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1. Planted together in
God’s garden
As we begin our look at what it
means to live in God’s house,
we’re going to consider
something which the Bible tells
us that God really wants for all
Christians.

that the world may believe that
You sent Me. The glory which
You have given Me I have given
to them, that they may be one,
just as We are one …” (John
17:20-22)

Using the analogy of a garden,
God illustrates the fact that he
doesn’t want believers to be
isolated from one another after
they’ve been born again.
Instead, he wants them to be
gathered together in a similar
way to how you or I might bring
plants we’ve selected from
various places and plant them
together in the way we want in
an organised garden setting.

The greatest desire of our Lord
Jesus is obvious: it’s for Christian
unity. It’s quite sublime – to
think that, by the Spirit’s
operation, it’s possible for
Christians to co-operate together
in a similar way to the Lord and
his Father. John’s Gospel
emphasizes how our Lord was
remaining in the Father and the
Father was also remaining in
him, as the Lord performed his
Father’s works (John 10:38;
14:10,11; 17:21). Now, in the
‘Church Age’, it’s God’s gathered
people – as those abiding or
remaining in God – who are to be
the ones doing the Father’s
(greater) works on earth
(14:12). But to see how we can
aspire to that, even as the Lord
asked in prayer, let’s go right
back and begin at the very
beginning – with the preaching of
the Gospel. Allow me to share
one of Jesus’ most famous
parables:

This desire of the Lord Jesus for
the togetherness of those who
would come to believe on him
was most clearly expressed in
the prayer for Christian unity
which he voiced in John chapter
17, shortly before he went to the
cross to die. He prayed:
“I do not ask on behalf of these
alone [referring to his Apostles],
but for those also who believe in
Me through their word; that they
may all be one; even as You,
Father, are in Me and I in You,
that they also may be in Us, so
5
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“The sower went out to sow his
seed; and as he sowed, some fell
beside the road, and it was
trampled under foot and the
birds of the air ate it up. Other
seed fell on rocky soil, and as
soon as it grew up, it withered
away, because it had no
moisture. Other seed fell among
the thorns; and the thorns grew
up with it and choked it out.
Other seed fell into the good soil,
and grew up, and produced a
crop a hundred times as great.”

and pleasures of this life, and
bring no fruit to maturity. But
the seed in the good soil, these
are the ones who have heard the
word in an honest and good
heart, and hold it fast, and bear
fruit with perseverance.” (Luke
8:5-15)

With some parables, there’s a lot
of debate over what they mean,
but, thankfully, we can avoid
that here because Jesus explains
exactly what it means. He tells
us that the outcome of preaching
As He said these things, He
the word of God throughout the
would call out, “He who has ears world (see Matthew 13:38) is like
to hear, let him hear.”
the varied result you get from
sowing seed in a field. At times,
His disciples began questioning
there’s no believing response
Him as to what this parable
because of the activity of the
meant. And He said, “To you it
Devil. And, when there is a
has been granted to know the
genuine response, the spiritual
mysteries of the kingdom of God,
growth of those who become
but to the rest it is in parables,
Christian believers can be
so that seeing they may not see,
stunted either because of
and hearing they may not
difficulties or distractions. What
understand. Now the parable is
the Lord is really looking for is
this: the seed is the word of God.
represented by the type of
Those beside the road are those
ground where the seed falls and
who have heard; then the devil
plants grow up and they, in turn,
comes and takes away the word
become very fruitful. This
from their heart, so that they will
represents the case of sinners
not believe and be saved. Those
who hear God’s word preached
on the rocky soil are those who,
to them, and receive it in faith
when they hear, receive the
through the work of the Holy
word with joy; and these have
Spirit, so that they become
no firm root; they believe for a
Christian believers who go on to
while, and in time of temptation
live productive Christian lives.
fall away. The seed which fell
among the thorns, these are the This is what the Lord wants, but
ones who have heard, and as
the picture of individual plants
they go on their way they are
isolated and scattered among
choked with worries and riches
other things in a field doesn’t
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translate into Jesus’ prayer vision
of John 17, which asked for
Christian believers to be
gathered together visibly into
one entity.

later addressed to these people.
In the first of the letters, in 1
Corinthians 3:9, Paul describes
those converts, now settled into
that local church, as ‘God’s
cultivated land.’ Although the
translations may not always
show the difference, this is the
word used for a farm or a garden
– in other words, a place which
has come under cultivation – the
result of work which has been
carried out by the divine
gardener and those whom he
uses.

Also in John 11:52, it was
prophesied concerning Jesus’
mission … that He might also
gather together into one the
children of God who are
scattered abroad.
Of course, Jesus’ prayer was
answered, and this prophecy
came true. We can see exactly
how Jesus’ prayer was answered
when we read on into Luke’s
sequel – the Bible book of the
Acts – which is really the first
history book of early Christian
progress. Believers weren’t left
scattered in isolation, but the
Apostles and evangelists, in their
missionary enterprises, were
careful to gather their converts –
whom we’re picturing as being
like tender plants – into the New
Testament churches of God, for
example the local Church of God
at Corinth. Two Bible letters were

So, let’s step back again and see
the full picture. Those growing
Christian believers can be
compared to ‘seed in the good
soil’, having been planted as
disciples by the Apostle Paul in
the Church of God at Corinth.
That is, they’d been transplanted
by Paul into that church
environment. The Lord had used
Paul as his instrument to add
these believers into this divine
arrangement within ‘his garden’
where they might be gathered
together with others.
We’re seeing that
individual plants in a field symbolising individual
Christians in the world became collective arrays of
plants in an enclosed
garden – the Bible’s way of
describing them as being in
a local church of God –
having been added
together by the gardener.
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displaying the unity that so
pleases a God who himself exists
as a perfect unity of three
persons within the Godhead.

Acts 2:47 clarifies for us that it
was the Lord himself who added
the first ever believers of the
‘Church Age’ to the very first
church of God in Jerusalem. This
is something that took place in
space and time, and God
involved humans – like Peter - as
his agents back then. But
essentially the Bible teaches us
that it’s the Lord who adds
believers to the local church
gathering. And notice, the Bible
says the Lord adds those who
are already individual believers
to his own divine arrangement in
the local church. This is not
talking about unbelievers being
set within the Church which is
the Body of Christ (that which is
comprised of all believers of the
entire Church Age).

And so, we’ve seen, that God is
not looking for individually
ambitious Christians, but he’s
looking for a people unitedly
serving him in a visible
togetherness that is, in itself, a
witness to the world. The picture
begins with a field having seed
scattered on it, representing
God’s Word being preached in
the world. Following God’s
sovereign plan, here and there,
and scattered all over, there are
individual responses to the
Gospel. The resulting ‘plants’ are
then to align themselves with
God’s desire for them to be
added together with other
believers, serving him faithfully
according to his Word.

No, the Lord adds believers into
a local Church of God, consistent
with the clear biblical fact that
God wants this particular, visible
unity, rather than individualism.
We’ve seen this addition of
believers happening 2,000 years
ago at the very beginning of
Christianity. However, this basic
feature of Christianity which God
so desires was anticipated even
in the Old Testament times. God
said: how good and how pleasant
it is for brothers to dwell
together in unity! (Psalm 133:1).
In other words, even back then,
God wasn’t looking for a bunch of
individualists but rather for a
team, who, when gathered
together, would be his people,

This is God’s way, the way of
unity, but an important question
for us all to answer is: will it be
God's way or our way in our
lives? God’s declared attitude
towards self-will (1 Samuel
15:23) was shown once for all in
the example of Saul when he
chose to go his own way. Rather
than doing what God had asked instead of complying fully with
God’s instructions - Saul
arrogantly thought he’d managed
to come up with an even better
idea, and then tried to defend it
on the basis of it being a way to
worship God! God denounced
this as rebellion – read it for
8
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yourself later in First Samuel
chapter 15 and verse 23.

commands then became known
as the Apostles’ Teaching, and
are even later described by Jude
(v.3) as ‘the Faith’ – meaning the
body of doctrine.

So, we really do need to be sure
that we’re following God’s
intended way, as per his
instructions in the Bible. We can
be sure of doing that by following
the highly instructive example of
those very first Christians. And
how do we find God’s way? In
Matthew 28:20, we have the
Lord's Commandments: to go
and make disciples, baptizing
and teaching them to observe
faithfully all the Lord’s
commands – all of which are now
found written in his New
Testament Word. When the
Apostles put this directly into
practice 2000 years ago, as we
find described in Acts 2:42, these

To be planted together in God’s
garden, if we follow the
appealing picture language of the
New Testament, individual plants
- or Christians in other words need to first set aside their own
will, and allow themselves to be
added together within the
designed unity of God’s
arrangement – exactly as you
would see plants arranged in a
well-designed garden – and this
garden is one that God himself
can enjoy, fragrant with the
obedience of Christian disciples
following the way of his Son!
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For study and reflection:
What analogy is used in Luke 8:5-15 for the preaching of the
gospel?

From these verses, fill the blanks in this sentence with the symbolic
meanings:
The result of the sowing (preaching) of the seed (
in the field (
(

) is plants (

)
) bearing fruit

).

Individual plants scattered about among other things in a field are
not ‘one’ (see Jesus’ prayer desire in John 17). It remains for them
to be gathered together.

1 Corinthians is a letter written to a church of God. What analogy,
similar to that in Luke 8:5-15, is used in 1 Corinthians 3:9 for a
church of God? (N.B. we are using this as complementary to the
parable, but not interpretive of it).

Who is the gardener (farmer / ‘husbandman’) referred to in this
verse?
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Combine the parable of Luke 8 with the analogy (or metaphor) of 1
Corinthians 3 and label this diagram with the symbolic meanings:

garden =

field =

In fact, we could go into more detail like this:
field
garden
1 Cor.3:9

good
rocky

thorny
Luke 8:5-15

What is God's attitude towards self-will (1 Samuel 15:23)?

How is God’s will (or way) described in Matthew 28:20; Acts 2:42; &
Jude 3?

Will it be my way or God’s way in my life?
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2. What is a ‘church’?
We’ve previously shown that
God's desire is for Christians to
be gathered together and to
serve him together. This was
demonstrated right from the
start of Christianity with the first
Christians believing and
practising a shared teaching
known as ‘the Apostles’ teaching’
(Acts 2:42). We now want to
analyse various gatherings of
people in the New Testament of
the Bible which are referred to as
‘churches’ – so that we can
understand what a church really
is when it’s stripped right down
to the essentials.
In other words, we’re asking:
‘What is a church?’ The very
same New Testament Greek
word for church actually refers to
six quite different things in the
New Testament. Let’s find out
what they are. We begin in the
Bible Book of Acts, in chapter 19.

The scene is set in Ephesus.
Paul’s preaching there had
produced a downturn in business
for the makers of pagan shrines.
Reacting to that, the craftsmen,
such as silversmiths, all grouped
together, in united opposition
against Paul and his preacher
companions. Dr. Luke’s report
says:
… some were shouting one thing
and some another, for the
assembly was in confusion and
the majority did not know for
what reason they had come
together. (Acts 19:32)
The word ‘assembly’ there is the
same word in fact which in other
places is translated as ‘church.’
Here, obviously, in context, it’s
being used to describe
something like an unruly firstever Trades Union Congress – a
gathering of tradesmen called
out to assemble in protest
against the Christian
message which seemed to
be bad for their business!
We’ll stay in the Book of
Acts for our second
reference. It’s found in Acts
7:38, and there we read of
how Stephen, the first
Christian martyr, described
Moses to the Jews as … the
one who was in the
congregation in the
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wilderness together with the
angel who was speaking to him
on Mount Sinai, and who was
with our fathers; and he received
living oracles to pass on to you.
So, in his historical overview of
Israel’s Old Testament history,
Stephen refers to ‘the
congregation in the wilderness.’
That word ‘congregation’ is again
a translation of the same word
usually translated as ‘church’.
And what was this congregation
in the desert? It was the
encampment of the children of
Israel, of course, as they
travelled through the desert and
onward to the land God had
promised them.

