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Introduction

I assume that readers of SBJT know that the word “ecclesiology” refers to the 
doctrine of the church, the systematic theological locus that treats such topics 
as the nature, identity, attributes, and marks of the church; its ministries/
functions/roles; its leadership, polity, structure; and more. Ecclesiology is 
the theological consideration of the church, which could be defined briefly 
as “the people of God who have been saved through repentance and faith in 
Jesus Christ and have been incorporated into his body through baptism with 
the Holy Spirit.”1 

When the adjective “mere” is attached to the noun “ecclesiology,” several 
ideas could be intended. “Mere” could be a qualifier that indicates “something 
that is unimportant.” As I regularly teach seminary courses on ecclesiology 
and have written a lengthy book on the subject, I obviously do not think it to 
be a trivial doctrine. 

“Mere” could be a descriptor that signifies “something that is simple” in the 
sense of not complex. In this case my proposal would be for a reductionistic 
ecclesiology that strips down the doctrine to just a few preferred topics. As 
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a pastor who decries the contemporary move to limit churches to just a few 
ministries (often reflective of the passions and giftings of the lead pastor), I 
similarly oppose reducing the doctrine of the church to a handful of points.  

“Mere” could be a qualifier that signals “being nothing more than.” In this 
sense, the result would be a “lowest common denominator” doctrine that 
might have broad ecumenical appeal but that ignores or conceals theological 
distinctives that tend to highlight disagreements that exist between various 
ecclesiologies. Though my personality is that of a unifier and peacemaker,2 
and though I tend to urge people to find common ground, I am (painfully) 
learning that to be a resourceful person, I cannot disregard differences 
but must deal with them head on. Thus, I’m not going to pursue a “lowest 
common denominator” approach that glosses over the difficulties attached 
to ecclesiology.

Accordingly, a “mere ecclesiology” is not an approach that trivializes this 
doctrine, or is reductionistic, or minimizes divergences in a (lamentable) 
search for agreement at all costs. 

“Mere” can also be a descriptor indicating “common ground” in the sense 
of that which is central to the subject matter. At the same time, such core 
concentration does not disregard or disguise the fact that the topic is much 
more extensive than is its identified essence. An example of this use of “mere” 
is C. S. Lewis’ very familiar work, Mere Christianity.3 Lewis’ audience is 
unbelievers, and his purpose is “to explain and defend the belief that has been 
common to nearly all Christians at all times” (emphasis added); accordingly, he 
intentionally avoids all disputed matters in respect to Christianity. Lewis adds 
this caveat: “The reader should be warned that I offer no help to anyone who 
is hesitating between two Christian ‘denominations.’ You will not learn from 
me whether you ought to become an Anglican, a Methodist, a Presbyterian, 
or a Roman Catholic.” At the same time, Lewis frankly acknowledges that he 
has his own beliefs: “About those ... there is no secret. To quote Uncle Toby: 
‘They are written in the Common-Prayer Book.’” And Lewis underscores the 
fact that Christians “exist” not in a theological construct like his proposed 
“mere Christianity” but in concrete churches and denominations with their 
specific confessions of faith: 

I hope no reader will suppose that “mere” Christianity is here put forward as an 

alternative to the creeds of the existing communions—as if a man could adopt 
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it in preference to Congregationalism or Greek Orthodoxy or anything else. It 

is more like a hall out of which doors open into several rooms. If I can bring 

anyone into that hall I shall have done what I attempted. But it is in the rooms, 

not in the hall, that there are fires and chairs and meals. The hall is a place to wait 

in, a place from which to try the various doors, not a place to live in. For that 

purpose the worst of the rooms (whichever that may be) is, I think, preferable.

Lewis’ Mere Christianity, then, functions as a theological construct that serves 
a specific purpose of highlighting essential doctrines and core practices of the 
Christian faith, the common ground shared by most Christians throughout 
the history of the church. It does not claim or even aim to be a description 
of the faith and practice of actual Christians such as Daniel Hess or Daniele 
Haas, or of specific existing churches such as Redeemer Presbyterian Church 
or Redeemer Baptist Church or Redeemer Lutheran Church or Redeemer 
Episcopal Church.

Lewis’ employment of the term in Mere Christianity is a fine example of 
how I use “mere” in this article.4  Mere ecclesiology is a theological construct 
that serves a specific purpose of highlighting the essential nature of the church, 
its core ministries, its principal leadership framework, and more. These 
central attributes, functions, and structures represent the common ground 
shared by most churches throughout history.5 Mere ecclesiology does not 
disregard or disguise the fact that the doctrine and practice of the church is 
much more extensive than is its identified essence. And it does not claim or 
even aim to be a description of actual Baptist, Presbyterian, Lutheran, and 
Episcopalian ecclesiologies. 

Mere Ecclesiology: Help from Historical Precedent? 

Many theologians opine that ecclesiology is the most divisive of all Christian 
doctrines. I share that opinion. Ecclesiology divided the Western Catholic 
Church and the Eastern Orthodox Church, minimally over a doctrinal 
issue (the filioque clause) and a structural matter (the primacy of the 
pope). Ecclesiology divided the Roman Catholic Church and Protestant 
churches, minimally over doctrinal issues (sola scriptura, the formal principle 
of Protestantism; justification, the material principle of Protestantism) 
and structural matters (the bankruptcy of the Catholic Church; the 
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illegitimacy of the papacy). Ecclesiology divided and continues to divide 
Protestant churches, minimally over doctrinal issues (Reformed theology; 
Arminian theology) and structural matters (episcopalian, presbyterian, and 
congregational polities). If ecclesiology is so troublesome, why go to the 
trouble to try to construct a mere ecclesiology? Is the attempt to be “mere,” 
workable in this theological area?

I answer my own question positively. And I look to wisdom from the past 
to confirm my answer and show us a way to construct a mere ecclesiology. 

