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The Disciple-Making Minister
Biblical Principles for Fruitfulness and Multiplication
By David Servant

Chapter Four
House Churches

When people first hear of house churches, they often mistakenly imagine that the only
difference between house churches and institutional churches is their size and their relative
abilities to provide “ministry.” People sometimes conclude that the house church cannot
offer the quality of ministry provided by churches with buildings. But if one defines
“ministry” as that which contributes to the making of disciples, helping them become like
Christ and equipping them for service, then institutional churches have no advantage, and
as I pointed out in the previous chapter, they may well be disadvantaged. Certainly house
churches cannot provide the quantity of multi-faceted activities of institutional churches, but
they can excel at providing true ministry.

Some people reject house churches as being true churches, simply because they lack an
actual church building. Had those folks lived at any time during the first three hundred
years of the church, they would have rejected every single church in the world as being a
real church. The fact is that Jesus declared, “For where two or three have gathered together
in My name, there I am in their midst” (Matt. 18:20). Jesus said nothing about where
believers must gather. And even if there are only two believers, He promised to be present
if they gather in His name. What Christ’s disciples often do in restaurants, sharing a meal
and exchanging truth, teaching and admonishing one another, is actually closer to the New
Testament model of church gatherings than what often happens in many church buildings
on Sunday mornings.

In the previous chapter, I enumerated some of the advantages that house churches have
over institutional churches. I'd like to begin this chapter enumerating a few more reasons
why the house church model is a very valid biblical alternative that can be quite effective in
accomplishing the goal of making disciples. First, however, let me state at the outset that
my purpose is not to attack institutional churches or their pastors. There are multitudes of
godly and sincere pastors of institutional churches who are doing everything they can
within their structures to please the Lord. I minister to thousands of institutional pastors
every year, and I love and appreciate them very much. They are among the finest people in
the world. And it is because I know how incredibly difficult their jobs are that I want to
present an alternative that will help them suffer fewer casualties and be more effective and
happy at the same time. The house church model is one that is biblical and that potentially
lends itself to the effective making of disciples and expansion of God’s kingdom. I have
little doubt that the large majority of institutional pastors would be much happier, more
effective and more fulfilled if they ministered in a house church setting.



I was an institutional pastor for more than twenty years and did my best then with what
I knew. But it was after spending several months visiting many churches on Sunday
mornings that I had my first glimpse of what it is like to attend church as a mere
“layperson.” It was an eye-opener, and I began to understand why so many people are so
unenthusiastic about attending church. Like almost everyone except the pastor, I would sit
there politely waiting for the service to be over. When it was, at least then I could interact
with others as a participant rather than as a bored spectator. That experience was one of
several catalysts that started me thinking about a better alternative, and I began my
research on the house church model. I was amazed to discover that millions of house
churches exist all over the world, and concluded that house churches have some definite
advantages over institutional churches.

Many of the pastors who read this book are not overseeing house churches, but
institutional churches. I know that much of what I've written might be initially difficult for
them to accept as it may seem so radical at first. But I ask that they give themselves some
time to contemplate what I have to say, and I don’t expect them to embrace everything
overnight. It is for pastors I have written, motivated by love for them and their churches.

The Only Kind of Church in the Bible

First, and foremost, institutional churches that meet in special buildings are unknown to
the New Testament, whereas house churches were clearly the norm in the early church:

And when he realized this, he went to the house of Mary, the mother of John who was
also called Mark, where many were gathered together and were praying (Acts 12:12,
emphasis added).

...how I did not shrink from declaring to you anything that was profitable, and
teaching you publicly [but not in church buildings, obviously] and from house to
house...(Acts 20:20, emphasis added)

Greet Prisca and Aquila....Also greet the church that is in their house (Rom. 16:3-5,
emphasis added; see also Romans 16:14-15 for mention of two other probable house
churches in Rome).

The churches of Asia greet you. Aquila and Prisca greet you heartily in the Lord, with
the church that is in their house (1 Cor. 16:19, emphasis added).

Greet the brethren who are in Laodicea and also Nympha and the church that is in her
house (Col. 4:15, emphasis added).

And to Apphia our sister, and to Archippus our fellow soldier, and to the church in
your house... (Philem. 1:2, emphasis added).

It has been argued that the only reason the early church didn’t build church buildings is
because the church was still in her infancy. But that infancy lasted through quite a few
decades of recorded New Testament history (and more than two centuries after it). So if the
building of church buildings is a sign of the church’s maturity, the church of the apostles of
which we read in the book of Acts didn’t ever mature.

I suggest that the reason none of the apostles ever built a church building is because
such a thing, at bare minimum, would have been considered outside of God’s will, since
Jesus left no such example or instruction. He made disciples without special buildings, and
He told His disciples to make disciples. They would have not seen any need for special
buildings. It is just that simple. When Jesus told His disciples to go into all the world and



make disciples, His disciples did not think to themselves, “What Jesus wants us to do is to
build buildings and give sermons to people there once a week.”

Additionally, building special buildings may even have been considered a direct
violation of Christ’'s commandment not to lay up treasures on the earth, wasting money on
something that was entirely unnecessary, and robbing God’s kingdom of resources that
could be used for transformational ministry.

Biblical Stewardship

This leads to the second advantage that house churches have over institutional churches:
The house church model promotes godly stewardship of its members’ resources, which is
certainly an extremely important aspect of discipleship.' No money is wasted on church
buildings, owning, renting, repairing, expanding, remodeling, heating or cooling them.
Consequently, what would have been wasted on buildings can be used to feed and clothe
the poor, spread the gospel, and make disciples, just as it did in the book of Acts. Think of the
good that could have been done for God’s kingdom if the billions of dollars spent on
church buildings had been used for spreading the gospel and serving the poor! It is almost
unimaginable.

