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Choosing a church can be a difficult task for many.  But choosing a biblical church is an even more 

difficult task for the Christian in today’s church atmosphere and culture.  Are all churches “good” 

churches?  Is there even such a thing as a “bad” church?  What makes finding a “good” church so 

difficult?  All of these questions are valid questions to ask, particularly for those who are moving to a 

new area or are having concerns about the current church they worship with. 

This study seeks to provide a biblical basis for discerning a “good” church from a “bad” church.  

However, the purpose behind this study is not that the believer may look down upon or condemn other 

churches which do not meet the biblical basis by their mission or operation.  Rather, the purpose behind 

this study is to equip the believer with the ability to decipher between a “good” church and a “bad” 

church so that he could attend a church wherein God’s purposes for his spiritual walk and gifting are 

carried out.  That is the end goal of this study, namely, to provide for the believer an opportunity to not 

be foolish concerning which church to attend or not, but rather to understand the will of the Lord (cf. 

Eph. 5:17) by putting together the principles in such a way that he sees God’s purpose for church. 

To begin with there needs to be some clarifications made regarding the terms “good,” “bad,” and 

“church.”  The fickle nature of humanity results in many having a self-derived viewpoint of that which is 

“good” and “bad.”  To one person a “good” church is a church that has “good” worship music.  To 

another person a “good” church is one which serves the community, or to even another, a “good” 

church is one which makes them feel like they belong or are a part of something bigger than themselves.  

But there are inherent flaws within each of these ideas that have been expressed:  they center around 

the person’s appetites and experience.  Thus, these ideas of “good” are not the basis for determining a 

“good” church or a “bad” church. 

In this study, the word “good” in describing a church will not be used with a view to a person’s personal 

desires, appetites, and experiences.  Rather it will be used as an equivalent to “biblical.”  To that end, a 

“good” church is one which meets the biblical description of a church and which carries out the biblical 

prescription for the church.  Thus, contrarily, a “bad” church will likewise not be referring to a person’s 

personal desires, appetites, and experiences, but instead “bad” will be used as an equivalent to “non-

biblical.”  Therefore, a “bad” church is one which does not meet the biblical description of a church and 

fails to carry out the biblical prescription for the church. 

To understand a “good” church or “bad” church in this study’s sense of the words requires that the 

believer understand God’s description of the church and His prescription for the church.  After all, the 

church is to be what God has designated and designed it to be, or else it is merely another social 

construct of fallen man and rendered ineffective as the body of Christ. 

God’s description of the church in Scripture is primarily of two types of the same church. 

1.  The Universal Church:  the total group of believers from the Day of Pentecost in 30AD to the present 

and up until the church is raptured from the earth.  Such as is referred to in Colossians 1:18, 

 “He is also head of the body, the church; and He is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, 

 so that He Himself will come to have first place in everything.” 
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The Universal Church is the entire body of Christ.  It is comprised of each and every individual believer in 

Christ in the Church Age (spanning human history from Pentecost in 30AD (Acts 2) to the Rapture (1 

Thessalonians 4:16-17)).  Jesus is the head of the church, identifying Him as the  authority of the 

Universal Church.  Believers are members of His body according to Romans 12:4-5, 1 Corinthians 12:20 

and 27. 

 Romans 12:4-5 

 “For just as we have many members in one body and all the members do not have the same 

 function, so we, who are many, are one body in Christ, and individually members of it.” 

 1 Corinthians 12:20 

 “But now there are many members, but one body.” 

 1 Corinthians 12:27 

 “Now you are Christ’s body, and individually members of it.” 

The designation given to the body of Christ as the church is based on the Koine Greek word ἐκκλησία 

(“ek-klae-si-ah”) which literally means, “assembly of individuals distinguished by being gathered 

together for a specific purpose and by their designation which separates them out from others, based 

on response.”   

God has assembled all those who believe into the body of Christ in the moment of each individual’s 

personal faith upon Christ as Savior.  They are removed from condemnation and placed into Christ (cf. 

John 3:15-18) where they are identified as holy and blameless in Him (cf. Eph. 1:3-4).  God puts each 

believer into the assembly of believers based on their individual response to trust Jesus as their Savior. 

