Why look at church?

God is building a Kingdom.  As the gospel moves, people respond and become part of God’s people.  They naturally seek out fellowship with those of like heart, and the Bible is filled with stories and guidance regarding how and why we are to live and meet together.

But today, it is difficult look back at the early church and see it with fresh eyes: our concept of church – even the vocabulary we use to describe it – has been deeply influenced by history and by the culture all around us.


“Overall, Christianity moved from being a dynamic, revolutionary, social and spiritual


movement to being a religious institution with its attendant structures, priesthood,


and sacraments.  Taken as a sociopolitical reality, Chistendom has been in decline for


the last 250 years, so much so that contemporary Western Culture has been called


by many historians (secular and Christian) as the post-Christendom culture.


“An emerging missional church … has abandoned the old Christendom assumptions and


understands its role as an underground movement, subversive, celebratory, passionate


and communal.  Mission is not merely an activity of the church.  It is the very heartbeat 


and work of God. It is in the very being of God that the basis for the missionary enter-


prise is found.  God is a sending God, with a desire to see humankind and creation


reconciled, redeemed and healed.  The missional church, then, is a sent church.  It


is a going church, a movement of God through his people to bring healing to a broken


world.  North America is as much a mission field as any other nation or people group


on the face of the earth.







The Shaping of Things to Come, pp. 8,18

Questions
1. What is church?

2. Why go to church?

3. When you “select’ a church what do you look for?

4.  What do you do with the “fruit” of your ministry?  What happens to them?

The People of God

Throughout the Scriptures, from Genesis to Revelation, we hear the refrain, “They shall be my people, and I will be their God.”  This fact – that God is constantly calling out a people to himself – is so prevalent in Scripture that its tremendous implications can be easily overlooked.  Why would he do that?  To what end has he chosen a people?  And what characterizes them that differentiates them from the rest of mankind? Who are the people of God, and how are they to conduct themselves in the world?  What is church?

1.  What are God’s purposes in working through a people?

Genesis 12:1-3 

The Lord had said to Abram, "Leave your country, your people and your father's household and go to the land I will show you. 2"I will make you into a great nation and I will bless you; I will make your name great, and you will be a blessing.  3I will bless those who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse;

and all peoples on earth will be blessed through you."

Exodus 19:3-6 

Then Moses went up to God, and the Lord called to him from the mountain and said, "This is what you are to say to the house of Jacob and what you are to tell the people of Israel: 4'You yourselves have seen what I did to Egypt, and how I carried you on eagles' wings and brought you to myself. 5Now if you obey me fully and keep my covenant, then out of all nations you will be my treasured possession. Although the whole earth is mine, 6you will be for me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.' These are the words you are to speak to the Israelites." 

Deut. 4:5-8 

See, I have taught you decrees and laws as the Lord my God commanded me, so that you may follow them in the land you are entering to take possession of it. 6Observe them carefully, for this will show your wisdom and understanding to the nations, who will hear about all these decrees and say, "Surely this great nation is a wise and understanding people." 7What other nation is so great as to have their gods near them the way the Lord our God is near us whenever we pray to him? 8And what other nation is so great as to have such righteous decrees and laws as this body of laws I am setting before you today? 

Ephes. 3:10-11 

His intent was that now, through the church, the manifold wisdom of God should be made known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly realms, 11according to his eternal purpose which he accomplished in Christ Jesus our Lord. 

1 Peter 2:9-12 

But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light. 10Once you were not a people, but now you are the people of God; once you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy. 

11Dear friends, I urge you, as aliens and strangers in the world, to abstain from sinful desires, which war against your soul. 12Live such good lives among the pagans that, though they accuse you of doing wrong, they may see your good deeds and glorify God on the day he visits us. 

Based on the above verses, how would you summarize the purposes of the people of God in the world?

2. What characteristics are to distinguish God’s people?

John 13:34-35 

"A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another. 35By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another." 

John 17:20-23 

  "My prayer is not for them alone. I pray also for those who will believe in me through their message, 21that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you. May they also be in us so that the world may believe that you have sent me. 22I have given them the glory that you gave me, that they may be one as we are one: 23I in them and you in me. May they be brought to complete unity to let the world know that you sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me. 

