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The Church in the Bible and the World:  
An International Study.   

D. A. Carson, ed. 
 

Chapter One: “The Biblical Theology of the Church” by Edmund P. Clowney 
 
 In this initial chapter Clowney provides a succinct but comprehensive 
biblical theology of the church.  His outlines, as he presents it, is as follows: 

I. The Church as the People of God 

A. God’s worshipping assembly 
1. The People of God constituted as God’s assembly 

a. Later assemblies 
b. The future festival promised 
c. Pentecost fulfillment 
d. The assembly on Mt. Zion 
e. The Word in worship 
f. Multi-level assembling 

2. The Church as God’s dwelling 
a. Christ the true Temple 

B. God’s chosen people 
1. The election of Israel 

a. Election in love 
b. Grace in judgment 

C. God’s new nation 
1. The bond of God’s covenant 
2. The Church of the new covenant 
3. The Church as a people: spiritual ethnics 
4. Church and state: the power of the sword 
5. The fellowship of the covenant 

a. Fellowship and separation 
D. A city set on a hill 

1. Israel’s calling before the nations 
a. The nations share in Israel’s blessing 

2. Judgment and blessing 
a. The nations blessed in Israel’s judgment 
b. Israel blessed by judgment on the nations 
c. Blessing shared: Israel and the nations 
d. Consummation blessing: God comes! 

II. The Church as the Disciples of Christ 
A. The gathering Church of Christ 

1. The Lord comes to gather 
2. The Church is called to gather 

a. The apostolic, missionary church 
b. The Father’s missionary love 
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c. Mission: going out and coming in 
B. The Church as the worshipping assembly 

1. God’s glory evokes worship 
2. God’s presence evokes worship 
3. God’s holiness demands exclusive worship 
4. Fulfillment in Christ 

C. The Body of Christ 
1. Representative union with Christ 

a. Christ’s body on the cross 
b. Representation: the Church not a “continuing incarnation” 
c. The parallel with Adam 
d. Covenantal headship 

2. Vital union 
a. Paul’s phrase “in Christ” 
b. Fellowship in union with Christ 
c. Making church unity evident 

3. Individual and corporate unity with Christ 
III. The Church as the Fellowship of the Holy Spirit 

A. Worshipping in the Spirit 
1. The Spirit of the Lord 
2. The Spirit as possessor 

a. Pentecost: continuity and newness 
b. Fulfillment at the feast of the first-fruits 
c. Repentance, covenant renewal, and praise 
d. The filling of the Spirit 
e. Filling of Christ and the Father 

3. The Spirit as possessed: Gifts of the Spirit in worship 
B. Nurture in the Spirit 

1. The Spirit’s work of edification 
a. God the source of nurture 
b. Growth is corporate 
c. Growth through mutual ministry 
d. Growth is gradual 
e. The centrality of Christ for nurture 

2. Nurturing by the Spirit of life 
3. The nurture of the Spirit of truth 

a. The illumination of the Spirit 
4. The nurture of the Spirit of sonship 

a. Sonship in suffering 
5. Nurture in the stewardship of the Spirit 

a. Gifts and calling of stewards 
b. Individuality of gift patterns 
c. Patterns of gifts in the ordering of the Church 
d. The means of ministry: ministering the Word 
e. The ministry of order 
f. The ministry of mercy 
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C. Mission in the Spirit 
1. Missio Dei 

a. The mission of the Spirit for the glory of God 
b. Vindication by the Spirit’s mission 

2. The mission of the Church in the Spirit 
a. The witness of life 
b. Witness of mercy 

3. The missionary gifts 
 

This was a long chapter (74 pages).  Some of the highlights: 
 

• “The doctrine of the church is not only closely related to the doctrine of the 
Trinity, it flows from it . . . Its ministry is therefore threefold: it ministers to 
God in worship, to the saints in nurture, and to the world in witness.” (pp. 
14-15) 

• “The term ekklesia describes an actual assembly, a gathering of people  
together.” (p. 17) 

• “Reverent corporate worship, then, is not optional for the church of God. . . 
. Rather, it brings to expression the very being of the church.” (p. 22) 

• “To this church Christ gives, not a sword, but the keys of the Kingdom. . . 
It is because the church invokes eternal rather than temporal judgment 
that the sword cannot be its instrument.” (p. 33) 

• According to Clowney, “The fellowship that hears his Word, celebrates the 
sacraments, and responds to his presence in praise has always marked 
the true church of Christ.” (p. 50)  So this would support a position that 
says the true church is marked by certain actions.  Probably this argument 
is strongest when it ties these actions to the Church’s identity; when a 
fellowship lives out its identity as the Church, these are the minimum 
actions it will do.  One response to this would be to question if these are 
the only and essential actions.  Why not others? 