Thus, the church finds its origins in God’s designation of believers as belonging to Him because He has 

assembled them together in response to their faith in Christ.  By gathering believers together in Christ 

God separates believers from unbelievers, setting them apart for service to Him.  This becomes the 

believer’s new identity, namely, God’s ambassador. 

2.  The Local Church:  the geographically fixed assembly of a portion of the body of Christ who meet 

together for the purposes of learning and fellowship, camaraderie and prayer.  This is seen in the early 

church in Acts 2:42, 

 “They were continually devoting themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to fellowship, to the 

 breaking of bread and to prayer.” 

The Local Church became more numerous as the gospel spread from Jerusalem into the rest of the 

world.  Local assemblies of believers were forming in order that believers could consume the 

information being revealed by the apostles and prophets.  The result of their learning and application of 

God’s instruction was fellowship with Him and one another, serving each other in response to God.  

It is in this recognition that the primary purpose of the Local Church is evident:  the edification of 

believers into spiritually mature adults in the family of God.  To accomplish this edification (instruction 
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and progress into maturity through application of knowledge) in the Local Church God established the 

role of Pastor-Teacher as one who oversees, shepherds, and instructs those believers assembled 

together in the Word of God (cf. Eph. 4:11-13).  This is established by God in order that the Local Church 

can be equipped by inculcation (intake and application) of the Word to serve God in their geographical 

arena. 

The Local Church’s primary role, then, is that of a Bible College for those believers asembled together.  It 

is by the teaching of God’s Word that believers are equipped with instruction, divine viewpoint, and the 

principles and mechanics necessary for walking out their spiritual life while on earth.  Paul commends 

the believers in Rome for having accepted the teaching that they were put under in Romans 6:17-18. 

 “But thanks be to God that though you were slaves of sin, you became obedient from the heart 

 to that form of teaching to which you were committed, and having been freed from sin, you 

 became slaves of righteousness.” 

Since the purpose of this study is to provide the believer with the tools necessary to discern a “good” 

(biblical) church from a “bad” (non-biblical church) it is critical to highlight this first characteristic of a 

biblical church:  It teaches God’s Word. 

The word “teaching “ in Romans 6:17 is translated from the Koine Greek word διδαχῆς (“di-dah-chaes”) 

which literally means, “belonging to systematic instruction of information designed to be learned and 

utilized in one’s circumstance, based on response.”  The primary function of the Local Church is to be a 

place dedicated to present the Word of God in a step by step systematic fashion.  Thus, those who 

attend the church service are to come ready to learn God’s word from the Pastor-Teacher whom God 

has committed them to learn under. 

A good Local Church is one which systematically teaches and learns the Word of God, applying it by faith 

as each believer individually walks in fellowship with God. 

That identifies then the second characteristic of a good Local Church:  its members worship God in spirit 

and truth (cf. John 4:24) by having fellowship with Him, and consequently then, each other.  This is 

taught in 1 John 1:6-9. 

 “If we say that we have fellowship with Him and yet walk in the  darkness, we lie and do not 

 practice the truth; but if we walk in the Light as He Himself is in the Light, we have fellowship 

 with one another, and the blood of Jesus His Son cleanses us from all sin.  If we say that we have 

 no sin, we are deceiving ourselves and the truth is not in us.  If we confess our sins, He is faithful 

 and righteous to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” 

The word “fellowship” is translated from the Koine Greek word κοινωνίαν (“koi-noh-ni-ahn”) which 

literally means, “complete commonality shared between partners who are working in complementary 

fashion to accomplish the same objectives together as one, based on response.” 

The nature of fellowship is far greater than just two fellows being in the same ship, or two travelers 

traveling the same road.  It is a conjoined effort wherein each individual partners together with the 
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other to accomplish their shared objective as if they were one being.  At the root of fellowship is 

oneness as a result of unity through humility and complete agreement.  The believer is to have 

fellowship with God, but as 1 John 1:7 identifies, those who have fellowship with God by walking “in the 

Light as He Himself is in the light…have fellowship with one another…” 

A good church is one wherein each of the believers assembled is walking in fellowship with God, and, 

through doing so, shares fellowship with each other. 

