
When Je sus said, “You are Pe ter (Petros) and upon this
rock (petra) I will build My ekklesia (called-out as sem -
bly),”  it is cer tain that He did not have in mind an in sti -

tu tion that would be governed by a hi er ar chy of pro fes sional
cler gymen. But men be ing what they are, their flesh leads them
to seek other men to be their spir i tual heads. Just as Is rael de -
sired of God that He give them a king, Chris tians de sire priests,
pas tors, and other min is ters to tell them what they must do in or -
der to please God. And they are more than will ing to pay for the
priv i lege of sit ting under the tu te lage of those cler gy men.

For al most 2,000 years there have ex isted in sti tu tions called
“churches,” most if not all of which can trace their roots to Ro -
man Ca thol i cism. Re gard less what some may claim about their
in sti tu tion not trac ing its roots to Ro man Catholicism, vir tu ally
ev ery mod ern insti tu tional church fol lows the same pat terns for
their ser vices and min is try that have been gleaned from Prot es -
tant ism, which came out of Ro man Ca thol i cism.

Yes, there have al ways been be liev ers who have met with out
the ben e fit of insti tu tional trap pings, but they have been few and 
far between, and more of ten than not they have been per se cuted
by in sti tu tional Chris tian ity. At best they have been ig nored or
rid i culed for not hav ing a “spir i tual cov er ing” called a pas tor,
priest, pope, or what have you.

That’s not to say that God has not worked within the re li gious
in sti tu tions, or that many of the men and women who have min -
istered in them were not and are not true be liev ers in Je sus. The
ques tion is, are those in sti tu tions the best way to live the Body
life of Christ? Is there not abetter way than the clergy-laity model 
that per me ates virtually all in sti tu tions called “churches”?

For fif teen years I have been part of a house as sem bly that has
no clergy, no ded i cated build ing, no for mal or der of “ser vice,”
no col lec tion plate, or any of the other trap pings as soci ated with
the insti tu tional churches. That is what prompted me to write

the book, The House As sem bly: Recap turing the First-Century Model
for the Gathering of the Saints. It was writ ten as a guide (not a man -
ual) for those wish ing to find fellow ship out side the in sti tu tional 
churches with like-minded be liev ers. So I was greatly in ter ested
when I came across Frank Vi ola’s and George Barna’s book, Pa -
gan Chris tian ity. Al though pub lished by Pres ent Tes ti mony Min -
is try in 2002, it gained greater pop u lar ity af ter pub lish ing rights
were sold in 2008 to Tyn dale House Pub lishers, a ma jor Chris -
tian pub lish ing com pany.

Pa gan Chris tian ity contains valu able, doc u mented in for ma tion 
on the pa gan roots of most church prac tices and trap pings.
These are things I’ve known of, but Vi ola and Barna have put
them to gether in a way that is eas ily per ceived and un der stood.

The pub lisher states, “the au thors are not ques tioning the
valid ity or im por tance of the church. In stead, they are ask ing us
to thoughtfully con sider the source of our churches’ tra di tions
and then ask how these prac tices square with Scrip ture and the
practices of the first-century church.” (p. ix.) 

Vi ola and Barna dis tin guish institutionalism from what they
call an “or ganic” as sem bly of believ ers, but they re tain the word
“church” when re fer ring to that or ganic as sem bly.

Most of our read ers know the prob lem I have with the word,
“church.” It is not a le git i mate trans la tion of the Greek ekklesia
(called-out as sem bly), but a trans la tion from the Greek, kyriake
oikia (the lord’s house). It im plies a build ing or an in sti tu tion,
not an as sem bly of peo ple with a com mon pur pose. This may be
one of my id io syn cra sies, but it never fails to net tle me. Yet that
is in suf fi cient rea son to not rec om mend this book.

In it there is much valu able in for ma tion that, once under -
stood, might give be liev ers the im pe tus to be gin search ing out a
more per fect way to gather to gether in the Lord’s name.

To be gin con trast ing what the Lord in tended with what man
has de vel oped over the cen tu ries, Viola states:

The church in the first cen tury was an or ganic en tity. It
was a liv ing, breath ing or gan ism that ex pressed it self far dif -
fer ently from the in sti tu tional church to day. And that ex -
pres sion re vealed Je sus Christ on this planet through His
every-member func tion ing body.
…Where did the prac tices of the con tem porary church
come from? The an swer is dis turb ing: Most of them were
bor rowed from pa gan cul ture.(p. xix)

Adds George Barna, fa mous for his Barna Group, a re search
firm whose polls are re garded as re li able in di ca tors of pop u lar
trends:

Also, just because a prac tice is picked up from cul ture
does not make it wrong in and of it self, though we must be
dis cern ing. As au thor Frank Senn notes, “We can not avoid
bring ing our culture to church with us; it is a part of our very 
be ing. But in the light of tra di tion we need to sort out those
cul tural in flu ences that con trib ute to the in teg rity of Chris -
tian wor ship from those that de tract from it.” (p. xxix)

Af ter some challenges for Chris tians to re think what they be -
lieve and prac tice based upon their in sti tu tions’ tra di tions, Vi ola 
and Barna get to the nitty-gritty by first address ing the pa gan in -
flu ences of what they call “the ed i fice com plex”: the church
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build ing. They some what cor rectly state that “no where in
the New Tes tament do we find the terms church (ekklesia),
tem ple, or house of God used to re fer to a build ing.”

