
NTRF Responds to Review of Ekklesia* 

 
 
The late Baptist pastor Bob Jennings penned an unfavorable review of a book on early 

church practice that NTRF once published. He did so as part of a much-needed, larger 
criticism of the house-church movement in general. NTRF was, and is, in agreement with 
many of the concerns Bob raised. Having sailed house-church waters for twenty years, we 
ran aground of many of the problems that Bob wrote about. Ultimately, we judged modern 
American house churches to be too small to be healthy: there is typically no qualified 
leadership, no diversity of spiritual gifts, little teaching, and no financial strength. In 
contrast, first-century Roman house churches were much larger and more robust. The best 
thing we can say about the modern house-church movement is that it is just about kaput! 

 
Jennings’ understandable angst seems to have caused him to shoot at anything that moved, 

and we got hit! We corresponded with him quite a bit after he wrote his original book 
review. We found him to be a very humble and devoted saint. In light of the below response 
to his critique, he agreed to remove the review from his web site. It was later revised and 
reposted as a general critique of the house church movement, and not as a book per se. 
However, since the critique still has references to our book, we have reposted our original 
response to his original review. The point and counter-point between his critique and our 
response might be helpful in clarifying misunderstandings that others undoubtedly have 
also. Below is Pastor Jenning’s original review. NTRF’s response is interspersed in bold 
type. 

 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
 

Book Review of Ekklesia: 
Refutation of the 

House-Church Only Movement 
 
Church history has enough examples of those who have been caught in the ‘pitfall of 

extremes.’ Seeing the error of one ditch, folks end up in the other with an over-correction, 
with an over-statement of a truth, a bump on the tire, ‘going to seed’ on a truth (not on 
error), distortion, misapplication, etc., and, as old Tozer said it, “Truth out of balance is 
heresy.” Such is the case with this book. 

 
Let it be understood from the start, we have nothing against house church. Immediately after 

conversion in 1971, I attended a house church. After almost 35 years as a Christian, I’ve 
spent about 14 of them in house churches. And now, though meeting in this building for the 
past 19 years, the church I pastor having been forced out of the house, we yet do 
everything we did in the house and maybe more in some ways. During my last ministry trip 
to Romania, I myself suggested house churches to one of the leaders over there. 

 
We have extracted quotes from the book. It is easy to misrepresent someone that way. But 

the quotes do represent the thrust of the book and of the modern house church movement, 
as can be seen on many websites. I have made some sharp statements, but it is only 
fitting, as it is written, Titus 1:13 … rebuke them sharply, that they may be sound in the 
faith. 
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NTRF: Even back when we were associated with house churches, there were many 
areas where we considered ourselves to be outside the thrust of the “modern house 
church movement”.  We still argue for the benefits of smaller churches, not house 
church per se.  It is important, when reading Jennings’ review, to distinguish 
between what we actually wrote versus outside material Bob introduced to rightly 
condemn certain aspects the house-church movement. 

 
The authors of Ekklesia advertise impressive ‘credentials,’ but that means nothing when it 

comes to sound doctrine. Sound judgment is easily skewed by an agenda or some other 
motive than purely, “What saith the Scripture?” Honesty is supreme in the matter of 
hermeneutics (interpretation). Even an arsenal of Scripture won’t change a biased mind. 
The Lord Jesus stayed on target. How? He stayed neutral, John 5:30 My judgment is just, 
for I do not seek My own will. 

 
We will examine these subjects from Ekklesia: 
1. Strictly Dialogue in the Meetings? 
2. Teaching & Preaching Not Prominent in Meetings? 
3. Strangely Silent about Leadership and Authority? 
4. House Church Only? 
5. Tradition Is Practice? 
 
I – Does The Bible Teach Strictly Dialogue In The Meetings? 
 
“But in the New Testament, when the Lord’s people come together on Sundays as a church, 

it’s strictly dialogue that goes on, and this is precisely what Paul is doing here.” p. 58 
(Referring to Acts 20.7-11, p.57) 

 
The book teaches that Sunday church meetings are “strictly dialogue,” but we posit that this 

is false. It is not strictly that. The authors have seen the error of the ‘one-man show,’ and 
trying to correct it, have foolishly gone into the other ditch – only dialogue in the church 
meeting. I am saying this: that indeed the Bible teaches a participatory meeting, but not a 
dialogue meeting. 

 
NTRF: Our brother objects to our characterization of early church meetings as 

“strictly dialogue”. This was indeed a poor choice of words on our part. We did not 
literally mean that everything said in a church meeting had to be dialogue. It would 
have much been better if we had said that a normal New Testament church meeting 
was “generally participatory”.  When writing to a hostile audience, one must be 
careful to dot every “i” and cross every “t”. In this we failed. Reading the spirit of our 
book, rather than applying the letter of the law to it, reveals that the big idea we were 
fundamentally arguing for was participatory meetings. Such participatory meetings 
are not only the New Testament example, they are the “Lord’s command” (1Co 
14:37). 

 
When describing a church meeting Paul wrote, “What then, brothers? When you come 

together, each one has a hymn, a lesson, a revelation, a tongue, or an interpretation. 
Let all things be done for building up” (1Co 14:26, ESV). Is this description also 
prescriptive of the way church meetings ought to be? We argue that it is, since a few 
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verses later Paul added that “the things I am writing to you are a command of the 
Lord” (1Co 14:37, ESV). 

 
Our main point was that New Testament church meetings were participatory. Such 

participatory meetings were in stark contrast to modern worship services that are 
dominated by thirty minutes of music followed by thirty minutes of preaching by one 
person. 

 
Is Acts 20.7ff strictly dialogue? 
The author is referring to Acts 20 – Paul at Troas. But was it “strictly dialogue” there? The 

author makes much of the Greek word dialogizomai, p.57. He not only misspelled the word, 
but he has saddled a horse that is not in the corral, that is, dialogizomai is not in Acts 20 at 
all! The word is dialegomai. Thus, the book mistakenly gets the concept of dialogue, that is, 
that the meetings should be “discussion type format, two-way discussion, two-way mutual 
communication,” etc., p.58. Yes, there may have been questions asked during Paul’s 
“message” at Troas, but there is no reason to think that that meeting was or that church 
meetings should be “strictly dialogue,” two-way discussion. Here are reasons why. 

 
First, here are the Scriptures in Ac 20 using dialegomai. 
• Acts 20:7 And on the first day of the week, when we were gathered together to break 

bread, Paul began talking (dialegomai) to them, intending to depart the next day, and he 
prolonged his message until midnight. 

• Acts 20:9 And there was a certain young man named Eutychus sitting on the window 
sill, sinking into a deep sleep; and as Paul kept on talking (dialegomai), he was overcome 
by sleep and fell down from the third floor, and was picked up dead. 

 
So then, what is the meaning of this Greek word dialegomai? It means to ‘say through’ – dia 

(through) lego (to say). It means to put your message through. Paul was putting through his 
reasons. It is not surprising then that the KJV renders it both times as “preaching.” This 
word, then, does not teach two-way discussion in contrast to one-way, monologue. Dia 
does not mean two in contrast to one, mono. Dia does not mean two; it means through, 
such as in the word diameter – measure through. Vine’s Expository Dictionary of Biblical 
Words, p.509, says dialegomai is “to think different things with oneself, to ponder, and then 
to dispute with others.” The point? The concept is not group discussion, as the book posits, 
p.58. Rather, it is asserting. 

 
NTRF: Jennings quotes Vine in saying the Greek word means “to dispute with others” 

and then denies that Paul was involved in a group discussion! 
 
It is true that we mistakenly referred back to the wrong form of the Greek word, but 

our error changes nothing. The Greek word as it appears in the text is dielegeto. The 
lexical form of it is dialegomai. One of the most accurate and up-to-date books for 
defining first century Greek words is Bauer, Arndt, Gingrich and Danker’s Greek-
English Lexicon of the New Testament. These Greek scholars reveal that the primary 
meaning of dialegomai is to “discuss, to conduct a discussion” or to “converse”. 
Thus, the ESV translators wrote that Paul “talked with” (dialegomai) the church at 
Troas (Acts 20:7), not that he preached to them. What happened that night was more 
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of a discussion led by Paul, not a monologue. Paul “talked with” them, he did not 
preach at them. 

 
Furthermore, let Scripture itself define dialegomai by comparing other Scripture usages of 

dialegomai. Look at these six and notice the partner-words: 
 
1. Acts 17:2,3 And according to Paul's custom, he went to them, and for three Sabbaths 

reasoned (dialegomai) with them from the Scriptures, explaining and giving evidence 
(paratithemi = to place beside). So it has to do with “explaining and giving evidence.” And 
the Greek word for “give evidence” means “to place beside,” or as we say, “Let me put this 
thought before you.” It is not the idea of dialogue or group discussion, as the word dialogue 
is defined today. 

 
NTRF: The KJV and the ESV both state here that Paul “reasoned with” the unbelieving 

Jews. The idea of “reasoning with” someone paints more of a mental image of dialog 
than it does one of preaching. The Greek words that are commonly translated 
“preach” (and that are associated with evangelism) are kerusso and euaggelizo (the 
basis for our word “evangelize”). Neither is used here. 

 
2. Acts 18:4 And he was reasoning (dialegomai) in the synagogue every Sabbath and 

trying to persuade Jews and Greeks. So Acts 18.4 indicates it had to do with persuading. It 
is not dialogue-discussion, but rather preaching. It was a thrust on Paul’s part, a sermon. 
He was trying “to persuade.” 

 
3. Acts 19:8 And he entered the synagogue and continued speaking out boldly for three 

months, reasoning (dialegomai) and persuading them about the kingdom of God. 19:9 
But when some were becoming hardened and disobedient, speaking evil of the Way before 
the multitude, he withdrew from them and took away the disciples, reasoning (dialegomai) 
daily in the school of Tyrannus. It is the same thing; Paul was trying to persuade. 

 
NTRF: Almost every translation says that Paul “reasoned” (or was “reasoning”) in the 

synagogue. The versions do not say that Paul was preaching (kerusso or 
euaggelizo) in the synagogue. Saying that Paul was reasoning with someone carries 
an entirely different flavor or tone than saying that he was preaching to them. As 
before, the lexicon says that the word means to discuss or converse. 

 
Above, the reviewer wrote that Paul “was trying to persuade” the Jews. The Greek 

word underneath “persuading” (Ac 19:8) is peitho, which, as indicated, 
fundamentally means “to persuade”. The meaning of this Greek word, peitho, will 
become important later as we consider Hebrews 13:17 and the subject of church 
government (elders are to lead by persuasion). 

