisdom.  Paul 

concludes this section by stating that he will send Timothy to “remind” the Corinthians of his 

way of life in Christ Jesus (v. 17).
152

 

Paul’s pronouncement of himself as the Corinthian’s spiritual father implies the 

relationship between the gospel and the church.  Paul is the Corinthians’ spiritual father because 
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it was his gospel proclamation that created the first members of the Corinthian church.  In 2 

Corinthians 2:12-17, Paul also uses metaphorical language to describe his apostolic ministry, 

which implies the role of gospel proclamation in creating members of the church.  

 
 

2 Corinthians 2:12-3:6 

In 2 Corinthians 2:5-11, Paul expresses his desire for reconciliation between a 

majority and minority faction within the Corinthian church to one another and himself.  In a  

conflict during a recent painful visit by Paul, his ministry and/or teaching had come under attack 

from an individual within the church; consequently, Paul wrote a “severe letter” before 2 

Corinthians (1:23-2:4).  In this letter, Paul had commanded the Corinthian church to discipline 

the individual who had attacked him during his visit to the church (7:5-13).  Because of this 

“severe letter,” the man who had attacked Paul repented; however, a divide had been placed 

between Paul and the Corinthian church that Paul desired to remedy.
153

   

Paul begins by indicating his deep love for the Corinthians.  He became so concerned 

for the Corinthians after their dispute that he left Troas (where he was engaged in gospel 

ministry)
154

 to meet up with Titus in Macedonia to receive news about them (2:12-13).  Paul 

continues by describing his apostolic ministry.  He indicates, through his usage of the word 

qriambeu,onti, that he has been captured by God and dragged around as a slave in the service of 

God to the gospel.
155

  For, Paul, through his life and gospel proclamation, manifests the truth of 
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the gospel in the places that he ministers (2:14).  Paul next compares his own preaching and 

gospel-centered life—that is, his gospel ministry—
156

 to an aroma that is going forth to those 

who are saved and those who are perishing (2:15).  As Witherington notes, “As God drags Paul 

around as his slave, the knowledge of Christ emanates from Paul wherever he goes.”
157

  In other 

words, the apostolic proclamation of the gospel “is the medium of universal, divine 

revelation.”
158

  However, this aroma (gospel proclamation) has a “dual effect.”
159

  To those who 

are saved, it is the fragrance of life; to those that are perishing, it is the fragrance of death.  For, 

to the ones who are saved, Paul’s gospel life and proclamation lead to eternal life and, 

consequently, their entrance into the family of God – the church.  However, to those who are 

perishing, his gospel life and message leads to condemnation and eternal damnation.
160

  The 

message of the gospel, therefore, is a startling power, for its proclamation “dynamically 

________________________ 
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divides”
161

 its listeners into two groups: those possessing eternal life and those possessing eternal 

damnation.
162

  This question then logically follows: who has the right to preach such a message? 

(2:16).
163

  Paul starts by arguing that it is not those who preach the gospel out of wrong motives, 

but those who speak the gospel message out of sincerity  with a right heart before God (2:17).   

He proceeds to detail his New Covenant ministry.  Unlike false apostles who had been 

attempting to invade the church at Corinth (11:1-5), Paul does not need a letter of 

recommendation (3:1), for the Corinthian church, which is visible to all men, is his 

recommendation by God (3:2)!
164

  Therefore, the existence of the Corinthian church — created 

by the power of the Spirit through Paul’s gospel proclamation —
165

 affirms the legitimacy of 

Paul’s apostleship (3:3);
166

 Paul’s confidence does not come from himself or his own personal 

adequacy, but from God in Christ (3:4-5).  Thus, Paul is a minister of the New Covenant through 
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which the Spirit gives life (3:6).
167

  It is, therefore, the work of the Spirit (in giving life) through 

Paul’s gospel proclamation that creates and preserves the church; for, the church serves to prove 

the legitimacy of his gospel ministry because it is created by God through His Spirit.  The work 

of the Spirit in creating the members of the church through gospel proclamation is also 

evidenced in Ephesians 1:13-14. 

 
 

Ephesians 1:13-14 

 Ephesians 1:13-14 is the conclusion of a benediction
168

 by Paul in which he praises  

God for all of the blessings
169

 to himself and the Ephesian congregation in Christ (3-12).  For our 

purposes, verse 13 is the most important to note, for Paul makes the assertion that after (1) 

listening (avkou,santej) and (2) believing (pisteu,santej) the gospel message, the Ephesians were 

sealed (evsfragi,sqhte) with the Holy Spirit.
170

  In other words, belief in the proclamation of the 

gospel resulted in the salvation of Gentiles (1:12) in Ephesus; these Gentiles, subsequently, 

formed the Ephesian church (v. 13).
171

  Paul continues by noting that the reception of the Holy 

Spirit by the members of the Ephesian church at their salvation is a “down payment” 

(avrrabw.n)
172

 of their eschatological redemption in Christ as God’s own possession (v. 14).
173

  In 
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summary, Ephesians 1:13-14 briefly illustrates the fact that it is the proclamation of the gospel 

that creates members of the church; as Hodge opines concerning the passage: “As it was through 

the hearing this Gospel that the Gentiles in the apostle’s days were brought to be partakers of the 

inheritance of God, so it is by the same means that people are to be saved now, and in all 

coming ages until the consummation.  This is by the word of truth, and not truth in general, but 

that truth which constitutes the glad news of salvation.”
174

  Ephesians 2:19-3:6 also vividly 

illustrates the role of gospel proclamation in the creation of members of the church. 

 
 

Ephesians 2:19-3:6 

 Ephesians 2:19-3:6 occurs just after an exposition by Paul detailing the inclusion of 

the Gentiles into the new people of God (2:13, 17-18);
 175

  as Paul argues, the Gentiles were once 

“far away” from God, but now have been “brought near” to God through the work of Christ (v. 

13).
176

  Verse 19 opens with ara ou=n; this phrase forms a “tight logical connection” between 

________________________ 
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verses 18 and 19.
177

 It connects verses 18-19 as follows: since there is open access to God the 

Father through the Holy Spirit because of Christ’s work (v. 18), the Ephesians are no longer 

estranged from God (v.19).  In fact, the Ephesians, even though they are Gentiles, are part of 

God’s family, citizens of His country with other believers (tw/n a`gi,wn),
178

 and members of his 

household.
179

  In other words, the Gentiles (Ephesians) are now part of the people of God – the 

church.  The reason for the adoption of the Ephesians into God’s family is that they have been 

built (evpoikodomhqe,ntej)180
 on the foundation of the apostles and prophets (v. 20).  Paul uses the 

noun “foundation” appositionally with the nouns “prophets” and “apostles”;
181

 however, as 

Lincoln opines, “The apostles and prophets are foundational in the sense of being primary and 

authoritative recipients and proclaimers of revelation (the gospel).”
182

 As Paul argues, when the 

Ephesians accepted the gospel, they were built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, 
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and consequently, became members of the church.
183

  While there is debate as to the precise 

identity of the prophets in 2:20,
184

 it is best to focus on the general identity of the prophets
185

 as 

those who with the apostles
186

 proclaimed the gospel: “The apostles and the Christian prophets 

are those to whom God made known the revelation of the gospel, and those who laid the 

foundation by their preaching the gospel.”
187

  Paul continues by using an emphatic pronoun 

(auvtou/) to emphasize Christ’s primary role in the church.
188

  For Christ himself is the 

“cornerstone” or “capstone” of the church as denoted by the term avkrogwniai,ou;  the exact 

meaning of  avkrogwniai,ou is unclear,
189

 but Paul uses the phrase to emphasize Christ’s chief role 
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in the church’s foundation (v. 20).
190

  For the church is anchored and guided by Christ;
191

 thus, it 

is his gospel message that creates its members (Eph 1:13 cf. 3:6) and he himself guides its 

growth in holiness.  Paul continues by portraying the church as a community that has both a 

present and eschatological reality;
192

 for, the church is not a fully perfected (realized) reality in 

the present, but is growing (au;xei) in Christ to reach perfection, which will be achieved in the 

eschaton (v. 21-22).
193

  The church also joins believers to both Christ (v. 21) and each other 

through the work of the Spirit (v. 22).  In summary, Ephesians 2:19-22 indicates the Ephesians 

became members of the church through their acceptance of the gospel message preached by the 

apostles and prophets.  This idea is even more pronounced as Paul continues in Ephesians 3:1-6. 

Paul continues in 3:1-6 by providing more information about Gentile inclusion into the 

church.  He first asserts that his ministry is one of stewarding divine revelation of a mystery that 

God has made known to him as well as to the other apostles and prophets through the Spirit (vv. 

1-5).  In verse 6, he explains the content of this mystery: the Gentiles are fellow heirs 

(sugklhrono,ma), members of the same body (su,sswma), and partakers of the promise with the 

Jews (summe,toca th/j evpaggeli,aj).194
  Paul’s use of the adjective su,sswma is ecclesiological in 
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nature and indicates that the Gentiles are now members of the new people of God, the church (cf. 

Eph 1:22-23).
195  

Paul then goes to explain how the Gentiles are members of the church.  He 

argues that they are members of the church in Christ through their acceptance of the 

proclamation of the gospel; as O’Brien notes, Ephesians 3:6 indicates that “it is through the 

active proclamation of the gospel that God draws men and women to himself (cf. 2 Thess. 

2:14).”
196

  In this case, it is through the proclamation of the gospel by the apostle and prophets 

that the Ephesians became members of the church, the body of Christ. 

In summary, Paul, in the midst of his discussion of Gentile inclusion into the church as 

well as its nature, asserts the Ephesians are a part of the universal church whose inclusion into it 

is a result of their acceptance of the gospel message proclaimed by the apostles and prophets.  

Therefore, it is the gospel proclamation that creates the members of the universal church of 

which the local Ephesian church is a part.  Paul also expresses this same concept in Ephesians 

5:25-33 when he details Christ’s great love for the church, his bride, through the gospel. 

 
 

Ephesians 5:25-33 

Ephesians 5:25-33 occurs in a pericope where Paul is giving instructions to both  

husbands and wives.  He has just finished giving instructions to wives to be submissive to their  

husbands (vv. 22-24).  Then, in Ephesians 5:25-33, he turns to giving instructions to husbands.  

He begins by commanding husbands to love their wives as Christ loved the church by giving 

himself up for her (v. 25).  As Paul argues, the love of Christ for his church is truly displayed in 

Christ’s passion for the church in his sacrificial death; just as Christ self-sacrificially gave of 

himself for his church, so also are husbands to love their wives self-sacrificially.
197
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Paul continues by asserting the purpose of Christ’s sacrifice for his church: to sanctify 

her (a`gia,sh|) through the cleansing (kaqari,saj|) of her by the washing of water (tw/| loutrw/| tou/ 

u[datoj) through the word (evn r`h,mati) (v. 26).   Verse 26 has four components that must be 

examined closely to understand its meaning.  The first, Paul’s reference to the church being 

sanctified (a`gia,sh|), is fairly straightforward; it indicates the purpose of Christ’s sacrificial 

death:
198

 that the church would be set apart for service to God.
199

  The next element, cleansing 

(kaqari,saj|), has the following two functions: it (1) demonstrates how or by what means the 

action of the main verb (a`gia,sh|) is accomplished
200

 and (2) points to the removal of sin from the 

church.
201

  The third element, the reference to washing of water (tw/| loutrw/| tou/ u[datoj), is 

disputed.  While some commentators believe the phrase washing of water refers to the act of 

water baptism, this interpretation is not likely.
202

  Instead, it is best to interpret this phrase as 

referring to “a spiritual washing brought about through Christ’s gracious word in the gospel.”
203
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Interpreting the phrase “washing of water” as a reference to spiritual washing is consistent with 

Paul’s reference to a spiritual washing of believers in 1 Corinthians 6:11.
204

  It is also consistent 

with the rest of Ephesians, as there is no other place besides 4:5 where water baptism is 

referenced; as O’Brien notes, the reference in 4:5 to baptism is listed as part of a sevenfold 

confession and is not emphasized.
205

  The interpretation of “washing of water” as spiritual 

cleansing is also consistent with the rest of the New Testament, for, as Snodgrass observes, there 

is no other place in the New Testament that references the church itself being baptized.
206

  The 

interpretation of the fourth component, through the word (evn r`h,mati), indicates the means by 

which this washing is accomplished; its interpretation is closely linked to how one interprets the 

phrase “washing of water.”
207

  If it is interpreted to mean water baptism, commentators suggests 

the phrase refers to a baptismal confession of faith or formula.
208

  Once again, this interpretation 

is not likely, for the majority of Paul’s uses of r`h/ma refer to the gospel, which is also the case in 

Ephesians.
209

  The phrase is best taken, then, as referring to the gospel and, specifically, the 

proclamation of the gospel: “It also seems simplest to take the term as a reference not to a 

baptismal formula but to the word of God, and even more specifically to the gospel, whose 

preaching brings the church into existence as people hear and believe it.”
210

  With this 

________________________ 
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interpretation in mind, verse 26 denotes the creation of members of the church by the 

proclamation of the gospel; as Thielman concludes, “This sanctifying, cleansing action was 

applied to them [the Ephesians] when they were washed in the verbal proclamation of the gospel, 

that is, when they heard the gospel preached, believed it, and were sealed as God’s special 

people by the Holy Spirit (cf. 1:13-14).”
211

 

Paul proceeds after verse 26 by providing the purpose for this cleansing and washing 

and, consequently, his sacrificial death: the perfection of the church into a holy and blameless
212

 

bride (v. 27).  He concludes by instructing husbands to love their wives as their own bodies just 

as Christ loves the members of his own body, the church (vv. 28-33).  Even though the focus of 

Ephesians 5:25-33 is on instructing husbands on how to treat their wives, Paul also details 

profound truths about the church.  One of these truths is that the proclamation of the gospel 

creates the members of the church.  This creation of the church through gospel proclamation 

points back to Christ’s profound act of sacrificial love for his bride: his torturous crucifixion and 

death.  Christ’s love for his church as demonstrated by the creation of its members through the 

proclamation of the gospel is also evident in 1 Thessalonians 1. 

 
 

1 Thessalonians 1 

 Paul begins his letter to the Thessalonians with an introductory greeting (v. 1).  He 

then proceeds to communicate his thankfulness to God for the Thessalonian church, which he 

expresses to God in his prayers (v. 2).  As Paul continues, he articulates the motivation for his 

prayers: the Godly life and character of the Thessalonians evidenced after their conversion (v. 

3).
213

  He next presents the second reason for his thankfulness for the Thessalonians – their 
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election by God (v.4).
214

  He proceeds by stating the reason for his confidence in their election.  

Paul knows the Thessalonians are elect because (o[ti)215
 of their positive response to his spirit-

empowered preaching of the gospel,
216

 for the Thessalonians responded positively to Paul on 

account of the Spirit’s inner work in their lives to bring about conviction of sin.  As Fee asserts, 

“The twin phrases, ‘but in power’ and ‘with the Holy Spirit and deep conviction,’ refer primarily 

to Paul’s preaching, but not so much to the manner (or style) of preaching as to its Spirit-

empowered effectiveness.”
217

  Due to the positive response of the Thessalonians caused by the 

________________________ 
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work of the Holy Spirit, they were saved and the Thessalonian church was formed (cf. 2 Thess. 

2:13-15).  As Stott opines in reference to verse 5, “Before they (Paul, Silas, and Timothy) arrived 

there was no church; when they left, the church had been planted and taken root.  How did this 

happen?  The planting of the church was the direct result of the preaching of the gospel.”
218

  

After describing the church-creating result of their Spirit-empowered gospel proclamation, Paul 

proceeds by asserting that the gospel was not contradicted by the conduct of the ones who 

proclaimed it (v. 5).
219

  He concludes this section by providing other evidence for the election of 

the Thessalonians: the positive response of the Thessalonians to the gospel in their imitation of 

the apostles and ultimately of Christ (v. 6); this imitation of Christ and the apostles by the 

Thessalonians has resulted in their church becoming well-known to many other believers in 

neighboring regions on account of their positive example and testimony (vv. 7-10).   Paul’s 

expression of thankfulness for the Thessalonians in this chapter provides evidence that the 

proclamation of the gospel creates members of the church, for it is the positive response of the 

Thessalonians to Paul’s gospel proclamation that demonstrated their election; on account of their 

response rooted in the work of the Spirit, they became saved and, consequently, members of the 

newly formed church at Thessalonica.  Peter also demonstrates this pattern in 1 Peter 1:22-25. 

 
 

1 Peter 1:22-25 

 First Peter 1:22-25 occurs in a pericope, which begins in 1:13.  In this pericope, Peter 

is giving instructions for Christians on how to live the Christian life.
220

  He has previously been 

focusing on the reader’s responsibilities toward God; however, he now turns to addressing the 
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responsibilities of his readers to one another.
221

  In 1:22-25, Peter instructs his recipients how 

they should treat one another: with love.  He begins by asserting that, because his recipients have 

been obedient to the gospel message (th/| up̀akoh/| th/j avlhqei,aj)222
 that has cleansed (h`gniko,tej) 

223
 their souls, they are to love one another.  Peter’s usage of filadelfi,an denotes the kind of 

mutual love members of a family or a close-knit community would have toward one another;
224

 

when Peter’s readers accepted the gospel, they became part of the family of God (the church)
225

 

and are, therefore, to show “brotherly love” (filadelfi,an) toward each other (v. 22).  Peter 

continues by asserting that his readers also are to love one another because they have been born 

(avnagegennhme,noi) not from perishable seed, but from imperishable seed; that is, they have been 

born through (dia.)226
 the living and abiding word of God, the gospel (v. 23).

227
  As Jobes argues, 
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“The love commanded in 1:22 is the result of obeying truth – responding positively to the gospel 

– and is made possible by the spiritual energy of the new life God has generated by his eternal 

word.”
228

  For it is God who has caused Christians to be born again through the gospel and, 

consequently, to enter into the church community.
229

  Peter continues with a quote from Isaiah 

40 in which he asserts that even though humanity and everything in this world pass away, the 

Word of God will last forever (vv. 24-25a).
230

  He concludes with the assertion that this Word 

that abides forever is the Word that was preached to them (euvaggelisqe.n), the gospel (v. 25b).
231

  

As Hiebert opines, “The message ‘that was evangelized’ (to euanggelisthen) to them was indeed 

the good news of salvation.  The reference is to the evangelization that resulted in the 

establishment of the churches that were addressed.”
232

  In 1 Peter 1:22-25, Peter argues that it is 

the proclamation of the gospel that causes rebirth in those who heard, which makes the loving 

community present within the church and the church itself possible.
233

  Therefore, it is through 

the proclamation of the gospel that members of the church are created through the regenerating 

work of the Spirit.   
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Summary 

 In this chapter, I have surveyed numerous passages; these passages demonstrate that it 

is the proclamation of the gospel accompanied by the regenerating work for the Holy Spirit that 

creates the church’s members.  This pattern began at Pentecost with Peter’s sermon, as predicted 

by Christ in Matthew 16:18, and continued throughout the rest of the early church.  In Acts, it is 

consistently the Spirit-empowered proclamation of the gospel that results in the planting or 

growth of churches.  This pattern was also recognized by the apostles such as Paul and Peter.  As 

I have demonstrated, Paul argues in several of his epistles (Romans, 1 and 2 Corinthians, 

Ephesians, 1 Thessalonians) for the power of the gospel to create members of the church.  Peter 

also recognizes in 1 Peter that it is the Spirit-empowered proclamation of the gospel that creates 

members of the church.  The proclamation of the gospel, while playing a central role in the 

church’s creation, also forms the church’s mission.  The relationship of gospel proclamation to 

the mission of the church is the topic of my next chapter, to which I now turn. 
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CHAPTER 5 
 

THE CHURCH: 
PROCLAIMER OF THE GOSPEL 

 
 

Introduction 

 I now continue the heart of my dissertation: Scriptural exegesis.  This chapter will be 

similar to the previous chapter.  In the previous chapter, I argued the following from Scripture: 

the proclamation of the gospel creates members of the church.  In this chapter, I will argue a 

complementary idea, that the church is the instrument that God uses to proclaim the gospel.  

Specifically, God uses the members of his church as instruments through whom the gospel is 

proclaimed to the lost.   

 As in the last chapter, I have selected Scripture passages
1
 that best seem to support the 

relationship of the church to gospel proclamation;
2
 however, these passages are certainly not the 

only ones that could be used to support this relationship.
3
  I am exegeting a large number of 

verses in this chapter, so I will only focus on the content of the verse(s) in each passage that is 

pertinent to proving my thesis; information (such as certain linguistic nuances or historical 

background) that does not directly relate to my topic, while important, will not be covered.   

However, each text will be exegeted with all of this data in mind.  The main goal of my exegesis 

is not to provide a comprehensive analysis of each text; instead, it is to represent accurately the 

authorial intent of each passage and show how this intent supports my thesis for this chapter: that 

                                                        
 

1
Verses exegeted in this chapter are Matt 28:16-20; Luke 24:44-49; Acts 1:8; Acts 2-28, Rom 10:5-21, 

Gal 2:7-9, Eph 4:1-16; Phil 1; Col 4:2-6; 1 Tim 2:1-7; and 2 Tim 4:1-8.  