The early church’s creeds offer the following affirmations:  

• Apostles’ Creed: “I believe in the holy catholic church”

• Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed: “I believe one, holy, catholic, and apos-

tolic church”

Importantly, both creeds confessed their ecclesiological belief in terms of the 
essence or attributes of the church rather than its ministries or roles. In part, 
this emphasis had to do with the fact that the church sought to define itself 
over against heretical groups that had separated themselves from the church 
while still claiming to be genuine churches.6 

Specifically, the four identity markers are: (1) Oneness. The true church is 
characterized by unity, especially in relation to sound doctrine. As Irenaeus 
affirmed early on,

The church, though dispersed throughout the whole world, even to the ends of 

the earth, has received from the apostles and their disciples this faith ... [and] 

as if occupying one house, carefully preserves it. It also believes these points [of 

sound doctrine] just as if it had only one soul, and one and the same heart. It 

proclaims them, teaches them, and hands them down, with perfect harmony, as 

if it possessed only one mouth.7 

This attribute of oneness finds substantial biblical support, from Jesus’s high 
priestly prayer that his followers would be united ( John 17:11, 21-23) to 
Paul’s insistence that the Holy Spirit grants unity to the church, especially 
with regard to being one body with one Spirit, hope, Lord, faith, baptism, and 
Father (Eph 4:1-6; cf. 4:13). The church, then, is identified by its oneness, 
especially its unity in doctrine. 
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 (2) Holiness. Unlike the world and its character of sinfulness, the church is 
characterized by holiness. This purity is positional, in the sense that the holy 
church is set apart for, or consecrated to, God and his purposes. Regretfully, 
the church is not always and everywhere empirically identifiable as holy, 
given its continued sinfulness as part of its reality of living a liminal existence, 
already-but-not-yet pure. This matter-of-fact unholiness did not stop early 
church leaders from calling their members to break from their sinfulness and 
pursue purity, underscoring this attribute. As Justin Martyr intoned, “Let it 
be understood that those who are not found living as Christ taught are not 
Christians, even though they profess with the lips the teachings of Christ.”8 
Aware of the fragmentary nature of its present holiness, the church yearns 
for its future unveiling as “the holy city, new Jerusalem,” the radiant Bride of 
Christ, clothed in his perfect holiness (Rev 21:2). Biblical support for this 
attribute includes references to the church as a sanctified, saintly assembly (1 
Cor 1:2; cf. 1 Pet 2:9) and exhortations to the church to live as a holy people 
(1 Pet 1:14-16). Therefore, an identity marker of the church is its holiness.

(3) Catholicity. Rather than referring to the particular Roman Catholic 
Church, this descriptor refers to the church’s universality (Gr. καθολικός 
[katholicos]; universal). The church is catholic Because of (1) the presence 
of Christ in it, and (2) the universal commission given to it by Christ. With 
regard to the first reason, Ignatius offered: “Where there is Christ Jesus, there 
is the Catholic Church.”9 As for the second reason, Christ commissioned his 
disciples with the following order: “Go therefore and make disciples of all 
nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the 
Holy Spirit” (Matt 28:19). This Great Commission is universal in scope. As 
explained by Cyril of Jerusalem, the church is catholic, 

Because it extends over all the world ... and Because it teaches universally and 

completely one and all the doctrines which ought to come to men’s knowledge 

... and because it brings into subjection to godliness the whole race of mankind 

... and Because it universally treats and heals the whole class of sins ... and pos-

sesses in itself every form of virtue which is names, both in deeds and words, 

and in every kind of spiritual gifts.10

By contrast with a peculiar, splinter church like that of Donatus or Novation, 
the true church is catholic. Consequently, Ignatius issued a warning: 
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“Whoever does not meet with the congregation [Gr. ἐκκλησια (ekklēsia); 
church] thereby demonstrates his arrogance and has separated [or judged] 
himself.”11 As already noted, this characteristic of universality is well supported 
biblically by Jesus’s Great Commission (Matt 28:18-20; Luke 24:44-49; Acts 
1:8), with the corollary that people who seek to divide the church are to be 
removed from the church (e.g., Rom 16:17-18; Titus 3:10-11). They are an 
impediment to its universality, which is an attribute of the church. 

(4) Apostolicity. The true church is characterized by adherence to the 
teachings of the apostles. Such apostolicity stands in contrast with heretical 
groups, which invent and promote false doctrine. As Tertullian explained:

From this we draw up our rule. Since the Lord Jesus Christ sent the apostles to 

preach, our rule is that no others ought to be received as preachers than those 

whom Christ appointed ... Now, what they preach—in other words, what Christ 

revealed to them—can ... properly be proved in no other way than by those 

very churches which the apostles founded in person. They declared the gospel 

to them directly themselves, both viva voce [by live voice] ... and subsequently 

by their writings. If, then, these things are so, it is equally clear that all doctrine 

which agrees with the apostolic churches—those matrixes and original sources 

of the faith—must be considered as truth, as undoubtedly containing that which 

the churches received from the apostles, the apostles from Christ, and Christ 

from God.12

In turn, these apostolic churches planted other churches—second 
generation apostolic churches—and so the line continued.13 Heretical 
groups did not possess such a lineage; they were not able to trace their origins 
to first generation apostolic churches and, more importantly, to the apostles 
themselves. Accordingly, they were false churches. Most importantly, the true 
church is apostolic in the sense of adhering to the teachings of the apostles, 
as those doctrines and practices were written down in Scripture. This idea 
of apostolicity has firm biblical support, from the foundational role of the 
apostles (Eph 2:20) to the authoritative instructions given by the apostles (1 
Cor 14:37; 2 Thess 2:15; 3:4, 6, 10, 12; Titus 1:3; 2 Pet 2:3). By heeding this 
apostolic teaching, the church demonstrates its characteristic of apostolicity. 

In summary, the early church’s creedal confession of the identity markers 
of the church—oneness/unity, holiness/purity, catholicity/universality, and 
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apostolicity—represents a historical precedent of a mere ecclesiology. As 
such, could they can serve as a starting point for our attempt to compose a 
mere ecclesiology for today?

Sadly, it is not as simple as I’ve just presented. As the church progressed 
through the first millennium and a half, the concept of these four attributes 
changed, often as a digression rather than a progression. 