But next is 1 Corinthians 1:2
where we read:
To the church of God which is at
Corinth, to those who have been
sanctified in Christ Jesus, saints
by calling, with all who in every
place call on the name of our
Lord Jesus Christ, their Lord and
ours.

Our next example is found in
Matthew’s Gospel, in chapter 16,
where we find Jesus asking his
disciples:
“But who do you say that I am?"
Simon Peter answered, "You are
the Christ, the Son of the living
God."
And Jesus said to him, "Blessed
are you, Simon Barjona, because
flesh and blood did not reveal
this to you, but My Father who is
in heaven. I also say to you that
you are Peter, and upon this rock
I will build My church; and the
gates of Hades will not
overpower it.” (Matthew 16:1518)
All who profess faith like Peter,
are built into what is spoken of
here as Christ’s church. But this

is no institution or denomination
on earth. This is the church,
biblically – and quite
metaphorically – known as
Christ’s Body (Ephesians 1:23),
into which all Christian believers
of the present age have been
incorporated irrespective of
whether they’re now dead or
alive. We’ll have more to say
about this later.

This use of the word ‘church’ is
the most obvious one we’ve
encountered so far. It’s fully
described as the church of God
at Corinth, so it was the local
group of Christian disciples based
in that locality, who were
continuing to be faithful to the
things which the Apostle Paul
had taught them before he
moved away from that area.
By contrast, the following use of
the word ‘church’ in 1 Timothy
3:15 needs just a little more
care. This is Paul’s first Bible
letter to Timothy, and he says …
I am writing these things to you,
hoping to come to you before
long; but in case I am delayed, I
write so that you will know how
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But you have come to Mount
Zion and to the city of the living
God, the heavenly Jerusalem,
and to myriads of angels, to the
general assembly and church of
the firstborn who are enrolled in
The Bible text here explains this
heaven, and to God, the Judge of
church of the living God as being all, and to the spirits of the
the household of God. This is
righteous made perfect, and to
something in which behaviour
Jesus, the mediator of a new
counts (as we see from the
covenant, and to the sprinkled
reference about conduct) and the blood, which speaks better than
reading here (check for yourself) the blood of Abel. (Hebrews
12:22-24)
has just been preceded by a
discussion regarding potential
No prizes for guessing that this is
candidates for the church offices a heavenly scene that’s being
of deacon and elder. When the
described! And the close
Bible uses the descriptor
proximity of the mention of
‘household’ or ‘house’ of God, as angels leads me to conclude that
can be seen from other instances the ‘church’ mentioned which is
where it occurs (the Gk. Word
more literally ‘the church of the
firstborn ones’ is, in fact, a
‘oikos’ cannot mean ‘family’
reference to some company of
here), it’s speaking about
angels. These ‘firstborn ones’
something wider than just the
would appear to be angelic
local Church of God which we
encountered earlier. It is, in fact, ‘beings of the first rank’, judging
as Ephesians 2:20-21 shows, the by the cascading references to
myriads of angels, the general
fitly framing of all the local
assembly, and then this
churches together so that they
reference to a company or
are seen to form one overall
gathering of firstborn ones.
temple in the eyes of God. In
other words, this use of ‘church’, It’s best not to be dogmatic, but
if what I’ve presented is indeed
in parallel with the term ‘the
household of God’, relates to the the case, then we’ve now looked
New Testament people of God as at a total of six different Bible
a whole as they were found in all applications of this same word,
the one generally translated as
their different church locations.
‘church’ in the New Testament.
So, finally, we come to Hebrews
It’s the Greek word ‘ekklesia’ and
12:23. This is a most interesting is commonly taken to describe
verse. We’ll read the one before
those of whom it can in some
it, and the one after it also …
way be said that they’re ‘called
one ought to conduct himself in
the household of God, which is
the church of the living God, the
pillar and support of the truth. (1
Timothy 3:14-15)
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out and called together’. Even if
we don’t rely on justifying that
meaning from the two
component parts of this word,
that clearly is the meaning when
we review the various
applications of it which we’ve
been studying. For, we’ve seen
tradesmen, OT Jews, sinners,
Christian disciples and angels as
those who were called-out and
gathered together to form each
of the particular churches in
question.
So, if we’re asked which one of
the following is the proper
description of a church: a
building; an organization; and a
collection of people, I hope we’d
all agree – irrespective of any
modern usage – that the actual
biblical definition of church has to
be that of a collection of people.
Well, having looked at six
different things the same word
‘church’ is applied to in the New
Testament, we’d have to say that
the two types of ‘church’ referred
to most frequently by far in the
New Testament are: the church
which is Christ's body; and the
churches of God. The first
application is single and unique;
whereas the latter is plural. That
alone is sufficient to show that
the designation ‘the church of
God’ cannot possibly be an
alternative title for ‘the church
which is Christ’s body.’ These are
not the same churches at all.
However, in 1 Corinthians 12:27,
the Apostle Paul does tell the

local Church of God at Corinth
that it is the Body of Christ in
character. Those Christians at
Corinth were not the whole Body
of Christ, of course, for there
were Christian believers existing
elsewhere at that time, for
example in the local Church of
God at Jerusalem. As we said:
there were many local churches
of God; but only one Church
which is Christ’s Body. It’s vital
to distinguish between these,
because churches of God, fitted
together to become God’s earthly
temple, are said to be capable of
being destroyed (1 Corinthians
3:16-17) – through such means
as corrupt teaching; but on the
other hand, the Church which is
Christ’s Body can never be
destroyed (Matthew 16:16,18)
The Lord stated unequivocally
that the gates of Hades cannot
prevail against it. And another
thing, believers, sadly, may be
put away or dis-fellowshipped
from a local church (1
Corinthians 5:13), but no true
believer on Christ can ever be
dismembered from the Body
(John 10:28). Local churches
have overseers and deacons; but
in the Body, Christ is the Head.
The underlying reality of the
relationship between the Body
and each local representation of
it within a church of God must be
acknowledged; while we
appreciate that these things are
not one and the same as such.
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In order for local churches of
God to appropriately express the
glorious and eternal union of
believers in the Body of Christ, it
has to be that these local
churches are all integrated into
an overall unity – one facilitated
by the governance of a
fellowship of elders. How could

earthly disagreement in doctrine
and conduct ever be a worthy
representation of the spiritual
reality of the Body of Christ?
This should give us food for
thought as we look around on
today’s denominational chaos.
How God longs for earthly unity
to mirror spiritual reality!
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For study and reflection:
Some Bible verses with the word ‘church’ follow. Into which of the
above six categories (grouping of trades-people; encampment of
Israel; the body of all believers; the local biblical church fellowship
of disciples; the overall people / household of God; and a heavenly
gathering of angels) does each fall?
Acts 11:22
1 Corinthians 11:22
Ephesians 1:22

The Church the body of Christ is referred to (usually directly) in the
following 21 verses:
Matthew 16:17
Matthew 16:18
John 1:33
Acts 2:1,4
Romans 12:5 12:4
I Corinthians 12:4
1 Corinthians 12:7
I Corinthians 12:13
2 Corinthians 5:17
Galatians 3:28
Ephesians 3:3
Ephesians 3:9,21
Ephesians 3:11
Ephesians 4:4
Ephesians 5:23
Ephesians 5:25
Ephesians 5:27
Ephesians 5:30
17
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Ephesians 5:32
1 Thessalonians 4:16
Genesis 24:15,16

There now follow 24 descriptions of the Church which is the body of
Christ. For each statement below, find a supporting Scripture from
the list above (some Scriptures support more than one description).
1. There is only one ‘church which is Christ's body’.
2. It began at Pentecost with the coming of the Holy Spirit.
3. It will be complete at ‘the rapture’ when the church will be taken
from the world.
4. Born-again believers are members of the body.
5. They are made members by being baptized (spiritually) in the
Holy Spirit into the body.
6. Christ does the baptizing ...
7. ...because He himself is building this church.
8. It includes all who are ‘in Christ’, whether dead or alive.
9. At the rapture, the dead in Christ will be raised so that when
Christ meets His church for the first time, it will be complete.
10. It is perfect and glorious, and cannot be marred by sin or Satan.
11. Christ will present it to Himself as a bride, absolutely spotless.
12. It is a mystery hidden from many people today and from
everyone in Old Testament times.
13. God planned it in eternity past.
14. He gave illustrations of it in the Old Testament (e.g. Rebekah).
15. Christ mentioned it first when speaking to Peter.
16. It was fully disclosed to the apostle Paul (who then taught it to
others).
17. It is revealed to certain people now by God.
18. It will last eternally.
19. Christ is head of this church.
18
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20. The members of it are members of each other
21. There is no distinction in membership or human authority within
it.
22. Christ loves the church, and died for it.
23. Every member of it has received a spiritual gift.
24. The members do not all have the same gift.

There follows a list of characteristics of the churches of God which
are different from the above characteristics of the Church the Body
of Christ. Match the Scriptures shown below with the characteristics
to which they refer.
1. They are on earth and visible.
2. They are imperfect.
3. There are more than one.
4. they are linked in a fellowship.
5 there is no more than one in a city.
6 each one has a beginning ...
7 ... and may have an end.
8 Individuals must be added to it
9 Not all believers are in the churches of God
10 they are strengthened by the exercise of spiritual gifts.
11 They can be persecuted ...
12 ... and made havoc of.
13 Discipline and judgement must be carried out within them
14. There are distinctions made between men and women.
15. There are distinctions in responsibility.
16. They consist of those who are ‘in the Lord’.

Acts 2:41
Acts 8:1
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Acts 11:26
1 Corinthians 1:9
1 Corinthians 3:10
1 Corinthians 5:3
1 Corinthians 15:9
2 Corinthians 11:28
Galatians 1:13
Philippians 1:1
1 Thessalonians 1:1
1 Thessalonians 5:12
1 Timothy 2:8,9
Revelation 2:5
Revelation 3:2

Give some reasons why being in the Church the Body of Christ is not
the same as being in a church of God.

