
THE FELLOWSHIP OF THE SA IN TS IN  
CONTEMPORARY SOUTH AFRICAN SOCIETY

1. INTRODUCTION
The subject of th is  study is: W hat does the fe llow sh ip  of 
the sa in ts  th a t we p rac tise  in the  C hurch, m ean  to u s  in  the 
p resen t South A frican  society. The d iv ision  of the subject 
is  as  follows: F irs tly  an an a ly s is  of the concept 
fe llo w sh ip  o f the saints; secondly som e rem ark s  about 
the C hurch in the  p resen t s itua tion ; and th ird ly  a c loser 
look at the  m ean ing  the fellow ship  of the sa in ts  can have 
on ou r behav iour in  society.

2. THE FELLOW SHIP OF THE SAINTS
The ex p ressio n  fe llow sh ip  o f the sa in ts  does not appear 
in  th e  Bible - the concept th a t it ex p resses  does, how ever. 
It is  a descrip tion  of the C hurch  as added to the ex istin g  
A posto lic  Creed in ap p ro x im ate ly  400 A.D. : credo . . . 
sanctorum  com m unionem . The co rrec t tra n s la tio n  of th is  
confessional addition to the oldest creed is  excep tionally  
difficult.

In the f irs t p lace there  is  the p rob lem  from  w hich noun the 
genetive  sanctorum  is  derived. Is it derived from  the 
m ascu line  sa nctu s  o r the n eu ter sa n c tu m ? Is the p o in t at 
issu e  a fellow sh ip  o f  o r w ith  ho ly  p ersons o r holy  th in g s?  
Is it therefore a perso n a l o r a sac ram en ta l fe llow sh ip? 
W hen holy  th in g s  a re  referred  to, sac ram en ts  or 
m y ste rie s  a re  m eant; and w ith  p ersons it can  m ean either 
those  who are a lready  in heaven  or those who are s till 
liv in g  on earth.

In the  second p lace the tra n s la tio n  of com m un io  a lso  
en ta ils  m any  problem s. It can  denote partic ipa te  in, 
therefore partic ipa tion . The m ean ing  of the  w ord 
com m un io  is  then  active. But it can  a lso  be tran s la ted  in a 
p ass iv e  sense: receive a part in, th u s  fe llow ship .

Only in  the tim es of C harlem agne did com m un io  receive 
the decisive m ean in g  of fellow ship, and sancto rum  w as 
regarded  as derived from  a person. The m ean in g  w ould 
then  be: the fellow ship  w hich  the  sa in ts  form  m utually .
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In the H eidelberg  C atech ism  answ er 55, we find the 
fo rtunate  com bination  of the old and the new m eanings. 
Those who believe are p a r ta k e rs  of the Lord Jesu s  and of 
a ll H is riches and g ifts  (sancta), and everyone m ust know  
it to be his duty to em ploy  h is  g ifts  read ily  and cheerfu lly  
to the advan tage and sa lv a tio n  of o ther m em bers 
(sanctus).
We should  notice th a t in the exp lan a tio n  of the concept 
com m un io  the C atech ism  s tre sse s  the ac tive  m eaning , to 
p a rtic ip a te  in, and then  specifically , p a rtic ip a tio n  in 
m utual re la tio n sh ip s .

The concept “fellow ship ,” koinonia , is  in  the New 
T estam ent rela ted  to C hrist, as w ell as  to the H oly Spirit. 
In I Cor 1 v 9 P au l speaks  of the “the fellow ship  of H is Son, 
Jesu s  C hris t our Lord”. The gen itive  is an objective g en i
tive  of the person  (cf K ittel, ThWBNT III). The w ord 
fellow ship  is a verbal su b stan tiv e  (F W G rosheide) and 
we should  ac tu a lly  tra n s la te  it as: p a rta k e  of Jesu s  C hrist 
(cf W endland, Comm I Cor).

The tru e  believer is  thus p a r t of C hrist, of w hat He has 
acquired , of H is crucifix  and resu rrection .

