CHAPTER THREE

ECCLESIOLOGY FROM THE
PERSPECTIVE OF SCRIPTURE IN
WESLEYAN AND ASIAN
CONTEXTS
Lung-kwong Lo
“Do Methodists Have a Doctrine of the Church?” is the title of
Albert Outler’s article that originated from his lecture in the 1962
Oxford Institute.1 The Methodist Episcopal Church was organized
in Baltimore in 1784, but the Wesleyan Methodists in Britain did
not formally use the title “church” until 1897, despite the fact that
the Wesleyan Conference urged parents to have their children baptized into “the church” in 1837.2 The Methodist movement did not,
in fact, intend to be a church and ended up becoming a separate
church only through a series of unintended circumstances. This is
one reason that Methodists have never claimed to be the church, as
some other denominations do. Thus it is important and necessary
for us as Methodists to continue our discussion of the doctrine of
the church from biblical, historical, and contemporary perspectives
in the present age of glocalization3 so that we may serve it more
diligently and with relevancy.
John Wesley understands Christianity as “scriptural Christianity”;
therefore it is not only legitimate but also essential to study the
doctrine of the church from a scriptural perspective. A full-scale
and exhaustive discussion of the topic is beyond the scope of
this essay. Some analysis, however, based on previous studies
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and from the perspective of my contexts, Wesleyan and Asian
in general, Chinese in particular, may contribute to the ongoing
conversation on the issues related to ecclesiology in the present age.

WESLEYAN AND ASIAN CONTEXTS OF THE PRESENT AGE
There are many ways of describing the present age. I prefer to
use the term glocalization to describe the characteristics of both
globalization and localization.4 While globalization emphasizes the
universality of the world and its interdependent effects on all people in different places, localization reminds us that the cultural,
political, economic, and sociological differences of each community are still significant and essential for the construction of identity
and meaning of life for everyone.
In my case, Wesleyan contexts are both universal and local. The
Methodist Church, Hong Kong, inherited the traditions of the
American Methodist Episcopal Mission (MEM), which sent missionaries to Fuzhou, China, in 1847,5 and also the British Methodist
Missionary Society, whose missionaries arrived in Hong Kong in
1851.6 In 1975, we brought together both American and British
Methodism into a united church. After the union, we decided to
have a president instead of a bishop, which we had had before
1975.
In fact, the Methodist missionaries followed a wider missionary
movement to China that was begun by the first Protestant missionary, Robert Morrison of Morpeth (near Newcastle, northeast
England), sent by the London Missionary Society. He left England
in January of 1807 and arrived at Macao on September 4 via New
York.7
Being part of the world Methodist family, we acknowledge that
we inherited the richness of American and British Methodism in
spiritual and physical terms. However, our own contexts have also
made us different. While the number of Methodists is declining in
both American and British contexts, many Methodist churches in
Asia are growing.8 Asian Christians are, nevertheless, still a minority in the society. We live in a context of political struggle for a
democracy that has to be developed from within our culture of
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respecting the status quo of the powerful. We also live in a context
of economic growth so rapid that it has made the gap between the
haves and have-nots even wider. Our traditional cultures are
under threat by globalization. Religious pluralism is the reality of
our everyday life. As a Hong Kong Chinese Methodist, I have to
take the experiences of Chinese Christians into account.
When all missionaries, including Methodist, left mainland China
after 1949, the system of denominations was abolished. The church
that was established in 1950 emphasized “three-self principles.”
These principles were that churches should be self-governing, selfsupporting, and self-propagating. Subsequently many missionaries adopted these principles to encourage churches in non-Western
countries to develop from missionary-controlled churches to
indigenous national churches.9 The church in China experienced a
trial by fire during the Cultural Revolution (1966–76).10 However,
the number of Christians did not decrease but increased rapidly
during and following that period. The number in 1997 had
increased fifteenfold compared to the number in 1949, when there
were not more than 700,000. In 2006, the number of Protestants in
China was not less than 20 million.11
Thus this essay will discuss ecclesiology from the perspective of
Scripture with these contexts in mind.

SCRIPTURAL PERSPECTIVES ON CHURCH
In his famous book Images of the Church in the New Testament,12
Paul Minear identifies thirty-two metaphors and pictures as minor
images of the church in the New Testament. Then he groups another sixty-four metaphors into four major images: the people of God,
the new creation, the fellowship in faith, and the body of Christ.
Minear’s study is probably still the most comprehensive work on
how “the New Testament writers thought and spoke about the
church.”13 However, Minear’s study originated from the
Theological Commission on Christ and the Church, under the auspices of the Faith and Order Commission of WCC in 1954. Its concern, therefore, is “within the context of the Faith and Order
Movement” with the unity of the church in mind. The study and
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those images of the church are not discussed in the context of mission, even though Minear acknowledges the importance of mission. It “is the word that spans the total distance between God and
the world’s salvation. The whole dynamic of the church’s life may
be conveyed by this single word.”14 In fact, early Christianity was
consciously and deliberately a missionary movement. Mission was
essential for its establishment and maintenance.
The context of mission as the prior context for our understanding of the doctrines of the church is essential not only to the early
church but also to the contemporary church. Emil Brunner has
rightly emphasized that “the church exists by mission, just as fire
exists by burning; where there is no mission, there is no church.”15
According to our experiences in Asia, Brunner’s statement is true.
Furthermore, according to Outler, “Wesley defined the church as
act, as mission, as the enterprise of saving and maturing souls in
the Christian life.”16 Methodism, at its best, has also seen the structure of the church as determined by the needs of Christian mission.17 Thus, to discuss our understanding of church in the context
of mission is not only biblical but also consistent with the Wesleyan
tradition and also true to the experiences of Asian Christians.
