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Protected: Location, Location, Location

By Ted Bigelow March 18,
2014

You already love your church.

But if you love Christ,
you should also love His whole body
where you live.

In God’s Word churches are identified by location, and none are identified in any other way. This is basic apostolic
theology.

There was “the church of the Thessalonians,” “the church of God in
Corinth,” “the church in Colossae,” “the churches of Galatia,” etc.

Obvious, right?

So too sacred Scripture identifies the body of Christ by location:

the body in Colossae (Col. 3:15)
the body in Corinth (1 Cor. 12:27) Mm i
the body in Rome (Rom. 12:4-5)
the body in Ephesus (Eph. 4:12).

Now let’'s go one step further. It's also how apostles identified Christians:

e “You yourselves also know, Philippians...” (Phil. 4:15)

e “all the believers in Macedonia and in Achaia” (1 Thess. 1:7)

e “Our mouth has spoken freely to you, O Corinthians” (2 Cor. 6:11)
e “O foolish Galatians!” (Gal. 3:1).

Our apostles, who taught the Christian faith for all time, define churches, the body of Christ, and Christians
geographically.

Surely they passed along something important to us, but what was it? Unity. The body of Christ is unified only when it
meets together as one church in every city or locale.

It probably sounds strange, but observe how our Lord addresses churches on earth:

e “to the church in Ephesus...” (Rev. 2:1)

e “to the church in Smyrna...” (Rev. 2:8)

e “to the church in Pergamum...” (Rev. 2:12)
e “to the church in Thyatira...” (Rev. 2:18).

e “to the church in Sardis...” (Rev. 3:1)
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e “to the church in Philadelphia...” (Rev. 3:7)

e “to the church in Laodicea...” (Rev. 3:14).

He never addresses as more than one church in a city, and every time He spoke to more than one church, He always
calls them “churches” (Rev. 1:4, 1:11, 2:7, 2:11, 2:17, 2:23, 2:29, 3:6, 3:13, 3:22, 22:16). They were unified, even in
spite of their other disobediences.

So, why don’t we unify the body of Christ where we live? Why don’t we
identify churches geographically, the way the resurrected and glorified
Son of God and His apostles did?

Unlike them, we think schism is normal.

For instance, take Baptist theology (although most any group will do).
No matter how many Baptist churches are in a city, Baptists believe
each is a distinct body of Christ:

“...no local church needs a larger body to complete it or
enable it to function. It is the body of Christ,

possessing full ecclesial status. 11l John Hammett, Biblical Foundations for Baptist Churches, 37). Two
pages later Hammett confides, “I even have a friend who says you’re not a real Baptist until you’ve
been through a church split, and sadly, there are few longtime Baptists who have not experienced
such a sad episode.”

Early Baptists taught that when men create a church they also create a new body of Christ. But the apostles taught
that was something only Christ could do with a supernatural baptism from heaven. Here’s an example of what | mean:

“With regard to the manner of constituting a [Baptist] church, it
must be by the consent and desire of the parties concerned...

Being thus united in one body, under Christ their head,
they become and are deemed a church essential,

founded on the gospel plan.2IMark Dever, Polity, 118-119.

Let’s flesh it out so we can see how tragic this really is by considering the Baptist churches in Detroit, Ml, USA. They
claim there’s a body of Christ at the Detroit Baptist Temple, a different body of Christ at the First Baptist and yet a
different body of Christ at the Second Baptist Church of Detroit, too. Then there are several Free Will Baptist
churches in contrast to the Calvinistic Inter-City Baptist Church and Christ Reformed Baptist Church. When the
counting is finished there are 1,200 Baptist bodies of Christ in Detroit.

Which means there is a separate body of Christ for every 50 to 60 Baptists in that city. That's 1,200 bodies of Jesus
Christ, and we’re only considering the Baptists.[3]2010 census figures reveal almost 56,000 Baptists among a
population of 713,000. There are almost 700 Southern Baptist churches and over 500 Baptist churches in Detroit with
some overlap in reporting. Every year many Baptist churches in Detroit go defunct while others get created, often by
the same people.
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The early Christians might have labeled us heretics, but technically they
would have been wrong. The apostles wouldn’t have called us that, but
they did label people like us “schismatics” (1 Cor. 12:25-27, NKJV).
When the Corinthian Christians contemplated separating into multiple
churches Paul accused them of wanting to divide Christ (1 Cor. 1:13).

As we saw at the top of the article, the Jesus Christ they worshipped
had one body in every city, not 1,200. And some of those cities had
larger populations than Detroit. The apostles taught that Christ’s
glorified body was one body in heaven, and his metaphorical body, His
redeemed, was one body in every locale.

That's why the apostles and the early Christians were jealous of His glory in the church, and unlike modern day
Christians, believed He alone created His body in each locale through His spiritual baptism (i.e., Mat. 3:11, 1 Cor.
12:13). The true honor due to Christ by His redeemed in every place was the reason they always and only identified
churches based on geographic unity. But today, we foolishly believe we create the body of Christ when we start a
church:

“The only way to be truly sure you are increasing
the number of Christians in a town is to

increase the number of churches Stetzer and Bird, Viral Churches, 199.

After twenty centuries we know better how to make Christians than the apostles, for we are convinced the cause of
Christ is best served by lots of churches that divide up the body of Christ into little slices. We all believe, in grave
Pelagian error, we have the power of Christ to create His body where we want: Assembly of God... Lutheran...
Presbyterian... Independent... and of course, Roman Catholic and Orthodox. All we like sheep have gone astray, we
have turned every one his own way. And the Lord has laid on us the blindness of schism.

As long as you and | have been alive we’ve never fought for unity. But the early Christians did. Take the church in
Corinth, for instance. The major factor in Paul’s letter we call 1 Corinthians was keeping them from schisming into a
bunch of separate churches. It takes up the first four chapters of the letter and is a direct command of Christ Himself:

“l exhort you, brethren, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ,
that you all agree and that there be no divisions among you,
but that you be made complete in the same mind

and in the same judgment”

(1 Cor. 1:10).

Unlike what we experience, the church in Corinth was comprised of all the Christians in that locale. They worshiped
on Sunday as one church (1 Cor. 1:2, 1 Cor. 5:4, 1 Cor. 10:17, 11:18, 12:13, 12:18, 12:27) and in one place (1 Cor.
11:20, NKJV, 1 Cor. 14:23, NKJV).

We would save a lot of heartache if we adopted geographic unity for the simple reason that one body of Christin a
city produces a far more mature Christian. When there is only one body of Christ, measured by location, Christians
have nowhere to escape when things get tough. They have to learn to hold tightly to each other. You see, when
Christ’s body is measured biblically there is no other body of Christ in town to flee to when things at church get hard.
But since we define our own body of Christ by our own church we hold lightly to each other. When we get tired, sinful,
or upset with our current body of Christ, we leave it for a better body of Christ.
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“It's all good, we're leaving one body of Christ for another body of
Christ,” we tell ourselves. And we justify it by thinking the new church is
a better body of Christ for us.

See the problem? It not about the body of Christ, but about us. Maybe
the reason we vote with our feet is because ours aren’t

really connected to Christ’s body. Are all these church choices freedom,
or are they a way for hypocrites to find religious refuge?

Do all these churches actually regenerate more converts than a single
church would? Or do they coddle ever more hypocrites?

Ask yourself, how many bodies does Christ really have? And who
makes a body of Christ? Genuine Christians are supposed to know that the body of Christ is the sovereign creation of
Christ, not men (1 Cor. 12:13, 18, 24, Col. 3:15). It's not only gospel truth; it's church truth as well.

