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Chapter 6 

Ecclesiology 

 
 
In chapter 6 we will turn our attention to the doctrine of the means of 
salvation and ecclesiology. In the first lesson we will study the subject of 
“the law and the gospel”.  
 
Ecclesiology describes the nature and reality of the church. In this chapter 
we will expose the close relationship between our understanding of the 
sacraments, the church, and ministry. Nearly every Christian 
denomination defines itself by its understanding of church and ministry, 
and by its sacraments, and it is in this area that the greatest number of 
doctrinal differences are found (for example, the Catholic conception of 
Holy Communion is not consistent with that of the Protestants, and this 
subject is, in turn, closely related to each denomination’s understanding 
of church and the significance each assigns to ministry).  
 
In Lesson 1 we will become acquainted with the relationship between the 
law and the gospel, in order to link to the doctrine of justification from 
Module 5: “How can a human being come to believe in the grace of 
justification and thereby attain salvation?”  
 

 
Key term: ‘Ecclesiology’ 

The ‘ekklesia’ was a public assembly in the cities of ancient Greece. In 
the New Testament the term has come to denote the community of 
those who believe in Christ.  
 
Ecclesiology thus examines the origin of the church in the New 
Testament, as well as its historical definition. 
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6.1 The Law and the Gospel – Explanation of Terms 
1.1 The Law 

The term ‘law’ is one of the central concepts of the Old Testament. In general, the ‘law’ refers to the 
five books of the Torah, but first and foremost, the term is used in reference to the religious, ethical, 
and social prescriptions these books record.  

For the devout of the Old Testament, strict observance of the law, as well as contemplation of its 
content, was of central importance. A life led in accordance with the standards of the law was to lead 
them to righteousness before God and ultimately also guarantee salvation. The law was thus Israel’s 
path to salvation.  

1.2 The term ‘gospel’ in the Old Testament  

The word ‘gospel’ derives from the Old English words ‘gód’ (good) and ‘spel’ (story, message), meaning 
“good news”, which in the Greek language is rendered as ‘euangelion’. Within Greco-Roman thought 
some 300 years before the birth of Christ, the term had both an ordinary meaning and a religious 
meaning. 

 Ordinary meaning: the term ‘euangelion’ was understood as a good or glad piece of news.  
 Religious meaning: the word ‘euangelion’ also referred to a message from the emperor, who was 

regarded as ‘divine’. The deification of the emperor after his death was also celebrated as 
‘euangelion’. 

The Hellenistic—that is to say, Greco-Roman—usage is not the only source for the New Testament 
term ‘euangelion’, however. It is also already suggested in the Old Testament. In a passage concerning 
the glad tidings of the dawn of a time of salvation and divine reign, a prophet writes as follows:  

 Isaiah 52:7: 
“How beautiful upon the mountains are the feet of him who brings good news, who proclaims 
peace, who brings glad tidings of good things, who proclaims salvation, who says to Zion, ‘Your 
God reigns!’” 

The Greek translation of the Old Testament (The Septuagint) uses the word ‘euangelizomenos’ to 
render the words “brings good news” and “proclaims”.  

1.3 The term ‘gospel’ in the New Testament 

In the New Testament, the term ‘euangelion’ is understood as a reference to God’s salvific actions in 
Jesus Christ from His birth to His crucifixion and resurrection. Apostle Paul describes the content of 
this gospel with the words:  

 1 Corinthians 15:3-5:  

“For I delivered to you first of all that which I also received: that Christ died for our sins according 
to the Scriptures, and that He was buried, and that He rose again the third day according to the 
Scriptures, and that He was seen by Cephas, then by the twelve.”  
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The term ‘euangelion’ thus brings to expression Jesus Christ’s deed of salvation, which cannot be 
relativised or weakened by anything. Since the ‘gospel’ expressly identifies Jesus Christ as the only 
way to salvation, the question arose as to what relationship the ‘gospel’ bears toward the ‘law’ (Israel’s 
way to salvation). 

2. Comparisons between the law and the gospel 

The law and the gospel are often compared and contrasted in the New Testament. This is especially 
the case in the letters of Apostle Paul.  

 The law and Christ 
Romans 7:4:  
“Therefore, my brethren, you also have become dead to the law through the body of Christ, that 
you may be married to another—to Him who was raised from the dead, that we should bear 
fruit to God.” 
 

 The law and the Spirit 
Romans 7:6: 
“But now we have been delivered from the law, having died to what we were held by, so that we 
should serve in the newness of the Spirit and not in the oldness of the letter.” 
 

 Life under the law and living by faith 
Romans 3:28: 
“Therefore we conclude that a man is justified by faith apart from the deeds of the law.” 

Galatians 3:12:  
Yet the law is not of faith, but ‘the man who does them shall live by them.’” 

 
 The law of the Spirit and the law of sin and death 

Romans 8:1: 
“There is therefore now no condemnation to those who are in Christ Jesus.” 

Although the law and the gospel exist in tension to one another, both of them reveal God’s will to 
save.  

 

The law The gospel 
The law is not universal, but rather 
geared toward the people of Israel. 

The gospel is universally valid. It is 
addressed to all human beings. 

The law is geared toward a human 
being’s physical nature. 

The gospel reveals God’s nature 
(love, grace, etc.). 
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3. The law and the gospel throughout Holy Scripture as a whole 

It would certainly be wrong to assign the law to the Old Testament and the gospel to the New 
Testament. Both parts of Holy Scripture alike contain elements of the law as well as elements of the 
gospel. However, neither the law nor the gospel are clear and understandable terms in and of 
themselves in the Old Testament. They can only be unlocked using the key of New Testament 
knowledge. 

The gospel, which is already contained throughout the entirety of Holy Scripture, is the gracious 
“message of the cross”: 

 1 Corinthians 1:18:  
“For the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being 
saved it is the power of God.” 

 
Or the “word of reconciliation”: 

 2 Corinthians 5:19: 
“… that is, that God was in Christ reconciling the world to Himself, not imputing their trespasses 
to them, and has committed to us the word of reconciliation.” 

3.1 Elements of the gospel in the Old Testament 

In his remarks on the righteousness that comes from faith, Apostle Paul cites passages from the Old 
Testament prophets, namely Isaiah 28:16 and Joel 2:32. Herein we can see that he emphasises the 
ultimate unity between the old and new covenants with a view to the gospel:  

 “For with the heart one believes unto righteousness, and with the mouth confession is made unto 
salvation. For the Scripture says, ‘Whoever believes on Him will not be put to shame.’ For there is 
no distinction between Jew and Greek, for the same Lord over all is rich to all who call upon Him. 
For ‘whoever calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved’” (Romans 10:10-13). 

Elements of the gospel can already be detected in Psalm 51:3-8 or Psalm 130. The words recorded in 
Psalm 51 concerning our state as sinners are especially impressive: 

 “Against You, You only, have I sinned, and done this evil in Your sight—that You may be found just 
when You speak, and blameless when You judge. Behold, I was brought forth in iniquity, and in sin 
my mother conceived me” (Psalm 51:4-5). 

The position of the sinner could scarcely be brought to expression more bluntly. Here we find nothing 
more of the self-confidence of the devout, who so clearly distance themselves from the “ungodly” (cf. 
Psalm 1). Psalm 51:5 has also even had a great impact within the Christian doctrine of mankind, 
because it has become one of the arguments for the Christian doctrine of original sin or hereditary 
sin.  
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3.2 The law in the New Testament 

While there were already elements of the gospel present in the old covenant, the proclamation of the 
gospel in the New Testament also incorporates talk of the law. Therein we can see that the gospel was 
not attempting to overturn or reject the law, but rather to understand the law properly. This 
understanding is really only opened up by the gospel of Jesus Christ, however: 

 “Do we then make void the law through faith? Certainly not! On the contrary, we establish the 
law” (Romans 3:31). 

The establishment of the law can only occur through the gospel of Jesus Christ. 

4. The “law of Christ” 

The law must therefore be understood in a twofold manner from the perspective of the gospel: 

 On the one hand it enables us to recognise sin. 
 On the other hand, as the “law of Christ”, it brings the Mosaic Law to a higher level of importance. 

While the devout of the Old Testament assumed that the law would lead to life and the overcoming 
of sin, Apostle Paul made it clear that this was not the function of the law, because it only leads to 
recognition of sin: 

 “I would not have known sin except through the law. For I would not have known covetousness 
unless the law had said, ‘You shall not covet’” (Romans 7:7). 

While the Mosaic Law serves, on the one hand, to make man aware of his sins, it also provides 
instruction for proper conduct. The form that this proper conduct is to take, and the foundation behind 
it, is expressed in the “law of Christ” (cf. Galatians 6:2). 

There we find the ever valid and necessary elements of the Mosaic Law expressed in the most concise 
formulation possible. Jesus Christ states: 

 “‘You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind.’ 
This is the first and great commandment. And the second is like it: ‘You shall love your neighbour 
as yourself.’ On these two commandments hang all the Law and the Prophets” (Matthew 22:37-
40).   

In the Gospel of John, Jesus emphasises the central position of the commandment of love, namely the 
love of the disciples from one to the other:  

 “A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another; as I have loved you, that you also 
love one another. By this all will know that you are My disciples, if you have love for one another” 
(John 13:34-35). 