20
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3. The first local New
Testament church
We’ve been looking at God’s
desire for Christians to be
together, and we’ve also
explored the Bible meaning of
the word ‘church’. The first local
church of God to which we’re
introduced in the New Testament
has its origin in the second
chapter of the Bible book of Acts.
Verses towards the end of that
chapter, Acts 2:41-42, describe
the result of the first gospel
message. It was preached by the
Apostle Peter to Jews who had
travelled to Jerusalem for the
Jewish (Old Testament)
celebration of Pentecost. This
was ten days after the ascension
of the Lord Jesus Christ as it’s
recorded for us in chapter one of
Acts. This particular day of
Pentecost was to be the start of
a new era, with the recorded
beginnings of both ‘the Church
the body of Christ’ and its first
expression in a local church of
God – which was to be in
Jerusalem, the cradle of
Christianity. We’ve previously
seen the definitions and the
distinction between these
churches; and so now we want to
move on to explore more fully
the origin of that first local
church of God at Jerusalem. Let’s

look closely at those verses
we’ve highlighted:
So then, those who had received
his word were baptized; and that
day there were added about
three thousand souls. They were
continually devoting themselves
to the apostles' teaching and to
[the] fellowship, to the breaking
of bread and to [the] prayer[s].
(Acts 2:41-42)
There are seven particular
actions contained in those two
verses. Some of them describe
things which happened once, but
others relate to activities which
were ongoing. The list is
conveniently split into the two
verses, 41 and 42. Verse 41 lists
those actions which happened
once:
So then, those who had received
his word were baptized; and that
day there were added about
three thousand souls. (Acts
2:41)
It should also be said that these
were things which were done
individually by each of the
believers – either done by them
or something which was done to
them. But, in any case, each of
these first three actions was

21

Living in God’s House
in 1:12, when he spoke about
receiving Christ, that is, by
believing on his name, with the
They were continually devoting
certain result of becoming a child
themselves to the apostles’
of God through faith alone. When
teaching and to [the] fellowship,
anyone responds like this he or
to the breaking of bread and to
she is born again, forgiven of all
[the] prayer[s] …
sins, and becomes the possessor
The language makes it very clear of eternal life, all in that same
we’re dealing here with repeated moment, and sealed and assured
actions in each case – and what’s through the Holy Spirit who’s
more, actions which were carried given to live in them from that
out with others, having moved
time forward (Ephesians 1:13from the personal realm into the 14).
corporate. The words
The second action listed in Acts
‘continually’ and ‘they’ serve to
2:41-42 is baptism. As a
make that obvious.
general rule, when the New
But now let’s take a look at each Testament mentions ‘baptism’, if
of these seven actions, one by
it doesn’t qualify the word, then
one, beginning with salvation – it’s water baptism which is
that is, the forgiveness of sins –
intended. So, here we have it
which is the meaning of the
that: after they received the
wording ‘received his word’ which word, they were baptized. The
is found in v.41. The Apostle
meaning of the word ‘baptized’ is
Peter had preached the word or
simply ‘dipped’ (Acts 8:38). After
the message, as we have it
professing Christ as their
summarized in the earlier verses personal saviour, these people
of Acts chapter 2. The life, death were dipped in water. Why?
and resurrection of Jesus of
What’s the significance of this?
Nazareth had been preached,
Well, Romans 6:4-5 explains that
and the call given for a believing this is a symbolic act on the part
response – one evidenced by
of the Christian believer. The act
true repentance. To receive the
of going in, and then under, and
word or the message meant to
finally coming back up out of the
receive the one who was
water dramatically represents
preached in that message, and
death, burial and resurrection.
that, of course, was Christ.
The believer is, in this way,
Peter, like Paul later, preached
identifying himself or herself with
Christ, and him crucified. So, this Jesus in his death. It’s an act
receiving of the Word of Christ
which recognizes that his death
here agrees also with what John
was, in reality, our death; and so
said in the opening of his Gospel, we’re testifying publicly to others
personal. By contrast, when we
come to verse 42 and read:
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that we’re now to be viewed as
new people with new life in the
one who rose victoriously from
the dead. This baptism which we
read about in the New Testament
– for example in Romans chapter
6 verse 4 which speaks about
‘burial in water’ – was baptism
performed by immersion.
Believer’s baptism is a public act
by which we identify ourselves
with what took place at the cross
where Jesus died. And as a
practical result, we aim to live
now in a new way as a follower
of Jesus. The old ways of the old
life are to be left behind. Clearly,
this is only meaningful for
someone who has already
received salvation prior to water
baptism – which was definitely
the order of events set out in
Acts 2:41. You see, it takes a
new person to commit to living a
new life under new management
– living no longer for ourselves,
but for our Lord.
It was Jesus who told his
Apostles to go into the world and
make disciples whom they were
to baptize (Matthew 28:20). It
became part of the Apostles’
teaching (Acts 10:48), a
requirement of biblical
Christianity. And so, down to this
day, this is a command we keep
because we love the Lord who
gave the command (John
14:15), and we do this to go
public with the demonstration of
our love for our Saviour. Jesus’
original command, at the end of

Matthew 28, described baptism
as being performed in the name
of the Father, Son and Holy
Spirit. Notice it’s the singular
name of the triune God.
Sometimes the New Testament
records believers being baptized
in the name of the Lord Jesus.
But, of course, it would be
perverse to take this as some
kind of self-contradictory denial
of the reality of the trinity. On
the contrary, it reinforces the
point that Matthew reports Jesus
himself originally talking in terms
of the singular name which
represents all three persons of
the Godhead.
But, we now need to ask: ‘What
happened to the newly-baptized
believers at Pentecost?’ Next in
the list of Acts 2:41 is the act of
being ‘added’ which makes a
baptized disciple a part of the
church of God in a particular city
and so part of the Fellowship of
God's Son in overall terms (1
Corinthians 1:9; Acts 2:42).
Although it’s much less talked
about compared to salvation and
baptism, we’re surely not entitled
to dispense with the fact that
those who were baptised were
‘added’ (Acts 2:41,47; 5:14;
11:24). In its original context,
we see this as always to do with
baptized believers being joined
to an existing group of local
disciples.
Back in the nineteenth century,
Christian believers debated the
significance of ‘added’ and the
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connected issue of who should be
admitted to participate at the
‘Lord’s table’. At that point in
history, the thrilling, biblical
teaching about the Church which
is Christ’s Body (Ephesians 1:22,
23) had been freshly rediscovered. This brought with it a
very natural desire to express
the unity of ‘the body’ in the
simple ordinance of the breaking
of the bread, shorn of all ritual
and transcending previous
denominational barriers. As the
movement spawned by this
discovery matured, people began
to differentiate between the unity
of ‘the body’ and its various local
expressions. As more
consideration came to be given
to these local expressions of
Christ’s Body, a sense of
responsibility began to develop
surrounding those who were
considered eligible to be
communicants at the Lord’s
Table in these local settings.
Debate took place between those
who, by emphasizing the ‘unity
of the body’, championed ‘full
fellowship’ by all professing
‘common life in Christ’; and
those who, by emphasizing
responsible local expressions of
‘the body’, insisted upon a more
restricted or reserved circle of
fellowship which considered a
potential communicant’s beliefs
and behaviours. Achieving
consistency in these matters was
proving difficult. A decisive
turning point in the debate
arrived when it was seen just

what people were added to, in
the New Testament. Were
sinners added to the ‘body of
Christ’? Or were believers added
to its local expression? From
verses such as those already
referred to in Acts 2 & 5, those
believers who historically in the
19th century came to form ‘The
Churches of God’ understood it
to be the latter: those who were
added were already believers –
members of ‘the body’ being
added to its local expressions.
What’s more, the Bible
impressively teaches us that it’s
the Lord who adds believers to
himself, by adding them to those
disciples of his who are already
called out and gathered together
in the locality in question – in
whichever town or city that may
be (cf. Acts 1:12-15). Local
church elders, appointed in each
locality where there is a church
of God (Acts 14:23; Titus 1:5),
have the responsibility to discern
when this is happening and to
publicly recognize it on behalf of
the church. Practically this will
happen when they process a new
applicant’s desire to join the local
church fellowship. Having
satisfied themselves that the
applicant is a baptised believer,
they then recommend that the
church receives such a person,
who’s then welcomed as a
participant if there are no valid
reasons offered by any as to why
this should not happen.

24

Living in God’s House
“But,” I hear you say, “You’re
reading more into these verses
than is actually there. It’s simply
a way of saying that the
Christian community was
growing.” Let’s check that out. A
helpful indication of the
significance of any original
biblical term comes from seeing
how it was used in the
surrounding Greek and Roman
world of that time. Now, when
the New Testament says
believers were ‘added’, the sense
was something like ‘they went
over from one party to another’.
The Greek writers made use of
this verb to describe the act by
which towns, cities, or provinces
changed their masters, and put
themselves under another
government. So, for example,
the 3000 persons mentioned in
Acts 2:41 left the side or party of
the scribes and Pharisees, and
put themselves under the
teaching of the apostles and so
under the lordship of Christ.
They now unitedly professed the
Christian doctrine (‘the Faith’),
having turned away from
previously held erroneous
teaching, perhaps that typical of
the scribes and Pharisees. So this
term had a clear theological
significance: its use showed a
definite, deliberate realigning
under Christ’s lordship. Growth,
certainly, but of a specific type.
These verses, Acts 2:41-42, tell
us that the first Christian
believers ‘continued steadfastly’

in: ‘the apostles' teaching’; ‘the
fellowship’ (see 1 Corinthians 1:9
RV); ‘the breaking of the bread’
(see 1 Corinthians 11:18-29);
and ‘the (church) prayers’ (see
Acts 12:5).
It’s perhaps worth commenting
first of all on what is meant by
the phrase ‘to continue
steadfastly.’ The idea is
something like ‘being earnest
towards a thing’, or ‘persevering
diligently’ with it. We might say
they ‘stuck at’ ‘the apostles'
teaching’; ‘the fellowship’; ‘the
breaking of the bread’; and ‘the
(church) prayers’. If we can
catch anything of the original
sense, it might be true to say
they ‘persisted obstinately’ in
these things. If that today
suggests a negative connotation,
then perhaps ‘adhering firmly’ is
better.
It’s interesting that the same
word appears in Mark’s Gospel
chapter 3, verse 9, in one of the
recorded instances of Jesus
preaching and teaching by the
seashore. There was concern
expressed that the crowd of
listeners might crush in around
Jesus, so out of thoughtfulness,
provision was made ‘that a little
boat should wait on him.’ It’s
this same word meaning
‘continue steadfastly’ that’s used
there. The boat was to keep
close (Gk:proskartereo) to the
shore in constant readiness and
to track along the shoreline as
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Jesus himself moved. Whether
he needed it or not, we’re not
told, but it was there anyway,
always ready.

2:41-42 has got to be viewed as
a protective setting. Let me
explain what I mean by that. For
a start, it’s quite inappropriate –
as you will doubtless agree –
that a non-believer should
participate in the breaking of the
bread at the Lord’s table, for the
Acts 2 verses clearly state that
‘receiving the word’ must
precede everything else in the
list, in order to make what
follows meaningful.

Now, we can’t necessarily force
the same translation in another
context, but it may suggest
another angle to think around:
namely that these first believers
stayed close to the Lord, moving
with him in accordance with his
will, and with a constant
readiness to wait on him so as
to serve him in the four ways
described as ‘the apostles'
teaching’; ‘the fellowship’; ‘the
breaking of the bread’; and ‘the
(church) prayers’. And we see
clearly that theirs was a learning
that lived; a fellowship that
functioned, a worship that
warmed and a praying that
powered all their service for the
Lord!

And then, notice also, if you will,
that these verses in Acts 2 also
mention baptism in sequence
prior to any participation in the
Breaking of the Bread or ‘holy
communion’ as some refer to it.
How right it is that there should
be acknowledgement of the
lordship of Christ before there’s
any participation at the Lord’s
table. And then, through
addition, and so now as an
added part of a biblical church of
God, a believer has then the
privilege and responsibility to
break bread.

So, having dealt previously with
the three personal actions listed
in Acts 2:41, we now want to
examine in some more detail the
remainder of the list which
describes continuing
involvement by the whole local
church. For they were to
continue steadfastly in: ‘the
apostles' teaching’; ‘the
fellowship’; ‘the breaking of the
bread’; and ‘the (church)
prayers’.