Maybe that's why we all reason, “why should | hold tightly to the creation of the Baptists? Or the Presbyterians? Or the
Assemblies of God? Or whomever? Most church-goers, be they regenerate or not, don’t really care and church-hop
every few years.

We've either lost faith in the local body of Christ or forgotten it. It's the simple and clear teaching in Scripture that
there is one and only one body of Christ where you live — all those whom Christ has saved by repentance and faith in
the gospel of Christ’s substitutionary atonement and resurrection. We’re probably a lot less mature than those early
Christians, don’t you think, having rejected their geographically-unified Christianity? We really like church preference
and so when an article like this tells us to grow up and unify, it's not only the opposite of what we want; it'’s also the
opposite of what supposedly godly people and pastors do all the time. They switch churches, making it all too easy fol
us to likewise turn away from taking seriously Christ's commands on unity. Beside, don’t we all tend to think, “All the

Christians in a city in one church? Nah. Never happen. Never work out.”BIRead this for more on the local body of
Christ.

Reckless and Foolish?

If you've been challenged or otherwise thought about the idea of merging churches so that all the genuine Christians

worship together every Sunday in every city or locale, maybe you judged it as reckless.[®lwatchman Nee, the
Chinese evangelist and church planter of the 20th Century, advocated one church per city as drawn on the city-
planner’s map. But ancient cities weren’t nearly so mapped out, so at the end of the article | will present an alternate
view. But for now, one city as expressed in the NT is suitable. Maybe you’ve quickly dismissed it due to its

logical flaws:
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Merging churches?

How far apart would these churches be from each other?

What about if a person lives an
equal distance from

two such churches?

Which church would they go to to?

Who has jurisdiction to claim they are the one church per city? ChU[’Ch
And who decides which churches to merge?

I've heard these questions for years and have provided some simple

answers at the end of this article. They’ve come from missionary friends, such as one in Beijing, a city of 20 million.
I've received them from ticked-off church planters who have failed at starting churches where the body of Christ
already exists. I've discussed these questions with pastors the world over and from most families of Christian
affiliation.

| hope these questions and their answers will help you better appreciate the surpassing value of Christ’s body in every
locale, for if it does, you will see His body as He does and come to understand why contemporary Christianity almost
always produces such disappointing results. But there’s a danger in reading further, too, and it's a danger of
presumption. After hearing God’s revealed will in both precept and example in Scripture — one church in a city — that
you’ll dismiss it as foolish because it doesn’t match up to something you prefer — your experience.

Experience, Experience, Experience

In conversation you likely get asked, “What church do you go to?” After all, there
are probably a lot of churches where you live — and like it or not — you are known
by the church you go to. Some churches where you live are great while others
are obnoxious. Some are even heretical. But when it's 10 A.M. on Sunday
morning, do you know where the body of Christ in your city is?

The early Christians knew because the body of Christ affiliated by location, not by
church. Their body of Christ was the true body of Christ taught at first by the
personal presence of Christ’'s apostles and afterward by their inspired letters.
That's why the early Christians of the first 200 years or so only had one body of
Christ to worship with on Sunday. One body fellowship represented the authentic
truth of the apostolic gospel: Christ had taken His one resurrection body to heaven after He had perfectly
accomplished their redemption in it. That being gospel truth, why would those He saved through it divide themselves
into multiple bodies in the same locale?

So the common question those early Christians got about church fit with the apostolic witness to Christ’s resurrection.
Until schism took place they were never asked ‘which church do you go to?’ When it came to affiliating with the all the
people who worshiped the eternal Son of the Father Jesus Christ, there was only one church in one place (1 Cor.
11:20, NKJV, 1 Cor. 14:23 NKJV).

Eventually we should all ask ourselves, “Is all kinds of churches in the same locale permissible by Scriptural
teaching?” If not (as this article claims) then our experience with all kinds of churches of believers in the same city or
town is experience with disobedience to Christ.


http://biblia.com/bible/nkjv/1 Cor. 11.20
http://biblia.com/bible/nkjv/1 Cor. 14.23

In other words, is having multiple churches in the same city as unimportant as the
choosing of a carpet color for the sanctuary, or does it represent spiritual
defection?

Taking these weighty matters to the Bible, we ask “are the geographic
descriptions of churches in the NT descriptive only, or are they also prescriptive?
Do the Scriptures positively teach that we are to worship together in
geographically defined churches, or was that for the early churches of the first
centuries only?

We see this pattern gladly affirmed 100 years after Paul wrote Romans, and in the city of Rome. The Early Church
Father Justin Martyr described the one church in Rome — and the weekly practice of Christians everywhere — this
way:

“On the day called Sunday, all who live in cities or in the country
gather together to one place, and the memoirs of the

apostles or the writings of the prophets are read,

as long as time permits...

Sunday is the day on which we all
hold our common assembly.”
(Apology, 1:67).

To answer these questions we need to examine the Word of God, that which Jesus promised was “all the truth” ( John
16:13) and which comprises every church’s one foundation (Eph. 2:20). This is the right thing to do since the
churches in the New Testament are not just described by inspiration of the Spirit of Jesus Christ, but prescribed by
Him as well. And as we’ll see, His prescription always included location.

As | hope to show in this article, if we wish to claim our Christianity is connected to the apostles of the glorious Lord
Jesus Christ and not disobedient to them, and if we yearn for Christ’s glory in our church here on earth, then we need
to obey Christ and merge in every city His way. We will need to obey Scripture and affiliate with each other
geographically. To that end | will here engage you with six arguments in order to try and convince you that one church
in every city is God'’s revealed will.

Arguments:

1. NT Churches are Prescribed Geographically
. The Geographic Descriptors Cover City and Region

. Geography Prevents Schism

2
3
4. Highway Drive-by Passages
5. Street level Passages

6

. Infrastructure Passages

1. NT Churches are Prescribed Geographically

| only want to state the obvious here: the New Testament defined the churches of the 1st Century by their location.
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While this is hardly profound, we likely perjure the word of God by failing to live out the prescriptions given to each
church defined exactly this way.

Meaning just what, exactly? Let’s start with the apostolic commands for unity among Christians and move on to love.

Unity

As we saw at the beginning, NT churches are called the “church in Corinth” or “the church in Ephesus” ( 1 Cor. 1:2,
Rev. 2:1). So when an apostolic command was given to a church to maintain unity such as,

“Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit
through the bond of peace”
(Eph. 4:3, NIV)

it had to mean making every effort to maintain unity with all the Christians in that city, for that is who the letter was
addressed to.

Apostolic commands on unity are seen several times in the small letter to the church of the Philippians (Phil. 1:27, 2:1
4, 4:2-3). For our purpose here, we need to ask, “how many of the Christians were in Philippi were commanded to be
unified with each other?

“Paul and Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus,
To all the saints in Christ Jesus who are at Philippi”
(Phil. 1:1, ESV)

To provide context, at the end of the letter we see that only one church existed in the city:

“And you Philippians yourselves know that in the beginning
of the gospel, when | left Macedonia, no church entered
into partnership with me in giving and

receiving, except you only.”

(Phil. 4:15. ESV)

Thus, for even one Christian to refuse to maintain unity in either the one church in Ephesus or Philippi was to disobey
apostolic command. Thus, New Testament churches are prescribed by apostolic command geographically.