 
4. Acts 24:25 And as he was discussing (dialegomai) righteousness, self-control and 

the judgment to come, Felix became frightened and said, "Go away for the present, and 
when I find time, I will summon you." 24:26 At the same time too, he was hoping that 
money would be given him by Paul; therefore he also used to send for him quite often and 
converse (note: dialogue is not used) with him. Was it a two-way discussion, give and take, 
mutual input? You know good and well Paul never said to Felix, “Oh, good point; I never 
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thought of that.” Felix may have said some things, but nevertheless Paul was putting 
through a message. 

 
NTRF: The English text quoted above clearly states that Paul was “discussing” these 

things with Felix and that the two of them did indeed “converse.” The word for 
“converse” is homileo and means, as translated, “to speak with someone” or to 
“converse”. Our word conversation is obviously related to converse. Thus we see 
Luke using two words here that are essentially synonyms (dialegomai and homileo). 
Of course Paul did not in any way compromise the Gospel message, but in answer 
the question, yes, it was a two-way discussion, with give and take, a conversation 
with mutual input. Perhaps there is a lesson here for effective evangelism: Dialoging 
is more effective than lecturing. Listen to what the other fellow is saying; try to 
understand his view-point. Earn the right to be heard. 

 
5. Heb 12:5 and you have forgotten the exhortation which is addressed (dialegomai) to 

you as sons, "My son, do not regard lightly the discipline of the Lord, nor faint when you are 
reproved by Him.” Is this mutual input? Hardly! Sure, there might be interchange, but 
nevertheless the father has a message. 

 
NTRF: The lexicon gives the secondary meaning of dialegomai as “speak”. In Isaiah 

1:18, our heavenly Father made the appeal, “‘Come now, let us reason together’ says 
the Lord” (ESV). Any father who reasons with his son is probably going to be more 
persuasive than one who simply lectures him. 

 
6. Jude 1:9 But Michael the archangel, when he disputed (diakrino = judgment through) 

with the devil and argued (dialegomai) about the body of Moses, did not dare pronounce 
against him a railing judgment, but said, "The Lord rebuke you." Michael was putting his 
‘saying through,’ his ‘judgment through.’ 

 
NTRF: The text quoted above clearly states that Michael “argued” with the devil. It 

takes two to argue. The KJV states that Michael “disputed” with the devil. How can 
there be a dispute if the other side is silent? This text even further shows that 
dialegomai does not mean monolog. 

 
Note the context in Acts 20. Does the context itself support the idea of dialogue? No, rather, 

it says Paul had a “message,” a word, a sermon, a presentation, Acts 20:7 …Paul began 
talking (dialegomai) to them … and he prolonged his message (word, logos) until midnight. 
Then they talked: Acts 20:11 And when he had gone back up, and had broken the bread 
and eaten, he talked (the sister word, dialogizomai, dialogue, is not used even here) with 
them a long while, until daybreak, and so departed. 

 
NTRF: There is no doubt that Paul did most of the talking that night. He had an 

important message (If Paul should ever turn up at one of your church meetings, by 
all means let him have the floor!).  Our point was simply that even in this case, Luke 
characterized Paul’s talking as dialegomai (a word that primarily means to discuss 
or converse), not kerusso nor euaggelizo. Preaching is monolog. “Talking with” 
someone is not monolog (Ac 20:7, ESV). 
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Similarly, observe what Paul himself calls his two-year “reasoning” (dialegomai) at Ephesus. 
In the next chapter, he calls it “declaring and teaching.” Dialogue? Hardly! 

• Acts 19:9, 10 But when some were becoming hardened and disobedient, speaking 
evil of the Way before the multitude, he withdrew from them and took away the disciples, 
reasoning daily in the school of Tyrannus. And this took place for two years, so that all 
who lived in Asia heard the word of the Lord. 

• Acts 20:20 how I did not shrink from declaring to you anything that was profitable, 
and teaching you publicly and from house to house. 

 
NTRF: The text clearly states that Paul was “reasoning” with the disciples, not merely 

lecturing them. It was dynamic and alive, not static, and certainly not Paul droning 
on and on in monolog fashion as if he were on the radio. The KJV states it even 
more strongly: that Paul was “disputing” (dialegomai) daily. The NIV says that he 
“had discussions” daily. Brother Jennings asked: “Dialogue? Hardly!” We reply: 
Dialogue? Hearty! 

 
As for Paul “declaring” (anaggello) and “teaching” (didasko) in Ephesus, amen! 

Teaching is an important spiritual gift. The early church devoted themselves to the 
apostles’ teaching. We are to be so devoted today. The regular, Lord’s Day meetings 
of the local church ought to be participatory and one part of that participation ought 
to be a “lesson” (1Co 14:26) brought by a gifted teacher. 

 
You see, dialogue / discussion is the idea of kicking things around with everyone trying to 

contribute and arrive at answers. But Paul HAD the answers and he was declaring the 
truth, using Scripture to back it up. 

 
NTRF: Brother Jennings is quite right about this modern aspect of the word dialogue. 

This type of discussion is often not edifying and would violate the prime directive of 
1 Corinthians 14:26 that all things said in the meeting be edifying. When a church is 
struggling to achieve consensus on an issue, then kicking ideas around with 
everyone contributing is appropriate. However, this process of trying to arrive at 
consensus is better done apart from a 1 Corinthians 14 church meeting (just as long, 
in-depth teachings would be better done at a special teaching time). What we have 
argued for all along are edifying participatory church meetings. 

 
Acts 20:7 was introduced to make the point that even in that one extra-ordinary Lord’s 

Day church meeting where Paul did do most of the talking (because he was leaving 
the next day), the word that Luke used was not the word for “preach”, but rather a 
Greek word that means to discuss, converse or even argue. 

 
Now, the word for discussion group (per the author’s point) is dialogizomai. It means to bring 

together different reasons and reckon them up (Vine’s). It is used like this, Mat 16:7 And 
they began to discuss among themselves, saying, "It is because we took no bread." 
Furthermore, the sister word, dialogismos, is used every time in a negative way, for 
example, 

• Rom 14:1 Him that is weak in the faith receive ye, but not to doubtful disputations 
• Phil 2:14 Do all things without grumbling or disputing 
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• 1 Tim 2:8 Therefore I want the men in every place to pray, lifting up holy hands, 
without wrath and dissension. 

That’s NOT what you want in the church. 
 
NTRF: Exactly right, that’s not want you want in church! It is not edifying. The title we 

gave to the chapter that argued for participatory gatherings was “Interactive 
Meetings”. This title was a poor choice of words and does easily lead to 
misunderstanding. As our reviewer warned, in the 1 Corinthians 14 Lord’s Day 
church meeting, you do not want people kicking things around with everyone trying 
to contribute and arrive at answers. Rather, every word spoken should be designed 
to edify the church. Each person, before speaking, should check in with the Holy 
Spirit to see if the Spirit gives freedom to proceed or says to hold back for the 
greater good. As Peter said, “As each has received a gift, use it to serve one 
another, as good stewards of God's varied grace: whoever speaks, as one who 
speaks oracles of God” (1Pe 4:10-11, ESV). 

 
Do we find dialogue in 1 Corinthians 14? 
The house churchers’ favorite chapter is 1 Cor. 14. But the horse is not found in this corral 

either – not the Greek word, dialogizomai, or even the English word, dialogue. Note: 
another thing not found is that 1 Cor. 14 defines strictly a Lord's Day meeting. Such an idea 
is only presumption. 

 
NTRF: Anyone reading the guidelines of 1 Corinthians 14 can clearly see that early 

church meetings were participatory, as even the pastor himself admits. We never 
claimed that the word dialegomai is found in 1 Corinthians 14. The only reason we 
brought the word up is because the KJV characterized what Paul did in Troas as 
preaching when in fact it was discussion (dialegomai). To our brief mention of 
dialegomai into its proper perspective: it is only mentioned on one page out of a one 
hundred and ninety two page book! 

 
What were the activities in a ‘1 Cor. 14 meeting’? It was not group discussion; it was not 

‘strictly dialogue’. Does this list below sound like dialogue, like group discussion? 
Admittedly, it was not a one-man show, not at all, but still it was not casual group 
discussion. Three times teaching is mentioned, and once (v19) it is the Greek word 
katecheo, from which we get CATECHIZE! Does that sound like strictly dialogue? 

· Prophecy, v.6 – “strictly dialogue”? 
· Exhortation, vv. 3, 31 – “strictly dialogue”? 
· Tongue, interpretation – “strictly dialogue”? 
· Revelation – “strictly dialogue”? 
· Teaching, vv. 6, 19, 26 – “strictly dialogue”? 
· Knowledge 
· Learning, 31, 35 
· Psalm 
· Praying 15, blessing 16, giving thanks 17 
· Worship, 25 – “strictly dialogue”? 
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NTRF: Bob turned “strictly dialogue” into a mantra that he chanted over and over. He 
gave it far more importance that we ourselves did. As stated above, by “strictly 
dialogue” we meant to convey the idea of participation, where multiple brothers 
could teach or start a song or offer a testimony or lead in prayer, etc. Church 
meetings are not to be scripted, complete with bulletins. There is to be Spirit-led 
freedom to contribute according to one’s spiritual gift. 

 
And observe that it is valid to give a ‘stand up sermon,’ 1 Cor 14:30 But if a revelation is 

made to another who is seated, let the first keep silent. The point? This is more than 
“strictly dialogue” with everyone sitting around in a circle. 

 
NTRF: A revelation is not necessarily a stand up sermon, but point recognized. 
 
Conclusion? Yes indeed, the Bible teaches participation in the meetings – asking questions 

and judging what is said (v29). But it is not “strictly dialogue” that is commanded. Preaching 
and teaching is not forbidden in the church meetings; it is still ok, and as I will show, it is 
even prominent. As I’ve pointed out, teaching is mentioned three times in 1 Cor. 14, and 
yet we have the incredible following statements on p.42 and p.127… 

 
II – Teaching And Preaching Not Prominent In The Meetings? 
 
“The teacher is not given the prominence that one sees in today’s typical church meeting.” 

p.42 
 
“But it appears that preaching in the New Testament is primarily an activity that took place 

outside church meetings.” p.127 
 
The book teaches that preaching and teaching were not prominent in the church meeting 

and that preaching is primarily outside the church. Again, it is a foolish attempt to avoid the 
‘one-man show, the big man.’ 

 
NTRF: Teaching is certainly an appropriate contribution to a participatory church 

meeting, and we clearly stated as much in the book. Teaching is specifically 
mentioned in the list contributions cataloged in 1 Corinthians 14:26. 

 
Our point: the above is a false teaching, for… 
1. Much preaching is done in the church meeting, and 
2. Preaching and teaching is done extensively everywhere. 
 