Secondly the N T also  re la te s  the concept of fellow ship  to 
the Holy S p irit (II Cor 13 v 13, Ph il 2 v 1). H ere we should  
regard  the gen itive as a sub jective  gen itive  (cf E P 
G roenew ald, K oinonia in  Paul; F W G rosheide, Com m  on
II Cor 13 v 13). The fellow ship  is b rough t about by the 
H oly S p irit. It is  the H oly S p irit w ho lets us p a rtak e  of 
C hrist and of w hat He h a s  acqu ired . C hrist is  the O rigin  
and the H oly S p irit is  the A g e n t  of the fellow ship.

A s reg a rd s  the verb  koinooneoo  there  is a m arked  
difference between the  c la ss ica l G reek u sag e  and th a t of 
the New T estam ent. In p rofane G reek th is  verb  is  alm ost 
a lw ays used in its  p ass iv e  m eaning , i e you  p artak e  of 
som ebody or som ething , w hile  in  the N T it is  used in  its  
ac tive  sense, i e you g ive a sh a re  to som ebody of 
som ething.

We find both the  p ass iv e  and the active u sag e  of th is  verb 
in  the N T. When the fellow ship  w ith  C hrist, w hich  is 
b rough t about by the  H oly S p irit, is  dealt w ith, the
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p ass iv e  m ean ing  of the concep ts ko inon ia  and 
koinooneoo  is  accentuated.. On the o ther hand w hen the 
fellow ship  w ith  each  o ther is  denoted, the  active sense is  
accentuated. M an is  the giver. The sam e person , how ever, 
w ho in  h is  re la tio n sh ip  to  C hrist and the S p irit, is the 
receiver.
The fellow ship  of C h ris t changes in to  the fellow ship  of 
C hris tians; the fellow ship  w ith  each other. We see in  th is  
tran s itio n  how the p ass iv e  u sag e  of the  verb  koinooneoo, 
i e p a rtak e  of, teilhaben  ch an g es  in to  the active  usage, i e 
g ive p a r t of, te ilgeben  (cf K ittel, ThWBNT III p 809).

In Rom  15 v 26 and 27 P au l te lls  of the faith fu l in  
M acedonia and A chaia  who decided to m ake som e 
con tribu tion  to the poor am ong the sa in ts  in  Jerusalem . 
L itera lly  the apostle  w rote: to do som e koinonia . In Rom
12 v 13 he ca lls  on the fa ith fu l in  Rom e to  con tribu te  to the 
needs of the sa in ts . The o rig in a l v e rs io n  reads: they 
should  p rac tise  a fellow ship  w ith  the poor am ong the 
sa in ts. S tress  is la id  on the action.

In Ph il 4 v 15 the  apostle  p ra ise s  the m em bers of the 
C hurch of P h ilipp i for en te rin g  in to  p a rtn e rsh ip  w ith  
Pau l in  g iv ing  and receiv ing . L ite ra lly  it is w ritten  as 
follow s: the P h ilip p ian s  p ractised  ko inon ia  w ith  him  in 
co llecting  and d isbu rs ing  the gifts.

In H ebr 13 v 16 the w ord ko inon ia  is  a lso  used  in  an  active 
sense (teilgeben, M itte ilsam keit, K ittel, ThWBNT III p 
809).

O ur f irs t conclusion  is: w hen the com m on fellow ship  of 
the sa in ts  o r of the faith fu l is  dealt w ith  in  the New 
Testam ent, then  s tre ss  is la id  on the deed. The fellow ship  
of the sa in ts  is  an active, se rv in g  com m unity . The 
be liever who, com pared  to C hrist, is  in  a rece iv ing  
position , is  in  a g iv in g  p osition  as reg a rd s  h is  fellow 
b ro ther o r sister. But som eth ing  s till rem ain s  to be said, 
because in the  p ra c tis in g  of the fellow ship  of the  sa in ts  
th e re  is  a p ass iv e , rece iv in g  a ttitude, bu t we can  only 
d iscu ss  th is  m a tte r as reg a rd s  the goods of the  g ifts  w ith 
w hich we should  serve each o ther and w ith  w hich we 
should  be served.
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Seperate  a tten tio n  shou ld  be paid  to the fellow ship  in  the 
Holy C om m union, because  it is  frequen tly  said  
now adays th a t C om m union shou ld  a lso  be em plyed  as a 
dem onstra tion  of o u r oecum enical un ity . By m eans of the 
co llective p a rtic ip a tio n  in  the H oly C om m union we 
shou ld  show  the w orld how  we are  one in C hrist.

