
What We Believe about the Church

Different people have different ideas about the meaning of the word “church.” Sometimes
people use the term to describe a building in the community decorated with religious symbols.
Others describe the church as a social group to which they belong. Still others use the term to
describe a particular denomination such as the Church of England or the Roman Catholic
Church. And there are others who use this term as an expression to describe the entity to
which all Christians belong (the universal church).

Outside the Christian community, people have other ideas about the church. For some, it
is a community group which sponsors a particular service they find helpful such as a day-care
center. Others see the church as the place they meet others like themselves in a ladies’ coffee
hour or a support group. Some think of it as a place to send their children on Sunday morning
so they can sleep in. Others see it as a somewhat irrelevant institution which may have had
its place in a previous generation.

Jesus knew we would need help living the Christian life, so He promised, “I will build my
church” (Matt. 16:18). He provided the church as a means of Christians assembling together
to encourage and help one another in the Christian life. This would enable church members to
be more effective in reaching out to others in their community. Because the church has such a
prominent role in the plan of God for His people, it is important for us to understand what
makes a church a church, what a church is supposed to do, what is involved in church mem-
bership, and how we should respond to church leadership. While each church and denomina-
tion has its particular distinctives, it is important to understand the biblical answer to these
four important questions.

What Makes a Church a Church?

The Greek word ekklesia, translated “church” in the New Testament, was widely used
in the first century to describe a group that was called out from the larger community for a
specific purpose. In this general way, the word is used to describe a trade guild (Acts 19:32, 39,
41), a general gathering as in Israel in the wilderness (Acts 7:38), and a synagogue meeting
(Matt. 18:17). But the word is also used in a more technical way to describe the gathering of
the early Christians.

EKKLESIA – CHURCH
“a group of called-out ones”

1. Called from the former life
2. Called for a purpose

A local church is more than just a gathering of Christians. It must assemble for the right
purpose, have the right authority, reproduce itself, have the right organization, and have the
seal of God on its existence. A church may be described as an assembly of professing believers
in whom Christ dwells, organized to carry out the Great Commission, administer the ordi-
nances, and reflect spiritual gifts under the discipline of the Scriptures.

A local church needs to be organized to accomplish its function. The nature of church life
is described in the experience of the church at Jerusalem (Acts 2:41-47). These functions can
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be described using the acrostic WIFE which stands for Worship, Instruction, Fellowship, and
Evangelism. An easy way to remember this is to recall that one of the biblical pictures of a
church is that of a bride. Every bride wants to be a good wife, therefore, every church should be
organized to accomplish these functions.

THE FUNCTION OF A CHURCH

Worship
Instruction
Fellowship
Evangelism

The early church was a worshipping church, constantly engaged in “praising God” (Acts
2:47). Many    evangelical churches today describe their Sunday morning service as a “worship
service.” When we worship God, we seek to serve Him with our praises thus inviting Him into
our midst in a unique way (Ps. 22:3). Worship also helps us by meeting our needs with God’s
sufficiency.

The early church was involved in instructing people in the apostle’s doctrine (Acts 2:42).
Today, churches organize to accomplish this function through a Christian education board or
discipleship training ministry. Such organizations help insure the church’s success in instructing
its members.

Fellowship was the third significant activity of the early church (Acts 2:42, 44). God has
recognized from the very beginning that people need people (Gen. 2:18). One of the unique
functions of the church is to provide opportunity for Christians to interact with one another
informally as a means of motivating one another in their Christian life (Heb. 10:25).

Evangelism was the fourth function of the early church. This church began with an evan-
gelistic thrust in which three thousand people were saved (Acts 2:41). Evangelism continued
to be an integral part of church life resulting in others being converted to Christianity daily
(Acts 2:47). Before long, their aggressive witness for Christ “filled Jerusalem” (Acts 5:28) and
turned their world upside down (Acts 17:6). They believed in using every available means to
reach every available person at every available time with the Gospel.

Obviously, not all of these functions can be accomplished in the same way. In the New
Testament, the church met in smaller cells to accomplish ministry (Acts 12:12) and larger
gatherings for celebration (Acts 3:11). This pattern has been followed throughout church his-
tory by growing churches. Today, many churches gather in a large worship service for celebra-
tion, but also gather in smaller Bible study groups such as Sunday School classes, home Bible
study cells or specialized ministry teams for personal growth and ministry.

