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	Introduction

	The ekklesia mentioned in Matthew 16:18 is not a religious system or institution. Jesus, when He said that He would build his ekklesia had a progressive and ambitious movement in mind that would transcend the walls of the temple and synagogue. The ekklesia mentioned in Matthew 16:18 was not referring to the church model we see today in the west. It is true that the ekklesia is the assembly of kingdom citizens, but Jesus didn’t have in mind an assembly of temple worship or synagogue bible study when He foresaw the gates of hell falling. Jesus had in mind an assembly of kingdom citizens in a public place implementing the law and culture of the kingdom of light in places where darkness reigned.

	




	Chapter One: Background & Context

	In Acts chapter nineteen verse ten the bold claim was made that all of Asia had heard the gospel within two years of Paul planting a church in Ephesus. An estimate of more than ten million people1 received the gospel without the assistance of modern-day technology, social media, advertising, crusades, radio or television. How is that possible? What model or system was in place that enabled such an accomplishment? When examining the local church model of America and other western societies one might be inclined to question not if it is wrong but rather if it is missing something. After all, according to data from 2016 provided by Barna Group, in America alone which is perhaps the most progressive christian nation in the world, of the 73% of people who identify as Christian only 31% of those claim to be “practicing christians.”2 Can one be a Christian who doesn’t practice their faith? What is different from the first century believers and the body of believers that reside in the west today? 

	Yes, perhaps many have heard the gospel as a result of the western believers but how many disciples have been made? The final command of Jesus before ascending into heaven was that His followers go into all the world and make disciples, teaching them to observe all He had commanded. (cf. Matthew 28:19-20) In this final sentence Jesus defines the fruit of a disciple as one who observes commands. If only 31% of the “reached” 73% in America actually observe His commands, then is the church in America really being effective? Jesus’ final command give us insight into His statement made in Caesarea Philippi in which He introduces the ekklesia. His ekklesia’s primary function would be to “go” and make disciples. 



	




	Chapter Two: What is the Ekklesia?

	“And I also say to you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will build My church, and the forces of Hades will not overpower it.” These are the powerful words of Jesus found in Matthew 16:18. What does it mean? Many interpretations of this verse have surfaced over the years. It is imperative that the reader not only asks what it means to them personally but what it meant to the original audience. The widely spread definition of “ekklesia” in America is not the definition the original audience would have understood it to be. In large, the christian audience hears the word “ekklesia” and automatically defines it as the community of christian believers collectively. This definition while headed in the right direction, is not entirely correct. There is truth to it, however it is incomplete. While it is the most accepted modern interpretation, this definition was not the original definition of the term. 

	The Septuagint, which is the Greek translation of the old testament is perhaps a major catalyst in the re-defining of the word ekklesia. This is because the Hebrew word for synagogue “edah” was translated as ekklesia in the LXX.3 Additionally, the Hebrew word that describes a Jewish religious gathering, “qahal”4 (cf. Strongs Hebrew 6951) is translated by the Septuagint as “ekklesia.” Before Christian use, which was established several decades after Jesus made His statement, the term meant something else. “The Greek word ekklesia meant an assembly and was used in a political, not a religious, sense.”5 The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia notes this, “Throughout the Greek world and right down to NT times, ekklēsia was the designation of the regular assembly of the whole body of citizens in a free city-state, “called out” (Gr ek, “out,” and kaleín, “to call”) by the herald for the discussion and decision of public business.”6 Lastly, Lexham Theological Workbook defines ekklesia this way, “In Graeco-Roman culture, an ekklēsia referred to a political assembly.”7 We can see a detailed example of this in Acts chapter nineteen verses thirty-two through thirty-nine. In this narrative we see a pagan, gentile assembly of people gathered together to make a legal accusation and ruling against Paul. The narrative reads, 

	“Some were shouting one thing and some another, because the assembly was in confusion, and most of them did not know why they had come together. Some Jews in the crowd gave instructions to Alexander after they pushed him to the front. Motioning with his hand, Alexander wanted to make his defense to the people. But when they recognized that he was a Jew, they all shouted in unison for about two hours, “Great is Artemis of the Ephesians!”