The result of this observation is most significant. When a Christian only maintains unity
with those in his own church and not with all the Christians in his own locale he is
doing less than God required of the original recipients of the apostolic letters.
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But what he does he does in likely ignorance. He likely doesn’t know that he is

obligated to obey God in this way because it it hidden from him by men like myself who teach him the Word of God.
His judgment will be slight then compared to men like myself, for far worse is the way we pastors teach unity from the
apostolic letters to our present-day churches. We strip out God’s unity commands from their context and disguise the
recipient’s original affiliation — all the Christians in the city in one church — to mean just those in his own church.
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How bad is our hypocrisy? In our teaching and preaching we always refer to the early Christians by their location.
They are always the “Philippian Christians” or the “Corinthian church” and “the Christians in Rome,” and they are
always “doing this” or “not doing that.” But then we never apply the text in the same way: “so too, we Detroit
Christians should worship Christ and maintain unity with each other, and serve one another with our spiritual gifts.”
Nope. It’s just, “so too, we at Ebenezer Baptist must maintain unity....”

It's a compromise with Scripture, and with people. We professionally annul the actual extent of the ethical obligations
Christ and His apostles have placed upon His blood-bought children.

Love

We teach our listeners that the unity commands, for instance, which require Sunday-by-Sunday interaction, can be
fulfilled in their own church. Yet, that is untrue. Those obligations were all placed upon all the Christians in a city.
When Paul wrote...

“Now as to the love of the brethren, you have no
need for anyone to write to you, for you
yourselves are taught by God

to love one another”

(1 Thess. 4:9)

he wasn’t writing to some people in their own church, with another church in Thessalonica down the street. No, the
“one anothers” referred to every single Christian in Thessalonica:

“To the church of the Thessalonians....
We give thanks for all of you...”
(1 Thess. 1:1-2).

We pastors teach Christians God expects them to love their own church only, but God actually teaches them to love
all the Christians where they live.

We who teach know that command meant that all the recipients were to maintain unity

in the same church with all the other recipients of the letter, and we know that all the How
recipients of the apostolic letter was all the Christians in that city. Yet we minimize, or Show
hide the extent of God’s actual command from those we teach. The obvious
application from Scripture is that we too, like the Christians in Thessalonica, must also
keep one body unity with all the Christians in the region where we live. But we How how
compromise God’s holy command on unity and even Christ’s holy command on loving Love fo ers
one another.

rist
or Us:

Our teaching here is hardly honoring to God’s word, and yet, we do it, knowing that not just unity, but all of God’s
“one-another” precepts are our duty to all of God’s blood-bought children where we live. Those precepts include the
commands to every single believer to use his or her spiritual gifts for “one another” every Sunday. Who is the one
another? In Rome, it’s every Christian in Rome (Rom. 12:4-12, 1:7). In Corinth, it's every Christian in Corinth (1 Cor.
12:7, 1:2). In Ephesus. it's every Christian in Ephesus (Eph. 4:7, 1:1). This is the Spirit-inspired context in which all
these commands are dressed, but we disrobe and shame them.
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Our Christian hearers will not escape their own disobedience. In the coming Day they will be recompensed for their
limited love by God’s standard in His word. Yet, their judgment for not fulfiling God’s commands will be slight
compared to ours, for we, their teachers, kept it hidden from them. Our judgment will be severe, for we are hindering
the most basic commands of love and worship:

“A new commandment | give to you, that you love one another,
even as | have loved you, that you also love one another.”
(John 13:34)

But the judgment will be worse for us who teach:

“Whoever then annuls one of the least of these commandments,
and teaches others to do the same, shall be called least

in the kingdom of heaven; but whoever keeps

and teaches them, he shall be called

great in the kingdom of heaven.”

(Mat. 5:1 9)[ 7IFor more, see God'’s Coming Judgment on Gospel Ministers

We read our Bible and refer to the early churches by their city (as do the holy apostles), but then turn around and
teach as if those commands were intended for our present day demographic churches — demographics which are a
compilation of doctrinal distinctives and ethnicity. We feel comfortable referring to “The Swedish Covenant Church,”
or, to “Grace Presbyterian Church.” We feel the same comfort in referring to ‘St. Theresa Roman Catholic Church,’ or
‘St. Olaf’s Russian Orthodox Church,’ or even the “Temple of Latter Day Praise and Worship.” It's all part of the ‘let’s-
not-talk-about-it’ fragmentation of Christianity shamefully played out before the unbelieving world. We resist calling
Christians today by their geographic name but instead call professing Christians by their denominative distinctives
(Baptist, Catholics, etc.). We go along with the status quo, but it's a status quo that sustains schismatic disobedience
to God.

Of course there are historic and doctrinal reasons for the fragmentation, but since

God’s word forced the early Christians to maintain unity by location, the fragmentation i

is actually easily isolated, understood, and fixed. Our problem is not how to fix it, but —— e R
obedience. The early Christians complied with apostolic church doctrine and . -::_.‘:n:;
steadfastly denominated themselves by geography for centuries in spite of all sorts of N o
schismatic churches and heretical churches in their midst. Whether Jew or Gentile, e

Scythian, slave or free, they were denominated as Philippian Christians (Phil. 4:15),
Macedonian Christians (1 Thess. 1:7), Corinthian Christians (2 Cor. 6:11), and Roman Christians (Rom. 1:7).

What we aren’t comfortable with today is what was obviously
completely comfortable and necessary to the Christians of the

early centuries: referring to their church, and all the Christians in it, by
their city name. There was a practical reason for doing so. That very
denomination — the city name — prevented another church from claiming
the same identity. How so?

If, for example, another church started in Philippi, how could it have

called itself, “the church in Philippi?” Such a descriptor would have been

self-refuting since there was already a “the church in Philippi.” Such a name would have defeated the new church’s
purpose for forming in the first place — to distinguish themselves from the “the church in Philippi.” No matter what
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name they took, from “Redeemer Church of Philippi” to “Philippi Catholic Church,” they would have been labeled
schismatic or heretical, and thereby “not recognized” (cf., 1 Cor. 14:38, Mat. 15:14). Instead, they would have been
labeled disobedient to Jesus Christ, if for no other reason than the new church in Philippi could not have obeyed
Paul's commands on unity with all the believers in Philippi. The new church worshipped with themselves but not with
“the church in Philippi.” And they served only each other, thus manifesting massive disobedience to passages like
Phil. 2:1-5.

So no matter how they denominated themselves, the one name they couldn’t take was “the church in Philippi.” That
was the group of Christians they didn’t want to worship Jesus Christ with. Yet it was the exact name given by an
apostle of Jesus Christ to, look at this — “all the saints in Christ Jesus who are in Philippi” (Phil. 1:1).

If you are thinking “that was then and this is now,” consider this. It's not as if there weren’t “competing” churches in
the cities of these NT churches. Such schismatic and heretical churches did form, thus earning Paul’s “ignore”
commands, such as “have nothing to do with” (1 Tim. 4:7), and “turn away from” (Rom. 16:17). Such commands coulc
not refer to ignoring and turning from people in one’s own church, for that would then disobey Christ's command of
love in John 13:34-35 and many other precepts. Rather, Paul commanded all the Christians in a particular locale to
ignore and repudiate all those in the churches of these schismatic teachers that didn’t submit to his apostolic deposit
of faith (1 Cor. 14:37-38, 1 Tim. 6:21, 2 Tim. 2:16, 2:23-25, 4:3-4, Titus 1:14, 3:9). His “ignore” commands show that
these dangerous teachers were not off teaching themselves in their own homes, but led rival churches, for they were

publically teaching error, and their teaching was a very real near-by threat to the one church of that region.

And because there was only one church in each city that was faithful to apostolic teaching, Paul didn’t name the
churches he wanted everyone to avoid. He didn’t have to. Since there was only only church of the faithful in every city
the Christian leaders instantly knew all the others weren’t and clearly taught the Christians exactly that. Conversely,
had there been multiple churches of the faithful in a NT city then how could the readers of his epistles have known, in
specific, which were faithful, and which were dangerous?