When P au l uses the verb  ko inoneoo  in I Cor 10 w ith  
reference to H oly C om m union, the p assive , i e th a t w hich 
is  received, is  em phasized . In I Cor 10 v 16 Paul w rites  
about the ko inon ia  of the body and of the blood of C hrist. 
H ere we c lea rly  see the  rece iv in g  aspec t of the 
fellow ship . T his fe llow sh ip  of the H oly C om m union is  
ce rta in ly  m ean t as  a sou rce  of in sp ira tio n  to form  a 
g iv ing , a serv ing , an ac tiv e  fellow sh ip  w ith  regard  to 
each other. H ow ever, now here in  the N T do we find the 
idea th a t we are  called  upon to show  o u r un ity  
specifica lly  by m eans of H oly C om m union. If Holy 
C om m union is rem ade in to  an  active, dem onstra tive  
unity , then  we d istu rb  the n a tu re  of the fellow ship . The 
fellow ship  w ith  C hris t th en  rece ives less  accentuation  
th an  the fellow ship  w ith  one another, a s  an ind ication  to 
the outside w orld th a t w e.heartily  love each o ther and th a t 
we are one in C hrist.

We ce rta in ly  have the ca llin g  to show  the w orld  tha t we 
a re  one in  C h ris t and to g e th er form  one body. There is  a 
d em onstra tive  side to the  ko inon ia  a s  well, but th is  
shou ld  not happen  th ro u g h  C om m union, but th ro u g h  our 
testim ony.

In John 17 v 21 Jesu s  p ra y s  h is  often m isu sed  w ords: 
“T hat they  m ay  all be one, even as Thou, F ather, a rt in  Me 
and I in Thee, th a t they  a lso  m ay  be in us, so th a t the w orld 
m ay believe th a t Thou h as t sen t Me”.

C h ris t is  the m iss io n a ry , the g rea t apostle. A s He w as 
sen t by the F ather, so He sends h is  d isc ip les  into the 
w orld (v 18). A s the  g rea t M issionary , sen t by H is Father, 
C hrist show s the w orld  the  in tim a te  connection  w ith  His 
F ather. So shou ld  h is  d isc ip les  as  sen t by C hrist also  
show  the w orld th e ir  u n ity  w ith  each  o th e r and the ir 
connection  w ith  C hrist.
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We see, therefore, th a t the w orld  rece ives a tten tion  not in 
the H oly Com m union, bu t w ith  the  em ission.
Does th is  m ean th a t w hite and b lack  m ay not p a rta k e  of 
Holy C om m union toge ther?  W here they  are m em bers or 
guest-m em bers of the sam e local church  and w hen they 
are under the su p erv is io n  of the sam e church  council, 
they m ay p a rtak e  of Holy C om m union to ge ther w ithou t 
any objection. Holy C om m union, a s  a  sacram en t, is  the 
concern  of the local church  w here the church  council 
su p e rv ises  the en trance to it. W ith the  n ecessary  
perm ission , anybody who is  a  tru e  believer, m ay attend 
Com m union. T his holds good for everybody, irresp ec tiv e  
of n a tion  o r race. It should, how ever, n ev er be em ployed 
as  a  te s t o r a  dem onstra tion  of un ity  to the w orld. A s a 
m a tte r of fact, the w orld does not en ter the  church  to see 
how  we celebrate Com m union. We are called  upon to go 
out in to  the w orld. In J e su s ’ p rayer, the cosm os  m eans the 
w orld estranged  from  God (Godet; o therw ise F W 
G rosheide who considers the cosm os to be the converts 
who form  the real cosmos).