	When the city clerk had calmed the crowd down, he said, “People of Ephesus! What person is there who doesn’t know that the city of the Ephesians is the temple guardian of the great Artemis, and of the image that fell from heaven? Therefore, since these things are undeniable, you must keep calm and not do anything rash. For you have brought these men here who are not temple robbers or blasphemers of our goddess. So if Demetrius and the craftsmen who are with him have a case against anyone, the courts are in session, and there are proconsuls. Let them bring charges against one another. But if you seek anything further, it must be decided in a legal assembly.”8 (Acts 19:32-39)

	The word “assembly” in this narrative above is the Greek word “ekklesia.” However, in this context the word is not used to describe anything religious. Rather it depicts what would have been the most understood definition of the term in the first century. Dr. Ed Silvoso describes ekklesia this way “The ekklesia was not religious at all, since it was first developed as a ruling assembly of citizens in the Grecian democracy to govern its city-states. It consisted of men eighteen years and older who had completed two years of military service.”9 In essence, after reading this narrative one could describe the ekklesia as “a group of citizens who are committed to seeing the culture and reign of its kingdom increase and flourish in a land.”

	It is highly likely that the original audience listening to Jesus and reading Matthew’s text didn’t understand Jesus’ words to mean the religious gathering of people. Paul certain knew that the ekklesia didn’t refer to the “gathered” believers. He makes that clear in 1 Corinthians 14:23. He says, “So if the whole ekklēsia comes together …” Through this he confirms that the ekklesia was not a physical space in which people gather but rather something broader.10 So while we see that the word ekklesia does refer to an assembly and also a broader group of people; it does not refer to the western church model as we know it. The term extends beyond merely describing the collective body of Christ. The word ekklesia refers to an assembly of people who are actively doing something.

	In the day Jesus made His statement there were two religious institutions that the American church looks most like in its function. These places were also primarily used for religious assemblies. The first is the temple which hosted the presence of God and was largely used for prayer and worship. The second is the synagogue which was used for studying and teaching God’s Word. Had Jesus intended for either of those models to overtake the gates of hell perhaps he would have said “on this rock I will build my temple.” Or “on this rock I will build my synagogue.” The greatest difference between these entities and the ekklesia is that neither the temple nor the synagogue were mobile entities and they were religious institutions. They both remained stationary relying on people to come to it while the ekklesia was a governmental term and it went into the public places and advanced culture.11 It is important to note here, before going further that the western church model is by no means wrong. It is highly essential in the process of making disciples. The intended point is to discover that the modern church of the west functions most in fashion with the ancient temple and synagogue which are where people went after the ekklesia accomplished its function. This ekklesia is responsible for all of Asia hearing the gospel in two years. Notice that the first century believers did not stop attending the synagogue or temple as it was stepping into its new identity and function as an ekklesia. See Acts 17:2 where Paul teaches in the synagogue as it is his custom. See also Acts 2:46 where the new believers in Christ after the great outpouring of the Holy Spirit continued to go to the temple daily to pray. 

	



	




	Chapter Three: The Ekklesia’s Intended Function

	Since the ekklesia wasn’t a stationary religious institution or a term to refer to a collective group of stationary people, one must seek clarity on the purpose and function of the ekklesia. Jesus said He’d build His ekklesia, and the gates of hell would not prevail against it. In this statement the audience clearly understood that the ekklesia’s purpose was to overcome the gates of hell. This means the ekklesia was anything but stationary. Rather the ekklesia was progressive and violent towards the gates of hell. Gates are designed to keep people out therefore the ekklesia must be on the offensive not the defensive. Before moving forward in the most practical interpretation it is important to note that Jesus’ statement likely had spiritual and geographical significance as well. The place where Jesus stood when making this statement was Caesarea Philippi. This place was North of the Sea of Galilee at the Southwest foot of Mt Hermon.12 The mountain was controlled by pagans thus the location consisted of worship to false gods one of whom was the god Pan.13 The mountain in which Jesus spoke these words was also known as “the gates of hell.”14 Jesus’ statement to overthrow the gates of hell was not coincidently stated in this geographical location.15 It was intentional as Jesus intended to redeem what was lost through His sacrifice and then commission His ekklesia to take back what He would redeem. 

