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Small, Struggling Churches in Europe: Do 
They Have a Future?

T. J. Marinello

SUMMARY

What is the future for small, struggling churches in 
Europe whose setting is post-modern, post-Christian and 
post-Christendom? Is there a place for such gatherings 
in a time when many believe that bigger is better? The 
answer is ‘yes’ if the local church displays effectively the 
four items to which the first local church was devoted in 
Acts 2:42; has functioning, local leadership; and strug-
gles due to the local setting rather than to her character. 

Specifically, the local church should be characterised by 
the study of the apostles’ teaching, the fellowship, the 
celebration of the Lord’s Supper and prayer. She should 
have recognised, local leadership in accordance with the 
characteristics found in the New Testament. If struggling 
to grow, her struggles should be related to persecution 
and not due to a character which parallels a clubhouse 
or a chameleon. She should also be characterised by the 
historical four marks of the Church: one, holy, catholic 
and apostolic.

ZUSAMMENFASSUNG

Wie sieht die Zukunft kleiner Gemeinden im 
Überlebenskampf in einem post-modernen, nach-christ-
lichen Umfeld und Zeitalter in Europa aus? Gibt es Raum 
für derartige Versammlungen in einer Zeit, in der viele 
der Auffassung sind, dass größer auch besser bedeutet? 
Die Antwort ist ein Ja, falls die örtliche Gemeinde auf 
wirksame Weise die vier Dinge bezeugt, denen sich 
auch die erste örtliche Gemeinde verschrieben hatte, 
wie in Apostelgeschichte 2:42 erzählt; zweitens, falls 
sie eine funktionierende Leiterschaft vor Ort hat; und 
drittens, wenn ihre Schwierigkeiten eher auf die ört-

lichen Umstände als auf ihr Wesen zurückzuführen sind. 
Gerade die Ortsgemeinde sollte ohne Schwierigkeiten 
zeigen können, dass in ihr Apostellehre, Gemeinschaft, 
Abendmahl und Gebet beheimatet sind. Sie sollte 
ferner eine anerkannte örtliche Leiterschaft vorweisen 
in Übereinstimmung mit den Prinzipien des Neuen 
Testamentes. Wenn sie mit Wachstumsproblemen 
kämpft, dann sollten ihre Schwierigkeiten auf Verfolgung 
zurückzuführen sein und nicht auf einen Charakter, der 
einem Vereinshaus ähnelt oder wechselhaft ist wie die 
Farben eines Chamäleons. Schliesslich sollte sie sich 
durch die historischen vier Wesensmerkmals der Kirche 
auszeichnen: einig, heilig, katholisch und apostolisch.

RÉSUMÉ

Quel avenir est possible pour de petites Églises qui mènent 
leur combat en Europe, dans un contexte post-moderne, 
post-chrétien et post-chrétienté ? De telles communau-
tés ont-elles une place à une époque où beaucoup consi-
dèrent que plus on est nombreux, mieux cela vaut. La 
réponse est positive si l’Église locale pratique les quatre 
activités auxquelles s’adonnait la première Église locale 
selon Actes 2.42 ; si la direction d’Église est assurée loca-
lement ; et si elle doit mener des combats à cause de sa 
situation locale dans la société qui l’environne, et non pas 

à cause de son caractère. Concrètement, l’Église devrait 
s’appliquer à l’étude de l’enseignement apostolique, à la 
communion fraternelle, à la célébration de la cène et à 
la prière. Elle devrait s’être dotée d’une structure locale 
reconnue pour assurer sa direction, en accord avec les 
caractéristiques indiquées dans le Nouveau Testament. Si 
elle doit lutter pour grandir, son combat devrait résulter 
de la persécution plutôt que de sa ressemblance à un 
club ou d’une stratégie de caméléon. Elle devrait aussi 
être caractérisée par les quatre attributs historiques de 
l’Église : l’unité, la sainteté, la catholicité et l’apostolicité.

* * * * * * * *

* * * * * * * *

* * * * * * * *
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John Paul II’s suggestion that Europe’s Christian 
roots be mentioned in the constitution.9 Some 
even stated that the Pope’s request ‘betray[ed] a 
failure to understand the logic of the European 
construction’, a thoroughgoing secular construc-
tion.10

This is the cultural setting of the small churches 
I want to discuss. Two main questions will be 
considered first: What size is ‘small’ and why is 
a particular local church struggling? Afterwards 
an answer to the question of the future of small, 
struggling churches will be offered. 