What Is the Purpose of the Church?

Every institution can only justify its existence as it accomplishes the purpose for which it
was established. The church’s purpose is found in the Great Commission (Matt. 28:19-20).
Often, the Great Commission is applied to foreign missions but neglected at home. Actually,
the task of making disciples needs to be accomplished both at home by involved church mem-
bers and abroad through the missionary outreach of the church.

At the heart of the Great Commission is the task of making disciples (Matt. 28:19). There-
fore, evangelism is more than decision-making, it is disciple-making. Evangelism may be de-
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scribed as communicating the Gospel in the power of the Holy Spirit to unconverted persons
at their point of need, with the intent of effecting conversions and involving them in the church.
Some people consider any Christian presence in society as an expression of evangelism. Oth-
ers define evangelism in the context of preaching the Gospel. While both of these are impor-
tant, they are only steps in the process of persuading people to put their faith in Christ as
Saviour and follow Him as Lord in the fellowship of His church.

Jesus described three steps which are necessary if the church is to be successful in fulfill-
ing her mission. First, the church must take the Gospel to the people (Matt. 28:19). The goal of
this step is to bring people to the point of making a personal decision for salvation. The next
step is described by the verb “baptizing” (Matt. 28:19), which involves assimilating the new
believer into the life of the church. The task of baptism results in bonding or identification.
Third, the task of teaching results in new believers being trained in the Christian life and
witness (Matt. 28:20).

What Does Church Membership Involve?

The doctrine of the church is not some abstract teaching which has little or no relevance to
the Christian life. Rather, the church ought to have a central place in the life of every believer.
Often, people come to faith in Christ through a church-related ministry. As the new believer
struggles to grow in his or her new life in Christ, church ministries and individual church
members play a key role in helping him or her experience success. The church is where we find
ministry opportunities that enable us to use our spiritual gifts to touch other lives.

Church membership is an expression of belonging. When people join a church, they are
telling others they feel at home in that church and want to be a full participant in the life of
the church. Therefore, church membership involves more than just adding your name to the
role. It is an expression of your desire to be enfolded into the church family. It provides you
with the opportunity to be involved in the lives of others.

For many, church membership has lost its meaning. The Bible teaches that every Chris-
tian is “baptized into one body” (1 Cor. 12:13). This refers to the baptism of the Holy Spirit by
which all Christians are one in Christ. But the Bible also uses the expression “body of Christ”
to describe the local church (1 Cor. 12:27). Therefore, when Christians are baptized and join a
church, they demonstrate outwardly what has already happened inwardly. Because they be-
come a part of the body of Christ by receiving Him as Saviour (John 1:12), they want to become
an active member of a local church which is a local expression of the body of Christ.

When a Christian moves into a new community and begins to worship at a new church, it
is only natural for him or her to want to change church membership. Just as people change
their address and phone number when they move, so they should also change their church
membership (their spiritual home) when they move.

Some Christians have not yet taken the very natural step to become a member of the
church. When Paul described the church as a body, he reminded us that each of us is an
important part of that body. We use terms such as handicapped, disabled and disadvantaged
to describe a physical body which is missing an eye, ear, arm or foot. These terms could also be
applied to many churches which are lacking parts because of the reluctance of some Chris-
tians to become involved.

Joining a church places us under the discipline of the Scriptures – the Word of God. God
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gave us the Bible to help us grow spiritually (1 Peter 2:2), achieve victory over sin (Ps. 119:9-
11), see our prayers answered (John 15:7), develop strong character (1 Cor. 3:3), and grow in
our ability to believe God (Rom. 10:17). As we hear the Word of God preached and study the
Scriptures with others in small groups, we can begin to experience these benefits in our own
life.

God made us to need relationships with others. Becoming a part of a church provides us
with the opportunity to encourage others and be encouraged by others (Heb. 10:25). In the
New Testament, those who received Christ as Saviour quickly chose to become part of the
church (Acts 2:41). As they interacted with each other on a regular basis, they were able to
build a steadfastness into their life in various spiritual disciplines (Acts 2:42). Becoming ac-
tive in the life of a church is one way of insuring personal success in your Christian life.