	The ekklesia, as discovered earlier was intended to be a movement of people who bring the culture of heaven to the earth legally as a response to Christ’s accomplishment. It can be seen in Jesus’ model prayer that the desire and the aim is that the earth would become like heaven. (cf. Matt 6:9-13) The original audience might have missed the geographical and spiritual implications of Jesus’ statement. Perhaps they thought he chose to use the phrase “gates of hell” simply because he was standing at the location the locals knew as “the gates of hell.” To be quite honest the original audience may not have even understood what Jesus meant by stating that He intended to build an ekklesia. Perhaps at best they assumed he was referring to the future when he would overthrow Rome and establish the Kingdom of Israel as they undoubtably believed the messiah would do. 

	A notable Roman expression of the ekklesia was known as the “coventus.”16 This coventus established that anywhere two or more Roman citizens gathered together the Roman culture and law was present and functional among them.17 (See also Dr. Ed Silvos’s expression of the coventus on page 25 of his book Ekklesia.) Jesus made a strikingly similar statement to his disciples in Matthew eighteen. Jesus says, “For where two or three are gathered there I am in the midst of them.” (Matt 18:20) When interpreting Jesus’ statement from the lens of the conventus it becomes easier to see the overarching agenda Jesus has in mind. Up to this point the ekklesia has more to do with the kingdom of Heaven coming to the earth and its citizens expanding it than merely making converts who go to heaven when they die. Just moments earlier Jesus made this statement: 

	“Truly I tell you, whatever you bind on earth will have been bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will have been loosed in heaven. Again, truly I tell you, if two of you on earth agree about any matter that you pray for, it will be done for you by my Father in heaven.” (Matt 18:18-19) 

	Just as a Roman citizen could decree Roman law anywhere in the world when in the midst of another Roman as though Caesar was present, Jesus’ ekklesia can likewise decree Heaven’s law on the earth. Luke documents the apostle Paul using the coventus to his advantage a couple times in the book of Acts. A short example, Acts twenty-two depicts a narrative in which Paul is being beaten by a Roman citizen. Paul asks the guard if it is lawful to beat another Roman citizen without a fair trial? In the narrative Paul can be seen enforcing the Roman culture and law in his setting. 

	The ekklesia was not intended to be a stationary institution as the temple and synagogue were. Instead of setting up gates, the ekklesia was to take down gates. The ekklesia was to shine a light in dark places. When those in darkness see the light, they turn from darkness and join the ekklesia. Thus, rendering the fallen gates of hell. The ekklesia’s intended function is to take back all that Jesus redeemed through His sacrifice. Boice says it this way “Because of the church’s critical importance for disclosing the redemptive plan of God, our attention in this section must therefore be on this reality.”18 To accomplish this it will require more than setting up temples and synagogues. Paul didn’t reach all of Asia in two years through establishing stationary institutions. Rather, Paul mobilized a people to infiltrate their cities and marketplaces day and night with the gospel. This was accomplished by penetrating the gates of hell which are places the kingdom heaven has not yet been established in the hearts of people. Paul clearly states his strategy in Romans 15:20, “My aim is to preach the gospel where Christ has not been named…” Boa makes it clear that this was a strategy in light of Jesus’ command to overcome the gates of hell (Matt 16:18) and to go into all the world (Matt 28:19). He says, “This was not a prideful issue for Paul, rather one of strategy—he wanted to continue to expand the boundaries of the kingdom.”19



	




	Chapter Four: The Function of the Holy Spirit

	The ekklesia is made up of human beings. Human beings in and of themselves have no power over spiritual realms. It is no question that the ekklesia Jesus commissioned to take down the gates of hell would need a source of power; first to overcome the battle that kingdom work involves and second to grow in truth, wisdom and love. Before Jesus ascended into heaven, He told His followers to go and wait for the Holy Spirit to come upon them for the Holy Spirit would empower them. (cf. Acts 1:8) What exactly would the Holy Spirit empower them to do and does it have anything to do with the ekklesia? The text reads, “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come on you, and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” (Acts 1:8) It is clear that Jesus says the Holy Spirit’s power will directly affect one’s ability to be His witness to the ends of the earth. It makes sense that after commanding His disciples to go and make disciples of all nation that He would send them a source of power to do such a task. The ekklesia Jesus mentioned in Matthew sixteen was to be responsible for receiving the power of the Holy Spirit and through His empowering be a witness to the nations thus rendering new disciples. Every new disciple was once a citizen within the gates of hell since before they came to the light they were in darkness. Jesus confirms this when He radically encounters Saul on the road to Damascus. Paul recounts what Jesus told him in Acts 26 

	“I am sending you to them to open their eyes so that they may turn from darkness to light and from the power of Satan to God, that they may receive forgiveness of sins and a share among those who are sanctified by faith in me.’” (Acts 26:17-18)

	The process Jesus describes here is the spiritual conversion from residing in the enemies domain (gates of hell) to being a citizen of God’s kingdom(ekklesia). 