(1) Oneness. This idea became centered on not only a common doctrine, 
some of which came to deviate significantly from Scripture and the early 
church’s faith, but on two other factors: a common liturgy, which became 
oriented toward the clergy who performed it and away from the laity who 
passively participated in it; and a common leadership structure, which became 
hierarchical, concentrated in the papacy, and more and more corrupt. As the 
only church that possesses the concrete bonds of a common faith, a common 
liturgy, and a common hierarchy, the Roman Catholic Church emphasized the 
claim that it alone is the true church of Christ.14 Specifically, “the sole Church 
of Christ ... subsists in (subsistit in) the Catholic Church, which is governed 
by the successor of Peter and by the bishops in communion with him.”15 As a 
corollary, it is only through the Catholic Church, as “the universal help toward 
salvation, ... [that] the fullness of the means of salvation can be obtained.”16

Of course, this Roman Catholic claim of oneness resulted in a denunciation 
of Protestant churches at the time of the Reformation. Over time, as 
relationships thawed between Catholics and Protestants, the implication of 
this attribute came to mean that Protestant assemblies cannot legitimately 
be called “churches,” as there is only one true church: the Roman Catholic 
Church. Instead, Protestants gather in “ecclesial communities;”17 even the 
benefits of salvation that these communities enjoy are communicated to 
them through the Roman Catholic Church. 

This is the Church’s concept of oneness. 
(2) In the face of a growing worldliness of the church, holiness became 

associated with certain castes of Christians: clergy (bishops, priests), 
religious (monks, nuns), and saints. Through participation in Holy Orders, 
the clergy are transformed by the infusion of divine grace so that their very 
essence is of a different quality than that of the laity. By this conveyance of 
a sacred power (sacra potestas),18 they are able to perform their sacerdotal 
duties in the person of Christ the head (in persona Christi  Capitis) so that 
it is Christ “who through the Church baptizes, teaches, rules, looses, binds, 
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offers, sacrifices.”19 With their vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience, 
Catholic religious distinguish themselves in holiness from the ordinary lot of 
the Catholic faithful.20 In terms of saints, some of the faithful “have practiced 
heroic virtue and lived in fidelity to God’s grace” and thus are canonized as 
saints.21 Through the infusion of grace, their essence has been sanctified so 
that their holiness distinguishes them from the rest of the faithful, who are 
to look to the saints, and seek their assistance through prayer, as outstanding 
examples of holy people. 

This is the Church’s concept of holiness. 
(3) The vision of catholicity came to be that “the whole of reality, which 

is already one in essence, though ... marred by sin, should be brought into a 
Catholic unity,” with the key to this unity being the Roman Catholic Church 
and none other.22 Catholic universality is grounded on the Church’s self-
identification as the prolongation of the incarnation of Jesus Christ. As the 
whole Christ—deity, humanity, and body—subsists in the Catholic Church, 
and as Christ is everywhere present, then logically the Catholic Church is 
universal. Over time, as inclusivism crept into Roman Catholic theology, the 
Church began to extend its “membership” reach to all peoples everywhere. To 
the question, “Who belongs to the Catholic Church?” the answer gradually 
came to be expressed in terms of concentric circles, with the Catholic 
faithful occupying the innermost circle and other Christians (Orthodox and 
Protestant), other monotheists ( Jews, Muslims), adherents of non-Christian 
religions (Hindus, Buddhists, Sikhs), polytheists and animists, theists who 
act in accordance with the dictates of their conscience, and agnostics and 
atheists (in the outermost circle) who strive to live a good life being within 
the range of grace and thus possibly being saved (even though they know 
nothing of the gospel and the Catholic Church).23 

This is the Church’s concept of catholicity. 
(4) The church extended its apostolicity to include an authoritative 

Tradition and an authoritative Magisterium, as well as added the doctrine 
of apostolic succession. Whereas the early church and its early medieval 
successor held to the sufficiency of Scripture, the fourteenth century 
witnessed the origin and development of the concept of additional divine 
revelation outside the written Word of God. “At this time, the notion of church 
tradition—the unwritten teaching of Christ that was communicated orally 
from him to his disciples, and from them to their successors, the bishops—
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gained ascendancy in the Roman Catholic Church.”24 The Church eventually 
came to affirm both Scripture and Tradition. Specifically, the two means “are 
bound closely together and communicate one with the other. For both of 
them, flowing out from the same divine well-spring, come together in some 
fashion to form one thing and move toward the same goal.”25 Accordingly, 
the Church “does not derive her certainty about all revealed truths from the 
holy Scriptures alone. Both Scripture and Tradition must be accepted and 
honored with equal sentiments of devotion and reverence.”26 

The determination of both the canon of Scripture and the content 
of Tradition, together with the proper interpretation of both modes of 
divine revelation, Because the exclusive privilege and responsibility of the 
Magisterium, or teaching office of the Church: the pope and the bishops in 
communion with him. These consecrated men enjoy such high honor and 
exercise such important duty Because “the apostles left bishops as their 
successors” and “gave them ‘their own position of teaching authority.’”27 
Thus, apostolic succession ensures that the Catholic Church is rightly led, 
taught, and sanctified by dutifully ordained bishops. 

This is the Church’s concept of apostolicity.
Breaking under these and other developments, the church eventually 

split into the Roman Catholic Church and Protestant churches, with the two 
faiths developing disparate notions of the four attributes. While protesting the 
Catholic perspective on oneness, Luther grounded the unity of the church on 
a different foundation: “And unto the true unity of the church, it is sufficient 
to agree concerning the doctrine of the gospel and the administration of the 
sacraments.”28 John Calvin concurred: “Wherever we see the Word of God 
purely preached and heard, and the sacraments administered according to 
Christ’s institution, there, it is not to be doubted, a church of God exists.”29 

Against the Catholic notion of holiness, Protestant churches underscored 
that Scripture contradicts the idea of (even some) Christians achieving 
complete sanctification in this lifetime. Rather, full conformity to the image of 
Christ is both a blessing and a hope that awaits his return and the age to come. 