Now, the Breaking of the
Bread in the New Testament is
always (though sometimes

At this point, perhaps we can
begin to appreciate that, in
some sense, this list in Acts
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implicitly so) presented as a
corporate act of those who are
biblically constituted a church of
God in a given locality (e.g. 1
Corinthians 1:2; Acts 20:7).
Notice how the apostle Paul sets
the instruction 'This do ... in
remembrance of Me' (1
Corinthians 11:25; cf. Luke
22:19-20) in the context of
'When you come together "in
church"...' (1 Corinthians
11:18).

began in Acts 2 – and from
verses 44-47 we get a genuine
sense of the character of its
community life from reading
about the actions of those who
belonged to it ...
Out of love, they provided for
each other’s practical needs: All
those who had believed were
together and had all things in
common ... sharing them with
all, as anyone might have need.
Day by day continuing with one
mind ... taking their meals
together with gladness and
sincerity of heart, praising God.

It’s also quite telling when, in
the adjacent verses there, he
speaks against those who were
abusing the privilege of
participation in the Breaking of
the Bread by accusing them of
‘despising the Church of God’.
What that does is underline the
strength of connection between
the two, and shows pretty
conclusively where the Breaking
of the Bread rightly belongs: as
one of the four continual
functions of a biblical church of
God, one that’s modelled on the
pattern of Acts 2.

It’s said of them that they were
‘together’ (Gk: ‘epi to auto’).
These Greek words signify
either, at one time (Acts 3:1);
or in one place (Acts 2:1); or in
one thing. The last of these
three senses seems the most
fitting here; for it’s hardly likely
that the believers, who were
then 3000 in number, besides
the 120 (Acts 1:15), were able
to all meet at one time in one
place in Jerusalem.

Remember, we’re emphasizing
how the four things listed in Acts
2:42 were corporate items:
things which they did together
with each other. The fact that
they were a community who did
those things is underlined in the
fact that it says they continued
steadfastly in the fellowship.

What was it that gave them this
sense of togetherness and
quality of fellowship? It had
been made possible by the
descent of the Holy Spirit as
recorded earlier in Acts chapter
2. There’s no mention of
‘koinonia’ or fellowship in the
New Testament before that. This
was a unity of the Spirit in
arriving at what the Bible calls

The community (as a movement
empowered by God’s Spirit)
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under a fellowship of elders
while being separated to God.

‘the fellowship’ as something
belonging to the Lord Jesus
Christ. Sometimes, today, we
relegate the word ‘fellowship’ to
mean enjoying a cup of coffee
with a Christian friend. But
biblically, fellowship meant a
joint participation in things of
mutual interest – and that
interest which they shared in
common was something
produced in them by the Holy
Spirit. There are various ways in
which 1 Corinthians 1:9 has
been translated, but it was
describing a local church exactly
like this one, and one learned
commentator says the words
here: “[the] fellowship of the
son of [God] … may … reflect
the idea of the fellowship of
believers that has been formed
in his Son” (The First Epistle to
the Corinthians, G.D. Fee,
NICNT, Eerdmans, 1987). Yes,
that’s it: a fellowship of
believers owned by the Lord.

What was true in the church
fellowship at Jerusalem was true
equally of the fellowship of
churches. And so a people
formed in New Testament times
who mirrored God’s people in
the Old Testament. There was a
difference, however: in the Old
Testament, God’s people were
physically together in one
location; now that was no longer
true physically. Instead, here
was what Jesus had looked
forward to when speaking with
the woman at Sychar’s well in
John 4, when he’d said, “Neither
in this mountain nor in
Jerusalem …” No, physical
locations would no longer be of
the essence, but would be
replaced with a spiritual
gathering of disciples of Christ;
no longer a physical gathering in
any one place – but a single
people who, although in
different places geographically,
were spiritually united together
‘on the same page’ – like the
original community at Jerusalem
in Acts 2.

Now factor in 1 Corinthians 1:2 To the church of God which is at
Corinth ... with all who in every
place call on the name of our
Lord Jesus Christ, their Lord and
ours – and we arrive at:

All God’s revealed purposes in
the past, through Abraham to
Moses and beyond, were centred
on the establishment of a
community of believers who
would come together in unity of
heart and purpose – in close
relationship not only with each
other, but also with God – so

... a definite community of bornagain disciples, all baptized by
immersion in water, all added
locally to church of God
fellowship, all serving according
to one pattern of teaching in
every place, all maintained
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close in fact that God repeatedly
referred to them as ‘My people’
in the Old Testament. It’s not in
the least bit surprising, then, to
find that same value and
importance given to the idea of
‘community’ in the New
Testament, amongst those who
believed in the Lord Jesus
Christ.

truth. What Paul had handed to
Timothy for safe-keeping was
‘the pattern of … sound words.’
The word ‘pattern’ means a
mould or model, so something
definite and precise. One Bible
version in fact translates it as
‘the standard’, as in the
standard teaching in all the then
churches of God. And that’s
exactly what it was. For Paul
taught the same thing wherever
he went – he says ‘as I teach
everywhere in every church’
(see 1 Corinthians 4:17; 7:17).

If we’re to follow their example,
there’s no room for a ‘lowest
common denominator’ approach
today. Was it not our Lord’s
expressed desire for his
followers “that they may all be
one” (John 17:20-23)? Unity like
this can only be reached through
a sincere commitment on our
part to carefully follow the
teaching pattern the Lord laid
down in his Word (Romans
6:17; 2 Timothy 1:13). The
Apostolic teaching, which Paul
transmitted to Timothy, was no
mere outline or rough sketch of

Among their gatherings were
times when they came
together to pray. ‘Pray without
ceasing’ (1 Thessalonians 5:17),
Paul says. Not non-stop prayer,
of course, for that would be
impossible. The same word long
ago was used to describe a
person’s hacking cough. They
weren’t coughing non-stop, but
if ever you were in that person’s
company you’d be left in no
doubt that they had a cough
that was persistent. So we, as
Christian believers, are
commanded to develop a regular
habit of prayer – church prayer
as well as a personal prayer life
(Acts 4;12).
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For study and reflection:
Take the list of 7 actions found in Acts 2:41,42. Which of them were
singular acts and which were on-going?
Once =
v.
On-going =

Which of them applied to individuals and which were carried on
collectively?
Individuals =
V.
Collectively =

Which of the following statements about the gospel are true or
false?
1. God loves every person in the world.
2. God requires of us that we keep the Ten Commandments IN
ORDER TO BE SAVED.
3. Water baptism is a necessary part of obtaining eternal salvation.
4. Every person in the world is a sinner.
5. The death of Christ on Calvary automatically ensures everyone
gets eternal life.
6. What God requires for salvation is repentance and faith in Jesus
Christ, his Son.
7. At the time of a person's salvation, the divine Holy Spirit begins
to indwell him or her permanently.
8. The result of failing to put faith in Christ will be eternal
judgement.

What do you think the expression "all things" in Matthew 28:20
means?
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Answers:
1. (True, based on John 3:16; 1 Timothy 2:4)
2. (False, based on Romans 3:28; Titus 3:5)
3. (False, based on I Peter 3:21; Acts 10:47,48)
4. (True, based on Romans 3:23; John 3:3)
5. (False, based on John 3:36; John 3:15)
6. (True, based on Acts 16:31; Ephesians 2:8,9)
7. (True, based on Ephesians 1:13; 1 Corinthians 6:19)
8. (True, based on John 8:21,24; John 5:24)

What reasons, in your opinion, do Christians use in deciding which
church group to belong to?

Which of them are valid?

What answers would you give to a Christian friend who said: “I
prefer to serve God by myself; I'm freer that way”?
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4. The broader picture:
the first mention of
God’s house
We’ve already seen from our
Bibles that God doesn’t want
individual Christians to be
isolated, nor to be gathered
together to do as they please,
but rather to be gathered
together based on their
obedience to his teaching –
which was, of course, first given
by the Lord Jesus himself.

united testimony on earth
because they have consistent
doctrine and practice
throughout. This integrated
pattern was established back in
Old Testament times, as we’ll
now see when we look back at
the first indications God ever
gave to the human race about
such a thing as his longing to
live with us in what he himself
calls ‘his house’ on this earth.

Our aim now is to move on to
see God’s principle of unity
explored a stage further. We
want to build up the broader
New Testament picture of the
spiritual house of God on earth
consisting, as it did in New
Testament times, of all of those
churches of God – just like the
one at Jerusalem – but including
all those found in the other
locations we encounter
throughout the various towns
and cities and indeed countries
mentioned in the New
Testament. Because even
churches of God themselves
were never intended by God to
be independent or autonomous.
Rather, they form overall a

The first mention of a thing in
the Bible is generally considered
important; so much so that
some have formulated it as ‘the
law of first mention’. Well, the
first mention of a house of God
on this earth is found in Genesis
28 which we should now read:
Then Jacob departed from
Beersheba and went toward
Haran. He came to a certain
place and spent the night there,
because the sun had set; and he
took one of the stones of the
place and put it under his head,
and lay down in that place. He
had a dream, and behold, a
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ladder was set on the earth with
its top reaching to heaven; and
behold, the angels of God were
ascending and descending on it.
And behold, the LORD stood
above it and said, “I am the
LORD, the God of your father
Abraham and the God of Isaac;
the land on which you lie, I will
give it to you and to your
descendants. Your descendants
will also be like the dust of the
earth, and you will spread out to
the west and to the east and to
the north and to the south; and
in you and in your descendants
shall all the families of the earth
be blessed. Behold, I am with
you and will keep you wherever
you go, and will bring you back
to this land; for I will not leave
you until I have done what I
have promised you.”

keep me on this journey that I
take, and will give me food to
eat and garments to wear, and I
return to my father’s house in
safety, then the LORD will be my
God. This stone, which I have
set up as a pillar, will be God’s
house, and of all that You give
me I will surely give a tenth to
You.” (Genesis 28:10-22)
Perhaps some of the background
leading up to this incident would
not go wrong at this stage. This
is the man Jacob who was born
a split-second after his twin
brother, Esau. He actually
emerged literally on the heels of
his brother. He was holding his
brother by the heel, a posture
which would prove to be rather
telling, and indeed it explains
the meaning of the name given
to him as ‘the one who takes by
the heel.’ In life, whatever Esau
had, Jacob wanted. In those
ancient times, the desirable
things belonging to Esau were
what were known as the
birthright and the blessing.
These things both belonged to
the son who was born first. He
received a double portion of the
father’s inheritance and was also
given his father’s blessing.
However, Jacob’s mother,
Rebekah, during a difficult
pregnancy, had been told by
God that – contrary to
convention – her younger son
would in fact become the
greater of the two, as the one
chosen by God. Jacob had

Then Jacob awoke from his sleep
and said, “Surely the LORD is in
this place, and I did not know
it.” He was afraid and said, “How
awesome is this place! This is
none other than the house of
God, and this is the gate of
heaven.”
So Jacob rose early in the
morning, and took the stone
that he had put under his head
and set it up as a pillar and
poured oil on its top. He called
the name of that place Bethel;
however, previously the name of
the city had been Luz. Then
Jacob made a vow, saying, “If
God will be with me and will
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personally with Jacob. There was
no censure or rebuke for what
Jacob had done, although the
means Jacob had used to align
himself with God’s purpose
couldn’t possibly have pleased
the Lord.

doubtless learned this
information from his mother,
and with her help, he tried his
best to make it happen. By a
combination of taking unfair
advantage and by telling
outright lies, Jacob obtained
both the birthright and the
blessing which would normally
have been his brother’s. Of
course, this made Esau very
angry, and it was no longer safe
for Jacob to remain at home.

Well, Jacob awoke, startled,
declaring with reverence that
that very place must be God’s
house – which was the name he
now gave to it – and announced
that this was the gate of
heaven. I suppose it’s possible
he then went back to sleep, but
when he rose early in the
morning, he set up his stone
pillow as a memorial stone and
ceremonially anointed it with oil.
So, this stone went from being a
pillow to becoming a pillar. And
there Jacob vowed or pledged
his commitment to God – the
first time we hear this from
Jacob – and he promised to
honour God with his wealth.