	The Holy Spirit is the agent of power that enables Christ followers, His ekklesia to be His witnesses in the earth (Acts 1:8) which leads to the opening of the eyes of blind rendering those in darkness to turn to the light. (Acts 26:18) For those who turn to the light they can then become disciples who observe the command of Jesus (Matthew 28:19-20) and are filled with the Holy Spirit (Acts 2:4) thus enabling them to repeat the process. The ekklesia is not the ekklesia without seeing the tangible evidence of the gates of hell coming down and the fruit of new disciples being made. In other words, the ekklesia does not refer to those who simply go to church every week. I’d like to clarify here that I am not suggesting these people are not saved and on their way to heaven. Rather the point being made is the ekklesia was an assembly that advanced one kingdom while destroying another. This sort of movement looks like something more than attending the temple and synagogue. In the Bible the ekklesia was on the move and it produced tangible results through the power of the Holy Spirit. 

	



	




	Chapter Five: The Fruit of Victory

	What does it look like when the ekklesia is advancing over the gates of hell? The most obvious answer is mentioned above. When a soul turns from darkness to light and becomes a disciple who makes other disciples. A perfect example of this is the woman at the well mentioned in John chapter four. In addition, should not a city begin to see tangible changes when many of its people become kingdom citizens? Should not the crime rates drop, and jails stay empty? Should not the economy begin to boom, and commerce begin to increase? Should not divorce rate decrease? One tangible issue that changed as a result of the ekklesia in the first century was the war against systematic poverty. In Acts chapter two Luke documents this historical practice of the first century ekklesia. “Now all the believers were together and held all things in common. They sold their possessions and property and distributed the proceeds to all, as any had need.” (Acts 2:44-45) Though Luke does not claim that systematic poverty ended for everyone in the city, what is seen here is that war was waged against systematic poverty for those within the ekklesia at a minimum. Jesus himself noted that there would always be poor people among us. (Matt 26:11) However, this statement doesn’t mean ending poverty is a useless cause. To break down what Jesus meant here is not the purpose of this paper so much time will not be allotted to it. However, there is something notable to mention. In part, through His statement, Jesus is referring to the old testament command in Deuteronomy. “For there will never cease to be poor people in the land; that is why I am commanding you, ‘Open your hand willingly to your poor and needy brother in your land.” (Deut. 15:11) Though Jesus’ statement had different implications, we can see the heart of God on the matter in the scripture He referenced. God tells his people that it is precisely because poor people remain that we should seek to end poverty through being generous. This act of practical generosity is an essential element in the strategy of the ekklesia. Through the generosity of the ekklesia comes open doors into the hearts of the poor who receive. When hearts are opened through the meeting of practical needs then those in darkness begin to see the light and turn to it. 

	Luke gives eight primary benchmarks that the ekklesia will meet in Acts 2:41-47. 

	“So those who accepted his message were baptized, and that day about three thousand people were added to them. They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching, to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread, and to prayer. Everyone was filled with awe, and many wonders and signs were being performed through the apostles. Now all the believers were together and held all things in common. They sold their possessions and property and distributed the proceeds to all, as any had need. Every day they devoted themselves to meeting together in the temple, and broke bread from house to house. They ate their food with joyful and sincere hearts, praising God and enjoying the favor of all the people. Every day the Lord added to their number those who were being saved.” 

	Luke notes here that the ekklesia grew by three thousand people and immediately documents fruit that those within the ekklesia ought to bear. Keep in mind that these eight things mentioned below do not conclude the fruit that ought to be seen from the ekklesia. These are merely practical fruits found in the daily habits of the first century ekklesia. First, the members were devoted to the teaching of the apostles. Second, they devoted themselves to fellowship and eating together. Thirdly, many signs and wonders followed. Fourth, they devoted themselves to prayer. Fifth, there was individual and corporate prosperity in that they provided for each other’s material needs. Sixth, they met regularly in the Temple. Seventh, they had favor with all people, Last but not least, the ekklesia grew daily with new salvations.  