2. What size is ‘small’?
The Christian churches in Europe find themselves 
in an era where bigger is thought to be better; 
accordingly, the small local church often is stig-
matised in modern Western culture. British pastor 
and author John Benton insightfully writes, 

We live in a society that worships at the shrine 
of size. We buy our food at ‘supermarkets’ 
and ‘hyper-markets’. ‘Monster’ music events 
are promoted for the young. ‘Mega’ sales are 
advertised in department stores. ‘Blockbuster’ 
movies appear at our cinemas. In the world’s 
eyes, if something is not big, it does not deserve 
attention. It is not easy to be upbeat about a 
church with just a few in the congregation when 
we live alongside such a cultural bias.11

Additionally, among North America’s religious 
exports to Europe have been attitudes associated 
with the mega church, that is, Protestant churches 
with over two thousand attendees.12 While other 
nations contain churches of thousands of mem-
bers such as the world’s largest, Yoido Full Gospel 
Church in Seoul, South Korea, the US mega 
church displays ‘a host of characteristics that create 
a distinctive worship style and congregational 
dynamic’.13 As a prominent European church 
planting group with churches in thirty cities states,

our leadership team left Geneva and returned 
to the United States to gain further insights 
from churches in America that had been expe-
riencing explosive growth. During that period, 
our thinking about the church developed, ulti-
mately becoming what we referred to as Мthe 
high-impact church.’14 

While the various mega church influences come 
from both Pentecostal/Charismatic and non-
Pentecostal/Charismatic gatherings, all of these 
church plants have a common style of gathering 

1. Introduction: the context
The context for churches in Europe is one in 
which native Europeans are post-modern, post-
Christian and post-Christendom.1 Post-modern 
Europeans to whom the Gospel of Jesus Christ is 
brought have as their guiding force feelings rather 
than reason; they base their knowledge on per-
sonal experience rather than on scientific investi-
gation; their truth is personal rather than provable; 
their ultimate goal is societal acceptance; and their 
most respected authority is the celebrity, whether 
that celebrity is from the arts, the academy or the 
sports arena. The post-Christian context is one 
in which the basic knowledge of the record and 
teachings of the Christian Bible is unknown and 
in which there is often hostility to its moral pre-
cepts. As cultural critic John O’Sullivan astutely 
observed in a recent lecture, 

A post-Christian society is not merely a society 
in which agnosticism or atheism is the prevail-
ing fundamental belief. It is a society rooted in 
the history, culture, and practices of Christianity 
but in which the religious beliefs of Christianity 
have been either rejected or, worse, forgotten.2

Kenneth Minogue has put it even more colour-
fully: 

In the vast rambling mansion of our civiliza-
tion, the cobwebbed gothic wing containing 
our religious imagination is less frequented than 
previously, but it certainly remains a haunting 
presence.3

Even persons with a veneer of Christian influence 
have little understanding of their religion.4 In the 
Roman Catholic countries of Western Europe, for 
example, those under sixty have little to do with 
the Roman Catholic Church other than at the key 
moments of baptism, wedding and funeral – and 
even for these numbers are decreasing.5 In his-
torically Roman Catholic areas like Flanders, for 
example, even the practice of these significant 
ritual markers is in steep decline.6 The context of 
post-Christendom means that the governmental 
support for Christian morals and standards, which 
was a European mainstay since the time of the 
Roman Emperor Constantine in the early fourth 
century AD, has ended.7 The overt secularisation 
of Europe can perhaps best be seen in the deci-
sion on 18 June 2004 to adopt a constitution for 
the European Union which avoids any mention of 
a link between Christianity and Europe.8 In fact 
an overt, virulent hostility was expressed to Pope 
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to the apostles’ teaching gives the gathered believ-
ers the ability to ‘contend for the faith that was 
once for all delivered to the saints’. (Jude 3-4 ESV)

Second, the believers were committed to the 
fellowship (koino-nia). This means that they were 
committed to this distinctly identifiable group 
which began on the Day of Pentecost as recorded 
in Acts 2.23 No commitment to the fellowship 
meant and means no visible community. No com-
mitment to the fellowship also means no continual 
source of both necessary challenge and mutual 
encouragement (Heb 10:24-25):24 

