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Many people say they love Jesus, but will not commit to a church.  They may even like the church, but church membership is not a priority or even a necessity.  The concern with this outlook is that if you don’t love the church, you may not really love Jesus.  We have a strong ability to deceive ourselves about our walk with God, and one of God’s means of grace to us in this is the church.

The church is important in God’s plan.  It wasn’t a human idea.  If we are to be Christ’s followers, the church must be important to us.

1. What is the church?

The body of people called by God’s grace through faith in Christ to glorify Him together by serving Him in this world.  This corporate relationship has been important since creation, through the flood and exodus and establishment of Israel.  Jesus is the fulfillment of all that Israel pointed toward. 

Church is fundamentally an assembly.  The church is the people of God, the new creation, the body of Christ.  Christians constitute the kingdom of God in that we recognize the King and submit to His authority. 

2. What is the church like?

In short, the church is like God.  We are to reflect His character: His unity, His holiness, His desire for the salvation of man.  This is seen in the church being one, holy, universal, and apostolic.  

Could our church be defined as anything other than Christ?  How are we doing in our unity, in our set-apartedness from the world?  Have we given ourselves to understanding God’s Word?

3. How do I know if a church is good?

The right preaching of God’s Word and the right administration of the ordinances: baptism and the Lord’s Supper.  Specifically, a church must preach the gospel, the message that has been preached since Christ to now: that we are created in God’s image, but we are in rebellion against Him.  God’s Son, Jesus Christ, came and lived a perfect life, died bearing God’s righteous wrath against sin, and God demonstrated His acceptance of Christ’s sacrifice by raising Him from the dead.  Preaching this gospel is central to a good church. 

All evangelical Christians understand that believers’ baptism is a symbol through which we identify ourselves with Christ.  Differences on infant baptism aside, all Protestants agree on believers’ baptism. 

Scripture is not explicit concerning how the Lord’s Supper is to be conducted; far more important is the issue of who is allowed to take it.  Like baptism, this meal is an identification with Christ’s death and resurrection.

4.   Who should regularly take the Lord’s Supper here?

Church members.  The idea of a clearly defined community of people is essential to God’s plan in both the Old and New Testaments.  Christianity is personal, but it is not private.  Christians have an obligation to attend and ensure that church members’ claims of belief – both their own and others – are being lived out. 

Consider the joy of Psalm 84.  God’s people don’t need to come to a specific building to experience His presence, but they should yearn for communion with his people.  

We have a responsibility to love.  Love is the summary of our duties.  Scripture fleshes out more of what that means, but love is the thumbnail sketch.  Jesus taught that we should show Him to the world by loving one another.

5.  How should a church be run?

Church leadership for a local congregation – not the church universal – is defined in the New Testament.  Members of the church are and should be the authority in matters of church membership, church discipline, and settling disputes between Christians (Matthew 18:15).  Members, are you relating to others in this church closely enough to make this possible?

Paul’s assumption in Galatians 1 isn’t that Christians can sit in judgment on matters of doctrine.  His assumption is that they must make such judgments in the context of the local church.  There is responsibility all around – for teachers as well as hearers – to support good doctrine and reject bad doctrine.  

In I and II Corinthians, the whole local church is called on to enact discipline; it is not only a matter for elders and leaders.

The church is finally congregational, which is why church membership is so important.  

6. Should we ever put anyone out of the church?

Discipline happens in both the Old and New Testaments.  God expects His children to be holy.  Discipline is inextricably bound up in the idea of church as presented by Jesus.  A true church is only for sinners – repentant sinners.  

7. What is the church for?

To serve as an example of Christ to those who are not yet believers, to commend the gospel to them.  To instruct, encourage, and nourish believers – a place for us to spur one another on to holiness.  

Recall Jesus’ words in Matthew 19:29: “everyone who has left houses or brothers or sisters or father or mother or children or farms for My name’s sake will receive many times as much, and will inherit eternal life.”  Look around; Jesus was telling us the truth.  

The true church ultimately exists for God and His glory.  The church is the mirror reflecting the Divine character in this world.  Do you want to be part of that reflection? 