Read the Apostolic Fathers like Irenaeus on Polycarp’s letters to the churches, a man who was martyred for Christ in
155 AD. His marvelous epistle to the church of Philippi is slightly over 1,500 words, and opens with this address:

“Polycarp, and the elders with him, to the church

of God which sojourns in Phi/ippi”[8]/70/\ Kaptro¢ Kall oLl ollv allrl] mpeaBLitepol T[] [IKKARG TO
Beol] 111 mapoikol 1ol @iAllrmoug: (1:1)

The Philippians fought for that sojourning. As you may know, the church of Philippi had enemies, “the many” who
“walked as enemies of the cross” (Phil. 3:18-19). Such a description was not indicative of scattered individuals here
and there in their own homes on Sunday morning (what threat were they?) but a collective group Paul called “the
many.” Such persons professed Christ but were schismatics and heretics who refused to unify with the only church in
Philippi Paul recognized (Phil. 1:1, 4:15).

Paul labeled them, in their entirety, as “enemies of the cross.” He wasn’t saying this of their leaders only but of the
whole lot of them. But because we denominate ourselves by our church and not by our city we haven’t any principled
way to label other churches as schismatic or heretical, for we live in the Age of Schism. At best we label the teachers
schismatic or heretical, but never the churches, for our own unbiblical ecclesiology has made us impotent to lay the a>
at the root of the tree that finances and promulgates the false teaching — a heretical church.

This is but another indicator that our Western ecclesiology is out of line with the apostles of Jesus Christ, and the Lorc
of the Church.

Another error of Western ecclesiology is using church names to differentiate genuine Christians and their churches
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from other genuine Christians and their churches in the same city. It isn’t the name that’s important, but our rejection
of our geographic identity that’s disobedient. Our denominative practices are so universal that many believe
denominationalism honors the Lord even though it is not known in His word, whether we are speaking of independent
or denominational churches. It becomes apparent that we Christians do not believe Scripture is normative for
ecclesiology. We actually believe, based on our practices, that church history defines what Christ wants for churches

today.[Q]Both Western and Eastern ecclesiology is dominated by “true church” ideology. But it is unknown in sacred
Scripture where even the vilest churches were “true churches.” The risen Christ grouped such churches twelve times
with even the best churches in Rev. 1:4, 1:11, 1:20, 2:7, 2:11, 2:17, etc. Those twelve instances comprise an
astonishing 10% of all occurrences of ecclesia in the NT.

But if Scripture /s sufficient to teach us how Christ wants churches identified and organized, and | believe it is, then
the revealed will of God is one church of the redeemed in each city.

2. The Geographic Descriptors Cover City and Region

Perhaps if geographic descriptions for NT churches were only sporadic
then we might have reason to think that geography and churches are
unimportant for our own day, but the opposite is the case. The apostles
never wrote to a “regional church,” or to “one of the churches in
Thessalonica.”

No, the NT record is overwhelmingly consistent when it comes to
describing a church, or a group of churches, geographically. Over 60% of
all references to local churches in the NT are defined this way. By any
measure it is an astonishing number.

The maijority of these texts refer to a single church to a specific city ( Act

5:11-14, Act 8:1, 8:3, 11:22, 11:26, 12:1, 13:1, Act 14:21-23, 14:27, 15:3, 15:4, 15:22, 18:22, 20:17, 20:28, Rom.
16:1, 16:23, 1 Cor. 1:2, 11:18, 14:23, 2 Cor. 1:1, Phil. 4:15, Col. 4:15, 4:16, 1 Thess. 1:1, 2 Thess. 2:1). When the
resurrected Christ speaks, He only speaks to churches He denominates by geography. Since this pattern occurs in
every case it is not convenience, but Christ's own ecclesiology (Rev. 1:11, 1:20, 2:1, 2:7, 2:8, 2:11, 2:12, 2:17, 2:18,
2:23, 2:29, 3:1, 3:6, 3:7, 3:13, 3:14, 3:22, Rev. 22:16).

Now, if we assume geographic identity was merely used for convenience sake, or perhaps because Christianity was
a nascent movement, then we must assume the glorified Christ used geographical descriptors without any
ecclesiological significance, even though He used them for every church in Revelation. We then must assume that
our perception is Christ's own perspective upon all churches through history, even though all the evidence points the
other way.

Some Christians, feeling this pinch, propose that the risen Jesus was speaking to city-wide churches, that is, that He
used the word “church” collectively to refer to all the churches in that city. But that contradicts Jesus’ use of the plural
ecclesia in passages like Rev. 2:7, 2:11, 2:17 etc., and the specific testimony He bears of each church’s deeds (Rev.
2:2, 3:1, 15-16). This is simply the age-old problem of fitting our present experience back into the text of

Scripture.“o]For more on this, read “Jesus Defines His Church.”

To prove this point further, geography is also the central church descriptor when referring to plural churches in the
apostolic writings as much as in singular churches. Examples abound, such as “the churches of Judea,” or “churches
of Asia” or “churches of Syria and Cilicia” (Acts 15:41, 16:4-5, 1 Cor. 16:1, 16:19, 2 Cor. 8:1, 8:18, 8:19, 8:23, 8:24,
Gal. 1:2, 1:22, 1 Thess. 2:14, Rev. 1:4). This latter group of plural references not only ought to form prove our
ecclesiology ut do away with the frequent assumption that early churches were denoted by their geography because
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they were nascent. It isn’t true. Never are plural churches called, “the Judean church” or “the Asian church,” the latter
example taking place sixty years after Pentecost. After all, a church assembles together — that’s the meaning of the
word ecclesia in the apostolic writings — and all the Christians in Judea or Asia ever assembled altogether to worship

Jesus Christ on the Lord’s Day.l''IFor more on Acts 9:31 specifically, visit The Church Mititart Dissonant, Acts 9:31

There is a further argument. If a plurality of churches in regions such as Judea were only identified geographically
because they were recently created, then that still leaves us with the question: why call them by the region they are
in? A more likely name for them would represent such a recent creation and would likely have been an eponym —
such as the “churches of the apostles in Judea.” That term would have implied bot only their early origin but also their
orthodoxy.

But remarkably the writers of Scripture, especially Luke and Paul, define plural
churches by the commonality of their geography, regardless of origin.

In fact, churches not begun by apostles were still referred to geographically,
such as Rome and Crete. Both derived their initial history from Pentecost,
thus further showing that singular and plural church regions were always
geographically denominated (Acts 2:10-11, Rom. 15:20- 22, 16:5, Titus

1:5).['2IRegarding the origin of the church in Rome, one Roman Catholic
scholar writes, “These stories [of the Petrine origin of the Papacy] were to be
accepted as sober history by some of the greatest minds of the early Church
— Origen, Ambrose, Augustine. But they are pious romance, not history, and
the fact is that we have no reliable accounts either of Peter’s later life or the
manner or place of his death. Neither Peter nor Paul founded the Church at
Rome, for there were Christians in the city before either of the Apostles set
foot there. Nor can we assume, as Irenaeus did, that the Apostles established there a succession of bishops to carry
on their work in the city, for all the indications are that there was no single bishop at Rome for almost a century after
the deaths of the Apostles. In fact, wherever we turn, the solid outlines of the Petrine succession at Rome seem to blu
and dissolve.” Eamon Duffy, Saints and Sinners: A History of the Popes, 2)

Now if geographic names were descriptive only and devoid of doctrinal content, then why did the apostles and
prophets always call individual churches (whether begun by apostles or not) by the name of the city, and groups of
churches by the name of their region?

It all addresses the matter of whether geography is a doctrinal matter, or simply a historical description with no abiding
importance to our own day. But here we’ve seen that the apostles used geography not only to define individual
churches with the singular “church,” but also regional “churches.” They did not recognize the idea of “one church for a
region,” i.e., Judea.