That which the devout of the old covenant expected of the Mosaic Law—which this law could not 
fulfil—now becomes a real function within the “law of Christ”: sin is overcome through the sacrifice 
of Christ, and it is from this that the liberated sinner’s love for God and his neighbour derives.  
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5. Justification – Pardon for the sinner 

The doctrine of justification (see also chapter 5), in which the problematic relationship of the law and 
the gospel is brought to expression, addresses the problem of the position of the sinner before God. 
Specifically, in what way is he, or can he be, accepted by God? Apostle Paul portrays the justification 
of the sinner as a natural consequence of Christ’s sacrifice. The incarnate Son of God is the new Adam 
(Romans 5:18): 

 “Therefore, as through one man’s offence judgement came to all men, resulting in condemnation, 
even so through one Man’s righteous act the free gift came to all men, resulting in justification of 
life.” 

Therefore the justification of the sinner does not come about because he performs good works, or 
fulfils the works of the law, but by the assignment of Christ’s righteousness and forgiveness of sins. 

The faith that is capable of accepting God’s grace can first of all be regarded as a gift of God. This gift 
develops its effect within a human being. This development occurs if the dual commandment of love 
is fulfilled in the life of the believer.  

The content and reference point of this faith is Jesus Christ, who is the foundation of the justification 
of the sinner through His righteousness. Accordingly, Apostle Paul writes:  

 “For Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to everyone who believes” (Romans 10:4; cf. 1 
John 4:15). 

Thus the righteousness that counts before God is not a product of our merit for which we could take 
credit, but a gift we have not earned. Nevertheless, this faith—and thus also the believing human 
being—is not only granted the righteousness of Christ, which the believer does not himself possess, 
but the believer himself becomes an expression of the righteousness which God allows to apply. 

 

Righteous and a sinner at the same time 
Even the human being who has been justified by the grace of God 
remains a sinner because the inclination to sin and the tendency to turn 
away from God remain within him. Thus the believing human being 
always stands before God in two states at the same time, namely as one 
who has de facto been justified, made righteous, and sanctified, as well 
as a sinner and a victim of sin. Man as a justified sinner is and remains 
completely dependent on the care and grace of God.  

 

 

The Mosaic Law tended to mislead the devout to boast of their devotion and faithfulness to the law. 
Yet it was among the sinners that Jesus Christ found acceptance and faith, while the pious of the law, 
namely those who sought to attain righteousness on the basis of their works, fought against Him and 
ultimately also killed Him. In answer to the Pharisee’s question:  
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 “Why do You eat and drink with tax collectors and sinners?” 

Jesus answered:  

 “Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick. I have not 
come to call the righteous, but sinners, to repentance” (Luke 5:30-31). 

Whenever we talk about the law and the gospel, we are also referring to the relationship between 
faith and works. This brings up the question: what is the function of faith and works in the 
justification of man before God?  

6. The relationship between faith and works 

Human beings are justified through faith in Jesus Christ. The good works they perform do nothing to 
contribute to their justification. In the letter to the Romans, Apostle Paul writes:  

 “Therefore we conclude that a man is justified by faith apart from the deeds of the law” (Romans 
3:28).  

Although the law and with it, the performing of God-pleasing works do not have any justifying effects, 
faith and works nevertheless exist in a close relationship to one another and cannot be separated.  

Good works—here the call to love one’s neighbour bears repeating—are expressions of a living faith. 
Where they are lacking, faith is dead. By this we can also see that faith is not only an inner attitude, 
but rather that it permeates our lives in all that we do and prompts us to action:  

 “If a brother or sister is naked and destitute of daily food, and one of you says to them, ‘Depart in 
peace, be warmed and filled,’ but you do not give them the things which are needed for the body, 
what does it profit? Thus also faith by itself, if it does not have works, is dead” (James 2:15-17).  

If we understand the words of the Epistle of James in the context of the justification of the sinner, it 
becomes clear that faith and works must be directly related to one another. However, it is not true to 
say that works on their own supplement or perfect faith, or that they could attract the favour of God. 
Rather, these good works have their source in faith, such that they constitute the visible side of our 
faith, so to speak. Good works are the fruits of faith. It is through them that the reality and veracity of 
our faith can be demonstrated. Love is also included among these fruits or works of faith:  

 “We know that we have passed from death to life, because we love the brethren. He who does 
not love his brother abides in death” (1 John 3:14).   

This “life” of which John speaks is manifested in love—that is, in concrete, loving dealings with our 
neighbour. This makes it clear that faith and works, justification and sanctified conduct, belong 
together and cannot be separated from one another. 

When we read that human beings will be judged according to their works in the Last Judgement, we 
cannot overlook the connection between faith and works:  

 “For we must all sit before the judgement seat of Christ, that each one may receive the things 
done in the body, according to what he has done, whether good or bad” (2 Corinthians 5:10) 
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Even at the Last Judgement, the statement applies:  

 “He who has the Son has life; he who does not have the Son of God does not have life” (1 John 
5:12).  

The position one assumes toward Jesus Christ—be it belief or unbelief with regard to Him—is the 
standard for salvation or ruin, for acceptance by God or damnation. Here too it is true that the 
relationship between works and faith will be revealed. The gospel applies even in the Last Judgement, 
namely that righteousness proceeds from faith and not from works. 

7. The law and the gospel in theological history 

7.1 Marcion (ca 85 - 160) 

Marcion, who lived at the start of the second century AD, taught a radically different relationship 
between the law and the gospel.  

He associated the Old Testament—and thus also the Mosaic Law—with an evil God … 

…and considered the gospel to be the work of the good—hitherto completely unknown—God, whose 
messenger is Jesus Christ. In the teachings of Marcion, the relationship between the law and the 
gospel in salvation history is torn in two, and the conception of God is consequently divided.  

The God of the old covenant and the God of the new covenant are completely different and foreign 
to one another.  

7.2 Augustine (354-430) 

Like Apostle Paul, Augustine, an important theologian of antiquity, also compares the law and the 
gospel, but unlike Marcion, he emphasises that the law and the gospel both derive from God to the 
same extent and that they thus have significance for salvation history. 

The law requires human beings to do that which they have not fulfilled—and cannot fulfil—as sinners. 
Through His grace, God acts within human beings to help them put their willingness to perform good 
works into action.  

The sinner must, however, encounter the law in order to reach out for and appreciate the grace 
proclaimed in the gospel. The sinner is to live in the awareness that he is completely dependent on 
the grace of God.  

Augustine writes:  

  “The law was given that grace might be sought. 
  Grace was given that the law might be fulfilled.” 
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7.3 Martin Luther (1483-1546) 

Martin Luther emphasises that God pronounces the sinner righteous without the works of the law. 
Righteousness is a gift of God for human beings who live by faith. The righteousness of the human 
being is thus an act of God and not a human characteristic or possession. For this reason, Luther states 
that human beings are both righteous and sinners at the same time (simul justus et peccator). It is in 
this view of human beings that Luther’s distinction between the Christian person and the secular 
person is rooted. It is also on this basis that Luther makes a distinction between the two “uses of the 
law”:  

Luther speaks of the:  

Usus politicus 
(The political use of the 

law) 

 
and the 

Usus theologicus 
(The theological use of 

the law) 
The law regulates human 
coexistence. It is the 
foundation for state laws, 
etc. 

 The law leads to 
recognition of sin. It 
helps human beings to 
recognise their status 
before God and to 
understand themselves 
as deficient beings.  

The third use of the law 
In addition to the two usus legis (usus theologicus: the law reveals sin; usus 
politicus: the law as a secular legal ordinance), there is also a third use of 
the law in early Protestant theology (tertius usus legis): for the reborn 
believing Christian, God’s law is orientation for a life in grateful obedience 
to God’s commandments. Here the law is again unmistakably positive, and 
the law guides believers in the proper and God-fearing conduct. 

 

 

7.4 Paul Althaus (1888-1966) 

The Lutheran theologian Paul Althaus proposes a three-part ordering: commandment-law-gospel. 
Adam and Eve received a commandment from God. God either permits (“you may”) or forbids (“you 
shall not”). 

Through the fall into sin, the commandment became law and thus a prohibition. Therefore the law 
only acquires its negative character owing through the disobedience of man.  

 “Through the gospel, the law once again became the commandment” (Althaus). 
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7.5 Karl Barth (1886-1968) 

The Reformed theologian Karl Barth turns the problem of the law and the gospel on its head in curious 
fashion: gospel and the law. Accordingly, the gospel precedes the law. The law is thus understood as 
a necessary form of the gospel. 

Thereby Barth seeks to make it clear that God’s will to save comes to equal expression in both the law 
and the gospel. Thus the two do not stand in any opposition to one another, but rather exist in a close 
relationship to one another. This is because the salvation rooted in Jesus Christ comes to expression 
in both of them. For Barth, Jesus Christ is the one Word of God in which the gospel and the law are 
united.  

Here Barth formulates a radical counter-position to Luther’s approach to the doctrine of the law and 
the gospel and—in the twentieth century—the position brought to expression by Paul Althaus. 
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Test questions on 6.1 – “The law and the gospel” 

 

1. What do we mean by “the Law” in the Old Testament?  
a) The four Evangelists Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. 
b) The five books of the Torah, especially the religious, ethic, and social prescription they 

contain. 
c) The books of the Psalms and the rest of the Writings. 
d) The four major prophets, namely Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel—and most of all, the prophecies 

they contain. 
 