In this essay, Minear’s images of “the people of God” will be
modified to “the minjung18 of God,” “the body of Christ” to “Word
in flesh.” Church as “the community of disciples” will be substituted for “the fellowship of faith,” and “the temple of Holy Spirit”
will replace “the new creation.”
The Greek word for church is ekklesia, derived from the verb ekkaleo (called out), which originally referred to the summons for an
army to assemble. From the fifth century B.C.E. onward the word is
used to denote the popular assembly of the competent, full citizens
of the city (polis), which met at regular intervals to make fundamental political and judicial decisions (see Acts 19:32, 39, 41).19 It is
noteworthy that the word always retained its reference to the
assembly of the polis as a political phenomenon, except in two
cases. It was not used for guilds or religious societies.20
Moreover, in the Septuagint (LXX), ekklesia is used to translate
the Hebrew term qahal some seventy-three times out of a total
of one hundred twenty-three occurrences to denote “assembly,
convocation, and congregation” or any group of people brought
—— 26 ——

ECCLESIOLOGY IN WESLEYAN AND ASIAN CONTEXTS

together.21 It was used quite frequently to denote the people of
Israel gathered together to hear God’s Law at Sinai (Deut. 5:22;
9:10; 10:4) or from the mouth of Joshua (Josh. 8:35), or on other religious occasions (Num. 15:15). It could be used to represent Israel as
a whole, even when it was not actually gathered in an assembly
(Lev. 16:17). There are also a number of references to the “assembly of YHWH” (Num. 16:3; 20:4; Deut. 23:1-8; 1 Chron. 28:8; Neh.
13:1; Lam. 1:10; Mic. 2:5; see “the assembly of the people of God”
in Judg. 20:2). However, the word is never used to render another
Hebrew word, edah, which also means “congregation,” but in the
sense of the national unity of the people.22 The word sunagoge,
which is used by Jews to denote their communities, has been used
to translate both qahal (thirty-five times) and edah (one hundred
thirty times).23 This may be one of the essential reasons behind the
earliest followers of Christ using ekklesia to denote the church as a
religious gathering of a new group of people, that is, to distinguish
themselves from both Greco-Roman religious associations and
Jewish synagogues of their time.
In the New Testament, ekklesia appears only three times in two
verses of the Gospel of Matthew (16:18; and twice in 18:17) and not
at all in the other canonical Gospels. However, it occurs one hundred fourteen times in the New Testament; sixty-two instances are
in the Pauline letters (five in Romans; twenty-two in 1 Corinthians;
nine in 2 Corinthians; three in Galatians; nine in Ephesians; two in
Philippians; four in Colossians; two each in 1 and 2 Thessalonians;
three in 1 Timothy; one in Philemon); another twenty-three in Acts;
twenty in Revelation; and six in non-Pauline letters. Paul must be
among the earliest to use the word to shape the concept of church
as the congregation of God (ekklesia tou theou) in 1 Thess. 2:14;
2 Thess. 1:4; 1 Cor. 1:2; 10:32; 11:22; 15:9; 2 Cor. 1:1; Gal. 1:13; Phil. 3:6;
also Acts 20:28; ekklesia tou christou only in Rom. 16:16; and ekklesia
en christo only in Gal. 1:22), which corresponds with qahal
(YHWH),24 a counterpart of the Sinai congregation (see 1 Cor. 10:15; Heb. 12:18-24). In other words, the idea of “congregation/people
of God”25 in the Old Testament is not restricted to old Israel but is
now used to identify the New Testament congregation/people of
God as well. In the early church, ekklesia could refer to the entire
community of followers of Christ (Matt. 16:18; 1 Cor. 12:28; Acts
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20:28) and also, especially in the plural (ekklesiai), to communities
of followers in a specific location (Matt. 18:17; 1 Thess. 1:1; 2 Thess.
1:4; 2:14; 1 Cor. 1:2; 7:17; 11:16; 14:33, 34; 16:1, 19; 2 Cor. 1:1; 8:1, 19,
23, 24; 11:8, 28; 12:13; Gal. 1:2, 22; Rom. 16:4; and house church in
Rom. 16:5). The church as the total community is not a mere aggregate of individual congregations; rather, the local church is the universal church in its local manifestation.26
From the above brief account of the meaning of ekklesia, I summarize as follows:
1. The term has its root in the gathering of qualified citizens of
the polis who are called out to make communal decisions. In
other words, the citizens gathered were called to be accountable to one another with commitment.
2. The term has its root also in the LXX to indicate the assembly
of the people of God in the Old Testament. This indicates that
the church inherits and shares the spiritual richness of Israel,
and the term also represents a dynamic gathering rather than
a static organization.
3. Early Christians use it to identify themselves in order to distinguish themselves from both Greco-Roman and Jewish associations. The church is both in continuity and in discontinuity
with the Jewish communities of its time.
4. The term is used to denote both local congregations and a total
entity. In other words, it also refers to an implicit tension
between local and universal.
These characteristics of ekklesia are echoed in the early stages of
the Methodist movement, for example:
1. Methodism had been a movement inside the Church of England
for not less than a hundred years by the time it became a distinctive church in Britain. The Methodist Church has a nuanced
relationship of continuity and discontinuity with the Church of
England.27 It is obvious that The Methodist Church has inherited the traditions of the Church of England, especially those
that distinguish its doctrines, worship, and sacraments.28
2. The precise origins of the identity of the term Methodist are
unclear. Wesley’s followers were vaguely identified as “the
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people called Methodist.” The early Methodists were a fluid
group of people; many were from the poorest part of the population with distinctive characteristics.29
3. The early Methodists were grouped into classes that emphasized a particular form of discipline or accountability as a distinct element of Christian fellowship. This discipline not only
made Methodism distinctive but also, in fact, helped the rapid
expansion of Methodism in America.