Hence, the revealed will of God is one church in each city, and multiple churches in a region.

3. Geography Prevents Schism

Since apostles only recognized one church in a city it would be unreasonable for us who live now to expect a
command in the NT telling Christians to become the only church in that city. Such a command, as “merge into one
church” would assume disobedience in the existing Christians of the 1st Century, and needed correction. Yet, we do
have a NT example and command on this. Multiple churches existed in the cities of Crete where the churches were
not begun by an apostles but by Pentecost converts (Acts 2:10). As per apostolic ecclesiology, Paul sent Titus to
merge each city’s multiple churches into one church, each led by one unified team of all the city’s qualified elders
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(Titus 1:5).

But the churches planted everywhere by apostles weren’t disobedient on this point because, as we saw at the head
of this article, they identified themselves geographically. Being one church for all Christians is what they were already
doing and took great efforts to maintain. Then, consider the first letter of church history — Clement’s letter to the
Corinthian church, written about 96 AD. It's argument is aimed at healing schism in the church.

More importantly, for an apostle to issue a command for multiple churches to become one church would assume that

apostles “recognized” other churches in the same city to also be a Christian church, that is, built on the foundation of

the apostles and prophets (Eph. 2:20). But how could that be since they only recognized, addressed, and defined one
church per city? Such disobedience as having multiple churches in the same city actually brought a “passing over”

judgment of the schismed churches from them rather than an acknowledgment of their Iegitimacy.[13]This is
exemplified in the book of Titus where none of the existing churches, which all existed in schism, are ever
denominated as “church” by Paul. Until each city had one church under the qualified and appointed leaders in it, such
a “church” was not a Christian church to him.

That judgment is very hard for us today to comprehend and, having comprehended it, accept. Yet both institutionally
and collectively the professing Christians and their worship services were “not recognized” for they didn’t have their
origins in the apostles (cf. 1 Cor. 14:38). The judgment upon them was similar in nature to that given ancient Ephraim,
which stood hardened in idolatry: “Ephraim is joined to idols; Let him alone” (Hos. 4:17). By analogy, every additional
church in a city was left alone — it received no letter from an apostle, no recognition of validity, and no greetings.

So instead of finding a command for multiple churches to become one church, the NT gives a series of positive
prescriptions to prevent multiple churches from forming the same city out of the one church already there. For
instance, Paul forbade the one church in Corinth from schisming into separate groups (1 Cor. 1:2, 1:10-13, cf. Acts
18:10). Paul’s concern to prevent multiple churches in Corinth is the primary problem to be corrected in Corinth above
all others. It's so primary he marshals a series of arguments against it that aren’t finished until the end of the fourth
chapter of the book.

And what Paul commanded the church in Corinth, he commanded all
churches. As an apostle his commands were universal, “just as | teach
everywhere in every church” (1 Cor. 4:17). He claimed, “we have no il denr Tl SRR ]

. " . . BESIDES EVERY THING ELSE,
other practice, nor have the churches of God,” for what he directed in l F A E ]: %1 L\'
one church so too would he “direct in all the churches” (1 Cor. 11:16, ! (, . d

7:17). THE PRESSURE OF
ONCERN FOR

Thus to the one church in Rome he told them to “turn away from... "HURCHES.

those who cause dissensions and hindrances contrary to the teaching oo s

which you learned” (Rom. 16:17). Though it is commonly surmised the

city of Rome had multiple house churches, a better understanding of

Romans 16:5 shows that only a part of the Rome’s one church metin

Prisca and Aquila’s home. Thus, the ‘House Churches’ were home fellowship groups. [14]For more on this, please
read House Churches.

After Rome, the largest city of the Roman Empire appears to have been Ephesus. In this city there was also but one
church and one set of elders ruling it (Acts 20:17, Rev. 2:1). To them Paul prophesied,

“l know that after my departure savage wolves will
come in among you, not sparing the flock,

and from among your own selves men will arise,
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speaking perverse things, to draw away
the disciples after them”
(Act 20:29-30).

Here Paul described not one, but two dangerous types of church leader, heretic and schismatic. Both would end up
dividing the one flock in Ephesus, a single flock over which the elders had the responsibility to keep unified (Acts
20:28).

And so the church in Ephesus went through great heartache. Yet, forty years later, the glorified Christ refused to
recognize these splits. Watch this. He only addressed one church in Ephesus,

“To the angel of the church in Ephesus write: The One who
holds the seven stars in His right hand, the One who

walks among the seven golden lampstands, says this:

‘I know your deeds and your toil and perseverance,

and that you cannot tolerate evil men...”

(Rev 2:1-2)

He said nothing to the other churches that split off from the one church
in Ephesus but instead praised the one church for their resistance to
schismatics and heretics. Compare Christ’s ecclesiology to today’s. Paul
lamented extra churches in a city as an unholy thing, and Christ gave
them no recognition. Yet today, church planters are sent to cities where
gospel churches exist (in abundance) to plant yet more churches.

A fair question to ask is, ‘If cities like Rome and Ephesus, likely the two
largest cities of the ancient world, were intended to have multiple
churches in them, why is there no record of church planting in them
after the initial plant, but instead arguments against them in Romans
16:17-18 and Acts 20:29-307?

Both the negative commands against division and the NT’s positive precepts on unity presuppose the same divine
design — that Jesus Christ has revealed through His holy apostles and prophets one church in a city. These provide
further proof that the revealed will of God for us who live all these years later is the same: one church in each city.

4. Highway Drive-by Passages
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There are also arguments from Scripture for but one church in every
city, arguments that might be compared to modern super highways. Just
as today’s super highways feature exits that empty cars into a city and
then continue on to other cities, so too these arguments link cities
together while yet mandating the same apostolic doctrine: one church
per city.

Or, to change the analogy slightly, these highways allow drivers to move
quickly from one city to another. But if they daydream they’ll miss the
signposts and whiz by the city. So too, if we read these verses without
regard for their actual words, we too will miss the city.

Precept

One such precept is is Titus 1:5, “appoint elders in every city.” Here Paul commanded the appointment of elders
throughout the cities on the island of Crete. If a single city was left out Titus was disobeying God.

But we can easily miss the exit signs on the highway here by assuming Paul meant to write, “appoint elders in every
church.” Some say Paul wanted Titus appointing one elder for every church in every city. But when we read the text
that way we drive right by what Paul actually said.

He said “city,” not “church.” Titus was required to appoint in each city one group of church leaders (called elders) by
specific qualification. Therefore, a proper understanding of Paul’'s command to Titus reflects not only his requirement
that each city’s Christians be led by a single group of qualified elders, but that Titus also reform all the disobedient
pastors and their groups into one church per city (Titus 1:5-9). When he was finished that team of elders was
appointed by him to lead the one church in every city.

When Paul gave this precept many if not all the cities of Crete had multiple churches led by many rebellious and
unregenerate pastors (Titus 1:10-16). God’s people could never be rescued from them and brought to godliness
unless they were reformed into a single church overseen by the godliest of men. Thus the word “city” isn’t used

by convenience but theologically. Paul is in keeping with the most fundamental apostolic ecclesiology that only godly
men, in unity, may lead God'’s people. Explanatory articles on this important matter may be found here, here, and
here.

Example

An example of a highway drive-by passage is Acts 14:21-23, where Paul and Barnabas returned to the three cities of
“Lystra and to Iconium and to Antioch.” There they “appointed elders for them in every church.” Don’t blink or you
might miss the exit.

We tend to assume that the NT grants warrant for multiple churches in the same city and thereby miss the apostolic
activities in those cities and how the biblical writers described them. Since the cities and the churches of Lystra,
Iconium, and Antioch shared the same group of appointed elders, the apostles had a definite city-wide ecclesiology in
mind.

