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Why a series on the church?  

 

A practical reason: we need it. This has become apparent through years of 

conversations with our elder team whereby certain reoccurring themes 

keep popping up that need biblical teaching. Many of those themes fit 

under the doctrine of the church.  

 

A more foundational reason for a study on the church: We cannot maximize 

our effectiveness and fruitfulness as the church until we have a clear, 

biblical understanding of 3 things: 

1) who we are—our identity 

2) what God has called us to do—our purpose and mission 

3) how we must function –a biblical pattern for how we are to  

    operate 

 

So today we are going to begin by asking the basic question, “what is the 

church?” Then in the coming weeks we will be wrestling with questions like, what is the church’s true 

identity, what is the church’s ultimate purpose and mission, and finally how should the church function 

in day to day life? 

 

What the church is not 

 

There are a lot of misconceptions about the church these days. So let’s 

begin by dispelling some deficient views of the church.   

 

a. The church is not a building. This is the most obvious, though we 

speak this way all the time. We ask, “where do you go to church” 

rather than asking “where do you gather with the church.” 

 

b. The church is not a business. Though there are times when the 

church needs to use good business sense in handling finances and 

facilities, the church is not a business and should not function like 

one. The church has a set of kingdom priorities that supercede 

business practices.  

 

c. The church is not merely a charity. Most certainly the church should 

be meeting the needs of people and the church should be 

characterized by the most generous people in the world because we 

have access to the riches of God’s grace and provision. But the 

church must be more than a charitable organization.  

 

d. The church is not merely a social club. The deepest and richest 

relationships in the world should exist within the church yet the 

church is much more than a place for people to meet socially.  

 

e. The church is not merely a volunteer organization. Oh the church 

should be full of people who serve freely of their time and energy, 

but it is much more than a conglomeration of volunteers. It is a 

community whose loyalty and obedience to Christ and its fellowship 

with one another is based on a covenant relationship.  This 

covenant relationship with God radically impacts the way we relate 

to one another (i.e. family). 

 

f. The church is not merely a service provider. There’s no end to the 

amount of services a church could spend its energy providing, and 

most of them may be good. Yet providing services is not the end-all 

of church ministry. We need to have a firm grasp on the primary 
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purpose and mission for which we exist so that everything we do 

will enhance, rather than detract, from God’s calling.  

 

What the church is 

 

Ecclesia—gathering; assembly; the idea of “called out ones” 

 

Definition(s) 

� “The church is the community of all true believers for all time” 

(Wayne Grudem)
1
 When we speak of the church in the broadest 

sense, it includes all those who are truly saved, including OT 

believers. This is because there is ultimately one message (story 

line) of the Bible, of God creating and then redeeming a people for 

Himself. The creation of God’s people began in the OT and climaxed 

in the NT when Christ died to save all those who believe in the 

promises of God. The emphasis of the NT is that there is one people 

of God. Eph 2 teaches that Jewish and Gentile believers have been made 

into one people of God; one family of saints purchased by Christ’s blood. 

Rom 11 uses the language of being grafted together; one tree. 

 

Now for practical purposes, when I refer to the church through this 

series I will be primarily focusing on NT believers who still reside on 

earth. So let me offer a bit more of a functional definition for our 

study.  

 

� The church is the people of God (true believers) living in vital 

relationship with the Lord and one another, carrying out her God-

given mission of abiding in, modeling/reflecting, and proclaiming 

the gospel of Jesus Christ for the glory of God.  

 

                                                           
1
 Systematic Theology, pg. 853. 

Note from this definition, that the church has a sense of both being 

and doing that cannot be separated. We are the people of God on 

mission with Jesus. Notice also, that the church is not just a bunch 

of individuals. We are vitally related to one another through Christ 

in such a way that we can both model and proclaim the gospel. And 

all of this is for the glory of God, not the glory of the church. We 

exist to bring God glory, and He is most glorified in the church when 

our relationships and our message reveal Jesus, who is the perfect 

display of God’s glory.  