4. The Methodist Church has been organized into conferences,
districts, and circuits since its early days. The distinctive work
of the Methodist office of elders is the itinerant ministry.
Basically, the accountability of the elders goes to the conference
(or bishops in the United States) first, then the local churches.
The ecclesiology of The Methodist Church accepts that the conference represents the connectedness of the total entity of The
Methodist Church; all local Methodist churches share the burdens and resources together through the connection of the conference.30 Local Methodist churches are The Methodist Church
in its local manifestation. The Methodist Church is a church of
unity in diversity.31 The itinerancy of The Methodist Church is
centralized and yet decentralized (localized), which has also contributed to the expansion of Methodism in many places, especially in the expanding American frontier in the 1800s.32
Nevertheless, in discussing the use of the phrase “the people of
God” as an image of the church, Minear has rightly pointed out
that “the modern reader . . . is in the habit of using the word ‘people’ in the most casual and vague way to indicate human beings in
general.”33 People becomes a mass of people without faces.
In the LXX, the word laos (people) occurs about two thousand
times. It often signifies the people in contrast to the ruler or ruling
class (see Gen. 41:40; 47:21; Exod. 1:22; Jer. 23:34), and in the overwhelming majority of cases is a translation of the Hebrew cam and
means Israel as the chosen people of God. About ten times, Israel
is called the “people of YHWH”; in another three hundred cases
there are forms with a pronominal suffix (e.g., cammi, “my people”), where the suffix refers to YHWH.34 In the New Testament,
laos occurs one hundred forty-one times, eighty-four being in
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Luke–Acts and fourteen in Matthew, twelve in Pauline letters, thirteen in Hebrews, and nine in Revelation. It may be affected by LXX
that laos often follows a previous reference to ochlos (crowd) and
carries the same meaning (e.g., Luke 7:24, 29; 8:42, 47; see also Matt.
27:25-26; Mark 14:2), or stands instead of ochlos in a parallel passage (e.g., Luke 19:48; see Mark 11:18; Luke 20:45; Matt. 23:1).
When laos is used on its own, it can also mean crowd, the common
people (Luke 1:10; 7:1; 20:1, 9; Acts 2:47).
As in the LXX, laos can mean the people in contrast to the ruling
classes (Luke 22:2; 23:5; Acts 6:2), or in a cultic setting the broad
mass of people as opposed to the priest (Heb. 5:3; 7:27), or again,
the ordinary people as opposed to the few witnesses of the resurrection (Acts 10:41; 13:31). Furthermore, Israel is described as the
laos (the laos Israel, Acts 4:10; 13:17; houtos ho laos, “this people,” in
Old Testament quotations at Matt. 13:15 [Isa. 6:10]; 15:8 [Isa. 29:13];
Acts 28:26-28 [Isa. 6:9-10]; Rom. 9:25-26 [Hos. 2:23; 1:10]; 10:21 [Isa.
65:2]; 11:2 [1 Sam. 12:22; Ps. 94:14; and Lam. 3:31]; 15:10-11 [Deut.
32:43]; 1 Cor. 10:7 [Exod. 32:6]; 14:21 [Isa. 28:11-12]; 2 Cor. 6:16 [Lev.
26:12; Exod. 29:45; Ezra 37:27; Jer. 31:1]). In Hebrews, especially,
statements of the Old Testament cultus, seen as types of Christ, are
transferred to the church.35 Similarly, in 1 Peter 2:9 (Exod. 19:5-6)
and in Revelation 18:4 (see Jer. 51:45) and 21:3 (see Zech. 2:10; Ezek.
37:27), the Old Testament passages are applied to the church as the
new people of God (laos theou).36
When we use the image of church as “the people of God,” the
first question we should ask is, Who are the people? As for the “people” of God in the Old Testament, their characteristics were specific and clear. They were the descendants of a wandering Aramean
(Deut. 26:5), slaves in Egypt, saved by the covenant God who led
them through the wilderness and toward the promised land (Exod.
6:1-8; 19:4-6; Deut. 26:6-8). However, when we define the church as
people of God, we are seldom aware of the fact that worldwide
Christianity has a greater number of adherents than any other religion, with the majority of them residing in politically and economically powerful countries in the West.37 National churches in many
European countries represent colonial and imperialistic powers
that invaded many countries in Africa and Asia in the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries. Some “Christian” political leaders like to
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use religious slogans and terms to propagate their political ideologies. In other words, in modern times, Christians in many countries are the majority identified with the ruling power, not with the
common people.
Though the name “Methodist” has been used to identify the followers of John Wesley or converts enrolled in Wesleyan Methodist
Societies, which originated at Oxford in the year 1729, John Wesley
did not really like the name and rarely used it without careful qualification.38 He preferred to use the long name of “the people called
Methodist.” The Methodist movement started among the university students of Oxford, but many of the people who later joined
were poor, people from the grassroots of society, or marginalized
people, including widows, orphans, prisoners, and coal miners.39
A BBC television series, broadcast in 1995–96, named the twentieth century as the “people’s century.”40 For Americans, the ideal
of a government “of the people, by the people, for the people” was
spelled out in the previous century in President Lincoln’s 1863
Gettysburg Address. This understanding sees “people” as all the
citizens of the nation and thus has become an ideal for many people
in the world.
