
 

 

Lesson 2 
The Second Fundamental Principle  

“Members and Purpose of the Congregation” 
 

The congregation consists of believers, who, by using the means of grace and the spiritual 
gifts as directed by the Word of God, seek salvation and eternal blessedness for themselves 
and for their fellow men. 
 
In the Second Fundamental Principle, we see the biblical view of the 

congregation developed in three ways. First, the congregation as the Kingdom of God is 
defined as being made up of believers. Second, the congregation’s spiritual resources are 
identified as the means of grace and the spiritual gifts as directed by the Word of God. And 
third, the congregation’s purpose is to seek salvation and eternal blessedness for themselves 
and for their fellow men.  

First, the congregation consists of believers. On the day of Pentecost, the Holy 
Spirit convicted men of their sin and created faith in Christ and gathered them into a 
congregation. The congregation is a spiritual body of individuals that the Holy Spirit 
called to faith in Christ when the tongues of fire settled on the disciples (Acts 2:5-6). 
Sverdrup explains how, from the beginning, the congregation is a visible community of 
believers: 

 
The testimony concerning the mighty deeds of the Lord was heard and those 
speaking were seen by all, both believers and unbelievers. 
       Thus far is the congregation visible. And when 3,000 were added to the 
congregation by baptism, the congregation was still visible. And when all who 
believed were steadfast in the teaching and fellowship of the apostles and the 
breaking of bread and prayers, when they were with one accord in the temple 
every day, . . . it was a visible congregation of believing people. (SJ 3:56) 
 

To this day, the congregation has not changed. It continues to be the visible 
manifestation of the work of the Holy Spirit. 

Sverdrup believed that the nature of this gathering of believers, the congregation, 
is best understood through the biblical image of the Bride of Christ. Sverdrup 
understood that no congregation is a “pure” congregation, perfect, and free from sin. 
“There will be no perfect congregation before the resurrection of the dead.” (SJ 3:57). 
However, at the same time the congregation is, by faith, the pure and holy Bride of 
Christ. 

In Ephesians 5:25-27 Paul writes that Christ gave Himself up to death for the 
church so that He may present her to Himself as His “holy and blameless” bride. 
Sverdrup understood that this is a portrayal of the local congregation. The congregation 
is Christ’s beloved bride and, despite her faults, she is by grace holy, pure, and 
righteous in the sight of the Father. 



 

 

Second, the congregation’s resources are the means of grace and the spiritual gifts as 
directed by the Word of God. It is through the use of the means of grace (Word and 
sacraments) that the congregation derives its power and authority to carry out its work. 
Furthermore, each believing member of the congregation is given a spiritual gift, a “gift 
of grace” for the building up of the congregation (Romans 12:6-8 and I Corinthians 12:7-
12). Sverdrup states: “Each believer has his gift of grace and is obligated to use it for the 
edification of the Body of Christ.” (SJ 3:57). (For further explanation of the “gifts of 
grace,” see the Sixth Fundamental Principle, p. ?) 

Third, the purpose of the congregation is to seek salvation and eternal blessedness for 
themselves and for their fellow men. According to Sverdrup,  

 
       . . . all means and gifts have this one goal, which is the same as the salvation 
of souls or the spread and growth of the Kingdom of God both at home and 
abroad. We are all called to labor in the vineyard, each according to his ability 
and gift, each with his talent. And whatever our position in life may be, if we are 
in the congregation our calling is to live for God and His Kingdom, to work for it 
with all the zeal that God’s Spirit gives and the love of Christ creates. 
.  .  .  And the love of God is especially that which seeks the lost in order to save 
them. . . . For the straying and scattered sheep are truly not far from any of us. 
That it seeks to save all the lost is the most important of all the signs of life in the 
congregation. It seeks to save all who do not know God, whether they be at 
home, abroad, in Christian lands, or pagans. (SJ 3:57) 

 
The purpose of the living congregation, then, is that through the gifts of grace its 
members actively seek the lost both at home and abroad, wherever they may be found, 
to bring them to eternal salvation. 

Finally, the Second Fundamental Principle asserts that believers make up the 
congregation, the source of the congregation’s spiritual power is the Means of Grace 
and the Gifts of Grace as directed by the Word of God, and the purpose of the 
Congregation is to reach the lost with salvation. 