So it is surely arbitrary to assume that multiple churches in the same city receives apostolic approval since both texts
(Titus 1:5, Acts 14:21-23) includes apostles, cities, elders, and appointments, all in a one-to-one correspondence.
The cities of Lystra, lconium, and Antioch were planted by apostles and thus these cities had but one church from the
start. But Crete’s cities had multiple churches prior to Titus’ ministry since they were originally planted by Pentecost
converts. But when Paul learned of their schism he commanded them to merge into one church in every city. Thus
multiple churches in a city was unacceptable to Paul.

In both texts apostles appointed elders, which is why eldership polity isn’t just another way to govern churches. Its


http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Titus 1.5
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Titus 1.5-9
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Titus 1.10-16
http://www.churchsonefoundation.com/pauls-reformation-on-crete/
http://www.churchsonefoundation.com/is-unity-where-you-live/
http://www.churchsonefoundation.com/unity-in-your-church/
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Acts 14.21-23
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Titus 1.5
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Acts 14.21-23
http://www.churchsonefoundation.com/paul-did-not-sin-on-crete/

original design and intent was that all the Christians living in a locale might remain lovingly united in one church, and
together enter the kingdom of God through many tribulations (Acts 14:22).

Who is Arbitrary?

So we have a choice. We either continue to believe the apostles were arbitrary in their connection between
geography and ecclesiology, or we are. If we believe the apostles were arbitrary then we can continue to believe that
one church per city was not an apostolic doctrinal principle and continue in schism that grace may abound. Yet

the highway drive-by passages show deliberate apostolic strategy that strengthened the Christians in every city by
establishing a unified oversight for them in their cities.

Still not there? Here’s how to prove for yourself that it is we and not the apostles who are the arbitrary ones when it
comes to geography and ecclesiology. How many churches do you believe each city should have, maximum? One
per 10,000 souls? One per 1000? 100? 1?

What, you don’t know?! But you’re certain it's not one per city... Now who'’s arbitrary?!

The apostles did know, for the very polity of all apostolic churches is taught in both precept ( Titus 1:5) and example
(Acts 14:23). No other polity can claim this because every other polity is man’s response to schism through church
history, but from the beginning it was not so. The New Testament churches featured one set of elders over the one

unified church of the city (cf., Acts 20:17, Phil. 1:1, 4:15).

5. Street Level Passages

And then there are passages of Scripture that connect the Christians
living within the same city to each other, even as surface streets
connect a city’s peoples. Like the highways passages, these also prove
that one church in a city is the revealed will of God.

To start with, consider this — that to call a church by it's city name
implies that church includes all the Christians of that city. When Paul
writes “our mouth has spoken freely to you, O Corinthians” or “you
yourselves also know, Philippians” (2 Cor. 6:11 and Phil. 4:15) it is
obvious Paul is addressing all the Christians in those cities in the
context of their specific issues. For if either city had multiple churches,
his words would have been useless, for which of the Corinthian churches, or which of the Philippian churches, would
he have been addressing? All of them? That’s unlikely, for since when do all the churches in the same city have the
exact same problems?

We've seen already that Paul prohibited division among the Corinthians (1 Cor. 1:2, 1:10). Now we can add the one
church in Philippi, for they too were commanded repeatedly against any sort of division (Phil. 1:27, 2:1-4).

Then too, we already saw that Philippi featured many who once professed Christ and had been a part of the church
there, but now “walked as enemies of the cross of Christ,” that is, they likely walked together in their own man-made
disobedient churches (Phil. 3:18-19). Paul didn’t want a single Christian in Philippi getting involved with that group,
but to be united under the overseers and deacons (Phil. 1:1). And when a rift in Philippi threatened a split of some
proportion, the threat was so real that Paul prevented it by sending only the very best of men to Philippi to prevent it
(Phil. 2:21, 4:3, Luke?). Paul was determined to hold the Philippians believers together geographically.
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Not only were all the Christians in Philippi connected together in one church (Phil. 1:1, 4;15), but the same lovely
reality can be seen in Paul’s letter to the Christians in Ephesus in Eph. 4:16. And that city’s one church was a body of
Christ inasmuch as was the body of Christ in Laodicea and Hierapolis, for the letter to the Ephesians traveled to those
cities as well (Col. 4:15-16). What was true of Ephesus was true also of those two cities: one body in the city = one
church in the city.

All of the Christians in a single locale would have felt the tug of Paul’s powerful argument against disunity in the 4 th
chapter. It begins with Christian humility in v. 2 and draws upon the unity of the Trinity (Eph. 4:4-6). Paul inspires all to
unity by stating first the Spirit-created unity in the universal body of Christ:

“be diligent to preserve the unity of the Spirit in the bond
of peace: one body and one Spirit, just as also you
were called in one hope of your calling”

(Eph. 4:3-4)

The glorious creation of the universal body of Christ matches precisely to the universal church, that is, each and every
person who shall ever be saved is in both (Mat. 16:18, Eph. 1:22, 5:23). So too, the local body of Christ in every city,
likewise created by the Holy Spirit, matches precisely to the size of the local church in every city (cf., 1 Cor. 12:13,
11:18, 12:27).

The same Holy Spirit who created the one local body of Christ in Ephesus (Eph. 4:12, 16) placed every single
redeemed person in Ephesus in the one church there (Acts 20:28). How do we know that? The local body of Christ is
called ‘the whole body” in which “every joint supplies, according to the proper working of each individual part, causing
the growth of the body for the building up of itself in love. (Eph. 4:16). The same love was enjoyed by the local bodies
of Christ in Laodicea and Hierapolis as well, (Col. 4:15-16).

Just as the phrase “the whole body” requires each and every Christian in the city to be joined in one church, so too
the phrase “whole church” refers to the same extent — all the Christians in the city in one church (Acts 5:11, 15:22,
Rom. 16:23, 1 Cor. 14:23).

This same happy truth is repeated in Colossians. Every saint in Colossae is connected in one body, not multiple
bodies (Col. 1:1, 3:15) which is also one church (Col. 4:16). So too, all the Christians in Corinth are connected to
themselves in one church (1 Cor. 1:1, 11:18, 12:27). The commands on unity for both bodies/churches connect the
saints in each city to each other (Col. 3:14, 1 Cor. 12;14-26).

It won’t do to assume that Paul wanted the Christians in these cities to maintain the unity of the universal body of
Christ. How would they? At most they might only ever meet a few Christians from outside their city, and the universal
church comprises all Christians, including those already in heaven.

Connections! Koinonia! Every Christian building the one local body of Christ so it grows in love! It's so much better
than multiple churches in a city. It is heaven on earth, at least, as much as we can know at this time. Let's merge in
obedience to apostolic ecclesiology.

6. Infrastructure Passages


http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Phil. 1.1
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Phil 1.4
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Phil 1.15
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Eph. 4.16
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Col. 4.15-16
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Eph. 4.4-6
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Eph. 4.3-4
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Matt 16.18
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Eph. 1.22
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Eph 5.23
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/1 Cor. 12.13
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/1 Cor 11.18
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/1 Cor 12.27
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Eph. 4.12
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Eph 4.16
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Acts 20.28
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Eph. 4.16
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Col. 4.15-16
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Acts 5.11
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Acts 15.22
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Rom. 16.23
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/1 Cor. 14.23
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Col. 1.1
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Col 3.15
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Col. 4.16
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/1 Cor. 1.1
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/1 Cor 11.18
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/1 Cor 12.27
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Col. 3.14
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/1 Cor. 12
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/1 Cor 12.14-26

One last argument to press forward the claim that God'’s will is one
church in every city. It's the argument of infrastructure.