A third characteristic of a good Local Church is that those believers within its assembly “stimulate one 

another to love and good deeds” according to Hebrews 10:23-25. 

 “Let us hold fast the confession of our hope without wavering, for He who promised is faithful; 

 and let us consider how to stimulate one another to love and good deeds, not forsaking our own 

 assembling together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another, and all the more as 

 you see the day drawing near.” 

The word “stimulate” is translated from the Koine Greek word παροξυσμὸν (“pa-rox-us-mon”) which 

literally means, “stirring someone up into excitement resulting in motivation to action, based on 

initiation.”  The local body is to assemble together in order that they might consider how to stir each 

other up into action of love and good deeds. 

The word “deeds” is translated from the Koine Greek word ἔργων (“ehr-gohn”) which literally means, 

“products produced by one’s own energy, being tools or instruments used to accomplish something.”  

As a part of gathering together believers are to consider how to stir one another up to perform the 

action of producing products.  These products are described by the Koine Greek word καλῶν (“kah-

lohn”) as being “good in quality or character.” 

For a believer to produce works that are described as “good in quality or character” he must accomplish 

those works in complete conformity to God’s design.   

A fourth characteristic is developed also out of Hebrews 10:23-25, specifically in verse 25 where, 

because of the continued priority toward assembling together physically believers are to encourage one 

another. 

The word “encouraging” in Hebrews 10:25 is translated from the Koine Greek word παρακαλοῦντες 

(“par-ah-ka-loun-tes”) which literally means, “performing the continuous type of action as a matter of 

principle to call others alongside of oneself to join in what one is accomplishing based on his own 

initiation.”  The word “encouraging” is probably best understood here in the since of “exhorting.”  For its 

use is expressing the need to bring a discouraged brother or sister in Christ back to their proper role of 

service to God in the local body.  It is the same word Paul uses in Romans 12:1 where he writes,  

 “Therefore, I urge you, brethren, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies a living and holy 

 sacrifice, acceptable to God, which is your spiritual service of worship.” 
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Paul uses a form of παρακαλέω (“par-ah-ka-le-oh”), the root word for παρακαλοῦντες (“par-ah-ka-loun-

tes”) in Romans 12:1 to exhort the Roman believers to join with him in what he is doing which is 

presenting his body as a living sacrifice to God. 

The idea of encouragement in Hebrews 10:25 is not one of merely expressing comforting sentiments 

toward another’s situation.  But, rather, it includes the idea of calling them out of their discouraged 

position because of their circumstances and back into fellowship with God through reminding them of 

the truth of God’s Word which they known already.   

A good Local Church is one in which believers are called to join each other in serving God by walking 

with Him in accordance with His Word. 

A fifth description of the Local Church in Scripture is as the place wherein the spiritual gifts of the 

believer are able to be utilized in order to edify the rest of the body of Christ assembled in the Local 

Church.  1 Corinthians 12:4-7 instructs believers that they have a spiritual gifts package designed for the 

common good of the body of Christ. 

 “Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit.  And there are varieties of ministries, and 

 the same Lord.  There are varieties of effects, but the same God who works all things in all 

 persons.  But to each one is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good.” 

God has given to the believer a package of spiritual gifts by His Holy Spirit.  Each package of spiritual gifts 

is specifically tailored for the ministry (area of service in both the universal body and local body of 

Christ) that God has designated to a specific believer.  Thus, there are different areas of service in the 

body of Christ for each believer and each believer is to depend upon the spiritual gifts package that God 

has given to him in order to carry out that role of service to the body of Christ.  This is both universal and 

local. 

When each believer carries out their area of service utilizing the spiritual gifting that God has allotted to 

them, the Holy Spirit’s work in the local body is made visible to the Local Church.  Consequently, the 

body of Christ is profited by seeing the reality that in spite of their different areas of service, they have 

the same Holy Spirit revealed as the One who is at work in each believer’s role of service uniting the 

local body of believers together as one in carrying out God’s work. 

A good Local Church is one in which believers are able to utilize their spiritual gifts package, serving the 

needs of the local body in that area of service to which God has assigned them to serve by means of His 

gifting. 