Teaching And Preaching In The Churches 
1. At Jerusalem meetings 
· Acts 2:42 And they were continually devoting themselves to the apostles' teaching and to 

fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer. 
· Acts 5:42 And every day, in the temple and from house to house, they kept right on 

teaching and preaching Jesus as the Christ. 
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2. In the church at Antioch 
· Acts 11:26 and when he had found him, he brought him to Antioch. And it came about that 

for an entire year they met with the church, and taught considerable numbers; and the 
disciples were first called Christians in Antioch. 

· Acts 15:32 And Judas and Silas, being prophets also themselves, exhorted the brethren 
with many words, and confirmed them. 

· Acts 15:35 But Paul and Barnabas stayed in Antioch, teaching and preaching, with many 
others also, the word of the Lord. 

3. In the church at Ephesus 
· Acts 20:20 how I did not shrink from declaring to you anything that was profitable, and 

teaching you publicly and from house to house 
· Acts 20:25 "And now, behold, I know that all of you, among whom I went about preaching 

the kingdom, will see my face no more. 
4. In the church at Rome 
· Acts 28:31 preaching the kingdom of God, and teaching concerning the Lord Jesus Christ 

with all openness, unhindered. 
· Rom 1:15 Thus, for my part, I am eager to preach the gospel to you also who are in Rome. 
5. In the church at Colossae 
· Col 1:28 And we proclaim (preach, kataggello – bring down a message) Him, 

admonishing every man and teaching every man with all wisdom, that we may present 
every man complete in Christ. 

6. In the church at Thessalonica 
· 1 Th 2:9 we proclaimed to you the gospel of God. 
· 2 Th 2:15 So then, brethren, stand firm and hold to the traditions which you were taught, 

whether by word of mouth or by letter from us. 
7. At Troas 
· Acts 20:7 And on the first day of the week, when we were gathered together to break 

bread, Paul began talking to them, intending to depart the next day, and he prolonged his 
message until midnight. 

8. Timothy’s ministry (ministry in the church, 1 Tim 3:15 but in case I am delayed, I write so 
that you may know how 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 Tim 4:13, 15, 16 Until I come, give attention to the public reading of Scripture, to 
exhortation and teaching. Take pains with these things; be absorbed in them, so that your 
progress may be evident to all. Pay close attention to yourself and to your teaching; 
persevere in these things; for as you do this you will insure salvation both for yourself and 
for those who hear you. 

 
9. Elders – obviously in the church 
· 1 Tim 5:17 Let the elders who rule well be considered worthy of double honor, especially 

those who work hard at preaching [the word] and teaching. 
 
NTRF: Our reviewer is blending texts on preaching the Gospel to the lost (evangelism) 

with texts dealing with gatherings of Christians (church meetings). Preaching is for 
the lost. Teaching is for the church. Of course is good to proclaim the Gospel in a 
church meeting, but evangelism is not primarily why the church gathers. 
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We agree teaching is vitally important. While the elders will do most of the teaching in 
the life of a church, based on 1 Corinthians 14:26, “each one” of the brothers gifted 
to teach should be allowed to do so (under the elders’ supervision). We admit we 
were wrong to write that in depth teachings should be done at a time other than the 1 
Corinthians 14 meeting. Paul’s command that “each one” gifted in teaching could 
bring a “lesson” could be fulfilled by scheduling the lessons in advance and so give 
each one extend time to teach as a part of participatory worship. 

 
Christ’s Emphasis by Example of Teaching and Preaching Everywhere 
1. Synagogue 
· Mat 4:23 And Jesus was going about in all Galilee, teaching in their synagogues, and 

proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom. 
· Mark 1:39 And He went into their synagogues throughout all Galilee, preaching and 

casting out the demons. 
2. Cities 
· Mat 11:1 And it came about that when Jesus had finished giving instructions to His twelve 

disciples, He departed from there to teach and preach in their cities. 
3. Temple 
· Mat 26:55 Every day I used to sit in the temple teaching and you did not seize Me. 
 
NTRF: Jesus was the Messiah, preaching the Gospel to lost Jewish people in the 

temple and in synagogues. We should certainly follow His example and proclaim the 
Good News to unbelievers. But these texts that are quoted above have nothing to do 
with church meetings of believers. 

 
Teaching – A Great Part of the Pastor’s Work 
Though there may indeed be other teachers in a church, yet, by Scriptural requirement (1 

Tim 3.2 “able to teach”), the pastors are gifted that way, and we should expect the pastors 
to do much of that. The authors barely acknowledge 1 Peter 5! But there Peter exhorts the 
elders, “Shepherd (poimaino) the flock.” Does that include feeding? Vine’s Bible Dictionary 
says, page 231, under feed (poimaino): 

In John 21:15-17, (“feed, shepherd, feed”) the Lord, addressing Peter, first uses “bosko” then 
“poimano” and then returns to “bosko.” These are not simply interchangeable. The lesson 
to be learnt, as Trench points out, is that, in the spiritual care of God's children, the 
"feeding" of the flock from the Word of God is the constant and regular necessity; it is to 
have the foremost place. The tending (which includes this) consists of other acts, of 
discipline, authority, restoration, material assistance of individuals, but they are incidental in 
comparison with the “feeding.” 

Notice poimaino does include feeding as seen by its use in Jude 1:12 These are spots in 
your feasts of charity, when they feast with you, feeding (poimaino) themselves without 
fear. 

 
So, Peter says shepherd the flock, and that includes feeding. Are there other supporting 

Scriptures, defining the shepherd’s work? 
• Ezek 34:2 Woe, shepherds of Israel who have been feeding themselves! Should not 

the shepherds feed the flock? 
• Isa 40:11 He shall feed his flock like a shepherd, compare the use of ra'ah in Gen 

29:7 water and feed them 
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• Acts 20:28 Be on guard for yourselves and for all the flock, among which the Holy 
Spirit has made you overseers, to shepherd (poimaino) the church of God which He 
purchased with His own blood. 

• 1 Tim 5:17 Let the elders who rule well be considered worthy of double honor, 
especially those who work hard at preaching and teaching. 

 
Observe the pattern and the connection between over and feed … 
Ac 1.20, 2.42 ~ Overseership ~ Apostles’ teaching 
Ac 20.28 ~ Overseers ~ Shepherd the church, feed 
1 Ths 5.12 ~ Have charge over ~ Give instruction 
1 Tim 3.1,2 ~ Overseers ~ Able to teach 
Tit 1.7 ~ Overseers ~ Able to exhort in sound doctrine 
1 Pet 5.2,3 ~ Exercising oversight ~ Shepherd the flock, feed (KJV) 
 
NTRF: Quite right! The church needs teachers. We stated this over and over in the 

book.  Elders must be able to teach. This is obviously an important duty. Our 
argument original argument was that long, in-depth teachings should not be done in 
the 1 Corinthians 14 phase of the church meeting since they will necessarily squelch 
the one-another aspect of the meeting. However we were wrong in this as both can 
easily be accomplished. For instance the first hours or so could be reserved for the 
brothers to contribute short exhortations, praises, testimonies, Scripture readings, 
songs, prayers, etc. followed by a second hour wherein a gifted brother brings an in 
depth lesson. 

 
Here is one example of what we wrote about teaching: “Let me make it clear that we 

are far from downplaying Bible teaching in the life of Christian churches. Far from it! 
Indeed, none of us would be going on about any of these things in the first place 
were it not for the fact we are into solid teaching ourselves, and keen to both receive 
it and to pass it on to others . . . Churches need ongoing teaching, of that there can 
be no doubt . . .” (p. 58). 

 
Is It Valid to have Special Speakers? 
 

Does that create the ‘big man’? Sure it could – I am of Paul. But it does not have to be that 
way. Don’t worry about it. God doesn’t. God Himself has ordained specialists for the 
church. 

• Eph 4:11 And He gave some as apostles, and some as prophets, and some as 
evangelists, and some as pastors and teachers, 4:12 for the equipping of the saints for the 
work of service, to the building up of the body of Christ. 

• Acts 11:26 and when he (Barnabas) had found him (Paul), he brought him to Antioch. 
And it came about that for an entire year they met with the church, and taught 
considerable numbers; and the disciples were first called Christians in Antioch. 

• Acts 15:32 And Judas and Silas, also being prophets themselves, encouraged and 
strengthened the brethren with a lengthy message. 

• Acts 15:35 But Paul and Barnabas stayed in Antioch, teaching and preaching, with 
many others also, the word of the Lord. 
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• Acts 18:27 And when he (Apollos) wanted to go across to Achaia, the brethren 
encouraged him and wrote to the disciples to welcome him; and when he had arrived, he 
helped greatly those who had believed through grace 

• 1 Tim 1:3 As I urged you upon my departure for Macedonia, remain on at Ephesus, in 
order that you may instruct certain men not to teach strange doctrines. 

 
Even the synagogues welcomed this. 
• Acts 13:15 And after the reading of the Law and the Prophets the synagogue officials 

sent to them, saying, "Brethren, if you have any word of exhortation for the people, say 
it." 

 
NTRF: 
After stating our biblical conviction that Sunday church meetings should be 

participatory we wrote, “This is not to say, however, that there isn’t a place for the 
type of teaching amongst God’s people whereby one person predominates in giving 
it. The Lord does indeed provide people in churches who are gifted in this very 
thing, and the New Testament makes it clear that teaching is a calling and the gift of 
the Holy Spirit” (p. 56). 

 
One weakness of the house church movement in general is that there is not enough 

teaching. For this reason, an entire chapter in the book was devoted to the 
importance of preaching and teaching. At the time of publication we wrongly opined 
that the 1 Corinthians 14 phase of the Lord’s Day church meeting is not the 
appropriate setting for long, in-depth teachings (lest the teacher squelch the Spirit 
and stifle participation). We now argue that both participatory worship and an in-
depth teaching can be accomplished in the same meeting. In our book, we argued 
that gifted teachers could also carry out their specialized ministries in special 
ministry meetings. Watchman Nee also recognized this distinction between a normal 
church meeting and what he termed a “worker’s meeting.” Both have their place. 
What has happened in the Western church is that worker’s meetings (wherein one or 
two gifted persons exercise their spiritual gifts to bless large numbers) have been 
substituted for participatory church meetings, and true 1 Corinthians 14 church 
participatory meetings have largely been done away with. 

 
III – Jesus' Followers Strangely Silent About Leadership And Authority? 
 
1) “If we are to live like Jesus' followers, we need to take seriously his insight that leaders are 

as children and slaves, those without authority.” p. 64, 118 
 
2) “The most obvious aspect of what the NT has to say about leadership and authority is its 

lack of interest in the subject. In all of Paul's major letters, for instance, leaders only appear 
in Ph. 1:1, and there only in passing. For the most part, he ignores them, as do the other 
writers. Jesus' immediate followers were strangely silent about leadership and authority.” p. 
64 

 
3) “The New Testament does not say anything about one believer having authority over 

another.” p. 64 
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4) “Any leadership, such as existed, is very, very low-key indeed, and far more of a back seat 
affair than anything up front.” p. 180 

 
5) “Numbers in each church were . . . small. . . interactive gatherings with no one leading.” p. 