2. What is the literal meaning of the word ‘gospel’?  
a) ”Good health.” 
b) “Good day.” 
c) ”Good news.” 
d) ”Good life.” 

 
3. What is meant by the term ‘gospel’ in the New Testament? 

a) The writings of the Evangelists. 
b) The rule of the kings of Israel. 
c) God’s activity of salvation in Jesus Christ. 
d) The righteousness that comes from the works of the law.  

 
4. What is the relationship between the law and the gospel in reference to the New Testament?  

a) The Old Testament contains the law, while the New Testament contains the gospel. 
b) The Old Testament and the New Testament only contain elements of the gospel. 
c) The Old Testament and the New Testament contain elements of the law and elements of 

the gospel alike.  
d) The Old Testament and the New Testament only contain elements of the law.  

 
5. What did Marcion teach about the law and the gospel?  

a) The law and the gospel are not recorded in the Bible. 
b) The law and the gospel are of equal importance. 
c) There is a radical opposition between the law and the gospel. 
d) There is a radical agreement between the law and the gospel.  

 

6. What does Augustine say about the law and the gospel? 
a) The law and the gospel both derive from Marcion. 
b) The law derives from Moses and the gospel derives from John. 
c) The law and the gospel both derive from God. 
d) The law and the gospel both derive from Augustine.  
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7. What kinds of uses of the law does Martin Luther list?  
a) The philosophical use and the philological use of the law. 
b) The legal use and the non-legal use of the law. 
c) The political use and the theological use of the law.  
d) The earthly use and the heavenly use of the law. 

 
8. To whom does the third use of the law apply?  

a) The righteous of the old covenant. 
b) Atheists. 
c) Reborn Christians. 
d) The ministers of the New Apostolic Church. 

 
9. What three-part ordering of the subject of the law and the gospel does Paul Althaus propose? 

a) Commandment—law—Evangelist. 
b) Commandment—law—gospel. 
c) Prohibition—law—gospel. 
d) Commandment—law—Protestant. 

 
10. How does Karl Barth see the relationship between the law and the gospel?  

a) He eliminates the gospel: only the law counts.  
b) First the law, then the gospel. 
c) He eliminates the law: only the gospel counts.  
d) First the gospel, then the law. 
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6.2 What are sacraments? 
 

 
Sacraments are means of salvation whereby human beings can attain 
salvation. In this lesson we will find out where the term ‘sacrament’ 
comes from, discover the nature of a sacrament, and explore how the 
sacraments are understood in the individual churches. We will 
conclude with an overview of the New Apostolic understanding of 
sacrament.  
 

 

 

1. Concerning the history of the term ‘sacrament’ 

The word ‘sacrament’ cannot be found in either the Old Testament or the New Testament. 
‘Sacrament’ is the Latin translation of the Greek word mysterion. This word originally referred to a 
mystery teaching or religious celebration of certain religions in antiquity.  

1.1 Mysterion (mystery) in the Old Testament 

We only seldom encounter the word in the Septuagint, the oldest Greek translation of the Old 
Testament. It is used almost exclusively in the later writings of the Old Testament, for example, in the 
Wisdom of Solomon 2:21-22. 

 “Such things they [the wicked] did imagine, and were deceived: for their own wickedness hat 
blinded them. As for the mysteries of God, they knew them not…” 

1.2 Mysterion (mystery) in the New Testament 

In the New Testament, Jesus Christ is equated with the divine mystery, for example, in 1 Corinthians 
2:7:  

 “But we speak the wisdom of God in a mystery, the hidden wisdom which God ordained before 
the ages for our glory.” 

The word mysterion is also used in order to show the relationship between Christ and the church, as 
in Ephesians 5:32:  

 “This is a great mystery, but I speak concerning Christ and the church.” 
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1.3 Mysterion (mystery) in early church history 

In the early church, the term mysterion was used in two respects. On the one hand, the Christians 
understood themselves as initiates in the divine mysteries. They believed themselves to be in 
possession of a higher knowledge proclaimed to them by Christ. In the view of the Christians, these 
mysteries were concealed from the heathens. The term mysterion was thus understood as a secret 
knowledge known only to the Christians.  

The term mysterion was also used for religious celebrations of baptism and Holy Communion, whereby 
human beings share in divine salvation. This too was concealed from the heathens on the outside. 
Both perspectives of the term mysterion have a great deal to do with the use of the word in religion 
and philosophy prevalent at the time (see above). 

2. Sacrament / Sacramentum 

The English term ‘sacrament’ is derived from the Latin word sacramentum (sacer = holy). According to 
the Roman understanding, the term meant ‘oath’, ‘oath of allegiance’, ‘purchase price’, or even 
‘pledge’ or ‘deposit’. The term was thus mostly used in an everyday setting. It always referred to 
actions or situations of a binding or obligatory character. 

2.1 Sacramentum: From ‘oath of allegiance’ to ‘profession’ 

 Roman soldiers would pledge an oath to the emperor. This was known as a sacramentum (oath of 
allegiance) 

 With their profession of Christ, believers would make an oath to God. The early church theologian 
Tertullian also refers to this as a sacramentum.  

 In approximately 200 AD the words mysterion and sacramentum came to be used in reference to 
ritual acts, namely baptism and Holy Communion. Depending on which region of the kingdom 
people lived, they used either the word mysterion or sacramentum.  

3. The nature of the sacrament 

The church teacher Augustine (AD 354-430) provides the most significant contribution to our 
understanding of the sacraments in later antiquity. 

In his thinking, Augustine adopted the philosophy of Plato. Plato taught the concept of ideas 
(archetypes) that exist together with God. The copies of these ideas are the visible, but imperfect, 
objects we see in the real world. In contrast to this, ideas are perfect. Everything we are capable of 
perceiving is only a copy of a divine idea.  

Augustine applied this dual structure (archetype – copy) to the sacrament. He writes that a sacrament 
always incorporates a visible element (copy) and an invisible reality (archetype). This visible element 
of the sacrament (for example, water or bread and wine), is a visible reference to the invisible reality 
of grace.  

According to Augustine, sacraments have a sign character and a causation character:  
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 First of all, the sacraments refer to invisible grace. They are its visible sign. On the other hand, the 
sacraments allow the recipient to share in this invisible grace. 

Augustine emphasises that the effect of a dispensed sacrament is not dependent on the faith of the 
dispenser and/or the recipient. 

 “In his defence against the Donatists [heretics in the early church], Augustine had already argued 
that the sacraments, owing to their objective holiness, retain their validity even when dispensed 
by unworthy persons” (Theologisches Realenzyklopädie [Theological Encyclopaedia], Volume 29, 
Berlin / New York 1998, p. 669).  

The effect of the sacrament is independent of the faith of the dispenser and the recipient because 
Jesus Christ is the subject of the sacramental event. When Christ acts, He does so with authority and 
without any kind of compromise or limitation.  

4. The four elements that comprise a sacrament 

A sacrament comes into being through four interrelated elements:  

Sign, which is the rite or visible element. In the case of baptism, this is the water. In Holy 
Communion this is the bread and wine. 
 
Content, namely the presence of salvation, that is, divine grace. 
 
Dispenser, this is the word of institution or consecration of the minister acting in authority. 
 
Recipient, namely the (believing) individual, in order that the sacrament can be received for 
salvation. 

 

5. The Catholic understanding of the sacrament 

Up until the time of the Reformation, the Catholic understanding of the sacraments was standard. In 
the course of church history, the understanding of the sacraments has changed—as has their number. 
It was only at the Council of Trent (1545-1563) that the understanding of the sacraments was finally 
defined, and their number fixed at seven. Since then there have not been any significant changes with 
regard to the sacraments.  

5.1 The number of sacraments 

Since the twelfth century, seven sacraments were dispensed as a rule:  

1. Baptism with water 
2. Communion (Eucharist) 
3. Confirmation 
4. Penance 
5. Anointing of the Sick 
6. Holy Orders 
7. Matrimony 
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In the Catholic tradition, Baptism, Communion, and Confirmation are considered outstanding 
sacraments (sacraments of initiation). Through these sacraments, Christians are incorporated into 
Christianity, edified within it, and strengthened. Often Baptism and the Eucharist are designated as 
sacramenta maiora (major sacraments).  

Owing to the Reformation the Catholic understanding of the sacraments was also sharpened. It was 
expressed that the first five sacraments (Baptism, Eucharist, Confirmation, Penance, and Anointing of 
the Sick) serve to the spiritual perfection of all human beings, while the last two sacraments (that is, 
Holy Orders and Matrimony) serve for the leadership and multiplication of the entire church.  

6. Luther’s understanding of the sacraments 

Luther and the other Reformers strongly criticised the Catholic doctrine of the sacraments. Luther 
emphasised that Jesus Christ is the actual sacrament:  

 “The Holy Scriptures acknowledge only one sacrament, which is Christ the Lord Himself.” 

This brings to expression that all salvation and all gifts of salvation are founded upon Jesus Christ. It 
was also for this reason that Luther considered it essential for the sacraments to have been instituted 
by Jesus Christ. In this context Luther refers to Holy Scripture and makes it clear that Baptism and 
Communion are dispensed on the basis of Christ’s instruction.  