So the Local Church is described by God as a geographically fixed portion of the body of Christ who are 

assembled together in order to learn the systematic instruction of the Word of God from that Pastor-

Teacher to which God has charged their spiritual development.  In assembling together, all members of 

that local body are to be walking in fellowship with God, and thus, with each other, while considering 

how to spur one another on to perform good works.  Furthermore, the Local Church is described by 

God’s Word as a place wherein exhortation toward serving God together occurs for those who are 
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discouraged by their circumstances.  This is necessary, in part, so that each believer faithfully carries out 

their spiritual service to the body of believers assembled together as a Local Church.  These things edify 

the body of Christ into the spiritual maturity which Jesus Christ possesses Himself resulting in stability 

individually and corporately in the Local Body of Christ as Ephesians 4:14-16 identifies. 

 “As a result, we are no longer to be children, tossed here and there by waves and carried about 

 by every wind of doctrine, by the trickery of men, by craftiness in deceitful scheming; but 

 speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in all aspects into Him who is the head, even 

 Christ, from whom the whole body, being fitted and held together by what every joint supplies, 

 according to the proper working of each individual part, causes the growth of the body for the 

 building up of itself in love.” 

A good Local Church preaches the gospel, teaches the word, walks in fellowship, stirs one another to 

good works, exhorts each other back to service, and is manifesting the Holy Spirit through each 

member’s use of their spiritual gifts in their specific area of service assigned by God to them for the 

edification of the local body of Christ. 

A bad Local Church fails to accomplish these things because it fails to possess the divine perspective of 

God as a result of failure to be taught or to learn the truths of God’s Word.  How can the believer tell the 

difference between a good Local Church and a bad Local Church?   

The following questions will assist the believer in discerning the “goodness” or “badness” of any local 

body of Christ to which they may seek to join themselves as a member. 

1.  Does the church get the gospel right? 

While this seems like a question which should have an obvious answer, often times the answer is not 

easily visible under the muddled and confused Christian jargon utilized by most local bodies of Christ.  

God’s word is very clear on the need to get the gospel correct in Galatians 1:8-9. 

 “But even if we, or an angel from heaven, should preach to you a gospel contrary to what we 

 have preached to you, he is to be accursed!  As we have said before, so I say again now, if any 

 man is preaching to you a gospel contrary to what you received, he is to be accursed!” 

The Apostle Paul’s strong words are given to a group of local churches in Galatia.  The believers within 

these local bodies of Christ had heard the gospel from Paul but had then been deceived to believe that 

they had to add works to their faith in Christ for salvation.  These local bodies got the gospel wrong 

because they were incorrectly taught a lie as if it were truth.  Before that lie, and other lies are 

emphasized specifically, the gospel of Christ needs to be identified correctly. 

The “gospel of Christ” is the term used by Paul in Galatians 1:7 to refer to the victory that Jesus had over 

man’s enemies, sin and death.  The word “gospel” is translated from the Koine Greek word εὐαγγέλιον 

(“eu-an-ge-li-on”) which literally means, “good news of victory over the enemy, being a tool or 

instrument used to accomplish something.” 
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This “good news of victory” was proclaimed by a messenger who came from the battlefield shouting 

that the enemy had been vanquished as he ran to the leader of the city or nation to make known the 

victory to him. 

The gospel of Christ is the news that Christ has been victorious over sin and death on behalf of the 

sinner.  This victory was secured by His substitutionary death on the cross and consequent resurrection 

from the dead which verified God’s acceptance of His payment on behalf of man’s sins.   Because of 

Jesus Christ, man can have victory over sin and death if he places his faith upon Jesus Christ to be his 

personal Savior. 

Getting the gospel of Christ right includes the idea that man is in need of salvation from sin and death 

because of the judgment both will incur from God.  It starts with the recognition that man is born sinful 

(cf. Romans 5:12).  It continues with the recognition that God will judge those who reject Christ in the 

Lake of Fire for eternity because of their failure to trust His Son as the necessary payment for their 

redemption (cf. John 3:18 and Rev. 20:11-15).  It ends with the recognition that man cannot save himself 

from this penalty but has the opportunity through the free will given to him by God as a human being to 

choose to trust God’s provision for the payment of his sins:  Jesus Christ. 

