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What do the words Evangelical Free Church mean and what do those terms say about
who we are?

We started our current sermon series two weeks ago with the occasionally
misunderstood word evangelical. While some associate that term with certain ideas or
points of view, we understand that evangelical refers to our commitment to the gospel.

Similarly, last Sunday we looked at the word free—easier to spell, but not necessarily
easier to define. When we use the word free, we use it in reference to our church
polity—how we govern our church. We are a Free Church in that while we are in
association with the Evangelical Free Church of America, we are autonomous with
respect to how we govern our local congregation.

That brings us to the word church. We are the E-Free Church of Bemidji. But what do we
mean by church? Admittedly, this should be the easiest of these three words to define.
Certainly, there are various ways we use the word in English—at times referring to a
church building and other times referring to a church body.

I want to turn our attention to the New Testament, not merely to help us define the
word church but to help us see who, what, and where the church is according to
Scripture.

I invite you to open up a Bible to 1 Corinthians 1:1-3. From this little passage, we’ll
think through three questions: “Who is the church?” “What is the church?” and
“Where is the Church?”

This letter that we call 1 Corinthians begins in a way similar to many of the letters of
the New Testament. Notice in verse 1 that Paul introduces himself as the author,
mentioning also one of his ministry companions, a man named Sosthenes.

When Paul sent this letter to the church in Corinth, it wasn’t divided up into sixteen
chapters, nor was it sandwiched between Romans and 2 Corinthians as it appears in
our Bibles today. This document was originally composed as a personal letter from
Paul to the Christians living in the ancient city of Corinth. Paul writes, “To the church
of God in Corinth,” (1 Cor. 1:2, NIV).

In our quest to understand what we mean when we call ourselves the E-Free Church of
Bemidji, we first need to look to Scripture and ask the question, “Who is the church?”

Paul described the church in Corinth as “those sanctified in Christ Jesus and called to
be his holy people.” We will come back to what this means, but for now, notice how
this description was not limited just to the Corinthian Christians. The status of
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sanctified and holy also applied, as Paul says, to “all those everywhere who call on the
name of our Lord Jesus Christ—their Lord and ours.” It’s that phrase “those…who call
on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ” that I want us to consider together.

At various points in Scripture, a biblical author will echo a phrase found elsewhere in
the Bible. These are easy to spot when the writer makes it clear that he is quoting
another passage. But there are other times when, like what Paul is doing here in verse
2, the reference is more of an allusion to the Old Testament.

Paul’s reference to “those…who call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ” points back
to a passage found in the Old Testament book of Joel. In Joel 2, God promised that one
day he would judge the world for its rebellion against him, a day that God described as
“the great and dreadful day of the LORD” (Joel 2:31, NIV). For those who persist in sin
and rebellion, this will indeed be a day of dread. Yet through the prophet Joel, God also
gave a word of hope:

“[E]veryone who calls on the name of the LORD will be saved” (Joel 2:32a, NIV).

By alluding to Joel’s prophecy, Paul was reminding these Christians that the
church—the true church—is made up of all those who call on the name of the Lord
Jesus Christ. In other words, to call on the name of the Lord Jesus Christ was an
expression of trust in Christ as Savior and commitment to him as Lord.

We see this same expression following the events of Pentecost in Acts 2. In his
sermon, Peter likewise quoted from Joel 2 including the statement,

“[E]veryone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved” (Acts 2:21, NIV).

You can read the rest of that sermon in Acts 2, but let me highlight what took place
after Peter finished preaching. Reading from Acts 2, we learn that,

“When the people heard this, they were cut to the heart and said to Peter and
the other apostles, “Brothers, what shall we do?” Peter replied, “Repent and be
baptized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of
your sins. And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. …Those who accepted
his message were baptized, and about three thousand were added to their
number that day” (Acts 2:37-38, 41; NIV).

Those who turned away from their sins in repentance and who called upon Jesus in
faith publicly professed their trust in Christ through baptism. This became the pattern
throughout church history, a pattern that had been commanded of them by Christ
Jesus their Lord.
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“Jesus came to [his disciples] and said, “All authority in heaven and on earth
has been given to me. Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing
them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit,” (Matt.
28:18-19, NIV).

So in answer to the question “Who is the church?” Scripture teaches that the church of
God—God’s people—are those who trust in the Lord Jesus Christ alone for forgiveness
and salvation. And the clear expectation of Scripture—yes, expectation—is that all
who call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ should profess their faith in him
publicly through baptism.

We have a helpful little book out in our foyer entitled, Why Should I Be Baptized? In it,
pastor and author, Bobby Jamieson asks,

“Are you a disciple of Jesus Christ? Then you need to show it by
baptism—that’s what Jesus said. Jesus wants those who have trusted him as
Savior and submitted to him as Lord to get baptized. As you can see, then
baptism publicly identifies someone as a disciple of Jesus. Baptism formally and
publicly enrolls a disciple in the school of Christ.