Baptismal command: Matthew 28:19: 

 “Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptising them in the name of the Father and 
of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.” 

Holy Communion: 1 Corinthians 11:24, 25: 

 “Do this in remembrance of Me.” 

Sacraments can only be such as were instituted by Jesus Christ and attested in the Bible. 

Luther criticised the scholastic interpretation based on Augustine, namely that the sacraments can 
take effect in and of themselves without the need for any other conditions, and even in the absence 
of faith on the part of the recipient. Here Luther is referring to the ritual of the sacrament. The effect 
this has upon a person is not addressed thereby. 

The salvation granted through the sacrament only begins to take effect through faith on the part of 
the recipient.  

7. Other Reformers’ understanding of the sacraments  

7.1 The Reformer Zwingli 

In his understanding of the sacraments, Zwingli refers to ancient linguistic use. He primarily 
understands the sacrament to be a sign of profession and binding obligation.  
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Thus Zwingli does not consider sacraments to be a divine means of grace. These are not an act of God 
upon a human being, but merely constitute an act of profession on the part of the believer.  

Zwingli writes:  

 “Sacraments are signs or ceremonies by means of which a human being demonstrates that he is 
either a candidate or a soldier of Christ, and they [the sacraments] convince the whole church 
more certainly of your faith than you [yourself] can ever do.” 

 “Through Baptism we announce ourselves. Through Holy Communion—when we commemorate 
the victory of Christ—we profess that we are members of His church” (quoted from Theologische 
Realenzyklopädie [Theological encyclopaedia], Volume 29, Berlin / New York 1998, p. 674). 

Zwingli’s radical understanding did not really take hold within Reformed tradition. Rather, it was the 
thought of John Calvin that most influenced the Reformed church. 

7.2 The Reformer Calvin 

John Calvin sought to distance himself from the Zwinglian, Catholic, and Lutheran interpretations of 
the sacraments. He wrote:  

 “A sacrament is an external mark by way of which the Lord seals the promise of His friendliness 
toward us in our conscience […] and by way of which we, in turn, attest our devotion to Him […] 
and before man.”   

According to Calvin, the sacrament is a visible sign that God is acting upon a human being and has 
promised him His salvation. Beyond that, the sacrament—similar to Zwingli’s conception—is also an 
act of profession on the part of the believing person receiving it. 

In contrast to Catholicism and Lutheranism, Calvin emphasises:  

 “Anyone who thinks he is receiving more through the sacraments than that which is offered him 
in God’s word, and that which he can grasp in true faith, is fooling himself.” 

7.3 The number of sacraments in the churches of the Reformation 

To begin with, the churches of the Reformation have avoided making any determination about how 
many sacraments there are. Baptism, Communion, and Penance were understood as sacraments in 
the actual sense. 

 “Accordingly, [only] Baptism, Communion, and the Absolution—that is, the sacrament of 
penance—are actually sacraments” (Philipp Melanchthon, as quoted by Leonhardt, p. 345).  

Later the sacramental character of Penance (or Absolution) was disputed since the outward element 
was lacking and because it had not been expressly instituted by Jesus Christ. Within modern 
Protestantism, only baptism and Communion are understood as sacraments.  
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8. Understanding of sacraments in the New Apostolic Church 

The New Apostolic Church acknowledges three sacraments:  

1. Baptism    Catechism 8.1 
 

2. Communion  Catechism 8.2 
 

3. Holy Sealing  Catechism 8.3 

 
These three sacraments have a similar function to the initiation sacraments of the Catholic Church: 
they establish and reinforce one’s Christianity.  

See Catechism of the New Apostolic Church 8.2. 

In response to the question of who is at work in the sacraments, the Catechism replies: 

 “The salvific power inherent in the sacraments is based on the fact that all three divine persons 
are at work in these acts.” 

See Catechism of the New Apostolic Church 8.3.6 

8.1 When are sacraments valid?  

The Catechism of the New Apostolic Church makes it clear that the sacraments are acts of God upon 
human beings, which come into being completely independently of the subjective conditions and 
attitudes.  

 “The validity of the sacraments is not dependent on their interpretation or the understanding a 
person has of them, but rather only on the four aforementioned variables [= sign, content, 
dispenser and faith of recipient]. The sign (signum) and content (res) are linked together through 
the word (verbum) of institution or consecration spoken by the dispenser.”  

8.2 How can the sacraments unfold to their full salvific effect?  

The sacraments do not automatically unfold to their full salvific effect within a human being.  Upon 
receiving the sacrament, the believer must bind his faith to the grace of God. Only then can the 
sacraments unfold their effect for salvation.  

 “The faith of the person receiving the sacrament is a prerequisite for the sacrament to unfold to 
its full salvific effect. However, even unbelief does not invalidate the sacrament, because that 
which God has done cannot be undone by the unbelieving recipient.” 

8.3 When and by whom are the sacraments dispensed in the New Apostolic Church?  

Holy Baptism with water and Holy Sealing are only dispensed once, while Holy Communion is 
dispensed in every divine service.  
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The priestly ministries dispense Holy Baptism with water and Holy Communion, while Holy Sealing is 
exclusively performed by an Apostle. 

See Catechism of the New Apostolic Church 8 

 

 

Summary 
 
Sacraments are fundamental acts of God’s grace. 
 
A sacrament comes into being through four interrelated variables: sign, content, 
dispenser, and faith. 
 
Faith is the prerequisite for a sacrament to unfold to its full salvific effect. 
 
Jesus Christ instituted three sacraments: Holy Baptism with water, Holy Sealing, and 
Holy Communion. 
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Test questions on 6.2 – “What are sacraments?” 

 
 

1. On whose interpretation do the Reformed churches base their understanding of the 
sacraments?   
a) Augustine 
b) Thomas Aquinas 
c) John Calvin 
d) Theodor of Mopsuestia 

 
2. How many sacraments are there in the Catholic Church? 

a) Two: Baptism and Communion. 
b) Three: Baptism, Communion, and Sealing. 
c) Seven: Baptism, Communion, Confirmation, Matrimony, Penance, Anointing of the Sick, and 

Holy Orders. 
d) None. 

 
3. What does the Latin word sacramentum mean originally?  

a) A desertion by soldiers. 
b) A military song. 
c) A pledge of allegiance given by soldiers. 
d) The soldiers’ doctrine. 

 
4. Which of the following is not a sacrament of the New Apostolic Church? 

a) Forgiveness of sins. 
b) Communion. 
c) Sealing. 
d) Baptism with water. 

 
5. What effect do the sacraments in the New Apostolic Church have upon the recipient?  

a) They establish and reinforce his Christianity. 
b) They separate evil from good. 
c) They liberate the soul from sin. 
d) They unite spirit and soul. 

 
6. The term mysterion originally referred to… 

a) a secret doctrine. 
b) the doctrine of the Trinity. 
c) an ancient theatre performance. 
d) the mass. 
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7. What double structure of reality does Augustine apply to the sacraments? 
a) Archetype – copy. 
b) Truth – lie. 
c) Creation – end time. 
d) Copy – negative.  

 
8. To what does Tertullian relate the term ‘sacramentum’ in the context of Baptism and 

Communion? 
a) The profession to Pilate. 
b) The oath made to the emperor. 
c) The profession to Christ as an oath to God. 
d) The offering of the imperial sacrifice. 

 
9. In Zwingli’s view, sacraments are… 

a) signs of repentance. 
b) not divine means of grace. 
c) signs of childhood in God. 
d) divine means of grace. 

 
10. In Luther’s view, what is the most important prerequisite for a sacrament?  

a) Its mention in the writings of Augustine. 
b) Its mention in the Old Testament. 
c) Its institution by the pope. 
d) Its institution by Christ.  
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6.3 The church of Jesus Christ 
 

 

 
In this section, we will address the doctrine of the church. We will 
illuminate the origins of the church in the New Testament and 
examine other models of church. After exploring the concept of the 
visible and invisible church, we will eventually explain the New 
Apostolic Church’s understanding of church. What becomes clear in 
the process is that there can be no Christianity without church. 
 

 

 

1. What does church signify in the New Testament?  

1.1 The new people of God 

The New Testament does not contain any sort of systemised concept of church or even a doctrine of 
the church. The term ‘church’ does not even exist in the Luther Bible, because the Greek word ekklesia 
can be used to denote both ‘church’ and ‘congregation’. Nevertheless, we have evidence that there 
were various Christian congregations in existence. These congregations, were not bound together into 
any superordinate church as we might conceive of it, however. (The notion of an overall church only 
began to develop toward the end of the first century and the start of the second century in early 
Catholicism). 

The early Christians understood themselves as an end-time community of salvation. It was to them 
that the special attention and care of God—which had previously been confined to Israel—now 
applied. The “Ekklesia” (church, congregation) was now understood as the new “Israel of God” 
(Galatians 6:16).  

The predicates of the old people of God were now applied to the new people of God (1 Peter 2:9):  

 “But you are a chosen generation, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, His own special people, that 
you may proclaim the praises of Him who called you out of darkness into His marvellous light.” 

This Bible text makes it clear that the Christian congregation had not only applied the predicates given 
to Israel (chosen generation, royal priesthood) to itself, but that it had also put itself in the place of 
Israel.  
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1.2 The salvation communities in imagery 

In the New Testament, this new community of salvation is depicted using various images. The most 
familiar image is that of the body of Christ, which brings to expression that the members work 
together to comprise a single unit. 