In Asian contexts, “people” represented those who are powerless and had always been treated as the objects, not the subjects, of
history. The Communist parties of China, North Korea, and
Vietnam promoted the so-called people’s movement in their revolutions and national buildings. They called their government the
People’s Republic. The word people has become a Communist
word. For them, people means the proletariat. However, an understanding of people’s power that bears no relationship to communism has exerted great influence of late in some Asian countries
and regions, including the Philippines (1986), mainland China
(1989), and even Hong Kong (2003). People in Asia is a dangerous
and politically sensitive term for powerless people. In spite of this
connotation, Korean theologians coined their contextual theology
as minjung (people) theology in the 1980s.
One of the forerunners of minjung theology, David Kwang-sun
Suh, says,
Minjung is a term which grew out of the Christian experiences in the
political struggle for justice over the last ten or more years. Theology
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of minjung or minjung theology is an accumulation and articulation
of theological reflections on the political experiences of Christian
students, laborers, the press, professors, farmers, writers, and intellectuals as well as theologians in Korea in the 1970s. It is a theology
of the oppressed in the Korean political situation, a theological
response to the oppressors, and it is the response of the oppressed
to the Korean church and its mission. . . . It was a search for a contextual theology in Asia.41

In fact, the search has not been completed; different kinds and
forms of minjung theology are still developing in different parts of
Asia.42 In this context, minjung as “people” transcends the boundaries of social classes and backgrounds but represents people who
are aware of and who experience different kinds of oppression in
their life situations. The struggle for an equal share of love, justice,
and power in society is the direction of their endeavor. The main
concern is how to let “people” be the subjects, rather than objects,
of history. Thus, to understand the church as “minjung/people” of
God, composed of those called by God, identifies the “church”
with the minjung of society and those whose lives find direction
under God’s lordship. This context of mission is vital for our
understanding of ecclesiology in Asian contexts.

CHURCH AS THE CONGREGATION IN THE WILDERNESS
(ACTS 7:38)
In our discussion of the term ekklesia, I indicated that Paul probably was one of the earliest followers to shape the concept of
church as the congregation of God in association with the qahal
counterpart of the Sinai congregation. According to Davies and
Allison, the connection of church and the congregation of God in
the Old Testament is also perceived in the Gospel of Matthew.43
There are numerous parallels between Jesus and Moses in
Matthew, suggesting that the church had its origin in a new exodus.44 However, the image of the church as “the congregation in
the wilderness” (Acts 7:38) is not found in Minear’s book (Acts 7:38
is not even in the index).45 In fact, it does not attract the attention of
many scholars.46 Nevertheless, C. K. Barrett has rightly pointed out
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that “it is very doubtful whether Luke wrote, or any early Christian
read, this verse without thinking of the Christian ekklesia, of which
he would see a foreshadowing in the ancient people of God.”47
In Acts, ekklesia occurs twenty-three times: sixteen times in Acts
1–15 (omitting the problematic addition in 2:47),48 and seven times
in Acts 16–28. Three of the latter occurrences (19:32, 39, 41) clearly
denote the assembly of citizens as the polis of Ephesus but not the
church. The understanding of the term ekklesia in Acts, the only
New Testament book that gives an account of the birth of the
church at Pentecost (chap. 2) and also describes the life of the early
church (2:42-47; 4:32-35), is crucial for our discussion. Among the
twenty relevant occurrences, eight denote the community in
Jerusalem (5:11; 8:1, 3; 11:22; 12:5; 15:4, 22; 18:22). As the gospel
spread from Jerusalem into the world, this term came to be applied
to other local Christian groups, such as Antioch with four occurrences (11:26; 13:1; 14:27; 15:3) and Ephesus with one (20:17). The
other three denote the group of converts resulting from Paul’s first
missionary journey (14:23; 16:5), and of these, one denotes those in
Syria and Cilicia (15:41). In Acts 9:31 the term is used to refer to the
church through the whole of Judea and Galilee and Samaria.
However, in 20:28 the term refers to the church of God, obtained by
the blood of God’s own Son. Barrett suggests that ekklesia is here
“the worldwide company of the redeemed, ecclesia catholica.”49
Among these twenty occurrences, only the reference occurring
in 7:38 is related directly to the people of God in the Old Testament.
In addition, however, Stephen’s sermon (7:2-51) elicits a number of
corollaries drawn from the phrase “congregation in the wilderness” that allude to the close relationship between the early
Christians’ understanding of church and the Old Testament people
of God:
1. The image depicts a community of people who are helpless,
poor, isolated, and in a quest for their future. They are on their
own and can do nothing but depend on God for their living
and future. Their destiny is tied up together. They are bound
to seek their future and destiny as a community. In other
words, they are a congregation of life and death. No individuals can survive if they leave the congregation.
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2. In Stephen’s speech, Moses is the most important figure (vv.
20-44 among fifty-three verses). Apparently, the rejection of
Moses by his people and his vindication by God suggest to
Stephen a foreshadowing of the rejection and vindication of
Jesus (Acts 2:22-23; 3:12-15; 4:10-11; 5:28-32).50 Moses prophesied the coming of a prophet like himself (v. 37; see 3:22). The
parallel of Moses and Jesus is clearly indicated in the Gospel
of Matthew as referred to above. In the speech, the exodus is
the paradigm adopted to indicate the mission of Jesus.
3. The promise given to Abraham, we are reminded, is fulfilled
in the time of Moses (7:17), thereby modeling the coming of
Jesus as the new Moses.