Moreover, house churches that consist of no more than twenty people could actually be
overseen by “tent-making” (that is, “non-paid”) elders/pastors/overseers, a real possibility
when there are a number of mature believers in a house church. Such churches would
require virtually no money at all to operate.

Of course, the Bible seems to indicate that elders/pastors/overseers should be paid in
proportion to their labor, so those who devote their full time to ministry should make their
full living from it (see 1 Tim. 5:17-18). Ten wage earners in a house church who tithe can
support one pastor at their average standard of living. Five tithers in a house church can
free up a pastor to devote half his workweek to his ministry.

Following the house church model, money that would be used on buildings is freed to
support pastors, and so institutional pastors should not think that the proliferation of
house churches threatens their job security. Rather, it could mean that many other men and
women could realize the desire God has placed in their hearts to serve Him in vocational
ministry.” That in turn, would help accomplish the goal of making disciples. Moreover, a
house church with twenty wage earners could potentially give one half of its income to
mission outreach and the poor.?

If an institutional church transitioned to a network of house churches, the people who
might lose their paying jobs would be church administrative and program support staff
and perhaps some staff members with specialty ministries (for example, child and youth
ministers in larger churches) who would be unwilling to trade ministries that have little
biblical basis for ministries that do. House churches don’t need child and youth ministers
because parents are given that responsibility in the Bible, and people in house churches
generally strive to follow the Bible rather than the norms of cultural Christianity. Christian
youth who don’t have Christian parents can be incorporated into house churches and
discipled just as they are incorporated into institutional churches. Does anyone wonder
why there are no “youth pastors” or “children’s pastors” mentioned in the New
Testament? Such ministries didn’t exist for the first 1900 years of Christianity. Why are they

! See “Jesus on Money” under Biblical Topics on the home page of www.shepherdserve.org.

2 Although it may sound radical, the only real reason that church buildings are needed is because of the lack of leaders
who would oversee smaller house churches, which is the result of poor discipleship of potential leaders within
institutional churches. Could it be that pastors of large institutional churches are actually guilty of robbing God-called
pastors within their congregations of their rightful ministries? Yes.

* This one-to-ten or -twenty ratio should not be considered pastoral overkill in light of Jesus’ biblical model of discipling
twelve men and Moses’ delegated judges over ten people (see Ex. 18:25). Most institutional pastors oversee many more
people than they can effectively disciple on their own.



suddenly essential now, and primarily in wealthy western countries?*

Finally, in poorer nations in particular, pastors often find it impossible to rent or own
church buildings without being subsidized by Western Christians. The undesirable
consequences of this dependency are manifold. The fact is, however, that for 300 years the
problem didn’t exist in Christianity. If you are pastor in a developing nation whose
congregation can’t afford your own church building, you don’t need to flatter some visiting
American in hopes of striking gold. God has already solved your problem. You really don't
need a church building to make disciples successfully. Follow the biblical model.

The End of Fragmented Families

Another advantage that house churches have is this: they excel at discipling children
and teens. One of the great falsehoods perpetrated by institutional churches today
(especially large ones in United States) is that they provide wonderful ministries to
children and youth. Yet they hide the fact that the large majority of the children who
experience years of fun attending their exciting children and youth ministries never return
to church again upon “leaving the nest.” (Ask any youth pastor for the statistics—he
should know them.)

Additionally, churches that have youth pastors and children’s pastors continually
promote the falsehood to parents that they are either incapable or not responsible for their
children’s spiritual training. Again, “We'll take care of your children’s spiritual training.
We're the trained professionals.”

The system as it stands breeds failure, because it creates a cycle of ever-increasing
compromise. It begins with parents who are looking for churches that their kids enjoy. If
teenager Johnny says on the ride home that he had fun in church, the parents are thrilled,
because they equate Johnny’s enjoying church with Johnny’s being interesting in spiritual
things. They are often dead wrong.

Success-driven senior pastors want their churches to grow, and so youth and children’s
pastors often leave staff meetings feeling pressure to create “relevant” programs that kids
think are fun. (“Relevant” is always secondary to “fun,” and “relevant” doesn’t necessarily
mean, “Lead kids to repent, believe, and obey Jesus’ commandments.”) If the kids can be
sold the program, naive’ parents will return (with their money), and the church will grow.

The success of youth groups in particular is measured by attendance numbers. Youth
pastors find themselves doing whatever it takes to pack them in, and that too often means
compromising genuine spirituality. Pity the poor youth pastor who hears reports that
parents are murmuring to the senior pastor that their kids are complaining about his
boring or condemning messages.

But what a blessing youth pastors could be in the body of Christ if they became house
church leaders. They normally already have great relational skills and possess young zeal
and no lack of energy. Many of them are only youth pastors because that is the required
first step for them to gradually acquire the super-human skills required to survive being
senior pastors. Most are more than capable of pastoring a house church. What they’ve been
doing in their youth group could well be closer to the biblical model of a church than what
has been going on in the main sanctuary of the church! The same could be said of
children’s pastors, who might be miles ahead of most senior pastors in being able to serve
in house churches where everyone, including children, sits in one small circle, all
participating and even enjoying some food together.

Children and teens are naturally better discipled in house churches, as they experience
true Christian community and have opportunities to participate, ask questions, and relate
to people of other ages, all as part of a Christian family. In institutional churches they are

* We might also question why there are no “senior pastors,” “associate pastors” or “assistant pastors” mentioned in
Scripture. Again, these titles that seem so essential in the modern church because of its structure were unnecessary in the
early church because of its structure. House churches of twenty people don’t need senior, associate and assistant pastors.



continually exposed to a big show and “fun” learning, experience very little if any true
community, are often made very aware of pervasive hypocrisy, and just as in school, only
learn to relate to their peers.

But in a gathering of all ages, what about babies who cry or little children who become
restless?