 
2
I have selected verses that are commonly used such as Matt 28:16-20 and Acts 1:8 to argue for the 

church’s role in gospel proclamation as well as verses that are not commonly used. 

 
3
Verses not exegeted in this chapter that support this chapter’s thesis but add nothing substantive to it 

include John 17:13-21; John 20:19-23; 1 Cor 4:16; 1 Cor 11:1; and Tit 2:1-15.   
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the church is the instrument God uses to proclaim the gospel.  At the end of this chapter, I will 

provide a short summary of the Scriptural data concerning the instrumental role of the church in 

the proclamation of the gospel.  I now begin this chapter by examining Matthew 28:16-20. 

 
 

Matthew 28:16-20 

 Matthew 28:16-20 is a foundational passage for understanding the mission of the 

church.  It is the “climax and crown”
4
 of Matthew’s gospel that serves to illuminate the 

significance of what Matthew has already previously recorded,
5
 for this passage looks back at 

Jesus’ ministry as a whole (“all that I have commanded you,” v. 20) as well as forward to one of 

the results of Jesus’ ministry: the ministry of the church.
6
   

 In the verses preceding Matthew 28:16-20, Matthew records a command to Jesus’ 

disciples to meet him in Galilee (28:10) as well as the plot of the Jewish leadership to hide the 

fact of Jesus’ resurrection (28:11-15).  The disciples, obeying the command of Jesus, proceed to 

the designated meeting place (a certain mountain) in Galilee (v. 16).  When they arrive at the 

mountain, they see Jesus and worship him.
7
 As Barth asserts in reference to verse 17, “Worship 

is offered in the presence of the revealed God.  Jesus encountered them [the disciples] as God, 

                                                        
 
4
W. D. Davies and D. C. Allison, Matthew 19-28, International Critical Commentary (London: T. & T. 

Clark, 2004), 688; Craig L. Blomberg, Matthew, The New American Commentary, vol. 22 (Nashville: Broadman, 

1992), 429; D. A. Carson, Matthew, in vol. 8 of The Expositor's Bible Commentary, ed. Frank E. Gaebelein and J. D. 

Douglas (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, Regency Reference Libarary, 2010), 662; David L. Turner, Matthew, Baker 

Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2008), 687. 

 
5
R. T. France, The Gospel of Matthew, The New International Commentary on the New Testament 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 1109.  As France argues, the only appropriate response of the reader to Matthew 

28:16-20 is to join the disciples in worship to Jesus, in proclaiming the gospel, and making disciples of all people 

(France, The Gospel of Matthew, 1109).  See also Davies and Allison, Matthew 19-28, 688–89; Donald A. Hagner, 

Matthew 14-28, Word Biblical Commentary, vol. 33b (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1995), 885. 

 
6
Davies and Allison, Matthew 19-28, 678.  As Hill notes, the church’s ministry is not to be thought of as 

a substitute for Jesus’s ministry, but as continuous with it.  See David Hill, The Gospel of Matthew, New Century 

Bible Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1972), 361.  Cf. Carson, Matthew, 663. 

 
7
As France notes, the fact the disciples worshiped Jesus indicates that they recognized Jesus as more 

than human (France, The Gospel of Matthew, 1110). 
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and they encounter him now as worshippers.”
8
  However, Matthew records that some (oi` de.) 

doubted (evdi,stasan, v. 17).
9
  It is not clear from the context whether the some that doubted were 

part of the disciples or a larger crowd that had accompanied the disciples.
10

  Even if it is the 

disciples who doubted, this fact would not be surprising, since Jesus’ followers had trouble 

recognizing him or doubted his resurrection on other occasions (Luke 23:13-35; John 20:24-29).  

Matthew continues by asserting the lordship of Christ over all of creation.  This assertion is an 

illusion to Daniel 7:14,
11

 for Jesus is the risen and exalted Son of Man mentioned in Daniel 7:14 

whose (1) dominion over all people and (2) kingdom will never end (v. 18).
12

  Matthew, then, 

proceeds by detailing the mission of the church.  His usage of the inferential ou=n indicates that 

this mission is a result of Christ’s universal authority over all creation.
13

  The primary task of this 

mission is to make disciples (maqhteu,sate)14
 —specifically, to go (poreuqe,ntej)15

 and make 

                                                        
 
8
Karl Barth, “An Exegetical Study of Matthew 28:16-20,” in The Theology of the Christian Mission, ed. 

Gerald H. Anderson, trans. Thomas Wieser (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1961), 59. 

 
9
It should be noted that evdi,stasan does not refer “to intellectual uncertainty, but to the disorientation 

produced by an unfamiliar and overwhelming situation” (R. T. France, Matthew: Evangelist and Teacher [Eugene, 

OR: Wipf & Stock, 2004], 314).  Cf. France, The Gospel of Matthew, 1110–11; Blomberg, Matthew, 430; Carson, 

Matthew, 663; Craig S. Keener, The Gospel of Matthew: A Socio-Rhetorical Commentary (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 2009), 716.  As N. T. Wright suggests, one suspects that this intellectual uncertainty or hesitation arose 

from fact that “the risen Jesus both was and was not ‘the same’ as he had been before . . . there was a mystery about 

him which even those who knew him best were unable to penetrate” (N. T. Wright, The Resurrection of the Son of 

God, vol. 3, Christian Origins and The Question of God [Minneapolis: Fortress, 2003], 643–44). 

 
10

For a detailed discussion of the possible options for the identity of the ones who doubted, see Carson, 

Matthew, 663–64.  Cf. Grant R. Osborne, Matthew, Zondervan Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament 

(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2010), 1077. 

 
11
For a comprehensive discussion of Matthew’s allusion to Daniel 7:14, see Jane Schaberg, The Father, 

the Son, and the Holy Spirit: The Triadic Phrase in Matthew 28:19b, The Society of Biblical Literature Dissertation 

Series 61 (Chico, CA: Scholars, 1982), 111–221.  Cf. Craig L. Blomberg, “Matthew,” in Commentary on the New 

Testament Use of the Old Testament, ed. G. K. Beale and D. A. Carson (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2007), 100. 

 
12

The passive verb evdo,qh is a divine passive indicating that Jesus’ authority has been given to him by 

God the Father.  So also Hagner, Matthew 14-28, 886; Blomberg, Matthew, 431; Osborne, Matthew, 1078. 

 
13

Osborne, Matthew, 1078; Turner, Matthew, 689. 

 
14

France, The Gospel of Matthew, 1115; Osborne, Matthew, 1080; Carson, Matthew, 666.  
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disciples.  This mission is not limited to a certain group or people, for the disciples are to go and 

makes disciples of all nations (pa,nta ta. e;qnh).
16

  As Davies and Allison opine, “universal 

lordship means universal mission.”
17

  Matthew continues by characterizing what is involved in 

the task of making disciples through his usage of the participles bapti,zontej and dida,skontej.18
  

The disciples are commanded to baptize converts in the name of the Father and the Son and the 

Holy Spirit; they are also to teach converts everything Jesus has commanded (evneteila,mhn).
19

  As 

Davies and Allison argue, the verb evneteila,mhn recalls Jesus’ ministry throughout the entire book 

of Matthew – his proverbs, blessings, parables, and prophecies; therefore, the entire ministry of 

Jesus is “an imperative.”
20

  In summary, the disciples are to minister and teach as Jesus taught 

them (vv. 19-20a).
21

  Turner accurately captures the implications of this ministering/discipling 

________________________ 
 
15

The participle poreuqe,ntej is best viewed as being an attendant circumstance with the main verb 

maqhteu,sate; it also takes on an imperative coloring due to the main verb maqhteu,sate, which is an imperative 

(Daniel B. Wallace, Greek Grammar: Beyond the Basics [Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996], 642).  Cf. Blomberg, 

Matthew, 431; Hagner, Matthew 14-28, 882; Carson, Matthew, 666; Osborne, Matthew, 1080.  It should be noted 

that some scholars translate the participle poreuqe,ntej as “while you are going” or “as you go” (Robert D. Culver, 

“What Is the Church’s Commission: Some Exegetical Issues in Matthew 28:16-20,” Bibliotheca Sacra 125 [1968]: 

239–53).  However, as Wallace argues, this translation is extremely unlikely as virtually all constructions of aorist 

participles + aorist imperative have the participle functioning as an attendant circumstance with the main verb 

(Wallace, Greek Grammar, 642).  

 
16

It should be noted that this commission, while going far beyond Israel, does not exclude Israel.  Cf. 

France, The Gospel of Matthew, 1114; Davies and Allison, Matthew 19-28, 684. 

 
17

Davies and Allison, Matthew 19-28, 684.  Cf. Osborne, Matthew, 1079.  As Johnson notes, no other 

passage, with the possible exception of Romans, has more greatly influenced the Christian vision for a worldwide 

church.  See Sherman E. Johnson, “The Gospel According to Saint Matthew,” in New Testament Articles, Matthew, 

Mark, The Interpreter’s Bible (New York: Abingdon, 1951), 620. 

 
18

As Carson opines, it is best, due to their syntax, not to interpret the participles bapti,zontej and 

dida,skontej as solely indicating the means through which one makes disciples.  Instead, they are modal in that they 

characterize the act of making disciples; they also retain some imperatival coloring from the main verb (Carson, 

Matthew, 667–68).  Cf. Blomberg, Matthew, 431; Ulrich Luz, Matthew 21-28, trans. James E. Crouch, Hermeneia 

(Minneapolis: Fortress, 2005), 631–34.   

 
19
As Blomberg notes, the mandate to teach all that Jesus commanded reflects the fact that the church’s 

evangelism is to be holistic.  The church is to proclaim the gospel as well as nurture/grow those who accept it to 

maturity in Christ (Blomberg, Matthew, 433).  Cf. Osborne, Matthew, 1081–82.  

 
20

Davies and Allison, Matthew 19-28, 686.  Cf. France, The Gospel of Matthew, 1118; Leon Morris, 

The Gospel According to Matthew, The Pillar New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992), 749. 
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role of Christ’s disciples to the church when he asserts, “All this implies the central role of the 

church as God’s primary agent for mission.  Only in the community/family that is the church can 

disciples be baptized and taught to observe all that Jesus commanded.”
22

  Matthew ends this 

pericope and his gospel with a statement of divine enablement for Jesus’ commission to his 

disciples: Jesus is always with his disciples to enable them to complete the task of making 

disciples of all nations.  Matthew, therefore, ends his gospel as he began it, with an affirmation 

that Jesus is Immanuel (God with us) forever (v. 20b).
23

 

 Matthew 28:16-20 demonstrates the fact that the church is the instrument God uses to 

proclaim the gospel.  In this passage, however, the church is not merely the instrument that 

proclaims the gospel; it is also God’s appointed means to disciple those who respond positively 

to its gospel proclamation.  Osborne provides an accurate summary of the message of Matthew 

28:16-20 in relation to the church: “So Matthew concludes with a blend of ecclesiology and 

eschatology – the church is God’s chosen messenger during the interim before the consummation 

and as such is promised the continuous presence of the authoritative One.”
24

  Luke also records 

the role of the church as God’s instrument for the proclamation of the gospel in Luke 24:44-49.
 25

 

 
 
________________________ 

 
21

Barth captures the ethos of Matt 28:19-20a when he argues that to become a Christian is to become 

“Christ to others by participating in Christ’s kingly, priestly, and prophetic ministry” (Barth, “An Exegetical Study 

of Matthew 28:16-20,” 68). 

 
22

Turner, Matthew, 690. 

 
23

Günther Bornkamm, “The Risen Lord and the Earthly Jesus: Matthew 28.16-20,” in The Future of 

Our Religious Past: Essays in Honor of Rudolf Bultmann, ed. James M. Robinson, trans. Charles E. Carlston and 

Robert P. Scharlemann (London: SCM, 1971), 228; Hagner, Matthew 14-28, 888; Luz, Matthew 21-28, 634. 

 
24

Osborne, Matthew, 1083.    

 
25

The parallel text in Mark 16:15 will not be covered because of its textual inauthenticity.  For a 

detailed discussion of the reasons why it is judged inauthentic, see Bruce M. Metzger, A Textual Commentary on the 

Greek New Testament, 2
nd

 ed. (Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 2005), 102–6; Robert H. Stein, Mark, Baker 

Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2008), 733–37; R. T. France, The Gospel of 

Mark: A Commentary on the Greek Text, New International Greek Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 2002), 685–88. 
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Luke 24:44-49 

 Luke 24:44-49 follows a pericope in which Luke describes the appearance of the 

resurrected Christ to his followers.  During this appearance, Jesus both (1) allowed his followers 

to touch him and (2) consumed a piece of broiled fish to prove that his physical body had been 

resurrected and that he was not just a Spirit (24:36-42).  Luke continues by describing Jesus’ 

explanation of the miraculous event of his resurrection: the fulfillment of Scripture, for Jesus 

argues that his resurrection is the fulfillment of what is written about him in the law, the 

prophets, and the Psalms (v. 44).
26

  Luke proceeds by recounting that Jesus opened the minds of 

the disciples so that they could understand what the Scriptures prophesied about him.  As 

Osborne notes, this revelation of Jesus as the Messiah predicted in the Old Testament Scriptures 

prepared the disciples for their mission
27

 of gospel proclamation (v. 45).  Luke next recounts 

Jesus’ summary of the basic content of the teaching of the Scriptures about himself.  First, Jesus 

asserts that the Scriptures prophesied that he would suffer (paqei/n) and be resurrected 

(avnasth/nai) from the dead on the third day (v. 46).  Next, he argues that Scripture also predicts 

the message of repentance (meta,noian) for the forgiveness of sins (= the gospel) would be 

proclaimed (khrucqh/nai) in his name to all nations
28

 beginning in Jerusalem (v. 27).
29

  Verse 27 

                                                        
 
26

As Bock notes, Jesus is the topic of Scripture and, consequently, the events that composed his life are 

not surprising as they were fully predicted and in line with God’s revelation in Scripture.  See Darrell L. Bock, Luke 

9:51-24:53, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1996), 1936.  

 
27

Grant R. Osborne, The Resurrection Narratives: A Redactional Study (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1984), 

130–31. 

 
28
As Bock notes, the phrase “to all nations” indicates that the gospel applies to all people and therefore, 

has no racial, social, or ethnic boundaries (Bock, Luke 9:51-24:53, 1940). 

 
29
As Dillon asserts, “There is no syntactical or hermeneutical reason to doubt that the universal 

preaching of repentance and (unto) forgiveness is being presented as part of the Easter fulfillment of Scripture” 

(Richard J. Dillon, From Eye-Witnesses to Ministers of the Word: Tradition and Composition in Luke 24, Analecta 

Biblica 82 [Rome: Biblical Institute, 1978], 208).  Cf. Bock, Luke 9:51-24:53, 1941; John Nolland, Luke 18:35-

24:53, Word Biblical Commentary, vol. 35c (Waco, TX: Word, 1993), 1219; Joel B. Green, The Gospel of Luke, 

The New International Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 856–57; Norval 

Geldenhuys, A Commentary on the Gospel of Luke, The New International Commentary on the New Testament 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988), 641; I. Howard Marshall, The Gospel of Luke: A Commentary on the Greek Text, 

The New International Greek Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1978), 903, 905–06; William F. 

Arndt, Luke, Concordia Classic Commentary Series (St. Louis: Concordia, 1956), 497. 
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contains a few elements that warrant further examination.  First, Luke’s usage of meta,noian 

indicates that the desired result of gospel proclamation (= Jesus’ suffering, death, and 

resurrection) is a change in attitude (or reorientation) toward sin.  As Bock notes, “People must 

also change their minds about who they are and how they can approach God.  Repentance 

involves turning to and embracing God in faith.”
30

  Second, Luke’s usage of khrucqh/nai with the 

prepositional phrase evpi. tw/| ovno,mati auvtou indicates how the preaching or proclamation of the 

gospel will occur: in his (Jesus’) name.  As Fitzmyer opines, “Jesus’ status as the risen Messiah 

will be the basis for all that is preached about Him.”
31

  The gospel message, therefore, finds its 

foundation in its subject – the resurrected Christ.  Initially, this task of gospel proclamation 

would fall to those who were witnesses of the works of Christ (his passion, resurrection, 

teaching, and work)
32

 since they could testify to the truthfulness of the gospel message (v. 48).
33

  

These witnesses included both apostles and others, for Jesus is addressing a crowd greater than 

the apostles during this discourse (cf. Luke 24:9, 33).
34

  Jesus, therefore, charges all of his 

followers with the task of proclaiming the gospel.  The passage ends with a promise: Christ will 

supernaturally equip his followers to proclaim the gospel;
35

 this equipping will occur with the 

                                                        
 
30

Bock, Luke 9:51-24:53, 1940. 

 
31

Joseph A. Fitzmyer, The Acts of the Apostles, The Anchor Bible (New York: Doubleday, 1998), 1584.  

Cf. Alfred Plummer, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Gospel According to St. Luke, 5
th

 ed., The 

International Critical Commentary (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1964), 563; Hans Conzelmann, The Theology of St. 

Luke, trans. Geoffrey Buswell (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1960), 177–78. 

 
32

Nolland, Luke 18:35-24:53, 1220. 

 
33

Bock, Luke 9:51-24:53, 1942; Robert H. Stein, Luke, The New American Commentary, vol. 24 

(Nashville: B&H, 1992), 621; Marshall, The Gospel of Luke, 906.  Dillon also argues based upon the context of 

Luke and Acts that “witness” means more than just a “guarantor of facts”; he believes mission means a “total 

enactment of the Christological ‘journey’” (Dillon, From Eye-Witnesses to Ministers of the Word, 215–16).   

 
34

Fitzmyer, The Acts of the Apostles, 1580. 

 
35

As Nolland argues, the Spirit would empower the disciples to fulfill their mission to proclaim the 

gospel. See Nolland, Luke 18:35-24:53, 122.  Cf. Green, The Gospel of Luke, 858; Geldenhuys, A Commentary on 

the Gospel of Luke, 642; Leon Morris, Luke, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: 

InterVarsity, 1988), 362; John Martin Creed, The Gospel According to St. Luke (London: Macmillan, 1953), 300. 
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arrival of the Holy Spirit on the Day of Pentecost, which is detailed in Acts 2 (v. 49).
36

  In the 

subsequent verses, Luke ends his gospel by describing the reaction of Jesus’ followers to his 

resurrection and commission: waiting for Christ to send the Holy Spirit and praising God (24:50-

53).    

 In summary, Luke 24:44-49 records the commissioning of the apostles and other early 

followers of Christ to gospel proclamation.  This task of gospel proclamation was to occur after 

the arrival of the Spirit at Pentecost.  This arrival of the Spirit would serve both to (1) initiate the 

gospel proclamation of Jesus’ followers and (2) mark the birth of the church composed of his 

followers.  Luke 24:44-49 also reveals that the gospel proclamation carried out by Jesus’ 

followers (i.e., the church) is the realization of God’s sovereign plan.  As Stein argues, “The 

church’s worldwide mission and the Spirit’s coming to empower them for ministry is also the 

fulfillment of the Scripture.”
37

  The commission of Jesus’ followers in Luke 24:44-49 sets the 

stage for the disciples’ gospel proclamation in the book of Acts,
38

 to which I now turn.  

 
 

Acts 

The book of Acts is crucial for understanding the church as God’s ordained instrument 

of gospel proclamation.  Acts presents a pattern in which the early church faithfully spreads the 

gospel.  I will begin my brief survey of some of the relevant passages in Acts with Acts 1:8, as it 

contains Luke’s record in Acts of Christ commissioning his disciples to proclaim the gospel. 

 
 
Acts 1:8 

 Acts 1:8 occurs just after the following two events: (1) Jesus’ promise to send the 

Holy Spirit to the disciples (vv. 4-5) and (2) a question by the disciples as to when Jesus would 

                                                        
 
36

Bock, Luke 9:51-24:53, 1943; Fitzmyer, The Acts of the Apostles, 1580, 1582; Robert C. Tannehill, 

Luke, Abingdon New Testament Commentaries (Nashville: Abingdon, 1996), 362. 

 
37

Stein, Luke, 621. 

 
38

So also Mark C. Black, Luke, The College Press NIV Commentary (Joplin, MO: College, 1996), 391. 
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restore the kingdom of Israel in the end times (v. 6).  Jesus’ response to the disciples’ question 

indicates that the disciples are not to be concerned about when the kingdom of Israel would be 

restored;
39

 instead, they are to be active in spreading the good news of Christ to all people.  As 

Bock argues, “The kingdom message will move out and gradually encompass all.  The church’s 

call is to be missionary in direction and eschatological focus.”
40

  Luke’s usage of du,namin 

indicates that it is through the power of the Spirit that the disciples are capable of fulfilling their 

mission, which is to take the gospel to the ends of the earth.
41

  As I noted in the previous chapter, 

this passage highlights a major theme in Acts: the progress of the gospel and subsequent growth 

of the church throughout the world by the power of the Spirit.
42

  However, highlighting this 

theme is not the only function of the Acts 1:8.  It also provides, as Polhill argues, a rough outline 

of the entire book, for the church, in the book of Acts, takes the gospel to Jerusalem (chapters 1-

7), to Judea and Samaria (chapters 8-12), and to the ends of the earth (chapters 13-28) as the 

verse predicts.
43

  The church, therefore, is God’s appointed instrument in Acts through which the 

gospel is proclaimed, for, Luke demonstrates how the early church worked to fulfill Jesus’ 

commission to take the gospel to Jerusalem, to Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.  