Acceptance of the gospel message is by faith alone in Christ alone as is testified to completely and only 

in the New Testament’s passages.  No clearer is that testimony expressed than in Acts 16:31 when Paul 

and Silas’ jailer is converted from an unbeliever to a believer. 

 “They said, ‘Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved, you and your household.’” 

For further clarification Paul writes to the church of Ephesus in Ephesians 2:8-9, 

 “For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God; 

 not as a result of works, so that no one may boast.” 

God’s grace provided a sacrifice for man’s sins.  The individual’s faith upon God’s provided sacrifice 

results in God saving him once and for all.  The gospel of Christ identifies that Jesus Christ has had 

victory over sin and death and, in doing so, is able to be depended upon to save man from the penalty of 

his sins. 

Anyone who preaches a gospel that adds to or takes away from that message is to be considered as one 

delivered over to the judgment and wrath of God according to Paul in Galatians 1:8-9.  Yet, this has not 

stopped many false gospels to be manifest as Satan & Company and their human associates attempt to 

confuse the gospel of Christ for a gospel of works or no gospel at all.  Some of their more popular 

distortions of the gospel include: 

 1.  Reformed Theology’s Predestination:  The false teaching that God has elected specific 

 individuals to receive salvation, consequently rejecting any others whom He has not elected. 

 2.  Lordship Salvation:  The false teaching that one must maintain their salvation through 

 accomplishing any sort of moral or behavioral code of conduct. 



Good Church, Bad Church 
Dr. Todd Bounds 

8 
 

 3.  Social Gospel:  The false teaching that salvation is physical and collective being accomplished 

 for the saving of society through the spreading of Judeo-Christian morals so that the world 

 experiences peace and love on earth.  This is accomplished by adopting Judeo-Christian values 

 as one’s morals and code of conduct. 

 4.  Penitent Salvation:  The false teaching that salvation may be achieved by penitence and 

 self-examination.  This includes sorrow felt for wrong doing and rituals accomplished for the 

 repayment of wrong doing and moral failure. 

Each of these false gospels adds to or takes away from the gospel of Christ and is incompatible with 

God’s revelation of Jesus Christ as Savior.  A church whose doctrinal statement or worship practice that 

includes these gospels as the gospel is a bad church and should not be attended.  These churches will 

teach concepts such as all humanity is saved regardless of what they believe, that there is more than 

one way to God, that man must never walk away from Christian behavior or standards in order to keep 

their salvation, and that there are certain sins that are unforgivable even for the believer. 

2.  Do they get the spiritual walk right? 

Paul describes the spiritual walk of the believer in 2 Corinthians 5:7 as being “by faith, not by sight.” 

 “For we walk by faith, not by sight-” 

While Paul’s statement to the church in Corinth is contextually speaking of the promised future reality of 

eternity with the Lord (cf. 1 Cor. 5:1-8), it reveals the manner of walk which characterizes the believer’s 

spiritual walk.  The believer has two sources for information, the world or God and His Word (cf. 1 John 

4:1-6).  The word “faith” is translated from the Koine Greek word πίστεως (“pis-teh-ohs”), which literally 

means, “of dependency upon something else to do something on one’s behalf, based on response.”  It is 

through possession of a dependency upon God’s thought process as taught by the Holy Spirit utilizing 

the Word of God that the believer is to walk.  Walking by faith is to walk through each moment by 

placing your dependency upon God and His Word for the information and provision necessary for that 

moment.   

Paul contrasts this with the phrase “not by sight” which refers to the manner by which the flesh walks, 

utilizing the senses for information.  The phrase is translated from the Koine Greek phrase οὐ διὰ εἴδους 

(“ou di-ah ei-dous”) which literally means, “not through the source of looking at and recognizing what is 

being seen, being a tool or instrument used to accomplish something. 

The believer’s spiritual walk is not one which functions through sight, seeing and recognizing what is 

discernable from the world but rather by dependence upon God’s instruction and Holy Spirit.  The 

spiritual walk of the believer is based on the belief system within his heart not based on what he can see 

and recognize in his circumstances within the world. 