Evangelical Christians look to the New Testament to determine what is involved in join-
ing a church. In the New Testament, church membership was related to four conditions. First,
no one joined a church until they had first received Christ as personal Saviour (Acts 5:13-14).
Second, Christians were baptized as a profession of their faith prior to joining a church (Acts
2:41). Third, Christians remained members of a church only as long as they remained in agree-
ment with the church’s doctrinal beliefs (Titus 3:10). Fourth, church members were respon-
sible to live moral lives so as to not hinder the corporate testimony of the church (1 Cor. 6:9-
11).

Just as the parts of your physical body work together in harmony to enable you to do
things, so church members need to work together to enable the church to accomplish its min-
istry. There are several ways church members can invest in their local church. They can make
a special effort to give time to church services and ministry projects (Eph. 5:16). They can use
their spiritual gifts as ministry tools in the church (Eph. 4:12). They can consistently give to
the church to underwrite the costs associated with the church’s ministry (1 Cor. 16:2). They
can help build others in the church (Heb. 10:25). They can use their influence to help others
receive Christ as Saviour and become a part of church life.

Joining a church is more than adding your name to the membership list. By joining a
church, you indicate your desire to be involved in the life of the church, and to have others in
the church involved in your life. You become part of a family. As such, you are entitled to all the
privileges associated with family life and assume the responsibility of making that family
work.

How Do I Respond to Church Leadership?

Obviously, whenever a group of people meet together, there must be an efficient organiza-
tional structure to insure that group accomplishes its purpose. This involves appointing a
leader and often selecting others who have lesser leadership responsibilities in the group. The
need for group leadership exists in the church just as it exists in other groups.

The leader of the church is the Lord Jesus Christ Himself. He is described as “the head of
the body, the church” and the One who alone holds preeminence in the church (Col. 1:18). The
Bible records the case of one church leader named Diotrephes and is critical of his desire “to
have the preeminence among them” (3 John 9). That position belongs to Christ alone.

While Christ is the leader of the church, He has appointed pastors to provide leadership
in the church through the pastoral office. Paul reminded the Ephesian elders of their pastoral
responsibilities “to all the flock, over which the Holy Ghost hath made you overseers” (Acts



20:28). Likewise Peter encouraged pastors to willingly be overseers of the church for the right
motives (1 Peter 5:2). Pastors have this important responsibility because God holds them
accountable for the spiritual well being of those under their leadership (Heb. 13:17). As church
members, it is our responsibility to pray for, support, and follow our pastors as they lead.

Pastors are not the only officers in the church. God also established the office of deacons in
the church. The word deacon could be translated servant which better describes the nature of
this office. The first deacons were selected by the church and appointed by the apostles to do
ministry and restore harmony in the church (Acts 6:1-6). As a result of their faithful ministry,
“the word of God spread, and the number of the disciples multiplied greatly in Jerusalem, and
a great many of the priests were obedient to the faith” (Acts 6:7).

Most evangelical churches are congregational in government. This means that the church
congregation itself is the final authority in major decisions such as the calling of a pastor, the
purchase or sale of property, and the approval of the church budget. This congregational ap-
proach to church government is the same as democracy. However, the church is a theocracy
under the Lordship of Christ. When Christians meet to make church decisions, they should
vote on the basis of what they believe the Lord would like to see happen in His church, not on
the basis of what they would like.

Jesus promised He would build His church (Matt. 16:18). When we become fully involved
in the life of the church, we are working with Christ in doing what He is doing (1 Cor. 3:9).
That opportunity alone should motivate us to become as fully involved as possible in the
ministry of a local Bible-believing church in our community.

Chapter Seven Review & Discussion

Review Questions

1. What is a church?

2. What acrostic describes four functions of the church and what are those functions?

3. What is the purpose of the church?

Discussion Questions

1. What does membership in your church involve?

2. How do you respond to church leadership?

3. When a decision needs to be made within the church and a vote is taken, what do you base
your decision on?
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