They should always be enjoyed, and practical steps can be taken to handle them when
they pose problems. They can, for example, be taken to another room to be entertained, or
given crayons and paper to color on the floor. In the community of a house church, the
babies and children are not problems who are dropped off at the nursery staffed by a
stranger. They are loved by everyone in their extended family. A baby who starts to cry in
an institutional church is often a disturbance to the formality of the service and an
embarrassment to the parents who may feel the disapproving stares of strangers. A baby
who starts to cry in a house church is surrounded by his family, and no one minds the
reminder that a little gift from God is in their midst, a person they’ve all held in their arms.

Parents whose children are uncontrolled can be gently taught by other parents what
they need to know. Again, believers have genuine, caring relationships. They aren’t
gossiping about one another as is so often the case in an institutional church. They know
and love each other.

Happy Pastors

Having pastored churches for two decades, having spoken to tens of thousands of
pastors around the world, and having many pastors as personal friends, I think I can say
that I know something about the demands of pastoring a modern church. Like every pastor
of an institutional church, I have experienced the “dark side” of the ministry. It can be very
dark at times. In fact, “brutal” might be a better word to describe it.

The expectations that most pastors encounter naturally create incredible stresses that
sometimes even ruin their relationships within their own families. Pastors are discouraged
for many reasons. They must be politicians, judges, employers, psychologists, activity
directors, building contractors, marriage counselors, public speakers, managers, mind
readers and administrators. They often find themselves in fierce competition with other
pastors to gain a larger slice of the body of Christ. They have little time for personal
spiritual disciplines. Many feel trapped in their vocation and are underpaid. Their
congregations are their customers and their employers. Sometimes those employers and
customers can make life very difficult.

By comparison, the house church pastor has it easy. First, if he leads an exemplary life of
a true disciple and teaches uncompromised obedience to Jesus’ commandments, few goats
will have an interest in being part of his group. In fact, just meeting in houses is probably
enough to keep many goats away. So he’ll mostly have sheep to pastor.

Second, he can love and disciple all his sheep on a personal basis, because he only has
twelve to twenty adults to oversee. He can enjoy real closeness with them, as he is like the
father of a family. He can give them the time they deserve. I remember when I was an
institutional pastor, I often felt alone. I couldn’t get close with anyone within my
congregation, lest others resent me for not including them in my close circle of friends or
become jealous of those within that circle. I longed for genuine closeness with other
believers, but wouldn’t risk the potential price of gaining true friends.

In the close-knit family of a house church, the members naturally help keep the pastor
accountable, as he is their close friend, not an actor on a stage.

The house church pastor can spend time developing leaders of future house churches, so
when the time comes to multiply, leaders are ready. He doesn’t have to watch his most
promising future leaders take their gifts from the church to a Bible school in another place.

He may well have time to develop other ministry outside his local congregation.
Perhaps he could minister in prisons, personal care homes or be involved in one-on-one



evangelism to refugees or businesspeople. Depending on his experience, he could
conceivably devote some of his time to planting other house churches, or mentoring
younger house church pastors who have been raised up under his ministry.

He feels no pressure to be a Sunday-morning performer. He never needs to prepare a
three-point sermon on a Saturday night, wondering how he can possibly satisfy so many
people who are at so many different levels of spiritual growth.” He can delight in watching
the Holy Spirit use everyone at the gatherings and encourage them to use their gifts. He
can be absent from meetings and everything works well even without him.

He has no building to distract him and no employees to manage.

He has no reason to compete with other local pastors.

There is no “church board” that exists to make his life miserable and through which
political infighting becomes common.

In short, he can be what he is called to be by God, and not what is imposed on him by
cultural Christianity. He is not the lead actor, the president of a company, or the center of
the hub. He is a disciple maker, an equipper of the saints.

Happy Sheep

Everything about true, biblical house churches is what true believers desire and enjoy.

All true believers long for genuine relationships with other believers, because God’s love
has been shed abroad in their hearts. Such relationships are part and parcel of house
churches. It is what the Bible refers to as fellowship, genuine sharing of one’s life with other
brothers and sisters. House churches create an environment where believers can do what
believers are supposed to do, which is found in the many New Testament “one another”
passages. In the house church setting, believers can exhort, encourage, edify, comfort,
teach, serve and pray for one another. They can provoke each other to love and good
works, confess their sins to each other, bear one another’s burdens, and admonish one
another with psalms, hymns and spiritual songs. They can weep with those who weep and
rejoice with those who rejoice. Such things don’t occur very often during the Sunday
morning meetings of institutional churches where believers sit and watch. As one house
church member told me, “When someone is sick within our body, I don’t take a meal to a
stranger’s house because I signed up for the ‘meal ministry.” I naturally take a meal to
someone I know and love.”

True believers enjoy interaction and involvement with each other. Passively sitting and
listening to irrelevant or redundant sermons year after year insults their intelligence and
spirituality. Rather, they prefer having an opportunity to share the personal insights they
gain concerning God and His Word, and house churches provide that opportunity.
Following a biblical model rather than a cultural one, each person “has a psalm, has a
teaching, has a revelation, has a tongue, has an interpretation” (1 Cor. 14:26). In house
churches, no one is lost in the crowd or excluded by a church clique.