He set out on a long journey,
running away to the place where
his mother’s relatives lived. It
would be twenty years before he
ever returned to face his brother
again. We can only wonder at
his state of mind as he tried to
put as many miles as possible
between himself and home. Was
he guilt-ridden, not proud of
what he’d done, or was he
smugly satisfied? Or some
combination of all three? He was
certainly exhausted, that’s for
sure: tired enough to lie down
on the ground and use a stone
for his pillow. And when he
slept, he dreamed. He dreamt of
a ladder reaching up from that
place where he now was, and
reaching into heaven itself.
There were angels going up and
down on it, and the Lord himself
stood above it and was now
speaking to him as he had
spoken to Jacob’s father and to
his grandfather, Abraham. God
was confirming his previous
plans, but now doing it

Suppose at this point we use our
imagination and imagine that
along comes a man with a camel
passing by the place where
Jacob now was, previously
known as Luz. Jacob is still very
excited and tells the stranger
that this very place is God’s
house. How do we think the
traveller would react? He’d look
around at the unremarkable
tract of ground with its few
scattered stones, and say:
“Where?” Jacob would reply,
“Right here, in this place where I
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slept last night. This is God’s
house. I’ve had it revealed to
me in a dream.” Probably, the
stranger would take another
look around, again seeing
nothing – for truthfully there
was nothing to see – and,
comparing this with his past
acquaintance with religious
sites, would shake his head
dismissively, and lead his camel
away, while muttering under his
breath, “That’s one crazy guy!”

that respect for God was due in
this place of revelation – a place
where the Lord had been shown
to be exalted in authority. We
see, too, that remembrance of
what had taken place would be
necessary, marked by the place
being set apart as different from
any other place by use of the
pillar and oil. What’s more, the
revelation he had received there
was affirmed by Jacob by his
naming of the place in full
agreement with what had been
shown to him. And to all these
things, Jacob added his
commitment, and a promise to
give something back to God.

After a moment’s thought, Jacob
might have said, “I should have
expected that reaction. After all,
there’s nothing to see here: no
stunning architecture; no choirs
of angels; no sign in the sky.”
But then he thinks, “But that
changes nothing for me,
because I’ve received God’s
word about this, conveyed in a
dream, and I know it to be true,
and so from now on this place
will be called Bethel, meaning
the house of God.”

These are the striking features
of God’s house, as presented to
us in the story of Jacob, where
we’ve the first mention of the
house of God in the whole of the
Bible. I say the whole of the
Bible, for the theme of God’s
house on earth runs throughout
the Bible and those same
features we’ve noted here in
Genesis chapter 28 always
accompany it. What were they
again? Well, there was respect
for God in that revealed
place; remembrance, too, at
that place of God’s choice;
and a recognition that he
needed to set apart what God
himself had set apart;
together with a pledge of
commitment to worship
there.

And it’s much the same in this
present Church Age, although
different in some respects, as
we’ll see. But, it’s still easy for
people to overlook God’s house
on earth because it’s not what
they imagine it should be like.
More of that later on, in our
study.
But as we now examine more
closely Jacob’s worshipful
response, we see how he felt
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For study and reflection:
When Jacob had a dream at a place called Luz, what did he see in
his dream?

Why did he call the place Bethel?

What principles of God’s residence among humans on earth are
advanced here?
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5. Instructive
symbolism from the
time of Moses
The next Bible character we
associate with the developing
picture of God’s house is Moses.
This is the Moses who later led
Jacob’s descendants out of
slavery in Egypt and to the
border of the land God had
promised to give them. En
route, and at God’s very specific
instruction, Moses built what
was then known as the
Tabernacle. If you need to
remind yourself of the details of
this special tent in which God
lived at that time among all his
people’s tents, then turn to the
book of Exodus, for God devotes
no less than the last 15 chapters
of that book to it. That fact
alone should grab our attention.
The creation of this entire and
magnificent universe is
dismissed in a few words in
Genesis chapter one, but in
remarkable contrast, this small,
temporary and portable
structure, known as the
Tabernacle, has all this space
devoted to it in God’s Word. And
the New Testament returns our

thoughts to it in the letter to the
Hebrews where the Spirit-led
writer employs these historical
things as object lessons which
are of vital importance to our
present day discipleship.
This further progression of God’s
desire to live among men and
women on this earth had been
waiting until such time as God
had a people who had passed
through experiences later known
biblically as redemption,
baptism, and separation from
others. These were necessary so
that they could become a people
who would obey God’s
teachings, and also worship and
serve God at his house.
It will be helpful to summarize
the developing Old Testament
story of God’s house –
specifically in these terms - by
looking back on them from the
New Testament. In 1 Corinthians
5:7, we find Jesus Christ
described as ‘our Passover
(lamb).’ This is a reference back
to the time of Moses when God
37

Living in God’s House
now discovering that their way
was blocked by the Red Sea, as
it acted like a barrier in front of
them. As hope for their means
of escape faded, God
commanded Moses to stretch his
arm out over the Red Sea,
holding out his staff. At this, the
sea opened up so that the
Israelites could pass over the
dry sea-bed. When the pursuing
Egyptians tried to follow,
however, the walls of water
collapsed, drowning them.

delivered his ancient people
Israel out of slavery to Pharaoh
in Egypt. At that time, he
secured their release from a
reluctant Pharaoh after troubling
the land of Egypt with ten
plagues which were his
judgements. The last of these
was the slaying of all firstborn
sons. All, that is, except for
those in whose homes the
doorways had been treated with
the blood of a sacrificed lamb.
As promised, God ‘passed over’
those Israelite homes when he
carried out this final judgement
on Egypt with all its false gods.
Then, in bitter grief, Pharaoh
freed his slaves and sent the
Israelites away. And that’s how
the Jews were delivered from
slavery – they were saved by
the blood of a lamb (one for
each household) – known
naturally enough as the
‘Passover’ lamb. Those lambs
are used by God in the Bible as
a major object lesson – one of
the Bible’s great prophetic
‘types’ or foreshadowings of the
sacrifice of Christ on the cross
for our deliverance from another
slavery, this time from slavery
to sin.

And so the Israelites’ new way
of life began, a life that was to
be one of walking with God.
When the Apostle Paul, again in
his first Bible letter to the
Corinthians, refers to this
sequel, he uses very interesting
language:
For I do not want you to be
unaware, brethren, that our
fathers were all under the cloud
and all passed through the sea;
and all were baptized into Moses
in the cloud and in the sea … (1
Corinthians 10:1-2)
Do you see how Paul, by the
Spirit of God, relates their
historic watershed experience in
coming out of Egypt, to Christian
believer’s baptism today? And,
it’s a very graphic picturing of
baptism by total immersion in
water, I’m sure you’ll agree, for
the Israelites who crossed the
Red Sea, did so by passing
between water on either side of

However, returning to the time
of Moses, when Pharaoh realized
he was now without free labour,
he once again changed his mind
about releasing the Israelite
slaves. He pursued with his
army, chasing after the
departing Israelites who were
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them, and they also had the
watery cloud above their heads.
So, it’s as if they were burying
their old way of life, and
identifying with their new leader,
Moses, who was leading them to
experience a new way of life for
God. And that’s a true fit for the
meaning of our water baptism,
as believers on Christ. For Paul
adds in Romans chapter 6:

all who watch our baptism that
we’re identifying with Christ in
his death. It has the practical
significance that we’re promising
to live no longer for sinful
things, but for the Lord.
Then, after the Israelites moved
on from the Rea Sea shore, they
soon came to Mount Sinai, from
where God thundered his ‘Ten
Commandments’ (Exodus 20).
This giving of the Law, soon to
be known as the Law of Moses,
was prefaced by God telling the
people of Israel that if they
would obey then they would be
for him a special people, a holy
nation, and a kingdom of priests
(Exodus 19:5-6). Under Moses’
leadership, the people replied in
unison that ‘all the LORD had
spoken they would do and be
obedient’ (Exodus 24:7).

Or do you not know that all of us
who have been baptized into
Christ Jesus have been baptized
into His death?
Therefore we have been buried
with Him through baptism into
death, so that as Christ was
raised from the dead through
the glory of the Father, so we
too might walk in newness of
life. For if we have become
united with Him in the likeness
of His death, certainly we shall
also be in the likeness of His
resurrection … (Romans 6:3-5)

Now, with a redeemed, baptized
and obedient people, the stage
was finally set for God’s desire
among them – and his purpose
through them – to be further
realized. So, straightaway, in
Exodus chapter 25, we read:

Into, under and up out of the
water again, as with the
Israelites at the Red Sea: it’s a
complete picture of death, burial
and resurrection, witnessing to

Then the LORD spoke to Moses,
saying, “Tell the sons of Israel to
raise a contribution for Me; from
every man whose heart moves
him you shall raise My
contribution. This is the
contribution which you are to
raise from them: gold, silver and
bronze, blue, purple and scarlet
material, fine linen, goat hair,
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rams' skins dyed red, porpoise
skins, acacia wood, oil for
lighting, spices for the anointing
oil and for the fragrant incense,
onyx stones and setting stones
for the ephod and for the
breastpiece. Let them construct
a sanctuary for Me, that I may
dwell among them. According to
all that I am going to show you,
as the pattern of the tabernacle
and the pattern of all its
furniture, just so you shall
construct it.” (Exodus 25:1-9)

that the construction was all to
be to God’s pattern. There was
no scope at all for human
ingenuity. This was God’s house,
so it had to be to God’s design.
In various ways, the biblical
associations of these materials
direct our thoughts to the
person and work of Christ, the
one who is ‘son over God’s
house’ today. And if we aspire to
make the claim to be God’s
spiritual house on earth today –
a claim found in Hebrews 3:6 then we should do our very best
to reflect his character in how
we live and how we attempt to
adorn his teaching (even that of
his apostles, see Acts 2:42).

The sanctuary in question is, of
course, the Tabernacle, as is
obvious from the description of
the materials, and the following
chapters detailing how they
were later used to construct that
very special tent. We read there
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For study and reflection:
Fill in the gaps with the relevant verses:
Old Testament verses

New Testament verses

Exodus 12 - 14

DELIVERED
BAPTIZED

Exodus 19:3-6

OBEY

Exodus 25:8 ; 1 Chronicles 22:19

HOUSE

1 Corinthians 10:2

What instruction did God give Moses regarding the construction of the
house (Hebrews 8:5)?

41

Living in God’s House

6. The importance of
doing things God’s way
stack the odds against the Ark
making it back.

Have you ever doubted the
sovereignty of God? – the fact
that he’s in control?