The Protestant commitment to catholicity eventually resulted in Protestant 
missionary movements, fueled by Jesus’ Great Commission (Matt 28:18-
20). This missional orientation remains strong for most Protestants, who 
reject inclusivism and bemoan the fact that such a view leads to complacency 
and inactivity toward the billions of people who have never heard the gospel. 
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Finally, in Protestant hands, apostolicity came “to refer to the church’s 
focus on preaching, hearing, believing, and obeying the teachings of the 
apostles, written down in the canonical New Testament writings.”30

We began this section with hope that the early church’s creedal confession 
of the identity markers of the church—oneness, holiness, catholicity, and 
apostolicity—could stand not only as a historical precedent, but also serve 
as a starting point, for our attempt to compose a mere ecclesiology for today. 
Sadly, it turns out this hope is misplaced. Given the different conceptions 
of these historical attributes in the Roman Catholic Church and Protestant 
churches, confession of the church as one, holy, catholic, and apostolic is a 
false start.

Mere Ecclesiology: Help from Ecumenical Ecclesiology? 

Perhaps our hope lies elsewhere, in steps taken the last few decades 
toward developing an ecumenical ecclesiology. Specifically, the Faith and 
Order Commission of the World Council of Churches, meeting in Lima, 
Peru in 1982, composed the enduring proposal Baptism, Eucharist, and 
Ministry (henceforth abbreviated BEM). While not pretending to be an 
all-encompassing ecumenical ecclesiology, this text does address what 
most people would consider to be two of the most challenging and lasting 
doctrinal differences—the sacraments, or ordinances, of baptism and the 
Eucharist—and the practice of ministry.31 To its credit, BEM does not gloss 
over the many differences between Anglicans/Episcopalians, Presbyterian/
Reformed, Methodists, Baptists, and more on these two rites and church 
ministry. But it does underscore the growing agreement between churches 
and denominations on these matters.

BEM on Baptism
In the case of baptism, BEM affirms the following about the meaning of 
this rite: 

Baptism is the sign of new life through Jesus Christ. It unites the one baptized 

with Christ and with his people. The New Testament scriptures and the liturgy 

of the Church unfold the meaning of baptism in various images which express 

the riches of Christ and the gifts of his salvation. These images are sometimes 
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linked with the symbolic uses of water in the Old Testament. Baptism is partic-

ipation in Christ’s death and resurrection (Rom. 6:3–5; Col. 2:12); a washing 

away of sin (1 Cor. 6:11); a new birth ( John 3:5); an enlightenment by Christ 

(Eph. 5:14); a re-clothing in Christ (Gal. 3:27); a renewal by the Spirit (Titus 

3:5); the experience of salvation from the flood (1 Peter 3:20–21); an exodus 

from bondage (1 Cor. 10:1–2), and a liberation into a new humanity in which 

barriers of division, whether of sex or race or social status, are transcended (Gal. 

3:27-28; 1 Cor. 12:13). The images are many but the reality is one.32

The four images are detailed as participation in Christ’s death and 
resurrection; conversion, pardoning, and cleansing; the gift of the Spirit; and 
incorporation into the body of Christ.33 

Other points of agreement include (1) the relationship of baptism 
and faith: “the necessity of faith for the reception of salvation embodied 
and set forth in baptism;”34 (2) the historical mode of baptism: “baptism 
upon personal profession of faith is the most clearly attested pattern in the 
New Testament documents;”35 (3) the issue of rebaptism: “Baptism is an 
unrepeatable act. Any practice which might be interpreted as ‘rebaptism’ must 
be avoided;”36 and (4) the celebration of baptism: “Baptism is administered 
with water in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.”37

BEM on the Eucharist
As with baptism, so with the other sacrament or ordinance of the Eucharist.38 
BEM affirms the following about the meaning of this rite:

The eucharist is essentially the sacrament of the gift which God makes to us in 

Christ through the power of the Holy Spirit. Every Christian receives this gift of 

salvation through communion in the body and blood of Christ. In the eucharistic 

meal, in the eating and drinking of the bread and wine, Christ grants communion 

with himself. God himself acts, giving life to the body of Christ and renewing 

each member. In accordance with Christ’s promise, each baptized member of 

the body of Christ receives in the eucharist the assurance of the forgiveness of 

sins (Matt. 26:28) and the pledge of eternal life ( John 6:51- 58).39

In terms of its presentation, BEM acknowledges that “the eucharist is 
essentially one complete act” and develops it under five aspects: thanksgiving 
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to the Father, memorial of Christ, invocation of the Spirit, communion of the 
faithful, and meal of the Kingdom.40

The other points of agreement are fewer in number when compared with 
BEM’s discussion of baptism. However, it would be a mistake to conclude 
that BEM fails to take a stand on even areas of disagreement. To take one 
example regarding the frequency of administration and participation, BEM 
offers, “As the eucharist celebrates the resurrection of Christ, it is appropriate 
that it should take place at least every Sunday. As it is the new sacramental 
meal of the people of God, every Christian should be encouraged to receive 
communion frequently.”41 While it may be demonstrated that a majority 
of churches celebrate this rite weekly, such frequency is certainly not the 
pattern found in a significant number of churches, with a variety of positions 
including monthly, quarterly, biannually, and annually (with some churches 
administering the Lord’s Supper at their Sunday evening service rather than 
their morning service).