True believers desire to be used by God in service. In a house church, there is
opportunity for everyone to be used to bless others, and responsibilities are shared among
all, so that no one experiences the burnout that is common among committed members of
institutional churches. At the minimum, everyone can bring food to share for the common
meal, what Scripture seems to refer to as the “love feast” (Jude 1:12). For many house
churches, that meal follows the example of the original Lord’s Supper, which was part of
an actual Passover meal. The Lord’s Supper is not, as a little boy referred to it in a previous

® Many pastors never become good orators, even though they are God-called, caring servants of Christ. In fact, is it being
too harsh to say that many sermons by pastors are boring, or at least boring at times? What one church-critic refers to as
“the thousand-yard stare” is very common among the pew sitters. But those same pastors who are boring orators are
often very good conversationalists, and people rarely become bored while they are engaged in conversation with one
another. That is why the interactive teaching at house churches is usually always interesting. Time flies during such
times, as contrasted with the many covert glances at wristwatches during church sermons. House church pastors don’t
have to worry about being boring.



institutional church I pastored, “God’s holy snack.” The idea of eating a small wafer and
drinking a little juice among strangers during a few seconds of a church service is utterly
foreign to the Bible and to biblical house churches. The sacramental meaning of
Communion is enhanced manifold during a shared meal among disciples who love each
other.

In a house church, worship is simple, sincere and participatory, not a performance. True
believers love to worship God in spirit and truth.

Doctrinal Balance and Toleration

In the casual and open forums of small church gatherings, all teaching can be scrutinized
by anyone who can read. Brothers and sisters who know and love each other are inclined to
consider respectfully viewpoints that differ from theirs, and even if the group doesn’t reach
a consensus, love, not doctrine, still binds them together. Any teaching by any person in
the group, including elders/ pastors/overseers, is subject to loving examination by anyone
else, because the Teacher indwells every member (see 1 John 2:27). The built-in checks and
balances of a biblical model help prevent it from becoming doctrinally derailed.

This is quite a contrast from the norm in modern institutional churches, where church
doctrine is established from the start and not to be challenged. Consequently, bad doctrines
endure indefinitely, and doctrine becomes the litmus test of acceptance. For this same
reason, one point in a single sermon can result in the immediate exodus of dissenters, who
all jump ship to temporarily find some “like-minded believers.” They know there is no
sense in even talking to the pastor about their doctrinal disagreement. Even if he was
persuaded to change his viewpoint, he would have to keep it hidden from many in the
church as well as from those of higher rank within his denomination. Doctrinal differences
within institutional churches produce pastors who are some of the most skilled politicians
in the world, orators who speak in vague generalities and avoid anything that could result
in controversy, leading everyone to think he is in their camp.

A Modern Trend

Interestingly, more and more institutional churches are developing small group
structures within their institutional models, recognizing their value in discipleship. Some
churches go even further, basing their core structure on small groups, considering them to
be the most important aspect of their ministry. Larger “celebratory meetings” are
secondary in importance to the small groups (at least in theory).

These are steps in the right direction, and God blesses such steps, as His blessing upon
us is proportionate to the degree that we line up with His will. Indeed, “cell churches” are
better structured than standard institutional churches to facilitate disciple making. They
stand halfway between the institutional church model and the house church model,
combining elements of both.

How do modern institutional churches with small groups compare with ancient and
modern house churches? There are some differences.

For example, small groups within institutional churches unfortunately sometimes serve
to promote much that is wrong within institutional churches, especially when the real
motive for starting small group ministry is to build the senior pastor’s church kingdom. He
consequently uses people for his own ends, and small groups fit that plan nicely. When this
occurs, small group leaders are selected for their tested loyalty to the mother church, and
they can’t be too gifted or charismatic, lest the devil fill their heads with ideas that they can
make it on their own. This kind of policy hinders the effectiveness of small groups and, just
like in any other institutional church, drives off the truly called and aspiring leaders to
Bible schools and seminaries, robbing the church of true gifts, and taking such people to a
place where they will be lecture-taught rather than on-the-job discipled.



Small groups in institutional churches often evolve into little more than fellowship
groups. Disciple making really doesn’t occur. Since people are supposedly being spiritually
fed on Sunday mornings, small groups sometimes focus on other things besides God’s
Word, not wanting a repeat of Sunday mornings.

Small groups in institutional churches are often organized by a staff member of the
church, rather than birthed by the Spirit. They become one more program among many
other church programs. People are put together based on ages, social status, background,
interests, marital status or geographical location. Goats are often mixed with sheep. All of
this fleshly organization does not help believers learn to love each other in spite of their
differences. Remember that many of the early churches were a mixture of Jews and
Gentiles. They regularly shared meals together, something forbidden by Jewish tradition.
What a learning experience their meetings must have been! What opportunities to walk in
love! What testimonies of the power of the gospel! So why do we think we must divide
everyone into homogeneous groups to insure success of small groups?

Institutional churches with small groups still have the Sunday morning performance,
where spectators watch the pros perform. Small groups are never permitted to meet when
there are “real” church services, indicating to all that it is really the institutional services
that are most important. Because of that message, many, if not the majority, of Sunday
morning attendees will not get involved with a small group even if encouraged to do so,
seeing them as optional. They are satisfied that they are attending the most important
weekly service. So the small group concept may be promoted as being somewhat
significant, but not nearly as significant as the Sunday institutional service. The best
opportunity for real fellowship, discipleship and spiritual growth is effectively
downplayed. The wrong message is sent. The institutional service is still king.

More Differences

Institutional churches with small groups are still structured like a corporation pyramid,
where everyone knows his place in the hierarchy. The people at the top may call
themselves “servant leaders,” but they often are more like chief executive officers who are
responsible to make executive decisions. The larger the church, the more distant the pastor
is from the members of his flock. If he is a true pastor and you can get him to admit the
truth in an unguarded moment, he will usually tell you he was happier when he pastored a
smaller flock.

Similarly, institutional churches with small groups still promote the clergy-laity
division. Small group leaders are always in a subordinate class to the paid professionals.
Bible study lessons are often passed down or approved by clergy, since small group leaders
can’t be trusted with too much authority. Small groups are not permitted to practice the
Lord’s Supper or baptize. These sacred duties are reserved for the elite class with the titles
and diplomas. Those who are called to vocational ministry within the body must go to a
Bible school or seminary to be qualified for “real” ministry to join the elite group.