They selected oxen that’d never
previously borne a yoke. In
addition, the oxen had recently
calved. Without guidance they
were unlikely to head directly
into Israelite territory. Natural
instinct would be expected to
draw them back to their calves.
However, as it turned out, the
oxen pulled the wagon with the
Ark directly back to Israelite
territory, to Bethshemesh in
fact, confirming miraculously to
the Philistines that the hand of
God had been in all that had
happened. (You can read the
Bible narrative in 1 Samuel 4:111 & 5:1-7:1)

The Philistines put the idea to
the test. They were the Old
Testament enemy of God’s
people and had captured the Ark
of the Covenant when it had
been wrongly removed from its
sanctuary in God’s house and
taken into battle by the
Israelites. The Israelites had lost
all perspective at this point, and
were treating this sacred box as
if it were like the idol of one of
the false gods of the
surrounding nations. However,
when the Philistines placed the
captured Ark in the house of
their god, Dagon, his image lay
smashed before it in the
morning. Wherever it visited
throughout the five cities of the
Philistine lords, disaster and
mayhem followed. Finally, they’
held a committee meeting to
decide to send the Ark back to
the Israelites on a cart or
wagon. But to make sure that
everything that had happened to
them since its arrival wasn't just
some strange string of
coincidences, they agreed to

When the inhabitants of
Bethshemesh saw the Ark
returning, First Samuel chapter
six tells us they rejoiced to see
it. Bethshemesh was a Levite
city and so the Ark of God would
be especially meaningful to
them. After that initial joy, we
read that during the time while
Saul was king, it was simply left
in Kiriath Jearim. In First
Chronicles 13:3 we read that
Israel didn’t seek out the Ark
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What we do know is that David
caused the journey to be
aborted, and the Ark was
diverted into the house of a man
called Obed-edom. David might
be surprised, confused,
displeased and disappointed but two clear commands of
God’s Word had been broken.
God had clearly said in Moses’
time that not even the Levites
were to touch the Ark. It was to
be carried by staves or poles on
their shoulders. Wagons could
be used for transporting other
Tabernacle objects, but not for
the Ark of God.

during all that time. It just didn't
seem to figure in Saul’s plans or
thinking.
What a contrast with the king
who succeeded him! David, his
successor, was a man after
God’s own heart – in other
words he cared for the things
God cared for. When he came to
the throne, after capturing
Jerusalem, David made it a
priority to fetch the Ark up from
the ‘fields of the woods’ where
Psalm 132 indicates it had lain
throughout the reign of Saul.
David’s first move in removing
the ark to Jerusalem, however,
was to prove to be a false one
(as recorded in 2 Samuel 6:37).

But the strange thing is that the
Philistines appeared to have got
away with this. Surely the lesson
for us is obvious: that the
people of God – those to whom
he has revealed his will – may
not do as others do. Greater
privilege and understanding
brings greater responsibility.

Perhaps influenced by what the
Philistines had done, David also
set the Ark on a wagon pulled by
oxen. They hadn’t gone far
before the oxen stumbled and a
man called Uzzah stuck out his
hand to steady the Ark. For
doing what had long ago been
forbidden, even to the Levites –
for touching the sacred chest
that symbolized the presence of
God – Uzzah was struck down
dead by God. We don’t know all
that lay behind this. Uzzah was
one of the family who had given
shelter to the Ark. Perhaps
familiarity had bred contempt,
and it had come to be for him
just an old box that stood in the
corner of the house.

David did learn his lesson and,
after seeing that God had
blessed the family of Obededom where the Ark was, First
Chronicles 15 tells us how David
assembled all Israel at
Jerusalem to bring the Ark
there. It would be carried this
time by the Levites – which was
now in agreement with God’s
written instructions of 500 years
earlier. You may ask, “Do details
matter to God?” This incident
has been recorded in the Bible
to serve as our answer – a
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resounding ‘yes’ – details
matter! God’s actions then
reveal what remains his attitude
now. That story underlines for
us the importance of following
God’s Word exactly and carefully
– above all in things relating to
God’s house.

But if you read further in that
chapter – for we’ve only read
the first 2 verses – we would
find God corrects his prophet. It
could never be that the house
built for God would be the
product of David’s own mind –
or any human mind. God’s
house, if it is to be God’s house
truly, must be to God’s design, it
must be exclusively from the
mind of God, faithfully
communicated to the builders,
and acted upon with accuracy.

The Tabernacle – where the Ark
was housed – was used by Israel
in the wilderness and after they
entered the land of Canaan.
Later, it was replaced by a more
permanent structure: the
Temple. It was David who first
wanted God to have a temple (2
Samuel 7:1-11), but it was
Solomon, his son, who was
instrumental in building it (2
Samuel 7:12,13; Acts 7:47).

True enough, David later
recounted what did eventually
happen: “All this,” said David,
“the LORD made me understand
in writing by His hand upon
me, all the details of this
pattern.” (1 Chronicles 28:19
NASB).

Once again, it is instructive for
us how this came about.
Sometime after David had
brought the Ark to Jerusalem,
and after David was settled in
his palace, he said to Nathan the
prophet, “Here I am, living in a
house of cedar, while the ark of
the covenant of the LORD is
under a tent.” Nathan replied to
David, “Whatever you have in
mind, do it, for God is with you.”
(1 Chronicles 17:1-2 NIV).

Not only that, but David was not
even allowed to be the builder.
God told David that his son,
Solomon, would be the one to
build the Temple. It wouldn’t be
David, despite him being the
one with the motivation,

David’s concern was a very
worthy one. He was moved by
the homelessness of God on this
earth! He saw with painful clarity
how incongruous it was that he
should have a nice place to live,
when God had no place at all.
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because he was a man of blood
– probably not exclusively
referring to all the wars he had
engaged in, but possibly also
referring to the blood of Uriah
which he had spilled so as to
obtain that man’s wife.

and shaping processes. As we
exited the quarry, you could see
over to what is believed to have
been the place where the cross
of Jesus stood. I enjoyed the
thought then that Christian
believers today are living stones
quarried at Calvary, shaped by
God, for a place in God’s house.
But more on that in the next
chapter …

And Solomon did indeed build
God’s house. It was a
magnificent temple, constructed
fully in compliance with God’s
building pattern which had been
communicated by God to
Solomon’s father, David. And so
we come to read in 1 Kings 6:7
… When the house was built, it
was with stone prepared at the
quarry, so that neither hammer
nor axe nor any tool of iron was
heard in the house while it was
being built.

So far, in our brief history of
God’s house down through the
ages, we’ve observed how the
desire God first expressed to
Jacob was given effect to in the
time of Moses in terms of the
Tabernacle; and later in the time
of Solomon in terms of the
permanent temple structure
located at Jerusalem.

That’s an interesting detail we
find there about the actual
construction process. All the
stone was cut and prepared at
the quarry before transportation
to the actual temple site. Then,
at the site, the stones were
added together and built into
the house.

In overall terms, it’s interesting,
but sad, to see a feature of the
human response to this great
desire of God’s heart. I’m
referring to how the house of
God in Old Testament times
suffered a period of decline and
dormancy and, only after this,
was it restored.

I remember visiting this site at
Jerusalem. The guide took us to
a quarry that was underground,
and explained that it was
thought that stones from this
quarry had found their place in
Solomon’s Temple. Since it was
underground, the Bible verse
could be satisfied that no sound
was heard from the quarrying

There was the glorious
beginning in the desert so
graphically recounted in Exodus
chapter 40 which proclaims
repeatedly Moses’ obedience,
and emphasizes the glory of God
crowning the completed
Tabernacle house. A good
beginning. Sadly, this was not
maintained throughout the times
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of the Judges. There was revival
in relation to this central theme
of God’s heart, as we saw during
David’s reign, leading to
Solomon building the Temple.
But then once again, in the
process of time, decline set in.
There was deterioration because
of idolatry during the time of the
kings of Israel and Judah, until it

ceased to function with the
captivity in Babylon. However, in
the mercy of God, there was
restoration – by a remnant (a
fraction of the people), under
the leadership of Ezra and
Nehemiah, which was about five
centuries before the coming of
Christ.

46

Living in God’s House

For study and reflection:
In 2 Samuel 6:1-10, we read of king David’s desire to bring the Ark
of the covenant from the house of Abinadab to its proper place in
the Tabernacle. However he neglected to comply with God's law in
Numbers 4:15 as to HOW it should be done, with the result that
Uzzah lost his life.
What lessons can we learn from this with respect to our desire to do
the Lord’s will today?

Temple status

Interpret and annotate further the following chart of the health of
the life of God’s Old Testament people as judged by their concern
for his house plotted over time.

Beginning

Revivals
under: 1.Asa
2.Jehoshaphat
3.Hezekiah
4.Josiah

Decline

From 586-516BC no house for God
Restoration

1500BC
Tabernacle
(Moses)

1000BC
Temple
(Solomon)
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600BC

400BC
After exile
(Zerubbabel)

Time
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7. A major transition
As we continue our brief history
of God’s house, we would now
like to explore a key transition
that began to be indicated
during the life of the Lord Jesus
Christ on earth. It was from that
time that the physical house of
God was transferred from the
nation of Israel; and, after
Christ’s ascension back into
heaven, was replaced with a
spiritual house for disciples of all
nationalities.

Jesus visited this Temple, it had
been beautified by Herod the
Great, although that had nothing
at all to do with God’s wishes or
plans. And now Jesus was
plainly saying that God was
finished with that building. It
would be left desolate of the
divine presence. He would no
longer honour or sanctify it by
his presence. The Jews, through
their religious leadership, had
rejected Jesus as the Christ, so
God was rejecting in turn their
physical temple – and indeed,
closing the chapter on his
dealings with them – for a while,
at least.

In his teaching, and particularly
in his judgements against the
religious leaders of that time,
Jesus began to make this
impending change very clear.
For example, “Jerusalem,
Jerusalem, who kills the
prophets and stones those who
are sent to her! How often I
wanted to gather your children
together, the way a hen gathers
her chicks under her wings, and
you were unwilling. Behold, your
house is being left to you
desolate!” (Matthew 23:37-38)

Then Jesus also began to
disclose what God’s future plans
were, especially those plans
surrounding his house on earth.
It’s been plain to us so far, I
trust, that this idea of God living
on earth among a chosen,
obedient people, and their
serving and worshiping him
centred on that place of his
residence, is shown to be a
major or central part of God’s
mainstream purpose with his
human creation, and so God
wasn’t likely going to abandon
all notion of it now. It would be
transformed, not terminated.

There’s no doubt here that Jesus
was referring to the Jerusalem
Temple. The one that had been
rebuilt by those Jews who, under
Zerubbabel, Ezra and Nehemiah,
had returned from exile to
rebuild on the same basis as
before at Jerusalem. By the time
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this came about from the LORD,
and it is marvelous in our eyes?”
(Mark 12:1-11)

But what was it going to look
like, going forward? In one of his
parables, spoken against the
Jewish leaders, Jesus sharpens
things up as follows:

From this, we get the clear
sense that Jesus himself is the
rejected stone about which he’s
talking – rejected, that is, by the
Jewish religious nation-builders.
The picture of a vineyard, ever
since the time of Isaiah chapter
5, had been in vogue as a
metaphor for Israel as God’s
kingdom on earth – one from
which God expected such ‘fruits’
as righteousness, justice,
faithfulness and obedience.
Sadly, these had been in short
supply throughout Israel’s
chequered history, and now
their attitude towards the Christ
whom God had sent,
represented an all-time low.
Judgement was inevitable. That
judgement was the removal of
‘kingdom status’ from Israel,
and a new beginning built
around the same Christ figure
whom they had rejected.