3. THE PRESEN T SOUTH AFRICA N  SOCIETY 
With these  th o u g h ts  we have ac tu a lly  reached  the p resen t 
s itu a tio n  of South A frican society . M uch can be said 
about th is  s itua tion . We can  ask  w hether it is  a  C hristian , 
a  secu la rized  o r to a  h igh  degree, a p ag an  society. As 
reg a rd s  ou r sub ject we should  app roach  the s itua tion  of 
th is  society from  the d irec tion  of the church . We m ay  say  
th a t the s itu a tio n  of society  in South  A frica  is  m u lti
ethnic, i e m ulti-na tional. In th is  m u lti-n a tio n a l society 
we a lso  see the m irac le  of the church  as the fru it of 
m iss io n a ry  labour.

We have one C hurch, in  concreto, one Reform ed C hurch 
(G ereform eerde K erk) in  a m ultim orphous, m u lti
n a tio n a l society. If we proceed from  the u n iv e rsa l natu re  
of the Church we find in  our m ulti-e thn ic  society  one 
C hurch of C hrist, w hich we confess in the A postolic 
Creed.

The s itu a tio n  of society  in South A frica, as  reg ard s  the 
G ereform eerde Kerk, is unique. By v irtu e  of h is b irth  the
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reform ed believer is  a m em ber of h is nation. By v irtu e  of 
h is reb irth  he is a liv in g  m em ber of the Church. R ebirth  
does not cancel birth . M em bership  of the C hurch does not 
undo m em bersh ip  of the nation. Like reb irth  sanctifies 
birth , so m em bersh ip  of the C hurch sanctifies 
m em bersh ip  of the nation.

We see therefore the one Church in C hris t revealed  “in 
coun tless churches sca tte red  th roughou t different 
coun tries  and different nations to step  into the ligh t in 
th is w ay” (W J Snym an).

When we therefore exam ine the p re sen t s itu a tio n  of 
South A frican society  from  the p o in t of view  of the 
un iv e rsa l Church of C hrist, we observe tha t the one 
Church, w hich here m eans the G ereform eerde K erk in 
South A frica, is s tru c tu red  e thn ically , viz we perce ive the 
d ifferences am ong n a tio n s  m irro red  in  the one C hurch, e 
g the language differences, c u ltu ra l d ifferences and even 
a m arked difference in trad itio n  and developm ent and a 
difference in the experience of faith.

These differences appeared  even on the b irth d ay  of the 
Church of the N T on Pentecost. “We h ear them  te llin g  in 
ou r own tongues the m igh ty  w orks of C od.” (A cts 2 v 11). 
The “in ou r own to n g u es” is  m entioned  up to th ree  tim es 
by Luke in the h is to ry  of the o u tpou ring  of the Holy 
Spirit.

The Rom an C atholic C hurch w anted to estab lish  
un ifo rm ity  over the en tire  w orld by m eans of L atin  as the 
language of the Church.

In the p resen t South  A frican  s itu a tio n  we observe one 
G ereform eerde K erk th a t would, if possib le, assem ble 
every  five y ears  in one G eneral Synod. This Synod, tha t 
w as founded in p rin c ip le  in 1964 and th a t m et for the f irs t 
tim e a t Ikageng  - Potchefstroom  in 1965, ex is ts  in  between 
the two ex trem ities  of sep ara te  n a tio n a l churches and of 
one hom ogeneous, s im ila r  a- and an ti-n a tio n al w orld 
church. We find in the p resen t South A frican society  the 
in s titu ta ry  revela tion  of the un ity  in  C hrist w ithou t 
cancelling  na tional varie ties.
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We would like to s tre ss  th a t the in s titu tin g  of such a 
G eneral Synod is  a deed of faith. In th is  resp ect we are far 
ahead  of the o ther churches in  th is  coun try  and it should 
fill us w ith  hum ble g ra titude  th a t th is  decision of faith  
w as m ade after m uch inner conflict.