Small groups within institutional churches are sometimes nothing more than mini-
church services, lasting no longer than 60 to 90 minutes, where one gifted person leads
worship and another gifted person gives the approved teaching. There is little room for the
Spirit to use others, distribute gifts, or develop ministers.

People are often not seriously committed to small groups in institutional churches,
attending sporadically, and groups are sometimes designed to be temporary, and so the
depth of community is lesser than in house churches.

Small groups in institutional churches ordinarily meet during the week so as not to
crowd the weekend with another church meeting. Consequently, a midweek small group is
normally time-limited to no longer than two hours for those who can attend, and
prohibitive for those who have school-age children or who must travel any significant
distance.



Even when institutional churches promote small group ministry, there is still a building
on which to waste money. In fact, if the small group program adds people to the church,
even more money ends up being wasted on building programs. Additionally, organized
small groups within institutional churches often require at least one additional paid staff
person. That means more money for another church program.

Perhaps worst of all, pastors of institutional churches with small groups are often
extremely limited in their personal disciple making. They are so busy with their many
responsibilities and find little time for one-on-one discipleship. About the closest they can
get is discipling the small group leaders, but even that is often limited to a once-a-month
meeting.

All of this is to say that house churches, in my opinion, are more biblical and effective in
making and multiplying disciples and disciple-makers. I realize, however, that my opinion
is not going to change hundreds of years of church tradition very quickly. So I urge
institutional pastors to do something in the direction of moving their churches to a more
biblical model of disciple-making.® They could consider personally discipling future
leaders or initiating small group ministry. They could hold an “early-church Sunday”
when the church building would be closed and everyone would share a meal in homes and
attempt to meet like Christians did for the first three centuries.

Pastors who have small groups within their churches could consider releasing some of
those small groups to form house churches and see what happens. If small groups are
healthy and lead by God-called pastors/elders/overseers, they should be able to operate
on their own. They don’t need the mother church any more than any non-affiliated young
church needs that mother church. Why not set them free?” The member’s money that is
going to the mother church could support the pastor of the house church.

Does my endorsement of house churches mean that there is nothing good to say about
institutional churches? Absolutely not. To the degree that disciples who obey Christ are
being made in institutional churches, they are to be commended. Their practices and
structure, however, can sometimes be more of hindrance than a help to reaching the goal
Christ has set before us, and they are often pastor killers.

What Happens at a House Church Gathering?

Not every house church needs to be structured the same, and there is room for a lot of
variation. Every house church should reflect its own cultural and social nuances—one
reason why house churches can be very effective in evangelism, especially in countries that
have no Christian cultural tradition. House church members don’t invite their neighbors to
a church building that is completely foreign to them where they would be involved in
rituals that are completely foreign to them—major obstacles to conversions. Rather, they
invite their neighbors to a meal with their friends.

The common meal is generally a major component of a house church meeting. For many
house churches, that meal includes or is the Lord’s Supper, and each individual house
church can decide how to best bring out its spiritual significance. As previously mentioned,
the original Lord’s Supper began as an actual Passover meal that was packed with spiritual
significance by itself. Celebrating the Lord’s Supper as a meal or part of a meal is the
apparent pattern followed when the early believers gathered. We read of the early
Christians:

% One of my favorite definitions of the word insanity is this: Doing the same thing repeatedly and hoping for different results.
Pastors can teach for years about every member’s responsibility to be involved in disciple-making, but unless they do
something to change formats or structures, people will continue to come to church to sit, listen and go home. Pastor, if
you continue to do what has not changed people in the past, it will not change people in the future. Change what you are
doing!

7 Of course, the primary reason that many pastors are adverse to this idea is because they are actually building their own
kingdoms, not God’s kingdom.



And they were continually devoting themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to
fellowship, fo the breaking of bread and to prayer....And day by day continuing with
one mind in the temple, and breaking bread from house to house, they were taking their
meals together with gladness and sincerity of heart (Acts 2:42, 46, emphasis added).

The early Christians were literally taking loaves of bread, breaking them, and sharing
them together, something that was done at practically every meal in their culture. Could
that breaking of bread during a meal have had some spiritual significance to the early
Christians? The Bible doesn’t say for certain. However, William Barclay writes in his book,
The Lord’s Supper, “It is not in doubt that the Lord’s Supper began as a family meal or a
meal of friends in a private house....The idea of a tiny piece of bread and a sip of wine
bears no relation at all to the Lord’s Supper as it originally was....The Lord’s Supper was
originally a family meal in a household of friends.” It is amazing that every modern biblical
scholar agrees with Barclay, yet the church still follows its tradition rather than God’s
Word on this issue!

Jesus commanded His disciples to teach their disciples to obey all that He had
commanded them, so when He commanded them to eat bread and drink wine together in
remembrance of Him, they would have taught their disciples to do the same. Could that
have been done at common meals? It certainly seems as if it was when we read some of
Paul’s words to the Corinthians believers:

Therefore when you meet together [and he is not talking about meeting in church
buildings, because there were none] it is not to eat the Lord’s Supper, for in your eating
each one takes his own supper first; and one is hungry and another is drunk (1 Cor.
11:20-21, emphasis added).

How would such words make any sense if Paul was speaking about the Lord’s Supper
as it is practiced in modern churches? Have you ever heard of the problem of anyone in a
modern church service taking his own supper first, and one being hungry while another
one is drunk in conjunction with the Lord’s Supper? Such words would only make sense if
the Lord’s Supper was done in conjunction with a real meal. Paul continues:

What! Do you not have houses in which to eat and drink? Or do you despise the
church of God [remember, Paul was not writing about a church building, but a
gathering of people, the church of God], and shame those who have nothing? What
shall I say to you? Shall I praise you? In this I will not praise you (1 Cor. 11:22).