4. Moses was depicted as “the one who was in the congregation
in the wilderness with the angel who spoke to him at Mount
Sinai, and with our ancestors; and he received living oracles to
give to us” (v. 38). This description likely refers to the transfiguration of Jesus (Luke 9:28-34) and the first preaching of
Jesus according to the Gospel of Luke (4:16-21).
5. In the speech, Stephen critiques not the law but the temple
alone (vv. 46-50).51 He seems to indicate that the “tent of testimony in the wilderness” (v. 44) and “congregation in the
wilderness” are the patterns closer to God’s expectation than
the temple. The “congregation in the wilderness” suggests the
movement of people rather than a static institution like the
temple. This understanding is in line with the concept of ekklesia in the early church.
6. The “congregation in the wilderness” is the people of God
formed by God’s mighty acts performed in Egypt, and this
congregation is moving from Egypt to the promised land
under the direction of God.52 However, sometime during their
journey they grow rebellious (groaning) and are influenced by
the religions of neighboring peoples (worshiping alien gods).
This image parallels the church in the New Testament, in that,
by the shedding of Christ’s blood, God formed and set apart a
people, racially and culturally mixed. They faced various
temptations from Greco-Roman society. They also became a
congregation living among alien peoples and religions rather
than a static institution.
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John Wesley’s sermon “The Wilderness State” (1760), which
alludes to the image of Israel in the wilderness, argues that grumbling against God is indicative of the ultimate spiritual problem:
lost faith in Christ.53 In his sermons “Wandering Thoughts” (1762)
and “Heaviness through Multifold Temptations” (1760), he identifies and categorizes a range of spiritual problems or illnesses that
the believer might face in the quest of sanctification: temptation,
fear, false security, boasting of religious accomplishments, forms of
religious depression. Sanctification is not a lonely quest. It is a
quest undertaken in company, with the whole system of Methodist
class meetings, societies, bands, and other groupings as means to
assist the seeker and the believer.54 In other words, it is not an individual quest but is carried out by a congregation, bound together,
moving toward their communal destiny like the “congregation in
the wilderness.” Moreover, in the Wesleyan pattern, sanctification
is “a process in which believers seek the sanctification of the world
around them. John Wesley himself encouraged the Methodists to
take part in a wide range of movements for the betterment of social
conditions.”55 After Wesley’s time, Methodists involved themselves in efforts to improve conditions for laborers, women, and
children; to end gambling; to control consumption of alcohol; to
combat racism; to act against nuclear proliferation; and to respond
to the issues of global warming in the present age.
The image of the “congregation in the wilderness” is especially
valuable for Asian Christians—we live as a minority in a multireligious and multicultural world—as we seek an understanding of
the doctrine of the church. The “congregation in the wilderness”
correlates with the minjung of the society; and this image raises the
awareness of the minjung to our own journey in the wilderness,
which is unfriendly and even hostile to our movement toward the
promised land of love, justice, and equity. The church in Asia bears
the burdens and richness of the missionary history of the past. We
face complaints, accusations, and challenges from our members
and also countrypeople. We search out our own identity and destiny. We will learn how to be bound together as a church to face
many difficult challenges. Our major challenge is the tension
between the Christian tradition and our cultures: the issue of religious syncretism (an issue of the relation of gospel and religions)
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and disorientation from our national identity (an issue of gospel
and cultures).56

CHURCH AS THE COMMUNITY OF DISCIPLES (THE
FELLOWSHIP IN FAITH)
The image of the church as “the fellowship in faith” suggested
by Minear is not only too general, but it is also not a phrase used in
the New Testament, although “the faithful” occurs.57 Therefore, I
suggest combining the images of “disciples”58 and the “witnessing
community”59 to become “the community of disciples” as a major
image of the church.
As mentioned above, other than in the Gospel of Matthew, the
term ekklesia does not appear in the canonical Gospels. The church,
however, begins in the Gospels with Jesus’ followers, specifically
those referred to as disciples. Jesus called a group of “twelve” disciples as a core to accompany him. The “twelve” and “disciples”
seem to be identical in Matthew 10:1 and Mark 3:14; nevertheless,
the term mathetes (disciple) does not occur in Luke 10:1-20, in
which seventy (-two) were also appointed by Jesus and sent to the
same ministry as the “twelve” (9:1-6; see Matt. 9:37-38; 10:5-15, 40;
11:21-23; Mark 6:7-13).60 Mark gives evidence of disciples with
Jesus before the “twelve” were chosen (2:15, 16, 18, 23; 3:7, 9; 4:34;
5:31; 6:1); this implies that there was an undefined group of disciples outside the circle of the “twelve.”61 Matthew specifically
speaks of them (8:19, 21) and alludes to a wider circle of disciples
(10:24-25, 42). He even acknowledges through the verb matheteuo
the discipleship of Joseph of Arimathea (Matt. 27:57). Luke indicates that Jesus chose the “twelve” from among a much larger
number of disciples (Luke 6:13, 17). In the Gospels, one of the tasks
of Jesus was to call people to follow him (Matt. 8:18-22; 19:16-22;
Mark 10:17-31; Luke 9:57-62; 18:18-30), and he also told those surrounding him or traveling with him that if they did not commit
themselves, they could not be his disciples (Luke 14:25-33; see
Matt. 10:37-38).
In Acts 1:21-26, the disciples, now numbering eleven (apostles,
1:26) after the death of Judas, have to choose “one of the men who
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have accompanied us during all the time that the Lord Jesus went
in and out among us, beginning from the baptism of John until the
day when he was taken up from us—one of these must become a
witness with us to his resurrection . . . to take the place in this ministry and apostleship.” John further suggests that many disciples of
Jesus left him after hearing his teaching (John 6:60-69); but the
twelve stayed on.62 In 1 Corinthians 15:3-8, Paul mentions that
when Jesus was raised from the dead, he appeared to Peter, the
twelve, and then five hundred brothers, James and all the apostles,
and then himself. The above evidence points to the existence of a
community of disciples, not only the “twelve,” who were followers
of Jesus.