• “It is the presence of God in the Spirit that forms the church as the 
worshipping assembly.” (p. 60) 

• “It is rare to find the concept of building, of ‘edification’, used in application 
to the individual believer (as it is in I Cor. 14:4).” (p. 68) 

• “Often there has been tension between the advocates of vitality and 
structure in the church.  At times this has been seen as a struggle 
between the spiritual and the institutional.  But it is a mistake to equate the 
Spirit with life and not also with order.” (p. 77) 

• “[In Acts, t]he initiative is always with the Spirit.” (p. 80) 

• “The greatest obstacle to the spread of the gospel is not the limits of the 
believer’s understanding or powers of expression.  It is the limit of his 
courage and faithfulness.” (p. 83) 
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Chapter Two, “The Church as a Heavenly and Eschatological Entity” by P. T. 
O’Brien 
 
 O’Brien’s main point seems to be that the church reflects the tension seen 
many other places in the NT, that we are caught in the overlap between this age 
and the age to come (“already – not yet”).  He develops this point by examining 
the word ekklesia and by looking at three metaphors used for the church: temple, 
body and bride. 
 In his study of the word ekklesia, he makes the point that this word initially 
and primarily refers to an assembly of people: when the people are gathered, 
they are an ekklesia; when the are not gathered, they are not an ekklesia.  He 
identifies this as the first of three uses of this term in the NT.  The second use 
denotes “an identifiable object, this time of a gathering that met in a particular 
home, a ‘house-church’. (pp. 92-93)  The third use is when ekklesia “has a wider 
reference than either a local congregation or a house-church.” (p. 93)  He shows 
that this third group of references, rather than referring to a universal church, 
rather points to a heavenly assembly of which local churches are an expression.  
On several occasions (in this section and in the section discussing the 
metaphors), he asserts that a local gathering of Christians is not a part of the 
Church, nor a Church, but the Church.. How this can be, he says, is that a local 
church is a manifestation of the larger heavenly reality of the entire Church.  This 
heavenly Church is the assembly of all those who will have been perfected in 
Christ – OT saints, Christians who have died, and those who will be alive at the 
parousia.  It is spoken of in Scripture as already existing, and this reflects that 
tension of “already – not yet”. 
 As I found when I read other books on ecclesiology, O’Brien’s essay is a 
significant one in describing the nature of the “visible” church vis a vis  the 
“invisible” church.  Volf, for example, references this essay in his book.  And as I 
have reflected more on this, it has made more and more sense to me, as well.  I 
think it provides a better model for thinking about the relation of “visible/local” 
churches to the “invisible/universal” church. 
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Chapter Three, “Worship in the New Testament Church” by Russell P. Shedd 
 
 Shedd addresses his topic by looking at how the NT church adapted 
Jewish elements of worship.  He discusses time, the Temple, sacrifice, and 
priests.  Perhaps everything I’m reading is starting to run together, but I did not 
see him say anything particularly new on any of those topics. 
 The one point that did stick out to me from the chapter was his emphasis 
that all time is sacred (not jus a Sabbath day), and that all of our lives are meant 
to be lived as worship.  In passing he mentioned sin as the ceasing of what 
should be continual worship in a believer’s life.  Our continual and complete 
worship is the only appropriate response to someone who offered his whole life 
as a sacrifice for us. 
 He did make one practical application that I highlighted, as well: “New 
Testament worship must be more than a mere network of diverse people who 
meet occasionally, and create instead true groups of individuals who mutually 
influence each other’s identity, behaviour, and values for life.” (p. 152) 
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Chapter Four, “Ministry in the New Testament” by Ronald Y. K. Fung 
 