In addition, the body of Christ expresses that Jesus rules His church and that everything emanates 
from Him and stands in relationship to Him. All the members of the body are aligned with the head 
(Christ). 

 Colossians 2:19 

“…and not holding fast to the Head, from whom all the body, nourished and knit together by joints 
and ligaments, grows with the increase that is from God.” 

Beyond that, the congregation is also described as a building, the foundation of which is Jesus Christ 
(1 Corinthians 3). 

 1 Corinthians 3:11 

“For no other foundation can anyone lay than that which is laid, which is Jesus Christ.” 

The community of believers is also understood as the “wandering people of God” (Hebrews 3:7-17; 1 
Corinthians 10). The image of the “wandering people of God” refers to Israel’s wanderings through 
the desert. However, a significant qualitative difference between the Christian community and Israel 
becomes clear here: while Israel had an earthly goal, the church of Christ has a “heavenly goal”, 
namely untroubled fellowship with God.  

2. Church in the early church creeds 

In the early church creeds, the church is an object of faith and profession. This brings to expression 
that it is only truly possible to be a Christian within the context of the church, that is, in fellowship 
with other Christians.  

2.1 The Apostolicum 

The Apostolicum, which derives from a Roman baptismal profession of the second century, professes:  

 “I believe in the holy universal [catholic] church”. 

Two attributes are assigned the church here, namely holiness and universality. 

 The holiness refers to the source of the church, which lies in God, and to those who gather within 
it, namely the “saints”. These are those human beings who have been justified through God in 
Jesus Christ.  

 The universality signifies that the church is represented all around the world.  
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2.2 The Creed of Nicaea-Constantinople  

The Creed of Nicaea-Constantinople, which refers to the Council of Nicaea-Constantinople (AD 381), 
contains statements that go further. Here provisions have been made that are of great significance for 
our understanding of church. Here we find unity, holiness, universality, and apostolicity as the 
essential identifying features of the church. These identifying features are also described as the Notae 
ecclesiae (“marks of the church”).  

 

Key terms that identify the church 
The church is one: this unity derives from belief in the one God, who 
revealed Himself in Jesus Christ, and in the one baptism which 
establishes our membership in Christ.  
 
The church is holy: through the Holy Spirit, all Christians belong to the 
domain of Christ and have been extracted from the domain of evil—that 
is, of Satan and of sin.  
 
The church is universal (catholic): universality derives from the fact that 
Jesus Christ is the only way to salvation. This belief binds all Christians of 
all time periods together.  
 
The church is apostolic: apostolicity refers to the fact that the church is 
bound to the Great Commission of the Apostles as well as the testimony 
of Holy Scripture. The church is also apostolic on the basis of its 
faithfulness to the sources of its faith, that is, to the sermons of the early 
Christian Apostles and their followers.  

 

 

3. The Catholic understanding of church 

3.1 Elements of the Catholic understanding of church 

The Catholic Church is convinced that Jesus Christ not only established a community of believers, but 
rather that He founded the church as a mystery of salvation:  

 “He Himself is in the church and the church is in Him.” 

The image of the church as the body of Christ also points in this direction. Just as the head and the 
members of a living body, though not identical, cannot be separated, Christ and the church cannot be 
mistaken for one another, but cannot be separated from one another either. Together they comprise 
the only “whole Christ”. 

This also means that Jesus Christ is present in the church and continues His work of salvation in and 
through the church.  
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Salvation is therefore primarily received in the church and not outside of the church. 

  The church thus clearly has a function for imparting salvation. 

According to Catholic interpretation, there is a succession of the apostolic ministry: 

 Succession refers to the fact that the Apostles of the early church ordained Bishops and other 
ministers through laying on of hands. These Bishops in turn ordained other Bishops and ministers. 
This succession has remained to this day. This means that there is continuity between the early 
church established by Christ and the Catholic Church.  

However, the church of Jesus Christ is not identical with the Catholic Church, because there are other 
non-Catholic denominations that also share in the church of Christ. Nevertheless, the church of Jesus 
Christ is indeed manifest in the Catholic Church, which is led by the successors to Apostle Peter, that 
is, the pope, and by the Bishops in communion with him.  

The Catholic Church distinguishes between itself as church and other church communities, which are 
not church in the fullest sense. 

4. Luther’s understanding of church 

Luther distinguishes between church as a theological reality as opposed to a social one and, in the 
tradition of Augustine, speaks of a visible church and an invisible church. 

The invisible church is the true body of Christ. It is the community of the believers, which exists within 
the visible church, but is impossible to identify until the Last Judgement.  

The visible church thus incorporates both believers and unbelievers. It is a “mixed body of Christ” 
consisting of both living and dead members.  

 Matthew 13: 24-30 

“Another parable He put forth to them, saying: ‘The kingdom of heaven is like a man who sowed 
good seed in his field; but while men slept, his enemy came and sowed tares among the wheat 
and went his way. But when the grain had sprouted and produced a crop, then the tares also 
appeared. So the servants of the owner came and said to him, “Sir, did you not sow good seed in 
your field? How then does it have tares?” He said to them, “An enemy has done this.” The servants 
said to him, “Do you want us then to go and gather them up?” But he said, “No, lest while you 
gather up the tares you also uproot the wheat with them. Let both grow together until the harvest, 
and at the time of harvest I will say to the reapers, “First gather together the tares and bind them 
in bundles to burn them, but gather the wheat into my barn.”’” 
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Excursus: Characteristics of the invisible church 
The invisible church is a spiritual dimension. It is the “community of the 
saints”, that is, the community of those who have been elected to 
salvation. Those who belong to the invisible church cannot be recognised 
by human beings.  
 
The invisible church is also a church militant (ecclesia militans). This 
means that its adherents are exposed to the temptations of the evil one 
and must resist them.  
 
The invisible church is also a church triumphant (ecclesia triumphans), 
namely once the elect have attained eternal life. Here it becomes clear 
that the invisible church also has an eschatological character.  

 

Excursus: Characteristics of the visible church 
The visible church can be empirically perceived, namely in the various 
church structures, the sermon, the dispensation of the sacraments, and 
in the conduct of its members. Thus the visible church is a component of 
societal, political, and cultural reality. 
 
In the visible church it is impossible to distinguish between a true 
Christian and everyone else. It is comprised of both believers and 
unbelievers, of the elect and the rejected. It can thus be described as a 
“mixed body of Christ” (corpus mixtum). 
 
The visible and invisible churches are closely related, because the 
invisible (true) church can be perceived in the reality of the visible 
(earthly) church.  

 

 

5. The Reformed churches’ understanding of church 

The Reformed tradition does not distinguish between a visible and an invisible church. The church as 
a whole serves to implement the rule of Christ in the lives of the believers. It thus has an educational 
mandate.  

The Reformer John Calvin distinguished between the true church and the false church. The true church 
can be recognised by the fact that it has the proper ministerial order and church order.  

Calvin listed three essential identifying features of the true church:  

 “The church has […] as its first identifying feature, the true proclamation of the divine word”. Here 
the emphasis is on the church’s bond to the word of the Bible, which cannot be put aside by 
anything—not even church tradition. Only Holy Scripture can be the standard for the proper 
proclamation of God’s word. 
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 “The second identifying feature is the proper administration of the sacraments of Jesus Christ, 
which must be associated with the word and promises of God.” Word and sacrament belong 
together. Nothing more is imparted in the sacraments than through the word. 

 “The last identifying feature is the strict exercise of church discipline prescribed in the divine word 
[…]” The church must be organised in accordance with the divine will, as clearly evidenced in the 
New Testament. The preaching ministry is responsible for the proclamation of the divine word, 
while the Elders are responsible for ensuring that the proper order is maintained in the church.  

All life within the church is to be a testimony of the truth of the gospel. For this reason, church life as 
a whole has a confessional character.  

6. How the Community of Protestant Churches in Europe understands church  
(Leuenberg Agreement) 

The Community of Protestant Churches in Europe has its beginnings in ecumenical conferences that 
took place in Leuenberg near Basel in 1973. The majority of Lutheran, Reformed, United, and 
Methodist churches of Europe banded together into this community and agreed to accord one 
another table and pulpit fellowship. This is an expression of the endeavour for oneness within 
Protestantism. 

In the Community’s declarations concerning the church of Jesus Christ, it endeavours to unite Lutheran 
and Reformed positions. For this reason it is first emphasised that the church is, on the one hand, an 
object of faith, and on the other hand a visible fellowship. The visible and invisible churches thus 
belong together and cannot be separated from one another. The visible church has the mandate of 
attesting to the life of Christ within it. 

The visible and invisible church are both to the same degree the community of the saints as 
established by the Holy Spirit through word and sacrament. It is characterised by distinguishing 
features which are enshrined in the creeds of the early church. It is in all churches the one, holy, 
catholic (universal), and apostolic church. 

In addition to the classical four identifying features of the church, the Leuenberg Declaration lists some 
others: God’s word, Baptism, Communion, the ministry of the keys (Confession and Absolution), the 
order of the preaching ministry (Bishops, pastors, etc.), prayer, suffering for the sake of the gospel, 
observance of the Ten Commandments, and church discipline. The identifying features that can be 
experienced include Christian living, that is, the divine service of Christians in the daily life of the world. 