In the New Testament, all 261 references to mathetes are found
in the Gospels and Acts but primarily in the Gospels; only 10
percent of the references occur in Acts. The other word,
akolouthein (to walk behind, to follow), is also frequently used in
the New Testament as a specialized term for following Jesus.
Among the ninety occurrences, seventy are found in the Gospels,
the rest in Acts (four times), Revelation (six times), and
1 Corinthians (once). This also indicates that discipleship is
closely associated with Jesus himself. In Matthew 28:16-20, the
Great Commission, the eleven disciples were sent to make disciples among all nations. And it was in Antioch that the disciples
were first called “Christians” (Acts 11:26). In other words, discipleship is important not only in the time of Jesus but also from
the early church onward. Luke-Acts is the bridge between the time
of the Gospels and the early church.63 Even though the familiar use
of ekklesia does not exist in the time of Jesus, the community of
disciples is the prototype of it. Thus the image of the community
of disciples is appropriately considered a major image of the
church. Although Minear does not list this image in his four
primary images, he acknowledges, “Each Gospel pericope became
a paradigm with a message for the church because each Christian
had inherited a relationship to Jesus similar to that of James and
John and the others.”64
The essentials needed to participate in the community of Jesus’
disciples have been clearly spelled out in the Gospels; they could
be summarized as follows:
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1. Jesus’ calling, and not one’s motivation, initiates discipleship.65 Jesus confronts those he encounters—in passing, in
shared travels, or in sustained relationships—demanding
total submission of their lives to him. The sense of calling
and the recognition of the lordship of Jesus are essential to
discipleship.
2. The conditions of following him are clear. Jesus demands a
total break with the past, including the leaving of families and
vocations (e.g., Mark 1:16-20; 2:14; Matt. 8:21-22; Luke 14:2527).
3. Following Jesus demands a radical renunciation of control
over one’s possessions, requiring a sharing with poor persons
rather than an increase in acquisitions (Mark 10:21; Matt.
19:21; Luke 18:22).
4. Discipleship also demands denial of oneself in order to take
up the cross and follow Jesus. This means to follow Jesus to
the death (Mark 8:34-35; Matt. 10:38-39; 16:24-25; Luke 9:2324).
5. Discipleship includes the expectation that the disciple will
serve rather than be served (Mark 10:41-45; Matt. 24–28).
6. Discipleship also means entering into a lifelong relationship
with Jesus (Mark 3:14); that is, disciples are to be in union with
Jesus as the branches are with the vine (John 15:1-5; 17:20-26).
7. Disciples are not only called to follow Jesus but are also
commissioned to proclaim the gospel (Mark 3:14), to be his
witnesses (Acts 1:6-8), and also to exercise his power (Matt. 9:3738; 10:5-15, 40; 11:21-23; 28:18-20; Mark 6:7-13; Luke 9:1-6).66
Jesus prayed for his disciples and sent them out, as he had
been sent by God (John 17:18; 21:22).
8. Jesus’ mission is to bring the kingdom of God into this world;
his disciples also participate in this kingdom mission.67
9. Disciples are called as individuals68 but follow Jesus only communally. In other words, Jesus calls individuals to a community with Jesus as the Master.69
The above findings are most significant for our Wesleyan traditions. According to Ted Campbell, “Disciplined accountability in
small groups has been a distinctly Methodist nuance of the under—— 38 ——
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standing of ‘church,’ and the original stress of the Methodist
Discipline was on the distinct form of accountable discipleship.”70
This had in fact made the Methodist movement an alternative
account of Christian fellowship within the Church of England.
In the Asian context, especially in China, understanding and
experiencing the meaning of discipleship were of utmost importance for the rooting and growing of the church from its inception.
Missionaries came to China in the nineteenth century when China
was not yet ready to be opened to the world. The blood of the missionaries was the seed of the church just as truly as was that of the
martyrs for the early church. The growing number of Christians in
mainland China during the Cultural Revolution witnesses to this
truth: Jesus’ call to discipleship is costly but shows its power when
the situation seems to make people feel powerless. In fact, this was
also the experience of the people who participated in the independence movements in many Asian countries. The cost of life is
paid for something more valuable than life. As Bonhoeffer said:
“When Christ calls a man, he bids him come and die.”71 And as
Confucius said, “One could die just as light as a feather, but one
could die as heavy as Taishan” (a famous big mountain in northeast China near the native county of Confucius).72 So, dying for
Christ gives value to one’s life. This remains true for the present
age: “Cheap grace is the deadly enemy of our Church.”73 Only an
understanding of grace as responsible grace is a blessing to the
church. The understanding of the church as a community of disciples willing to die for Jesus is crucial in Asian contexts.

CHURCH AS THE WORD IN FLESH (THE BODY OF CHRIST)
The exact phrase “the body of Christ” occurs only four times in
the Pauline letters (to soma tou Christou: Rom. 7:4; 1 Cor. 10:16; Eph.