The mutual care the writer of Hebrews com-
mends to his readers simply cannot be sustained 
unless the believers of the local Christian com-
munity are committed to the fellowship, the 
place of exhortation and encouragement.25

Third, the community of believers was commit-
ted to the celebration of the Lord’s Supper. Luke’s 
choice of wording, ‘the breaking of bread’, par-
allels the expression used by Paul when he gave 
instructions to the local church in Corinth (1 Cor 
10:16).26 As former pastor and church-planter 
John H. Armstrong writes, 

[Believers] have been redeemed through the 
precious blood of our Messiah, Jesus, yet we 
are prone to forget his great act of sacrifice. But 
our Lord understands perfectly well our weak-
ness and thus made provision for us to come 
again and again to this table so that we do not 
forget… Almost every Christian, regardless of 
how they understand the Supper, agrees with 
this much – Christ instituted it, and the New 
Testament commands his followers to celebrate 
it.27

Finally, the newly formed community of believ-
ers was devoted to prayer. Some draw attention to 
the definite article in the text (‘the prayers’ – tais 
proseuchais) and conclude that these were ‘defi-
nite prayers uttered in worship’, something which 
was part of the public activity of the local church 
when it gathered.28 Perhaps the believers repeat-
edly prayed the psalms as they gathered because of 
their ‘firm belief that the repetition of the psalms 
nurtured dispositions that foster prayer’.29

This list of four does not limit what the local 
church can do when it gathers, but it lays out four 
things which it must do. The place of gathering, 
the style of meetings, and even the frequency of 
some of these practices vary throughout Acts, so 
this article is not an argument for a particular tra-
dition. I do, however, understand the Bible to say 

which is labour-intensive as well as visually and 
aurally dynamic. Accordingly, the goal is to grow 
in size so that this model can be implemented. 
This and other goals related to size are clearly 
advocated by the proponents of the mega church 
and even of the general larger church model.15

While sociologists may applaud the ‘relevance’ 
of such mega gatherings, is it the goal of the local 
church according to the New Testament to grow 
in order to fit such a model? Is the goal of the local 
church to increase in number in order to function 
according to a particularly designed but changing 
cultural pattern? The New Testament seems to 
answer the question of size neither sociologically 
nor programmatically. I would rather argue that a 
church that is true to the New Testament needs to 
display effectively the four things to which the first 
local church was devoted in Act 2:42, and that it 
needs to have functioning, local leadership.

Acts 2:42 records four things to which the local 
church was devoted as it gathered: the study of 
the apostles’ teaching, the fellowship, the cel-
ebration of the Lord’s Supper and prayer.16 As 
Johannes Munck notes, ‘This verse describes the 
special characteristics of the church. The apostles, 
witnesses to the resurrection, demonstrate what 
separates them from the other Jews.’17 And, ‘Luke 
employs proskarterein, ”hold fast to”, to stress the 
continuous and persistent tenacity of the disciples’, 
thus setting the example for those who would be 
part of this new entity – the Church – in its local 
manifestation.18

Clearly the newly formed community was ‘con-
stituted on the basis of apostolic teaching’.19 This 
teaching was neither to be altered nor discarded (1 
Tim 1:3; 6:3); it was and is a deposit to be guarded 
(1 Tim 6:20; 2 Tim 1:14). 

The teaching is the basis of Christian doctrine, 
built on the words and deeds of Jesus himself, 
on his instruction of the apostles and those fol-
lowers who would become his authenticated 
witnesses.20 

This doctrine is not an end in itself, however, but 
‘a means of preserving and fostering the relation-
ship between the assembled congregation and 
Jesus Christ’. A gathering which is not constituted 
on Jesus Christ as attested to by the apostles is no 
church at all.21 The result of proper devotion to 
the apostles’ teaching becomes evident in the life 
of the believers, namely, a ‘love that issues from 
a pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere 
faith’. (1 Tim 1:5 ESV)22 Further, being devoted 
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3. Why does a local church struggle?
To discover the reason why a local church is strug-
gling, we can ask three questions: What is the 
character of the local church? What is her setting? 
And what is her shape? 