Galatians 3:6-9 

Consider Abraham: "He believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness." 7Understand, then, that those who believe are children of Abraham. 8The Scripture foresaw that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, and announced the gospel in advance to Abraham: "All nations will be blessed through you." 9So those who have faith are blessed along with Abraham, the man of faith. 

Galatians 5:13-23 

You, my brothers, were called to be free. But do not use your freedom to indulge the sinful nature; rather, serve one another in love. 14The entire law is summed up in a single command: "Love your neighbor as yourself." 15If you keep on biting and devouring each other, watch out or you will be destroyed by each other. 

16So I say, live by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the sinful nature. 17For the sinful nature desires what is contrary to the Spirit, and the Spirit what is contrary to the sinful nature. They are in conflict with each other, so that you do not do what you want. 18But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not under law. 

19The acts of the sinful nature are obvious: sexual immorality, impurity and debauchery; 20idolatry and witchcraft; hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, dissensions, factions 21and envy; drunkenness, orgies, and the like. I warn you, as I did before, that those who live like this will not inherit the kingdom of God. 

22But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 23gentleness and self-control. Against such things there is no law. 

1 Peter 1:15-16 

But just as he who called you is holy, so be holy in all you do; 16for it is written: "Be holy, because I am holy." 

Summarize the distinguishing characteristics of the people of God.

3. How are believers to relate to one another? (A partial list of the “one another” passages.)
John 13:34-35 

"A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another. 35By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another." 

Hebrews 3:12-13 

See to it, brothers, that none of you has a sinful, unbelieving heart that turns away from the living God. 13But encourage one another daily, as long as it is called Today, so that none of you may be hardened by sin's deceitfulness. 

Hebrews 10:24-25 

And let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds. 25Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another--and all the more as you see the Day approaching. 

Romans 12:10 

Be devoted to one another in brotherly love. Honor one another above yourselves. 

Romans 15:7 

Accept one another, then, just as Christ accepted you, in order to bring praise to God. 

1 Thes. 5:11 

Therefore encourage one another and build each other up, just as in fact you are doing. 

1 Thes. 5:15 

Make sure that nobody pays back wrong for wrong, but always try to be kind to each other and to everyone else. 

Galatians 5:13 

You, my brothers, were called to be free. But do not use your freedom to indulge the sinful nature; rather, serve one another in love. 

Galatians 6:2 

Carry each other's burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ. 

James 5:16 

Therefore confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed. The prayer of a righteous man is powerful and effective. 

Col. 3:13 

Bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one another. Forgive as the Lord forgave you. 

Col. 3:16 

Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all wisdom, and as you sing psalms, hymns and spiritual songs with gratitude in your hearts to God. 

Ephes. 4:32 

Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you. 

Ephes. 5:21 

Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ. 

1 Peter 3:8 

Finally, all of you, live in harmony with one another; be sympathetic, love as brothers, be compassionate and humble. 
1 Peter 4:8-10 

Above all, love each other deeply, because love covers over a multitude of sins. 9Offer hospitality to one another without grumbling. 10Each one should use whatever gift he has received to serve others, faithfully administering God's grace in its various forms. 

Summarize how the people of God are to relate to one another.

What is Church?

What is the Church?  Jesus Christ is building his church. The   gatherings of his people in the NT are frequently called “church” (ekklesia).  This Greek term, which occurs 115 times in the NT, literally means “called out” and was used of other gatherings or assemblies. Because the concept of church has been overlaid with much subsequent history, we need to try to see it again, with fresh eyes, as it was used in the New Testament context.

1. Note some of the metaphors for the people of God in the New Testament.  What truths do these express about the people of God?

John 10:14-16 

"I am the good shepherd; I know my sheep and my sheep know me-- 15just as the Father knows me and I know the Father--and I lay down my life for the sheep. 16I have other sheep that are not of this sheep pen. I must bring them also. They too will listen to my voice, and there shall be one flock and one shepherd. 

1 Cor. 3:9-14 

For we are God's fellow workers; you are God's field, God's building. 