4:12; soma Christou: 1 Cor. 12:27). However, there are seventeen
other equivalent expressions, such as “the cup of the Lord”
(1 Cor. 11:27); “his fleshly body” (Col. 1:22); “his body of glory”
(Phil. 3:21); “his body” (Eph. 1:23; 5:30; Col. 1:24); “my body”
(1 Cor. 11:24); “the body” (1 Cor. 11:29; Eph. 5:23; Col. 1:18; 2:19);
and “one body” (Rom. 12:5; 1 Cor. 10:17; 12:13; Eph. 2:16; 4:4;
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Col. 3:15). Among them, only two passages in Colossians directly
relate “the body” (1:18) and “his body” (1:24) to the church. All
other occurrences do not express directly that the church is the
body of Christ. However, there is no doubt that the image of the
body is the dominant theological image in Pauline ecclesiology.
For Paul, this image is mainly used in (1) sacramental language,
that is, the broken bread (1 Cor. 10–11, especially 10:16-17; 11:2429),74 (2) to denote the unity of a community despite the diversity
of its members, that is, church (Rom. 12:4, 5; 1 Cor. 12:14-26;
Col. 2:19; Eph. 4:11-16), and (3) to denote the unity of Christ as the
head of the church and church as the body of Christ (Col. 1:18; see
1 Cor. 12:13).75
In the Christian tradition it has been customary to speak of the
church as the extension of the incarnation.76 This has often led to
the mistake of extending this understanding of church to make
church identical with the kingdom of God on earth. However,
Bonhoeffer says: “The Body of Christ takes up physical space on
earth. That is a consequence of the Incarnation,”77 and J. A. T.
Robinson also traces a connection between John 1:14, 16 and
Colossians 1:19. The fullness with which Christ is filled by God is
now filling those who are “in Him.”78 In recent discussions of the
understanding of church, Graham Ward, a young representative of
radical orthodoxy, also suggests that there is a relationship
between the body of Christ and the incarnation in the series of
events of the earthly Jesus, including transfiguration, Eucharist,
death, resurrection, and ascension.79 Thus it is better to see the
church metaphorically as the Word in flesh than to see the church,
the body of Christ, as the extension of incarnation.
The choice of using the phrase “Word in flesh” instead of “Word
became flesh” is intended to indicate that the church is not the
extension of incarnation but the concrete expression of incarnation
in our present age. The invisible becomes visible;80 the abstract
becomes concrete. The church should understand itself as the witness of Jesus Christ’s continued presence in the world. We are
not Jesus Christ himself, but we are by God’s grace sent by him to
do what he would do and even greater works (John 14:12). For he
who comes from God (see 1 Cor. 8:6; 2 Cor. 8:9; Phil. 2:6; Eph. 1:4;
Col. 1:16; John 1:1-18; Heb. 1:1-4) accepts humanity by taking upon
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himself our human nature, “sinful flesh” (Rom. 8:3-4), and human
form (Gal. 4:4; Phil. 2:6-8).81 By its very nature, the church is not a
building, not an organization, not a static established institution,
but the body of Christ signifying that Jesus is still living among us.
So the body of Christ exists as a people’s movement, as a moving
congregation in the wilderness heading toward the promised land,
a community of disciples who are willing and ready to follow Jesus
unto death. The church exists only if it is a living entity, living
among minjung full of grace and truth as Jesus Christ is living in
this world. Because Jesus Christ is risen and ascended to heaven, it
is the church in following Christ that acts with him to bring grace
and truth to the world (John 1:14) and to witness his presence in
the world.
The church not only exists by mission but is by nature missionary. The very existence of the church is based on the calling of
Christ, and it is sent into the world by Christ (John 17:18; 21:22).
From the very beginning, the zeal of preaching the gospel created
the Methodist movement. If Methodism cannot maintain this missionary zeal, Methodism will not continue to exist.
The church in Asia has been understood variously as imperialist
invaders, colonists, capitalists, preachers, educators, medical doctors, social workers, and activists. Asians are in general pragmatic
people, looking for actions rather than words. Thus the church
seen as the Word in flesh indicates that the Word should be manifested by the church in proclamation as well as service-in-action.
The concept of church as Word in flesh is therefore essential for
furthering an Asian understanding of Christianity and the church.

CHURCH AS THE TEMPLE OF THE HOLY SPIRIT
(EPHESIANS 2:22)
Among the ninety-six images of the church provided by Minear,
only two are related to the Holy Spirit: “communion in the Holy
Spirit” and “spiritual body” (1 Cor. 15). The phrase “communion
in the Holy Spirit” does not exist in the New Testament, and it is
doubtful whether we should consider the image of “spiritual
body” to be directly related to the church. In 1 Corinthians 15, the
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issues discussed relate not so much to the understanding of the
church as to the bodily resurrection of the dead and the form of the
bodies that the dead will take when they rise from the tomb.82
However, the position and the role of the Holy Spirit are essential
in our understanding of the church.
When we see the church as “the temple of the Holy Spirit,” it
seems quite contradictory. Our image of temple would be the static building that stood in Jerusalem, while the Holy Spirit signifies
movement and power. Nevertheless, the combination of these two
is not only supported by the New Testament; it is also a very
important image of the church.
In Acts, the first congregation of God is gathered after Peter’s
speech on the day of Pentecost. The pouring out of the Holy Spirit
and fire upon all flesh in fulfillment of Joel’s prophecy stresses the
dependence of the church upon this gift of God for its unity, its
mission, its power, and its worship.83 Paul says, “Do you not know
that you are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit dwells in you?”
(1 Cor. 3:16; see 1 Cor. 3:17; 6:19-20; 2 Cor. 6:16–7:1). Paul’s use of
the temple (naos) to denote the church demonstrates that, as a Jew,
he believes that the church is the dwelling place of God. In
2 Corinthians 6:16-18, Paul quotes several Old Testament passages
in catena form84 to emphasize that the church is also the people of
God in continuity with the people of God in the Old Testament.