A local church may be characterised primar-
ily by one of three pictures: the clubhouse, the 
chameleon or the petrol station (fuelling point). 
The clubhouse type is a local church with an 
inward-looking perspective. The gathering exists 
solely to serve the needs of the present attendees. 
Adaptation of her practices or outreach to the sur-
rounding community or even the primary language 
of the attendees is not considered important. I 
once heard the leader of a local church state that 
although the music in the church was off-putting 
to visitors, he was committed to ‘serving the saints 
already in attendance’ and not changing ‘even if it 
means we dwindle to two or three people’; and, 
indeed, this church has sharply dwindled as its 
attendees got older.35 In another instance, a family 
who brought visitors from a lower economic class 
and a different culture was told to not bring them 
along any more since these were not ‘our kind of 
people’. Also, failure to adapt to the language of 
the culture into which a migrant church is planted, 
over time creates a barrier to those from the host 
country. It also disadvantages the children of the 
original migrants who were born in the host coun-
try.36 In its most extreme form, the clubhouse type 
of local church believes that a pattern of meet-
ing from another land and/or another century is 
equivalent to the biblical mandate and thus suit-
able for all times and in all places.

The second type of local church is like a chame-
leon. As the name suggests, this community does 
all it can to blend in with its historical and cultural 
milieu. The latest trends and their jargon are always 
adopted so that the average attendee and even the 
specialist at times have trouble keeping up with 
the pace of change. In many cases, the continual 
repackaging of the gospel message and the forms 
of local church gathering create an inherent insta-
bility. In the worst case, the message and methods 
of a local church are so similar to the surrounding 
world that little difference can be seen; instead, the 
church changes colour and blends in.37 One of the 
most lauded models of local church at the turn 
of the twenty-first century was the seeker sensitive 
approach used and propagated by Willow Creek 
Church in Chicago. This model was studied and 
copied by local church leaders and their churches 

that a functioning local church must be able to 
support these four at a minimum in line with the 
example of the believers after Pentecost. The way 
in which these four are accomplished should avoid 
the extremes of rigid traditionalism (whether an 
ancient or a newly formed one) and of wholesale 
accommodation to culture. Accordingly, if these 
four items from Acts 2:42 are evident, a particular 
local church is not too small.

When the first missionaries were sent out (Acts 
13), their purpose was to preach the message of 
Jesus Christ and then to form local gatherings 
from those who had responded to the message. A 
final step in the forming of these local churches was 
the appointment of recognised leadership (Acts 
14:23). So important was the recognition of local 
church leadership that the apostle Paul specifically 
left Titus behind on Crete to appoint such lead-
ers. Paul writes that the task of church planting is 
not complete until this has been accomplished (Tit 
1:5)30 and it is the first command he gives Titus in 
his letter.31 The New Testament records both the 
responsibilities (Acts 20:17, 28-31; 1 Pet 5:1-4) 
and the necessary godly characteristics of these 
local leaders (1 Tim 3:1-7; Tit 1:5-9).32 In fact, 
some scholars posit this need for godly leadership 
as a reason behind the memorable command to 
have the mind of Christ in Philippians 2, a letter 
which begins by making a distinction between the 
recognised, local leadership and the other believers 
in the local body.33 

The process by which leadership is to be recog-
nised after the time of the apostles is not clearly 
stated in the New Testament, but the fact of 
recognised leadership, their task and their char-
acter qualities are timeless and therefore applica-
ble wherever a local body of believers is formed. 
Again, as with the question of size, this essay’s 
presentation of the biblical mandate for recog-
nised, local leadership is not advocating a particu-
lar type of leadership structure. That said, I posit 
that the answer to the best type of polity is found 
in the New Testament.34

How small is too small? If a local body of believ-
ers cannot adequately support the four practices 
of Acts 2:42, it is too small, whether it is newly 
planted or has shrunk in size. Additionally, a local 
church is too small if it cannot be led by recog-
nised, local leadership due to lack of qualified 
people. 
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unusual growth occurs although no special meth-
ods have been followed.

For example, Flanders experienced a time of 
revival at the end of the twentieth century; all 
evangelical church groups in Flanders had sudden, 
unexpected growth. While the specific form of 
gathering and the evangelistic techniques varied, 
all of these Flemish groups experienced an unex-
plained and dramatic increase in the number of 
evangelical converts and then subsequent local 
church plantings during a period of about fifteen 
years. Just as suddenly and dramatically, the unex-
plained growth came to a halt.40 Local churches 
in such contexts of revival should be experienc-
ing growth, both numerically and in faith. The 
common struggle during the Flemish time of 
revival was to keep up with the opportunities to 
share the evangelical message and then to shep-
herd those who had come to faith!41 If a local 
church is not growing during a time of revival, 
something is wrong.