10By the grace God has given me, I laid a foundation as an expert builder, and someone else is building on it. But each one should be careful how he builds. 11For no one can lay any foundation other than the one already laid, which is Jesus Christ. 12If any man builds on this foundation using gold, silver, costly stones, wood, hay or straw, 13his work will be shown for what it is, because the Day will bring it to light. It will be revealed with fire, and the fire will test the quality of each man's work. 14If what he has built survives, he will receive his reward. 

1 Cor. 3:16-17 

Don't you know that you yourselves are God's temple and that God's Spirit lives in you? 17If anyone destroys God's temple, God will destroy him; for God's temple is sacred, and you are that temple. 

Ephes. 1:22-23 

And God placed all things under his feet and appointed him to be head over everything for the church, 23which is his body, the fullness of him who fills everything in every way. 

Ephes. 3:14-15 

For this reason I kneel before the Father, 15from whom his whole family in heaven and on earth derives its name. 

Ephes. 5:25-27 

Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her 26to make her holy, cleansing her by the washing with water through the word, 27and to present her to himself as a radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and blameless. 

1 Peter 2:4-5

As you come to him, the living Stone--rejected by men but chosen by God and precious to him-- 5you also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood, offering spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ. 

Summarize hat do the above passages say about the people of God.

2.  When we think of the word “church” some people tend to think locally, while others think only of the universal church.  Some of the numerous NT references to ekklesia are used below.  As best you can, place each of these references into the categories that follow:  

R = regional

U = universal

C = City church
G = general

H = Household
? = None of the above

Acts 8:3 

But Saul began to destroy the church. Going from house to house, he dragged off men and women and put them in prison. 

Acts 9:31 

Then the church throughout Judea, Galilee and Samaria enjoyed a time of peace. It was strengthened; and encouraged by the Holy Spirit, it grew in numbers, living in the fear of the Lord. 

Acts 14:26-27 

From Attalia they sailed back to Antioch, where they had been committed to the grace of God for the work they had now completed. 27On arriving there, they gathered the church together and reported all that God had done through them and how he had opened the door of faith to the Gentiles. 

Acts 15:4 

When they came to Jerusalem, they were welcomed by the church and the apostles and elders, to whom they reported everything God had done through them. 

1 Cor. 12:28 

And in the church God has appointed first of all apostles, second prophets, third teachers, then workers of miracles, also those having gifts of healing, those able to help others, those with gifts of administration, and those speaking in different kinds of tongues. 

1 Cor. 15:9 

For I am the least of the apostles and do not even deserve to be called an apostle, because I persecuted the church of God. 

Ephes. 1:22 

And God placed all things under his feet and appointed him to be head over everything for the church, 

Ephes. 3:10 

His intent was that now, through the church, the manifold wisdom of God should be made known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly realms, 

Col. 4:15 

Give my greetings to the brothers at Laodicea, and to Nympha and the church in her house. 

1 Thes. 1:1 

Paul, Silas and Timothy, To the church of the Thessalonians in God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ: 

Grace and peace to you.

Philemon 1:2 

to Apphia our sister, to Archippus our fellow soldier and to the church that meets in your home:

Hebrews 12:22-23 

But you have come to Mount Zion, to the heavenly Jerusalem, the city of the living God. You have come to thousands upon thousands of angels in joyful assembly, 23to the church of the firstborn, whose names are written in heaven. You have come to God, the judge of all men, to the spirits of righteous men made perfect, 

Rev. 1:11 

which said: "Write on a scroll what you see and send it to the seven churches: to Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamum, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia and Laodicea." 

 What do your observations in question 2 tell you about the meaning of “church?”

On the basis of your study, how would you define church?

Could any group of believers be called church?  If not, what biblical limits or      conditions apply?

Function and Form

One of the issues that has historically dogged the church and altered the purity of the Gospel and hindered its mobility is our inability to distinguish functions from cultural forms.  We need to discriminate between what is portrayed in Scripture as a function, and what is a cultural form used to accomplish it.


Function:   What needs to be accomplished


Form:
    The pattern or method used to exercise the function

Forms can easily outlive their original functions.  When this happens, the forms become restrictive or redundant.  A decline from tradition to traditionalism occurs.

