
People probably misunderstand the church, loading the concept with their own
meaning and experience, as much or more than any other religious word. To know
the church’s role, and why one should join the church, it first helps to know where
the word arose. What is the origin and meaning of the word church? These are
sound questions the answers to which Christians learn directly from Jesus in the
gospels, from the disciples’ letters that follow the gospels in the Bible’s New
Testament, from New Testament references to the Old Testament, and finally from
the Bible’s concluding book Revelation.

Jesus was the first in the Bible to use the specific Greek word ekklesia, translated
(or, as some have it, mistranslated) in German kirche, Scottish kirk, and English
church. When Peter confessed Jesus as Lord, Matthew 16:18 records that Jesus
responded that he would build his ekklesia, or church, on this rock so that hell’s
gates would not prevail against it. Greeks would have used the word ekklesia to
refer to a calling out of citizens for an assembly. The word ekklesia has two roots,
one referring to the called, and the other referring to out or from, so that together,
ekklesia means those who are called out from.

God, of course, is the one doing the calling, through his Son Jesus Christ. Some
trace the New Testament’s original Greek word ekklesia into another Greek word
kyriakon, and from there into kirche, kirk, and church. Kyriakon, from kyrios
meaning the Lord and oikas meaning house, has a related although somewhat
different meaning as the Lord’s house. The New Testament references, both Jesus’s
own and his disciples’ references, are in any case clearly referring to God calling
believers, children God adopts through the sacrifice of his Son Jesus Christ. And so,
church refers to an assembly that God called out, comprised of his children, whom
he purchased with Christ’s blood. The church is God’s called-out assembly in
Christ.

The Old Testament, written mostly in Hebrew (and a little in Aramaic), did not use
the specific Greek word ekklesia, that which we translate today as church. The Old
Testament did, however, refer to God’s congregation or assembly. And New
Testament writers then quoted those Old Testament references when referring to the
New Testament church. Thus, while ekklesia, or church, is unique to the New
Testament, the concept of God’s called-out assembly resonates deeply with Old



Testament forms. The New Testament letters also make clear that the church is
Christ’s body, through which Christ accomplishes his work. Christ is the body’s
head, the church’s head, while participating believers are the body or, more
specifically, the body’s members. The letters even differentiate among the body’s
parts, urging that while some parts seem less dignified or important, every member
of the body has its role and significance if the whole body is to work as it should.
Believers are one body in Christ, while each a member of the body. When one
suffers, the whole body suffers with the one. When one rejoices, the whole body
rejoices with the one.

New Testament letters and Revelation 19 also refer to the church as Christ’s bride.
As husband and wife unite as one flesh, so, too, Christ unites with his bride church
to become one body. Revelation 19 suggests that the marriage’s joyful
consummation is yet to come, even as the church on earth prepares for Christ’s
return and judgment. Revelation 21 further refers to the church as the descending
holy city, the new Jerusalem that is to come on the earth under Christ’s eternal
reign. Revelation 22 confirms that both the Spirit and the church, the bride, invite
Jesus to come, to return, after judgment bringing his gleaming eternal city.

If the church is God’s called-out assembly, Christ’s body and bride, the future
eternal city, then what is the church not? Foremost, the church is not a human
invention. It is not what many people think it is, our own idea of how we should
organize ourselves around religious customs and forms. The church is also not a
specific building, although members sometimes do use the word to refer to their
facility. The church is not even a single specific group of local people who gather to
worship, although again, members do often use the word to refer to their local body
of believers. Nor is the church a denomination or sect. The church, in its broadest
and deepest meaning, the meaning that God gave it, is as that called-out assembly
of God’s children, born again through faith in Jesus Christ.

Why, then, participate in church, become a member of Christ’s body? Why not, as
the questioner asks, just go with the feeling of belonging to someone or something
in the universe? The answer should by now be obvious. God does not treat those
who have some vague feeling for the universe as his, as belonging to him, in his
called-out assembly. To call implies the participant’s answer. To call out means to



draw out from among others who are not part of the assembly. To assemble means
to gather. To be a member of Christ’s body means to relate to and depend on other
members of the one body.

Thus, whenever members participate in church, they are affirming that they are
God’s called-out assembly, members of Christ’s body, collectively preparing
themselves as Christ’s bride, ready to receive the descending holy city. Corporate
worship, corporate teaching, corporate service, corporate mourning and celebration,
are essential components of full participation in a healthy body, the body that
prepares to receive the head, the betrothed wife who prepares to receive her
husband, and the earthly residents who yearn to take up residence eternally in the
descending holy city.

Worship alone, on the mountaintop or seashore, can satisfy, encourage, hearten,
revitalize, and restore. Study alone, in the library or home office, can guide, build,
strengthen, invigorate, and inform. Service alone, at the soup kitchen or homeless
shelter, can humble and reward. Yet Christ heads the body, Christ weds the bride,
God’s New Jerusalem descends for his kingdom residents. Church, the called-out
assembly, is God’s design for preparing each of us to receive his eternal blessing.
Join the church eternal by participating at the local level. Don’t let any local
manifestation of the church become an obstacle to full participation in the church
eternal. Look to the one church, while participating and supporting locally as fully
as your circumstances allow. God calls out one assembly. Christ has but one body.
Christ weds but one bride. Be a member of the church, while looking forward to
your residence in the descending holy city.