BEM on Ministry
As for BEM’s view of ministry, the Trinitarian work of creating and building 
the church is an initial emphasis, leading to the affirmation of its divine 
calling: “The Church is called to proclaim and prefigure the Kingdom of 
God. It accomplishes this by announcing the Gospel to the world and by 
its very existence as the body of Christ ... The Holy Spirit bestows on the 
community diverse and complementary gifts. These are for the common 
good of the whole people and are manifested in acts of service within the 
community and to the world.”42

The bulk of BEM’s discussion turns to matters of the ordained ministry 
and ecclesial polity, with this explanation: “Though the churches are agreed 
in their general understanding of the calling of the people of God, they 
differ in their understanding of how the life of the Church is to be ordered. 
In particular, there are differences concerning the place and forms of the 
ordained ministry.”43 In terms of the first focus, BEM affirms broadly, “The 
chief responsibility of the ordained ministry is to assemble and build up the 
body of Christ by proclaiming and teaching the Word of God, by celebrating 
the sacraments, and by guiding the life of the community in its worship, its 
mission and its caring ministry.”44 With general agreement on the material 
aspect of the ordained ministry, BEM issues a rebuke in a comment on the 
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formal aspect of  ordination and the ordained ministry, which is characterized 
by significant divisive perspectives: “The churches, therefore, need to avoid 
attributing their particular forms of the ordained ministry directly to the will 
and institution of Jesus Christ.”45 BEM wades into even more choppy waters 
to address the ordained ministry and the Eucharist, ecclesial authority, 
the priesthood and priestly functions, and the admission of women to the 
ordained ministry.46 

As for its second focus, BEM affirms its preference for the three-fold 
ministry of bishops, presbyters (elders), and deacons. The struggle to engage 
with the empirical diversity of church polities is evident. BEM launches its 
diplomatic discussion by turning to Scripture and early church tradition:

The New Testament does not describe a single pattern of ministry which might 

serve as a blueprint or continuing norm for all future ministry in the Church. 

In the New Testament there appears rather a variety of forms which existed at 

different places and times. As the Holy Spirit continued to lead the Church in 

life, worship and mission, certain elements from this early variety were further 

developed and Because settled into a more universal pattern of ministry. During 

the second and third centuries, a threefold pattern of bishop, presbyter and 

deacon Because established as the pattern of ordained ministry throughout the 

Church. In succeeding centuries, the ministry by bishop, presbyter and deacon 

underwent considerable changes in its practical exercise.47

On this last point, BEM notes the presence of other polities, which were and are 
warranted by claims of both biblical support and local church competence to 
decide and contextualize such matters. Indeed, BEM acknowledges that these 
“other forms of the ordained ministry have been blessed with the gifts of the 
Holy Spirit.” It also traces briefly the evolution of the three-fold ministry from 
monoepiscopacy (each local church was led by one bishop) to regionalization 
of the episcopacy (bishops ruled over several churches in a geographical area), 
with a correlative change in the roles of presbyters and deacons. 

Still, BEM expresses its preference based on pragmatic, historical, and 
numerical considerations: “the threefold ministry of bishop, presbyter 
and deacon may serve today as an expression of the unity we seek and 
also as a means for achieving it. Historically, it is true to say, the threefold 
ministry became the generally accepted pattern in the Church of the early 
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centuries and is still retained today by many churches.48 While affirming 
its preference, BEM also chides wrongful contemporary expressions of the 
three-fold ministry, and gives three “Guiding Principles for the Exercise 
of the Ordained Ministry in the Church.” Finally, BEM offers “tentative” 
considerations for the functions of bishops, presbyters, and deacons, and 
even addresses the very divisive topics of apostolic succession, ordination, 
and the mutual recognition of the ordained ministries of other churches 
and denominations.

BEM and help toward a Mere Ecclesiology?
Assessing the 350 member churches of the World Council of Churches, 
particularly telling is the absence of the Roman Catholic Church. 
Additionally, although most Orthodox (both Eastern and Oriental) 
churches are members, the Protestant churches, which compose the vast 
majority of members, tend toward the liberal side of Protestantism. In 
our American context, examples include: Evangelical Lutheran Church in 
America, United Methodist Church, Reformed Church in America, and 
Presbyterian Church (USA). Accordingly, BEM offers a limited ecumenical 
ecclesiology that does not include Roman Catholicism and embraces the 
liberal swath of Protestantism.

Not sharing in this theological heritage, most readers of SBJT will feel 
like strangers to BEM’s presentation of these two rites and the practice of 
ministry. Certainly, there will be agreement when it comes to introductory 
discussions of Jesus’s institution of baptism and the Lord’s Supper, in large 
part due to the fact that such discussions are grounded in the NT. And while 
there may be family resemblances between the administration of these 
two sacraments in, for example, American Baptist churches and Southern 
Baptist churches—the use of bread and wine (or grape juice), the recitation 
of Jesus’s words of institution (Matt 26:26-29) and/or Paul’s instructions 
(1 Cor 11:17-34), an invitation to members to participate—our readers 
will no doubt detect an underlying theological difference between the 
two celebrations that belie an essential unity. As for agreement with this 
ecumenical expression of ministry, many readers will balk at the BEM’s 
positions on the ordained ministry, ecclesial authority, the priestly nature of 
ministry, women’s ordination, the three-fold ministry, apostolic succession, 
and more. 
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Accordingly, our hope of developing a mere ecclesiology with help from 
the ecumenical ecclesiology of the Faith and Order Commission of the 
World Council of Churches’ Baptism, Eucharist, and Ministry evaporates. 

Mere Ecclesiology: Help from “Mere Protestantism?” 

On the eve of the five hundredth anniversary of the Protestant Reformation, 
“a number of leaders from across the Protestant spectrum [came] together to 
honor the original vision of the Reformers by demonstrating that, despite our 
genuine differences, there is a significant and substantial doctrinal consensus 
that unites us as ‘mere Protestants.’”49 The outcome of that international 
deliberation was A Reforming Catholic Confession. (henceforth abbreviated 
ARCC).50 Two of the twelve doctrinal confessions address ecclesiology. The 
first confession is “The Church:”

We believe that the one, holy, catholic, and apostolic church is God’s new society, 

the first fruit of the new creation, the whole company of the redeemed through 

the ages, of which Christ is Lord and head. The truth that Jesus is the Christ, the 

Son of the living God, is the church’s firm foundation (Matt. 16:16-18; 1 Cor. 

3:11). The local church is both embassy and parable of the kingdom of heaven, 

an earthly place where his will is done and he is now present, existing visibly 

everywhere two or three gather in his name to proclaim and spread the gospel in 

word and works of love, and by obeying the Lord’s command to baptize disciples 

(Matt. 28:19) and celebrate the Lord’s Supper (Luke 22:19).