 Fung organizes his discussion around three topics: spiritual gifts, offices or 
functions, and the role of women.  By his own admission he sees less of a need 
for discussion on the first two and spends a disproportionate amount of time on 
the third. 
 I confess it is hard for me to give a lot of weight in a discussion about 
spiritual gifts to someone who is a cessationist (at least to some degree – he 
holds that apostles and prophets phased out early on).  Plus, he does not say 
anything particularly original in this section. 
 I appreciated his emphasis in the discussion of offices to show the clear 
congruence between gifts and offices.  Indeed, he adduces six examples from 
the New Testament to make this point. 
 His discussion of the role of women purports to contribute original 
thoughts to the debate.  Perhaps at the time of its publication, it did; now, 
however, it sounds like a dry restatement of a fairly conservative 
complementarian position.  As I usually do when I read one side of this 
argument, I wonder what the response from the other side would be to the points 
he makes.   
 



 

© 2009 by Tim Kayser 

Chapter Five, “Church and Mission: Reflections on Contextualization and the 
Third Horizon” by D. A. Carson 
 
 This essay seems a bit dated considering subsequent studies on 
hermeneutics and contextualization.  As such, it’s not the most helpful essay in 
the book (although it perhaps was more apropos when it was first published).  
Carson makes great points in response to the author he critiques (von Allman), 
but again they are all points that have been made several times since.  Mostly, 
I’m just glad I made it through the chapter! 
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Chapter Six, “Syncretism, Secularism and Renewal” by Sunand Sumithra 
 
 What a great chapter!  This was one of the highlights of this book for me.  
In this essay, one of the shortest in the book, Sumithra takes a very 
straightforward approach by addressing briefly each of the three topics in the 
title. 
 As he discusses syncretism, Sumithra makes a helpful distinction between 
syncretism and indigenization.  Syncretism he defines as the “illegitimate 
blending of irreconcilable elements of different religions.” (p. 262)  The only way 
to do this is by relativizing the claims of the respective belief systems.  
Indigenization, on the other hand, is “a process showing the relevance and the 
meaning of the Christian gospel in a given cultural context, without diluting the 
uniqueness and finality of Jesus Christ as God’s revelation, as syncretism does.” 
(p. 262) 
 While on my sabbatical from my church job, I still taught an Old Testament 
class at Simpson University in their ASPIRE (degree completion) program.  In 
one of the classes we had an interesting discussion.  I had pointed out that when 
Jereboam established the golden calves at Bethel and Dan, appointed priests 
who weren’t Levites, and made up his own religious festivals, he did it all in the 
name of Yahweh.  The people were still claiming to worship Yahweh, but not in 
the way he had proscribed for them.  This got us thinking about ways we today 
claim to be worshipping God but in fact do things that don’t honor him; we pay lip 
service to him while “worshipping” him in illegitimate ways.  There seems to be a 
connection here to the idea of syncretism.  It is perhaps easier to look at another 
culture, especially one with a non-Christian religious heritage (like India, which is 
Sumithra’s context), and see syncretism as a problem.  Quickly we can point 
fingers at the ways in which Hindu thought, for example, has infiltrated the 
thinking of some Indian Christian theologians and scholars.   

But what would syncretism look like in our American context?  If we think 
of materialism and hedonism not just as philosophies but as competing religions 
– idols that want us to worship them instead of Yahweh as revealed in Jesus – 
then what does syncretism look like for us?  How do we attempt to illegitimately 
blend the irreconcilable differences between materialism and biblical Christianity, 
for example?  Or, going back to something Hunsberger emphasized in his essay 
in Evangelical Ecclesiology, how have we tried to blend the irreconcilable 
elements of individualism (as a foundational element of our worldview, the idol of 
self) with biblical Christianity?  And what would an undiluted faith look like for us?  
Would it perhaps be helpful for the mission of the church if our way of life was 
more directly and significantly different from the way of life of the wider culture?  
Syncretism seems to be an attempt to make Christianity more appealing and 
accepted; is it possible that acceptance by the culture is inversely proportional to 
our power and effectiveness?  Our goal should not be to be as much like the 
culture as we can be, nor to be as unlike the culture as we can be; but to be as 
faithful to God as we can be. 
 Perhaps we should enlist the aid of Christians from other countries to help 
us see our own syncretism!  The worship of money, pleasure, and self is 