109 
 
The book denigrates leadership and eliminates the concept of authority. It is a false teaching. 

It is heresy. One house church website says, “Although all house churches are different, 
and they decide individually how they want to do things, in general there are no ‘pastors.’” 
Incredible! 

 
NTRF: 
A reference above was made to an “incredible” statement that some unknown person 

on some anonymous house church web site somewhere said about pastors. It was 
not in any of our publications. 

 
Having elders in every church is clearly a New Testament pattern. We devoted an 

entire chapter in the book on the importance of the ministry of elders. In that 
chapter, we wrote that elders “provide direction, teachings, help the church to 
achieve consensus and to grow into maturity” (p. 115). We further stated that 
“leaders are to guard and protect against false teachers, train other leaders in 
apostolic tradition, lead by example, guard the truth, beat off wolves, help the church 
achieve consensus, etc. In sum, church leaders are men of mature character who 
oversee, teach, protect, equip and encourage the church. Every now and then they 
will need to call on the church to ‘submit’ (Heb 13:17) to their leadership” (p. 115). 
We further stated “it is clear that it is proper for elders, in exercising leadership, to 
authoritatively reprove, speak, teach, and guide. Elders are to ‘rule well’ and 
‘oversee’ the churches, taking the initiative in prompting and guarding” (p. 116). One 
final example: “Elders deserve honor due to the position God has placed them in . . . 
to not listen to the wisdom on an elder was tantamount to calling yourself a fool and 
a rebel” (p. 116). Our writings absolutely do not denigrate leadership. 

 
It has thus far been pronounced that our writings are “foolish”, contain “false 

teaching” and are “heresy.” Quite a few Baptist churches have historically held to 
congregational rule (as opposed to elder rule). Are all of them to heretics also? 
Wayne Grudem, in writing about church government in Systematic Theology, stated, 
“It must be made clear, in concluding this discussion of church government, that the 
form of government adopted by a church is not a major point of doctrine” (p. 936). 

 
Let these ‘givens’ be acknowledged. 
A. Pastors, shepherds, elders, and overseers are interchangeable terms. 
B. Pastors are publicly recognized and appointed, Acts 14.23, Tit 1.5. It is an acknowledging 

of what God has already done after they have been “tested,” tested by their walk over time 
in a neutral setting, 1 Tim 3.10. So, there IS a positional aspect as well as the gifting and 
work aspect. 

C. Pulpits, many of them, are filled with proud men, professional religious workers – 
Diotrephes, 3 Jn 9. 
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D. No person has absolute authority over another; each one – child, wife, congregant, 
employee, citizen – answers ultimately to God only. 

E. Spiritual authority is different from the world’s. 
F. There exists a positional aspect of authority and also a personal aspect, for example, 
1) Of two pastors, one may have more personal authority than the other, for he is more 

holy, knowledgeable, wise, more intimate with God, etc., but nevertheless there is an equal 
positional authority. 

2) There might be a godly old woman in the church who has more personal authority than 
the pastors, but nevertheless she submits to the pastors in view of their positional authority. 

G. I personally believe in as little leadership as possible, or, to say it the other way, as much 
congregationalism and participation as possible. 

 
NTRF: Amen to what was written, above. We made many of these same points. 
 
Hupotasso 
 

Are leaders “without authority,” as the book says? Are they? Look at it first from the Greek 
word hupotasso, as found in 1 Pet 5:1 … 

• Therefore, I exhort the elders among you, as your fellow elder … You younger men, 
likewise, be subject to your elders 

 
“Be subject” is from hupotasso. It does indeed teach authority. Hupo = under, and tasso = to 

arrange. It is a military term meaning to arrange under, to rank under (Vine’s). Peter uses it 
with reference to… 

• The civil realm, 2.13 
• The occupational realm, 2.18 
• The domestic realm, 3.1,5 
• The angelic realm, 3.22 
• The ecclesiastical realm, 5.5. 
 
It is not a weak term. Get more of a feel for it in these verses… 
• Eph 5:24 But as the church is subject to Christ 
• Phil 3:21 who will transform the body of our humble state into conformity with the body 

of His glory, by the exertion of the power that He has even to subject all things to Himself. 
 
Seeking to be under one another – humility – should be big on our mind. 
• Eph 5:21 and be subject to one another in the fear of Christ. 
• 1 Cor 16:16 that you also be in subjection to such men and to everyone who helps in 

the work and labors. 
 
So is this “very, very low-key, a lack of interest,” as the book says? The Bible is loaded with 

it. Look again at 1 Pet 5… 
• Therefore, I exhort the elders among you, as your fellow elder and witness of the 

sufferings of Christ, and a partaker also of the glory that is to be revealed, shepherd the 
flock of God among you, exercising oversight not under compulsion, but voluntarily, 
according to the will of God; and not for sordid gain, but with eagerness; nor yet as lording 
it over those allotted to your charge, but proving to be examples to the flock. And when the 
Chief Shepherd appears, you will receive the unfading crown of glory. You younger men, 
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likewise, be subject to your elders; and all of you, clothe yourselves with humility toward 
one another, for God is opposed to the proud, but gives grace to the humble. Humble 
yourselves, therefore, under the mighty hand of God, that He may exalt you at the proper 
time. 

 
Look at this. Peter … 
• “exhorted” the elders/shepherds/overseers (low-key?) 
• exhorts them to “exercise oversight” (low-key?) 
• speaks of a reward, a “crown,” for them (low-key?) 
• gives an awful warning, “God is opposed” (low-key?) 
• and gives a great promise, “grace, exaltation” (low-key?). 
 
NTRF: 
We took pains in the book to show how little was said to or about local elders in the 

apostles’ letters to the churches. In the vast majority of greetings the elders are not 
singled out, and are they usually not mentioned anywhere in the rest of any of the 
epistles. Instead, each biblical author presented reasons and arguments to the entire 
church as a whole. This lack of emphasis on elders is because church polity rests 
with the congregation as a whole, not just its leaders. Further, the biblical authors 
modeled the ways that local elders are to lead the church—not by issuing orders 
from on high, but by appeal and exhortation and example and teaching and yes, 
even dialog. 

 
Pastor Jennings quoted above from 1 Peter 5. Except for the pastoral epistles, one 

has to go all the way through all the New Testament epistles (starting with Romans), 
to nearly the end of the New Testament, before one finds anything written directly to 
a local church elder (1Pe 5). This, in our studied opinion, is indeed a low key 
emphasis on elders. It was the Lord Jesus Himself who said that those who are great 
in God’s kingdom should have the same authority as children and slaves, not 
Lording it over people (Lk 22:24-27). Peter was there when Jesus said those words. 
Not surprisingly, Peter repeated Jesus’ words to local church elders: “not lording it 
over those entrusted to you, but being examples to the flock” (1Pe 5:3). 

 
Jesus has authority over the church and all creation. Yet when our God humbled 

Himself and became a man, He came to earth as a servant (Phlp 2:5-8). Matthew 
20:28 reveals that, “the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve.” So too 
Jesus taught, “whoever would be first among you must be your slave” (Mt 20:27). 

 
Brother Jennings is quite right that hupotasso is a strong word for submission and 

that it cannot be explained away. We also clearly stated this in the book. Whereas 
biblical church polity is elder-led congregational consensus, there is one exception, 
one sub-group within the church that is told to simply submit (hupotasso) to the 
elders: young men (1Pe 5:5). Yet huopotasso is never used of submission by the 
church to its leaders. In Ephesians 5 & 6, Paul instructed women to submit 
(hupotasso) to their husbands, he told children to obey their parents and slaves to 
obey their masters. If ever there was an appropriate place to instruct the church to 
submit to and obey its elders, it would have been in Ephesians 5-6. Yet it is missing. 
Such a command is also missing from the parallel passage Colossians 3-4. Romans 
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13 is about submission to authority, yet while Paul brought up submission to the 
government, he never mentioned the church submitting to its elders. In Peter’s 
general exhortation to submit to authority, he mentioned submission to the governor 
and wives to husbands, but said nothing about church leaders (1Pe 2-3). We stand 
by our assertion that the emphasis on leaders is low-key in comparison them 
prominence given them in the modern church. 

 
Proistemi 
 

Let’s look at this matter of authority from the standpoint of proistemi, which means, “to stand 
before.” It is found in 

• 1 Th 5:12, 13 But we request of you, brethren, that you appreciate those who 
diligently labor among you, and have charge over (proistemi – stand before) you in the 
Lord and give you instruction, and that you esteem them very highly in love because of 
their work. Live in peace with one another. 

• 1 Tim 5:17 Let the elders who rule (proistemi – stand before) well be considered 
worthy of double honor, especially those who work hard at preaching and teaching. 

So what does it mean that the elders are to “rule” or to stand before? 
 
We can get a feel for proistemi from the way it is used in other places. In 1 Tim 3.5, 12 it is 

translated rule, like a father over his household. 
• 1 Tim 3:5 For if a man know not how to rule (manage, NAS) his own house, how shall 

he take care of the church of God? 
• 1 Tim 3:12 Let the deacons be the husbands of one wife, ruling their children and 

their own houses well. 
Admittedly, even fathers are not to ‘lord-it-over’ their families, but nevertheless there is some 

headship there, some authority there. And this is the same word for elders (5.17). But the 
book says there is “nothing about authority” and anything about leadership is “very, very 
low-key.” What a lie! 

 
NTRF: 
A person may be mistaken, but a lie is a deliberate attempt to deceive someone. Here 

our motives are uncharitably impugned. Here are some chapter titles from the book 
that deal with various biblical passages on the New Testament leadership: 
“Preaching and Teaching”, “The Pastor’s Authority”, “The Ministry of Elders”, “What 
is A Minister?”, and “Full Time Ministries”. The Bible is obviously chocked full of 
material about local leadership in the New Testament church, especially in the 
Pastoral Epistles. 

 
The Greek word proistemi, according to BAGD’s lexicon, certainly can mean what is 

said above. But look what else it means that our critic neglected to record: “be 
concerned about, care for, give aid” and “busy oneself with, engage in”. Considering 
the words of the Lord Jesus that those who are great in the kingdom have the same 
authority and children and slaves (Lk 22), our argument is that it would be better to 
understand 1 Thessalonians 5:12-13 and 1 Timothy 5:17 in the perfectly acceptable 
lexical sense of an elder being someone who is concerned about others, who cares 
for and gives spiritual aid to others, who is busy with church matters rather than 
business matters. 
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Hegeomai 
 

This word is found in these verses. 
• Heb 13:7 Remember those who led you, who spoke the word of God to you; and 

considering the result of their conduct, imitate their faith. 
• Heb 13:17 Obey your leaders, and submit to them; for they keep watch over your 

souls, as those who will give an account. Let them do this with joy and not with grief, for 
this would be unprofitable for you. 

