
 

 

                    #4 

Lesson 1 
The First Fundamental Principle 

“The Congregation” 
 

According to the Word of God, the congregation is the right form of the kingdom 
of God on earth. 

 
 In order to understand the First Fundamental Principle, we must address a number 
of questions: What is “the Kingdom of God”? How is it revealed on earth? What is meant 
by the congregation as “the right form”? And, finally, on what authority does Sverdrup 
base his conclusions for Fundamental Principle #1?  

The first question we must consider is “What is the Kingdom of God?” According 
to God’s Word, the Kingdom of God was spoken of in the Old Testament as “one that 
would be coming” (Isaiah 9:6-7; Daniel 2:44; Joel 2:28-29; Zechariah 9:9). In the New 
Testament, both John the baptizer (Matthew 3:2) and Jesus Himself (Mark 1:14-15) said 
the Kingdom of God was near (See also Matthew 16:18). In Acts 2:1-15, this Kingdom 
finally came at Pentecost. Peter’s sermon announced the fulfillment of the Old Testament 
and the New Testament prophecy concerning the Kingdom of God and the Holy Spirit 
(Acts 2:16-21).   

What, then, is the Kingdom of God? The Kingdom of God is a Spiritual 
Kingdom. Martin Luther writes in the Large Catechism under the Second Petition of the 
Lord’s Prayer: 

 
What is the kingdom of God? Answer: Simply what we learned in the Creed, 
namely, that God sent his Son, Christ our Lord, into the world to redeem and 
deliver us from the power of the devil and to deliver us to himself and rule as a 
king of righteousness, life, and salvation against sin, death, and an evil 
conscience. To this end he also gave his Holy Spirit to teach us this through his 
holy Word and to enlighten and strengthen us in faith by his power. (Tappert, The 
Book of Concord, 426-427) 

 
According to Luther, then, the Kingdom of God is found where Jesus has forgiven and 
cleanses the sinner of his sin and guilt. It is found where Jesus has set the prisoner free 
and has opened the eyes of the blind. It is found where Jesus raises those who are bowed 
down, executes justice for the oppressed, and where Jesus gives food to the hungry. 
(Psalm 146:5-10). This is the Kingdom of God where Jesus rules over hearts that have 
been enlightened by the Holy Spirit. But where exactly is this “kingdom” found? 

The answer lies in Acts 2. Therefore, it is not only significant to ask what is the 
Kingdom of God, but also to ask how did the Kingdom of God come on earth? Though 
the Kingdom of God is a spiritual Kingdom, it came in a visible form that we call the 
local congregation. According to Georg Sverdrup, the main writer of the Fundamental 
Principles, 

 



 

 

Jesus’ aim by His coming into the world was to bring the Kingdom of God. He 
not only wanted to bring a spiritual benefit to the hearts of men, He also wanted to 
form a new fellowship, which He Himself called a congregation.  
      Jesus accomplished that which He sought by His death, resurrection, 
ascension, and the outpouring of the Holy Spirit. Then the Kingdom came in the 
form of the congregation. . . .  (SJ 3:50-51) 
 

Therefore, fulfillment of both the Old Testament and the New Testament prophecy 
regarding the coming of the Kingdom of God is the congregation, and this congregation 
is formed by the Word of God and the Spirit, the Means of Grace (Baptism and the 
Lord’s Supper), and prayer (Acts 2:42). Thus, the congregation could be viewed as the 
visible form of the Kingdom of God on earth. Even though the Holy Spirit works as He 
wills, He has chosen the congregation on earth in which to do His saving ministry.  

In addition, Sverdrup describes the congregation as “the right form of the 
Kingdom of God.” What does he mean by “the right form”? It is interesting to note how 
closely the English words are to Sverdrup’s original Norwegian words— “rette form.” In 
Norwegian, the word “rette” or “rett” means “right (as opposed to wrong),” “correct,” 
“proper,” or “legitimate,” while the Norwegian word “form” means “form,” “shape,” or 
“shape of.” Sverdrup’s meaning is clear—the congregation is the correct shape or form in 
which the Kingdom of God manifests itself on earth. Sverdrup further states that “the 
congregation is an adequate form for the Kingdom of God, and that no other [form] is 
required from the time of the outpouring of the Spirit until Christ’s return.” (SJ 3:51) 