Observe the relationship between function and form in the following passages.

John 13:12-17 

When he had finished washing their feet, he put on his clothes and returned to his place. "Do you understand what I have done for you?" he asked them. 13"You call me 'Teacher' and 'Lord,' and rightly so, for that is what I am. 14Now that I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also should wash one another's feet. 15I have set you an example that you should do as I have done for you. 16I tell you the truth, no servant is greater than his master, nor is a messenger greater than the one who sent him. 17Now that you know these things, you will be blessed if you do them. 

Acts 2:42-47 

They devoted themselves to the apostles' teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer. 43Everyone was filled with awe, and many wonders and miraculous signs were done by the apostles. 44All the believers were together and had everything in common. 45Selling their possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he had need. 46Every day they continued to meet together in the temple courts. They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad and sincere hearts, 47praising God and enjoying the favor of all the people. And the Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved. 

Acts 3:1 

One day Peter and John were going up to the temple at the time of prayer--at three in the afternoon. 

Acts 4:32 

All the believers were one in heart and mind. No one claimed that any of his possessions was his own, but they shared everything they had. 

Acts 6:1-6 

In those days when the number of disciples was increasing, the Grecian Jews among them complained against the Hebraic Jews because their widows were being overlooked in the daily distribution of food. 2So the Twelve gathered all the disciples together and said, "It would not be right for us to neglect the ministry of the word of God in order to wait on tables. 3Brothers, choose seven men from among you who are known to be full of the Spirit and wisdom. We will turn this responsibility over to them 4and will give our attention to prayer and the ministry of the word." 

5This proposal pleased the whole group. They chose Stephen, a man full of faith and of the Holy Spirit; also Philip, Procorus, Nicanor, Timon, Parmenas, and Nicolas from Antioch, a convert to Judaism. 6They presented these men to the apostles, who prayed and laid their hands on them. 

Acts 13:1 

In the church at Antioch there were prophets and teachers: Barnabas, Simeon called Niger, Lucius of Cyrene, Manaen (who had been brought up with Herod the tetrarch) and Saul. 

Acts 19:8 

Paul entered the synagogue and spoke boldly there for three months, arguing persuasively about the kingdom of God. 

1 Cor. 11:23-26 

For I received from the Lord what I also passed on to you: The Lord Jesus, on the night he was betrayed, took bread, 24and when he had given thanks, he broke it and said, "This is my body, which is for you; do this in remembrance of me." 25In the same way, after supper he took the cup, saying, "This cup is the new covenant in my blood; do this, whenever you drink it, in remembrance of me." 26For whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord's death until he comes. 

2 Cor. 13:12 

Greet one another with a holy kiss. 

1 Tim. 2:8 

I want men everywhere to lift up holy hands in prayer, without anger or disputing. 

Fill in the following table, referring to the passages you just read.

	Passage
	What was the function?
	What was the form?

	John 13:12-17


	
	

	Acts 2:42-47


	
	

	Acts 3:1


	
	

	Acts 4:32


	
	

	Acts 6:1-6


	
	

	Acts 13:1


	
	

	Acts 19:8


	
	

	1 Cor 11:23-26


	
	

	2 Cor 13:12


	
	

	1 Tim 2:8


	
	


Make a list of some common contemporary Christian forms.

Which of these are in danger of losing their original functions?  Why?

Which of these forms could hinder the Gospel’s purity and mobility?

Practical Considerations

1. Where does ministry occur?

Caution: Don’t get so involved with church programs that you don’t have time for pursuing relationships with non-believers outside the church.

2. “Come to us” thinking is still the norm.

Caution:  Does this church encourage and equip believers to “go to” their non-Christian friends?

3. The clergy – laity dichotomy still exists.

Caution:   Is the priesthood of every believer practiced?  Are believers encouraged to assess and develop their spiritual gifts and passions for ministry? 
4. A popular trend in the evangelical sub-culture is to separate from the world.

Caution:  Beware of the Christian ghetto!

5. Search for like-hearted believers!

Caution:  Authentic Christian community is found in relationships, not organizations.
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