How would people be shamed who had nothing if what was being done was not in the
context of an actual meal? Paul was pointing out the fact that some of the Corinthian
believers who arrived earliest at their gatherings ate their own meal without waiting for the
others to arrive. When some arrived who were perhaps so poor that they brought no food
to share at the common meal, they were not only left hungry, but also shamed because it
was so obvious they had brought nothing.

Immediately after this, Paul wrote more about the Lord’s Supper, a sacrament that he
“received from the Lord” (1 Cor. 11:23), and he recounted what happened at the first
Lord’s Supper (see 1 Cor. 11:24-25). He then warned the Corinthians against partaking of
the Lord’s Supper in an unworthy manner, stating that if they didn’t judge themselves,
they could actually eat and drink judgment upon themselves in the form of weakness,
sickness and even premature death (see 1 Cor. 11:26-32).

He then concluded,

So then, my brethren, when you come together to eat, wait for one another. If anyone
is hungry, let him eat at home, so that you may not come together for judgment (1



Cor. 11:33-34).

Contextually, the offense being committed at the Lord’s Supper was inconsideration of
other believers. Paul again warned that those who were eating their own supper first at
what was supposed to be a shared, common meal, were in danger of being judged (or
disciplined) by God. The solution was simple. If one was so hungry that he couldn’t wait
for the others, he should eat something before he came to the gathering. And those who
arrived earliest should wait for those who arrived later for the meal, a meal that apparently
included or was the Lord’s Supper.

When we look at the entire passage, it seems clear Paul was saying that if it was the
Lord’s Supper that was being eaten, it would be done in a way that it was pleasing to the
Lord, reflecting love and consideration for each other.

In any case, it is crystal clear that the early church practiced the Lord’s Supper as part of
a common meal in homes without an officiating clergy. Why don’t we?

Bread and Wine

The nature of the elements of the Lord’s Supper are not the most important thing. If we
must strive for perfect imitation of the original Lord’s Supper, we would have to know the
exact ingredients of the bread and the exact kind of grapes from which the original wine
was made. (Some of the church fathers during the first few centuries strictly prescribed that
the wine had to be diluted with water, otherwise the Eucharist was being practiced
improperly.)

Bread and wine were some of the most common elements of the ancient Jewish meals.
Jesus gave profound significance to two things that were incredibly common, foods that
practically everyone consumed each day. Had He visited another culture at a different time
in history, the first Lord’s Supper may have consisted of cheese and goat’s milk, or rice
cakes and pineapple juice. So any food and drink could potentially represent His body and
blood at a common meal shared among His disciples. The important thing is the spiritual
significance. Let us not neglect the spirit of the law while succeeding at keeping the letter of
it!

It is not necessary that common meals be deathly solemn. The early Christians, as we
already read, broke “bread from house to house...taking their meals together with gladness
and sincerity of heart” (Acts 2:46, emphasis added). Seriousness, however, is certainly
appropriate during that portion of the meal when Jesus’ sacrifice is remembered and the
elements are consumed. Self-examination is always appropriate before eating the Lord’s
Supper, as indicated by Paul’s solemn words of warning to the Corinthian believers in 1
Corinthians 11:17-34. Any transgression of Christ's commandment to love one another is an
invitation to God'’s discipline. Any and all strife and division should be resolved before the
meal. Every believer should examine himself and confess any sins, which would be the
equivalent of “judging yourself,” to use Paul’s words.

The Spirit Manifested Through the Body

The common meal could occur before or after a meeting in which worship, teachings
and spiritual gifts are shared. It is up to each individual house church to determine its
format, and formats can vary from gathering to gathering of the same house church.

It is very clear from Scripture that the early church gatherings were quite different from
modern institutional church services. In particular, 1 Corinthians 11-14 gives us an
abundance of insight into what happened when the early Christians gathered, and there
isn’t any reason to think that the same format cannot and should not be followed today. It
is also clear that what occurred in the early church gatherings described by Paul could only
have happened in small group settings. What Paul described could not have occurred



logistically in a large meeting.

I will be the first to admit that I don’t understand all that Paul wrote within those four
chapters of 1 Corinthians. However, it seems obvious that the most outstanding
characteristic of the gatherings described in 1 Corinthians 11-14 was the Holy Spirit’s
presence among them and His manifestation through members of the body. He gave gifts
to individuals for the edification of the entire body.

Paul lists at least nine spiritual gifts: prophecy, tongues, interpretation of tongues, the
word of knowledge, the word of wisdom, discerning of spirits, gifts of healings, faith, and
working of miracles. He does not state that all of these gifts were manifested at every
gathering, but certainly implies the possibility of their operation and seems to summarize
some of the more common manifestations of the Spirit in 1 Corinthians 14:26:

What is the outcome then, brethren? When you assemble, each one has a psalm, has a
teaching, has a revelation, has a tongue, has an interpretation. Let all things be done
for edification.

Let’s consider all five of these common manifestations, and in a later chapter more
thoroughly consider the nine gifts of the Spirit listed in 1 Corinthians 12:8-10.

First on the list is the psalm. Spirit-given psalms are mentioned by Paul in two of his
other letters to churches, underscoring their place in Christian gatherings.

And do not get drunk with wine, for that is dissipation, but be filled with the Spirit,
speaking to one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and
making melody with your heart to the Lord (Eph. 5:18-19).

Let the word of Christ richly dwell within you, with all wisdom teaching and
admonishing one another with psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing with
thankfulness in your hearts to God (Col. 3:16).

The difference between psalms, hymns and spiritual songs is unclear, but the primary
point is that all are based on Christ’s words, are Spirit-inspired, and should be sung by
believers to teach and admonish one another. Certainly many of the hymns and choruses
that believers have sung throughout church history would fall into one of those categories.
Unfortunately, too many modern hymns and choruses lack biblical depth, indicating they
were not Spirit-given, and because they are so shallow, have no real value to teach and
admonish believers. Nevertheless, believers who gather in house churches should expect
that the Spirit will not only inspire individual members to lead well-known Christian
songs, old and new, but will also give special songs to some of the members that can be
utilized for the common edification. Indeed, how special it is for churches to have their
own Spirit-given songs!