And He began to speak to them
in parables: “A man planted a
vineyard and put a wall around
it, and dug a vat under the wine
press and built a tower, and
rented it out to vine-growers
and went on a journey. At the
harvest time he sent a slave to
the vine-growers, in order to
receive some of the produce of
the vineyard from the vinegrowers. They took him, and
beat him and sent him away
empty-handed. Again he sent
them another slave, and they
wounded him in the head, and
treated him shamefully. And he
sent another, and that one they
killed; and so with many others,
beating some and killing others.
He had one more to send, a
beloved son; he sent him last of
all to them, saying, ‘They will
respect my son.’ But those vinegrowers said to one another,
‘This is the heir; come, let us kill
him, and the inheritance will be
ours!’ They took him, and killed
him and threw him out of the
vineyard. What will the owner of
the vineyard do? He will come
and destroy the vine-growers,
and will give the vineyard to
others. Have you not even read
this Scripture: The stone which
the builders rejected, this
became the chief corner stone;

In Luke chapter 12, Jesus goes
further, because here he’s
explaining to his faithful
disciples, so he says: “Do not be
afraid, little flock, for your
Father has chosen gladly to give
you the kingdom.” (Luke 12:32)
So, that kingdom status that
was being removed from Israel
nationally, was being transferred
to these followers of Jesus and
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those who would succeed them
on the same basis.

as the most important stone in
God’s building, is very
noticeable. But what was this
building which was anticipated
as the replacement house for
God on earth? It was now no
Tabernacle or Temple or
cathedral or abbey or any
artifice that was the result of
human ingenuity. In fact, it
wasn’t a building at all – at least
not in physical terms. We’re
introduced instead to a spiritual
counterpart of what had
previously existed in Old
Testament times. If we look at
an adjacent verse from 1 Peter
2, we’ll understand how he is
extending the metaphor about a
stone to more people now than
Jesus: And coming to Him as to
a living stone which has been
rejected by men, but is choice
and precious in the sight of God,
you also, as living stones, are
being built up as a spiritual
house for a holy priesthood, to
offer up spiritual sacrifices
acceptable to God through Jesus
Christ. (1 Peter 2:4-5)

This is indeed the language
which the New Testament
attributes to the early pioneers
of the churches of God which
started to form around the
Mediterranean seaboard and
hinterlands, beginning from
Jerusalem, of course. It was
there that some of the apostolic
representatives of this new
movement of God, proclaimed to
the same opposing authorities:
“He is the stone which was
rejected by you, the builders,
but which became the chief
corner stone.” (Acts 4:11)
They were still speaking of
Jesus, of course, and using the
same terminology that Jesus
himself had used. Peter had
been the spokesperson then,
and later in the first Bible letter
bearing his name which the Holy
Spirit would cause to be inspired
and so included in our Bibles, he
wrote: For this is contained in
Scripture: “Behold, I lay in Zion
a choice stone, a precious corner
stone, and he who believes in
Him will not be disappointed.”
This precious value, then, is for
you who believe; but for those
who disbelieve, “The stone
which the builders rejected, this
became the very corner stone”
(1 Peter 2:6-7)

So, what exactly is being said?
What is this spiritual house
made up of living stones? We
don’t have to look far, to see
what fills the pages of the New
Testament, as really the only
candidate for what this could be.
The living stones referred to
those believers in the churches
being established then by the
apostles on their missionary
journeys (of which the most

The consistency and persistency
of this same metaphor of Jesus,
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famous are certainly those of
Paul). Yet we shouldn’t overlook
missionary travel and work by
lesser known men like Epaphras,
whose work, as with that of
others, led to church-plantings
as churches of God spread even
as far as Europe, in the account
of the Acts of the Apostles.

But again, by God’s grace, there
was the opportunity for
subsequent restoration.
How wonderfully it began in Acts
chapter 2 with the apostles, and
how from that time of Pentecost
they laboured under God to
establish and maintain faithful
New Testament churches of God
in every place. But read
Revelation chapters 2 and 3,
and the Lord’s messages to the
last remaining churches in Asia –
and indeed also how Paul wrote:
‘all who are in Asia turned away
from me’ (2 Timothy 1:15). This
was nothing other than a retreat
from the things Paul and the
other apostles had faithfully
taught – as you can see from
the context. And so this meant,
without a doubt, that the
spiritual house was in decline
like its Old Testament physical
predecessor. Shortly afterwards,
biblically recognisable churches
of God went totally out of
existence. Historians have
written about the ensuing socalled ‘Dark Ages’ – dark
because of the loss of spiritual
light from God’s Word. But
brighter times lay ahead in
God’s grace. Biblical truth began
to be restored from the time of
the Reformation until it once
again became possible for there
to be churches of God out of the
same original biblical mould as
the very first of these at
Jerusalem.

This all fits. Earlier in this series
of studies, we defined biblically
what those churches of God
actually were. And, later, we
hope to explore their integration
with each other – as sister
churches – so that they really
did form overall a single spiritual
house for God or residence for
him by his Spirit. But, for now,
it’s sufficient that we
concentrate on this most
significant change-point
regarding God’s long-term
desire for a house on earth.
Many people may dream of a
second home these days, but
this was something God
meticulously planned for: that
he should have a residence
among his human creation,
subject, of course, to them
fulfilling his terms and
conditions. For he is, after all,
the holy God of heaven.
But in the New Testament we
already see developing the same
sad trend as was faithfully
documented in the Old
Testament. The story of God’s
house again repeats as one of
beginning, followed by decline.
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For study and reflection:
Consider the change we’ve been majoring on. How is this described
in each of the following Scriptures?

Matthew 23:38

Mark 12:1-11

Luke 12:32

Acts 4:11; 1 Peter 2:6,7

(Spiritual) ‘Temple status’

Comparing the chart below with the previous one concerning God’s
Old Testament house, what similar features do you see?

Departures from
the Faith (‘Church
Fathers’) –
Tertullian, etc.

Churches of
God
reestablished
First
printed
Bible

Brethren
movement

Time
c.100AD

325AD
1054AD 1454 1517
ReformCouncil of
Roman v.
ation
Nicea (canon Orthodox
endorsed)
split
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8. The hope of the
Hebrews letter
I’d like to introduce this chapter
with a verse from Hebrews 3:6:

actual experience of it now.
That’s what makes it different.
We can’t week-by-week
experience the ‘rapture event’
(as the return of Christ for his
Church is often called), nor can
we yet experience our heavenly
inheritance, but we can get
involved in the actual experience
and enjoyment of this Hebrews’
hope.

“Christ ... as Son over His
house; whose house are we, if
we hold fast our boldness and
the glorying of our hope firm
unto the end.” (Hebrews 3:6)
Notice the word ‘hope’ there. I’d
like to distinguish between two
different hopes in the New
Testament. First, there’s what
we might term ‘the Gospel
hope.’ Various verses give
different angles on this. Titus
2:13 describes the promised
return of Jesus Christ as being
the Christian believer’s ‘blessed
hope’. Closely connected with
that return will be our going to
heaven, where Peter tells us
there’s an inheritance reserved
for us as ‘a living hope’ which
can never fade away. (1 Peter
1:3-4)

Chapter 6 of Hebrews tells us a
bit more about it. The hope is
traced back to the sure blessing
of Abraham which is described
again here so that … we who
have taken refuge would have
strong encouragement to take
hold of the hope set before us.
This hope we have as an anchor
of the soul, a hope both sure
and steadfast and one which
enters within the veil, where
Jesus has entered as a
forerunner for us, having
become a high priest forever.
(Hebrews 6:18-20)

But the hope in the verse we
read from Hebrews is different
from that Gospel hope which is
to be realized in the future. This
hope in Hebrews is a present
thing, which is clear from the
fact that we’re told to hold on to
it – that is to hold onto our

In olden times a small boat
would go on ahead of a larger
ship, carrying its anchor into the
harbour. Jesus as our high priest
has entered into the sanctuary
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of heaven before us. Our hope in
him as a forerunner is an anchor
of our soul. It’s sure and
steadfast, and is all bound up
with our present worship
experience of accessing beyond
the veil in the heavenly
sanctuary as we come to God as
his people in worship.

people to draw near there in
worship, is what the hope of
Hebrews is all about. This is
quite distinct from the hope of
the Lord’s return to this earth in
the future. It’s our going
spiritually into heaven now in
the experience of Christian
worship. This worship for
Christians, spoken about in the
Bible, brings us to our theme of
God’s house. God’s temple is the
other name given to the place
where God's presence is. When
we find this spiritual temple
mentioned in 1 Corinthians
3:16-17 and in Ephesians 2:2122, we learn that it was
composed of the aggregate of all
the local churches of God in New
Testament times. False teaching
– that which departed from the
Apostles’ standard teaching –
could destroy God’s spiritual
temple, even as the
disobedience of Israel in the
past led to God permitting the
Babylonians to come and
ransack the previous physical
temple at Jerusalem. We’ve
referred to the end of Ephesians
chapter two, with its reference
to God’s spiritual temple in the
present Church Age, so we
should take time to read it. Paul
writes to believers in the Church
of God at Ephesus and says they
are:

The context here is the Holy
Spirit’s appeal throughout this
Hebrews’ letter. There are five
major warnings that God’s New
Testament people – and the
Jews among them especially –
should not exit from the
churches of God so as to go
back to the old ways of Judaism
of the pre-Christian era. If they
did so, he warns, they would
miss out on the magnificent
spiritual counterpart of so much
of the Old Testament system
when God’s house on earth was
a physical temple, such as that
built by Solomon. It had an
earthly sanctuary, its holy of
holies where the Ark of the
Covenant was housed, but the
spiritual house or temple we
began by reading about has its
sanctuary in heaven. That’s
where we – according to this
hope – go in a spiritual sense
when we worship as God’s
people before him in our
remembrance of the Lord Jesus
and his once-for-all sacrifice.

… of the household of God,
being built upon the foundation
of the apostles and prophets,
Christ Jesus himself being the

So, Jesus in the heavenly
sanctuary, and the present
invitation to God’s spiritual
54

Living in God’s House
chief corner stone; in whom
each several building, fitly
framed together, groweth into a
holy temple in the Lord; in
whom ye also are builded
together for a habitation of God
in the Spirit. (Ephesians 2:19-22
RV).
Sometimes there’s confusion
about this ending of Ephesians 2
which talks about each local
church fellowship growing up
overall into one holy temple. In
this case, the Revised Version
has the most literal translation
of the original language in verse
21, as it refers to many
buildings, not one. It envisages
local church fellowships like that
at Ephesus, and not the one
mystical union of Christ’s Body.
The confusion is that the topic
here at the end of chapter two is
considered by some to be
another description of the
Church the Body of Christ. But
surely more careful thought
shows that could never be. The
church that is Christ’s Body – in
other words, all believers on the
Lord Jesus throughout the
Church Age – is never referred
to in the Bible as a temple. And,
whereas God’s temple, as 1
Corinthians 3:17 shows, can be
destroyed, the same is not true
of the Church which is Christ’s
body. The Lord himself told us
that when he said emphatically
in Matthew 16:18, when
speaking of it for the first time,
that the gates of Hades cannot

prevail against it – surely ruling
out any thought of it being
capable of being destroyed.
And, what’s being described in
Ephesians 2 has a ‘cornerstone’.
Does a body have a
cornerstone? No. A body has a
head, but not a cornerstone. A
building, a temple building in
particular, has a cornerstone.
Back in the time when the Old
Testament exiles had returned
to Jerusalem and were
rebuilding, there was mention of
this physically: a chief
cornerstone to complete the
restoration work on the Temple.
Actually, the language of this
concluding section of Ephesians
chapter 2 is totally consistent: it
mentions house, something
that’s built, having a foundation,
with a cornerstone, made of
parts which are framed or fitted
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together, and is called a temple,
a residence for God in the Spirit.

Therefore, putting aside all
malice and all deceit and
hypocrisy and envy and all
slander, like newborn babies,
long for the pure milk of the
word, so that by it you may
grow in respect to salvation, if
you have tasted the kindness of
the Lord. And coming to Him as
to a living stone which has been
rejected by men, but is choice
and precious in the sight of God,
you also, as living stones, are
being built up as a spiritual
house for a holy priesthood, to
offer up spiritual sacrifices
acceptable to God through Jesus
Christ. (1 Peter 2:1-5)

So, now, let’s think a bit more
about the insight that the one
temple is made of component
buildings.
Because the people in the God’s
spiritual house are separated
geographically from one another
and therefore cannot all meet in
one place, the one house
consists of several parts – one in
each city or town where the
people live – each one a church
of God. An illustration of this is
in Matthew 24:1. Jesus came
out from the temple and was
going away when His disciples
came up to point out the temple
buildings to Him.