I say, “some what,” because “house of God” is used by Je sus to
re fer to the Jew ish tem ple (Matt. 12:4; Mark 2:26; Luke 6:4).
And, of course, there are many ref er ences to the Jew ish tem ple
in the “New Testa ment.” Also, as I stated above, “church” is not
a cor rect trans la tion of ekklesia in re fer ring to the Body of Christ. 
But again, we don’t wish to nit pick; it’s just my pet peeve.

The au thors at trib ute con struc tion of the first church build ings
to Constantine who wished to give Chris tian ity the same le git i -
macy as the other ac cepted re li gions within the Ro man Em pire.
Up to that time Chris tians met in homes or, oc ca sion ally, in
com mon meet ing places that were not ded i cated to the pur pose
of Chris tian wor ship. The au thors cite his to rian Mi chael Grant
when they state that:

The church ed i fices built un der Constantine were pat -
terned ex actly af ter the model of the ba sil ica. These were the 
common gov ern ment buildings, de signed af ter Greek pagan
tem ples. (p. 22)

From the ba sil ica model came el e vated plat forms, pul pits, spe -
cial chairs for the clergy, and other ac cou tre ments fa mil iar to
most Chris tian in sti tu tions to day.

Constantine also in tro duced the burn ing of can dles and in -
cense as a means to incorporate pomp and rit ual simi lar to that
used to honor Ro man magis trates. He laid the ground work for a
clergy class that would be come a priest hood, and in tro duced spe -
cial cloth ing to sep a rate those of fi ci at ing, from the com mon peo -
ple called “the la ity.”

For al most the first thou sand years hence, the la ity stood fac -
ing the clergy on the po dium. Eventually pews were in troduced;
the wealthy could pur chase their own pews on which no oth ers
could sit. Ushers were employed to guide the peo ple away from
those des ignated pews. The au thors state:

The pew is per haps the great est in hib i tor of face-to-face
fellow ship. It is a symbol of leth argy and pas siv ity in the con -
tem po rary church and has made cor po rate wor ship a spec ta -
tor sport. (p. 34)

Trac ing the evo lu tion of church ed i fices from pa gan tem ples
to Roman Cath o lic churches and ca the drals to Protestant and
even Evan gel i cal and Pen te cos tal church build ings, the au thors
pull no punches in out lining the pa gan or i gins of many things
most Chris tians take for granted to day.

But they are not con tent to leave it at the phys i cal trap pings of
ev ery day (or Sunday) Chris tian ity. They ad dress the pa gan in flu -
ences upon “The Or der of Wor ship,” “The Ser mon” (taken
from Greek or a tory), “The Role of the Pas tor” (as a form of
priest), “Sunday Morn ing Cos tumes” (spe cial robes for clergy
and choir, etc.), “Min is ters of Mu sic” (spec ta tor as op posed to
par tic i pa tory), even (hor rors!) “Tithing and Clergy Sal aries.”

These are all chap ter ti tles that of fer fas cinat ing read ing.
The au thors also of fer good in sight into what con sti tutes, in

their words, an “or ganic church”:

The DNA of the church pro duces cer tain iden ti fi able fea -
tures. Some of them are: the ex pe ri ence of au then tic com -
mu nity, a fa mil ial love and de vo tion of its mem bers one to

an other, the central ity of Je sus Christ, the na tive in stinct to
gather to gether with out rit ual, ev ery-member func tion ing,
the in nate de sire to form deep-seated re la tion ships that are
centered on Christ, and the in ter nal drive for open-partici-
patory gath er ings. We be lieve that any church prac tice that
ob structs these in nate char ac ter is tics is un sound, and there -
fore, unbiblical. (p. 263)

Had the au thors left off af ter their ex cel lent exposé of the pa -
gan or i gins of institutionalism, we might have of fered this book
through Sword Pub lishers. Alas, there are a few things that cause 
us to of fer a ca veat to any who might read it.