To be noted are the following: (1) ARCC uses the traditional language of 
the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed, understood according to a Protestant 
theological interpretation.51 

(2) Its definition of the church is such that Protestants from either a 
continuity position or a discontinuity position may affirm it. In the first case, 
seeing more continuity between the old covenant and the new covenant, 
and between the old covenant people of God and the new covenant people 
of God, leads to the view that the church began with Abraham (or Adam). 
Thus, it includes “the whole company of the redeemed through the ages.” In 
the second case, seeing more discontinuity between the covenants and God’s 
people leads to the view that the church began at Pentecost and includes 
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Christians only. Only Christians, baptized by Christ with the Holy Spirit (1 
Cor 12:13; John 1:33; Luke 3:15-17), are incorporated into Christ’s body 
with him as “Lord and head” of the church (Eph 1:19-22). 

(3) ARCC addresses both the universal church (of which Christ is the 
foundation; Matt 16:16-18; 1 Cor 3:11) and local churches (in which two 
or three are gathered in his name; Matt 18:20). (4) With a strong emphasis 
on evangelization, it condenses the function of the church to declaration 
and demonstration, with the fruit of such missional and merciful endeavors 
leading people into a church in which, in accordance with Scripture, they are 
baptized and celebrate the Lord’s Supper. 

The second confession is “Baptism and Lord’s Supper:”

We believe that these two ordinances, baptism and the Lord’s Supper, which some 

among us call “sacraments,” are bound to the Word by the Spirit as visible words 

proclaiming the promise of the gospel, and thus become places where recipients 

encounter the Word again. Baptism and the Lord’s Supper communicate life in 

Christ to the faithful, confirming them in their assurance that Christ, the gift of 

God for the people of God, is indeed “for us and our salvation” and nurturing 

them in their faith. Baptism and the Lord’s Supper are physical focal points for 

key Reformation insights: the gifts of God (sola gratia) and the faith that grasps 

their promise (sola fide). They are tangible expressions of the gospel insofar as 

they vividly depict our dying, rising, and incorporation into Jesus’ body (“one 

bread … one body;” 1 Cor. 10:16-17), truly presenting Christ and the recon-

ciliation he achieved on the cross. Baptism and the Lord’s Supper strengthen 

the faithful by visibly recalling, proclaiming, and sealing the gracious promise 

of forgiveness of sins and communion with God and one another through the 

peace-making blood of Christ (1 Cor. 11:26; Col. 1:20).

To be noted are the following: (1) ARCC uses the traditional language of 
the Protestant “two marks of a true church:” preaching the gospel—the 
proclaimed or verbal word—and administering the two ordinances/
sacraments—the enacted or visual word.52 Both rites—the “visible elements 
that are sufficient and necessary for the existence of a true church”53—receive 
their validity through association with the Word of God and the Spirit of 
God (hence, against the Catholic notion of ex opere operato, per standard 
Protestant theology).
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(2) The fruits of both these ordinances are the communication of spiritual 
life, the confirmation of salvation, and the furtherance of sanctification. (3) 
They function to portray tangibly the divine bestowal and promise of grace, 
together with the human response of faith; again, the Protestant solas of grace 
alone and faith alone are highlighted in these ritual celebrations. Baptism 
vividly pictures identification with the death, burial, and resurrection of 
Christ (Rom 6:3-6). The Lord’s Supper strikingly depicts communion with 
Christ’s body and blood, as well as the unity of church members in one body 
(1 Cor 10:16-17). 

(4) With a nod to the various Protestant understandings of the 
meaning(s) of these rites,54 ARCC affirms (a) spiritual presence: to their 
participants, Christ and his salvific benefits are truly presented (1 Cor 
10:16); (b) commemoration: their participants recall to mind Christ and his 
work (Rom 6:3; 1 Cor 11:25-26; Luke 22:19); (c) promise: through faith in 
Christ’s testament, their participants are confirmed as being forgiven of their 
sins and in fellowship with God and the community of faith. 

There is much in this confession that will resonate with readers of SBJT. 
Accordingly, our hope of developing a mere ecclesiology with help from “mere 
Protestantism” in the form of A Reforming Catholic Confession is on target. It 
prompts a mere ecclesiology to include matters such as the definition of the 
church (both its universal and local expressions) as well as its nature, mark, 
purposes, and ordinances/sacraments. On the last item, given the general 
bitter criticism that Protestants are hopelessly divided on baptism and the 
Lord’s Supper, ARCC’s confession of these two rites is striking. At the same 
time (and not due to any fault of its own, given its limited scope), ARCC 
does not address some matters that are pertinent to a “mere ecclesiology:” 
(1) identity markers beyond unity, holiness, catholicity, and apostolicity (for 
example, the church’s doxological orientation); (2) its covenantal structure 
(everyone agrees that the church is under the new covenant, but various 
churches and denominations consider the new covenant’s relationship to the 
old covenant in different ways); (3) its membership (for example, all citizens 
of the state or region, believers only, baptized believers only, believers 
plus their children); (4) its government/leadership/polity and officers 
(episcopalianism, presbyterianism, congregationalism; bishops, presbyters/
elders/pastors/priests); and its functions other than evangelism and mercy 
(for example, worship and edification).

The Prospects for a “Mere Ecclesiology”



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 23.2 (2019)

78

Mere Ecclesiology: Leaning on Lewis

Having been pointed in the right direction, we come to an important question 
in our pursuit of a “mere ecclesiology:” could such a mere ecclesiology  (even 
one that restricts itself to a Protestant framework) that covers all the above 
aspects actually express “common ground” in the sense of that which is 
central to the church? Would our search for the common ecclesial core cost 
us so much that the essence of the church becomes so reduced that it serves 
little or no purpose, especially as a guide or pattern for actual churches? 
Would “the belief that has been common to nearly all Christians at all times” 
be so paltry that it would contribute little or nothing? 