Every city requires infrastructure such as garbage removal, utilities,
governance and police, roads, bridges. Without infrastructure a city
simply has no way to remove human waste or provide power for
essential services to its populace. So too, there are a number of texts in
the NT that are infrastructure passages on churches, and likewise show
that one church per city is the revealed will of God. Without these
matters of whole-city infrastructure, churches cannot function
obediently.

Waste Removal

Just as cities that don’t remove their garbage are filthy places of infectious disease, so too is a city that has multiple
churches since their existence promotes the morally unclean to find a Christian cover for their filth and disobedience.
In Matthew 18:17 Jesus teaches on the removal of the impenitent from the church, “if he refuses to listen even to the
church, let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector.” When there are multiple churches the impenitent and
excommunicated person simply chooses another church nearby where he or she is likely welcomed as a refugee,
thus defrauding and frustrating the discipline Jesus commanded. If he can go and worship Jesus in another church, in
what sense is the impenitent a tax collector and sinner? He is confirmed in his sins by the other church.

If this is new to you, consider this. When a city has more than one church the impenitent man likely goes to it in order
to cover his sin and make the obedient church that performed the discipline looks heartless. So in no sense is the
impenitent “a Gentile and a tax collector” for the simple reason that he goes to church. Thus Jesus’ teaching in
Matthew 18:17, itself the foundational text for the local church, has always assumed what was true and necessary for
His word to be obeyed: a single church in a city.

City Governance

Imagine a single city with two governments — who would be in control? Two police departments, two mayors, two
everything? Now imagine 100 governments in a city! Yet this is what church leaders do by having 100 churches in a
city. It makes it impossible for the Christians in them to live out Christ's commands on how to relate to church
governance when there are over a hundred sets of church leaders. For example, if the writer of Hebrews only wanted
the Christians to greet some of their church leaders — those of their own church — then why did he command them by
the Holy Spirit, “Greet all of your leaders and all the saints” (Heb. 13:24)? The command to greet all the leaders and
all the saints presupposes they could do this where they lived, but if the churches were led by various groups of
leader then the command became a huge burden for all. In reality, each city had one set of church leaders, even as a
city has but one government.

For instance, Paul anticipated utter compliance from every Thessalonian Christian to the same set of leaders since
that one group collectively led all the Christians in Thessalonica:

“‘we request of you, brethren, that you appreciate those who
diligently labor among you, and have charge over you

in the Lord and give you instruction, and that

you esteem them very highly in

love because of their work”
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(1 Thess. 5:12-13).

All the Christians in Thessalonica were obligated to love the exact same group of leaders even as they were to love a
the “one-another” believers there, and even be sure every single one of them got to hear Paul’s letter (1 Thess. 4:9,
5:27). As Tertullian explained,

"We are a body knit together as such by a common religious
profession, by unity of discipline, and by the bond of a
common hope. We meet together as an assembly

and congregation, that, offering up prayer to

God as with united force, we may

wrestle with Him in

our supplications.”

The apologetic of love is all but lost today due to schism. Tertullian’s famous quote from his pagan friends is now
quaint at best,

“See, they say, how they love one another, for they
themselves [the pagans] are animated by mutual hatred.

See, they say about us, how they are ready even
to die for one another, for they
themselves would sooner kill.”

When the apostle Peter told Christians to submit to their elders he didn’t have to specify which ones: their own church
or those in the church down the street (1 Pet. 5:5). All the young men were to submit to the same group of elders.
Conversely, when Peter exhorts the elders of many 1st Century churches in Asia, he commands them to “shepherd
the flock of God among you” (1 Peter 5:2, 1:1). If they don't, they sin. Who is Peter speaking of — the flock of God
“among you?” A covenanted membership? A small portion of the truly saved where you live who go only to your
church?

There are really only two choices. It is either “the flock made by God” ( a subjective genitive) or “the flock which is
God” (an objective genitive). The latter makes no sense, so we understand Peter to be commanding elders to
oversee those people whom God has made His sheep among them where they live. And since Peter writes to
Christians geographically (1 Pet. 1:1) the “among you” people they are to oversee must mean those people saved by
God where each group of elders live. Therefore these Christians are not the folks in one church in distinction to the
truly regenerate in the other churches around them. Nor is this “flock of God” is a group who covenants to be under
one church’s leadership. No, this is a people called to eternal life by a sovereign God and for whom a glorious Christ
died. They are neither covenanted with elders but with God through Christ their mediator, nor are they defined by
Peter as those who associate with elders by their choice but those who belong to God by His choice. Peter further
says the elders are accountable to all of them since they are “those allotted to your charge” (1 Pet. 5:3). That too is
from God.

This same principle is everywhere in the New Testament. All the Christians in Ephesus are to submit to the same
group of elders (1 Tim. 1:3, 5:17). All the Corinthians are to be in subjection to the household of Stephanas, not just
those in an alleged sub church in Corinth (1 Cor. 16:15-16). All the Christians in Philippi have the same group of
overseers and deacons (Phi. 1:1). It is straightforward. Multiple churches in a city make all the Christians in that city
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disobedient to apostolic commands. Just as you pay your local taxes to but one governance for your city, town, or
region, so too Christians are only meant to submit themselves to but one group of qualified elders in a city, town, or
region (Titus 1:5).

Communications

Imagine living in a city with multiple telephone systems that didn’t
connect to each other, as was true in the early days of telephone
technology. People of the the same city grew disconnected, even as
Christians who go to different churches in the same city grow
disconnected from each other.

This disconnection disobeys the communication principle of Romans
16:16:

“Greet one another with a holy kiss.
All the churches of Christ greet you.”

Think about how that promotes communication amongst the brethren! Further, a moment’s thought will show that if
the Christians of Romans 16:3-15 attended different churches, Paul's apostolic command here would have been
impossible to fulfill. The command to greet one another was given “to all who are beloved of God in Rome, called as

saints” (Rom. 1:7).[15]Compare what Paul writes: all the churches are greeting all the Roman Christians (Rom. 16:3-
15). But if Rome had multiple churches the theologically correct phrase would have been, “all the churches of Christ

greet your churches.” But going with the common claim that Rome did have multiple churches, then Paul just dissed

them all by calling the other groups “churches of Christ” and the the Roman churches just “you.” He would have been
communicating he did not regard them as churches which might be individualized and greeted by other churches.

Suppose these Roman Christians met in different churches every Lord’s Day. If so, then the only realistic time to fulfil
the command to greet the Christians in your own church was Sunday. So too, the only practical way to greet the
Christians in the other churches in Rome was on Sunday. But if the Roman Christians left their own church on
Sunday to greet the Christians in the other churches (as commanded by Paul) they would have failed at obeying the
command to greet one another in their own church. So if there were even just ten separate churches in Rome,
compliance to Rom. 16:16 would have required ten weeks away from one’s own church, thus disobeying the
command to greet one another in one’s own church.

In this impossible scenario Paul's command from Christ would have made every single Christian in Rome disobedient
to Christ. The same impossibility rises in every church which apostles gave this command (1 Cor. 16:20, 2 Cor.
13:12, Phil. 4:21, 1 Thess. 5:26, cf. 1 Peter 5:14). Ethically speaking, all the Christians in every locale had to meet in
one church. Remember this next Sunday when you attempt to “greet one another.” Since our churches exist in schism
we only fellowship with our church, not the body of Christ where we live.

This helps us move from specifics to universals. Just as Paul told the Christians in Rome to greet one another, so too
did he with the Corinthians (1 Cor. 16:20). But as we've seen already, Corinth featured a single church only, and Paul
did want them having more than one church (1 Cor. 1:10). Now in 1 Cor. 1:2 Paul writes,

“To the church of God which is at Corinth, to those who
have been sanctified in Christ Jesus, saints by
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calling, with all who in every place call on
the name of our Lord Jesus Christ,
their Lord and ours.”