To begin, the el ders in the au thors’ or ganic church are con sid -
ered merely guides, but have no real au thor ity or control in what
is done or said:

…Ev ery Chris tian pos sessed dif fer ent gifts and dif fer ent
func tions, but only Je sus Christ had the ex clu sive right to ex -
er cise au thor ity over His people. No man had that right.
Eldering and shep herd ing were just two of those gifts. El ders
and shep herds were or di nary Chris tians with cer tain gifts.
They were not spe cial of fices. And they did not mo nop o lize
the min is try of the church meet ings. They were sim ply sea -
soned Chris tians who nat u rally cared for the mem bers of
the church dur ing times of cri sis and pro vided over sight for
the whole as sembly. (p. 248)

“Over sight” is not de fined, which leaves us won der ing ex actly
what the pur pose of el ders is. To say they had no right to ex er cise 
au thor ity is con trary to Scrip ture:

And we be seech you, breth ren, to know those who la bor
among you, and are over you in the Lord and ad mon ish you, 
and to es teem them very highly in love for their work’s sake.
And be at peace among your selves. (1 Thess. 5:12-13)

Remem ber those who have authority over you, who have
spo ken to you the Word of God, whose faith fol low, con sid -
er ing the result of their con duct (Hebrews 13:7)

Obey those who have authority over you, and sub mit
your selves, for they watch out for your souls, as they who
must give ac count, so that they may do it with joy and not
with grief, for that is un prof it able for you. (He brews 13:17)

Greet all those who have au thor ity over you, and all the
saints. (Hebrews 13:24)

The Greek word we trans late as “have au thor ity” is hegeomai
(from which we get the Eng lish word “he ge mony”). It is even
stron ger than “au thor ity,” mean ing “lead” in the sense of “com -
mand.” Ob vi ously, the con text of this au thority places it in the
hands of cer tain men which He brews 13:24 dis tin guishes from
“all the saints.” Of course, el ders are to be au thori ta tive, not
authoritarian. All min is try is to be conducted in the spirit of love 
and for the ben e fit of the brethren.

Another se ri ous prob lem is with the au thors’ con clusion, to
wit, un less a “church” is planted by an itin erant “church planter” 
from an al ready es tab lished “or ganic church,” it is noth ing more
than a trite Bi ble study, even if it in cor porates all the el e ments
famil iar to the first-century gath er ing of be liev ers in Je sus.

(Con tinued on page 26)
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This is where we of fer the cau tion. The reader of Pa gan Chris -
tian ity is di rected to Viola’s Web site which “pro vides re sources
for those in ter ested in organic church life and puts people in
con tact with churches that are ex plor ing fresh ways to be faith ful 
to the New Tes ta ment vi sion of church.” Here we may con tact his
or ga ni za tion for help in find ing a house church, to re quest that
they send an “apos tle” to start a house church, and to or der books
and other ma te ri als to aid in the start ing of a house church.

Now, I’m not at all op posed to breth ren who have ex pe ri ence
in house as sem blies help ing oth ers get started. The au thors cor -
rectly point out that all the first-century as sem blies men tioned in 
Scrip ture were planted by the apos tles who, af ter ap point ing el -
ders, left the as sem blies to themselves and later kept in touch by
let ter and/or re turn vis its. But ac cord ing to Pa gan Chris tian ity,
this is the only le git i mate man ner in which a bib li cal as sem bly
can come into be ing. If it arises among good breth ren who see
the need and per ceive the proper func tion ing of the as sem bly,
but with out outside help, then it is not a le git i mate as sem bly. At
best it is a Bi ble study, or a prayer meet ing, or a song fest.

There are a few prob lems with their rea soning: 1) faith in Je sus 
Christ was new to our first-century breth ren. The only way their
assemblies could be es tab lished was by apos tles; 2) they al ready
lived in close com mu ni ties of fa mil ial re la tions; 3) we live in a
dif ferent world where peo ple are com ing out of al ready es tab -
lished as sem blies called “churches.” Those who are seek ing a
deeper walk with the Lord and with their breth ren are al ready
saved and are also ma ture in their under stand ing. They may not
all have per fect un der stand ing of how the house as sem blies in
the first cen tury func tioned, but that does n’t mean the Holy
Spirit can not lead them to learn and to grow with out an out side
men tor; 4) we find that many of our like-minded breth ren live
miles apart and can not re al is ti cally live in a com mu nity set ting—
at least not right away or con sis tently at this time. The first-cen -
tury saints sel dom trav eled be yond a few miles from home
throughout their life times. To day jobs and dis persed fam i lies re -
quire up to hundreds of miles in travel. Time and dis tance are
fac tors we must con tend with that they did n’t. (Amaz ingly, af ter
strongly im pos ing their view of how “church” should be done
and dis miss ing those who do not do it his way, Vi ola says in his
followup book, Reimagining Church, “I would never claim that
there is one “right” way of do ing church.”)