The second situation is persecution. Despite the 
fact that Europe prides itself in a post-modern tol-
erance, some local churches or individual believ-
ers experience persecution because of changes in 
governmental policies, the local religious setting, 
or because of changing neighbourhood demo-
graphics which bring hostile people near to the 
place of gathering.42 To accept and practise an 
evangelical faith may come at the cost of job loss, 
loss of relationships with family and friends, and 
even loss of life. For example, evangelical churches 
in Serbia face financial, social and governmental 
opposition from the Serbian Orthodox Church.43 
British and German Muslims who convert to 
Christianity can expect ostracism, beatings or 
worse.44 Governmental permission to gather or 
to repair or use a purpose-built facility may be 
denied, for example in predominately Muslim 
Bosnia and Herzegovina.45 Even twenty-first cen-
tury Spanish evangelicals have lost their place of 
meeting as the result of overt governmental hostil-
ity.46 Sometimes the hostility to Christianity is vio-
lent and public such as at a recent Christian youth 
festival in Germany.47 More common in Western 
Europe, however, is the closing of professions to 
those holding to an evangelical faith who decline 
to follow governmental mandates which support 
abortion or same-sex marriage.48

In such a climate of persecution local churches 
either flourish or fade. Those that continue and 
stay numerically small may do so due to lack of 
a large enough meeting place, due to the desire 

around the world. After thirty years, however, 
the leadership of Willow Creek Church asked for 
a study, and the outcomes of this research clearly 
show the shortcomings of its model. The found-
ing pastor, Bill Hybels, notes that he has helped 
to create and propagate a model of local church 
which is not sustainable because it does not lead 
to maturity of faith among the attendees.38 Less 
charitable critics of this seeker sensitive movement 
were not surprised at the admission or of its inher-
ent instability given the chameleon-like nature of 
the gathering.

The third type of local church resembles a 
petrol station. The believers gather with a commit-
ment to the four practices listed in Acts 2:42, with 
the result that they are equipped to go out into 
the marketplace to make disciples in obedience to 
the Lord’s command (Mat 28:18-20). This type of 
local church has as its primary target audience fol-
lowers of Jesus Christ. In this context, the believers 
are built up in the faith because ‘teaching them to 
observe all I have commanded you’ is at work. The 
believers study the apostles’ doctrine for under-
standing and obedience; they are identified with 
a local body of believers and encouraged by the 
body with which they identify; they witness to the 
body and blood of Christ given for them; and they 
offer corporate, public prayer. Knowing what God 
has revealed and understanding their responsibility 
to that revelation, habitually and publicly gather-
ing as a local manifestation of the universal body of 
Christ, again contemplating the person and work 
of Christ, and gathering to ask God’s blessing on 
efforts to live as faithful followers as well as prais-
ing him for his person and work form the fuel that 
is needed for believers to go out as his witnesses.

Of these three models of local church, only the 
last one reflects the example of the New Testament 
local church and avoids the extremes of looking 
inward and simply blending in with our surround-
ings. While the last model does not guarantee an 
easy existence, the first two guarantee a significant 
struggle due to their faulty assumptions and goals.

The character of a local church alone is not all 
that should be considered; her immediate situa-
tion also is important. Three different situations 
should be noted, the first of which is a time of 
revival. Revival is defined here not as ‘the employ-
ment of unusual or special means but rather the 
extraordinary degree of blessing attending the 
normal means of grace’.39 It is what revival schol-
ars label ‘the outpouring of God’s grace’ so that 



• Small, Struggling ChurCheS in europe: Do they have a Future? •

EJT 23:2 • 155

notes, ‘God chooses to be present in the commun-
ion of the saints.’55 Oneness that is based upon the 
work of the Holy Spirit does not require sameness 
(1 Cor 12:12-27; Eph 4:11-15). To require same-
ness would be to hold a less-than-biblical basis for 
unity.