	It’s fascinating to notice that Jesus himself displayed each of these eight benchmarks regularly throughout the gospel narrative. Jesus’ main strategy for overcoming the gates of hell and making disciples was to first create a safe place to fellowship, namely around a dinner table. Second, He would meet a need by ministering to a soul either through a healing or encouraging and prophetic word. Third, He would proclaim the gospel of the Kingdom. Jesus gives His evangelism model when sending out the seventy-two in Luke chapter ten. 

	“Whatever house you enter, first say, ‘Peace to this household.’ If a person of peace is there, your peace will rest on him; but if not, it will return to you. Remain in the same house, eating and drinking what they offer, for the worker is worthy of his wages. Don’t move from house to house. When you enter any town, and they welcome you, eat the things set before you. Heal the sick who are there, and tell them, ‘The kingdom of God has come near you.” (Luke 10:5-9)

	First, speak peace and bless. Paul later confirms this by saying “The God of peace will soon crush the satan under your feet…” (Rom 16:20) Second, fellowship and create a safe place by eating and drinking. Third, minster to felt needs through signs and wonders. Fourth, share the gospel of the kingdom. Jesus was a master at this model as readers can see throughout the gospels. It is truly amazing how effective these four steps are in advancing the ekklesia and overcoming the gates of hell. The fruit of the ekklesia will come in all shapes and sizes but it will always conclude with the conversion of people from darkness to light. Additionally, there will be practical and material results to the overcoming of the gates of hell. Lastly, there will be a domino effect when one truly encounters the love of Jesus through the hands and feet of His disciples today. For example, the women at the well who was the most rejected woman in her village had a radical encounter with Jesus and then bore the fruit of evangelism telling her entire village who then came unto the light.



	




	Conclusion

	In conclusion, the ekklesia that Jesus had in mind when He said it would overcome the gates of hell extended beyond the walls of the church building. It is true that the ekklesia is the assembly of kingdom citizen’s but Jesus didn’t have in mind an assembly of temple worship or synagogue bible study. Jesus had in mind an assembly of kingdom citizens in a public place implementing the law and culture of the kingdom of light in places where darkness reigned. 

	The ekklesia ought to produce daily fruit. We can see in Acts two that the church grew daily with new disciples. This was a direct result of the kingdom citizens being carriers of light not in the temple and synagogue but in the marketplace and their society where darkness ruled. Once the ekklesia shined light in the darkness it would result in those living in the darkness turning to the light. From this point the newly saved soul would find themselves not in the temple or synagogue but in a home where a pastor was established to foster community, worship, prayer and bible study. This is not because the temple and synagogue were somehow wrong but more practically because God had recently made the Christian spirit His new temple (1 Cor 3:16) allowing us to worship in Spirit and in truth from anywhere and because synagogues were largely only in Jewish geographical areas and they taught Judaism not the message of the gospel. Once one came to the light from darkness, they would not have to sit in bible school for a certain amount of time before they could go back out and begin to share the good news they had received. The newly saved person and the mature believer simultaneously grew in their own faith while leading others to faith and in faith. 

	The western church model of “bring everyone to church and let the pastoral staff be their shepherd” is not wrong and certainly is not bad. The Lord has used it mightily and He will continue to do so. However, it is incomplete and less effective than the model we see in the first century church. Largely it is not as mobile. The western church has focused on setting up its own set of gates more than it has, like Paul, made it their ambition to establish the kingdom in places it has yet been established. (Romans 15:20) In other words, to overcome the gates of hell and establish the kingdom of Heaven. The kingdom of light should be growing at a much more rapid pace, yet in America, Christianity is on the decline. This is largely due to the ekklesia not functioning as a mobile unit that seeks to take and keep territory for the kingdom of Heaven. There is no question that true western believers desire for all to be saved and the kingdom of Heaven to be established on the earth. However, for so long a complacent model of “church” has been the custom. We have forgotten the model of the first century that shared the gospel with all of Asia in only two years. We must make it our aim to get back to the model Jesus taught, lived and had in mind when He said that His ekklesia would overcome the gates of hell. 
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