• Heb 13:24 Greet all of your leaders and all the saints. Those from Italy greet you. 
• Acts 15:22 Judas called Barsabbas, and Silas, leading men among the brethren, 
 
Interestingly, it is the same word translated “chief” and “governor” … 
• Acts 14:12 And they began calling Barnabas, Zeus, and Paul, Hermes, because he 

was the chief speaker. 
• Acts 7:10 and he made him governor over Egypt and all his household. 
 
This same word is also translated “esteem” in 1 Th 5.12. Thus, the leaders are ‘the 

esteemed.’ Dare I say it? It OUGHT to be that way. Paul requests, entreats, or exhorts 
them to do this. If you cannot esteem them, find those you can. 

• 1 Th 5:12 But we request of you, brethren, that you appreciate those who diligently 
labor among you, and have charge over you in the Lord and give you instruction, 13 and 
that you esteem them very highly in love because of their work. Live in peace with one 
another. 

 
My point? The Bible is not “strangely silent” about leadership. Scripture itself talks of … 
• leaders 
• shepherds, Ac 20.28, 1 Pet 5 
• overseers, 1 Tim 3, Php 1.1 
• elders, 1 Pet 5, Tit 1.5 
• overseers / elders as stewards, Tit 1.7. 
Surely these terms MEAN SOMETHING! God Himself chose them. Don’t try to be more holy 

than God. 
 
And speaking of elders as stewards, even there we find authority. 
• Mark 13:34 For the Son of man is as a man taking a far journey, who left his house, 

and gave authority (exousia) to his servants, and to every man his work, and commanded 
the porter to watch. 

The administrator of a nursing home has a charge nurse. She is the one in authority. The 
farmer has some hired hands and puts one in charge, in charge to “watch,” to oversee. So 
it is in God’s household. Yet, the book says there’s nothing in the New Testament about 
authority! 

 
NTRF: 
Hegeomai, according to Bauer, Arndt, Gingrich and Danker, means primarily to “lead, 

guide” and secondarily “think, consider, regard” (thus “esteem” in 1 Thessalonians 
5:12). Jesus said that among God’s people, the “leader” (hegeomai) is to be “as one 
who serves” (diakoneo). What could be clearer than this? Church leaders are those 
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who are greatest in service. They are servant-leaders, not lords, not exercising 
authority over the saints. 

 
An elder is clearly someone who leads and guides the church by relationship, 

teaching, persuasion, and example. Yet an elder’s leadership in the community of 
the redeemed is to be far different than the leadership of a governmental official 
(who, via the police, has the power to force compliance) or a business leader (who 
has the power to fire his employees). The reviewer is right, and we have never 
denied, that a church ought to “esteem” its elders. Church leaders have the 
authority and responsibility to teach the church, to guide the church, to warn the 
church, to protect the church from wolves in sheep’s clothing, to help maintain 
orthodoxy, to seek to bring back straying sheep, to exemplify Christian maturity. Our 
point all along has been that the New Testament is low-key regarding an elder ruling 
the church, having authority over the church, or being the kin-pin around which 
everything revolves. The elders are not so much to be star-players. Rather, they are 
to be more like the coaches on the side-lines, equipping the saints for the work of 
the ministry (Ep 4:11-12). 

 
Peitho 
 

A big emphasis is made in the book on peitho, obey, in Heb 13:17 … 
• Obey your leaders, and submit to them; for they keep watch over your souls, as those 

who will give an account. Let them do this with joy and not with grief, for this would be 
unprofitable for you. 

They point out that it means merely ‘allow yourself to be persuaded or convinced by.’ But is 
this a weak term as the book suggests? No, for the opposite of this term (apeitheo) is found 
in Heb 3:18 … 

• And to whom did He swear that they should not enter His rest, but to those who were 
disobedient? 

The Israelites, by not being persuaded, were reprobated. If there is any question as to what 
the writer to the Hebrews meant, he followed it with “submit.” And the word submit means 
just that – to yield under. 

 
NTRF: Our discussion of this Greek word appears on two pages out of one hundred 

and ninety four pages (pp. 66 & 118). Is that really a big emphasis? The Statement of 
Faith of most any church that holds to elder rule will almost always quote Hebrews 
13:17. In fact, this is sometimes the only text that will be cited (because there are not 
any others from which they could choose!). Thus we needed to deal with it and did 
so on two pages. 

 
It is interesting that our reviewer chose not quote any lexical sources in his 

discussion of the meaning of peitho. According to BAGD, it fundamentally means 
convince, persuade, or appeal to. The secondary definition is to depend on, trust 
in, or put one’s confidence in. The third definition given is, as pointed out, to 
obey. Naturally if you are convinced of something, you will act on it, or “obey” it. 
The point we brought out in the book is that the Greek word behind “obey” in 
Hebrew 13:17 is not the ordinary, garden variety word for obey (hupakouo, used 
in Ephesians 6:1, 6). Significantly, it is the Greek word for persuade. The church is 
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to allow itself to be persuaded by its leaders. Their words are to be given extra 
weight in the consensus process. This is a totally different picture than one of the 
church being told to simply obey (hupakouo) its leaders. 

 
Even in the passage that is quoted above, the KJV simply states that the Israelis 

“believed not” (Heb 3:18); they were not persuaded, they did not have faith. This is 
also the same word, translated “persuading”, that Brother Reviewer commented on 
earlier in Acts 19:8 (above), where even he said it mean to persuade! 

 
Paraggello 
 

Paraggello means “near message” – to bring a message alongside someone. It is 
noteworthy that it is often translated “charge” (KJV) and “command” (NAS). Look at these 
verses. Think of the spiritual authority Paul had, and not only Paul, but the men with him, 
for, he says “we.” 

• 1 Th 4:11 and to make it your ambition to lead a quiet life and attend to your own 
business and work with your hands, just as we commanded you; 

• 2 Th 3:6 Now we command you, brethren, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that 
you keep aloof from every brother who leads an unruly life and not according to the 
tradition which you received from us. 

• 2 Th 3:10 For even when we were with you, we used to give you this order: if anyone 
will not work, neither let him eat. 

• 2 Th 3:12 Now such persons we command and exhort in the Lord Jesus Christ to 
work in quiet fashion and eat their own bread. 

• 1 Tim 4:11 Prescribe and teach these things. 
• 1 Tim 6:13 I charge you in the presence of God, who gives life to all things, and of 

Christ Jesus, who testified the good confession before Pontius Pilate, 
 
NTRF: These verses well illustrate the type of authority that the apostles had. All the 

above examples were written by an apostle, and some of them were even written to a 
fellow apostolic worker. The apostles commanded, prescribed and charged God’s 
people in relation to obedience to the Gospel and the law of Christ. One could make 
the argument that local elders are to do the same. Yet it is not so much the leader 
that we obey as it is the truth that he represents. We don’t obey just because he says 
so, but because Jesus said so. Beyond that, however, suppose someone disregards 
an elder’s charge or command to cease sinning. What can the elder to? Can he 
shoot him? Can he fire him? Can he dock his pay? Can he put him in jail? The only 
recourse the elder has is to follow the Matthew 18 process laid out by our Lord. 
Ultimately, the elder must tell it to the church. Only the church can put an 
unrepentant sinner out of fellowship. Why are elders not mentioned by Jesus 
anywhere in the Matthew 18 process? Why are elders not mentioned by Paul 
anywhere in the discipline process of 1 Corinthians 5? It is because church polity 
ultimately is by congregational consensus, not elder rule. 

 
Strangely Silent, Low-Key, Lack of Interest? 
 

Is leadership ‘very, very low-key’ as they say? 
• They are to desire the overseership, 1 Tim 3.1 
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• They are to have a good reputation, 1 Tim 3.7 
• Elders were to be appointed in every church, Ac 14.23, Tit 1.5 
• The elder is to reprove and silence, Tit 1.9,11 
• Titus was to reprove with all authority, Tit 2.15 
• They were to diligently labor and have charge, 1 Ths 5.12 
• They are to lead zealously, Rom 12.8 
• They are to lay hands on people, 1 Tim 4.14 
• They might have double honor, 1 Tim 5.17 
• They are to be remembered, imitated, obeyed, Heb 13.7,17 
• They are greeted, Heb 13.24 
• When sick, they are summoned, Jam 5.14 
• They are exhorted to shepherd the sheep, 1 Pet 5 
• They are to be examples, 1 Pet 5 
• They are to be on guard and alert for others, Ac 20.28,31, Heb 13.17 
• They have the awful responsibility of giving account for souls, Heb 13.17 
• A contribution was sent via elders, Ac 11.30 
• Paul reported to the elders in Acts 21:18 
• Peter addresses elders, overseers, or shepherds in 1 Pet 5 
• Paul gives instructions to elders, shepherds, overseers in three different places, 1 Tim 

3, Tit 1, Acts 20. 
 
Adding up in Acts through Revelation, we have the following totals. Are Scriptures ‘silent,’ as 

the book says? 
• Elders = 25x (where applies to New Testament elders, not counting John’s epistles or 

Rev.) 
• Overseers, oversight = 6x 
• Shepherds = 2x 
• Pastors = 1x 
 
We find leadership all through the New Testament … 
• Acts 1, Peter leading 
• Acts 2, Peter leading 
• Acts 4, Apostles leading 
• Acts 6, Apostles leading 
• Acts 10, Peter leading 
• Acts 11, Paul and Barnabas leading 
• Acts 13, Prophets and teachers 
• Acts 14, appointing leadership 
• Acts 15, 16, leaders making decisions 
• Acts 20, Paul prominent in meeting 
• Acts 20, Leaders’ conference 
• Rom 12, leaders 
• 1 Cor 16, submit to them 
• Eph 4, pastors 
• Php, overseers 
• 1 Th 5, in charge 
• 1 Tim 3, overseers 
• 1 Tim 5, rulers 
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• Tit, overseers 
• Heb, leaders 
• James, teachers, leaders 
• 1 Pet, leaders, pastors 
• 2 Pet, false prophets, teachers 
• 3 Jn, false leaders 
• Jude, false leaders 
• Rev, angels of church, perhaps messengers 
 
God has woven authority into all of life. A shepherd leads the sheep. A father leads his 

family. A ruler leads the country. A coach leads the team. And are we to believe when 
Sunday meeting comes that no one leads the meeting? Even Samuel presided at a 
prophets meeting, 1 Sam 19:20 Then Saul sent messengers to take David, but when they 
saw the company of the prophets prophesying, with Samuel standing and presiding over 
them, the Spirit of God came upon the messengers of Saul; and they also prophesied. After 
all, shepherds / overseers are those who ‘stand before’ (proistemi). 