6.1 Testimony and service of the church 

Testimony and service are identifying features of Christian living and thus characteristics of the church. 
Christian living is both a testimony and a service through fulfilment of the Ten Commandments with 
respect to God and our neighbour.  

All institutions of the church—namely divine services and diakonia—are always at the same time also 
institutions of testimony and service.  
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As a witness of the gospel in the world, the church is intended to be an instrument of God for the 
implementation of His will to save.  

6.2 The eschatological dimension of church 

This belief expects the universal revelation of the kingdom of God and not the church as the perfection 
and completion of all ways and works of God. In the kingdom of God there will be no distinction 
between church and the world or church and state.  

7. The New Apostolic Church’s understanding of church 

The church is based upon Jesus’ word, activity, and nature. Whatever can be said about the church 
can only be said on the basis of Jesus Christ. Jesus’ entire person—His words and actions—are 
prerequisites for the church and become present within it. 

Jesus Christ has a twofold nature: He is true Man and true God. The two natures of Christ also define 
the nature of the church:  

 “The church of Jesus Christ has a concealed side and a revealed side. In this respect it corresponds 
to the dual nature of Jesus Christ, who is both true Man and true God.  

 The concealed side of the church cannot be fathomed by human reason, but can be 
accessed through faith and experienced, for example in the sacraments and in the spoken 
word of God, that is, in all the signs of divine salvation and divine nearness. 

 The revealed side of the church is a reference to the true humanity of Jesus Christ. Like 
the Man Jesus, the church is part of the history of mankind, although the Man Jesus was 
without sin—which is not the case with the revealed side of the church. It shares in the 
sinfulness of humanity on account of the human beings at work within it. Thus the 
mistakes and deficiencies of human history are also present in the church” (CNAC 2.4.3). 

These statements concerning the concealed and revealed church are closely associated with Luther’s 
teaching of the visible and invisible church.  

7.1 Who is a member of the concealed church of Jesus Christ?  

A human being becomes part of the concealed church through baptism with water, faith, and 
professing Jesus Christ. However, only God knows which human beings belong to the concealed 
church.  

From the Catechism of the New Apostolic Church (6.3): 

Likewise, the church of Christ has a concealed—or invisible—and a visible—or manifest—side. These 
two sides of the church of Christ can no more be separated than the two natures of Jesus Christ. 
Although they are different from one another, they belong to one another indivisibly. 

Like the divine nature of Jesus Christ, the concealed side of the church is ultimately indescribable. Its 
presence, however, can be perceived in the salvific effects of the sacraments and in the word of God. 
In the concealed side of the church—which is comprised of those who are properly baptised, who 
genuinely believe, and who profess the Lord—the four identifying features of church (unity, holiness, 
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universality, and apostolicity) are present in perfect fashion. This side of the church is addressed in the 
Third Article of the New Apostolic Creed.  

The revealed side of the church of Christ, like the Man Jesus, shares in the general history of mankind. 
In contrast to Him, however, the human beings at work within the church are subject to sin. Hence the 
errors, aberrations, and lapses inherent in mankind are also to be found in the church. However, the 
deficiencies of the visible church can neither damage nor destroy the invisible and perfect church, 
namely the church to which the true believers and elect (see 4.5) belong.  

The interconnection and simultaneous distinction between the visible and invisible church can only be 
grasped in faith. The visible form of the church—the church of Christ in its historical manifestation—is 
not the object of faith. Rather it is the institution in which, at present, salvation and the nearness of 
God can be experienced.  

7.2 The four identifying features of the New Apostolic Church (notae ecclesiae) 

The four identifying features of church as listed in the Creed of Nicaea-Constantinople are also of great 
significance for the New Apostolic Church’s conception of church.  

The four identifying features—unity, holiness, universality, and apostolicity—are interpreted in the 
following way:  

 The church is “one”: the fact that the church of Jesus Christ is one is based upon the profession of 
the one God. God, the Father, is the Creator. Jesus Christ is the sole head of the church. He is the 
one Lord. The one Holy Spirit is at work in this church and fills the believers with the knowledge 
of the truth.  

 The church is “holy”: this holiness has been conferred upon the church by God. Holy things are 
revealed in it—for example in the sacraments—and the Holy Spirit is at work within it. 

 The church is “universal” (Greek: catholic): the universality, or catholicity, of the church implies 
that it is all-encompassing, in other words, that it far transcends anything which can be 
experienced by human beings. God’s universal will to save finds direct expression in the church, 
and thus it encompasses both that which is of this world and that which is of the world to come, 
both past and present. It even reaches into the future and finds its completion in the new creation. 

 The church is “apostolic”: the apostolicity of the church has a content-related aspect and a person-
related aspect. 

 First of all, the church is apostolic because the gospel of the death, resurrection, and 
return of Christ—as preached by the early Apostles—is proclaimed within it.  

 On the other hand, the church is apostolic because the apostolic ministry is historically 
manifest in the Apostles who work within the church in the present.” (CNAC 2.4.3) 

7.3 The historical manifestation of the church of Jesus Christ in the individual churches 

In its historical manifestation, the church will never do complete justice to the requirements of 
oneness, holiness, universality, and apostolicity. Among other things, this is also due to the sinfulness 
of the human beings who active in it.  
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Despite these inadequacies, the church of Christ does not remain concealed or inaccessible. It can be 
most clearly experienced where the Apostle ministry, the dispensation of the three sacraments to the 
living and the dead, as well as the proper proclamation of the word are present.  

It is there that the Lord’s work of redemption to prepare the bride of Christ for the marriage in heaven 
is established (CNAC 2.4.3).  

The New Apostolic Church is not identical with the church of Jesus Christ, nor is it just a part of the 
one church of Jesus Christ together with all the other churches. Rather, the church of Jesus Christ is 
present or revealed to varying degrees within the different individual churches.  

The church of Jesus Christ is most clearly revealed in the New Apostolic Church. 

7.4 Elements that unite the Christian churches with one another 

There are some essential elements that bind the churches together despite their differences:  

 The most important sacramental element that binds the churches is baptism with water, whereby 
Christians enter into fellowship with the triune God. Through baptism, faith, and profession, 
human beings are incorporated into the body of Christ.  

 Another essential binding element between the Christian churches is the profession of Jesus 
Christ, as comes to expression, for example, in the early church creeds (the Apostolicum, the Creed 
of Nicaea-Constantinople).  

 Another commonality among the Christian churches is the belief in Jesus Christ as the only Lord 
and Redeemer. This belief brings to expression that all salvation emanates from Jesus Christ alone.  

7.5 The future dimension of the church 

At the return of Christ, the church will be revealed in all its salvation and all its deficiencies. A twofold 
life will be clearly revealed within the church: one part of the church of Christ will be caught up to God 
(the “community of the saints” = “the firstlings”, the “bride”, the “male child”), while another part will 
remain behind (the “woman clothed with the sun”).  

The church of Jesus Christ does not end with the return of Christ to take home His bride, however. 
Rather, it remains intact in a number of aspects in the eschatological future.  

In the thousand-year kingdom of peace, the church of Jesus Christ will continue to be important 
because the royal priesthood will proclaim salvation in Christ and will share in the imparting of 
salvation.  

In the new creation or in the New Jerusalem, the church will be revealed in its perfection as the 
community of the saints, who will bring praise and adoration to God without ceasing.  

7.6 Important elements of the New Apostolic Church’s understanding of church 

A church is any Christian denomination in which the baptised live their faith and profess Jesus as their 
Lord.  
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The church of Christ is not a single Christian denomination, nor is it the sum of all Christian 
denominations. Likewise, the term “church of Christ” cannot be equated with the term ‘church’ as 
applied to a religious community as an institution (denomination).  

Binding elements between the individual Christian churches include baptism, the common profession 
of Jesus Christ, and belief in Him as the only Lord and Redeemer. All baptised individuals who believe 
in Jesus Christ and profess Him as their Lord are part of the church of Christ.  
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Test questions on 6.3 – “The church of Jesus Christ” 

 

1. What is the most important ecclesiological criterion of the Reformed churches? 
a) The seven sacraments. 
b) The proper ministerial order and the proper church order. 
c) A good sermon. 
d) Childhood in God. 

 
2. What does the term ecclesia mean?  

a) Church or congregation. 
b) The people of God. 
c) Sect. 
d) House or temple. 

 
3. Upon whose writings does Luther base his understanding of church?  

a) Calvin. 
b) Athanasius. 
c) Augustine. 
d) Josef Ratzinger. 

 
4. Where is the church of Christ most clearly revealed?  

a) In the early church. 
b) In the New Apostolic Church. 
c) In the Catholic Church. 
d) In the Reformed churches.  

 
5. What is the most important distinction Luther makes in his understanding of church?  

a) The distinction between the visible and the invisible church. 
b) The distinction between the old and new church. 
c) The distinction between beautiful and the ugly church. 
d) The distinction between the Augustinian and Thomistic church. 