Teaching

Second on Paul’s list is teaching. This again indicates that anyone might share a Spirit-
inspired teaching at a gathering. Of course, every teaching would be judged to see if it
lined up with the apostles’ teaching (as everyone was devoted to that: see Acts 2:42) and
we should do the same today. But note that there is no indication here or anywhere in the
New Testament that the same person gave a sermon every week when local churches met,
dominating the gathering.

There were, in Jerusalem, larger gatherings at the Temple at which the apostles taught.
We know that elders were also given teaching responsibility in churches, and that some
people are called to a teaching ministry. Paul did a lot of teaching, publicly and from house
to house (see Acts 20:20). In the small gatherings of believers, however, the Holy Spirit



might use others to teach besides apostles, elders or teachers.

When it comes to teaching, it would seem that we would be greatly advantaged over the
early church to be able to bring personal copies of the Bible with us to our gatherings. On
the other hand, perhaps our easy access to the Bible has helped us elevate doctrine above
loving God with all our hearts and loving our neighbors as ourselves, robbing us of the
very life that God’s Word was meant to impart. We have been doctrinalized to death. Many
small group Bible studies are every bit as irrelevant and boring as Sunday morning
sermons. A good rule to follow in regard to house church teachings is this: If the older
children aren’t hiding their boredom, the adults are probably hiding theirs. Kids are great
truth barometers.

Revelation

Third, Paul lists “revelation.” That could mean anything that is revealed by God to some
member of the body. For example, Paul specifically mentions how an unbeliever might
visit a Christian gathering and have “the secrets of heart...disclosed” by means of gifts of
prophecy. The result is that he would be “convicted” and “called to account” and “will fall
on his face and worship God, declaring that God is certainly among you” (1 Cor. 14:24-25).

Here we once again see that the real presence of the Holy Spirit was an expected feature
of church gatherings, and that supernatural things would occur because of His presence.
The early Christians really believed Jesus’ promise that, “Where two or three have gathered
together in My name, there I am in their midst” (Matt. 18:20). If Jesus Himself was in their
midst, miracles could happen. They literally “worshipped in the Spirit of God” (Phil. 3:3).

In any case, prophecy, which I will say more about shortly, might contain revelation
about people’s hearts. But revelation could be given about other things and by other
means, such as through dreams or visions (see Acts 2:17).

Tongues and Interpretation

Fourth, Paul listed two gifts that work together, tongues and the interpretation of
tongues. In Corinth, there was an overabundance and abuse of speaking in tongues.
Namely, people were speaking in tongues during the church gatherings and there was no
interpretation, so no one knew what was being said. We might wonder how the
Corinthians could be blamed, as it would seem the fault of the Holy Spirit for giving people
the gift of tongues without giving anyone the gift of interpretation. There is a very
satisfactory answer to that question which I will address in a later chapter. In any case,
Paul did not forbid speaking in tongues (as do many institutional churches). Rather, he
forbade the forbidding of speaking in tongues, and declared this was the Lord’s
commandment (see 1 Cor. 14:37-39)!° It was a gift that, when used properly, could edify the
body and affirm God’s supernatural presence in their midst. It was God speaking through
people, reminding them of His truth and His will.

Paul did make a strong case in chapter 14 for the superiority of prophecy over non-
interpreted tongues-speaking. He strongly encouraged the Corinthians to desire to
prophesy, and this indicates that gifts of the Spirit are more likely to be manifested among
those who desire them. Similarly, Paul admonished the Thessalonian believers, “Do not
quench the Spirit; do not despise prophetic utterances” (1 Thes. 5:19). This indicates that

8 am aware, of course, that there are those who relegate all supernatural manifestations of the Spirit to the first century,
at which time they supposedly ceased. Thus, we have no reason to seek what the early church experienced, and speaking
in tongues is no longer valid. I have little sympathy with such people who are like modern-day Sadducees. As one who
has on several occasions praised God in Japanese according to Japanese speakers who heard me, and having never
learned Japanese, I know these gifts have not ceased to be given by the Holy Spirit. I also wonder why these Sadducees
maintain the Holy Spirit still calls, convicts and regenerates sinners, but deny the Spirit's work beyond those miracles.
This kind of “theology” is the product of human unbelief and disobedience, has no scriptural support, and actually works
against Christ’s goal. It is direct disobedience to Christ according to what Paul wrote in 1 Cor. 14:37.



believers can “quench” or “put out the fire of” the Spirit by harboring a wrong attitude
towards the gift of prophecy. That is, no doubt, why the gift of prophecy is so rarely
manifested among most believers today.

How to Start

House churches are birthed by the Holy Spirit through the ministry of a house-church
planter or an elder/ pastor/overseer who is given a vision for a house church by God. Keep
in mind that a biblical elder/pastor/overseer may be what the institutional church refers to
as a mature layperson. No house church planter needs a formal ministry education.

Once the vision for a house church is given by the Spirit to the founder, he needs to seek
the Lord regarding others who might join him. The Lord will bring him in contact with
people with a similar vision, confirming his leading. Or he may be led to receptive
unbelievers whom he can lead to Christ and then disciple in a house church.

Those who are just beginning a house church adventure should anticipate that it will
take time for the members to feel comfortable with each other and learn to relate and flow
with the Spirit. It will be trial and error along the way. The concepts of every-member
participation, biblical servant leadership, equipping elders, the Holy Spirit’s leading and
gifts, a common meal, and a casual yet spiritual atmosphere are quite foreign to those who
are only familiar with institutional church services. Thus the application of grace and
patience is wise as a new house church is birthed. The initial format may be more a home
Bible study, with one person leading worship, another sharing a prepared teaching, and
then closing with an opportunity for corporate prayer, fellowship and a meal. However, as
the biblical format for house churches is studied by the group, the elder/ pastor/overseer
should encourage the members to strive for God’s best. Then, enjoy the ride!