 
NTRF: The reviewer is failing to distinguish between the exemplary, moral authority of 

spiritual leaders and the positional, command authority of secular leaders. The two 
are entirely different. Perhaps the ambiguity of the English word “authority” has led 
him into confusion. An elder has “coaching” authority to lead a team. An elder does 
not have “ruling” authority to lead the church in the same way a king leads a nation.  

 
Elders are critical to life of any church. We have never denied this. Our point was that, 

apart from Acts and the Pastoral Epistles, mention of local elders is strangely 
absent. This is because the “action” is with the church as a whole, not merely its 
leaders in isolation. It borders on incredible, from a modern church mindset, that in a 
major teaching passage on church meetings (1Co 14), no mention at all was made of 
elders. In a passage on the practice of the Lord’s Supper (1Co 11), no mention was 
made of elders. In the two main passages on church discipline, no mention was 
made of elders (Mt 18, 1Co 5). In numerous passages on submission to authority (Ro 
13, Ep 5-3, Co 3, 1Pe 2-3), no mention was made of the church submitting elders. We 
stand by our statement. In the letters to church there is a strange lack of emphasis 
on elders. 

 
The book says leaders are just guides, p.116, 121, but note, Scripture does not use that 

word for them. Here is the word for guide, hodegos, as in… 
• Mat 15:14 Let them alone; they are blind guides of the blind. And if a blind man 

guides a blind man, both will fall into a pit. 
• Mat 23:16 Woe to you, blind guides, 
• Acts 1:16 Brethren, the Scripture had to be fulfilled, which the Holy Spirit foretold by 

the mouth of David concerning Judas, who became a guide to those who arrested Jesus. 
 
Guide is not a weak term anyway. 
• John 16:13 But when He, the Spirit of truth, comes, He will guide you into all the truth. 
 
NTRF: Hebrews 13:7 urges Christians to “remember those who led you” (NASV). This 

is from the Greek hegeomai, a participle meaning “the ones who are guiding you” 
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(BADG, p. 343). This same Greek word was used by Jesus when He said that among 
God’s people, the “leader” (hegeomai) is to be “as one who serves” (diakoneo). 

 
Decision-making 
 
The book makes much of the church being “called out” (ekklesia) for the purpose of making 

decisions and judgments like the old Greek assembly, p.70 and 71. There are two 
problems here, the first the author himself acknowledges, 1) that assembly was legislative 
anyhow, not judicial, and 2) such an idea is extraneous, that is, it did not come from the 
Bible. When it comes to ekklesia, the Bible wants us to think about our being called out 
FROM Egypt and darkness, TO proclaim the Lord’s excellencies. 

• Mat 2:15 …Out of Egypt did I call my son. 
• 1 Pet 2:9 But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for 

God's own possession, that you may proclaim the excellencies of Him who has called you 
out of darkness into His marvelous light. 

To make decisions? No, rather to proclaim God’s excellencies. 
 
Again, much is made in the book about the church making the decisions or consensus rule, 

p.70 and 73. But what does the Bible teach? It teaches that the apostles and elders were 
the decision-makers… 

• Acts 4:35 and lay them at the apostles' feet. 
• Acts 15:2 And when Paul and Barnabas had great dissension and debate with them, 

the brethren determined that Paul and Barnabas and certain others of them should go up to 
Jerusalem to the apostles and elders concerning this issue. 

• Acts 15:6 And the apostles and the elders came together to look into this matter. 
• Acts 15:23 and they sent this letter by them, "The apostles and the brethren who 

are elders, to the brethren in Antioch and Syria and Cilicia who are from the Gentiles, 
greetings.” 

• Acts 16:4 Now while they were passing through the cities, they were delivering the 
decrees, which had been decided upon by the apostles and elders who were in 
Jerusalem, for them to observe. 

 
Now, admittedly, decision-making was NOT WITHOUT the congregation, but it was NOT BY 

the congregation as the book teaches, p. 73, 117. Rather, it was WITH the congregation, 
• Acts 15:22 Then it seemed good to the apostles and the elders, with the whole 

church, to choose men from among them. 
Again, leaders, overseers, and shepherds must mean something! These are the terms God 

uses. 
 
It is with that mind set we must view verses like … 
• Mat 18:17 And if he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church; and if he refuses to 

listen even to the church, let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax-gatherer. 
It is understandable that the office of overseer or elder is not mentioned in Mat 18. It was not 

used till Ac 11. But in view of the apostles’ active leading before Ac 11, it is only consistent 
to view Mat 18 as including OF COURSE the leaders leading, especially in view of Titus 
1:9 holding fast the faithful word which is in accordance with the teaching, that he may be 
able both to exhort in sound doctrine and to refute those who contradict. Without 
leadership, there is confusion. My next point… 
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NTRF: If ever there were a proper time and place for the Apostles to make a decision 

alone, apart from the church, it was at the Jerusalem Council (Acts 15). The original 
Apostles were the standard for doctrine and practice. They had been hand chosen 
and personally trained by Jesus. They were eye witnesses of the resurrection. In 
Acts 15, the very nature of the Gospel had been called into question. Yet even here, 
the amazing fact is that the Apostles not only included the local Jerusalem elders, 
but also, as our brother pointed out, the whole church! 

 
What does the lexicon say about the Greek word ekklésia? The first definition given is 

“assembly, as a regularly summoned political body”. In this sense, a better 
translation of ekklésia than church would be senate or parliament or congress. In 
our book, we raised the question of why our Lord used such a politically loaded 
word as ekklésia to describe His people. Could it be because it is His gathered 
people, together corporately, who have authority from Jesus to decide things? In 
Matthew 18 Jesus went on to give the church the authority to put out wayward 
brother and to bind and to loose (to permit or to deny certain type of behavior). This 
argues for congregational rule. Of course elders have a role in the consensus 
process, but they are not to make unilateral decisions on behalf of the church. 

 
Incidentally, in the book we also dealt with the other lexical definitions of the word 

ekklésia. 
 
Why leaders? 
 

1. Order! 
• Titus 1:5 For this reason I left you in Crete, that you might set in order what remains, 

and appoint elders in every city as I directed you. Again, God has woven this into all 
spheres of life (1 Pet 2.13, 18, 3.1, 5.5) – civil, vocational, domestic, and ecclesiastic – 
even down to the 4-H club. 

2. Peace! 
• 1 Th 5:13 and that you esteem them very highly in love because of their work. Live in 

peace with one another. You buck and kick? No peace. No peace for you, nor the church, 
nor the leaders, but rather “grief”, Heb 13.17. 

3. Equipping and building up, especially by teaching. 
• Eph 4:11,12 And He gave some as apostles, and some as prophets, and some as 

evangelists, and some as pastors and teachers, for the equipping of the saints for the 
work of service, to the building up of the body of Christ. 

 
NTRF: Amen! We pointed out as much in the book. 
 
A Bad Mark 
 

Rejection of authority and insubordination is pretty serious – a mark of apostasy. Is that a 
“low-key” matter? The two main chapters on apostates point this out … 

• Jude 1:8 Yet in the same manner these men, also by dreaming, defile the flesh, and 
reject authority, and revile angelic majesties. 
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• 2 Pet 2:10 and especially those who indulge the flesh in its corrupt desires and 
despise authority. 

 
This was the essence of Korah’s rebellion. Korah charged that 1) Moses’ exalted himself as 

a leader, and 2) all the congregation was holy, that is, equally set apart to lead, 
• Num 16:2 and they rose up before Moses, together with some of the sons of Israel, 

two hundred and fifty leaders of the congregation, chosen in the assembly, men of renown. 
16:3 And they assembled together against Moses and Aaron, and said to them, "You have 
gone far enough, for all the congregation are holy, every one of them, and the LORD is 
in their midst; so why do you exalt yourselves above the assembly of the LORD?" 

 
One author says (not in book), “But Moses was appointed by God. You can’t apply that to 

church elders.” Really? Elders, pastors, shepherds, or overseers ARE also appointed in 
some real sense by God, Acts 20:28 Be on guard for yourselves and for all the flock, 
among which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to shepherd the church of God 
which He purchased with His own blood. 

 
NTRF: Our unhappy accuser suggests above that the authors rejected authority, are 

insubordinate and are displaying the marks of apostasy. To buffet his accusations 
he also brought in a quotation from an unknown person who had nothing to do with 
writing the book ! We argue that believers are to be submissive to the Lord and His 
commands. We are persuaded that believers are to obey the teachings of the Bible. 
We believe that we are to have an attitude of mutual submission, one to another. 
More specifically, wives are to submit to their husbands. Children are to obey their 
parents. Employees are to obey their bosses. Citizens are to submit to the state. We 
posit that ecclesiastical authority lies with the church corporately (elders are part of 
the congregation). If an elder pointed out misconduct in a believer’s life, that believer 
would be foolish to disregard the admonition, for the matter would eventually end up 
before the whole church. How often would a healthy church side with a sinner over 
an elder in a matter of holiness? 

 
Too many Christians (we hope they are really Christians) seem to have been infected 

with the rebellious and antinomian spirit of the French revolution: Liberté, égalité, 
fraternité! Rebels and anti-authority social misfits might distort and misuse our 
materials, just as they do the teaching of Jesus Himself. This type of humanistic, 
anti-authority rebellion is indeed sinful and to be condemned. One cannot build a 
church with such “disciples”. 

 
Not So Among You 
 

What do we do with this verse? 
• Mat 20:25f But Jesus called them to Himself, and said, "You know that the rulers of 

the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great men exercise authority over them. It is not 
so among you, but whoever wishes to become great among you shall be your servant, and 
whoever wishes to be first among you shall be your slave; just as the Son of Man did not 
come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life a ransom for many.” 

The Lord Jesus contrasts the world and the church in the matter of authority. By esteeming 
servant-hood, did He mean that the idea of authority in the church is eliminated? If that is 
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so, then the Lord Jesus, being the chief example of servant-hood, has no authority. To say 
that servant-hood eliminates authority is a misapplication. The verse itself contains the 
point we are to get – humility (opposite of lording it over) and servanthood are attitudes of 
true leaders and greatness in the kingdom of God. 