Furthermore, the temple in Jerusalem is the place for offering sacrifice. However, for Paul, there is no sacrifice in this temple; the
sacrifice is the living sacrifice of our bodies (Rom. 12:1-2) with the
aroma of Christ (2 Cor. 2:15).85 The sacrificial nature of Christian
life and practice, the process of sanctification, is in the mind of
Paul.86 It is noteworthy that for Paul, the temple is the temple of
God or God’s Spirit and never the temple of Christ. However, the
relationship of Christ to the temple is found in the metaphor of
church as a house (oikodome) or temple under construction with
Christ as the foundation (1 Cor. 3:11) and the cornerstone (Eph.
2:20),87 while Paul is a founder and builder (1 Cor. 3:9-10; 2 Cor.
10:8; 12:19; 13:10; Rom. 15:20). The readers of Paul’s letters are reassured that what they do helps build one another up toward the
ideal of a community whose mutual concern wholly expresses
the spirit and love of Christ (Rom. 14:17-19; 15:2; 1 Cor. 10:24;
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Eph. 4:29; Phil. 2:4; 1 Thess. 5:11).88 The image of the temple is also
connected to the image of the body (soma) of individuals in
1 Corinthians 6:19 and 2 Corinthians 7:1.
In Ephesians 2:20-22, the image of church as the temple is clearly
used for doctrinal instruction, and the image is fused with that
of the building. Following the discussion in the preceding verses
(vv. 11-19), the image denotes that the temple is not only for the
Jews but also for the Gentiles. This temple is being built for all
people, including those considered strangers and aliens in the past.
In 1 Peter 2:4-10, the church of the New Testament is understood
as inheriting the promises, enjoying the privileges, and conducting
the function of the people of God of the Old Testament. The titles
for Israel as used in Exodus 19:5-6 are now used for the church as
well. The “spiritual house” with Jesus Christ as the cornerstone
laid by God at Zion (vv. 4-7) clearly depicts the image of the temple. In 1 Peter, a spiritual sacrifice will be offered in this spiritual
house.
In 1 Corinthians, the major role of the Holy Spirit is related to the
spiritual gifts that are used in the upbuilding of the church (1 Cor.
14). Thus the image of the church as the temple of the Holy Spirit
correlates with the above findings as follows:
1. The temple is the dwelling place of God’s powerful Spirit
rather than simply a static building.
2. The church is in continuity and discontinuity with the congregation of the people of God in the Old Testament.
3. The oneness of the church is significantly emphasized.
4. The temple is depicted as a building in progress and the members as living stone, which indicates that the church is a movement and the members are the participants. The spiritual gifts
of each individual are used to build up the church.
5. The lives of the members, not animals, are the sacrifice to be
offered to God.
These corollaries are also related to the Wesleyan understanding
of the church as discussed above.89 As Asian Christians, however,
we are facing challenges from all directions, including globalization, social and political oppression, religious pluralism, and the
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decline of our cultures that are threatened by modernization. To
understand church as the temple of the Holy Spirit is to see our
church as a church in the power of the Spirit rather than a church
mainly associated with observance of rituals and devotion to a
faith concerned with the salvation of individual souls.90 The church
under construction is not an empire; neither is it an institution nor
an organization. The church is a community of worshiping people
who are willing to offer the living sacrifice of our bodies and be
empowered by the moving Spirit to overcome difficulties and
hardship in following Jesus, and to participate in the struggle with
the minjung to break the power and principalities of the world.

CONCLUSION
This study has identified an Old Testament origin for the images
of “the minjung/people of God,” “the congregation in the wilderness,” and “the temple of the Holy Spirit.” The images of “the community of disciples” and “the Word in flesh,” on the other hand,
are unique in the New Testament. In other words, the church in the
New Testament is in continuity and discontinuity with the Israel of
the Old Testament. While “the minjung of God” and “the congregation in the wilderness” emphasize the differentiation of God’s
people from other people in order to be in solidarity with the poor
and the weak, the image of “Word in flesh” emphasizes the active
participation of the church as the body of Christ in the world. The
image of “the community of disciples” emphasizes a community
with commitment and mission that is called and sent by Jesus, who
was sent into the world by God. “The temple of the Holy Spirit”
emphasizes the participation of each member in the process of the
building up of the temple with their lives as the living sacrifice,
empowered by the Spirit. The commonality of these five images is
that the church is a group of people called to form a life-and-death
community, which requires a movement rather than an organization or institution. This community’s mission is to manifest the
Word in proclamation and service-in-action, which is initiated and
accompanied by the Holy Spirit toward the common goal set by
God among the minjung in this world. The close relationship
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between the members of the church and the triune God is the basis
of the community.
The Methodist movement was started as a reform movement
inside the Church of England. It has parallels with the early
Christian movement in Judaism. The danger of Christianity is that
it loses its calling and mission given by God when it boasts its special status in relation to God.
In the Scriptures, in our Wesleyan tradition, and in the experiences of Asian Christians, the church is the church in mission (or in
Outler’s phrase: a movement with a mission),91 which commits itself
to the poor of the present age. From a scriptural perspective, this
ecclesiology is fluid and multifaceted, for the church does not exist
for itself but makes adaptations in different contexts to enhance its
mission. How to keep the church as a dynamic missional church in
our present age is our greatest challenge. So do Methodists have a
doctrine of the church? If by a doctrine of the church, we mean a
consistent and coherent but lively understanding of the church,
then, yes, we do have one. But if we are looking for a static, fixed,
and highly structured doctrine of the church, we would be better
off if we did not have one.
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