House church meetings can circulate from one member’s house to another each week, or
one person can open his home each week. Some house churches occasionally move to
scenic outdoor spots when the weather is nice. The meeting time and place does not have
to be Sunday morning, but anytime that best works for the members. Finally, it is best to
start small, with no more than twelve people.

How to Transition from Institution to House Church

Most likely, many of the pastors who are reading this are working within the structures
of institutional churches, and perhaps you, dear reader, are one of them. If I've touched a
chord within you that longs for the kind of church I've been describing, then you are
already wondering how you can make the transition. Let me encourage you to take your
time. Start by teaching only biblical truth and doing whatever you can within the
framework of your existing structure to make disciples who obey Jesus’ commandments.
True disciples are much more likely to want to make the transition to a biblical church
structure as they understand it. Goats and religious people are much more likely to resist
any such transitions.

Second, study what Scripture says on the subject and teach your congregation about
house church structures and their inherent blessings. You could eventually cancel your
midweek or Sunday evening church service to begin weekly cell meetings in homes
overseen by mature believers. Encourage everyone to attend. Increasingly pattern those
meetings to follow the format of the biblical model of house churches as closely as possible.
Then, allow time for the people to begin to fully enjoy the blessings of their small group.

Once everyone is enjoying the home meetings, you might announce that a certain
Sunday in the next month is going to be “Early Church Sunday.” That Sunday, the church
building will be closed and everyone will go to homes to meet just as the early church did,
enjoying full meals together, the Lord’s Supper, fellowship, prayer, worship, shared



teaching and spiritual gifts. If it is a success, you could start having such meetings one
Sunday of every month, then eventually two Sundays, and then three Sundays. Eventually,
you could release every group to be an independent house church, free to grow and
multiply, and perhaps come together for larger meetings once every couple of months.

This whole transition process I've described could take from one to two years.

Or, if you want to go even more cautiously, you could begin just one home gathering
with a few of your most interested members that you lead yourself. (Again, house churches
don’t have to meet on Sunday mornings.) It could be presented as an experiment and
would certainly be a learning experience for all.

If it succeeds, then appoint an overseer and release the group to become an independent
church that would only join the institutional Sunday service once per month. That way the
new church would still be a part of the mother church, and would not be viewed so
negatively by those still within the institutional congregation. That could also help
influence others within the church to consider being part of another house church being
planted by the institutional church.

If the first group grows, prayerfully divide it so that both groups have good leaders and
sufficient gifts within their members. Both groups could meet together in a larger
celebration on agreed-upon occasions, perhaps once a month or once every three months.

Regardless of the path you take, keep your eye on the goal even through the
disappointments, of which there will likely be a few. House churches consist of people, and
people cause problems. Don’t give up.

It is highly unlikely that everyone in your entire institutional church congregation will
make such a transition, so you would have to decide at what point you will personally
begin to devote yourself completely to a house church or group of house churches, leaving
the institution behind. That will be a significant day for you!

The Ideal Church

Could a pastor of a house church actually be more successful in God’s eyes than a pastor
of a mega-church with a huge building and thousands in attendance every Sunday? Yes, if
he is multiplying obedient disciples and disciple-makers, following Jesus’ model, as
opposed to simply gathering spiritual goats once a week to watch a concert and listen to an
entertaining speech sanctified by a few out-of-context scriptures.

A pastor who determines to follow the house church model will never have a large
congregation of his own. In the long run, however, he will have much lasting fruit, as his
disciples make disciples. Many pastors of “small” congregations of 40 or 50 people who are
striving for more might need to adjust their thinking. Their churches might already be too
large. Perhaps they should stop praying for a bigger building and start praying about who
should be appointed to lead two new house churches. (Please, when that happens, don’t
give your new denomination a name and yourself the title of “bishop”!)

We need to eradicate the thinking that bigger is better when it comes to church. If we
were to judge purely on a biblical basis, single congregations consisting of hundreds of
undiscipled spectators who meet in special buildings would be considered quite strange. If
any of the original apostles visited modern institutional churches, they would be scratching
their heads!

A Final Objection

It is often said that in the Western world where Christianity has already become part of
the culture that people will never accept the idea of churches meeting in homes. It is thus
argued that we must stay with the institutional model.

First, this is proving not to be true, as the house church movement is gaining rapid
momentum in the Western world.



Second, people already gladly meet in homes for parties, meals, fellowships, Bible
studies and home cell groups. Accepting the idea of a church in a house takes a very small
adjustment of thinking.

Third, it is true that religious people, “spiritual goats,” will never accept the concept of
house churches. They will never do anything that might potentially make them appear odd
to their neighbors. But true disciples of Jesus Christ certainly accept the concept of house
churches once they understand the biblical basis. They quickly realize how unnecessary
church buildings are for discipleship. If you want to build a big church with “wood, hay
and straw” (see 1 Cor. 3:12), you will need a building, but it will all burn in the end. But if
you want to multiply disciples and disciple-makers, building the church of Jesus Christ
with “gold, silver and precious stones,” then you need not waste money and energy on
buildings.

It is interesting that the greatest indigenous evangelistic movement in the world today,
the “back to Jerusalem” movement of the Chinese house churches, has adopted a specific
strategy to evangelize the 10/40 window. They say, “We have no desire to build a single
church building anywhere! This allows the gospel to spread rapidly, is harder for
authorities to detect, and enables us to channel all our resources directly into gospel
ministry.”’ A wise and biblical example to follow indeed!

? Brother Yun, Back to Jerusalem, p. 58.