God marks his people by baptism. By getting baptized, we are essentially
putting on a jersey that says “Team Jesus”—we’re playing by his rules and
following his commands. By following Jesus’s command to get baptized, we’re
saying we’re committed to do all that he commanded.”1

If you’ve not been baptized, let me encourage you to come to our baptism class on
Sunday, February 26th in between services. No one is going to pressure you into doing
something you might not be ready to do. But come to the class and learn more about
what Scripture teaches about baptism and why we think that baptism is an important
next step of faith that every believer should take. Tear o� the form on the insert in
your bulletin and let us know that you’re planning to attend.

So with respect to the question, “Who is the church?” my question to you this morning
is, “Are you part of the who?” Are you included with “all those everywhere who call on
the name of our Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Cor. 1:2, NIV)?

The second question we need to think through is “What is the church?”

We could look at the illustrations Scripture gives us to teach us about the church. For
example, in the passage we looked at last Sunday from Ephesians 4, we saw that the
church is described as the body of Christ, of which he is the head.

1 Bobby Jamieson, Why Should I Be Baptized? (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2020), 15.
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Indirectly, here in Paul’s introduction to 1 Corinthians, we see a common theme found
elsewhere in Scripture where the church is described in terms of a new family—the
family of God. In these verses, Paul refers to God as our Father and other believers,
like Sosthenes, as our brother in the Lord.

But another way to answer the question “What is the church?” is to identify from
Scripture the essential attributes of the church. This is a question that Christians have
considered for centuries. In fact, I think it’s helpful to look back at church history
when considering the question “What is the church?”

Some of us come out of a church tradition where we recited the Nicene Creed as part of
Sunday morning worship. That’s not our practice here, but I do think there is value in
considering this creed together. Much like our ten-point EFCA Statement of Faith, the
Nicene Creed was formulated to help Christians think through the essential doctrines
of their faith and to help clarify what the Bible does and does not teach about what we
believe. The Nicene Creed came about in the early 4th century in response to the rise of
false teachings regarding God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit—the
Trinity.

Toward the end of the Nicene Creed, there is a statement about what Christians
profess they believe about the church.

“I believe in one holy catholic and apostolic Church.”

Ever since then, Christians throughout history have turned to this statement to help
give a succinct answer to the question “What is the church?”

First, Christians profess their belief in one Church, the church of Jesus Christ. One of
the essential attributes of the church is that it is a united church, a unity rooted in the
Lord Jesus. We see that here in our passage as Paul speaks of the church as those
“sanctified in Christ Jesus,” and that together believers honor Jesus as Lord.

Similarly, Paul says in Ephesians 4,

“There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were called to one hope when you
were called; one Lord, one faith, one baptism; one God and Father of all, who is
over all and through all and in all” (Eph. 4:4-6, NIV).

Objectively, Christians know that we’ve been made one in Christ and that we have been
united together in him. But as flawed human beings, maintaining the unity of the
church can be a di�cult task. We sin against one another, we step on one another’s
toes, and we allow our passions to steer our behavior. That’s why just prior to Paul’s
repeated use of the word one in Ephesians 4 he said to them,
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“As a prisoner for the Lord, then, I urge you to live a life worthy of the calling
you have received. Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with
one another in love. Make every e�ort to keep the unity of the Spirit through
the bond of peace” (Eph. 4:1-3, NIV).

Christ has made us one in him. But the evidence of our unity will be displayed in how
we live out this calling together as his church.

Second, we profess that the church is holy. We see this clearly in 1 Corinthians 1:2. Paul
identifies the church of God as “those sanctified in Christ Jesus and called to be his holy
people.” On the one hand, Paul is telling us who we are in Christ: we are sanctified in
him. All who call on Jesus’s name in faith and trust in him are made holy in him.
Together as the church, we are set apart for God’s purposes.

And yet, all of us know that we’re not living out that call to holiness as well as we
should be. We still sin. We continue to struggle to overcome patterns of sinful and
selfish behavior. That’s one of the reasons why we need each other as the church. And
that’s one of the reasons why just coming to worship or turning on the live stream will
never be enough. We need one another to overcome sin and grow in holiness.

No, that doesn’t mean that we’re to act as the sin police in one another’s lives. But yes,
it does mean that we need relationships within the church with others who will
encourage us when we struggle and will call us back when we wander. This is part of
discipleship, striving together to be one holy church.

What about those other two descriptors? What did those fourth-century Christians
mean when they said, “I believe in one holy catholic and apostolic Church.” Let’s deal
with the word apostolic first.