The g rea t ta sk  of th is  Synod is  to b ring  about, to p reserve  
and cu ltivate  the revela tion  of the u n ity  of confession and 
of church  law. O ur p resen t studen ts of Theology w ill in 
the future, w hen God has  in stitu ted  them  in H is service, 
be able to w ork on and build  on th a t w hich the m em bers of 
the p resen t genera tion  have begun.

4. THE MEANING OF THE UNITY OF THE CHURCH 
FOR SOCIETY

U nfortunately  the com plain t is often heard  th a t th is  un ity  
h as  very  little  m ean ing  in our society. It is  said  th a t the 
un ity  at the “to p ” does not m ake itse lf felt r ig h t down to 
the “bottom ”. A lthough  the  w ords “top” and “bottom ” are 
not B iblical concepts, we know  neverth e less  w hat is 
m ean t by them . The question  is: How can th is  un ity  at 
local level and out of the Church beneficially  influence 
society?

I w ant to em phasize th a t in m y view  the best serv ice tha t 
the church  can render to society  co nsists  of the church  
rea lly  being church. This m eans th a t the C hurch should 
d isp lay  the featu res of the Body of C hrist. We m ay not and 
should  not expect the G eneral Synod, as an institu te , to 
exert an influence on society.

The Church w ill only  have an influence on society  w hen 
it, the C hurch of C hrist, fu lfils  its  calling .

The N T teaches us th a t the fellow ship  of the sa in ts  
influences a nation. C erta in ly  the N T in s tru c ts  us tha t 
each na tion  takes offence of the G ospel in  its  ow n way. 
Each nation  u tte rs  its  own specia l “no” to Jesus and thus 
crucifies H im  in  its  own m anner (cf E S tauffer, Die 
Theologie des N T, p 171, 174).
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There is, how ever, an o th er side to the m atter. P rac tis in g  
the fellow ship  by the  C hurch im p resses  the  nation. We 
read in  A cts 2 v 43 th a t the cong rega tion  devoted them 
selves to the fellow ship , and the re su lt w as th a t fear cam e 
upon every  soul. The fellow sh ip  of the sa in ts  in sp ired  the 
o u ts id e rs  w ith  awe. It is said  in v 47 th a t the congregation  
found favour w ith all the people. This w as the re su lt of the 
p ra c tis in g  of the fellow ship  of the sa in ts.

The N T also  teaches us th a t there  are  two w ays of 
p ra c tis in g  the fellow ship  of the sa in ts. I w ould call it an 
in te rn a l and an ex te rn a l p rac tice  of th is  fellow ship. The 
local church  p rac tise s  the  fellow ship  m u tu a lly  as m em 
bers in the church  serv ice , d u rin g  the Com m union, in 
m u tua l a ss is tan ce  and in  charity .

But there w as also  the p rac tice  of fellow ship  from  one 
congregation  to another. In G al 6 v 10 the fa ith fu l are even 
called  upon to do good to all m en, and esp ec ia lly  to those 
who are of the household  of faith.

A v ery  good exam ple of th is  ex terna l p rac tice  of fellow 
sh ip  is  found in Rom 15 v 26, 27. P au l sp eak s  about the 
p rac tice  of ko inon ia  a c ro ss  n a tio n a l borders. The apostle 
sta tes  tha t an  exchange of good th in g s  took place. The 
fa ith fu l of M acedonia and A chaia  have com e to sh are  the 
p n eu m a tika  or sp ir itu a l b le ss in g s  from  P alestine , and 
they  feel in debt to the fa ith fu l in  Je ru sa lem  to be of se r
vice to them  in sa rk ika  o r m a te ria l b lessings. In Paul 
pn eu m a tika  denotes G ospel w hile w ith  s a rk ik a h e m e a n s  
m a te ria l th in g s  such as food and clo th ing  (E Sweizer, 
ThWBNT VII p 145).

T his exchange of p n eu m a tika  and sark ika , of sp iritu a l 
and m a te ria l th in g s  is, accord ing  to Paul, an  im p o rtan t 
form  of fellow ship. T herefore he ca lls  th is  exchange of 
goods a koinonia . One church  g iv es  to the o ther w hat is 
lack ing  and it can  be both  m a te ria l and sp ir itu a l goods.