It is beyond the scope of this article to offer an actual mere ecclesiology; 
such an undertaking would need to be the fruit of many Protestant voices 
(with their denominational, ethnic, gender, cultural, and theological 
differences) speaking and listening to one another while working to develop 
a consensus. It would entail at least seven elements: (1) a definition of the 
church;55 (2) the nature of the church;56 (3) the marks of the church;57 (4) 
the purposes of the church;58 (5) the members of the church;59 (6) the 
leaders of the church;60 and (7) the ministries of the church.61 Hopefully, 
such an endeavor would bear good fruit, but clearly it would be an 
enormous task. 

In somewhat of an unexpected shift, I conclude this article with a 
mere ecclesiology for a particular audience. When Lewis penned his Mere 
Christianity, the audience to which he directed his effort was unbelievers, and 
his purpose was “to explain and defend the belief that has been common to 
nearly all Christians at all times” to those outside of the faith. While certainly 
a challenging undertaking, offering a mere ecclesiology for unbelievers is less 
daunting Because it intentionally avoids all disputed matters in respect to 
ecclesiology, those differences that compose the important—necessary?— 
points of our intramural debates in trying to formulate a mere ecclesiology 
for (Protestant) churches. 

Accordingly, a mere ecclesiology for unbelievers is:

The church is a gathering of Christians (in many cases, along with their families) 

for the purpose of worshipping the triune God by proclaiming and living his 

Word and celebrating two ritual acts of baptism and the Lord’s Supper. Having 
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graciously heard and embraced the gospel of the death and resurrection of Jesus 

Christ, these Christians have been justified by faith in accordance with Scripture, 

which is the church’s authority for its new covenant relationship with God. The 

church of which they are a part matures and multiplies through the power and 

gifts of the Holy Spirit working through both its leaders and members.

This definition restricts itself to: (1) A local church, rather than the 
universal church, Because it is the visible entity that may be known by 
unbelievers. Even more, the restriction is to the actual assembly of the 
worshipping church Because it is that regular manifestation of the church 
that is known by unbelievers. 

(2) A local church of Christians along with, in many instances, their 
families. This restriction acknowledges that (a) some Protestant churches 
(e.g., Presbyterian and Methodist churches) incorporate the children of 
believers into their community by infant baptism (and perhaps through 
other rites, like confirmation); but (b) even those churches (e.g., Baptist and 
Bible churches) that do not incorporate their children in their community 
(until the point those children embrace the gospel and are baptized) still 
involve them extensively in the life of the church through communicating 
the gospel, presenting children’s sermons, teaching them in Sunday School 
classes, engaging them in kids worship, instructing them through Vacation 
Bible School, discipling them through youth groups, and much more. 
Accordingly, the issue of actual church membership for family members of 
believers (continuity proponents affirm, discontinuity proponents deny) is 
bypassed in this mere ecclesiology for unbelievers. 

(3) A local Protestant church that is characterized by the two marks of 
gospel proclamation and ritual administration of baptism and the Lord’s 
Supper. Unbelievers, once crossing the line of faith, will learn of the nature 
of the church—for example, one, holy, catholic, apostolic, doxological, 
missional—but from their outsiders perspective, the church is what the 
church does, and mere ecclesiology for them addresses the “visible elements 
that are sufficient and necessary for the existence of a true church.”62 

(4) A local Protestant church that is framed by the two principles of 
Protestantism: the material principle of justification by God’s grace alone 
accomplished by Christ alone and embraced by faith alone, and the formal 
principle of sola Scriptura, the ultimate authority of the Word of God. 

The Prospects for a “Mere Ecclesiology”



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 23.2 (2019)

80

(5) The church of the new covenant, because both continuity proponents 
and discontinuity proponents agree that it is this covenant that structures 
God’s relationship with Christians.63 Besides, unbelievers want to know the 
current manifestation of the church, not its relationship to those who have 
gone before its present expression. Whether Moses and the faithful remnant 
of Israel, who could not eat rock badgers and ostrich eggs, were part of the 
church or not, is an intramural debate of no importance to an unbelieving 
audience. 

(6) The church that, undergirded by the Spirit, resolves to mature through 
its work of edification and to multiply through its work of evangelism and 
mercy. Thus, in addition to purposing to worship the triune God, the Spirit-
filled church grows and deepens through teaching, discipling, educating, 
and more, and expands to include outsiders as it engages them through 
gospel proclamation and acts of love that express that gospel message. 
While supported and empowered by a divine dimension, this progress also 
involves a human dimension that engages both the leaders and the members 
of the church. 

Conclusion 

We have come full circle, returning to C. S. Lewis’ notion of Mere Christianity 
and drawing upon it for help with our proposal for a “mere ecclesiology” for 
unbelievers. Perhaps this more restrictive exercise will pave the way for the 
more daunting task of constructing a mere ecclesiology for the global, multi-
denominational, multiethnic, multicultural, theologically-diverse church of 
Jesus Christ. 
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baptism, the church is defined is the regenerate community of believers only. 
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There are several advantages to their use, not the least of which is to exhibit continuity between a contem-
porary mere ecclesiology and the church’s traditional self-understanding. Indeed, given the notion of “mere” 
employed in this article, underscoring such continuity seems necessary. Additionally, I maintain that these 
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J. Grenz (ed., Derek Tidball, Brian Harris, and Jason S. Sexton; Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2014). At the 
same time, if the traditional attributes are used, (2) the presentation should wrestle with the fact that these 
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their (largely digressive) transformation in the medieval church, to their seismic reformation in Protestant 
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terms of seven characteristics: the church is doxological, logocentric, pneumadynamic, covenantal, con-
fessional, missional, and spatio-temporal/eschatological (Allison, Sojourners and Strangers). In certain ways, 
(some of) these seven reflect (some of) the traditional identities; for example, logocentricity (in terms 
of the church’s focus on logos as the inspired Word of God) corresponds to apostolicity, and missionality 
corresponds to catholicity. Still, explicit affirmations of the church’s doxological characteristic (the church 
is oriented to the doxa, or glory, of God) and its pneumadynamic identity (the church is created, sustained, 
empowered, gathered, and gifted by the Holy Spirit) seem appropriate. Indeed, it may be argued that the 
church’s pneumadynamicity is the ground for its oneness and holiness, as the Holy Spirit grants unity to 
the church (Eph 4:3) and sanctifies it toward greater purity (1 Pet 1:2). Moreover, the creeds’ third article 
begins with the church’s confession of belief in the Holy Spirit and continues with its confession of the 
church as one, holy, catholic, and apostolic. Thus, pneumatology and ecclesiology are closely joined.