As you can probably guess, the word apostolic has something to do with the apostles.
When we say that the church is apostolic, we mean that the true church is one that
preaches, teaches, and holds fast to the message that has been handed down from the
apostles. Simply put, a church that is apostolic is one that remains true to the message
of the gospel and to the clear teaching of Scripture.

That’s why we’re committed to expository preaching. There are a thousand things we
could talk about in a Sunday sermon. There are hundreds of topics we could cover. But
when we gather, we open up the Scriptures and let God’s word speak for itself.

That’s why at this church, we don’t just sing our favorite songs when we gather for
worship. Instead, we carefully select music that will both stir our a�ection for Jesus
and also clearly communicate the message gospel through its lyrics.
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That’s why we evaluate every one of our programs and ministries, old and new, and
constantly ask ourselves whether or not the energy we are expending is supporting
discipleship, our commitment to becoming deeply devoted followers of Jesus together.
More on that next Sunday.

Finally, let’s tackle the word catholic. “I believe in one holy catholic and apostolic
Church.” In what sense is the church catholic? You might be thinking, “I thought
Pastor Jerry told us two weeks ago that we were evangelicals.” Let me explain.

In the fourth century, when the Nicene Creed was formulated the word catholic had
nothing to do with the Roman Catholic Church as we know it today. The word we
translate into English as catholic comes from a Greek word that means universal. It
might make more sense to say, “I believe in one holy universal and apostolic Church.

Again, we see Paul emphasize this idea in 1 Corinthians 1:2 where he states that the
church is made up of “all those everywhere who call on the name of our Lord Jesus
Christ.” The church is universal in the sense that God’s people are not limited to one
location. Jesus commissioned his followers to “go and make disciples of all nations”
(Matt. 28:18, NIV). And that’s exactly what they did.

Those first believers went out from Jerusalem into the regions of Judea and Samaria.
The gospel continued to spread across the Mediterranean and out into the known
world to places like Corinth. Over the centuries, Christians brought the gospel to Asia,
Africa, Europe, and eventually to the new world, to North and South America.

That leads us to our final question: “Where is the church?” There are two ways to
answer that. As we’ve just said, the church is universal; it is everywhere across the
globe wherever there are believers who call on the name of our Lord Jesus.

But the church is also local. Paul addressed this letter to the church of God in Corinth.
In that sense, the church was located in a particular part of the world and was made up
of believers who gathered together for worship, prayer, instruction, and fellowship.

The church is located here in Bemidji, the one we refer to as E-Free. The physical
address of our church building is 115 Carr Lake Road SW, but that’s not what I’m
talking about. One of the ways that the who, what, and where of the church converge is
in something we call church membership.

Our doors are always open to everyone who wants to come and see what God is doing
in our midst. This may include those who call on the name of the Lord Jesus and it may
include some who don’t. So the number of people who may call E-Free Bemidji their
church home is rather large. In some ways, it’s uncountable, especially since our live
stream goes out well beyond the walls of this building.
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But presently there are 230 men and women who are members of this church. But
church membership is more than a list of names. In two weeks we’ll gather for our
Annual Celebration and Vision meeting. Anyone is welcome to attend, but according to
our church governance that we talked about last Sunday, only our members can vote.
But church membership is more than voting privileges at a congregational meeting.

Church membership is a formal commitment to one another made by members of a
local assembly of those who call on the name of the Lord Jesus Christ together.

Let me recommend to you a second little booklet that we have available out in the
foyer written by pastor and author Mark Dever entitled Why Should I Join a Church?
Listen to what Pastor Dever says about joining church membership.

“By joining a church we commit to loving a particular group of people… Yes, we
intend to love all Christians, but we “put flesh” on that intention—we put our
money where our mouth is—by committing to a particular group of real people.
This type of love is often di�cult and inconvenient. These inconveniences are
precisely why, in church membership, we covenant together to carry out this
love in the good times and in the bad. The lack of commitment fostered by a
lack of formal membership in a local church is a temptation to our flesh and an
opportunity for self-deception. The inconveniences of love are minimized and,
as a result, our love is a less compelling commendation of the gospel.
Membership holds us accountable to practice true love and encourages us to
love others in the way that the Bible commands.”2

If you consider us to be your church family, and you consider E-Free Bemidji to be
your church home, would you prayerfully consider making a commitment to one
another by joining church membership? Even if you’re on the fence about
membership, would you join us in February for our three-part membership class on
Sunday mornings? You’ll find more information in the insert in your bulletin.

This morning we’ve considered three questions together: “Who is the church?” What
is the church” and “Where is the church?” Hopefully, that gives us a better
understanding of what we mean by the words Evangelical Free Church of Bemidji.

I suppose there is only one last question for each of us to consider today.

Is E-Free Bemidji my church?

Let’s pray.

2 Mark Dever, Why Should I Join a Church? (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2020), 32-33.
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