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House Churches 

A Scriptural Foundation 

Scripture References: Acts 20 :20, Romans 16:1-11, 1 Cor.16:13-19 

Introduction: 

Why were house churches the norm for so long?   

 
Persecution 
 

The most common explanation for the existence of early house churches 
was the pressure of persecution, similar to the situation that has existed 
in China and other parts of the world. However, could there also have 

been other, equally compelling, reasons for having living room-oriented 
fellowships? Suppose there had been no first century persecution. Are we 
to assume that church buildings would automatically have been 

constructed, and that individual congregations would have swelled to 
enormous size, limited only by the dimensions of the biggest building 
locally available?  

Persecution prior to around A.D. 250 was sporadic, localized, and often 
the result of mob hostility (rather than the empire-wide decree of a 
Roman ruler). Surprisingly, Roman officials are often presented in a 

somewhat favorable light by the New Testament writers since they 
intervened to protect Christians from unlawful local harassment by 
unbelieving Judaism (Acts 16:35, 17:6-9, 18:12-16, 19:37-38, 23:29, 

25:18-20, 25:24-27, 26:31-32).  

A Purposeful Pattern 

Is it possible that the apostles actually laid down a purposeful pattern of 

home churches? What practical effects would meeting in a home have on 
one’s church life? It is a design axiom that form follows function. The 
apostles’ belief concerning the function of the church was naturally 

expressed in the form that the church took on in the first century. Some 
of the distinct practices of the early (house) church are worth 
considering.   

 
1. The over arching significance of the house church lies in its 
theology of ______________.  

The church was depicted by apostolic writers in terms which describe a 
family. Believers are children of God (1John 3:1) who have been born into 
his family (John 1:12-13). God’s people are thus seen as part of God’s 
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household (Eph. 2:19, Gal. 6:10). They are called brothers and sisters 
(Philemon 2, Romans 16:2). Consequently, Christians are to relate to 

each other as members of a family (1Timothy 5:1-2; Romans 16:13). (In 
fact, in China today, house church is called family church.) Out of this 
theological point that God’s children are family many church practice 

issues arise. The question becomes, what setting best facilities our 
functioning as God’s family?  
 

2. Many scholars are persuaded that the Lord’s Supper was 
originally celebrated weekly as a full, fellowship meal (the Agape 

Feast).  

Each local church is to be like a family (1Timothy 5:1-2), and one of the 
most common things families do is to eat together. Early church 

meetings, centered around the Lord’s Table, were tremendous times of 
fellowship, community and encouragement (Luke 22:16-19, 29-30, Acts 
2:42, 20:7, 1Cor. 11:17-34). Rather than a funeral-like atmosphere, the 

Lord’s Supper was in anticipation of the Wedding Banquet of the Lamb 
(Rev. 19:6-9). The larger an individual congregation becomes, the less 
family-like it becomes, and the more impersonal and impractical the 

Lord’s Supper as a true meal can become.  

So, in later centuries, as the church abandoned home meetings, the 
Lord’s Supper was eventually stripped of everything save the token 

ingestion of a small piece of bread and one swallow of wine/grape juice.  
 
3. Early church meetings were clearly ______________ (1 Cor. 

14, Hebrews 10:24-25, Eph. 5:19-20, Col. 3:16).  

Any brother could contribute verbally. The prerequisite for anything said 
was that it be edifying, designed to strengthen the church. Since public 

speaking is a great fear for many people, participatory meetings are best 
suited to living room sized gatherings, composed of people who all know 
each other and are true friends. Participatory meetings are not practical 

for large numbers. Once the living room setting was replaced by the 
sanctuary, interactive meetings were replaced by worship services.  