 
Admittedly, it is not authority like the Gentiles. Matthew Henry sums it up pretty well, on 1 

Ths 5.12 (emphasis mine). “Ministers are to rule their people also, so the word is rendered 
in 1 Tim. 5:17. They must rule, not with rigor, but with love. They must not exercise 
dominion as temporal lords; but rule as spiritual guides, by setting a good example to the 
flock. They are over the people in the Lord, to distinguish them from civil magistrates, and 
to denote also that they are but ministers under Christ, appointed by him, and must rule the 
people by Christ’s laws, and not by laws of their own. This may also intimate the end of 
their office and all their labour; namely, the service and honour of the Lord. They must also 
admonish the people, and that not only publicly, but privately, as there may be occasion. 
They must instruct them to do well, and should reprove when they do ill. It is their duty not 
only to give good counsel, but also to give admonition, to give warning to the flock of the 
dangers they are liable to, and reprove for negligence or what else may be amiss.” I will 
summarize and paraphrase: 

 
Not with rigor ~ But with love, goodwill and lowliness 
Not as temporal lords ~ But as spiritual guides, especially by example 
Not as civil magistrates under the king ~ But as servants, helpers, under Christ appointed by 

Him 
Not by their own laws ~ But by Christ’s laws 
Not for their own honor, glory or benefit ~ But the honor and glory of Christ and His kingdom 
 
A person has no more authority than God puts on him and no more than others see in him. It 

can't be self-claimed – Php 2.9, “Wherefore God hath highly exalted...” It dare not be self-
promoted. The godly soul shuns that and looks for ways to be smaller. 

 
NTRF: The reviewer has compiled an edifying summary of an elder’s “authority”. As 

even he admitted, an elder clearly does not have authority in the normal sense of the 
word. He is a humble, servant leader with spiritual authority. Surprising, our critic 
failed to deal with the second “authority” word in Hebrews 13:17, wherein the church 
is called upon to “submit” to its leaders. This surely sounds like elders have 
authority of some kind. As with “obey”, the normal Greek word for “submit” 
(hupotasso, correctly defined earlier) was not used in Hebrews 13:17. Instead, 
hupeiko was used, a word not found anywhere else in the New Testament. Outside 
the Bible, it was a word used of combatants, such as wrestlers or battling armies. 
Hupeiko does indeed mean submit, but it refers to a process or battle after which 
one contestant yields to the other. The picture is one of serious dialog and 
discussion prior to one party giving way. It is not mindless, military-like obedience. 
This is why we argue for elder-led congregational consensus. After much 
persuading and disagreement, after a patient process of seeking to achieve 
consensus, when a decision has to be made, any remaining dissenters are called 
upon to submit to the decision of the church’s elders (along with the rest of the 
church that is already in agreement with the elders). 
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IV - House Church Only? 
 
“The format for church gatherings in the New Testament kept each individual church small in 

numbers and was therefore simply perfectly suited to everything occurring in people’s 
home.” p. 80 

 
“Numbers in each church were, by definition, supposed to be small.” p. 109 
 
“Every time individual churches are given a location in the New Testament it is always, and 

without fail, in someone’s home.” p. 81 
 
The book teaches falsely that New Testament churches were small, supposed to be small, 

and always in a house. 
 
Small Meetings? 
 
Were the meetings small? No, rather… 
A. 120 people, Ac 1:14,15 In the upper room there were 120 people meeting on Sunday 

(Pentecost). 
B. 3000 people, Ac 2:43-46 And everyone kept feeling a sense of awe. And day by day 

continuing with one mind in the temple. 
C. 5000 people, Ac 4:4, 32; 5:12 And the congregation of those who believed were of one 

heart and soul and were all with one accord in Solomon’s portico. 
D. There were “a large number” gathered at the Antioch church, and they gathered as a 

church. 
· Acts 11:21 And the hand of the Lord was with them, and a large number who believed 

turned to the Lord. 11:26 and when he had found him, he brought him to Antioch. And it 
came about that for an entire year they met with the church, and taught considerable 
numbers; and the disciples were first called Christians in Antioch. 

· Ac 14:27 And when they had arrived and gathered the church together. 
· Ac 15:30 They went down to Antioch and having gathered the congregation together. 
E. There were so many believers at Ephesus 
1) that they had many pastors, enough for a pastors’ conference, Acts 20:17 And from 

Miletus he sent to Ephesus and called to him the elders of the church (not churches). 
2) and they met daily in a school for two years, Ac 19:9-10 Paul withdrew. . .the disciples 

reasoning daily in the school of Tyrannus for two years. 
F. Many at Corinth 
1) Many converted in Corinth, Acts 18:10 for I am with you, and no man will attack you in 

order to harm you, for I have many people in this city. 
2) Whole church assembled, 1 Co 11:18; 14:23 When you come together as a church. If 

therefore the whole church (many of them) should assemble together… 
3) There were enough that there could be three prophets present, 14.27,29 
4) There were enough that many were sick, 11.30 
5) There were various households represented, 11.22 
6) There were enough there that there were divisions among them, 1.10, 11.18 
G. There were many at Cornelius’ gathering, Acts 10:27 And as he talked with him, he 

entered, and found many people assembled. 
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Size is not necessarily a hindrance. I have been in meetings where 400 were gathered with a 
very deep sense of unity, openness, and liberty. About 2000 believers meet in Samuel 
Lamb’s household in China. House church in the Bible did not necessarily mean small 
gatherings. The “church at Nympha’s house” did not necessarily mean small. Early 
‘households’ were estates, often with big rooms, so it is presumptuous to say the meetings 
were small. They weren’t always small. 

 
NTRF:  It is simply a fact of history, acknowledged by scholars in every denomination, 

that the early church met primarily in private Roman villas, and did so for 
approximately two hundred years after the last New Testament book was written. For 
instance, G.F. Snyder, in Church Life Before Constantine, in reference to the fact that 
the early Christians met in private homes, wrote that “there is no literary evidence 
nor archaeological indication that any such home was converted into an extant 
church building. Nor is there any extant church that certainly was built prior to 
Constantine” (p. 68). This fact has led us to the inescapable conclusion that 
individual New Testament churches were generally smaller rather than larger. We 
argue for smaller churches today of about as many people as could attend church in 
a first century Roman villa (scores of people, not hundreds and hundreds of people). 
There were a 120 in the upper room. 

 
Since everything in the New Testament was written to a church that could fit into a 

first century Roman atrium, living out the instructions of the epistles works best in a 
generally smaller setting. The consensus process is nearly impossible in a large 
fellowship. A mega church pastor necessarily leads by command. A large 
congregation often loses its family-like milieu. Participatory meetings become 
impossible in a big church. Celebrating the Lord’s Supper as a full meal in a huge 
church is more like going to a restaurant than it is like a family meal. 

 
Jerusalem. Scripture is clear that the 120 were meeting in a “house” (Ac 2:2). This is a 

relatively small number. Soon, however, Peter preached that Gospel and 3,000 
people were converted. 5,000 more were quickly added to that number. A strong 
case can be made that their larger temple court gatherings were public apostolic 
meetings, held for the purpose of evangelism, not regular meetings of the church. 
Notice that the text also states that, parallel to these big apostolic temple porch 
meetings, were smaller meetings “in their homes” (Ac 2:46). We argue for both large 
ministry meetings (for worship, evangelism, teaching, etc.) and also smaller (home 
sized) church meetings (that are participatory and unto edification). 

 
The days of Pentecost constituted a transitional period. Even if one argues that these 

temple meetings were regular local church meetings (versus ministry meetings), it 
remains that every other time the New Testament specifies a meeting place of the 
church, it is in a home. Further, these were Jewish believers, and since they were 
allowed to hold on to their Judaism (Ac 21:20-26), it is no surprise that they 
continued going to the temple. Not until the letter to the Hebrews was written were 
they told that if they had to pick one over the other, to leave Judaism and stick with 
Jesus. God providentially put a final end to all vestiges of Old Covenant worship in 
A.D. 70 with the destruction of the Temple. 
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Antioch. However big the church at Antioch was (we are not told), they were all able to 
assemble together in the same location (Ac 11:26, 14:27, 15:30). The Jewish Temple 
was in far away Jerusalem, so that was not an option. Our point in the book was that 
whenever the New Testament does specifically mention the location of a church 
meeting, it is always in someone’s home (such as Romans 16:5, 1 Corinthians 16:19, 
Colossians 4:15, Philemon 1:2). 

 
Ephesus. The one church at Ephesus had a plurality of elders. This is the New 

Testament ideal. Paul called for them to meet him at Miletus. Yet we are never told 
how many saints there were at Ephesus, nor how many elders. Suppose there were 
120 members, the same number as met in the upper room at Pentecost. In such an 
assembly there easily could have been a plurality of elders, some of whom were 
even supported by the church. At best, one could make an argument from silence 
that this was a huge church with hundreds or even thousands of people all meeting 
together as one church. Yet we know from Acts 19 that there was tremendous 
opposition against the church of Ephesus. How likely is it that a church of hundreds 
or thousands would have been allowed to rent a place large enough for them to meet 
every week? We would argue that more likely it was a very large house church (yet 
still small by comparison to traditional Western churches that meet in special church 
buildings). It was Paul who rented a special meeting place for his ministry meetings 
(the school of Tyrannus), not the church. 

 
Today, we may refer to the church of China or the church in the United States. There is 

no one organized church of China, there is no one large meeting of every believer in 
the USA. The use of the word church in such cases is abstract. So too it is possible 
that the New Testament may make reference to the church of, say, Ephesus in this 
abstract sense. If so, the elders of Ephesus may have come from a multitude of 
house churches. The whole church of Ephesus may never have met together in one 
location, no more than the church of London ever does. 

 
Corinth. There was also only one church and one meeting place at Corinth (1Co 1:2, 

11:17-18, 14:23). However big the church was, they all managed to meet together in 
the home of Gaius: “Gaius, who is host to me and to the whole church, greets you” 
(Romans 16:23 — the letter to the Romans was written while Paul was in Corinth). 
Again using the crowd of the upper room as an example, a 1 Corinthians 14 
participatory church meeting of 120 people could easily have all the gifts 
represented that Paul mentioned. 

 
Always, Without Fail, In A House? 
 
Were the meetings of the believers “always without fail” in someone’s home, as the book 

says? 
A. Synagogue 
· Ja 2:1,2 My brethren, if a man comes into your synagogue. 
· Acts 22:19 "And I said, 'Lord, they themselves understand that in one synagogue after 

another I used to imprison and beat those who believed in Thee. 
 
B. School 
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· Acts 19:9 … he withdrew from them and took away the disciples, reasoning daily in the 
school of Tyrannus. 

C. A place 
· Acts 4:31 And when they had prayed, the place where they had gathered together was 

shaken, and they were all filled with the Holy Spirit, and began to speak the word of God 
with boldness. 

D. The temple 
· Acts 5:42 And every day, in the temple and from house to house, they kept right on 

teaching and preaching Jesus as the Christ. 
 
NTRF: Acts 22:19, quoted above, refers to meetings of unbelieving Jews, not 

Christians. It is unknown which translation the reviewer quotes from for James 2:1-2. 
All the major translations say “assembly” or “meeting”, not synagogue. This is 
because the Greek word behind assembly, sunagogué, simply refers to any place of 
assembly, such as someone’s home. James also mentioned the presence of a 
“footstool” in the meeting (Ja 2:3). Foot stools are usually found in private homes, 
not synagogue buildings. 

