What is church?

The Bible passage read earlier (Acts 2:41-47) records a snapshot of the first church in Jerusalem, after the Day of Pentecost, after the Holy Spirit was poured out from heaven upon Jesus’ followers.

A few weeks ago Mark was preaching on the Day of Pentecost. On that day, the apostle Peter preached a powerful sermon, & we read: 41 On that day about three thousand believed his message and were baptized. 

Have you ever been to a church of 3,000 people? Or been part of a church of 3,000?

Shortly before Cindy & I migrated to Sydney, we were living in Jakarta, & we used to go to a church called ‘Reformed Evangelical Church of Indonesia’. A few years ago, the church officially opened their main auditorium that seats more than 4,500 people. They meet in many other buildings around Jakarta, but this is the biggest one. 
If you have a church of 3,000, it would feel totally different, than if you have 24. You do things differently. You do different things. People’s expectations are different. People’s relationships are different. Big churches are reassuring. It is comforting when we pull a big crowd. And it “feels” like God is at work and things are really happening. 

There are many definitions of church. The Christian churches have their own. Even non-Christians have one. The Church of Scientology has one. The Mormon church has one. Sometimes we can be easily confused. Confused not necessarily by wrong definitions, but by definitions that don’t reflect the Bible’s defnition of church. 

It’s fascinating that Jesus never said, ‘A church must have at least 3,000 people.’ Or ‘a church must be financially independent’. In fact, he said, Matthew 18:20 “For where two or three come together in my name, there am I with them." Whether you have 3,000 people, or 24 people, or even only 2 or 3, Jesus teaches that all churches are basically the same: he is there with them. If our way of thinking, our way of seeing things, is like Jesus, then it’s exciting to meet in a large church but it should also be exciting to meet in a small church. Because this is Jesus’ church and he is present here through His Spirit whether the church is large or small. And the Church meeting in the lounge room of a house, or in the school hall, is as much the church as the biggest church in Sydney.

So what is church in its essence? I explained earlier (in the important words section) that ‘church’ basically means a meeting or a gathering. What is the Bible’s definition? There are a lot that can be said about church. I’d only focus on 3 things.

First, a church is any gathering of people who follow Jesus. Whenever 2 or 3 come together in Jesus’ name, that is church. Wherever people meet in Jesus’ presence, that is church.

Eph 2:15-16 says, ‘[God] even brought Jews and Gentiles together as though we were only one person, when he united us in peace. 16On the cross Christ did away with our hatred for each other. He also made peace between us and God by uniting Jews and Gentiles in one body.
It is God who brought us together into one body. 

Acts 15:14 God first intervened to take from the Gentiles a people for His name.

Church is the gathering of people of all nations, that God is gathering to himself, through Jesus.

We see this happening in the first church in Jerusalem. 

42They spent their time learning from the apostles, and they were like family to each other. They also broke bread and prayed together…44All the Lord's followers often met together,….  46Day after day they met together in the temple. They broke bread together in different homes and shared their food happily and freely, 47while praising God. … 

They met regularly, learning, praying, praising God, eating together. In the public place (back then it was the temple), & in houses. God was not simply dealing with individuals in isolation. He was building a new community.

47… Everyone liked them, and each day the Lord added to their group others who were being saved.
He was building a new community.

Jesus promised “I will build my church” (Matthew 16:18). How will he do it? Through the preaching of the gospel; 

Acts 20:32 Paul said, "Now I commit you to God and to the word of his grace, which can build you up …. 

As you & I share the word of God’s grace, which is the good message about Jesus Christ, to others, & to one another, Jesus is building his church.

This leads to my second point: church is the result, the consequence, of the preaching & sharing of the word of God’s grace, the gospel.
It’s amazing what could happen when our lives are transformed by the word of God’s grace. We are united by one faith in Jesus, & our lives are transformed by the word of his grace, & we enjoy his blessings. The expressions of this can be different, depending on time & location. Back then in Jerusalem, we read that:

44 …and they shared everything they had. 45They would sell their property and possessions and give the money to whoever needed it. 46 …shared their food happily and freely,  

What were the expressions of their life transformation? They responded generously to the problems in their midst. People were facing difficulty, others were generous to help. 
That was back then. How can we express the same thing today? Just imagine! What can we become, what can we do together as a church, if it is true that our lives have been transformed by the word of God’s grace? 

For example, it would be good for every person to get a piece of paper and write down a list of the names of everyone in the church and begin to pray for others each day. Praying for blessing will help us and draw us closer to each other. How else can the gospel express itself in our lives? We can spend time getting to know each other & visiting each other & caring for each other. We make sacrifice so that people from non-English speaking background, & non-Christian background can hear the gospel. What else? You can help run an ESL class in the evening next term, to help families from non-English speaking background. What else? You can join a marriage course next term & invite others to come. We meet on Friday nights to pray & encourage one another, & learn from God’s word. All this we do as a church as a consequence of the preaching & sharing of the word of God’s grace, the gospel.
Church is real, and our membership of it is as real as our relationship with God. However, this church is not necessarily what we see physically. Thirdly, & my last point is that church is a spiritual reality. Acts 20:28 Paul said to the leaders of a church that he started in Ephesus, ‘Be shepherds of the church of God, which he bought with his own blood.’

Church is a gathering of people whom God bought with his own blood. We are not our own, we were bought. We belong to God. And he is gathering us to himself through Jesus Christ. It’s a spiritual reality. We can see it only by faith. 

When we go into a building with a big cross on the top of the roof, & we see people there, singing songs about Jesus, hearing someone preach about Jesus, then we’d say, ‘I think this is a church.’

But the Bible teaches that the church of Jesus Christ is not necessarily what we see physically. The big cross on the top of the roof doesn’t make it a church. The songs don’t make it a church. The institution, with its leadership structure, its budget & staff & organisation, doesn’t make it a church. A church can be part of denominations (Anglican, Assembly of God, Catholic, Orthodox), but being part of a denomination doesn’t make it a church. 

What makes a church a church is the spiritual reality that God has bought certain people with his own blood. We go to a church, we may see a lot of people, but not all of them are necessarily part of the church. They may think they are part of the church. But only God knows accurately, who belongs to him, or who doesn’t. Only God knows our heart. 

What is wonderful is that as people spend time getting to know each other and caring for each other, our experience of Jesus is deepened because we help each other to know Jesus better. Church and fellowship is the best place to get to know Jesus. You can see in the first Jerusalem church there was joy and they were praising the Lord. They would have had problems like us. One of the great difficulties of living in a modern world is loneliness and isolation but one of God’s purposes for church is that people will share their lives with each other and encourage each other and help build joy into each other’s life. 
So again: Firstly, a church is any gathering of people who follow Jesus. Secondly, a church is the result of the sharing of the word of God’s grace. Thirdly, church is a spiritual reality. 

The church is complete wherever two or three have been gathered by God to himself by his word. The trappings that we have added, and now associate with ‘church’, do not add anything essential—or even important—to the reality of church. We must never think that this church in the school hall, or the home Bible study group is less church than the gathering at the Inspire church on Sunday. The home Bible Study group or any other gathering of believers in the name of Jesus lacks nothing of any consequence as the church of God. 
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