 
6. What statements does the Apostolicum make about the church?  

a) The church is holy and clear. 
b) The church has apostolicity and unity. 
c) The church is open to the world and tolerant. 
d) The church is holy and universal.  
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7. What image does the New Testament use to describe the “church”?  
a) Body and members. 
b) Hand and foot. 
c) The head.  
d) The cross 

 
8. Through whom is salvation imparted according to Catholic faith?  

a) Through the Apostles. 
b) Through the pope. 
c) Through the Catholic Church. 
d) Through the early church. 

 
9. What is the most important sacramental element that binds the Christian churches together?  

a) The Old Testament and New Testament of Holy Scripture. 
b) Holy Sealing. 
c) Holy Communion. 
d) Baptism with water, whereby Christians enter into fellowship with the triune God.  

 
10. In what sense is the New Apostolic Church apostolic? 

a) The Apostolic nuncio is active within it. 
b) It is based upon the Apostles of the early church. 
c) The apostolic ministry is manifested within it in Apostles who are active in the present.  
d) It is associated with the Holy Apostolic See.  
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6.4 Understanding of ministry 
 

 

 
In this last section of chapter 6, we will explore the understanding of 
ministry as it exists in the various Christian churches. The Catholic 
Church strongly distinguishes itself from the Protestant churches. We 
will also illuminate the New Apostolic Church’s understanding of 
ministry. 
 

 

 

1. Statements concerning ministry in the New Testament 

The New Testament does not contain a uniform understanding of ministry, but rather various 
designations for different tasks within the congregation (Deacon, Elder, Bishop, etc.). 

In the early Christian church, Apostles, prophets, and teachers are of special significance (1 Corinthians 
12:28). The Apostles were commissioned by the Risen Lord to preach the gospel and dispense baptism.  

Paul, the only one of the early Christian Apostles to reflect upon his ministry, understands his 
Apostleship as a direct commission from Jesus Christ, who appeared to him before the gates of 
Damascus (Galatians 1:1, 12). In his second epistle to the Corinthians he makes it clear that his ministry 
consists above all of the “ministry of reconciliation” (2 Corinthians 5:18), which also makes him a 
servant of the congregation (1 Corinthians 3:5).  

According to Paul, the Holy Spirit is the basis of his ministerial authority. He establishes the order of 
the church. 

The emergence of gifts of the Holy Spirit in the divine service is assessed by that which “edifies” the 
congregation (1 Corinthians 12-14). It is on this basis that all ministrations upon the “body of Christ” 
are understood as actions of the Holy Spirit (charismata). 

2. The Catholic Church’s understanding of ministry 

For the Catholic Church, Holy Orders or ordination to a spiritual ministry is a sacrament instituted by 
Jesus Christ.  

Those who have been consecrated to a special ministry within the church are distinguished from other 
Christians, who are known as lay persons. Bishops, Priests, and Deacons have been forever equipped 
with a special mark before God through the sacrament of Holy Orders.  



New Apostolic Church International 
Theological Training  
  

 

39 Dogmatics | Chapter 6: Ecclesiology 

 

Since the Second Vatican Council (1962/65), there has been a distinction between ministerial 
priesthood, which comes into being through the sacrament of Holy Orders, and the priesthood of all 
believers. The priesthood of all believers comes into being through baptism and confirmation. The 
notion of a priesthood of all believers (or universal priesthood) is particularly prominent in the 
churches of the Reformation and has from there also found its way into Catholic thought.  

 

Key concept: three levels of Holy Orders 
The sacrament of Holy Orders has three levels: consecration as a Deacon, 
consecration as a Priest, and consecration as a Bishop. 
 
The Deacon is primarily assigned ministrations having to do with divine 
service and social service. 
 
The Bishops and Priests are both priestly ministries commissioned with 
the administration of the sacraments. 

 

 

2.1 The Deacon ministry 

As of the Second Vatican Council (1962/65), the Deacon is once again considered an ordained ministry 
in its own right. Prior to that, consecration to the Deacon ministry was understood as a precursor to 
consecration as a Priest. This is called the permanent diaconate. Deacons can be married and are not 
bound to celibacy.  

Prior to ordination, diaconal candidates must complete their theological studies, as well as a four-year 
training period in a circle of other Deacons. The Deacon is ordained by a Bishop. Deacons may assist 
Priests in the celebration of the Eucharist (Communion), read the gospel, and can preach in divine 
services. Beyond that, Deacons can lead a service of the word with dispensation of Communion, 
dispense the sacrament of baptism, assist at marriage ceremonies, and officiate at funerals. In some 
cases, a Deacon may even be commissioned to lead a congregation. It is not possible for the Deacon 
to pronounce absolution of sins upon confession, to dispense the Anointing of the Sick, or to officiate 
the celebration of the Eucharist.  

2.2 The Priest ministry 

Consecration to the ministry of Priest requires candidates to complete their studies in Catholic 
theology, which is accompanied by a priestly seminary. Priests are ordained by a Bishop. After 
ordination, the freshly consecrated Priest must also absolve his practical training within a 
congregation (chaplain). There he helps the responsible Priest. With very few exceptions, he is obliged 
to remain celibate and sexually chaste. The Priest is commissioned to dispense the sacraments, lead 
the liturgy, and proclaim the word of God.  

At the celebration of the Eucharist, the Priest acts “in persona Christi”, that is to say, in the place of 
Jesus Christ. The Priest can lead one or several church parishes.  
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2.3 The Bishop ministry 

The Bishop understands himself to be in the tradition of the early Christian Apostles (apostolic 
succession). He is the primary ministry responsible for dispensing the sacraments. The dispensation of 
the sacrament of Holy Orders and of Confirmation is reserved for him. Beyond that, the dispensation 
of certain sacramental acts—consecration of chrism oil, dedication of churches and altars—is also 
reserved for this ministry. The Bishop is the spiritual leader of the Priests and Deacons, as well as of a 
diocese. Priests and Deacons are obliged to be obedient to him. 

2.4. The pope (Bishop of Rome) 

The pope is the Bishop of Rome, who understands himself as successor to Apostle Peter, with all the 
rights and duties which the latter received from Jesus Christ. The pope has the function of leading the 
Church as a whole. He is the foremost legislator of the Church and is only bound to divine law. 

Beyond that, the pope is the foremost judge of the Church and is himself subject to no ecclesiastical 
court. He can address any matter he chooses under exclusion of the normal path. Any believer can 
apply to the pope directly under exclusion of the usual authorities. 

 

Key term: ‘papal infallibility’ 
The First Vatican Council proclaimed the infallibility of the pope: when 
the pope speaks in his magisterial authority (ex cathedra), this teaching 
is lifted to the level of dogma. The pope is thus not infallible as a person, 
but only when he expressly speaks in his authority as successor to 
Apostle Peter and proclaims a doctrine that all Catholics are to believe.  
 
The dogma of infallibility was only employed once, namely in 1950 
when the pope proclaimed the dogma of the bodily assumption of 
Mary into heaven. 

 

 

2.5 Transfer of a cleric to lay status (Laicisation)  

Owing to misconduct, but also on request, a minister can be transferred to lay status by the pope. The 
sacrament of Holy Orders does not lose its validity as a result, but the minister in question is relieved 
of his entitlement to dispense the sacraments. If the now laicised cleric nevertheless dispenses 
Baptism, Communion, Anointing of the Sick, or—in the case of a Bishop—dispenses Confirmation or 
ordains a Priest, this dispensation is valid even though it is not allowed. 
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3. Concerning the Protestant understanding of ministry 

According to Luther, the foundation for ordained ministry is the universal priesthood of the baptised. 
Thus there can be no significant distinction between the clergy and the laity.  

Martin Luther writes:  

“…all Christians are truly of a clerical status and there is no difference between them except on the 
basis of the ministry alone […]. For whatever has crept forth from baptism can also boast that it is 
already consecrated as a Priest, Bishop, and pope, even though it may not be suitable for everyone to 
exercise such a ministry.” 

Calvin likewise taught the priesthood of all believers. These share in the priesthood of Christ. It is on 
the basis of Paul’s letter to the Ephesians that Calvin developed his conception of a fourfold ministry: 

 through the sermon or by training future preachers, pastors and teachers (or doctors) directly 
serve the testimony of Christ. 

 the Elders and Deacons who exercise church discipline and charity, serve the testimony of Christ 
indirectly. 

 The notion of an “upbringing” of the individual Christian in and through the church came to be 
associated with Calvin’s theological revaluation of the ministerial structure.  

According to the view of the Lutheran, Reformed, and Methodist Churches, the proclamation of the 
gospel and the offer of fellowship with Christ are assigned to the congregation as a whole, as well as 
to its individual members. Through baptism, the members of the congregation are called to testify of 
Christ and serve one another and the world. Through faith, Christians share in Christ’s priestly ministry 
of intercession. 

3.1 The necessity of the pastor 

Although all the baptised share in the priesthood of Christ and are called upon to testify of the gospel 
to one another and the world, it is still necessary to choose and ordain individual, trained members of 
the congregation as pastors for the proclamation and preservation of the true doctrine.  

The latter are servants of the word, and are called by Jesus Christ to proclaim the gospel to the 
congregation and dispense the sacraments to it. The ministry of the word, which the pastor exercises, 
is always dependent on the universal priesthood of the congregation and is intended to serve it.  

3.2 Ordination 

The public proclamation of the gospel in the sermon and the sacrament is reserved for those members 
of the congregation upon whom ordained ministry has been conferred through ordination. This is not 
bound by any temporal or spatial restriction. 