However, the task to fulfill Jesus’ commission did not stop with the early church because the text 
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David G. Peterson, The Acts of the Apostles, The Pillar New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 2009), 110.  Cf. Darrell L. Bock, Acts, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Grand 

Rapids: Baker, 2007), 64. 
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Bock, Acts, 66. 

 
41

Ibid., 63.  Cf. Peterson, The Acts of the Apostles, 110; F. F. Bruce, The Book of Acts, rev. ed., The 

New International Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988), 36; Fitzmyer,  

The Acts of the Apostles, 205; John B. Polhill, Acts, The New American Commentary, vol. 26 (Nashville: 

Broadman, 1992), 85; C. K. Barrett, Acts, The International Critical Commentary (Edinburgh: T. & T.Clark, 1994), 

79; Richard N. Longenecker, Acts, in vol. 10 of The Expositor's Bible Commentary, ed. Frank E. Gaebelein and J. D. 

Douglas (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, Regency Reference Library, 2007), 718. 
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Brian Rosner, “The Progress of the Word,” in Witness to the Gospel: The Theology of Acts, ed. I. 

Howard Marshall and David Peterson (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 219.  Cf. Ben Witherington, The Acts of the 

Apostles: A Socio-Rhetorical Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 111; Barrett, Acts, 79. 
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Polhill, Acts, 85–6.  Cf. Peterson, The Acts of the Apostles, 112–13; Bruce, The Book of Acts, 36–7.  

As Pervo notes, it provides a “programmatic statement” for the book (Richard Pervo, Acts, Hermeneia [Philadelphia: 

Fortress, 2009], 43). 
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also provides a challenge to the reader to continue the proclamation of the gospel.
44

  Thus, the 

church’s function as God’s appointed instrument does not end; instead, as Robinson and Wall 

note, Acts 1:8 indicates that the church is “in its nature and total life a mission and missionary 

endeavor.”
45

  This missionary ethos characterized the Christians in the book of Acts, as I will 

now briefly show. 

 
 
The Church: God’s Gospel 
Instrument—Acts 2-28 

 Acts 1-7 records the efforts of Jesus’ followers to take the gospel to Jerusalem.  This 

effort begins with the Day of Pentecost in Acts 2, which led to the formation of the church.  

After this formation, Acts consistently presents members of the church, such as the apostles, as 

God’s ordained instruments for spreading the gospel.
46

  The first instance of members of the 

church spreading the gospel occurs when Peter and John proclaim the gospel in the temple after 

Pentecost (Acts 3).
47

  The pattern continues when Stephen proclaims the gospel and is then 

martyred (Acts 7).
48
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Peterson, The Acts of the Apostles, 113; Polhill, Acts, 86; Bock, Acts, 66–67.  As Witherington notes, 

Acts 28 has an open-ended conclusion that alludes to the worldwide mission of the church. See Witherington, The 

Acts of the Apostles, 110–11. 
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Anthony B. Robinson and Robert W. Wall, Called to Be Church: The Book of Acts for a New Day 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006), 44.  Cf. Bock, Acts, 66. 
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In the previous chapter, I exegeted several passages in which the apostles and other followers of 

Christ proclaimed the gospel.  As I noted in that chapter, these instances demonstrate that the proclamation of the 

gospel results in the growth of the church.  However, they also demonstrate that the church is the instrument that 

proclaims the gospel because the apostles and followers of Christ (both members of the church) are the ones in each 

passage through whom the gospel is proclaimed.  In this section, I will briefly revisit some of those passages to 

demonstrate how they illustrate the church as God’s instrument of gospel proclamation. 

 
47

The proclamation of the gospel specifically takes place in Acts 3:11-26 where Peter preaches Christ as 

the Messiah using Old Testament Scripture: Bock, Acts, 165–83; Witherington, The Acts of the Apostles, 176–98.  

As Peterson argues, this sermon by Peter is Luke’s second example (the first in is Acts 2) where he details how the 

gospel was preached to the Jews.  See Peterson, The Acts of the Apostles, 171–85.  Cf. Barrett, Acts, 186–214. 
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As Bock notes, Stephen’s speech uses Israel’s history to show why the Jews are in desperate need of 

Christ’s new work, but it does not directly preach Christ.  However, as Polhill argues, the end of the speech (Acts 

7:51-53) implicitly calls the Jews to repentance and to receive Christ (i.e., accept the gospel message).  See Bock, 

Acts, 276; Polhill, Acts, 205–06.  Cf. Peterson, The Acts of the Apostles, 244–67; Witherington, The Acts of the 

Apostles, 257–77.  Bock correctly observes in his closing comments on Stephen’s speech, “The gospel was for all,  



 

 

 

 

126 

 The book of Acts proceeds by recording the church’s witness throughout Judea and 

Samaria in Acts 8-12.  These chapters commence with Philip proclaiming the gospel to people in 

the city of Samaria (8:4-25)
49

 and to an Ethiopian eunuch (8:26-40).
50

  Likewise, Saul—after his 

conversion and consequent inclusion into the church – proclaims the gospel of Christ in the 

synagogues of Damascus (9:19b-25).
51

  As this section in Acts continues, the gospel is also first 

proclaimed to the Gentiles (Cornelius and his household) by Peter in Acts 10-11.
52

  Thus, 

members of the church (such as Philip, Saul, and Peter) begin to proclaim the gospel to all 

people as commanded by Jesus in Matthew 28:16-20, Luke 24:44-49, and Acts 1:8.  The 

continued expansion of gospel proclamation by the church to both Jews and Gentiles in all parts 

of the world is the focus of the rest of Acts.  

 Acts 13 begins with the commissioning of Paul and Barnabas to preach the gospel to 

other parts of the world (13:1-3; cf. Rom 15:14-21).
53

  After this commissioning, Paul sets out on 

________________________ 
 

especially those in Israel, but the rejection by those in the nation made it necessary for the new community to go its 

own way” (Bock, Acts, 307).  Therefore, the Jews’ rejection of the gospel proclamation by the members of the early 

church (= God’s ordained instrument for the proclamation of the gospel) caused a permanent break between 

Christianity and Judaism.  

 
49

 Peterson rightly notes that Luke’s usage of the verb euvaggelizome,nw| in Acts 8:12 indicates Philip was 

preaching the gospel (Peterson, The Acts of the Apostles, 283).  

 
50
As Bock asserts, the eunuch’s positive response to the gospel proclaimed by Philip is indicated by his 

willingness to be baptized. See Bock, Acts, 345.  Cf. Polhill, Acts, 226.  Once again, Philip is God’s instrument 

through whom the gospel is proclaimed. 
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As Bock argues, “This short unit (Acts 19b-25) shows Saul immediately undertaking his calling to 

preach Jesus as the Son of God [i.e., the gospel] in Damascus” (Bock, Acts, 363).  Cf. Polhill, Acts, 238–39; 

Peterson, The Acts of the Apostles, 311–15.  This passage follows the pattern in Acts where a member of the 

church—in this instance, Saul—is God’s instrument through whom the proclamation of the gospel takes place. 

 
52

Peter proclaims the gospel message of Jesus’ death, burial, and resurrection for the forgiveness of sins 

to Cornelius in Acts 10:34-43.  See Bock, Acts, 396–400; Peterson, The Acts of the Apostles, 334–9; Polhill, Acts, 

260–3. Dodd insightfully notes that “the speech before Cornelius represents the form of kerygma used by the 

primitive Church in its earliest approaches to a wider audience” (C. H. Dodd, The Apostolic Preaching and Its 

Developments [London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1944], 28). Peter’s speech before Cornelius, therefore, accurately 

captures the gospel message.  This instance of gospel proclamation in Acts once again shows a member of the 

church (Peter) being used as God’s instrument to proclaim the gospel. 
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Polhill notes that this commissioning is important because it is the first commissioning in which a 

church sends missionaries to the “larger world” (Polhill, Acts, 289).  Cf. Bock, Acts, 438–40; Peterson, The Acts of  
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his first missionary journey with Barnabas;
54

 during this journey, Paul and Barnabas visit Cyprus 

(13:4-12),
55

 Psidian Antioch (13:13-52),
56

 Iconium (14:1-7),
57

 Lystra and Derbe (14:8-20),
58

 and 

then return to Syria (14:21-28).  Throughout their journey, Paul and Barnabas actively proclaim 

the gospel through the power of the Spirit as they are commissioned to do; as Stott notes, “It was 

the Holy Spirit of God himself who told the church of Antioch to set Barnabas and Saul apart, 

who sent them out, who led them from place to place, and who gave power to their preaching 

[i.e., gospel proclamation], so that converts were made and churches planted.”
59

  Thus, Paul and 

Barnabas (members of the church) were God’s Spirit-empowered instruments of gospel 

proclamation.   

________________________ 
 

the Apostles, 373–77.  The church, therefore, is God’s instrument of gospel proclamation not only for local missions, 

but also for foreign missions as evidenced by this passage and Paul’s missionary journeys. 

 
54
The literature on Paul’s missionary journeys includes Eckhard J. Schnabel, Early Christian Mission 

(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2004), 923–1485; idem, Paul the Missionary: Realities, Strategies, and Mission 

(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2008), 39–122; Martin Dibelius, Paul, trans. Werner Georg Kümmel 

(Philadelphia: Westminster, 1966), 67–84; Henri Fouard, Saint Paul and His Missions, trans. George F. X. Griffith 

(New York: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1894).  For a scholarly analysis of Paul’s methodology that he uses to 

proclaim the gospel, see Schnabel, Early Christian Mission, 1355–70. 
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One incident recorded in this passage is Paul’s gospel proclamation to the Roman proconsul, Sergius 

Paulus, which results in his salvation.  See Bock, Acts, 447; Peterson, The Acts of the Apostles, 382–83; Polhill, 

Acts, 294–96; Barrett, Acts, 618–19; Longenecker, “Acts,” 915; Fitzmyer, The Acts of the Apostles, 503–04; John 

Foster, “Was Sergius Paulus Converted? (Acts xiii.12),” Expository Times 60 (1949): 354–55.  Contra Witherington, 

who thinks it is questionable whether the proconsul actually believed the gospel and became a believer 

(Witherington, The Acts of the Apostles, 402–3).  As Bock points out, the contrast in the passage and the implication 

of Paul’s success indicate that the proconsul became a believer (Bock, Acts, 447).  Once again, Paul is God’s 

instrument of gospel proclamation of the Gentile world. 

  
56

In Psidian Antioch, Paul boldly proclaims the gospel in the synagogue.  For a good explanation of 

Paul’s gospel proclamation, see Bock, Acts, 448–72; Polhill, Acts, 298–306.  
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In Iconium, Paul and Barnabas once again proclaim the gospel through the power of the Holy Spirit as 

recorded in 14:3.  For helpful commentary on 14:3, see Bock, Acts, 470; Polhill, Acts, 310–11; Bruce, The Book of 

Acts, 271.  
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Paul’s gospel proclamation in Lystra and Derbe met with many challenges because of the idolatry of 

the inhabitants of the region; as Bock notes, “In sum [of Acts 14:18-20], an effort to share the gospel divides the 

community. In Gentile areas, idolatry will be a powerful force against embracing the gospel” (Bock, Acts, 479).    
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After Paul returns from his first missionary journey, he travels to Jerusalem for a 

meeting to discuss issues concerning Gentile inclusion into the church (15:1-35); as Marshall 

opines, “The keynote of the meeting was evidently praise to God, as the reports made it clear that 

he had opened up the opportunity for the Gentiles to respond to the gospel.”
60

  Subsequent to this 

meeting, Paul begins his second missionary journey.  At the beginning of this journey, an 

argument ensues between Barnabas and himself; because of this argument, Barnabas leaves Paul 

(15:36-41).   Paul then journeys together with Silas to Derbe and Lystra (16:1-5).  After 

receiving a vision from the Lord to go preach the gospel in Macedonia (16:6-10), Paul proceeds 

to proclaim the gospel in Philippi (16:11-40),
61

 Thessalonica (17:1-9), Berea (17:10-15),
62

 

Athens (17:16-34),
63

 and Corinth (18:1-17);
64

 he then completes his second missionary journey 

by traveling back to Antioch (18:18-23).
65

  Throughout this journey, Paul (a member of the 

church) is actively strengthening existing churches as well as planting new churches through his 

proclamation of the gospel; Paul, therefore, is God’s instrument through whom the gospel is 

preached.  
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As Bock argues, Paul “engaged them all [the people in Philippi] with a gospel intended for all” (Bock, 

Acts, 546).  Cf. Peterson, The Acts of the Apostles, 457–58. 
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As Peterson opines, Acts 17:1-15 records the different responses of the Jews to Paul’s gospel 

proclamation in Thessalonica and Berea.  See Peterson, The Acts of the Apostles, 476–86.  Cf. Bock, Acts, 548–57.  

Paul—a member of the church—was therefore actively engaged in gospel proclamation during his time in 

Thessalonica and Berea; he was God’s instrument of gospel proclamation. 
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Peterson rightly asserts that the aim of Paul’s speech in Athens was evangelistic, for Paul was engaged 

in proclaiming the gospel.  See Peterson, The Acts of the Apostles, 491.  Cf. Bock, Acts, 573. 

 
64
As Bruce argues in reference to Acts 18:5, “At the same time, a gift of money from his friends in 

Philippi relieved him [Paul] for the time being of the necessity to support himself by tentmaking; he was able 

therefore to concentrate on the preaching of the gospel” (Bruce, The Book of Acts, 349). Cf. Bock, Acts, 575–84. 
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It should be noted that Acts 18:19 asserts that Paul reasoned with Jews in Ephesus during his return 

trip to Antioch; as Marshall argues, even though not explicitly stated in the text, it is likely that Paul proclaimed the 

gospel during this time.  See Marshall, The Acts of the Apostles, 300–1.  However, the text does not directly specify 
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to Antioch (Acts 18:20-21). 
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After Paul’s second missionary journey, he begins his third missionary journey, which 

ends in Jerusalem.  During this journey, Paul visits Ephesus, where he ministers to believers and 

proclaims the gospel (18:24-19:41).
66

  He next proceeds to Macedonia, Greece, and Miletus, 

where he encourages believers (20:1-16).  Finally, he travels to Jerusalem, where his third 

missionary journey ends (21:1-16).  During this journey, Paul once again proclaims the gospel 

and strengthens the churches that he founded.  God, therefore, uses Paul (a member of the 

church) on his third missionary journey as God’s instrument to spread the gospel and 

revitalize/strengthen his church.  One incident in particular during this missionary journey is 

worthy of further examination; this incident is Paul’s farewell speech to the Ephesian elders in 

Acts 20:17-38.  This speech illustrates the heart of Paul’s ministry: God’s use of him as an 

instrument to proclaim the gospel. 

Acts 20:17-38 records a sad occasion for Paul; He bids farewell to the church in 

Ephesus that he founded.  Of particular interest in this account is Acts 20:20-21 and 24.  In Acts 

20:20-21, Paul describes his initial founding ministry of the church in Ephesus.  He records that 

he publicly declared the gospel message of repentance and faith in the Lord Jesus Christ – both 

to the Jews and Greeks.
67

  As Bock notes, this summation of Paul’s ministry to the Ephesians 

captures his mission—to proclaim the gospel message to all people.
68

  In verse 24, Paul once 

again asserts that this pattern in his ministry is not an anomaly, for Paul emphatically argues that 

his entire ministry—its focus, its heartbeat, its goal—is to declare the content of the gospel of the 
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Acts 18:24-28 notes that Apollos [after being corrected by Priscilla and Aquilla], proclaims the gospel 

along with Paul at Ephesus.  Apollos, therefore, follows the pattern of members of the church serving as God’s 
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As Wallace notes, repentance and faith do not form a chiastic structure in verse 21 (Wallace, Greek 
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toward God that results in faith (Bock, Acts, 627). 
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grace of God.
69

  Paul—a member of church—is therefore God’s instrument whom he uses to 

proclaim the gospel.  Paul continues to act as God’s instrument of gospel proclamation even after 

his arrest at the temple in Jerusalem. 

Acts 21:1-16 records Paul’s journey to Jerusalem before he is arrested.  After his 

arrival in Jerusalem, he is arrested in the temple by a violent mob that is instigated by a group of 

Jews from Asia (21:27-36).  In the next few chapters, Paul delivers two speeches in which he 

defends himself to some of the Jews and their leadership (21:37-22:29; 22:30-23:11).  In these 

speeches, Paul boldly stands for Christ and God’s calling upon his life to proclaim Christ as the 

Son of God.  After a plot to take Paul’s life is uncovered (23:12-22), Paul is sent to Ceasarea, 

where he testifies before Felix, the Roman governor (24:1-27).  Of particular interest is Acts 

24:24, where Paul proclaims the gospel (faith in Christ) to Felix and his wife;
70

 this event 

illustrates that Paul (a member of the church) is God’s instrument of gospel proclamation even to 

the Roman authorities.  After Paul’s testimony to Felix, he appeals to Caesar through Festus and, 

consequently, is sent to Rome (25:1-12).   However, before Paul leaves for Rome, he proclaims 

the gospel to King Agrippa (25:23-26:32).  As Bock notes, “The speech [of Paul before Agrippa] 

is an apologetic for the resurrection but also a presentation of the gospel.  There is proclamation 

as well as apologetic here.”
71

  One particular element worthy of consideration in Paul’s speech 

before Agrippa is his testimony concerning Jesus’ calling in his life to ministry, for, it is Christ 

Himself who called him to preach the gospel (26:14-18).
72

  Once again, the heart of Paul’s 
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ministry is exposed: to minister (proclaim) the gospel to all people (Jew and Gentile).  As we 

have observed throughout Acts, Paul (a member of the church) is God’s Spirit-empowered 

instrument whom he uses to proclaim the gospel.  After a long voyage at sea (27:1-28:16), Paul 

finally arrives in Rome.  Acts closes in Acts 28:23-30 with Paul continuing his ministry to 

proclaim the gospel even during his Roman imprisonment (28:23).
73

   

 
 
Summary of Acts Exegesis 

The book of Acts presents the church as God’s instrument through which the gospel is 

proclaimed.  It starts with the commission of Christ to his followers to be his witnesses to all 

people.  After Peter’s gospel proclamation in Acts 2, the members of the church such as Peter, 

John, Philip, Stephen, Paul, Barnabas, and Apollos boldly witness for Christ – that is, they 

proclaim the gospel.  As Bock argues, “God is the hero of Acts, and the plot line is how he 

reveals his word through Jesus and a faithful church,”
74

 for the church is God’s instrument for 

witness, his proclaimer of the gospel.  However, Acts not only serves to record events; it also 

serves to challenge the reader to proclaim the gospel through its open-ended conclusion that 

portrays the gospel continually making progress in the world and, consequently, encourages the 

reader to join in this progress through proclaiming the gospel.
75

  Tannehill accurately captures 

the challenge of Acts to its reader when he argues the following: “Because God is God, hope 

remains that God’s comprehensive saving purpose will somehow be realized, but there is no 

indication of how that can happen.  In the meantime, Acts can suggest that the church welcome 

those Jews who are still willing to listen and continue its mission to the more responsive gentile 

world.”
76
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Acts presents the church not only as God’s instrument of gospel proclamation in the 

past, but also in the present and future.  Romans 10:5-21, to which I now turn, also emphasizes 

the importance of gospel proclamation by God’s people: the church. 

Romans 10:5-21 

 Before exegeting Romans 10:5-21, I will first briefly examine Romans 9:30-10:4 to 

provide the proper context for my analysis of Romans 10:5-21.  In Romans 9:30-10:4, Paul 

discusses a surprising state of affairs: the Gentiles, who have not sought righteousness, have 

received it by faith; while, in contrast, the Jews, who sought righteousness through the law, have 

not received it (9:30-33).
77

  This fact leads Paul to express a sorrowful cry for the salvation of his 

own people, the Jews (10:1), for the Jews have a zeal for God, but this zeal is not according to 

knowledge (10:2).  The Jews—instead of relying on God’s grace through Christ—have sought to 

establish their own (ivdi,an) righteousness based upon adherence to the law (10:3).
78

  However, 

Christ is the end (te,loj)79
 of the law with respect to (eivj)80

 righteousness for all who believe 

________________________ 
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Baker, 1998), 534–42; Douglas J. Moo, The Epistle to the Romans, The New International Commentary on the New 
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(10:4); in other words, as Schreiner argues, “He [Paul] observes that those who trust in Christ 

cease using the law to establish their own righteousness.”
81

  Thus, the majority of the Jews (the 

ones who try to earn their righteousness by obedience to the law) have not received 

righteousness from God because they have not trusted in Christ by faith.   