Walking by faith is the manner by which the believer walks spiritually as moment by moment he places 

his dependency upon the Holy Spirit’s instruction and ministry through the Word of God rather than 

depending upon his senses and intellect to guide him.  A church that does not understand this or teach 
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this is a bad church and should not be attended.  They instead will teach a spiritual life that is based on 

works, focused on impacting society, and will reveal human viewpoint rather than manifest the Holy 

Spirit’s work.  

3.   Do they get Scripture right? 

God instructs us in 2 Timothy 3:16-17 that His Word is God-breathed by Him. 

 “All Scripture is inspired by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, for 

 training in righteousness; so that the man of God may be adequate, equipped for every good 

 work.” 

God’s Word is all that the believer needs in order to be adequately equipped for the good works that 

God prepared for him to accomplish (cf. Eph. 2:10).  It has been “inspired” by God which literally means, 

“God breathed” (from the Koine Greek θεόπνευστος (“the-o-pneu-stos”)).   

Furthermore, God’s Word is living and active according to Hebrews 4:12. 

 “For the word of God is living and active and sharper than any two-edged sword, and piercing as 

 far as the division of soul and spirit, of both joints and marrow, and able to judge the thoughts 

 and intentions of the heart.” 

The word “living” is translated from the Koine Greek word ζῶν (“zohn”) which literally means, 

“performing the continuous type of action as a matter of principle to be spiritually alive, based on its 

own initiation.”  God’s word is spiritually alive as a matter of principle.  As God, Who Himself is spirit, 

speaks His words out they are spiritually alive having purpose and ability to accomplish that purpose for 

which God spoke them to accomplish (cf. Gen. 1:3,6,9,11,14-15,20,24,26-27).  There is spiritual life in 

the words and message of God. 

The word “active” is translated from the Koine Greek word ἐνεργὴς (“en-er-gaes”) which literally means, 

“possessing energy necessary to make something capable of carrying out activity, based on initiation.”  

God’s word has within it the necessary energy that it needs to do for which God intends it to accomplish.  

As He speaks His word, He puts within it the necessary energy it needs in order to do what He purposed 

it to accomplish.  Thus, God’s word contains within it what it needs in order to be proven dependable for 

those who trust it to do what God says it will do.   

Jesus identifies that God’s Word is truth in John 17:17 where He prays,  

 “‘Sanctify them in the truth; Your word is truth.’” 

God’s Word is that which is true (from the Koine Greek word ἀλήθειά (“ah-lae-thei-ah”)) which means it 

corresponds to that which is real.  God’s Word teaches the believer what is real in this divinely created 

and humanly fallen world.  As such it is perfect relevant and beneficial for all that pertains to life and 

godliness regardless of the time period in which its reader and dependent lives (cf. Rom. 12:2; 2 Peter 

1:3). 
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A bad church does not recognize the infallibility of God’s Word.  If God’s Word is fallible then it cannot 

be trusted, nor can it be derived from God.  Consequently, those who hold the view that God’s Word is 

not infallible produce an allegorical interpretation of God’s Word, identifying its commands and 

historical accounts as mere anecdotes or ideas from which good moral concepts can be derived by the 

reader.  Likewise, those who do not hold to the infallibility of Scripture will teach human philosophy and 

the tradition of men while erroneously dragging passages of Scripture through the teachings based not 

on God’s perspective but on man’s.  Furthermore those churches which do not hold to the infallibility of 

Scripture will produce and teach a mystical concept to faith, ambiguously using personal sense, feeling, 

and thoughts in order to in some way have a connection with God.  These are bad churches and should 

not be attended. 

Other questions to consider when attempting to weed out non-biblical churches: 

4.  Do they teach God’s Word right? 

5.  Do they get humanity’s greatest need right? 

6.  Do they get sin right? 

Churches which do not operate based upon the biblical description and prescription should not be 

attended by believers who are seeking to grow in the grace and knowledge of their savior, the Lord 

Jesus Christ. 

So what is the believer to do if they cannot locate a local body of believers that is a good local church 

because it is biblically based and biblically functioning as an effective ministry of the Spirit? 

Simply: 

 1.  Find a local body that meets as much of the biblical standard as possible. 

 2.  Find a resource from which to supplement what is lacking in that Local Church. 

 3.  Establish a new local body from the ground up. 

 