 

� There are many images used in Scripture to help us understand 

some specific aspect of the church () But let me suggest an image 

that is alluded to in Scripture though not specifically named. The 

church is an embassy of heaven. “What is an embassy? Its an 

institution that represents one nation inside another nation.”
2
 The 

church, as we think of it on earth, is a people living on foreign soil 

representing a kingdom of supreme power and authority—the 

kingdom of God.  

 

Phil 3:20—“our citizenship is in heaven from which we eagerly await 

a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ.”  

2 Cor 5:20—“we are ambassadors for Christ, as though God were 

making an appeal through us; we beg you on behalf of Christ, be 

reconciled with God.”  

 

So we are citizens of heaven, here on foreign soil as ambassadors, 

speaking on behalf of God, and our message is the gospel which 

calls people to be reconciled with God. So we might think of the 

church as an embassy. Within that embassy the relationships are 

family like and we all work together like joint members of one body. 

Through the embassy we offer services and seek to meet people’s 

                                                           
2
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needs. But our primary role as is to represent God and His kingdom 

by carrying out His purposes in this world—that is so much bigger 

than anything else you do. And so we want to take some time over 

the upcoming weeks to think carefully about who we are as the 

people of God and what it is that God has called us to do.  

 

� “A local church is a group of Christians who regularly gather in Christ’s name to officially 

affirm and oversee one another’s membership in Jesus Christ and His kingdom through gospel 

preaching and gospel ordinances.”
3
  

 

Important Attributes of the church 

 

1. The church is invisible, yet visible. By invisible, we mean that the church, 

in its truest sense, is defined by a spiritual reality of repentance and faith. 

Because we cannot see the condition of people’s hearts as God can, there is 

an invisible reality which only God knows perfectly. This is why Paul said, 

“The Lord knows those who are His” (2 Tim 2:19). On the other hand, Jesus 

taught that we should identify those who are true believers from by the 

fruit that comes out of their lives (Matt 7:16, 20; John 15:8; 13:35). So the 

visible church, as man sees it on earth, consists of all who credibly profess 

faith in Christ. So when we discuss whether or not an individual is truly a 

part of the church, on the one hand we must humbly acknowledge that we 

cannot see one another’s hearts as God can, yet on the other hand, we 

should see a very real demonstration of fruit—repentance and faith will 

change the direction and disposition of a person’s life.
4
  

 

2. The church is universal, yet local. The church is universal in the sense that 

it consists of all believers everywhere in the world. In this sense, there is 

only one church. However, the way in which we interact with the global 

church is through our weekly connections with local gatherings, or 

fellowships that we call the local church. The Scriptures acknowledge both 
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the universal and the local aspects of the church. For example, when 

Ephesians 5 says, “Christ loved the church and gave Himself up for her,” Paul 

wasn’t just talking about the Ephesian church, but all believers in every 

age—the universal church. Yet in Rom 16:5 Paul sent greetings to a local 

church—the church that gathers at Prisca and Aquila’s house. So we must 

remember that we are a part of a much larger body calling for a global size 

vision when it comes to the needs and sufferings of believers around the 

world while at the same time fervently participating in the way God is 

working in and through our local fellowship of believers.  

 

3. The local churches must be distinguished by marks of authenticity. Not 

every local gathering that calls itself a church is necessarily a true church 

(there is a need for discernment). False teachers and corruption can result 

in fraudulent churches—that is precisely what led to the protestant 

reformation (a need to recover the true church). The Reformers generally 

acknowledged 3 marks of a true church:
 5

  

a) the true preaching of the Word (there’s a difference between using 

the bible for what you want to say and actually teaching what the 

bible clearly asserts in the context of the whole counsel of God, the 

whole teaching of Scripture).  

b) the right administration of the sacraments, (baptism and the Lord’s 

supper, at their core, are focused on the gospel of Jesus Christ. They 

are intended to help communicate the gospel and keep us centered 

on the gospel. If we begin to alter what the Bible teaches about 

God, sin, and salvation in Christ alone, we have abandoned the 

gospel and its only a matter of time until the church is no longer a 

true church, but filled with religious unbelievers who have 

abandoned the faith as the Bible defines it.  

These first two marks are noted in Acts 2:42 where the early church was 

continually devoting itself to the apostles’ teaching, fellowship, the 

breaking of bread, and to prayer.  
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c) The 3
rd

 mark of a true church that the reformers held to was church 

discipline, because without it, the other marks would be in jeopardy 

as well.  