Paul continues by grounding Romans 10:4 with his argument in 10:5-8.   He grounds 

his assertion in 10:4 by contrasting
82

 two types of righteousness: (1) righteousness from the law 

(v. 5) and (2) righteousness from faith (vv. 6-8).
83

  From this contrast, Paul argues that the 

response God demands of people to obtain righteousness is not doing works of the law, but 

believing (that is, having faith) in the gospel, which was preached (khru,ssomen) to them (v. 8).
84

  

Paul proceeds in his argument by explaining the content of the word that was preached to them: 

if you confess Christ as Lord and believe in his resurrection, you will be saved (v. 9-10).
85

  Paul 

next asserts the universal nature of the gospel message: it is for both Jew and Gentiles (vv. 11-

13).
86

  He then continues his argument with a series of rhetorical questions that outlines the steps 

that must occur for any person (Jew or Gentile)
87

 to call on the Lord for salvation.
88

  First, one 
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must believe in Christ; however, in order to believe in Christ, one must hear the message (i.e., 

the gospel) proclaimed about Christ.  This proclamation must be given by another person: a 

preacher (v. 14).  Paul continues by asserting that a preacher is one who is sent (avpostalw/sin) by 

another with a message.
89

  He ends verse 15 with an Old Testament quotation (Isa 52:7) that 

serves the following two purposes: (1) it provides confirmation from Scripture for the necessity 

of preachers to preach the gospel, and (2) it suggests that God has already sent preachers to 

proclaim his message.
90

  Specifically, God has sent the apostles and other evangelists to preach 

the gospel to all people—both Jew and Gentile—in fulfillment of Isaiah 52:7 (v. 15).
91

  Even 

though he is referring to the apostles and others who have already been sent out by God, Paul’s 

logic in verses 14-15 has important ramifications for the mission of the church and the 

proclamation of the gospel; as Moo notes, “For, while Paul is not calling on the church to send 

out missionaries with the message of the gospel, he is nevertheless clearly assuming it needs to 

be done.”
92

  Thus, Paul presupposes that the church is the instrument God uses to proclaim the 

________________________ 
 

Romans, 659–60; Grant R. Osborne, Romans, The IVP New Testament Commentary Series (Downers Grove, IL: 

InterVarsity, 2004), 274.  Contra Cranfield who argues Paul is only referencing the Jews in verses 14-15a.  See 

Cranfield, Romans 9-16, 533. 

 
88

Schreiner, Romans, 564. 

 
89

For a discussion on the logical flow of the argument in Romans 10:14-15a, see Johannes Munck, 

Christ & Israel: An  Interpretation of Romans 9-11, trans. Ingeborg Nixon (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1967), 91–92; 

Moo, The Epistle to the Romans, 663; Cranfield, Romans 9-16, 533–34; Murray, The Epistle to the Romans, 2:58–

59.  

 
90

Moo, The Epistle to the Romans, 662–63. 

 
91

Schreiner, Romans, 568–69; Barrett, The Epistle to the Romans, 190–91; Cranfield, Romans 9-16, 

535; Käsemann, Commentary on Romans, 294; Peter Stuhlmacher, Paul’s Letter to the Romans: A Commentary, 

trans. Scott J. Hafemann (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1994), 158–59; Mark A. Seifrid, “Romans,” in 

Commentary on the New Testament Use of the Old Testament, ed. G. K. Beale and D. A. Carson (Grand Rapids: 

Baker, 2007), 661–62. 

 
92

Douglas J. Moo, Romans, NIV Application Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2000), 351.  Cf. 

Schreiner, Romans, 567–68; Joseph A. Fitzmyer, Romans, The Anchor Bible (New York: Doubleday, 1993), 596–

97.  Contra Stott, who argues that this passage makes the case for evangelism; however, the context in which Paul is 

focusing on the apostles as the fulfillment of Isaiah 52:7 excludes Stott’s interpretation.  See John Stott, Romans, 

God’s Good News for the World (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1994), 285–87. 



 

 

 

 

135 

gospel, for the church is the one who sends preachers (i.e., members of the church) to proclaim 

the gospel.  

Paul continues by using a form of meiosis:
93

 not all (in this case, a majority of Jews)
94

 

who have heard the gospel have responded in faith (v. 16).  He then concludes his train of 

thought in verses 14-15a by asserting that faith come by hearing and hearing by the word of 

Christ (i.e., the gospel) (v. 17).
95

  Thus, through the proclamation of the gospel by God’s 

appointed messengers (i.e., members of the church),
96

 people come to faith in Christ; 

consequently, as I argued in the last chapter, they are added to the church.  Paul concludes 

chapter 10 by asserting the following: (1) the gospel message has gone forth to the ends of the 

earth (v. 18),
97

 (2) the gospel going forth to the Gentiles was predicted in the Old Testament (vv. 

19-20), and (3) God continues to extend grace to Israel even though they rebel against him (v. 

21). 

In summary, by expressing the necessity of preachers being sent to proclaim the 

gospel to the unsaved, Paul assumes that the church needs to send out messengers to declare the 

gospel; the church, therefore, is God’s instrument of gospel proclamation whose members both 

send preachers to preach the gospel and are the gospel-proclaiming preachers who go.  Paul also 
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argues that the proclamation of the gospel leads to faith in some who hear it; those who hear and 

respond to the gospel in faith are then added to the people of God: the church.  The idea that the 

church is God’s instrument of gospel proclamation is also expressed in Galatians 2:7-9. 

 

Galatians 2:7-9 

 Galatians 2:7-9 occurs in a pericope (2:1-10) where Paul is describing a meeting at 

Jerusalem at which the pillars of the Jerusalem church ratified his gospel.  He records that during 

the course of this meeting, the leadership of the Jerusalem church added nothing to his gospel 

(2:6).  In fact, it is quite the opposite; the leadership saw (ivdo,ntej) that God had entrusted 

(pepi,steumai)98
 Paul with the gospel to the uncircumcised as he had entrusted Peter with the 

gospel to the circumcised (v. 7).
99

  In other words, Paul was preaching the same gospel as 

Peter.
100

  Paul continues by supporting his assertion in verse 7, for he argues that God had 

worked in him as he worked in Peter (v. 8).  This work of God is what qualified him to be an 

apostle to the Gentiles as Peter was an apostle to the Jews.
101

  Paul proceeds by describing what 
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happened when those who were reputed (dokou/ntej)102
 to be pillars (stu,loi)103

 of the Jerusalem 

church recognized the grace of God that had been given to him.
104

  They—James, Cephas, and 

John—gave to him the right hand of fellowship;
105

 that is, they recognized the authenticity of the 

gospel that Paul proclaimed.
106

  Indeed, they acknowledged that Paul and Peter (members of the 

church) were both the same: instruments that God used to proclaim the gospel.  However, they 

did have some differences in their ministries.  Paul was called to proclaim the gospel to the 

Gentiles, while Peter was called to proclaim the gospel to the Jews (v. 9).
107

  Paul concludes his 

________________________ 
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account of the meeting by describing a request made of him by the Jerusalem leadership: to 

remember (assist) the poor in Jerusalem (2:10). 

 Galatians 2:7-9 continues the pattern seen in Acts and described in Romans in which 

God uses members of the church to proclaim the gospel.  For the apostles Peter and Paul (= 

members of the church) are shown to be God’s instruments through whom the gospel is 

proclaimed.  Ephesians 4:1-16 also supports this pattern as it asserts that God has gifted some 

members of the church specifically with the task of proclaiming the gospel and to empower all 

members of the church to proclaim effectively the gospel message. 

 
 

Ephesians 4:1-16 

 Ephesians 4:1 marks a transition in the book of Ephesians from doctrinal exposition to 

practical application.
108

  Specifically, in Ephesians 4:1-16, Paul focuses on calling Christians to 

unity with one another.  He begins this call to unity by instructing Christians how to treat one 

another in order to pursue unity (vv. 1-3); he then grounds this call to unity in the unity of the 

fundamental truths that form the basis of the Christian life and faith:
109

 one body (the church),
110

 

one Spirit, one hope, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, and one God and Father over all and 

through all and in all (vv. 4-6). 

________________________ 
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 Paul continues by asserting that Christ has given gifts to every member of the church 

(evni. de. èka,stw| h`mw/n) for the building up of the body in Christian unity (v. 7).
111

  Paul supports 

this assertion with a quote from Psalm 68:18
112

 that he applies to Christ; because of Christ’s 

descent (incarnation)
113

 and ascent into heaven, he has been given authority over all things;
114

 

Christ, therefore, has authority over the entire created order and even over those who oppose him 

(vv. 8-10).
115

  This same Christ, who is ruler over all, sovereignly gives gifts to his church to 

enable it to both (1) grow into full union and unity with himself and (2) reign over creation with 

him.
116

  Paul continues by describing some of the ascended Christ’s gifts to his church; they are 
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individuals whom Christ has appointed to build up his body: the church.  These gifted people are 

apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors, and teachers.
117

  For our purposes, each of these offices 

warrants further examination. Paul, first, mentions the apostles and prophets; these two groups 

were the first members of the church to take the gospel to the Gentiles (Eph 3:5-6).
118

  He next 

mentions evangelists (euvaggelista,j); the task of evangelists (who are  members of the church) is 

specifically to proclaim the gospel; as Thielman notes, “The evangelists proclaim the message to 

which the apostles have been eye- and earwitnesses.”
119

  Paul concludes by describing two other 

offices within the church:
120

 the pastor and teacher.  The task of the pastor is both to teach and to 

care for the church, while the task of the teacher is to guard faithfully and pass on apostolic 

doctrine, such as the gospel (v. 11).
121

  Paul continues by expressing the purpose of Christ’s 

giving these gifts to the church: for the equipping of the saints for the work of the ministry so  

 

________________________ 
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that the body of Christ may be built up (v.12).
122

  The final goal of the work of the apostles, 

prophets, evangelists, pastors, and teachers as well as the other members of the body of Christ is 
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the maturity of the church: perfect union with Christ (v. 13).  Paul proceeds by expressing this 

goal of full, mature union with Christ by moving from negative imagery to positive imagery;
123

 

the end result of maturity (full union with Christ) is that believers will move from spiritual 

childhood (negative) to adulthood (positive).  They will, then, not be deceived by false teachers 

and doctrine (v. 14).  Instead of being deceived by false teachers and doctrine, Paul asserts that 

the church should grow (auvxh,swmen) into maturity by speaking (avlhqeu,ontej)124
 the truth of the 

gospel in love (v. 15).
125

  The church, therefore, by fulfilling its role as God’s instrument of 

gospel proclamation, grows toward maturity: full union with Christ; thus, this passage once again 

confirms the pattern that the church is God’s instrument through which the gospel is proclaimed.  

Paul concludes this section in Ephesians by emphasizing the role of every individual believer in 

the building up of the body of Christ: the church (v. 16). 

 In summary, Ephesians 4:1-17 demonstrates that the church is God’s instrument 

through which the gospel is proclaimed.  For, in order to grow into maturity, the church is to 

________________________ 
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speak the truth of the gospel in love.  Christ has also given individuals to the church with special 

gifts to prepare the members of the church for the work of the ministry, which in light of verse 

15 certainly involves gospel proclamation.  In fact, the job of some of these individuals 

(evangelists) is specifically the task of proclaiming the gospel.  The church, therefore, from its 

leadership to its lay people is God’s instrument through which the gospel is preached.  

Philippians 1 also expresses the idea that the church is God’s instrument that He uses to proclaim 

the gospel. 

 
 

Philippians 1 

 Philippians was written by Paul to the church in Philippi while he was imprisoned in 

Rome; he wrote the letter to address three problems within the church: (1) suffering, (2) a lack of 

unity within the church, and (3) opponents who were threatening the faith of those within the 

church.
126

  Paul begins his letter by expressing thanksgiving to God for the Philippian church 

(vv. 1-6).  In verse 5, Paul expresses one of the reasons he is thankful for the Philippians:
127

 their 

participation (koinwni,a|) in the gospel.  Paul’s usage of koinwni,a indicates he is thinking both of 

the Philippians’ (1) inward acceptance of the gospel and (2) continued work to further the 

gospel.
128

  This work certainly included their involvement in Paul’s ministry as well as their own 
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gospel witness (v. 5); as O’Brien argues, “It [koinwni,a|] probably includes the idea of their [the 

Philippians’] actual proclamation of the gospel message to outsiders.”
129

  Therefore, the 

Philippian church, like Paul, was God’s instrument he used to proclaim the gospel.  The 

involvement of God in the gospel ministry of the Philippian church is explicitly stated in verse 6, 

for verse 6 indicates the “ultimate”
130

 ground for Paul’s thanksgiving: God.  Paul is thankful for 

the Philippians because he knows the faithfulness of the God who saved them to preserve 

them.
131

  Therefore, it is God who will continue to enable the Philippians to be his instrument to 

proclaim the gospel (v. 6).
132

 

 Paul continues his letter by expressing his affection for the Philippian church is based 

upon their willingness both to proclaim the gospel in spite of Paul’s imprisonment and their own 

suffering (vv. 7-8).
133

  Thus, during persecution and difficulty, the Philippians, along with Paul, 

________________________ 
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continued to be used by God to spread the gospel.  Paul proceeds by interceding on behalf of the 

Philippians; his desire for them is that they will continue to grow in both love and discernment 

(vv. 9-11). 

 In the next section of chapter 1, Paul describes the advance of the gospel message 

during his Roman imprisonment.  He begins by assuring the Philippians that his imprisonment 

has had an unexpected effect; instead of hindering the cause of the gospel, it has advanced it (v. 

12).
134

  Due to his imprisonment, Paul has been able to share the gospel with high-level officials 

in the Roman government (v. 13).
135

  Paul’s imprisonment has also inspired fellow Christians 

(avdelfw/n) to share the gospel more boldly (v. 14).
136

  However, some (tine.j) of these 

Christians
137

 were preaching Christ in opposition to Paul – that is, out of envy and strife; because 

of their selfish ambition, they desired to cause Paul distress in prison. Other Christians, though, 

________________________ 
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were preaching Christ out love for Paul (vv. 15-17).  In spite of the opposition to his ministry by 

those preaching Christ out of wrong motives, Paul (God’s gospel instrument) is filled with joy; 

the only thing that matters to Paul is that Christ’s gospel is preached (v. 18).
138

  His 

imprisonment has inspired other members of the church (God’s gospel instruments) to proclaim 

the gospel, and therefore, he can be thankful to God that the gospel continues to spread.   

Paul continues by expressing his determination to bring glory to Christ whether in his 

life or death (vv. 19-26).  He concludes chapter 1 by exhorting
139

 the Philippians to live as 

heavenly citizens (politeu,esqe), that is, members of the new community: the church.
140

 In other 

words, they are to live lives worthy of the gospel; as Schütz asserts, “It [politeu,esqe] indicates 

that the gospel establishes the norm of the Philippians’ conduct.”
141

  Therefore, the Philippians, 

as God’s gospel instrument, are to live lives that reflect the message they proclaim.
142

  Paul 

proceeds by giving three ways in which the Philippians are to live as heavenly citizens.  First, 

they are to stand firm in one spirit.  Second, they are to contend with one soul for the faith of the 

gospel.  Therefore, the promotion of the gospel is to provide a reason/source for unity in the 

Philippian church; as Hansen argues, “When Christians focus on proclaiming the gospel and 

living by the truth of the gospel, they will be soul mates, striving together with one soul.”
143
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Thus, the church is unified by God’s use of it as his instrument of gospel proclamation.  Third, 

the Philippians are to stand firm against their opponents (vv. 27-28).
144

  Paul concludes by 

asserting that the Philippians, like Paul, must stand firm in their faith despite opposition to it (vv. 

29-30). 

In summary, Philippians 1 demonstrates that both Paul (a member of the church) and 

the Philippians (members of the church) are God’s instruments that he uses to proclaim the 

gospel, for Paul displays the focus of his ministry – gospel proclamation.  He is not concerned 

about his own promotion or comfort; instead, Paul has one singular focus: the continued spread 

of the gospel to all people.  He also commends the Philippians for their partnership with him in 

spreading the gospel and exhorts them to continue being used of God to proclaim the gospel.
145

  

The Philippians are to follow Paul’s example and focus, for they too, as members of the church, 

are the instruments God uses to proclaim the gospel.  Colossians 4:2-6 expresses a similar 

exhortation by Paul to the church at Colossae as he desires that church, like the Philippian 

church, to be actively involved in proclaiming the gospel.    

 
 

Colossians 4:2-6 

 In Colossians 4:2-6, Paul brings to a close the body of his epistle.  In it, he finishes a 

series of exhortations in which he gives instructions on how the Colossian church is to live out 

the lordship of Christ in their daily lives (3:5-4:6).  In this pericope, Paul focuses on how the 

church is to relate to non-Christians.
146

  He begins by encouraging the Colossians to pray, being 
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both watchful/alert and thankful.  Paul’s usage of grhgorou/ntej (watchful/alert) gives verse 2 an 

eschatological coloring, for it emphasizes the fact that believers are to pray in a way that is 

typified by an understanding of the imminent return of Christ (v. 2).
147

  Paul continues by asking 

the Colossians to pray to God specifically for an open door (avnoi,xh| qu,ran) for evangelistic 

ministry, for he believes God is sovereign in both the work and results of gospel proclamation.
148

  

Paul and those with him
149

 are simply God’s instrument through whom God accomplishes both 

the work and results of their gospel preaching; as Moo argues, “In requesting prayer for the 

opening of a door for the word, Paul implies that it is God who prepares the way for the message 

of the gospel.  He gives opportunities; he softens the hearts of listeners by grace.”
150

 The next 

phrase in verse 3 further clarifies Paul’s desire: he wants God to open a door for him so that he 

can verbally proclaim (lalh/sai)151
 the mystery of Christ (= gospel).

152
  As both a member of 

God’s church and his gospel instrument, Paul longs to proclaim the good news of Christ to the 
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world in spite of his current imprisonment for his gospel ministry (v. 3).
153

  He continues by 

asking the Colossians to pray that he will be able to speak the gospel message clearly.  His usage 

of the verb fanerw,sw (“to reveal”) indicates that he believes his preaching is in continuity with 

the revelation of God.
154

  Paul is God’s specially chosen instrument to proclaim the gospel to the 

Gentiles; therefore, his message is not his own message, but God’s message (v. 4).
155

  Paul 

transitions from contemplating his own involvement in the proclamation of the gospel to 

addressing the involvement of the Colossians in proclaiming the gospel.
156

  He begins by 

encouraging the Colossians to be wise in their actions toward non-Christians (tou.j e;xw);
157

 in 

other words, Paul desires the Colossians to seek to win those outside the church to Christ.
158

  He 

continues by imploring the Colossians to make the most of every opportunity (evxagorazo,menoi)159
 

                                                        
 
153

Moo, The Letters to the Colossians and to Philemon, 323–24. 

 
154

Ibid., 325–26; Dunn, The Epistles to the Colossians and Philemon, 264. 

 
155
O’Brien, Colossians, Philemon, 240; Lohse, Colossians and Philemon, 165. 

 
156

Moo, The Letters to the Colossians and to Philemon, 326; Dunn, The Epistles to the Colossians and 

Philemon, 264.  Houlden draws a distinction between task of the apostle and the Christians.  He argues that the task 

of the apostle Paul was to continue proclaiming the gospel, while the task of the Colossian church was to live in a 

way that honored Christ and gave the community a positive impression of Christianity.  As Dunn notes, while there 

certainly is a distinction between the work of the church and the apostle, Col 4:2-6 clearly contains an exhortation to 

the Colossian church to be actively involved in proclaiming the gospel in their daily life.  See J. L. Houlden, Paul’s 

Letters from Prison: Philippians, Colossians, Philemon, and Ephesians, The Pelican New Testament Commentaries 

(Baltimore: Penguin, 1970), 215–16; Dunn, The Epistles to the Colossians and Philemon, 261. 

 
157

Moo, The Letters to the Colossians and to Philemon, 326; Lohse, Colossians and Philemon, 167; J. 

B. Lightfoot, Colossians and Philemon, The Crossway Classic Commentaries (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 1997), 117; 

MacDonald, Colossians and Ephesians, 172; Ernest D. Martin, Colossians Philemon, Believers Church Bible 

Commentary (Scottsdale, PA: Herald, 1993), 199. 

 
158

Moo, The Letters to the Colossians and to Philemon, 327.  Cf. Bruce, The Epistles to the Colossians, 

Philemon, and to the Ephesians, 174. 

 
159

Scholars debate over the exact meaning of evxagorazo,menoi in the phrase to.n kairo.n evxagorazo,menoi.  
As Moo notes, given the context, it seems best to translate the phrase as “make the most of every opportunity.” See 

Moo, The Letters to the Colossians and to Philemon, 327–28.  Cf. Dunn, The Epistles to the Colossians and 

Philemon, 265–66; Joachim Gnilka, Der Kolosserbrief, Herders Theologischer Kommentar Zum Neuen Testament 

(Freiburg: Herder, 1980), 231; O’Brien, Colossians, Philemon, 241–42; Lohse, Colossians and Philemon, 168; N. T. 

Wright, Colossians and Philemon, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2008), 

156–57; Lewis B. Radford, The Epistles to the Colossians and and the Epistle to Philemon, Westminster 

Commentaries (London: Methuen, 1931), 302. 



 

 

 

 

150 

for evangelism, given the imminent return of Christ (v. 5).
160

  He proceeds in verse 6 by urging 

the Colossians to proclaim the gospel in a gracious (ca,riti)161
 manner (cf. 1 Peter 3:15-16).  He 

illustrates this command with the metaphorical language “seasoned with salt,” which further 

encourages the Colossians to proclaim the gospel in a gracious manner.  Paul concludes by 

expressing the goal or result of this gracious gospel proclamation: the believers in the Colossian 

church would be ready to answer unbelievers (v. 6).
162

  As Moo notes, in verse 6, Paul is 

exhorting the Colossian church to proclaim the gospel both correctly and in a way that makes it 

attractive to unbelievers.
163

  Perhaps Dunn captures this idea best when he asserts that the church 

was “expected to hold its own in the social setting of marketplace, baths, and meal table and to 

win attention by the attractiveness of its life and speech.”
164

  Thus, the Colossian church is God’s 

instrument that he uses to proclaim the gospel in all places of public life; this proclamation is to 

be “seasoned with salt” – that is, done in a gracious manner.   

