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Psalm 122:1-9

Matthew 16:13-20

In Essentials Unity, Opinions Liberty, and in All Things Love –
The Church

I was in West Virginia a few days the past week to visit my family, and while there I decided to visit a few places I haven’t seen in many years.  On Friday morning I was in town and drove by the Presbyterian Church, where we had a community Bible School when I was young, so I walked into the church and introduced myself to the pastor.  It was very interesting to me to walk through that building, into the sanctuary, and compare my memory of the church with the reality.

Talking to the pastor was enjoyable, but bittersweet as well.  Almost all of the churches in my hometown are struggling to survive.  My hometown and area is not a very churched area, and most of the churches have only a handful in attendance.  I talked to as many people as I could during those few days trying to get a feel for what has happened over the years to the churches.  The question that seemed to leap out at me was what is the church?  How can a church grow, how can a church be healthy, how can a church have any sense of vision without first knowing why it exists and what the church is to be?

What is the church?  That seems like such a simple question, but it’s more complicated than one might suppose.  It’s more complicated because many of our assumptions about the church are not necessarily Biblical.  Many of our assumptions about the nature of the church and the purpose of the church come from us and our own thoughts and feelings rather than from the pages of Scripture.


If you look across the landscape of churches you will find every conceivable type of church.  There are numerous denominations, countless worship styles, and all types of buildings; but the question remains – what is the church?

As we continue our series In Essentials Unity, Opinions Liberty, and in All Things Love we come to the statement from the Baptist Faith and Message about The Church.  Here is what it says – A New Testament church of the Lord Jesus Christ is a local body of baptized believers who are associated by covenant in the faith and fellowship of the gospel, observing the two ordinances of Christ, committed to His teachings, exercising the gifts, rights, and privileges invested in them by His Word, and seeking to extend the gospel to the ends of the earth.

This church is an autonomous body, operating through democratic processes under the Lordship of Jesus Christ.  In such a congregation members are equally responsible.  Its Scriptural officers are pastors and deacons.


The New Testament speaks also of the church as the body of Christ which includes all of the redeemed of all the ages.


I think that statement is helpful and contains some important points, but is it a completely adequate definition of what constitutes a church?  I don’t think so.  I think pastors and deacons are Scriptural officers of the church, but can you have a church without them?  I think you can.  Does Scripture tell us that we are to operate according to democratic processes?  No, but that doesn’t mean that can’t use those processes.

I don’t know that I can give a one or two sentence definition of the church, so what I want us to do is examine some of the Biblical images of the church that will give us a clearer definition of the nature of the church.
1.  The church is composed of those who confess their faith in Christ – Matthew 16:13-20.

Verse 18 – Upon this rock.  What is this rock?  It is the foundation of everything – faith, and a confessing faith in Christ.
2.  The church is where God’s people gather – Matthew 18:20.
For where two or three have gathered together in My name, there I am in their midst.
3.  The church is where the lives of God’s people are united – Acts 2:42 – 47.  That is a beautiful picture of lives bound together, isn’t it?
4.  The church is where all of God’s people use their spiritual gifts – Acts 12.  

Verse 14 – For the body is not one member, but many.  Unity is each person using the gift God has given to them.  
5.  The church is a collection of many people who become one in Christ – I Peter 2:9-10.  The church is where people of all races and types come together as one in the common bond of Christ.

6.  The church is comprised of people who enter into a covenant relationship with Jesus and one another as close as a marriage relationship – Revelation 21:2.  Ephesians 5:25.
Through good times and bad, joys and sorrows, our lives are to be knit together.

The question then must be asked – are we, according to those definitions, the church?  Are those qualities reflected among us?
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