The universalizing phrase is “in every place.” Just as those who have been sanctified to Christ in Corinth are all part
of that city’s one church, and just as the Corinthians, as one church, are just like all others who call on Christ “in
every place” — so then all those in every place who call on Christ are also in one church where they live. 1 Cor. 1:2
isn’t only about the believer’s spiritual life of calling on the Lord, but about his ecclesiastical life as well — the life of
calling on the Lord with all those who are sanctified to Christ in each one’s city.

Thus there was not a single place in all the world where there were Christians in multiple churches in the same city,
according to the apostle Paul.

10,000 Churches in Detroit

While we all live in an age of multiple churches in every city there is no example of such practices in the NT.
Moreover, there is no precept in Scripture encouraging it, but instead there are multiple precepts requiring unity in one
church in every city. Any and all other churches who refuse to be a part of that one church are disobedient churches
to the apostolic commands and New Testament and not to be recognized.

Indeed, every false teacher and false prophet in the New Testament letters

represented one or more disobedient churches, often trying to seduce the 'Disd}edience, in the eyes of
’Lruly r(tar?enerate from the ;aith:;ul as;ﬁml:jl3; in e:ch city.I The;pog:g th)hn - anyone who has read

new they were organized and mobilized to seduce vulnerable Christians : E
John 1:7-10). Such men came from Jerusalem (Acts 15:24), Ephesus (1 Tim. hiat-urj, is kit
1:20, 2 Tim. 2:17, Acts 20:29-30), Philippi, (Phil. 3:18-19), Crete (Titus 1:10- virtue, It is through
16), etc. This last example, Crete, suggests there are far more disobedient disobedience that progress has
churches than obedient churches. This certainly matches well to present been made - disobedience
Christendom. i rebellion ™
So it isn’t really all that hard to figure out the church scene in the NT era — one ~Oscar Wilde

church per city, and the rest are disobedient and not recognized to be of
Christ. What's hard is matching up our current era and church scene, and
figuring out what we ought to obey in light of apostolic precept and example.

The ultimate question is not, “how can it work today?” but, “what is obedience to God?” As long as we keep focused
on obedience all of our logistics questions can be satisfactorily answered. Discussions on this matter with a Christian
from Detroit showed the wrong approach. He is a professor at a seminary yet dismissed the whole point because he
says there are 10,000 churches there, and he is in a position to know. As a result, merging is pragmatically foolish.
Could anyone seriously expect so many to merge?

Not at all. The churches in the NT were only founded so the regenerate could obey apostolic doctrine, not so that the
religious self-existence of disobedient churches might be sustained by expedience. Hence these NT churches
obeyed only apostolic polity and held to the same perspective of Scripture — that it was the word of God. When
churches went astray, they were reformed by The Titus Mandate. If they resisted, they were no longer recognized.

Few of the 10,000 churches in this man’s city would ever attempt obeying Christ’s words on church discipline in
Matthew 18 through to completion, for the cost of obedience would almost certainly end their church as they know it.
Given such ecclesiastical disobedience it is spiritually impossible that they would repent of their ecclesiastical sin.
Indeed, they likely self-identify themselves who will not do Matthew 18:15-17, including public discipline. Why then
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would they want to merge in obedience to Scripture and publicly identify with Christ’s baptized body in that city (cf., 1
Cor. 12:13-14)?

Defection, Defection, Defection

As we’ve seen all along in this article ecclesiastical defection marks the ecclesiology of our age. Pick your favorite
and not-so-favorite Christian communions, denominations or independent churches, and all are

equally afflicted. Today’s churches use names to differentiate themselves, not geography. It is less theological, not
more.

The deeper defection is against Christ since He gave “all the truth” to
His chosen apostles (John 16:12-15), who in their teachings always

defined churches geographically. Hence the greater defection is to claim & | | ) The SeﬁUCtIOD Of
to believe Christ gave us “all the truth” in Scripture but not believe that . U c c e S S
Scripture is sufficient to teach us how churches are to be organized in = alllPublic Acclamation & Private Defection
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our present day.

Because we trust our experience we assume that Christ shares our assumption that geographic identity is without
doctrinal significance, so even though every church He addressed after His ascension was addressed
geographically, we believe that practice is unimportant to ecclesiology.

And then we go further. We even consider such a church name as “the church in Detroit” to be likely

heretical. Dangerous, yet it is so in keeping with Scripture. We have defected from the apostles. The evidence of
multiple churches in a 1st century city were straight-forward evidence of spiritual defection from their teaching in

every place (1 Cor. 1:2, 1 Cor. 1:10). Yet when we see churches being planted in places where His body already
exists it is no longer considered defection but rather evidence that Christ expanding His kingdom. Unlike us, Paul
treated such things as unholy and despicable, and not to be recognized.

Answering the Questions

How far apart would these churches be from each other?

At the top of this article we asked several questions, the first of which was,
“how far apart would these churches be from each other?”

Eight or nine miles east of Corinth was the church of Cenchrea (Rom. 16:1-
2). Although close by to one another, these cities were too far apart for the
Christians in them to meet with one another on an every-Sunday basis. This
same measure, convenient Sunday travel rather than arbitrary city borders,
recommends itself as the likely geographic demarcation of the churches
planted by apostles and 1st century Christians, and practical in our day as
well.

What about if a person lives an equal distance from two such
churches?

Another question was, “What about if a person lives an equal distance from two such churches? Which church would
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they go to to?”

| imagine this exact situation occurred numerous times in several churches mentioned in the NT. A few miles from the
city of Colossae were the churches of Laodicea and Hierapolis (Col. 4:15-16, Rev. 3:14). We must assume the
Christians living in-between these cities were committed to just one

church so they could function appropriately as members of Christ’s

body — as a part of one local body (cf., Col. 3:15). Unlike today, people
who drifted between churches would have been instructed on the value
of the local body of Christ, and the elders of the churches could discuss ER e
people so as to provide unified counsel. Those who refused to be a part View of the Lyens River Valley
of any one body were recognized as living that way because they were B i
not, in fact, a part of Christ’s body at all.

Who has jurisdiction to claim their church is the one church in their city?

And lastly, “Who has jurisdiction to claim their church is the one church in their city? And who decides which churches
merge with whom?” These questions are “ruling class” questions since they have to do with decisions for an entire
church.

God equips biblically qualified elders in each locale to handle not only these but many other questions through His
word as seen in The Titus Mandate. On Crete Titus appointed a single group of elders over the church in each city,
and left the island (Tit. 1:5, 3:12). They were granted the authority to rule over all such matters by themselves.

Godly elders are justly suspicious of men’s formulations of doctrines that sustain schism among Christ’s people. They
require a stronger bond to their church than subscriptionism, denominationalism, and retirement accounts to keep
them aligned to their group’s traditions. They rely instead on the Word of God alone and the power of interpretive
principles such as precept and example in determining doctrinal fidelity, accuracy, and ecclesiology. For example, the
form and authority of church governance is explicit in Scripture. Churches and leaders that disobey eldership are
unfaithful to the word of God on that matter and owe allegiance to Scripture rather than tradition. It is they who ought
to take it upon themselves to merge under godly elders rather than compromise with explicit practices in Scripture.

For further information on merging churches according to Scripture, please read Paul’'s Reformation on Crete.


http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Col. 4.15-16
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Rev. 3.14
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Col. 3.15
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Titus. 1.5
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Tit 3.12
http://www.churchsonefoundation.com/precept-and-example/
http://www.churchsonefoundation.com/the-bridge-to-nowhere/
http://www.churchsonefoundation.com/pauls-reformation-on-crete/
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