 Colossians 4:2-6 illustrates the role of the church in gospel proclamation, for it 

presents both Paul and the church at Colossae as the instruments that God uses to proclaim the 

gospel.  Witherington accurately captures the unifying focus of this passage when he argues, 

“What binds the requests for prayer for Paul [vv. 2-4] and the discussion of deeds and speech 

together [vv. 5-6] is the concern for spreading the gospel among outsiders.”
165

  Paul and the 
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Colossians (both members of the church) are God’s gospel instruments that he uses to proclaim 

the gospel message to the lost.  In 1 Timothy 2:1-7, Paul also presents the church as God’s 

instrument of gospel proclamation by his focus on the universal nature of the gospel message. 

 
 

1 Timothy 2:1-7 

 In 1 Timothy 2:1-7, Paul shifts from arguing against the doctrine of false teachers in 

the Ephesian church to instructing the church on proper conduct.
166

  In this pericope, Paul’s 

emphasis will be on the universal nature of the gospel, for he argues that the gospel is for all 

people.
167

  He begins by exhorting (parakalw/) the Ephesians to pray.
168

  These prayers are to be 

made on behalf of all men. In contrast to the exclusivist tendencies of his opponents, he 

encourages the Ephesian church to pray for all people as the gospel is for all people (v. 1).
169

  He 

________________________ 
 
165

Ben Witherington, The Letters to Philemon, the Colossians, and the Ephesians: A Socio-Rhetorical 

Commentary on the Captivity Epistles (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 198.  Cf. MacDonald, Colossians and 

Ephesians, 174. 

 
166

Gordon D. Fee, 1 & 2 Timothy, Titus, Good News Commentaries (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 

1984), 25.  Cf. Martin Dibelius and Hans Conzelmann, The Pastoral Epistles, trans. Philip Buttolph and Adela 

Yarbro, Hermeneia (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1972), 35–36. 

 
167

William D. Mounce, Pastoral Epistles, Word Biblical Commentary, vol. 46 (Nashville: Thomas 

Nelson, 2000), 75–76; Ceslas Spicq, Saint Paul: Les Épîtres Pastorales, 4
th

 ed., Études Bibliques (Paris: Gabalda, 
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continues by requesting the Ephesians to pray for kings and those in authority over them so that 

they will be able to lead a tranquil and quiet life in all godliness (euvsebei,a|)170
 and dignity 

(semno,thti),171
 for Paul desires the Ephesians to have a government that promotes an atmosphere 

in which their message—the gospel—can be proclaimed to all (v. 2; cf. 1 Thess 4:11).
172

  As 

Towner opines, “The church is to pray for the salvation of ‘all,’ and it participates in that mission 

by making God present in society in its genuine expression of the new life for all to see.”
173

  

Thus, the Ephesians, as God’s gospel instruments, are to pray for an ideal atmosphere to share 

their faith as well as for all people to come to a saving knowledge of God.
174

  Paul proceeds by 

asserting that praying for all people is good and acceptable to God (v. 3).  He grounds his 

assertion by the fact that God desires all people — that is, both Jews and Gentiles —
175

 to be 

________________________ 
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saved
176

 and accept the gospel (evpi,gnwsin avlhqei,aj evlqei/n)
177

 (v. 4).  He bases his assertion
178

 in 

verse 4 on the fact there is one God for all people.
179

  Not only is there one God; there is one 

mediator between God and man – Jesus Christ.  Paul argues that Christ became the mediator 

(mesi,thj) between God and man by giving his life as a ransom (avnti,lutron)
180

 for all people, 

both Jew and Gentile.
181

  As Johnson asserts, “As the one God wills the salvation of all, the one 

mediator gives himself for all.”
182

  Thus, Paul’s emphasis is again that the gospel is for all 

people. He concludes verse 6 by asserting that this testimony of Christ as well as Paul’s 

testimony of his work came at the proper time (vv. 5-6).
183

  Paul concludes by affirming his 

                                                        
 

176
As Fiore notes in reference to verse 4, Paul’s ministry consisted of mediating salvation to God’s elect 

by his gospel proclamation (cf. 2 Tim 2:10).  See Benjamin Fiore, The Pastoral Epistles, Sacra Pagina (Collegeville, 

MN: Liturgical, 2007), 59.  In order for the Jews and Gentiles to be saved, they must hear the gospel message that 

Paul is proclaiming (cf. Rom 10:5-21).  Thus, Paul covets the prayers of the church on his behalf so that the gospel 

message will continue to be proclaimed and consequently, people saved and added to the church. 

 
177

As Towner notes, the phrase evpi,gnwsin avlhqei,aj evlqei/n refers to God’s desire for all people to 

accept the gospel.  See Towner, The Letters to Timothy and Titus, 178–70.  Cf. Mounce, Pastoral Epistles, 86; 

Dibelius and Conzelmann, The Pastoral Epistles, 41; Fee, 1 & 2 Timothy, Titus, 28; Luke Timothy Johnson, The 

First and Second Letters to Timothy, The Anchor Bible (New York: Doubleday, 2001), 191. 

 
178

As Knight argues, the ga.r indicates that verse 5 forms the basis for verse 4.  See Knight, The 

Pastoral Epistles, 120. So also Towner, The Letters to Timothy and Titus, 179; Marshall, A Critical and Exegetical 

Commentary on the Pastoral Epistles, 428.  

 
179
As Stott argues, “Thus both the Old and New Testament affirm first that God is one and then that this 

monotheism is the fundamental basis of world mission” (Stott, Guard the Truth, 67).  

 
180
Paul’s usage of the word avnti,lutron denotes the substitutionary nature of Christ’s death on the cross 

for sin.  See Leon Morris, The Apostolic Preaching of the Cross (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1976), 48–49; Herman 

N. Ridderbos, Paul: An Outline of His Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1975), 196–97; George Eldon Ladd, A 

Theology of the New Testament, rev. ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1974), 474.  Cf. Knight, The Pastoral Epistles, 

121; Mounce, Pastoral Epistles, 89–90. 

 
181

Knight, The Pastoral Epistles, 121. 

 
182

Johnson, The First and Second Letters to Timothy, 197.  Cf. Towner, The Letters to Timothy and 

Titus, 181.  Cf. Stott, Guard the Truth, 68. 

 
183

The exact meaning of the last phrase to. martu,rion kairoi/j ivdi,oij in verse 6 is debated as it does not 

have any specific textual markers to denote its function.  As Marshall argues, the phrase could be appositional to the 

verses 5-6a so that the emphasis is on the witness of the Christian message.  This interpretation would place the 

focus of the phrase on the witness of Paul’s apostolic ministry.  However, the phrase could also be in apposition to 

the verb, which would place the emphasis on Christ’s witness or testimony of God’s will through his passion. Even 

though Marshall argues for the previous option, Knight’s interpretation is probably best.  Knight argues that the 

phrase is referring to both the testimony of Christ to God’s will that all should be saved as well as to Paul’s  



 

 

 

 

154 

calling to the Gentiles: he is a God-appointed preacher (kh/rux), apostle (avpo,stoloj), and teacher 

(dida,skaloj) to bear testimony  of Christ’s work on their behalf (v. 7).  As Knight notes, the first 

(kh/rux) and third (dida,skaloj) terms emphasize Paul’s evangelistic ministry to the Gentiles while 

the middle term (avpo,stoloj) emphasizes that Paul is Christ’s authoritative eyewitness.
184

  Paul’s 

illustration of his own ministry once again emphasizes the universal nature of the gospel 

message
185

 and, consequently, further grounds the universal nature of the church’s ministry: 

since the gospel is universal, the church’s prayer and mission are to be universal, for Paul is 

God’s gospel instrument to the gentiles—all people—as the Ephesians are God’s gospel 

instrument to all. 

 In 1 Timothy 2:1-7, Paul presents both himself and the Ephesian church as God’s 

instrument through which he gospel is proclaimed.  Stott rightly captures the thrust of this 

passage when he argues the following: 

 
It is because there is one God and one mediator that all people must be included in the 
church’s prayer and gospel proclamation.  It is the unity of God and the uniqueness of 
Christ which demand the universality of the gospel.  God’s desire and Christ’s death 
concern all people; therefore the church’s duty concerns all people too, reaching out to 
them both in earnest prayer and urgent witness.

186
 

Thus, the church is God’s instrument of gospel proclamation to the entire world.  In the final 

passage I will examine, Paul affirms that the church is indeed God’s instrument through which 

the gospel is proclaimed as he commands Timothy to do the work of an evangelist. 

 
 
________________________ 
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2 Timothy 4:1-8 

 2 Timothy 4:1-8 contains Paul’s final charge and testimony before he is martyred.  As 

Stott notes, these words are “Paul’s legacy to the church.”
187

  Paul begins his emphatic charge 

(diamartu,romai)188
 to Timothy in the presence of both God and Christ.  By invoking the presence 

of God in his charge, he emphasizes the seriousness of the charge.
189

  He further heightens the 

seriousness by reminding Timothy that Christ will judge the living and the dead in his appearing 

and kingdom.  Timothy, therefore, is to be motivated to keep Paul’s charge in light of his future 

eschatological judgment before Christ (v. 1).
190

  Paul continues by specifying the content of the 

charge.
191

  First, Timothy is to preach (kh,ruxon) the word (i.e., the gospel).
192

  Thus, Timothy, as 

God’s gospel instrument, is to be engaged in verbally proclaiming the gospel.
193

  Paul next 

specifies that Timothy is to be ready in season and out of season – that is, he is to preach the 

gospel in both opportune and inopportune times, due to the urgent need of the Ephesian church 

to hear the message of the gospel.
194

  Paul also commands Timothy to reprove, rebuke, and 
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exhort with great patience and careful instruction (v. 2).  Thus, Timothy is to be faithful in the 

work of the ministry until Christ comes or he dies and is with Christ.  The reason (ga.r)
195

 for this 

charge is that a time will come when men will not endure sound doctrine (i.e., the gospel).
196

  

They will, instead, pick for themselves teachers who will teach them what they want to hear;
197

 

they will turn away
198

 from the truth to false teaching (mu,qouj) (vv. 3-4).
199

  Paul proceeds by 

continuing his charge to Timothy.  He contrasts (su. de.) Timothy with the ones he just described 

in verses 3-4.  First, Timothy is to be sober in all things, that is, he is to “steer clear of the heady 

wine of heretical teaching.”
200

  Next, he is to endure hardship; in other words, Timothy is to be 

ready and willing to suffer for the gospel.
201

  Third, Paul instructs Timothy to do the work of an 

evangelist (euvaggelistou/).  In other words, Timothy, as God’s gospel instrument, is to be active 

in proclaiming the gospel to the lost.
202

  Finally, Paul summarizes his preceding challenges to 

________________________ 
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Timothy with one exhortation: fulfill your ministry.  Timothy must faithfully complete the 

ministry that God has given him to do (v. 5).  Paul continues by giving further reason and 

motivation for Timothy to complete the charge that he has just given him: Paul is about to be 

martyred.  His blood is soon going to be poured out as an offering to God (v. 6),
203

 for, Paul has 

fought the good fight and completed his role as God’s instrument of gospel proclamation to the 

Gentiles.
204

  As Knight argues, “The struggle [fight] is ‘good’ (kalo.n) because he [Paul] has 

engaged in it for God and the gospel.  Indeed, one must struggle for the gospel so that it can 

make its way in this evil world.”
205

  Since Paul has fulfilled God’s calling as God’s gospel 

instrument to the Gentiles, he will receive a heavenly reward from Christ at his appearing: a 

crown of righteousness.  Paul concludes this pericope by asserting that if Timothy is faithful, he 

too will receive heavenly reward for his service to Christ (vv. 7-8).
206

   

 2 Timothy 4:1-8 demonstrates that the church is the instrument God uses to proclaim 

the gospel as it is a charge to Timothy to fulfill his calling as God’s gospel instrument.  As Stott 

opines, “So then, in view of the coming of Christ to judgment, of the contemporary world’s 

distaste for the gospel and of the imprisoned apostle’s imminent death, the latter’s charge to 

________________________ 
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Timothy had a note of solemn urgency: Preach the word!”  Thus, Timothy is to continue Paul’s 

legacy and as God’s gospel instrument to the world.   

 
 

Summary 

 In this chapter, I have surveyed numerous passages; these passages demonstrate that 

the church is the instrument God uses to proclaim the gospel.  I began this chapter by 

demonstrating that the church functioning as God’s gospel instrument began with a direct 

command from Christ: Matthew 28:16-20, Luke 24:44-49, and Acts 1:8.  I showed next that the 

early church fulfilled Christ’s command by proclaiming the gospel to both Jews and gentiles 

(Acts 2-28).  Finally, I exegeted several passages that confirmed my observations in Acts.   I 

demonstrated that Paul, in several of his epistles, argues for the church’s active role in the 

proclamation of the gospel.  First, he implicitly assumes that the verbal proclamation of the 

gospel by members of the church is necessary for the salvation of the lost (Rom 10:5-21).  He 

also argues that both Peter and he, as apostles of God and members of the church, are God’s 

chosen gospel instruments (Gal 2:7-9).  Finally, he instructs leaders in the church to train 

members to preach the gospel (Eph 4:1-15) as well as commands and encourages members of the 

church to share their faith with unbelievers (Phil 1; Col 4:2-6; 1 Tim 2:1-8; 2 Tim 4:1-8).  Thus, 

all of these passages confirm that church is the instrument God uses to proclaim the gospel.  I 

now turn to chapter 6 where I will develop a reciprocal relationship between the gospel and the 

church using my data in chapters 2 through 5 and apply speech act theory to that data. 
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CHAPTER 6 
 

THE SYSTEMATIC FORMULATION AND THEOLOGICAL 
IMPLICATIONS OF THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN  

THE GOSPEL AND THE CHURCH 
 
 

Introduction 

 In previous chapters, I have laid the groundwork for a systematic formulation 

of the relationship between the gospel and the church.  In chapter 2, I discussed four 

theologians (Cyprian, Augustine, Luther, and Calvin) who emphasize the active, 

participatory role of the church in the salvation of believers.  This emphasis is especially 

evident in their usage of the “church as mother” motif.  Chapter 2 demonstrates that there 

is historical precedent for my formulation of the relationship between the gospel and the 

church that I will discuss in this chapter. 

 In chapter 3, I provided definitions of the terms “gospel” and “church.”  I 

define the “gospel” as the message of the historical death, burial, and resurrection of 

Jesus Christ—the Son of God—for the forgiveness of sin based upon 1 Corinthians 15:3-

5.  I continued in chapter 3 by defining the church as the New Covenant people of God 

who have accepted Christ by faith through the work of the Holy Spirit.  Since I hold to a 

mild discontinuity position, I only focused on exegeting New Testament passages to 

provide Scriptural support for my systematic formulation.  The definitions I delineate in 

chapter 3 offer a necessary point of common reference for both of my Scriptural exegesis 

chapters as well as my systematic formulation in this chapter. 

 In chapters 4 and 5, I provided the scriptural foundation for my systematization 

of the relationship between the gospel and the church.  In chapter 4, I argued from 

Scriptural exegesis that the proclamation of the gospel creates members of the church—
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the people of God.  In chapter 5, I argued a complementary thesis from biblical exegesis: 

the church is the instrument that God uses to proclaim the gospel.  Chapters 4 and 5 

provide the needed Scriptural support for my formulation of the relationship between the 

gospel and the church in this chapter. 

 In this chapter, I will systematize the data in chapters 2 through 5 to argue the 

thesis of my dissertation: the church, acting as God’s instrument through the power of the 

Spirit, speaks its members into existence by means of the proclamation of the gospel of 

Jesus Christ; God, therefore, creates the church through the church.  In other words, I will 

argue that speech act theory provides a mechanism through which the biblical data of 

chapters 4 and 5 can be better understood.  I will begin by formulating a reciprocal 

relationship between the gospel and the church based upon my exegesis in chapters 4 and 

5.  I will then apply speech act theory to this relationship; this application will serve to 

provide both philosophical and linguistic nuances to the reciprocal relationship between 

the gospel and the church so that it will more faithfully represent the biblical data.  It is 

from this application of speech act theory to the reciprocal relationship that I will prove 

my thesis.   Finally, I will discuss several theological implications of my formulation of 

the relationship between the gospel and the church using speech act theory.  I now begin 

my formulation of the relationship between the gospel and the church by discussing the 

reciprocal relationship that exists between them. 

 
 

The Reciprocal Relationship  
between the Gospel and the Church 

 Two thesis statements — the proclamation of the gospel creates members of 

the church (ch. 4) and the church is God’s instrument through which this gospel 

proclamation takes place (ch. 5) — evidence a reciprocal relationship between the gospel 

and the church.  The church is God’s instrument of gospel proclamation, and the 

proclamation of the gospel is what creates the members of the church who then proclaim 
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the gospel. It is through this God-ordained reciprocal relationship between the church and 

the gospel that God’s elect come to know Jesus Christ as Savior.  Thus, as Cyprian, 

Augustine, Luther, and Calvin assert, the church has an active, participatory role in the 

salvation of believers.  The reciprocal relationship between the gospel and the church is 

represented diagrammatically in figure 1. 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                      

 

 

 

              

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: The reciprocal relationship between the gospel and the church 

 

While Figure 1 accurately depicts a basic model of the reciprocal relationship 

between the gospel and the church, the biblical data warrants further refinements to this 

model.  First, the active role of the Holy Spirit is essential in gospel proclamation; it is 

through the power of the Spirit that the early church’s proclamation of the gospel grew 

and the church was formed.  Moreover, this pattern of Spirit-empowered gospel 

proclamation creating the church continues into the present time.  Thus, any model of the 

relationship between the gospel and the church must depict the Spirit’s role in that 

relationship. 

Elect people 

The church acting as 
God’s instrument 
proclaims the gospel. 

Church 

The proclamation of 
the gospel creates 
members of the 
church. 
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The reciprocal relationship also needs further refinement in that it does not 

depict Christ’s role in the relationship between the gospel and the church.  Christ is 

central to this reciprocal relationship, since it is his message, the gospel, that is 

proclaimed by the church and creates it.  Not only is Christ the center of the gospel that 

creates the church, he is the authoritative ruler of the body—the church—that it creates.  

Therefore, the relationship between the gospel and the church necessarily revolves 

around him; it is Christ-ruled and Christ-centered. Figure 2 depicts a refined version of 

the reciprocal relationship between the gospel and the church taking into account both the 

role of the Holy Spirit and the centrality of Christ in the relationship. 

Even though Figure 2 accurately depicts the reciprocal relationship between 

the gospel and the church, it is not able to capture fully the depth of the relationship 

because the proclamation of the gospel changes reality once it is proclaimed.  When the 

gospel is preached, the church grows.  The eternal bursts into the temporal, forever 

changing the temporal and creating an eternal people that reside (for now) in the temporal 

realm.  Thus, the world is altered simply by speaking God’s words—the gospel.  

Similarly, as a result of gospel proclamation, the righteousness of God is revealed in 

human faith.  Furthermore, by speaking the gospel, people are dynamically divided: some 

gain eternal life and some are eternally condemned.  All of these changes in reality are 

accomplished by God’s work through the church’s gospel proclamation.  While modeling 

the relationship between the gospel and the church reciprocally provides a helpful starting 

point, it does not include any categories to convey the transformation of reality by the 

Spirit-empowered church’s proclamation of the gospel.  However, speech act theory 

offers a helpful paradigm in which to understand this relationship, for it argues that 

reality changes when words are spoken.
1
  Therefore, I will now apply speech act theory 

                                                        
 

1
Speech act theory by its very nature also deals with human speech.  Since God has chosen to 

reveal the gospel message primarily through its proclamation that involves human speech, speech act  
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to the reciprocal relationship between the gospel and the church.  By reformulating this 

reciprocal relationship, I will be able to develop a model that more fully represents the 

biblical data. 

     

 

 

 

                                                                                                      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: The refined reciprocal relationship between the gospel and the church 

The Application of Speech Act Theory  
to the Reciprocal Relationship 

 Speech act theory—formulated by J. L. Austin
2
 and developed by John R. 

Searle
3
—has become a topic of discussion in evangelical scholarship in recent years;

4
 its 

________________________ 
 

theory naturally provides a helpful scheme for understanding the relationship between the spoken word of 

the gospel and the church.  
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implications for issues like the relationship between God’s actions and words,
5
 

inerrancy,
6
 biblical interpretation,

7
 and homiletics

8
 have been explored by various 

theologians.  One of the more recent applications of speech act theory to theology occurs 

in Michael Horton’s systematic theology, The Christian Faith, where he uses speech act 

theory to define God’s revelation as speech act.
9
  Horton also espouses that it is the 

proclamation of God’s word (speech act), which creates the church;
10

 specifically, it is 

the proclamation (preaching) of the gospel that creates the church.
11

  My reformulation of 

the relationship between the gospel and the church will be consistent with the current 

trend in evangelical scholarship of using speech act theory to understand more precisely 

________________________ 
 
2
The seminal work is J. L. Austin, How To Do Things With Words, ed. J. O. Urmson and 

Marina Sbisà, 2
nd

 ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975). 