 
 

1. What do the following verses teach us about the membership of the first 
congregation (Acts 2:37-38, 41-42; Acts 2:47; Acts 4:32; Acts 5:14)? 

 
 
 
 
 

2. According to Rev. John Strand, first president of the AFLC, “The Christian 
congregation consists of believers. There are unbelievers in most, if not all 
organized congregations, . . . but the real congregation in the sight of God is only 



 

 

made up of believers.” How would you explain the phrase: “the real congregation 
in the sight of God is only made up of believers”? 

 
3. With all her faults, how can Christ view the congregation as His Bride? In the 

following quotation, how does Sverdrup refute the notion that the congregation 
as the “Bride of Christ” applies only to the Universal Church and not to the local 
congregation?  

 
According to the New Testament, there can be no doubt about the nature 

of the congregation. It is the interpreter of the Spirit which goes just as far as 
the operation of God’s Spirit. It is the Body of Christ, the bride of Christ, God’s 
living temple of living stones, God’s people, and His abode in the Spirit. 

It will be said, “But that applies to the Universal Church. It [Universal 
Church] is so good, while each individual little congregation is so bad.” 

Not at all. That first congregation in Jerusalem was both the Universal 
Church and the individual local congregation. In that day the one was not 
larger or more inclusive than the other. Never has something become good by 
becoming large. The congregation is the “little church,” as the learned are in 
the habit of saying. By this is meant that the congregation has everything that 
the church has and is everything that the church is.  (SJ 3:56) 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Explain Paul’s metaphor in Ephesians 5:25-27. How should these verses influence 
how we view our local congregation? See also Alex C. Amiot, “Pastoral Ministry 
in Light of a Justified Congregation” The Sverdrup Journal 13 (2016): 16-23. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
4. God does not leave the congregation to get by on its own resources. The Spirit of 

God has granted the congregation all the resources it needs to accomplish the 
purpose set before it. These include the means of grace and the gifts of grace.  
The means of grace include the Word of God, baptism, and the Lord’s Supper. 
 

a. What can we expect wherever the Word is preached? See Acts 2: 37-41; 
4:1-4; Acts 8:4-5, 12; and Acts 10:44-48.  

 



 

 

 
 

 
b. According to Romans 10:17, what is the source of saving faith? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

c. What is the spiritual benefit of baptism? See Titus 3:5; I Peter 3:23; and 
Romans 6:3,4. See also AFLC Luther’s Small Catechism and Explanation, 
pp.124-127. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

d. According to Matthew 26:26-28, what do we receive in the Lord’s Supper? 
What is the spiritual benefit of receiving the Lord’s Supper? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
  See also Luther’s Large Catechism on the explanation to the Third Article of the 

 Apostles Creed, lines 47-56.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

5. God gives the gifts of grace (spiritual gifts) to each member of the congregation so 
they may serve in the congregation. According to Sverdrup, 
  

 “The gifts and powers of the Spirit are all to be used. None ought to lie 
unused no talent should be hidden in the ground. . .  All are considered to 



 

 

be important. Men, women and children young and old—all are to join in 
for that is the demand of freedom and the Spirit.” (Needs Source?) 
 

See Romans 12:4-10 and I Corinthians 12:4-11. How do these passages illustrate 
the ways these gifts and powers benefit the congregation? How might they apply 
to your own congregation? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

6. The work for salvation includes edification and strengthening the believers 
within the congregation. How is this done? What do we learn about this work of 
salvation from the following verses? (Romans 14:19, 15:1-2; Ephesians 4:29; 
Hebrews 12:14-15; and 2 Peter 3:17-18) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

7. Scripture teaches that the Gospel of Christ is for every individual and every 
nation (Genesis 12:3) and that God wills that all men be saved (I Timothy 2:4). 
According to Sverdrup, the purpose or calling of the congregation is to fulfill the 
Great Commission (Matthew 28:19) and to be actively involved in evangelism 
and missions. How are the early congregations examples of the place of 
evangelism and missions in the congregation? (Acts 5:27-29; Acts 8:1-4; Acts 9:18-
20; Acts 13:1-5) 
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