 

4. The Scriptures are full of the ________________ commands.  

Church is to be about accountability, community, and maintaining church 
discipline (Matthew 18:15-20). These ideals are best accomplished in 

smaller congregations where people know and love each other. Church is 
to be about relationships. A large auditorium of people, most of whom are 
relative strangers to each other, will not easily achieve these goals.  
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Nominal Christianity is embraced as it becomes easy to get lost in the 
crowd. Churches that meet in homes best foster the simplicity, vitality, 

intimacy and purity that God desires for His church.   
 
5. The New Testament church had clearly identified leaders 

(elders, pastors, overseers), yet these leaders led more by 
____________ and ______________than by command. (Mt 
18:15-20, Lk 22:24-27, John 17:11, 20-23, 1Cor 1:10, 10:17, Eph 

2:19-20, 4:13-17, Philippians 2:1-2, 1Peter 5:1-3). 

The larger the fellowship becomes, the more impossible it becomes to 

maintain relationships and lines of communication. In a large 
congregation, the pastor necessarily functions more like the CEO of a 
corporation.  

 
6. The first century church turned their world upside down (Acts 
17:6), and they did so using the New Testament house church.  

House churches are low cost, can reproduce quickly, and have great 
potential for growth through evangelism. We need to think small in a 
really big way! God does not equate bigness with ability. Paul reminded 

that “God chose the foolish things of the world to shame the wise; God 
chose the weak things of the world to shame the strong. He chose the 
lowly things of this world and the despised things “ and the things that 

are not” to nullify the things that are, so that no one may boast before 
him” (1Cor. 1:27-29, NIV).  
 

7. The New Testament urges the generous support of 
missionaries, evangelists, qualified elders, and the poor (1Cor. 9, 
1 Timothy 5:17-18, 3 John 5-8).  

Which group of believers would better be able to fund church planters and 
assist the poor, a thousand believers organized in a single traditional 
church that meets in their own church sanctuary, complete with a Sunday 

school complex and family life center (gym), or a thousand believers 
networked together in cooperating house churches?  
 

8. Since they met almost exclusively in private homes, the typical 
congregation of the apostolic era was small.  

No specific number is ever given in Scripture, but there were generally no 

more people than will fit comfortably into the average living-room. The 
pattern is for smaller, rather than larger, churches. Regarding the size of 
first century homes, a Fuller seminary professor, wrote that “the 

entertaining room in a moderately well-to-do household could hold around 
30 people comfortably” perhaps half as many again in an emergency . . . 



Sermon Series: “House to House Ministry By                               Message#3 
                        Jesus And the Apostles”   
 

Sermon by Pastor Tim W. Dailey 4 

it is unlikely that a meeting of the “whole church” could have exceeded 40 
to 45 people, and may well have been smaller . . . In any event we must 

not think of these as particularly large . . . Even the meetings of the 
“whole church” were small enough for a relatively intimate relationship to 
develop between the members.”  

The Power of Being Connected 

Even though the early church met in house churches and smaller settings, 
they were united together as a massive network of cooperating 

congregations. There definitely is a tremendous advantage for the church 
to meet in smaller gatherings. However, there is also a great need for the 

church to stay closely connected together as a larger body of cooperating 
believers. As a small group we can better serve and encourage each 
other, but as a larger connected family we can have a greater impact on 

the communities where we live and work.  It is not one or the other, it is 
both and. We need the close-knit family of the individual house churches, 
and we need the power of the united church reaching out to all nations of 

the world. It is only together that we can truly fulfill the purpose of God 
for LCC. 

 

Conclusion 

We are not arguing for meeting in houses simply for the sake of meeting 
in houses. We are suggesting that the apostolic church did not erect 

church buildings in large part because they simply didn’t need them.  
 
The letters which were written to the various New Testament churches 

were in fact written to groups of house churches. Because they are 
written to house churches the instructions contained in them are geared 
to work best in a smaller congregation.  Consequently, they often don’t 

work well in a larger mega church setting. If we attempt to apply many of 
the New Testament church practices to a contemporary large church 
setting, it is just as unnatural as pouring new wine into old wineskins 

(Matthew 9:17).  