 
3
John R. Searle, Speech Acts: An Essay in the Philosophy of Language (London: Cambridge 

University Press, 1969); John R. Searle, Expression and Meaning: Studies in the Theory of Speech Acts 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979); John R. Searle and Daniel Vanderveken, Foundations of 

Illocutionary Logic (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985). 

 
4
One of the first theologians to use the technical language of speech act theory was Anthony 

Thiselton, “The Parables as Language-Event: Some Comments on Fuch’s Hermeneutics in the Light of 

Linguistic Philosophy,” Scottish Journal of Theology 23 (1970): 437–68.  

 
5
Michael S. Horton, Covenant and Eschatology: The Divine Drama (Louisville: Westminster 

John Knox, 2002); Timothy Ward, Words of Life: Scripture as the Living and Active Word of God 

(Downers Grove: IVP, 2009), 56–60. 

 
6
Kevin J. Vanhoozer, “The Semantics of Biblical Literature: Truth and Scripture’s Diverse 

Literary Forms,” in Hermeneutics, Authority, and Canon, ed. D. A. Carson and John D. Woodbridge 

(Grand Rapids: Baker, 1995), 49–104; Gregg R. Allison, “Speech Act Theory and Its Implications for the 

Doctrine of Inerrancy/Infallibility of Scripture,” Philosophia Christi 18 (1995): 1–23. 
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(Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 2001). 
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the relationship between God’s words and his actions as well as exploring the 

implications to certain doctrines such as inerrancy.  However, before I reformulate the 

reciprocal relationship between the gospel and the church using speech act theory, I will 

first briefly explain it.
12

 

 
 
Brief Explanation of Speech Act Theory 

 I begin by first explaining some basic terminology and ideas in speech act 

theory.  Austin made the following three significant contributions to the development of 

speech act theory: first, he argued that sentences or utterances (what he called 

“performatives”) do more than state or describe something; they actually change reality.  

One example Austin gives are the words “I do” uttered during a marriage ceremony; the 

utterance of these words actually cause a change in the state of affairs in the world: two 

people who were not previously married are married once the words are uttered.  Another 

example he provides is the naming of a ship Queen Elizabeth.  Once the words “I name 

this ship the Queen Elizabeth” are spoken, reality has changed: the mere utterance of 

words has assigned a name to a formerly nameless ship.
13

  A second contribution made 

by Austin is the development of three aspects of speech acts.  The first aspect, the 

“locution,” is equivalent to the meaning of the uttered sentence or phrase.  The second 

aspect, illocution, is the force with which a certain phrase is uttered.  The final aspect of a 

speech act, the perlocution, is the effect of the speech act, that is, what is brought about or 

achieved by an utterance.
14

  Austin’s third contribution was the development of criteria 
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For a more thorough explanation of speech act theory, see Allison, “Speech Act Theory and 

Its Implications for the Doctrine of Inerrancy/Infallibility of Scripture,” 1–9; and Vanhoozer, “The 

Semantics of Biblical Literature: Truth and Scripture’s Diverse Literary Forms,” 86–92.  My discussion is 

based heavily on Allison’s discussion as he rightly and succinctly captures the different components of 

speech act theory. 
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for what constitutes a successful speech act, conditions which go beyond simply 

evaluating whether the speech act is true or false.  He categorizes unsuccessful speech 

acts (or “infelicities”) as including among others  “misfires,” “abuses,” “misinvocations,” 

“misexecutions,” and “insincerities.”
15

 

 Austin’s pupil, John Searle, brought further developments to speech act theory.  

It is Searle’s version of speech act theory that I will use to reformulate the relationship 

between the gospel and the church.  Searle argues that the speech act is the basic unit of 

communication.
16

  He accepts the same three basic aspects of speech acts as Austin: 

locution, illocution, and perlocution.  We should note that even though these aspects are 

distinguishable, Searle does not believe these are three separable, independent acts.
17

  

 Searle proceeds by illustrating the distinction between the locution and 

illocution of speech acts using the following example:
18

 

 
1. Sam smokes habitually. 
2. Does Sam smoke habitually? 
3. Sam, smoke habitually! 
4. Would that Sam smoked habitually.

19
 

                                                        
 
15

Ibid., 12–45. 

 
16
“All linguistic communication involves linguistic acts.  The unit of linguistic communication 

is not, as has generally been supposed, the symbol, word, or sentence, or even the token of the symbol, 

word or sentence, but rather the production or issuance of the symbol or word or sentence in the 

performance of a speech act. . . . and speech acts . . . are the basic or minimal units of linguistic 

communication” (Searle, Speech Acts: An Essay in the Philosophy of Language, 16).  

 
17
Allison, “Speech Act Theory and Its Implications for the Doctrine of Inerrancy/Infallibility 

of Scripture,” 3. 
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As Allison notes, even though Searle argues that the illocution and locution are 

distinguishable, he does not see as sharp a distinction as Austin.  Searle’s views are succinctly represented 

when he argues, “The concept of an utterance with a certain meaning (that is, the concept of a locutionary 

act) is indeed a different concept from the concept of an utterance with a certain force (that is, the concept 

of an illocutionary act)” (John R. Searle, “Austin on Locutionary and Illocutionary Acts,” Philosophical 

Review 77 [1968]: 408).  Italics original.  See also Allison, “Speech Act Theory and Its Implications for the 

Doctrine of Inerrancy/Infallibility of Scripture,” 3; and Searle, “Austin on Locutionary and Illocutionary 

Acts,” 405–24. 
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In each of these statements, the locution is identical: the “referring expression” (R=Sam) 

as well as the “predicating expression” or predicate (P = smoke habitually or some 

inflected form) is the same.  However, even though the locution is identical, the 

illocutionary force (F) of each statement can be differentiated: 1 is making an assertion, 2 

is asking a question, 3 is giving an order, and 4 is expressing a wish or desire.
20

  Thus, 

speech acts can be differentiated based upon their illocutionary force as well as their 

locutions.  Searle represents the locutionary and illocutionary aspects of speech acts using 

the following symbolism: 

 
F(p) where F = the illocutionary aspect and p = the propositional content 
(locutionary aspect) 

 
or 

 
F(RP) where F= the illocutionary aspect and RP details the propositional 
content where R = the referring expression and P = the predicating 
expression

21
 

As Allison and Vanhoozer rightly note, Searle does not mean by “proposition” something 

that is stated.  Instead, Searle argues that a proposition is the content of an utterance (i.e. 

Austin’s locutionary aspect), which is able to be expressed in various ways.
22

   

 Now that I have discussed the basic ideas and terminology in speech act 

theory, I will next briefly discuss Searle’s taxonomy of speech acts in Expression and 

Meaning.  In this work he classifies the different types of force in speech acts.  This 

classification is based on six of Searle’s main criteria for distinguishing illocutionary 

acts, which I now briefly mention.
23
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 The first criterion that distinguishes illocutionary forces is the “point (or 

purpose) of the (type of) act”
24

; Searle names this criterion the illocutionary point, which 

he formally defines as the “point or purpose of a type of illocution.”
25

  One example of 

speech acts that have different illocutionary points are commands and descriptions.  For 

example, the illocutionary point of a command/order is “an attempt to get the hearer to do 

something.”
26

  In contrast, the illocutionary point of a description is that “it is a 

representation (true of false, accurate or inaccurate) of how something is.”
27

  It is 

important to note that the illocutionary point is distinct from the illocutionary force, for 

an illocutionary point is only one element of several different elements that compose an 

illocutionary force.
28

 

A second way that Searle distinguishes between illocutionary forces in speech 

acts is whether part of their illocutionary point attempts to get their words (propositional 

content) to match the world or the world to match their words.  Elizabeth Anscombe 

clearly represents this distinction: 

 
Suppose a man goes to the supermarket with a shopping list given him by his wife 
on which are written the words ‘beans, butter, bacon, and bread’.  Suppose as he 
goes around with his shopping cart selecting these items, he is followed by a 
detective who writes down everything he takes.  As they emerge from the store both 

________________________ 
 
23

Searle lists six more criteria for distinguishing illocutionary acts: (1) “Differences in the way 

the utterance relates to the interests of the speaker or hearer,” (2) “Differences in relations to the rest of the 

discourse,” (3) “Differences in propositional content that are determined by illocutionary force indicating 

devices,” (4) “Differences between those acts that must always be speech acts, and those than can be, but 

need not be performed as speech acts,” (5) “Differences between those acts where the corresponding 

illocutionary verb has a performative use and those where it does not,” and (6) “Differences in the style of 

performance of the illocutionary act” (Searle, Expression and Meaning, 1–8).  While these differences are 

important in speech act theory, I have not covered them because they do not directly relate to my 

formulation of the relationship between the gospel and the church using speech act theory. 
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shopper and detective will have identical lists.  But the function of two lists will be 
quite different.  In the case of the shopper’s list, the purpose of the list is, so to 
speak, to get the world to match the words; the man is supposed to make his actions 
fit the list.  In the case of the detective, the purpose of the list is to make the words 
match the world; the man is supposed to make the list fit the actions of the 
shopper.

29
 

Searle calls these differences in illocutionary forces a difference in the direction of fit.  

Thus, the detective’s list has a different direction of fit than the shopper’s list.  For the 

detective’s list has a word-to-world direction of fit in which he attempts to get his list to 

match the world while the shopper’s list has a world-to-word direction of fit in which he 

attempts to get the world to match the shopping list from his wife.  Searle denotes a 

word-to-world direction of fit by the ↓ symbol  and the world-to-word direction of fit by 

the ↑ symbol.
30

 

 Third, Searle asserts that differences in psychological states also determine 

differences in the illocutionary force of speech acts.  For example, as Searle point out, a 

man who explains, asserts, or claims p “expresses the belief that p.”  Similarly, someone 

who commands “H [hearer] to do A [assertion] expresses a desire (want, wish) that H do 

A.”
31

  Searle calls the psychological state expressed in the performance of an act the 

sincerity condition.  He lists belief, intention, desire or want, and pleasure as different 

possible sincerity conditions.
32

 

 Searle also notes that a fourth difference in the force or strength of the 

presentation of an illocutionary point also affects the illocutionary force of a speech act.  

For example, “I suggest we go the movies,” and, “I insist we got the movies,” have 

identical illocutionary points but different strengths.
33
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 A fifth factor that affects the illocutionary force of speech acts is a difference 

in the status or position of the speaker.  For example, if a general asks a private to clean 

his room, it is an order.  Contrastingly, if a private asks another private to clean his room, 

it is a suggestion.   

 The sixth and final factor that affects illocutionary force in speech acts is a 

difference between speech acts that require extra-linguistic institutions and those that do 

not.  For example, a priest can bless someone based upon the extra-linguistic institution 

of the church or a robber can give an order based upon his possession of a gun.   

 These criteria for distinguishing illocutionary forces in speech acts form the 

basis for Searle’s classification of speech acts.  His taxonomy of speech acts consists of 

five classes, which I will discuss using the following five speech acts:
34

 

 
1. David has preached the gospel. 
2. David, preach the gospel! 
3. I, David, will preach the gospel. 
4. Oh! David, has preached the gospel! 
5. David hereby preaches the gospel.  (God speaking. When God utters this 

phrase, David proclaims the gospel) 

The assertive (speech act type 1) commits the speaker (with varying degrees) 

to the truth of the proposition being expressed.  Thus, all of the members in the assertive 

class are able to be assessed as true or false. The psychological condition in an assertive 

is belief in proposition of the speech act; the direction of fit is word-to-world ↓.
35

  In the 

assertive, “David has preached the gospel,” the speaker commits himself to the 

proposition (that is, he believes) that David has proclaimed the gospel message and he is 
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These examples are very basic and are simply intended to convey the meaning of each 

category.  My formulation of the relationship between the gospel and the church using speech act theory 

will be more complex, but it will use these basic categories. 
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using his words to describe reality.  Allison insightfully notes that when an assertive is 

true, the speaker will also provide evidence for its veracity.
36

 

The directive (speech act type 2) is an attempt by the speaker to get the hearer 

to do something.  Thus, the sincerity condition in a directive is a wish or desire; the 

speaker desires the hearer to do a future action (= the propositional content).  The 

direction of fit is world-to-word ↑ as the speaker is attempting to get the world to match 

his or her words.
37

  In the directive “David, preach the gospel!” the speaker is attempting 

to get the hearer (David) to proclaim the gospel message.  Directives such as this one 

presuppose certain preparatory conditions;
38

 e.g., that David is able to preach the gospel. 

The commissive (speech act type 3) is an illocutionary act that commits the 

speaker (in varying degrees) to doing something.  In a commissive, the direction of fit is 

world-to-word ↑ and the sincerity condition is intention.  The propositional content is 

always a certain action by the speaker.  Thus, the commissive “I, David, will preach the 

gospel” is committing the speaker (in this case, David) to the future action of proclaiming 

the gospel.
39

  In a commissive, several preparatory conditions are necessary, such as the 

speaker being able to do the action in the propositional content.
40

 

The expressive (speech act type 4) displays the psychological state of the 

speaker specified in the sincerity condition to a state of affairs denoted in the 
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propositional content.  In an expressive, there is no direction of fit, that is, the speaker is 

not describing something in the world or attempting to change something in the world.  

The propositional content is also related in some way to the speaker or hearer.
41

  In the 

expression “Oh! David, has preached the gospel!” the speaker is conveying a 

psychological state of exclamation/excitement that David has preached the gospel. 

The declarative (speech act type 5) brings about a correspondence between its 

propositional content and reality just from the fact that it is uttered; that is, a successful 

performance of this speech act brings about a change in the world.  Therefore, a 

declarative has both a word-to-world ↓ and world-to-word ↑ direction of fit as it changes 

reality to match its propositional content and thus describes reality accurately.
42

  In the 

declarative “David hereby preaches the gospel,” David preaches the gospel solely 

because the speech act has been uttered.  Searle notes that in most cases, a declarative 

requires an extra-linguistic institution to confer the necessary authority for a speaker to 

successfully perform it.
43

  However, in a divine declarative (such as the one in my 

example), no extra-linguistic institution is needed.  As Allison opines, “A divine 

declarative is authoritative in and itself.”
44

 In other words, a divine declarative is 

authoritative because of the speaker, God, who utters it.
45
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As I mentioned above, Searle represents speech acts using F(p) or F(RP).  In 

each of the five speech acts the illocutionary forces (F) are different, which allow these 

five speech acts to be distinguishable.  The differences in their illocutionary forces is a 

result of differences in illocutionary point, direction of fit, psychological states, etc.  

However, even though they have different illocutionary forces, their propositional content 

(p), or locution, is the same; they have the same referring expression (R = David) and the 

same predicating expression (P = proclaims the gospel or some inflection).  So far in my 

discussion, I have covered two of the three differing aspects of speech acts: locution and 

illocution.  I will now briefly cover the third aspect: perlocution. 

Austin describes the perlocutionary aspect of a speech act as follows: 

 
Saying something will often, or even normally, produce certain consequential 
effects upon the feelings, thoughts, or actions of the audience, or of the speaker, or 
of other persons: and it may be done with the design, intention, or purpose of 
producing them. . . . We shall call the performance of an act of this kind the 
performance of a “perlocutionary” act, and the act performed, . . . a “perlocution.”

46
 

Thus, the perlocutionary aspect of a speech act is the effect that the speech act intends to 

produce in reality.
47

  For example, the perlocution of the directive speech act, “David, 

preach the gospel!” is for David to obey and preach the gospel.  Similarly, the perlocution 

of the declarative, “David hereby preaches the gospel,” is that David preaches the gospel 

once the phrase is uttered.  It should be noted that not every perlocution is intended
48

 or 

legitimate.
49

   

In light of the perlocutionary aspect of speech act theory, the question is then 

naturally raised as to what constitutes a successful speech act.  According to speech act 
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theorists,
50

 a speech act is successful if the hearer hears and understands the speech act.  

As Searle argues, “In the case of illocutionary acts we succeed in doing what we are 

trying to do by getting our audience to recognize what we are trying to do.”
51

  Thus, once 

the speaker hears and understands the speech act, that is, recognizes its locutionary and 

illocutionary aspects, it is successful (and is consequently not a “misfire” as Austin calls 

it); thus, a speech act is successful even if it does not have the intended perlocutionary 

effect.
52

     

Now that I have briefly explained speech act theory, I will apply it to the 

reciprocal relationship between the gospel and the church.  I will begin by using speech 

act theory to ascertain the locutionary, illocutionary, and perlocutionary aspects of gospel 

proclamation.  I will then diagrammatically represent the speech act formulation of the 

reciprocal relationship between the gospel and the church.  Finally, I will demonstrate 

how this formulation proves the thesis of my dissertation. 

 
 
The Locutionary Aspect of Gospel  
Proclamation 

 One of the basic components of gospel proclamation is the message itself.  In 

chapter 2, I demonstrated that the content of the gospel is the historical death, burial, and 

resurrection of Jesus Christ —the Son of God —for the forgiveness of sins.  Throughout 

Acts, this gospel message is proclaimed to unbelievers with a call to repentance and faith 

for the forgiveness of sins and eternal life.  Thus, the proclamation of the gospel involves 

a believer addressing an unbeliever
53

 with the content of the gospel message.  Based upon 
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the biblical data mentioned above, the locutionary aspects of gospel proclamation are as 

follows: the referring expression (R) is an unbeliever that I will denote as “Unbeliever X” 

and the predicating expression (P) is “repents and believes in the historical death, burial, 

and resurrection of Jesus Christ—the Son of God—for the forgiveness of sin and eternal 

life” or some inflected form.   

 
 
The Illocutionary Aspects of Gospel 
Proclamation 

 Now that I have developed the locutionary aspects of gospel proclamation, I 

will analyze its different speech acts and their respective illocutions (that is, their 

assertive, directive, commissive, expressive, and declarative illocutionary forces).  Each 

of these aspects is involved, to a varying degree, in each instance of gospel preaching.  

However, the declarative aspect will be the most important in understanding the 

relationship between the gospel and the church and is always present when the church is 

created.  I begin my analysis by discussing the assertive aspect of gospel proclamation. 

 
 

The assertive aspect.  Before I detail the assertive speech act present in gospel 

proclamation, I first must note two implicit assertives present in the gospel message, 

which are affirmed by any speaker who genuinely proclaims it.  The first assertive is as 

follows: 

 (A1) Jesus Christ is the Son of God.  [Speaker: God through the church] 

In this assertive, the R= “Jesus Christ” and P= “is the Son of God.”  This assertive is 

present in any speaker who genuinely proclaims the gospel message, because any 

genuine proclamation of the gospel affirms the deity of Christ.  The second assertive 

________________________ 
 
53

I am not saying that gospel proclamation can never be addressed to a believer or have any 

effect on a believer.  I am focusing on the unbeliever in this analysis because the relationship of the 

believer to the proclamation of the gospel is not pertinent to my thesis. 
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requires a slight rearrangement of my definition of the gospel as well as a change in the 

inflection of some of its words; I define the second assertive as follows:  

 (A2) Jesus Christ, the Son of God, died, was buried, and rose again for the 

forgiveness of sins. [Speaker: God through the church] 

In this assertive, R= “Jesus Christ—the Son of God” and P= “died, was buried, and rose 

again for the forgiveness of sins.”  In the second assertive, the speaker affirms that Jesus 

Christ actually died, was buried, and was raised to atone for the sin of humanity (that is, 

the speaker affirms the historicity of those events).  The presence of this assertive in the 

gospel message is confirmed in 1 Corinthians 15:14: “And if Christ has not been raised, 

then our preaching is in vain and your faith is in vain.”  Thus, any Christian pastor or 

layperson who proclaims the gospel will necessarily affirm the historicity of the events 

specified in the gospel message.
54

  

Assertives A1 and A2 apply to the state of the speaker when he is engaged in 

true, gospel proclamation: (1) he believes Jesus is God, and (2) he believes in Jesus’ 

death, burial, and resurrection for the forgiveness of sin.  However, the assertive speech 

act that is part of gospel proclamation deals with the hearer; it is as follows: 

 (A3) You, Unbeliever X, have repented and believed in the historical death, burial, 

and resurrection of Jesus Christ, the Son of God, for the forgiveness of sins and 

eternal life.  [Speaker 1: The Church]; [Speaker 2: God] 

In this speech act, the acceptance of the gospel by an unbeliever is asserted.  If this 

assertion is true, the unbeliever has genuinely repented of his sins and believed in 

Christ’s death, burial, and resurrection for the forgiveness of his sins and eternal life; he 

has transitioned from death to life and is now a part of the family of God, the church.  

This speech act must be true of an individual for him to be a member of the church.   It 

                                                        
 
54
In both of the previous assertives, the speaker is speaking God’s message, for when the 

church proclaims the gospel, it is simply God’s instrument through which the gospel is preached.  Thus, 

each of these assertions has a double witness: the speaker (= a member of the church) and God.  Since God 

bears witness to the truthfulness of these assertives, the sincerity condition of belief is one of full, complete 

confidence.   
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captures the nature of the gospel in which two groups are separated by its proclamation: 

those who are made alive (=the assertive speech act of gospel proclamation is true) and 

those who continue in death (=the assertive speech act of gospel proclamation is false). 