Holy is based upon the positional or declared 
holiness of the believers, as evidenced by their 
title ‘saints’ in Ephesians 1:1, as well as a practi-
cal outworking of this status in Ephesians 4:1.56 
A holy church is one which recognises the posi-
tional holiness of the believers and does not add 
a legalistic framework of human expectations. 
Conversely, a holy church would not simply accept 
positional holiness and ignore the practice which 
should follow position. Positional holiness is not 
an excuse for unrighteous living because believers 
should not tolerate sin.57

Catholic refers to the universality of all who 
are in Christ in line with Ephesians 2:12-19. This 
depicts the Church of Christ as neither broader 
nor narrower than those who are part of the body 
through the crosswork of Christ. Accordingly, 
catholicity has been associated with correct faith 
since its earliest usage in the post-Apostolic age.58 
The Dutch theologian Herman Bavinck writes, 
‘Christianity knows no boundaries beyond those 
which God himself has in his good pleasure 
established; no boundaries of race or age, class, 
or status, nationality, or language.’59 Rather, the 
Church is composed of ‘the countless multitudes 
who have been purchased by the blood of Christ 
from every nation and people and age.’60 He also 
notes, ‘The local church can, however, legiti-
mately call itself catholic because it attaches itself 
to the universal church.’61 Referring to the beliefs 
of the early Church and in particular the writings 
of Ignatius of Antioch, Vitaly Borovoy writes, ‘To 
be Christ’s disciple, his follower and his confessor 
meant at the same time to be “catholic”, that is, to 
be a member of one “catholic” universal church.’ 
He goes on to say more generally, ‘This insepara-
bility of faith in Jesus Christ and membership of 
his catholic Church is so obvious that the terms 
“Christian” and “Catholic” in the minds of the 
first Christians belonged to each other as a first 
name belongs to a surname.’62

Apostolic is to practise and promulgate the 
doctrine of the apostles. The body of Christ, his 
Church, is built on the foundation of the New 
Testament apostles and prophets (Eph. 2:20).63 A 
local church must follow the teachings of the apos-
tles since the Church which the Lord promised he 

not to attract hostile attention, or because of a fail-
ure of nerve in the face of pressure. Nonetheless, 
those who continue to gather, those who continue 
to have a public local witness as followers of Jesus 
Christ should not be faulted for having a gathering 
which is ‘too small’. As time progresses, European 
Christians may find that they need to reflect on the 
lessons of church history and of the underground 
house churches in China as they consider whether 
a gathering is too small.49

The third type of situation is ‘normal times’. 
While the message of the Gospel will always be at 
odds with that of the world, in historical perspec-
tive most Western nations allow believers a fairly 
significant level of freedom. This has not always 
been the case since the formation of the Church in 
Acts 2, and even now it is not the norm in many 
parts of the world. The West provides a measure of 
freedom that other local churches can only dream 
of. In this normal context, if a local church strug-
gles and remains small, but not by design, one 
should study the ‘shape’ of this local church.

4. The ‘shape’ of the local church
Many thoughtful studies offer a variety of socio-
logical and functional markers to evaluate local 
churches,50 but the purpose of this essay is a more 
fundamental and indeed theological or biblical 
evaluation. How can a biblical-theological foun-
dation be laid upon which such functional studies 
can build? One way to evaluate a local church from 
biblical perspective is to use the four historical 
marks of the Church: one, holy, catholic and apos-
tolic. Because definitions of these four marks have 
differed widely throughout the ages – a challenge 
noted by theologians such as G.C. Berkouwer – I 
will give a succinct set of definitions which are in 
line with what many free church groupings would 
understand.51 Before defining these terms, how-
ever, one must understand that these four histori-
cal marks of the Church should be reflected in her 
local manifestations because ‘both the universal 
Church (Eph. 1:23) and the local church (1 Cor. 
12:27) are described as the body of Christ’.52 ‘A 
congregation is the body of Christ in the particular 
locale in which it gathers together.’53

One refers to the unity of the Church, as seen 
in the role of the Holy Spirit who has made the 
many one (1 Cor 12:13; Eph 2:21-22, 4:4). 1 
Corinthians 3:16 uses the plural ‘you’ indicating 
that the Holy Spirit dwells in the gathered body 
of believers.54 A commentator on Ephesians 2:22 
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the New Testament Church; they lack the family 
resemblance.70