The au thors re late hor ror sto ries of how in de pend ent house
assemblies have failed, but they do not tell us how any planted by 
their or ga ni za tion’s apos tles have failed. Cer tainly there are go -
ing to be prob lems and even fail ures among house as sem blies as
there are in in sti tu tional churches. Scrip ture tells us to ex pect
such prob lems:

There fore, take heed to your selves, and to all the flock
over which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to feed
the called out of God that He has pur chased with His own
blood. For I know this: that af ter my leav ing, griev ous wolves
will en ter in among you, not spar ing the flock. Also from
among your own selves men will arise, speak ing per verse things
to draw away dis ci ples af ter them selves. (Acts 20:28-30)

This does n’t ne gate the need to meet in a bib li cal man ner.

Vi ola and Barna don’t be lieve in regu larly func tion ing teach -
ers or shepherds in the as sem bly apart from all the mem bers, in -
clud ing women. They make no dis tinc tion be tween the roles
that men and women are to take within the as sem bly. In a num -
ber of places they speak of the “sis ters and broth ers” mu tu ally
sub mit ting to one another.

Although they enu mer ate the min is tries of el ders ac cord ing to 
God’s Word (apos tles, proph ets, evan ge lists, shep herds, teach -
ers) they of fer noth ing to em power these el ders with any du ties
apart from what the en tire as sem bly is to ex hibit. Accord ing to
their thinking the only per son who truly over sees the as sem bly is
the “apos tle” who co mes from the out side to set things in ini tial
or der. And, except for a “cri sis,” the only per sons who have any
distinct min is try from within the as sem bly are the evan ge lists
who work out side the as sem bly to bring souls to Christ.

Yet with out strong, knowl edge able lead er ship ded i cated to
the spir i tual wel fare of the as sem bly’s mem bers, it would be dif fi -
cult to guard against false teach ings and spir i tual er ror. There
must be func tion ing shep herds who will guard the flock, teach -
ers who will guide the flock (whose teach ings are mutu ally tested
by Scrip ture), and proph ets who can speak cor rec tion to the as -
sem bly and/or in di vid u als ac cord ing to God’s Word. If God has 
estab lished them for the per fect ing of the saints, the work of the
min is try, and for the ed i fy ing of the body (Ephe sians 4:11-16),
their roles can not be so lightly dis missed.

The dis cern ment so nec es sary for guid ing God’s people is lack -
ing even within the con fines of Vi ola’s or ga ni za tion. In its “2008 
Na tional House Church Con fer ence,” a fea tured speaker was
Wil liam Paul Young, au thor of the best-selling book, The Shack.

If these “apos tles” are so woe fully un dis cern ing as to accept
and pro mote the au thor of a book that mis rep re sents the God -
head, even as “fic tion,” I must ques tion their abil ity to plant a
properly func tion ing house as sem bly. By con vo lut ing the very
nature and char ac ter of God, The Shack proves it self noth ing
short of blas phemy. Why can not Vi ola and his in sti tu tion rec og -
nize this? (See our re view of The Shack in Vol. 31 - No. 1.)

Ad di tionally, Vi ola pro motes the Emer gent Church con cepts
of con tem pla tive prayer and other forms of mys ti cism, claim ing
they are first-century Chris tian el e ments to church life. How did
he miss the truth that these were adopted by Ro man Ca thol i -
cism out of an cient pa gan ism? Here’s an other ca veat: the Emer -
gent model is tar get ing house as sem blies, so be ware.

The au thors are cor rect when they say that there is a great
move ment away from in sti tu tional churches. This is good. Yet to 
say that the as sem bly must in ev ery way re flect the ex am ples in
Scrip ture with out ex cep tion is to limit the Holy Spirit. Cer tainly
Scrip ture is our guide, and the el e ments re vealed are im por tant.
But not every au ton o mous as sem bly is going to in cor porate ev -
ery el e ment at all times. Nor is it al ways prac ti cal to be in daily
com mu nity re la tion ship with one an other, which the au thors in -
sist is es sential to a true “or ganic” as sem bly.

Orga ni za tions such as Vi ola’s are turn ing the move ment into a 
Move ment. They in sist that only the things they think are ger mane
to first-cen tury assem blies may be prac ticed to day. They are seek -
ing to turn what God is do ing into an other in sti tu tion guided by
a class of hi er ar chy called “apos tles” whom they claim are the
only true plant ers of le git i mate as sem blies of be liev ers in Je sus.v

PAGE 1 MEDIA SPOTLIGHT •VOL. 21 - NO. 2
PAGE 26 WINTER 2008 MEDIA SPOTLIGHT • VOL. 31 - NO. 4  

Pa gan Chris tian ity (Con tinued from page 9)

Gordon
Typewritten Text
PO BOX 640 SEQUIM, WA 98382-4310