The speaker of this assertion may be God or the church.  However, when the 

church utters this assertion, it cannot utter it with perfect accuracy, for only God can 

judge the thoughts and intents of man’s heart; thus, he is the only speaker who has the 

authority (that is, the proper relationship with the hearer) to make this assertion with 

perfect accuracy.  While God can reveal whether this speech act is true or false about a 

person (e.g., Acts 9:15-16), he normally does not.  Instead, the church can make this 

assertion with reasonable confidence only through careful examination of an individual:
55

 

his (1) lifestyle (i.e., fruit: Jas 2:14-26; cf. Matt 7:15-23, Gal 5:22-23), (2) soundness of 

doctrine (1 John 4:1-6), (3) perseverance in righteousness (Matt 24:12-13; cf. John 10:27-

29),
56

 and love for other Christians (1 John).  The truthfulness of this assertive aspect of 

gospel proclamation in the life of an individual is determined by his response to the 

directive aspect of gospel preaching,
57

 which I will now examine.  

 
 

The directive aspect.  The directive aspect of gospel proclamation is as 
follows: 

 
 Unbeliever X, repent and believe in the historical death, burial, and resurrection of 

Jesus Christ —the Son of God —for the forgiveness of sins and eternal life.   

[Speaker: God through the church] 
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It should be noted that the church must be able to make reasonably confident judgment about 

whether an individual is saved (that is, whether the assertive speech act of gospel proclamation is true of 

him or her) to allow for regenerate church membership and believer’s baptism.  However, these assertions 

must be made with caution, and the realization that they could be wrong, since the church does not have the 

ability to see directly into someone’s heart.  As I have noted above, this ability belongs only to God. 

 
56

This doctrine is commonly known as the perseverance of the saints.  Thus, when someone 

perseveres to the end, their perseverance indicates that the assertive aspect of gospel proclamation is true in 

his or her life. 

 
57

I am not advocating a libertarian view of free will with this statement.  Whether one can 

respond positively to the directive aspect of gospel proclamation is determined by its declarative aspect, 

which I will cover shortly. 



 

 

 

 

178 

It is the directive aspect of gospel proclamation that composes the heart of the temporal 

manifestation of God’s work in humanity through the gospel.  It is a command from God 

that shapes people’s eternal destiny.  It is necessary in all gospel proclamation because it 

shows human beings what God demands from them.  God has entered into the world 

through his Son Jesus Christ and because of this act of God, the world has changed.  

Thus, the directive aspect of gospel proclamation tells people what to do in response to 

God’s work in the world through Jesus Christ (1 John 3:23).  This response is not 

optional.  It is an imperative, the divine imperative: “Since I, God, have now acted, you 

must repent and believe.”  The church, as God’s appointed instrument of gospel 

proclamation, preaches God’s divine imperative to the world; thus, the church speaks for 

God as his instrument.  However, the directive aspect of gospel preaching is not only a 

command; it is a command with a promise.  This promise is evident in the gospel 

proclamation’s commissive aspect.  

 
 

The commissive aspect.  The divine promise present in the divine imperative 

of gospel proclamation is one of great hope and eternal joy.  It is captured in the 

commissive aspect of gospel proclamation: 

 I, God, will grant forgiveness of sins and eternal life to you, Unbeliever X, upon 

repentance and belief in the historical death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus Christ, 

the Son of God.   [Speaker: God through the church]  

When an unbeliever obeys God’s divine imperative (that is, he repents and believes), God 

forgives his sins; thus, the unbeliever is made alive to Christ and dead to sin.  Not only 

are his sins forgiven; he now possesses eternal life, the promise of eternity with God in 

heaven.  The church, as God’s chosen instrument, utters this promise in the proclamation 

of the gospel.  Thus, the church declares God’s promise of hope and life to the world 

through the gospel. 
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 The commissive aspect of gospel preaching, along with the promise of the 

forgiveness of sins and eternal life, also carries with it a promise of eternal damnation to 

those who reject its directive aspect (John 20:23; Matt 16:19).  For if one does not repent 

and believe, then his sins are not forgiven and he will inherit eternal death under the  

wrath of God.
58

  Thus, the promise of divine blessing upon obedience to the directive 

aspect of gospel proclamation is accompanied with a promise of a divine curse upon 

those who do not listen.  This promise of divine blessing and divine wrath leads to the 

expressive aspect of gospel proclamation.   

 
 

The expressive aspect. When an unbeliever repents and believes in the gospel, 

the church and God rejoice that an unbeliever has passed from death to life.  The 

expressive aspect of gospel proclamation can be articulated as follows: 

 Oh! Unbeliever X has repented and believed in the historical death, burial, and 

resurrection of Jesus Christ, the Son of God, for the forgiveness of sins and eternal 

life!   [Speaker 1: The Church]; [Speaker 2: Beings in Heaven] 

When the church utters this expressive, it displays a psychological state of praise and 

thanksgiving to God that an unbeliever has come to know Christ as Savior and will spend 

eternity with Him.
59

  This joy over the repentance of sinners is echoed in heaven, for 

there is joy in heaven over one sinner who repents and trusts Christ (Luke 15:7).  

However, while the expressive aspect of gospel proclamation may be characterized by 

joy, it may also express a state of sorrow, for when an unbeliever persists in rejection of 
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Jonathan Edwards captures the promise of divine wrath in the proclamation of the gospel in 

his sermon, “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God,” when he argues, “The God that holds you over the pit 

of hell, much as one holds a spider or some loathsome insect, over the fire, abhors you, and is dreadfully 

provoked; his wrath toward you burns like fire” (Jonathan Edwards, “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry 

God,” in Sermons and Discourses 1739-1742, ed. Harry S. Stout, Nathan O. Hatch, and Kyle P. Farley, vol. 

22, The Works of Jonathon Edwards [New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2003], 411). 

 
59

This psychological state of joy over the salvation of believers in the expressive speech act of 

gospel proclamation is demonstrated in Philippians 1 where Paul rejoices that the Philippians have obeyed 

the gospel directive due to God’s work in their lives.   



 

 

 

 

180 

the gospel, he will spend eternity in hell separated from God.  This expressive aspect of 

gospel proclamation is as follows: 

 Oh! Unbeliever X has not repented and believed in the historical death, burial, and 

resurrection of Jesus Christ, the Son of God, for the forgiveness of sins and eternal 

life!   [Speaker 1: The Church]; [Speaker 2: Beings in Heaven] 

Thus, both the church and even God himself mourn over the fate of the ungodly who 

refuse to listen to the directive aspect of gospel proclamation.  For God does not delight 

in the death of the wicked (Ezek 33:11) and desires all men to repent of their sins and 

turn to Christ (1 Tim 2:1-7).   

All of the aspects of gospel proclamation I have discussed so far—assertive, 

directive, commissive, expressive—are related to the declarative aspect, which I will now 

detail.  

 
 

The declarative aspect.  In the declarative speech act present in gospel 

proclamation, reality changes simply because this speech act is uttered: a sinner who is 

blind, dead, and lost is given sight, made alive, and found.  The declarative speech act 

present in gospel proclamation is as follows: 

 Unbeliever X, hereby repent and believe in the historical death, burial, and 

resurrection of Jesus Christ, the Son of God, for the forgiveness of sins and eternal 

life.   [Speaker: God through the church] 

It is the regenerative work of the Holy Spirit that makes the proclamation of the gospel a 

declarative.
60

  For when the declarative aspect of the gospel is uttered, the Spirit 

regenerates God’s elect, enabling them to repent and believe.  Thus, through the 
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My formulation of the declarative aspect of gospel proclamation is consistent with Searle.  

Searle recognizes that some declaratives have a divine element.  He calls these declaratives “supernatural 

declarations.”  One example of a supernatural declaration that he provides is when God uttered, “Let there 

be light,” in Genesis, and because of that utterance, there was light.  Under Searle’s system, my formulation 

of the proclamation of the gospel would be classified as a supernatural declaration.  However, what makes 

my formulation different from this classification is that this supernatural declaration is uttered by a human 

speaker.  See Searle, Expression and Meaning, 18. 
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regenerating work of the Spirit, an elect unbeliever obeys the directive aspect of the 

gospel and consequently is saved;
61

 therefore, God, not the human agent of proclamation, 

is the one who causes the initial and continuing effects of the gospel (1 Cor 3:1-17).   

However, God uses the gospel speaker as his instrument, for when the speaker proclaims 

the gospel, his utterance (on account of the regenerating work of the Spirit) becomes a 

declarative.  In this sense, human beings participate in the divine work because God gives 

a directive human speech act the illocutionary force of a divine declarative and, 

consequently, changes reality: an unbeliever becomes a believer!
62

 Thus, when an 

unbeliever obeys the directive aspect of gospel proclamation, the gospel directive 

becomes a gospel declarative through the power of God.  For once a gospel declarative is 

uttered, the Holy Spirit changes the world.
63

  Thus, the gospel is truly a powerful, reality-

changing message:
64

 it is the power of God to save those who believe (Rom 1:16-17).
65

 

 The declarative aspect of gospel proclamation is based on God’s electing work 

in eternity past, which can be represented using a declarative speech act.
 66

  In this speech 
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Acts 16:13-15 makes this point poignantly as it is because of the Lord opening Lydia’s heart 

to respond to the gospel message that she was saved.  

 
62

Because of the instrumental role of humanity in the gospel declarative, Paul can claim to be 

the Corinthians’ spiritual father, for it was his Spirit-empowered gospel declarative that God used to create 

(= give birth to) the Corinthian church.  See 1 Cor 4:14-17.  

 
63

As I noted in chapters 4-5, it is the work of the Spirit that enables the formation of the church 

through gospel proclamation.  See Luke 24:44-49; Acts 1:8; 2; 3:11-4:4; 8; 10:1-11:14; 13:4-11; Eph 1:13-

14; 5:25-33; Phil 1; Col 4:2-6; and 1 Thess 1.  

 
64

It is the gospel declarative that causes the dividing effect of the gospel described in 2 Cor 

2:12-3:6.  For when the proclamation of the gospel does not have a declarative illocutionary force, it serves 

as a warning of damnation (=an aroma of death) to the lost.  However, when the gospel proclamation does 

have a declarative illocutionary force, it is a bringer of new life (=an aroma of life) to those who believe. 

  
65

As Plummer notes in reference to Rom 1:16-17, “[S]o Paul’s gospel is not simply a definable 

content about what God has done or promised, but [it] is also the effective decree or power of 

accomplishing God’s will” (Robert Plummer, “The Church’s Missionary Nature: The Apostle Paul and His 

Churches” [Ph. D. diss., Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 2001], 74–75).  Italics original.  As I will 

soon discuss, the gospel is God’s effective decree or power of accomplishing the salvation of His elect (= 

his will). 
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act, God predestines (or elects) those who would come to know Jesus Christ as Lord and 

Savior (Rom 8-9; Eph 1-2).  Thus, when God utters his electing declarative in eternity 

past—“Unbeliever X is hereby elect”—Unbeliever X is predestined to respond in belief 

and repentance to the preaching of the gospel.  Therefore, whether the preaching of the 

gospel has a declarative illocutionary force in the present is dependent upon whether God 

has uttered an electing declarative over its hearer in the past.
67

  When the proclamation of 

the gospel does have a declarative illocutionary force due to God’s electing work, the 

Spirit regenerates the elect unbeliever (in this case, Unbeliever X) simply because he 

hears the church’s gospel proclamation.  Accordingly, the church’s gospel proclamation 

echoes eternity.  For when a speaker proclaims the gospel with a declarative illocutionary 

force, he is participating in an event that occurred in eternity past: God’s electing 

declarative.
68

  This electing declarative echoes through eternity to the present; at the 

moment the speaker finishes his gospel proclamation, it breaks into reality, causing 

Unbeliever X to live by repentance and faith.
69

 Thus, the church participates in God’s 

________________________ 
 
66
I was first exposed to the idea of God’s electing work being represented as a declarative 

speech act in a seminar on soteriology led by Dr. Gregg Allison and Dr. Eric Johnson. 

 
67
This proposal is close to Calvin’s.  For, as Spijker notes, it is Calvin’s view of God’s electing 

work that stands behind his conception of the church.  See Willem van’t Spijker, Calvin : A Brief Guide to 

His Life and Thought, trans. Lyle D. Bierma (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2009), 31.  Cf. David N. 

Wiley, “The Church as the Elect in the Theology of John Calvin,” in John Calvin and the Church: A Prism 

of Reform, ed. Timothy George (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1990), 97–117. 

 
68

Because God has ordained a human declarative speech act (= gospel proclamation) to be the 

means by which his electing declarative in the past is actualized in the present, it is necessary for 

missionaries to be sent so that the gospel can be proclaimed to all nations.  For God’s elect cannot believe 

without the regenerating work of the Spirit that comes through the church’s declarative gospel 

proclamation (Rom 10:5-21).  Thus, every member of the church is to be equipped by the church leadership 

to proclaim the gospel faithfully to all (Eph 4:1-16). 

 
69

This does not necessarily mean that an elect unbeliever will repent and believe immediately 

after the gospel proclamation is uttered with a declarative force.  However, reality has still changed: the 

unbeliever is now on a course that will result in regeneration by the Spirit, and thus repentance and faith, as 

a result of hearing a Spirit-empowered proclamation of the gospel. 
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electing declarative by its instrumental use in God’s saving declarative: gospel 

proclamation.
70

  

 All other speech acts present in the proclamation of the gospel are related to 

the gospel declarative.  For God’s electing declarative (and thus, the gospel declarative) 

impacts all of the other speech acts in gospel proclamation; it makes (1) the assertive 

aspect either true or false, (2) the directive aspect bring life or death, (3) the commissive 

aspect result in blessing or cursing, and (4) the expressive aspect express a psychological 

state of either joy or sadness.  For when God’s electing declarative has been uttered in 

eternity past, the proclamation of the gospel brings repentance and faith, life, blessing, 

and joy to the hearer, speaker, and even to those in heaven.  When it has not been uttered, 

the unbeliever rejects the gospel and consequently remains dead in sin and cursed by 

God.  When God’s electing declarative results in a gospel declarative, that is, when the 

Spirit regenerates the hearer, the perlocution (= the church) of gospel proclamation is 

formed. 

 
 
The Perlocutionary Aspect  
of Gospel Proclamation 

 As I noted above, when the speech act of gospel proclamation has a declarative 

illocutionary force, God regenerates his elect (= the hearer) after the speaker completes 

the speech act.  Thus, the unbeliever repents and believes the gospel message and, 

therefore, becomes a member of the church.
71

  Thus, it is the preaching of the gospel that 

                                                        
 

70
The church’s proclamation of the gospel is only one part of the effects brought about by 

God’s electing declarative.  For once God’s elect are saved, they go through a process of sanctification and 

are completely conformed to Christ’s image in the eschaton.  Thus, God’s electing declarative is what 

creates sons in Christ for himself.  The gospel declarative is only the means by which they are born.  It is 

through the sanctifying work of the Holy Spirit and the Word of God (1 Pet 2:1-3) that God’s children 

reach full maturity at the end of time. 

 
71

When an unbeliever does not repent and believe, the gospel message has a directive force, 

but not a declarative force.  Thus, it serves to warn the unbeliever of his need for God and to repent of his 

sins.  
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brings the church into being.  As Luther argues, “It is not God’s Word just because the 

church speaks it; rather, the church comes into being because God’s Word is spoken.”
72

  

The church-creating power of gospel proclamation noted by Luther, in terms of speech 

act theory, is its perlocutionary effect.   Since the church is created just because the  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: The speech act formulation of the reciprocal relationship  

between the gospel and the church  
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Martin Luther, “The Misuse of Mass, 1521,” in Word and Sacrament II, ed. Abdel Ross 

Wentz, trans. Frederick C. Ahrens, Luther’s Works, ed. Helmut T. Lehmann (Philadelphia: Muhlenberg, 

1957), 36:144.  Bayer argues the Luther understands the Word, the gospel, as a speech act; that is, it does 

what it says.  Thus, my formulation of the relationship between the gospel and the church is similar in 

many ways to the Reformation theology of Luther.  See Oswald Bayer, Martin Luther’s Theology: A 

Contemporary Interpretation, trans. Thomas H. Trapp (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008), 50–55. 
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gospel is preached, the speech act of gospel preaching behind the creation of the church 

has a declarative force.  Even though the other illocutionary forces involved in gospel  

proclamation (assertive, directive, commissive, expressive) certainly play a role in the 

church’s creation, the declarative illocutionary force is what changes reality by creating 

the church.  Figure 3 above illustrates this relationship.                                                                                            

The analysis represented in Figure 3 is consistent with my theses, for it asserts 

that (1) the church’s proclamation of the gospel (specifically, its declarative illocutionary 

force) creates the church (the perlocutionary effect of that proclamation) and (2) the 

church is God’s instrument that he uses to proclaim the gospel.  For it is only through the 

Spirit’s regenerative work that accompanies the proclamation of the gospel that the 

directive illocutionary force in gospel proclamation becomes a declarative illocutionary 

force.  It is the declarative illocutionary force of gospel proclamation that provides the 

final support needed for my dissertation thesis: the church, acting as God’s instrument 

through the power of the Spirit, speaks its members into existence by means of the 

proclamation of the gospel of Jesus Christ; God, therefore, creates the church through the 

church.  Since the gospel has declarative illocutionary force, it is only by the act of 

speaking through the power of God that the church is created.  Thus, the church literally 

speaks its members into existence through the declarative illocutionary force present in 

gospel proclamation, for once the church’s proclamation of the gospel with a declarative 

illocutionary force is complete, a new member of the church exists.  Therefore, the 

church has an active, participatory role in its own creation as Cyprian, Augustine, Luther, 

and Calvin asserted.  This formulation of the relationship between the gospel and the 

church has several theological implications. 

 
 

Theological Implications 

 I will now discuss several theological implications of the formulation of the 

relationship between the gospel and the church using speech act theory.  My discussion 



 

 

 

 

186 

of these implications will be relatively brief.  I believe many of these implications could 

be potential dissertation topics; at minimum, they could use further development than I 

will provide here.  My goal in this section is to present concisely several theological 

implications from my dissertation thesis to provoke further discussion, reflection, and 

thought.  I will begin by discussing the implications of my dissertation thesis to the 

Christ-centered nature of the church. 

 
 
The Ontological Center of the Church:  
Christ through the Gospel 

 It is the utterance of Christ’s word, the gospel, that creates the church; put 

differently, without the utterance of the gospel, the church cannot and will not exist.  

Thus, the gospel is at core of the church’s being, for it is through the gospel that the 

church is birthed; without gospel proclamation, the church cannot come into being.  

Christ (through the gospel) is, therefore, the ontological center of the church, for it is his 

word (= the gospel) that brings the church into being.  Thus, the gospel is firmly 

embedded in the very essence of the church’s ontology.  It is the gospel that calls the 

church to life—to arise, to be—so that reality changes and something that was not, now 

is.  Consequently, the gospel cannot be removed from the church and, by implication, 

neither can Christ.   Christ is the necessary center of the church because his word (= the 

gospel) is firmly embedded in the church’s very essence: to remove Christ from the 

church is to destroy its very being.  Thus, a church that removes Christ or the gospel from 

its center, whether intentionally or unintentionally, can no longer be a true church.  A true 

church eats, lives, and breathes the gospel.  It permeates all of the ministries of the church 

because it is at the heart of the church.  Thus, Christ through the gospel is the central 

animating principle of the church—both at its birth and throughout its life (= ministries, 

preaching, etc.).  Without Christ and his gospel, the church is dead, for, it is the words of 
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Christ that give life to church.
73

  The fact that Christ is the ontological center of the 

church through the gospel also has implications for understanding the relationship 

between the universal church and the local church. 

 How does one reconcile the fact that there is one universal church but yet 

many individual instantiations of that universal church, the local church?  Even though 

many true churches exist, they still form one universal church because they have the 

same ontological, unifying center: Christ through the gospel.  This unifying center 

transcends race, gender, age, nationality, and language: “There is neither Jew nor Greek, 

there is neither slave
 
nor free, there is no male and female, for you are all one in Christ 

Jesus” (Gal 3:28).  This unity also provides a basic guideline for whether churches should 

fellowship together.  If a church does not have Christ through the gospel at its center, 

then it cannot have legitimate fellowship with a true church.  Even though the churches 

may appear similar, they are incompatible at their very essence: one light, the other 

darkness.   

 
 
The Church as the Intersection between Being 
and Non-Being, the Temporal and the Eternal 

 Another theological implication of the formulation of the relationship between 

the gospel and the church through speech act theory is that the church, through its gospel 

proclamation, stands at the intersection point between being and non-being, the temporal 

and eternal, the finite and the infinite.  For it is through the church that God’s message of 

salvation is proclaimed and people are brought from death to life.  When the church 

proclaims the gospel with a declarative force through the power of the Spirit, it is a 

command “to be”—to arise from spiritual non-being to being: to pass from death to life 
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Luther and Calvin hint at this relationship between Christ and the church when they argue 

that one of the marks of the true church is that it proclaims the Word of God: the gospel.  See Martin 

Luther, “Psalm 117,” in Selected Psalms III, ed. Daniel E. Poellot, trans. Edward Sittler, Luther’s Works, 

ed. Jaroslav Pelikan (St. Louis: Concordia, 1958), 14:13; Calvin, Institutes, 4.1.10. 
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(Eph 2:5; 1 John 3:14).   The church that proclaims this message that creates spiritual 

being stands at the intersection between life and death—being and non-being; it is its 

Spirit-empowered words that burst forth from the infinite, eternal God into this finite, 

temporal reality, causing life.  Thus, the church becomes God’s instrument that mediates 

between these two realities: the temporal and eternal, the finite and the infinite.  It is 

through this instrumental gospel proclamation that the infinite God enables his finite elect 

to be (that is, to be regenerated through the power of the Spirit). 