When we ask  by w hat m eans we can serve each o ther as 
churches and as true  be liev ers  acro ss  n a tio n a l borders in 
the  true  fellow ship  of the sa in ts, the an sw er is  th a t the N T
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nam es four w ays in w hich we can and should  serve  each 
other.

In the f irs t place we are  called  upon  to serve each other 
w ith  fo rg iveness. The w illin g n ess  to fo rg ive is  one of the 
g rea t serv ices we can render each  o ther (M att 18 v  35). 
Therefore we .sh o u ld n ’t ' con tinue to feel o u rse lves 
w ronged. Each nation  h as  its  ow n h isto ry . In m any 
respects  it m ay be a h is to ry  of su ffering  and in justice . We 
should  be w illing  to forgive w ithou t reg ard  of the  nation  
to w hich we belong. It is  indeed a  g rea t serv ice  we can  do 
one another. The re su lts  a re  a peacefu l co-existence and a 
beautifu l re la tio n sh ip  th a t g row s to a  w itness in  society.

Secondly we should serve one another with Truth (Hebr 
3 v 13, 10 v 34). That means that we should confront one 
another where necessary with the truth of the Word of God 
and should admonish and rectify one another if necessary. 
This would strengthen the ties of love. We shouldn’t be 
ashamed to mention other’s clerical sins, as also the national 
boundaries with the Word of God there will be an ear that 
listens and a heart that accepts.

In the th ird  place the N T show s us th a t we should serve 
each o th e r w ith  in tercession  (Jam es 5 v 16). P ray  for one 
ano ther, tha t you m ay be healed and th a t h ea lth fu l rac ia l 
re la tio n sh ip s  m ay  develop.

In the fourth  p lace we are  called  upon to serve one 
an o th er w ith  ch a ritab len ess  (M att 25 v 40). We are 
rem inded of the deacons’ aid acro ss  n a tio n a l boundaries. 
There are m any form s of aid, viz education, the bu ild ing  
of churches, aid  for the the aged, etc. W here we as 
m em bers of churches of different n a tions m eet, we should 
together, and in  charity , find resourcefu l m ethods to give 
shape  to th is  fourfold serv ice to one another.

T his w ay of p rac tis in g  the  fellow ship  is  not regu la tab le . 
It g row s and develops and m ay  not de terio ra te  in to  a one
w ay traffic. Through increased  con tac t as local churches 
of different n a tio n s  we sh a ll becom e sensitive  to each
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o th e r’s needs. We m u st be delivered  from  a one-sided, one
w ay tra ffic  of sp ir itu a l and m a te ria l goods from  the older 
chu rches to the younger. T here should  be an  exchange 
accord ing  to the needs of each.

It m ay  be asked  w h at the  connection  betw een th is  and the 
p re sen t s itu a tio n  of South  A frican  society  is. I w ould 
an sw er every th ing!

This w ay of p ra c tis in g  fellow ship  w here in  the different 
chu rches send one a n o th e r  w hat is  needed, w ill 
dem onstra te  to the w orld th a t we a re  one even across 
n a tio n a l boundaries, ju s t as C hris t is  one w ith  the  F ather. 
In such a ko inon ia  we show  the  w orld  ou r connectedness 
w ith  C hrist, as w ell as ou r connectedness w ith  each  other.

It is  m y deepest conv iction  tha t th is  is the b asis  of the 
so lu tion  to all our p rob lem s as reg a rd s  rac ia l re la tio n 
sh ips.

In a  w orld  fu ll of hatred , and a lso  of ha tred  betw een 
na tions, we dem onstra te  ou r love, the love of C hrist, and 
a lso  of one another, though  we do not belong to  the  sam e 
nation .

We belong to ou r n a tio n  and  we love ou r own nation. But 
we belong to C hris t as w ell and there fo re  we love one 
ano ther, and  th is  induces u s  to se rv e  one ano ther in the 
love of C hrist, and in  obedience to the  law  of the apostle. 
A nd w alk  in  love, as C h ris t h a s  loved us and gave h im self 
up  for us (Eph 5 v 2).
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