It is the understanding of the authors of the First Fundamental Principle that the 
right and only expression of the Holy Christian Church on earth is the local congregation, 
and they were convinced that this was the teaching of the Word of God. There is no other 
structured fellowship of believers in the New Testament, no hierarchical body in place 
with authority over the congregation. The congregation stands only under the authority of 
the Word, with Jesus Himself as the living and reigning Head (Colossians 1:18) This 
premise is not mere human opinion. It is based on what Scripture says regarding the 
Kingdom of God and its relationship to the congregation as we see in its first words: 
“According to the Word of God.” 

The First Fundamental Principle, then, may well be considered the most important 
of the twelve, for without understanding the congregation as the right form of the 
Kingdom of God on earth, the remaining eleven lose much of their significance.   
______________________________________________________ 
 
1.  What is the source of all true teachings, including those concerning the congregation? 
(II Timothy 3:16-17) 
 
 
 
 
 
2.  According to the prophetic vision of the Old Testament, what does the Word of God 
say will happen in the fullness of time? (Joel 2:28-29; Daniel 2:44; 7:27; Isaiah 9:6-7; 
Zechariah 9:9) 



 

 

 
 
 
 
3.  Both John the Baptizer and Jesus called for repentance as they announced what 
was near. (Matthew 3:2; 4:17; Mark 1:15). What would some of the disciples see before 
they died? See Mark 9:1and Luke 9:27. How might Mark 9:1 and Luke 9:27 have been 
interpreted at the time of Christ?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4.  What are some of the identifying marks of the coming of the Kingdom? (Romans 
14:17-18; Matthew 12:28; Luke 10:9; Mark 9:1) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5.  In Acts 1, the disciples of Jesus gathered to wait for the fulfillment of God’s promise 
of the Holy Spirit. What was Jesus’ answer to the question about the Kingdom of God? 
(Acts 1:4-8) Then in Acts 2, how does Peter’s sermon confirm and announce that the 
Kingdom has come? (Acts 2:16-42) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
6.  The Kingdom of God is a spiritual Kingdom. However, according to Acts 2:40-47, the 
Kingdom of God appeared in visible form as a congregation. What are the identifying 
marks of this spiritual Kingdom? (Romans 14:17-19; I Corinthians 12:27) 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
7. Explain or describe what is meant by “the right form of the Kingdom of God on 
earth”?  
 
 
8. Note what Sverdrup says about man-made authority over the local congregation in the 
two quotations below: 
 

      We mean that in the New Testament nothing is said about an episcopate over, 
or in, more than one congregation. Nothing is said about a papacy, church 
department, consistory, council, or synod. In every place where there are 
Christians there is a congregation. (SJ 3:51) 
 

(The word “consistory” in the above quotation usually means a church council, a church 
court, or a church governing body with power over congregations while the role of the 
“episcopate” is the power of regional bishops over congregations.) 

 
       If someone asks how we in the Free Church view the congregation, this is our 
answer: Quite simply, we view it just as God’s Word depicts the congregation in 
the New Testament . . . . 
       The first thing that emerges as the scriptural principle of the relationship 
between the congregation and church body is that the congregation is primary and 
the larger church body is secondary. The congregation is the true, correct, 
apostolic, and Christian form of the kingdom of God on earth from the outpouring 
of the Spirit at Pentecost until the coming of Christ. All other synods, church 
bodies, denominations, or associations of congregations find their justification in 
God’s Word as servants of the congregation, not ruling and commanding 
authorities over the congregation. (Georg Sverdrup, “The Free Church and the 
Congregation,” Veiledning I Den lutherske Frikirkes Principer, ed. John Evjen 
(Minneapolis: The Free Church Book Concern, 1914), trans. Martin L. Horn, 33-
34.) 
 

From the above two quotations, what might Sverdrup be alluding to as a wrong form of 
“the Kingdom of God on earth”? Consider several possibilities. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
9. If Sverdrup rejects all man-made authority over the congregation as being contrary to 
the Word of God, what then should be the only authority over the local congregation? 
(See Fundamental Principle #5) 
 
 



 

 

 