I wonder if we can see four
steps there in the construction
of God's spiritual house? We can
compare those steps with what
we read before in 1 Kings 6:7 –
when Solomon built its physical
predecessor at Jerusalem.
Remember, in our previous
studies, we’ve observed how
stones for that building project
were cut or quarried, then
shaped or prepared, then
brought on site and added
together, so that finally they
could be built up as God’s
temple. By analogy, we may like
to compare how individual living
stones are made alive by being
born again (1 Peter 1:23) by the
grace of God (verse 3; also
Ephesians 2:8). In that sense
they were quarried at Calvary’s
cross. Then individual living
stones, by reading, growing and

There the Lord Jesus describes
the one Jerusalem temple of his
time on earth as consisting of
several buildings. So this idea is
far from new. Another
illustration today is a college or
university campus. Usually, the
departments or faculties for the
different subjects are distributed
over a wide area, perhaps more
than a single campus site, but
they’re all integrated together
and belong to the same overall
university.
So, to conclude, I’d like us to
look in sequence at what Peter
shares in his letter …
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experiencing the Lord, are
shaped or prepared for service
(which is ongoing; v.2). The
Lord then adds them individually
to the existing structure made
out of living, shaped stones
which have been aligned to the
Chief corner stone, Christ – as
head of the corner (verse 4). It’s
all built on the foundation, which

is the teaching of Christ which
was laid by the apostles and
prophets in early New
Testament times (1 Corinthians
3:10,11; Ephesians 2:20). And
so, as with the physical temple
of the Old Testament, the stones
here are again built up and
established as the one and only
holy temple (Ephesians 2:22).
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For study and reflection:
Made into living stones (v.1); made ready as building material
(v.2); added to the Lord (v.4); and so built up as God’s spiritual
house (v.5).

Describe how each of these four steps described above has its
parallel or counterpart in the construction of the Temple which
Solomon built (see 1 Kings 6:7):

1. cut / quarried

2. shaped / fitted together

3. added by being conformed to (the pattern contained in) the
corner-stone

4. so, built up to be the house.

By studying carefully the ending of Ephesians chapter 2, make sure
you can support the translation / interpretation of ‘oikos’ as ‘house’
(as distinct from the other possibility of ‘family’). Try to do this by
appealing - in context - to the nearby mention of a ‘foundation’ &
‘corner-stone’.
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In what respects is God's house in the Old Testament (firstly the
tabernacle, then Solomon's temple) similar to and different from
God's house in the New Testament (the community of churches of
God)?

Similarities =

Differences =

A DEFINITION: THE HOUSE OF GOD IS THE PLACE ON EARTH
WHERE GOD CAN DWELL AMONG HIS PEOPLE.
THERE CAN ONLY BE ONE HOUSE OF GOD ON EARTH AT ANY ONE
TIME.
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9. Fitting all the
functions together
An individual person can
function in many different ways
during his or her lifetime. For
example, a particular man may
be a husband, a father, an
employee and a taxpayer.
Although these all describe the
same person, and are all true
simultaneously, they’re not the
same function.

serving him in all the ways he’s
specified in his Word
These functions are all distinct
from each other, and yet they all
apply simultaneously to the
house of God. Perhaps, it might
help to picture this relationship
by imagining a cube, like a die.
Instead of the numbers one to
six on its faces, try to imagine
looking at a die with three faces
visible: one forward-facing and
to the left; another forwardfacing and to the right; and one
on top. Now if we think of that
die or cube as God’s house, I
would like to ask you to imagine
that on those three visible faces
are displayed respectively the
descriptions: the kingdom of
God, the priesthood, and the
people of God.

Similarly, the house of God
functions in different specific
ways on the earth: for example,
as a people, a people for God –
set apart for him and distinct
from all other people on earth.
But it also serves as a kingdom,
God’s kingdom – one which
acknowledges the authority of
Christ. And functions by carrying
out the responsibilities that
come from being a priesthood
that is to God and for God –
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We should further clarify our
terms here. By the term people
of God, is meant those
possessed by God, and
separated to God. By the term
kingdom of God, is meant those
who acknowledge the rule and
authority exercised by God. And,
finally, by the term priesthood,
is meant those who offer service
for God.

vital reassurance. Reassurance why do I say that?
Well, how does one gain
reassurance about the teaching
of any verse? It’s by comparing
other Bible passages on the
same topic. Laying one thing
alongside another was one
method of the earliest Bible
teachers when they were
expounding scripture (Acts
17:3). In reality, it’s the same
thing you face when wondering
if it would be correct to fit the
next piece of the jigsaw puzzle
in one particular place. How do
you get assurance in that
situation – about whether you’re
attempting to fit the correct
piece in the correct place? You
simply stand back and take in an
overview of the whole picture.
Each piece of the puzzle carries
a tiny part of the overall picture.
Only when they’re all in the
correct places, will that perfect
complete picture emerge which
compares with the puzzle
solution guide. Now we come
back to apply our analogy to the
study of our Bible. When we ask
ourselves: ‘Have I understood
that verse correctly, as God
wants me to?’ What we have to
do is step back and see the
bigger Bible picture – and ask:
how does my interpretation of
what this one verse says fit with
God’s mainline purposes as the
Bible overall reveals them?

In relation to each of the three
functions of the house, and the
house itself, Jesus is prominent
and is known by a particularly
relevant title in each case.
According to Hebrews 3:6, he is
‘son over God’s house.’
According to Hebrews 2:11 and
13:12, he is the leader of the
congregation of God’s gathered
people. According to Hebrews
3:1 and 10:21, he’s the great
high priest over the priestly
house. And, according to
Matthew 28:18, Jesus is king,
the one having all authority in
God’s kingdom.
We’re using New Testament
verses, of course, as we’re
anxious to understand the direct
relevance of all this for today.
But it’s good, as we conclude
our Bible-wide review of this
major theme with its dramatic
implications for our Christian
discipleship, that we see the
symmetry with the Old
Testament. The teaching of both
parts of the Bible blend into an
overall bigger picture which is a
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furniture, just so you shall
construct it.” (Exodus 19:5-9)

We need to do that now, as we
approach the conclusion of this
study. If the present day
application of this matters for
our service – and it does – how
can we be sure we’ve got it
right? This is the reason why
this series has taken a Biblewide panorama. Now, take our
current topic: about the 3
functions closely related to being
God’s house. Is it possible to
find a correspondence between
God’s purposes – between his
intentional dealings with men
and women - in the Old
Testament as compared with his
purposes in New Testament
times?

Looking back over those words
we’ve read from Exodus 19, we
hear the same things we’ve
been talking about, but coming
also from Old Testament times.
The nation of Israel was chosen
by God to be: the people of
God; a kingdom; and a
priesthood – even as they were
those identified with the
construction of God’s sanctuary
or house. It was to be
constructed, so they could
function in those previously
mentioned ways as the people of
God; a kingdom; and a
priesthood.

Well, I want to take you to
inspect side by side one Old
Testament text and one New
Testament text. The one from
the Old Testament is from
Exodus 19:

Now we’ll travel over to New
Testament times, and to First
Peter chapter 2, where we read:
you also, as living stones, are
being built up as a spiritual
house for a holy priesthood, to
offer up spiritual sacrifices
acceptable to God through Jesus
Christ. But you are A CHOSEN
RACE, A royal PRIESTHOOD, A
HOLY NATION, A PEOPLE FOR
God's OWN POSSESSION, so
that you may proclaim the
excellencies of Him who has
called you out of darkness into
His marvelous light; for you
once were NOT A PEOPLE, but
now you are THE PEOPLE OF
GOD; you had NOT RECEIVED
MERCY, but now you have

'Now then, if you will indeed
obey My voice and keep My
covenant, then you shall be My
own possession among all the
peoples, for all the earth is
Mine; and you shall be to Me a
kingdom of priests and a holy
nation.' These are the words
that you shall speak to the sons
of Israel. Let them construct a
sanctuary for Me, that I may
dwell among them. According to
all that I am going to show you,
as the pattern of the tabernacle
and the pattern of all its
62

Living in God’s House
RECEIVED MERCY. (1 Peter
2:5,9-10)

strengthening the souls of the
disciples, encouraging them to
continue in the faith, and saying,
"Through many tribulations we
must enter the kingdom of God."
[It says] When they had
appointed elders for them in
every church, having prayed
with fasting, they commended
them to the Lord in whom they
had believed. (Acts 14:22-23)

There are plainly terms there
that we should recognize.
Associated with being God’s
house – now a spiritual house –
there are nevertheless the same
duties or functions. There’s
mention of a holy nation or
people who are God’s prized
possession, and mention of a
priesthood that is both holy and
royal.

And we notice there the side by
side mentions of God’s kingdom
on the one hand, and on the
other hand, disciples continuing
in the faith taught by elders in
every church, all of which
together formed God’s house.

But let’s read other New
Testament verses which pair
together different combinations
of these functions of God’s
house which we’re considering.
We’ll do this to emphasize the
inter-relatedness of all these
things, so as to show that it’s
one and the same company of
persons which is always in view
in the New Testament. We begin
with:

We now come to … you also, as
living stones, are being built up
as a spiritual house for a holy
priesthood, to offer up spiritual
sacrifices acceptable to God
through Jesus Christ. (1 Peter
2:5)
Clearly, this links God’s spiritual
house to the priesthood
function. Now we come to the
Lord’s words …

… For we are the temple of the
living God; just as God said, "I
WILL DWELL IN THEM AND
WALK AMONG THEM; AND I
WILL BE THEIR GOD, AND THEY
SHALL BE MY PEOPLE. (2
Corinthians 6:16)

"Do not be afraid, little flock, for
your Father has chosen gladly to
give you the kingdom.” (Luke
12:32)
Which links a people being led
like a flock to its overall kingdom
function. Let’s look now at:

And observe that this links God’s
house or temple to those who
are God’s people. Okay, now
we’ll take our next reading in
Acts 14:

But you are A CHOSEN RACE, A
royal PRIESTHOOD, A HOLY
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NATION, A PEOPLE FOR God's
OWN POSSESSION, so that you
may proclaim the excellencies of
Him who has called you out of
darkness into His marvelous
light … (1 Peter 2:9)

and He has made us to be a
kingdom, priests to His God and
Father--to Him be the glory and
the dominion forever and ever.
Amen. (Revelation 1:6)

The entire vision of God as
expressed throughout the New
Testament is satisfied in the
reality of what we find: bornagain believers, baptized by
immersion in water as disciples
of the Lord Jesus, in faithful
adherence to the teaching of the
Apostles, and maintained in this
unifying focus by the supervision
of caring elders in every location
in which the overall community
expressed itself - and all the
while standing in dedicated
separation to God from worldly
associations.

This links the kingdom aspect to
the priesthood aspect.

To quote Jacob again from
Genesis 28:17:

Since all these vital aspects of
corporate Christian service are
bound together in these ways
and centred on God’s house, it
emphasizes once again how
important a topic of study this
is.

“How awesome is this place!
This is none other than the
house of God, and this is the
gate of heaven.”

This reference binds together
the function of God’s people and
the priesthood. And finally,
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For study and reflection:
What particular aspects or functions of the house of God are
emphasized in these verses?
Ephesians 2:21-22

1 Timothy 3:15

Hebrews 10:21-22

1 Peter 2:5

1 Peter 4:17
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