Through ordination, the Church calls trained members of the congregation to spiritual ministry. This 
calling is revocable by definition. In contrast to the Catholic position, the Protestant view expressly 
notes that ordination does not confer anything that cannot be lost upon the ordained minister. A 
human being becomes part of the clergy through baptism and not through ordination.  



New Apostolic Church International 
Theological Training  
  

 

42 Dogmatics | Chapter 6: Ecclesiology 

 

4. Concerning the New Apostolic understanding of ministry 

The spiritual ministry constitutes authorisation, blessing, and sanctification through ordination for 
service in the church of Christ. Ordained ministry is to be distinguished from the various duties that 
serve for the proclamation of the gospel and the benefit of the believers, which can also be performed 
without ordination. Also to be distinguished from ministry is the call that has gone out to all believers, 
namely to serve the Lord by following Him.  

“The spiritual ministry is founded upon the sending of Jesus Christ by the Father. Jesus is King, Priest, 
and Prophet. As the One sent by His Father, He was authorised, blessed, and sanctified for the 
redemption of mankind” (CNAC 7.2). 

See Catechism of the New Apostolic Church 7.2 

4.1 Jesus instituted the Apostle ministry 

Out of the circle of His disciples, Jesus chose twelve men and ordained them as Apostles. After His 
resurrection, He sent them out with the commission to teach and to baptise.  

Jesus Christ Himself directly gave His church only one ministry, namely the Apostle ministry. The 
Apostle ministry derives all its authority from Jesus Christ and exists in an unconditionally dependent 
relationship with Him.  

In order to manage all the duties incumbent on them, the Apostles needed helpers. So it was that they 
chose Deacons from among the congregation. They equipped these men for their service to the church 
through laying on of hands and prayer (Acts 6:6). In so doing, they laid the foundations for future 
ordinations. Bishops and elders, prophets, evangelists, pastors, and teachers were also active in the 
early Christian congregations. 

4.2 The Apostle ministry and the other ministries 

All other ministries proceed from the Apostle ministry. Ministers cannot act on the basis of their own 
abilities, but rather only in association with the apostolate and in the power of the Holy Spirit.  

Upon ordination to a spiritual ministry—which can only be performed by an Apostle—all the 
ministerial abilities and all necessary ministerial authority is issued. The sanctification resulting from 
the ordination must be implemented by the minister. He exercises his ministry within the scope of the 
authority issued to him.  

There are three levels of ministry, each of which has different spiritual powers:  

 Apostle ministry 
 Priestly ministry 
 Diaconal ministry 
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Excursus: The Fifth Article of Faith 
 
I believe that those designated by God for a ministry are ordained only 
by Apostles, and that authority, blessing, and sanctification for their 
ministration come forth out of the Apostle ministry. 
 
It is God who designates an individual for a ministry. Thus the ministry is 
not a human work, nor is it ultimately that of the congregation. Rather it 
is God’s gift to His church. The human being, as expressed in the Fifth 
Article of Faith, bears his ministry on the basis of divine will and not 
human decision. This is executed or implemented by the Apostle 
ministry. The ministry and the apostolate are inseparably linked to one 
another. Consequently, where the Apostle ministry is active there is also 
a spiritual ministry. In the church of Christ there are also various other 
functions which aid in proclaiming the gospel and serve to the benefit of 
the believers, which can also be performed without ordination.  
 
Through the Apostle ministry, ministers receive “authority, blessing, and 
sanctification for their ministration”. The ministry is not an end unto 
itself, which means that it is not geared toward itself, but rather has its 
place in the church, most often in a specific congregation. The term 
“ministration” is understood as service to Jesus Christ and the 
congregation. 
 
Ordination to a spiritual ministry incorporates three aspects: “authority, 
blessing, and sanctification”.  
 
For priestly ministries in particular, the element of “authority” is of 
decisive importance, because they are authorised to proclaim the 
forgiveness of sins by commission of the Apostle and to consecrate Holy 
Communion. The priestly ministries share in the proper dispensation of 
the sacraments through the Apostles. The proper proclamation of God’s 
universal will to save also occurs through the “authority” bestowed 
through the apostolate.  
 
Through the “blessing”, both the priestly ministries and the Deacons are 
assured of the divine support and help of the Holy Spirit in the exercise 
of their ministries.  
 
“Sanctification” points to the fact that it is God Himself, in His holiness 
and inviolability, who seeks to act through the ministry. “Sanctification” 
is also necessary because the church is “holy”. 

 

 

In principle, the commission to exercise a ministry ends upon retirement, however, the ministry 
remains. On the other hand, the ministry, along with the rights of the minister, is lost in the event of 
resignation or dismissal from ministry. 
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4.3 The duties of the Apostle ministry 

Jesus Christ gave the Apostles the authority to “bind and loose”, which, in an expanded sense, refers 
to the spiritual and organisational leadership of the Church. In addition, Jesus issued them the 
authority to forgive sins in His name. 

The apostolate has been given for the church of Christ as a whole. Its task is to offer salvation in Jesus 
Christ to all human beings, both living and dead.  

4.4 The Chief Apostle 

The Chief Apostle leads the New Apostolic Church. He is its foremost spiritual authority and has the 
task of discharging the office of Peter.  

 

Key term: ‘Petrine office (office of Peter)’ 
Jesus Christ, the Son of God, is the head of His church. In this church, 
the Chief Apostle ministry has the task of discharging the office of Peter 
in accordance with the words of Jesus: “And I also say to you that you 
are Peter, and on this rock I will build My church, and the gates of Hades 
shall not prevail against it. And I will give you the keys of the kingdom 
of heaven, and whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, 
and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven” (Matthew 
16:18-19).  
 
Jesus speaks of the foundation and the building of His church in 
connection with the special position of Apostle Peter. The latter is the 
“rock” upon which Jesus builds His church. Thereby the son of God 
created an indissoluble relationship between the ministry of the rock 
and His church. The ministry of the rock and the church of Christ have 
been given to mankind for salvation in Jesus Christ.  
 
The office and tasks which the Lord entrusted to Apostle Peter are 
today discharged by the Chief Apostle. Thus he too works to keep the 
oneness among the Apostles as requested by the Lord (John 17:20-23) 
by strengthening his brethren, that is, the Apostles (Luke 22:32). He 
tends the “lambs and sheep” of the flock of Christ (John 21:15-17). 

 

Key term: ‘Authority of the keys’ 
The office of the Chief Apostle functions to keep the doctrine pure 
while developing it further, opening up new insights, and uniformly 
spreading the testimony of faith. The Chief Apostle also establishes the 
order within the church.  
 
These tasks comprise the “authority of the keys” of the Chief Apostle 
ministry. 
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The Chief Apostle is the highest spiritual authority. He is accorded the 
lead position in the circle of the Apostles. It is necessary for the Apostles 
to remain in oneness with the Chief Apostle: only in this manner can 
the task incumbent on the apostolate as a whole be fulfilled, namely to 
make salvation accessible to mankind. 
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Test questions on 6.4 – “Understanding of ministry” 

 

1. What present-day ministry already existed in the time of the Old Testament?  
a) Apostles. 
b) Deacons. 
c) Priests. 
d) Levites. 

 
2. What is characteristic of Luther’s understanding of ministry?  

a) All Priests are believers. 
b) The apostolate of all believers. 
c) The diaconate of all believers. 
d) The priesthood of all believers.  

 
3. From what ministry in the New Apostolic Church do all other ministries come forth?  

a) The Chief Apostle ministry. 
b) The Evangelist ministry. 
c) The Shepherd ministry. 
d) The Apostle ministry. 

 
4. Which of the early Christian Apostles was the only one to reflect on his ministry?  

a) Paul. 
b) Matthew. 
c) Peter. 
d) John. 

 
5. For whom has the Apostle ministry been given?  

a) For the Jehovah’s Witnesses. 
b) For the church of Christ. 
c) For the early church. 
d) Only for the New Apostolic Church. 

 
6. What levels of ministry are there in the New Apostolic Church?  

a) Deacon, Bishop, pope. 
b) Deacon, Evangelist, Shepherd. 
c) Priestly ministries, Bishop, Apostle. 
d) Deacons, priestly ministries, Apostle.  

  



New Apostolic Church International 
Theological Training  
  

 

47 Dogmatics | Chapter 6: Ecclesiology 

 

7. Which ministry was instituted by Jesus Himself?  
a) The prophet ministry. 
b) The priestly ministry. 
c) The Apostle ministry. 
d) The Deacon ministry. 

 
8. Which three levels of ministry does the Catholic Church recognise?  

a) Deaconess, Priest, Bishop. 
b) Deacon, Priest, Apostle. 
c) Deacon, Priest, Bishop. 
d) Deacon, Priest, pope. 

 
9. What is the permanent diaconate?  

a) A precursor to the Bishop ministry. 
b) An institution of charitable works. 
c) A precursor to the Priest ministry. 
d) Not a precursor to the Priest ministry, but rather an independent vocation. 

 
10. According to the Second Vatican Council, of what does the Catholic Church’s understanding of 

ministry consist? 
a) The Deacon ministry and the Priest ministry. 
b) The Priest ministry and the Bishop ministry. 
c) The Apostle ministry and the laity. 
d) The ministerial priesthood and the priesthood of all believers.  