 

© 2009 by Tim Kayser 

incompatible with an understanding of Christianity that is faithful to Scripture; it is 
easy to affirm this in the abstract, but difficult to discern in the daily reality of our 
lives.  This would be not a bad idea for a book: elaborate on how materialism, 
hedonism and individualism are really belief systems, then show how syncretism 
with those belief systems has infiltrated American Christianity.  Perhaps this has 
already been done; certainly books have been written dealing with these issues.  
For me, considering this from the angle of syncretism casts it in a fresh light. 
 Sumithra goes on to discuss secularism.  He offers a couple of helpful 
definitions.  Secularization, he says, “is the process by which religion is shoved to 
the periphery of human concern.”  The secularist simply sidesteps or ignores the 
claims and proclamations of the church.  He says that secularism is “a way of 
looking at reality that operates necessarily without God.” (p. 260) 
 One thing I appreciated about Sumithra’s treatment of these issues was 
his emphasis on our need for God’s renewal, and as part of that, a genuine 
submission to him.  As part of his response to secularism, for example, he says 
that “it is not the human being’s self-understanding, but God’s interpretation of 
human beings (as found in the Bible), which is the basis for human activity.” (p. 
271)   He expands on this in his conclusion, when he says in reference to 
Isaiah’s vision in Isaiah 6, “there is no self-understanding without grasping God’s 
understanding of us, and there is no renewal without such a self-understanding.  
We know ourselves only when we are in the presence of a holy God.” (p. 274) 
 While Sumithra does make some practical suggested responses, and 
some of them do include better apologetics, etc., what I heard him stressing was 
our need to align ourselves with God as he has revealed himself in Scripture.  
More than better theology, more than detailed responses to critics, more than  
technical refutations of competing philosophies – the real answer to the problems 
of syncretism and secularism lies in the holy God renewing us unholy people to 
become more like him. 
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Chapter Seven, “The Church and Persecution” by David H. Adeney 
 
 This is a good chapter, blending a theology of persecution with examples 
from history and modern times.  (Many of the examples were current when the 
essay was written but now are dated – references to persecution under Marxist 
regimes in Russia and Eastern Europe, e.g.) 
 Adeney starts by acknowledging the normative aspect of persecution – it 
will happen.  It was striking to me that one of the questions baptismal candidates 
were asked in Shanghai was, “Are you ready to suffer?”  I wonder if our baptism 
numbers would change at all if that were a question we asked!  Adeney reminds 
of what we know is true but often prefer to overlook: Jesus clearly taught that 
“persecution involving physical suffering was inevitable.” (p. 276) 
 Adeney identifies several reasons for persecution: 
 

1. Religious motivation 
2. Political motivation 
3. Economic motivation 
4. Social motivation 
 
He also identifies several benefits: 
 
1. Persecution leads to the purifying of the Church. 
2. Persecution leads to a deeper fellowship with God in prayer. 
3. Persecution in the church brings revival. 
4. Persecution in the church scatters Christians and spreads the 

gospel. 
5. Persecution in the church reveals the reality of Christian faith to 

non-Christians. 
6. Persecution is a witness to the Christian hope. 
 
While identifying these benefits, Adeney also points out that persecution 

does take its toll on the church and on individual believes.  Persecution wiped out 
the church in North Africa, for example.  The believes who remain faithful are a 
great testimony to the reality of their faith and hope; other believers, however, do 
end up renouncing their faith. 

On the whole, this chapter was a good reminder that while we in many 
Western contexts do not suffer persecution for our faith, many of our brothers 
and sisters around the world do.  We should remember them, pray for them – 
and learn from them. 

 
 
On the whole, my impression of this book was that it was a mixed bag.  A 

few chapters were especially good, a few were not very helpful, and a few were 
good but not mind-blowing.  I was surprised by how dated a 20 year old book 
would sound.  On several of the issues addressed here there has been a lot of 
discussion in the years since.  So what was groundbreaking and original in 1987 



 

© 2009 by Tim Kayser 

is foundational and perhaps passé today.  Still, the book is worth it, if only for the 
chapters by O’Brien and Sumithra. 