The catholicity of a local church which refuses 
fellowship with other believers due to differences 
of opinion over practice, tradition or culture 
makes a mockery of the price paid for a person’s 
salvation. Conversely, to link arms with all the 
generally religious or those who preach a differ-
ent gospel also makes a mockery of the crosswork 
of Christ. The New Testament is particularly 
pointed in its rejection of any ‘gospel’ which does 
not centre on the crosswork of Christ (Gal 1:6-9); 
the completed crosswork is of ‘first importance’ 
(1 Cor 15:3-8). The Lord’s charge to the disci-
ples in Matthew 28:18-20 was to make disciples. 
Disciples are believers who manifest identity and 
conformity: identity through the public act of 
baptism which marks the believer as a follower of 
the Triune God, and conformity in observing ‘all I 
have commanded you’. 

To ignore the Scripture’s teaching on the nature 
of the local church as evidenced in the marks of 
one, holy, catholic and apostolic is to guarantee 
that a local church will struggle. These timeless, 
biblical marks provide the parameters of unity, 
standing, conduct, universality and teaching. 

5. Conclusion
So does the small, struggling local church in 
Europe have a future? If it is large enough to 
observe effectively the four things to which the 
first local church was devoted in Acts 2:42; if it has 
recognised, local leadership; if it accurately mani-
fests the four marks of the Church, then a local 
church is large enough. If during ‘normal’ times 
or a time of revival, a local church struggles due 
to its inward-focused or chameleon-like nature, 
or if it struggles because it does not display the 
four biblical marks of the Church, then this small 
church needs radical, biblical change.

What should be the attitude of those who are 
committed to and minister in small churches 
which are faithful to Acts 2:42 and the four bibli-
cal marks of the Church? In a time when the cul-
ture says that only the large will do, one needs to 
remember that the Lord who said ‘I will build my 
Church’ is the same God who used little Israel to 
display his glory before mighty Egypt, and who 
used but one hundred twenty frightened believers 
to set the world alight with his Gospel. ‘God is the 
God who derives most glory from situations that 
other people have written off. The depth of the 

would build and which the apostles established 
is ‘one unified church’ with ‘one eternal rule of 
faith’.64 As Tertullian noted:

We are not permitted to cherish any doctrine 
after our own will, nor yet to make choice of 
that which another has introduced of his pri-
vate fancy. In the Lord’s apostles we possess our 
authority; for even they did not of themselves 
choose to introduce anything, but faithfully 
delivered to the nations the doctrine which they 
received from Christ…65

Given the sharp, public correction of the apos-
tle Peter by the apostle Paul when Peter veered 
towards a Judaistic legalism (Gal 2:11-14), the 
reader understands that it is not the positions but 
the teaching of the apostles upon which the uni-
versal Church and, in turn, the local church are 
built. ‘The persons mentioned in [Eph.] 2:20a 
stand in this case for the functions which they ful-
fill … The proclamation, witness, and confession 
for which they stand – this is the foundation of the 
Church.’66

Why are this biblical standard and model impor-
tant when evaluating a local church? Because to 
violate this biblical standard is to guarantee that 
a local church will struggle significantly. Unity 
which is based upon sociological markers, for 
example, is unity which fades as the culture or 
the fashion changes. Further, the gathered people 
will find it difficult to seek the mind of the Lord 
in various matters if they have not been unified 
into one body by the baptism of the Holy Spirit 
which happens at the time of one’s justification 
(1 Cor 12:13).67 ‘The baptism in the Spirit which 
the risen Lord then effects incorporates [believers] 
into one body.’68

Legalism which masquerades as holiness builds 
a local body which is a pale imitation of the biblical 
model and the freedom that believers have once 
they are in Christ. Believers are neither under the 
Law nor under an extra-biblical set of strictures 
(Rom 10:5; Gal 3:1-3; Col 2:20-23).69 While holi-
ness is not legalism, neither is it unbridled license 
(Eph 5:1-21). Persons who are in Christ should 
act according to their new family relationship. 
Since the local church is primarily a gathering of 
those in Christ, the family resemblance should be 
evident. The necessity of this family resemblance 
becomes apparent in churches whose numbers are 
dwindling as they imitate the morals and values of 
the surrounding culture rather than those of the 
Bible, or have become a legalistic caricature of 
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