 Therefore, the church forms a bridge between the temporal and eternal.  It is 

God’s chosen instrument through which his electing work in eternity past breaks forth 

into the present and changes it.  However, not only is the present changed, but eternity 

future as well.  Once the church proclaims the gospel with a declarative force, an 

unbeliever becomes a believer and is destined to spend eternity in heaven instead of 

eternity in hell.  Thus, the church’s gospel proclamation both echoes eternity past and 

causes an echo in eternity future.  For God’s electing declarative echoes through eternity 

into the church’s declarative gospel proclamation, which then echoes into eternity future 

as its acceptance by one of God’s elect changes his eternal destiny.
74

  This double echo in 

the church’s gospel proclamation is the result of a meeting between the infinite God and 

finite human beings in the church’s gospel proclamation.  The ramifications of this 
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The church’s gospel proclamation is simply one step in the “already-not, yet paradigm” of 

God’s work with his elect.  God has already elected those who will be his children in eternity past.  The 

church’s declarative gospel proclamation is the first step by which God’s elective declarative is actualized.  

After the church’s declarative gospel proclamation that changes an unbeliever into a believer by the 

regenerating work of the Spirit, the new believer is also sanctified through the work of the Spirit.  However, 

the complete ramifications of God’s electing declarative are not fully realized until the eschaton, which will 

even affect our physical bodies: “I tell you this, brothers: flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of 

God, nor does the perishable inherit the imperishable. Behold! I tell you a mystery. We shall not all sleep, 

but we shall all be changed, in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet 

will sound, and the dead will be raised imperishable, and we shall be changed. For this perishable body 

must put on the imperishable, and this mortal body must put on immortality. When the perishable puts on 

the imperishable, and the mortal puts on immortality, then shall come to pass the saying that is written: 

‘Death is swallowed up in victory.’ ‘O death, where is your victory? O death, where is your sting?’ The 

sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law.  But thanks be to God, who gives us the victory 

through our Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Cor 15:50-57).  Thus, the church’s gospel declarative is just one step in 

God’s transforming work in his elect as the result of his electing declarative in eternity past. 
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meeting between the infinite and the finite echo throughout eternity.  Thus, the church, as 

it mediates God’s electing declarative, is the intersection between being and non-being, 

the finite and the infinite, the temporal and the eternal.  It is the church’s participation in 

the salvation of God’s elect that also allows the church to participate in his work of new 

creation. 

The Church’s Role in New Creation 

 The church, through its Spirit-empowered, declarative gospel proclamation, 

participates in new creation: the regeneration and salvation of God’s elect.
75

  For as the 

church proclaims the gospel with a declarative force, reality is changed: humanity is 

recreated—the old becomes new.  In other words, when the church, empowered by the 

Spirit, proclaims the gospel and an unbeliever believes and repents, God speaks through 

the church’s words, giving them the same declarative illocutionary force as his own 

words during creation at the beginning of time.  For when the church utters, “Unbeliever 

X, hereby repent and believe in the historical death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus 

Christ, the Son of God, for the forgiveness of sins and eternal life,” Unbeliever X repents 

and believes simply by the work of the Holy Spirit through the church’s own utterance.  

The result of this proclamation is new life—the world is transformed: humanity is made 

new.   As the apostle Paul argues, “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. 

The old has passed away; behold, the new has come” (2 Cor 5:17).   Thus, the church 

participates in God’s work of new creation.  Eventually, in the eschaton, this utterance 

will result in changes to the actual physical creation (1 Cor 15:50-57).  However, in the 

present, it results in new spiritual life (= new creation) in God’s elect.  The church’s role 

in new creation is made possible by the divine encounter in its declarative gospel 

proclamation. 
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I was first exposed to this implication of my dissertation thesis in a conversation with Paul 

Nesta.  
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The Church’s Gospel Proclamation  
as Divine Encounter 

 When the church proclaims the gospel with a declarative illocutionary force, it 

initiates a divine encounter through that proclamation.  In this encounter, one comes face-

to-face with a stranger: God.  However, it is more than just meeting a stranger;
76

 it is 

being made alive by a stranger, for this encounter leads to new life in the hearer.  It is an 

encounter in which the hearer is regenerated and becomes a new creation of God.  Once a 

person encounters God through the church’s gospel proclamation, he is never the same.  

He is now spiritually alive and able to see; that is, his heart is opened by God to respond 

in faith and repentance (e.g., Lydia in Acts 16:13-15).  When a member of the church 

proclaims the gospel, he also experiences a divine encounter.  He encounters God as he is 

used by him as his instrument to speak his words by which he encounters (= regenerates) 

his elect.  Thus, the church’s gospel proclamation is a divine encounter by its very nature; 

it is the inbreaking of the divine into the course of human history.  This encounter with 

the divine in the present also echoes God’s electing declarative in the past.  Through it, 

both its hearers and speakers have a life-changing encounter with God through his Holy 

Spirit and consequently, the present manifestation of God’s electing declarative 

(=church) is formed.   

 
 
The Church’s Creation as a Trinitarian Act 

 The formation of the church is trinitarian in nature.  It is based on (1) the 

Father’s electing declarative in eternity past and sending of Christ, (2) Christ’s word (= 

gospel proclamation), and (3) the regenerative work of the Holy Spirit.  Thus, the 
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Tillich’s conception of “meeting a stranger” when one encounters God accurately captures 

the aspect of divine encounter in which one meets God who is an “other.”  For when one meets God in 

gospel proclamation, one meets a person outside of oneself (= the Holy Spirit) that changes one’s very 

nature so that one becomes a new creation and, consequently, a member of the people of God (= the 

church).  See Paul Tillich, Theology of Culture, ed. Robert C. Kimball (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

1964), 10–11.    
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creation of the church is work of the Triune God that comes into being through separate 

Trinitarian acts; consequently, its creation reflects the very nature of God.  Since God 

uses the church’s gospel proclamation to create the church, humanity participates in the 

Trinitarian act of the church’s creation.  Thus, the church, by actively participating in its 

own creation, participates in the creative work of the divine.  

Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I have systematically formulated the relationship between the 

gospel and the church in terms of speech act theory.  I began by using my thesis 

statement from chapters 4 and 5 to demonstrate a reciprocal relationship between the 

gospel and the church.  In this relationship, the church, acting as God’s instrument 

through the power of the Spirit, proclaims the gospel.  God, then, uses the church’s own 

gospel proclamation to create members of the church.  While this reciprocal relationship 

accurately portrayed the biblical data, it did not have the philosophical categories 

necessary to capture the biblical portrayal of the church growing simply by the church 

uttering the gospel.  To resolve this deficiency, I applied speech act theory to the 

relationship between the gospel and the church.  I began by briefly explaining speech act 

theory.  I then reformulated the reciprocal relationship between the gospel and the church 

in terms of speech act theory.  Specifically, I used the declarative illocutionary force as 

defined by speech act theory as well as its perlocutionary aspect to further refine the 

reciprocal relationship.  The declarative illocutionary force provided the nuanced 

philosophical categories necessary to further represent the biblical data in which the 

proclamation of the gospel brings about a change in reality: the regeneration of the elect 

and subsequent, creation of the church (= its perlocutionary effect).  This reformulation 

provided the final step necessary to prove my dissertation thesis: the church, acting as 

God’s instrument through the power of the Spirit, speaks its members into existence by 

means of the proclamation of the gospel of Jesus Christ; God, therefore, creates the 
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church through the church.  Speech act theory suggested my thesis by providing the 

terminology of the church speaking its members into existence.  Finally, I concluded this 

chapter by briefly exploring some of the theological implications of my thesis.   In my 

final chapter, I will summarize the ground I have covered in my dissertation, provide 

suggestions for further research, and end by exploring the implications of my dissertation 

to the present crisis in the church.
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CHAPTER 7 
 

CONCLUSION: 
A CALL FOR REFORMATION 

 

 In this dissertation, I have developed a skeletal framework for understanding 

the relationship between the gospel and the church.  While this framework provides a 

helpful starting point, much more could be written on it.  Thus, this dissertation 

represents the beginning of an argument that could easily be further refined and 

developed.  With this fact in mind, I will conclude by briefly summarizing my 

dissertation and offering some suggestions for further research.  I will then come full 

circle and end where I began by addressing the crisis in the church in America.   

 
 

Summary 

 I have argued the following thesis: the church speaks its members into 

existence by means of the proclamation of the gospel of Jesus Christ.  God, therefore, 

creates the church through the church.  I began my argumentation in chapter 1 by 

introducing the topic of this dissertation—the relationship between the gospel and the 

church.  Chapter 1 proceeded by positioning this topic within its current academic and 

nonacademic context.  It then detailed the methodology used to defend my thesis and 

how each chapter functions within this methodological framework. 

Chapter 2 demonstrated that the church is viewed as playing an active role in 

the salvation of believers in church history, which is evident in the “church as mother” 

motif.  It examined the relationship between soteriology and ecclesiology in four 

prominent theologians—Cyprian, Augustine, Luther, Calvin—who have significantly 



 

 

 

 

194 

influenced the Protestant trajectory and used the “church as mother” motif in their 

theology.  After examining these four theologians, this chapter concluded by arguing that 

my thesis stands in continuity with this theological motif.   

In chapter 3, I defined the “gospel” as the message of the historical death, 

burial, and resurrection of Jesus Christ—the Son of God—for the forgiveness of sins 

based on 1 Corinthians 15:3-5.  I argued that the church is the New Covenant people of 

God who have accepted Christ by faith through the work of the Holy Spirit.  Since I hold 

to a mild discontinuity position, I only focused on exegeting passages in the New 

Testament to provide scriptural support for my systematic formulation in chapters 4 and 

5.  The definitions I delineated in chapter 3 offer a necessary point of common reference 

for both of my scriptural exegesis chapters as well as my systematic formulation in 

chapter 6. 

Chapter 4 contended, on the basis of New Testament passages that relate to the 

church’s formation, that the proclamation of the gospel creates members of the church.  

The Scriptural exegesis focused on passages that are recognized as being important in 

understanding the church’s formation.  I concluded with a summary of the Scriptural data 

about the work of the gospel in the creation of the church. Chapter 5 argued that, on the 

basis of Scripture, the church is the instrument that God uses to proclaim the gospel.  

Like chapter 4, it focused on exegeting recognized passages that indicate the church’s 

instrumental role in the proclamation of the gospel.  Again, I concluded with a summary 

about the instrumental role of the church in the proclamation of the gospel. 

Chapter 6 systematically formulated the scriptural data from chapters 4-5 into a 

reciprocal relationship between the gospel and the church.  It defined this reciprocal 

relationship as follows: the church, acting as God’s instrument through the power of the 

Spirit, proclaims the gospel; God, then, uses the church’s own gospel proclamation to 

create members of the church. Chapter 6 continued by using speech act theory to refine 
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this reciprocal relationship.  First, I briefly defined speech act theory and discussed why it 

can be applied to the reciprocal relationship between the gospel and the church.  I then 

developed a speech act formulation of the reciprocal relationship in which the church 

proclaims both the locution and illocution of the gospel message and the Spirit creates the 

perlocutionary effect of the church’s gospel proclamation: the church.  This 

perlocutionary effect (= the church) is brought about because of the declarative 

illocutionary force present in the church’s gospel proclamation through the regenerative 

work of the Holy Spirit in the lives of elect unbelievers.  Chapter 6 concluded by briefly 

discussing some theological implications of the speech act formulation of the relationship 

between the gospel and the church. 

 

 

Suggestions for Further Research 

 As I mentioned above, this dissertation presents a framework that could use 

further research and development.  In many chapters, I covered enough information to 

prove my point, but much ground is still left unturned.  Chapter 2 is one such chapter.  In 

chapter 2, I only explored the relationship between the gospel and the church using the 

“church as mother” paradigm in four theologians: Cyprian, Augustine, Luther, and 

Calvin.  While this exploration provides enough data to show that historical precedent 

exists for my argument, it is only one way that the relationship between the gospel and 

the church has been represented and developed in church history.  I believe a historical 

survey that explores the theological development of the relationship between the gospel 

and the church in individual theologians as well as throughout church history would 

prove extremely useful in further nuancing and developing my proposal as well as 

furthering the church’s understanding of the relationship between the gospel and the 

church in general.   

 My exegesis chapters, while once again providing enough data to support my 

thesis, leave much unsaid.  I believe a work in biblical theology that details the 
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relationship between the gospel and the church in the New Testament would prove 

valuable to the church in its self-understanding.  On a smaller scale, the relationship 

between the gospel and the church presented in different New Testament authors such as 

Paul,
1
 Luke, John, or Peter would also serve to advance the church’s understanding on 

this topic.    

 My systematic formulation of the relationship between the gospel and the 

church using speech act theory also leaves much undeveloped.
2
  While the basic 

framework is intact, its theological implications have been relatively unexplored.  As I 

mentioned in chapter 6, I believe the concepts of Christ as the ontological center of the 

church through the gospel; the church as the intersection between being and nonbeing, 

the temporal and the eternal; the church’s role in new creation; the church’s gospel 

proclamation as divine encounter; and the Trinitarian nature of the church’s creation all 

need further development and exploration.  Each topic merits substantial research and 

could easily become its own monograph.  Together, they also have implications for the 

doctrine of ecclesiology as well as other doctrines, such as the Trinity, that warrant their 

further exploration. 

 Finally, I believe the practical implications of this paradigm for church 

ministry and growth need to be explored further.  While I will next briefly apply this 

paradigm to the church’s current situation, I believe a book or dissertation-length 

exploration of its implications for practical church ministry is needed to explore fully its 

                                                        
 
1
Robert Plummer has written a dissertation that convincingly argues that Paul believed the 

church is to be missionary in nature.  However, even Plummer asserts that his dissertation is preparatory in 

nature and leave much unsaid.  See Robert Plummer, “The Church’s Missionary Nature: The Apostle Paul 

and His Churches” (Ph.D. diss., The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 2001). 

 
2
On a more general note, I believe the relationship between the gospel and the church needs 

further exploration in general.  While my thesis provides a useful paradigm for understanding this 

relationship, I would be remiss to think it is the only model that could be used to represent and understand 

it.      
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implications for the church.  With this fact in mind, I will briefly discuss the implications 

of my dissertation thesis to the current state of the church in America.    

 
 

A Call for Reformation 

 The course of history is many times defined for generations to come in one 

moment; it is in one of these defining moments that the church in America finds itself.  

Often labeled irrelevant, outdated, confused, outmoded, and intolerant by the secular 

media, the church faces immense pressure from the culture.  This pressure, coupled with 

a theologically-ignorant membership who are easily swayed by current trends, places the 

church in a precarious position.  On top of all of these pressures, the church by most 

accounts is in decline.  Thus, the question is often posed: “What is the answer to the 

decline in the church in America?”  Most of the time, the leadership of the church is at a 

loss to answer this question. 

 As I mentioned in chapter 1, many answers have been proposed.  Some 

propose pragmatic changes: local churches need to change their teaching methodology or 

follow a growth formula or become more high-tech or get a suave, young pastor.  The list 

could go on and on.  Others propose that local congregations need to change their 

doctrine, which has become outdated and can no longer meet the needs of modern man.  

Still others suggest that the local church needs to become more missions-minded.  Yet, 

even in spite of all of these suggestions and changes, the American church continues its 

rapid descent into oblivion. The thesis of this dissertation provides one piece of the 

puzzle to stopping the church’s rapid decline.  The church does not grow by functional, 

pragmatic changes or changes away from orthodox theology.  In fact, it is quite the 

opposite.  The church needs to rediscover the orthodox theology that it has lost: the 

gospel.  It is through the proclamation of the gospel that the church changes reality by 

speaking its members into existence.  Thus, a refocus and reorientation to gospel 

proclamation is part of the answer to the church’s massive decline in America.  However, 
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a reorientation in doctrine is not enough; instead, the proclamation of the gospel must be 

accompanied by a reorientation in lifestyle.  Both the church and her institutions must 

commit themselves to living in a manner worthy of the gospel (Col 4:2-6) or, in other 

words, to live as heavenly citizens (Phil 1:27).  As I have argued, God has chosen to use 

frail humanity as his instruments to change reality (= speak the church into existence) by 

proclaiming the gospel.  As his gospel instruments, God commands his church to live in a 

manner that reflects the gospel message it proclaims.  This type of life should be natural, 

for the gospel brings new life—that is, causes new creation—in those who accept it.  As 

James argues, faith without works is dead (Jas 2:17).  When Christians live in submission 

to God’s word by practicing a complete gospel proclamation (i.e., maintaining both 

orthodoxy and orthopraxy), the church can and will move forward, for it is through the 

church’s own gospel proclamation that God adds members to the church.  Thus, 

movements to recover orthodox theology must be accompanied by movements to recover 

orthodox practice.  Otherwise, an incomplete recovery of orthodox Christianity will result 

and, consequently, the church will fail to proclaim the gospel completely (i.e., both to 

teach and practice it), which will result in its continued decline.   

 Therefore, I end my dissertation with a call for reformation in the church.  Our 

churches and institutions must recommit themselves both to preaching and living out the 

implications of the gospel.  While sound doctrine is necessary and must be maintained at 

all costs, this doctrine must also be put into practice at all costs.  If the church continues 

in its failure to preach the gospel and/or practice it, it will continue to decline.  I firmly 

believe that the task of this generation is to rediscover the gospel both in doctrine and 

practice.  For it is through the glorious gospel that God creates his church, an institution 

that not even the gates of hell can overcome (Matt 16:18).  Thus, may God through his 

mercy give us a renewed vision of the greatness of his gospel and may we, as a church, 
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once again boldly say with Martin Luther, “I cannot do otherwise, here I stand, may God 

help me, Amen.”
3
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

                                                        
 
3
Martin Luther, “Luther at the Diet of Worms, 1521,” in Career of the Reformer II, ed. George 

W. Forell, trans. Roger A. Hornsby, Luther’s Works, ed. Helmut T. Lehmann (Philadelphia: Muhlenberg, 

1958), 32:113. 
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ABSTRACT 
 

CHRIST, THE GOSPEL, AND THE CHURCH: 
 THE CHURCH’S PARTICIPATION IN THE 

SALVATION OF ITS MEMBERS 
 
 

David Paul Knierim, Ph.D. 
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 2012 
Chair: Dr. Gregg R. Allison 

This dissertation proposes that the church plays an active role in the salvation 

of its members through the proclamation of the gospel.  Chapter 1 introduces the topic of 

the dissertation by positioning it within its current academic and nonacademic context.  It 

then details the thesis and methodology of the dissertation.    

Chapter 2 demonstrates that the church is viewed as playing an active role in 

the salvation of believers in church history.  It examines the relationship between the 

soteriology and ecclesiology of four theologians who have significantly influenced the 

protestant reformed trajectory: Cyprian, Augustine, Luther, Calvin.  It argues that through 

their usage of the “church as mother motif,” Cyprian, Augustine, Luther, and Calvin view 

the church as having an active role in salvation.  

Chapter 3 provides working definitions of the gospel and the church.  It defines 

the gospel as the death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of sin 

based upon 1 Corinthians 15:3-5.  Chapter 3 proceeds by defining the church as the 

regenerate people of God who have accepted the gospel message by faith in Christ’s 

death, burial, and resurrection.     

Chapter 4 contends through scriptural exegesis that the proclamation of the 

gospel creates members of the church.  The scriptural exegesis in this chapter goes in 

canonical order and focuses on exegeting passages that are recognized as being important 
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in understanding the church’s formation.  It concludes with a summary of the scriptural 

data. 

Chapter 5 also argues through scriptural exegesis the church is the instrument 

that God uses to proclaim the gospel.  Like Chapter 4, it focuses on exegeting recognized 

passages that indicate the church’s instrumental role in the proclamation of the gospel.  It 

also concludes with a summary of the scriptural data.  

Chapter 6 formulates systematically the scriptural data from Chapters 4 and 5 

into a reciprocal relationship between the gospel and the church.  Chapter 6 then frames 

the reciprocal relationship between the gospel and the church in terms of speech act 

theory. First, it briefly defines speech act theory and discusses why it can be applied to 

the reciprocal relationship between the gospel and the church.  It then develops a speech 

act formulation of the reciprocal relationship in which the church proclaims both the 

locution and illocution of the gospel message and the Spirit creates the church, which is 

the perlocutionary effect of the church’s gospel proclamation.  It concludes by briefly 

detailing some of the theological implications of this formulation. 

Chapter 7 offers a conclusion to the dissertation in which the arguments from 

Chapters 1 to 6 are summarized.  It then proposes areas for further research.  It concludes 

by offering some potential applications of the speech act formulation of the reciprocal 

relationship between the gospel and the church to the current evangelical church.
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