It only takes a conscientious reading of the NT epistles to discover that a 

true church will be distinguished by faithful teaching of the Scriptures, the 

centrality of Christ and His gospel, with a willingness to holds its members 

accountable to the truth.  

 

4. The church must have unity marked by purity. Here we simply 

acknowledge that there is an essential unity that all true believers share 

because of our common bond in Christ—and we need to continually strive 

to preserve and honor that unity in day-to-day life. In other words, we must 

act like one family because we are one family—that means staying to work 

through our differences. Yet, “unity” must never be flaunted at the expense 

of purity. Unity means we work toward purity in the church and purity is the 

means by which true unity is preserved.
6
 

 

5. The church is both militant and triumphant. By militant, I am referring to 

spiritual warfare. Believers are engaging spiritual battles on a continual 

basis against the spiritual forces of evil in this world. And yet the church is 

triumphant in the sense that her ultimate victory is secured in Christ. Jesus 

said, “I will build my church, and the gates of hell shall not overpower it” 

(Mt 16:18).  So we must be vigilant and we must fight from our position of 

victory in Christ.  

 

6. The church is a new covenant community. Of all the aspects of the church, 

our understanding is most deficient here. We fail to think about our life in 

the church as a covenant relationship with God. Rather we think of our 

relationship to the church as voluntary. But for a believer, our relationship 

with the church is no more voluntary than family relationships. My 

relationship with my wife is different from my relationship with every other 
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person because it is a covenant relationship. My children’s relationships to 

each other are different because they are born out of the covenant of 

marriage. Covenants change relationships; they intensify commitment and 

faithfulness.  

  

In the OT God always related to His people on the basis of a covenant. 

Obedience was not merely voluntary. Those who were faithful to the 

covenant reaped tremendous blessing, and those who broke the covenant 

incurred devastating curses. At the last supper, Jesus identified His blood, 

His death, as securing a new covenant with the church. That means that we 

now relate to each other with the heightened responsibility of siblings, and 

our obedience to God takes precedence over all other possibilities.  

• We struggle with consistent obedience because we don’t understand our 

relationship with God as a covenant relationship. 

• We view church as voluntary because we don’t understand the church as a 

covenant community.  

 

7. The church is missional. The church does not exist to be an end in itself. 

We exist for God and His purposes in this world. We are not a wildlife 

reserve. We are an outpost, always seeking to advance the gospel to our 

world.  

 

A Compelling Vision of the Church 

 

I want to remind us that being a part of the church is something for us to 

rejoice in. Sometimes we forget that because our experiences in the church 

can be tainted by sinful people—we don’t always do it right. Sometimes the 

church appears to be weak or anemic; it appears broken and small in this 

foreign land.  

 

But I want to remind you that there is nothing more significant to be a part 

of than the church, unless we have diminished our vision to little more than 

being a little service center and volunteer organization where people get 
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together. God has ordained to establish His purposes, for His glory, thru the 

church with Christ as our leader. The church is the means through which 

God will bring about His final purposes for history and all of creation. The 

church is where God takes broken people’s lives and transforms them. The 

church is where we discover and experience the outworking of all of the 

spiritual blessings that God has given us in Christ. So great is God’s plan for 

the church that He has given us Christ as our Head who has been exalted to 

the highest position of authority as triumphant over sin, Satan, death, and 

all the kingdoms of this world.  

 

Yet so often we settle for so much less like merely running programs and 

forgetting the deep reality behind what we do. The kingdom of God, the 

rule of God Himself, is manifested and advanced as the Spirit works through 

the church to snatch eternal souls out of the clutches of Satan and 

transforms them into God-loving, joy-worthy sons and daughters of the 

Most High.   

 

Listen, Church.  

� God has given Jesus all authority in heaven and on earth (Matt 

28:18) 

� God has given Jesus to the church to be our triumphant King and 

leader (Eph 1:22).  

� Jesus has given the keys of the kingdom of heaven to His church 

Matt 16:19). 

The ministry of the gospel has real power and real authority, that the Father 

and the Son fully endorse.  

 

 