 
There is good reason to doubt that the Antioch church was meeting in a house, because a 

MULTITUDE, A LARGE NUMBER, were converted and yet they did meet together… 
· Ac 11.21 large number 
· Ac 14:27 gathered the church together 
· Acts 15:30 So, when they were sent away, they went down to Antioch; and having 

gathered the congregation together, they delivered the letter. 
 
NTRF: There is extensive archaeological evidence that homes were modified to 

accommodate the church (ESV Study Bible, p. 2217). Yet still we would be talking in 
terms of scores of people in a single fellowship, not hundreds and certainly not 
thousands. 

 
The Laodicean church is mentioned and Scripture does not say they were all in a house… 
· Col 4:15 Greet the brethren who are in Laodicea and also Nympha and the church that is 

in her house. 16 And when this letter is read among you, have it also read in the church of 
the Laodiceans 

Observe: 1) There was the “church of the Laodiceans,” 2) not all “the brethren” met in 
Nympha’s house, and 3) it does NOT say where the church met, so it is NOT “always, 
without fail” specified as in a house. 

 
NTRF: We never said that the New Testament “always, without fail” identified where a 

church met. What we said was that when the New Testament did happen to specify 
where a church met, it was always in a home. 

 
Here is an example of disgusting bias from 153 House Churches, web site: “House churches 

are set forth by God in His Word in the book of Acts.” Where in the book of Acts are they 
“set forth”? I could just as easily say “schools” or “synagogues” were set forth, Ac 19.9, 9.2. 

 
NTRF: The reviewer yet again brings in quotations from writers not in found the book 

to find evidence of “disgusting bias”. 
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It is ironic inconsistency that the house-churchers are those that have seen that 

STRUCTURE DOES NOT MATTER, but have come full circle around and maintain that 
STRUCTURE DOES MATTER – it must be a house. They have become a non-
denominational denomination. Their koinonia (point in common) is house-church, not 
Christ. Example: Only house-churchers teaching at conferences, thus SECTioning off a 
great part of the body of Christ. 

 
NTRF: We never wrote, “it must be a house.” We advocate smaller churches rather 

than larger churches. “House church” was a convenient term we used to express 
this idea, just as “Calvinism” is sometimes used to express a belief in the Doctrines 
of Grace.  

 
We dedicated only one chapter in a nineteen chapter book to the topic meeting in 

homes. One of the contributing authors led a house church that met for years in an 
Anglican church’s fellowship hall that they rented on Sunday afternoons. Another 
author’s church used meet in a Lutheran church building that had been given to 
them, with pews replaced by living room furniture! To quote from our chapter on 
home meetings, “where homes are literally too small to have more than three or four 
people visiting at any one time (Tokyo, perhaps?), then by all means make other 
provision” (p. 81). It was further pointed out that some churches that practice the 
way we advocate meet in Christian book shops and coffee shops or even in a 
garden, to which the author replied that he had “no objections whatsoever” (p. 80). 

 
As for house churches only asking house church advocates to speak at their house 

church conferences, we would humbly ask, Do the organizers of the annual 
Southern Baptist Convention invite the Presbyterians to deliver a key-note address 
on infant baptism? Do conferences seeking to promote biblical inerrancy feature 
speakers who advocate the JEDP theory? None-the-less, it has been our experience 
that many house church conferences have featured speakers who are not involved 
with house churches (speaking on such topics as marriage, disciple-making, church 
history, eschatology, evangelism, etc.). 

 
V – Tradition Is Practice? 
 
“Webster says (tradition) is an inherited pattern of thought or action. A street definition would 

be, ‘things people do on a regular basis.’ The point of tradition is that it is something that is 
passed on, from generation to generation.” p.14 

 
“The patterns in the NT are to be binding on the church in all ages and places.” p. 20+ 
 
The problem with this definition is that it is from the dictionary and not from the Bible. Bible 

“tradition” is not patterns of practice. The Bible explains what tradition is – it is apostolic 
teaching, whether orally or letter. 

• 2 Th 2:15 hold to the traditions which you were taught, whether by word or by letter 
from us. 
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That which was oral is unknown now. We do not know what it was. We only have that which 
was by letter – the Bible. But tradition is not patterns of behavior, as the book says. It was 
doctrine. 

 
NTRF: The Greek word for teaching is didaskalia. The Greek word tradition is 

paradosis. Paul told the Thessalonians to hold to his traditions. We quoted the 
English definition of tradition because the translators felt that this particular English 
word best translated the Greek paradosis. We also gave the Greek text-book 
definition of paradosis. On page 14 we state that paradosis means “that which is 
handed down”. This definition comes from Bauer, Ardnt, Gingrich and Danker. We 
clearly stated that it could refer to either a tradition of information (such as a 
teaching) or a tradition of a custom (a practice). We devoted a whole chapter to the 
idea that there were certain church customs, certain church practices, called 
traditions, that all churches were expected to follow. In his commentary on 1 
Corinthians, Gordon Fee pointed out that although the Greek word for tradition, 
paradosis, was a technical term in Judaism for oral transmission of religious 
instruction, in 1 Corinthians 11 it almost certainly does not refer to teaching, but 
rather to religious traditions regarding worship (New International Commentary on 
the New Testament, p. 499). 

 
It is obvious by its actions that the church of history has had little regard for the 

traditions of church practice set forth by the apostles. The modern church has not 
merely added to early church practice, the exact opposite has been done at almost 
every point. Instead of house churches we have church houses. Rather than 
participatory meetings we have worship services. The Lord’s Supper as an actual 
meal has been substituted for a token ritual. Church government by elder-led 
consensus has been replaced with government by command (elder rule). The 
traditions of the apostles have been made obsolete in favor of the traditions of 
history. 

 
When Paul learned that the Corinthians were holding to his church traditions, he 

praised them (1Co 11:2). Would he not also have been pleased if churches today 
followed his traditions for church practice? The believers in Thessalonica were 
actually commanded to hold to the traditions that they had received from the 
apostles (2Th 2:15). What Evangelical does not wish to obey the imperatives of 
Scripture? The apostles passed on traditions of both teachings and practice. 

 
Are there ever good reasons for going against New Testament pattern? Yes, we 

believe that there are. Just as Jesus revealed that the Sabbath is made for man and 
not man for the Sabbath, so also the examples found in the New Testament are there 
for the sake of the church, not vise versa. Moses told the Jews to observe a 
Saturday Sabbath; violating that command was a capital offense. Yet Jesus said it 
was always appropriate to do good on the Sabbath. If your ox is in ditch, it is 
acceptable to work on the Sabbath in order to get the ox out. So it is with New 
Testament patterns. We are generally to keep the patterns laid down by the apostles. 
However, there may be extenuating circumstances that argue for not keeping some 
of the patterns. 
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One early Baptist theologian wrote, “they (the Apostles) have taught us by example 
how to organize and govern churches. We have no right to reject their instruction 
and captiously insist that nothing but positive command shall bind us. Instead of 
choosing to walk in a way of our own devising, we should take pleasure to walk in 
the footsteps of those holy men from whom we have received the word of life . . . 
respect for the Spirit by which they were led should induce us to prefer their modes 
of organization and government to such as our inferior wisdom might suggest” (J.L. 
Dagg, Manual of Church Order, p. 84-86). The question thus is not, “Do we have to 
do things the way the apostles did? Rather, the question is, “Why would you want to 
things any other way?!” 

 
Summary 
 

Heresy is subtle; it is secret; it is not obvious. And it is destructive; it hurts. 
• 2 Pet 2:1 But false prophets also arose among the people, just as there will also be 

false teachers among you, who will secretly introduce destructive heresies. 
It may seem like we are dealing with little differences. But that is the way heresy is. And 

when error is lived out, damage occurs. It is destructive. 
 
One of the devil’s chief devices is misapplication of Scripture. Mat 4:6 and said to Him, "If 

You are the Son of God throw Yourself down; for it is written….” I introduced Back to a 
House Church Theology to the church and then came Ekklesia the younger sister. These 
books make misapplications; they’ve done it too much. There is SO much good in them 
that so many in Christendom would do well to hear. But the errors are too hurtful to be able 
to advocate the books. I should not have done it. 

 
NTRF: Scholars in every denomination agree that the early church met primary in 

homes, on the Lord’s Day, to celebrate the Lord’s Supper as a full fellowship meal 
followed by a time of participatory worship. Theologians do differ as to the exact 
type of church government that existed in the first century, and it is at this point that 
our brother seems to be the most apoplectic. 

 
Our book was condemned as subtle, secret, destructive heresy and it was even 

implied that the devil had something to do with its production! A heresy is a denial 
of one of the core essentials of the Faith such as the Trinity, the virgin birth, the 
substitutionary atonement of Christ, Jesus’ bodily resurrection from the dead, 
justification by grace through faith unto good works, etc. To these fundamentals we 
sincerely hold. NTRF’s official statement of faith is the 1st London Baptist 
Confession of 1646. Significantly, none of the great ecumenical creeds even deal 
with church government. The many denominational statements of faith that do tackle 
the subject differ widely from each other. There would seem to be room for 
respectful disagreement without leveling the charge of heresy. 

 
We essentially argue for congregational rule. The largest Protestant body in the world 

is the Southern Baptist Convention. The convention’s statement of faith is the 
Baptist Faith and Message of 1925, revised in 2000. Regarding church government it 
states, “Each congregation operates under the Lordship of Christ through 
democratic processes. In such a congregation each member is responsible and 
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accountable to Christ and Lord” (Article VI). Since our critic evidently disagrees with 
the democratic process, would he also label the Southern Baptists as apostate? 

 
The only major teaching from our book that was not attacked was the evidence we 

presented concerning the fact that the early church celebrated the Lord’s Supper as 
a full fellowship meal, sort of a rehearsal dinner for the marriage supper of the Lamb. 
You can read more about it at NTRF.org 

 
Today’s church is missing a tremendous blessing by neglecting the ways of the 

apostles. In our writings we have sought to bring the practices of the early church to 
light, and to persuade our fellow church leaders to implement them in their 
fellowships. 

 
We close with a word from missionary martyr Jim Elliott: 
 
“The pivot point hangs on whether or not God has revealed a universal pattern for the 

church in the New Testament. If He has not, then anything will do so long as it 
works. But I am convinced that nothing so dear to the heart of Christ as His Bride 
should be left without explicit instructions as to her corporate conduct. I am further 
convinced that the 20th century has in no way simulated this pattern in its method of 
‘churching’ a community . . . it is incumbent upon me, if God has a pattern for the 
church, to find and establish that pattern, at all costs.” (Shadow of The Almighty: 
Life and Testimony of Jim Elliot) 

 
Revised 06/20/2018 
 
*The book Pastor Bob reviewed is now out of print. To learn more about early church 

practice and its benefits for today’s church, go to NTRF.org. 
 