57 Following the esteemed Protestant tradition of articulating the church’s marks—“the visible elements that 
are sufficient and necessary for the existence of a true church”—a mere ecclesiology  will underscore the 
preaching of the gospel from the Word of God and the administration of the two sacraments/ordinances: 
baptism and the Lord’s Supper (see Allison, Baker Compact Dictionary of Theological Terms, s.v. “marks of the 
church”). Of course, and sadly, even these revered marks are attacked in some quarters, making the task of 
incorporating them into a mere ecclesiology not as straightforward as it once was. Still, a broad agreement 
exists on these elements. In terms of the first mark, “the gospel is the good news that the triune God has 
poured out his grace in the life, death, resurrection, and ascension of the Lord Jesus Christ, so that through 
his work we might have peace with God (Rom. 5:1).” ARCC, “The Gospel.” In terms of the second mark, 
these two rites are “tangible expressions of the gospel.” ARCC, “Baptism and the Lord’s Supper.” Baptism 
vividly portrays association with the triune God (Matt 28:19); identification with the death, burial, and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ (Rom 6:3-5); and cleansing from sin (Acts 2:38; 22:16; Heb 10:22). The Lord’s 
Supper vividly portrays communion with Christ and his saving benefits, commemorating his sacrificial 
work on behalf of sinful people who, by their participation in this rite, symbolize their unity in the body 
of Christ (1 Cor. 10:16-17; 11:17-34; Luke 22:14-23 and parallels). 

58 These are the ends or aims to be attained through the church’s identity and its marks. A general approach 
to this point may be some permutation of the common three-fold schema of worship, edification, and 
evangelism/mercy, with this modification: in some sense, all three purposes should be intended in most, if 
not all, of the church’s endeavors. In terms of each of these three purposes: (a) Worship is an expression of 
the doxological orientation of the church and thus finds itself manifested in every aspect of the community, 
not just the so-called “worship service.” Every element of ecclesial endeavor, from leadership meetings to 
discipleship, and from education of children to mercy ministry, should be characterized by worship, the 
church’s purpose in relation to God. (b) Reflecting Paul’s mindset of the gospel of Jesus Christ—“Him 
we proclaim, warning everyone and teaching everyone with all wisdom, that we may present everyone 
mature in Christ. For this I toil, struggling with all his energy that he powerfully works within me” (Col 
1:28–29)—edification is the church’s purpose of building up its members to become fully devoted disciples 
of Christ. Though coming into focus in some ecclesial endeavors more than others—for example, edification 
is the intended purpose of Sunday school while only marginally related to finances and facilities—it should 
not be siloed exclusively into certain church aspects but be an all-pervasive orientation of the church. (c) 
Evangelism/mercy is the church’s purpose in relation to others “outside” the church. Of course, such a strict 
spatial demarcation is not accurate or desirable, as non-believers will be present (hopefully) in all church 
endeavors, and all church members continue to need to hear and embrace the gospel of Jesus Christ and 
be the recipients of mercy. 

59 Church membership concerns belonging to or being a part of the church of Jesus Christ. A mere ecclesiology 
will need to explore membership in relationship to five issues (the first three of which have already been 
mentioned): (1) different perspectives on continuity and discontinuity between the people of God prior 
to the coming of Jesus Christ and those after his coming; (2) the universal church and local churches; 
(3) churches that baptize infants (paedobaptism) and those that baptize believers (credobaptism); (4) 
responsibilities and privileges of members; and (5) removal of people from, and restoration of them to, 
church membership.

60 Church leadership concerns offices and officers. A mere ecclesiology will note the various approaches of  (1) 
two-tiered intra-ecclesial authority structures (e.g., the pastorate/eldership and the diaconate), (2) three-
tiered intra-ecclesial authority structures (e.g., the bishopric, the presbyterate, and the diaconate), (3) types 
of extra-ecclesial authority structures (e.g., a presbyterian polity consisting of session, presbytery, synod, 
and general assembly), and (4) the role—or lack thereof—of the congregation. This diversity raises the 
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question: is there a basic shared leadership structure that could be incorporated into a “mere ecclesiology?” 
It seems that a two-fold polity might be embraced on the basis of Peter’s broad division of stewarding the 
gifts of God: “whoever speaks, as one who speaks oracles of God; whoever serves, as one who serves by the 
strength that God supplies” (1 Pet 4:10-11). Additionally, this polity might reflect Paul’s list of qualifications 
for two groups, overseers (episkopoi; 1 Tim 3:1-7) and servants (diakonoi; 1 Tim 3:8-13). The first group 
would largely be responsible for preaching and teaching the Word of God, administering the sacraments/
ordinances of baptism and the Lord’s Supper, praying for church members, and shepherding them. The 
other group would be largely responsible for serving in all the other ecclesial endeavors of the church. 

61 As an example, see Allison, Sojourners and Strangers, ch. 12. 
62 Allison, The Baker Compact Dictionary of Theological Terms, s.v. “marks of the church.”
63 Curiously, Michael Allen seems to affirm some continuation of the old covenant for the church. Commenting 

on the meaning of Jeremiah in Hebrews 8, Allen offers, “First, the old covenant is relativized by the new 
covenant ... Second, the old covenant continues to persist until it will finally be rendered null and void ... 
These first two observations shape our thinking about the timing of this new covenant; it has begun, but the 
old has not yet been concluded.” Michael Allen, Sanctification (New Studies in Dogmatics; Grand Rapids, 
MI: Zondervan, 2017), 181-182.


