DISCOVERING THE NATURE OF THE CHURCH

Selected Scriptures

Introduction

The church — have you ever wondered what the church really is? Or
where it came from? Or how it started? Sometimes people ask, what
church do you attend? Oh, | go to that one over at the corner of 5" and
Main.

Is the church that you attend at all like the church of the New Tes-
tament? Sometimes we hear people make the claim that we are a New
Testament church. What does that mean? How do the Scriptures de-
scribe the church? What sort of leadership does the church need? What
purpose does the church fulfil in the world?

A number of years ago | preached a series of messages about the
church. I would like to revisit those messages and that theme over a few
weeks this summer. | want to do a study of the church from the Word of
God, beginning today by looking at the Nature of the Church —what is
it? How did it start? How is it pictured in the Scripture?

Next Sunday is our community service in the park, and the two Sun-
days after that, we will be away and you will have guest speakers. But
when we get back in July my plan is to pick this up again and look at the
church as a unique organism —what it means to be a part of that living
body. Then we will look at the church’s unique objective — the mission
or purpose of the church. Then, the church as a unique organization —
the Biblical plan for leadership in the church.

We begin by defining what we mean by “church.”

I.  Whatis the Church?

The term “church” does not appear in the OT. Itis strictly a NT
word. The Greek word is “ekklesia” —a compound word.

Ek —from, out of; kaleo — called, named. So the word literally
means called out of — the ones who have been called out. The termis
used basically for an assembly of people.
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So even though the term is not used in the OT the concept is cer-
tainly there. In the OT God called out the family of Abraham to be his
people and he dealt with them as a race and nation of people. In the NT
the assembly of “called out ones” was and is quite different. The called
out ones were chosen on the basis of faith rather than ancestry. We will
look at that more later on.

The first mention of the church in the Bible is found in Matt. 16:18 —
This is a key passage in understanding the nature of the church. In this
statement Jesus introduces to his disciples the concept that He is going
to build for himself an assembly of people that will carry His name. Turn
to Matt. 16 — discuss the context.

The discussion here centered on the issue of who Jesus Christ was
and who they understood him to be. Based on Peter’s declaration that
he was the Messiah, the promised and anointed one, he introduces this
new body. Look at v. 18.

Let me quote from Matthew Henry:

“Upon occasion of this great confession made of Christ, which is the church’s hom-
age and allegiance, he signed and published this royal, this divine charter, by which
that body politic is incorporated. Such is the communion between Christ and the
church, the Bridegroom and the spouse. God had a church in the world from the
beginning, and it was built upon the rock of the promised Seed, (Gen 3:15). But
now, that promised Seed being come, it was requisite that the church should have
a new charter, as Christian, and standing in relation to a Christ already come.”

That may sound a bit confusing but put simply, God has always had
his people, but with the coming of Christ, comes the revelation of a new
body, and with it a charter defining that body. In a few minutes we will
come back to this charter in Matthew 16 but first, let us look for a few
moments at how the church began...

II. The Origin of the Church

In this conversation with his disciples, Jesus introduced the concept
of a new and powerful assembly. But it was not until several months
later, after his death, resurrection and ascension, that the church really
became visible in the world.

Pastor Gordon Rowland Page 2 June 9, 2013



It must have been somewhat confusing to the disciples hearing
about an assembly of called out ones — ekklesia. Even though they
themselves had been personally called out by Christ, yet they could
have no real vision of what this assembly was to look like. But they soon
found out.

Turn to Acts chapters 1-2.

- Christ’'sinstruction — 1:4 (refer to Luke 24:49 — “l am sending the
promise of my Father upon you. But stay in the city until you are
clothed with power from on high.”) and promise — 1:8

- The time spent together in waiting and prayer — 1:14-15
- The coming of the Spirit of God — chap. 2

It was at this time that this group of believers became more than
just a gathering of like-minded individuals. They became a living organ-
ism — the church.

Following Peter’s great sermon on that day, 3000 people responded
and believed in Jesus, They were baptized and (v. 41) “were added to
their number that day.” And so the church was born.

Now, | would like to take a moment to look at the relationship be-
tween Christ and his church and how it is portrayed in the Bible.

I11. Pictures of the Church in Scripture

In the Scriptures there are many different pictures used to show the
relationship between Christ and his church. We are going to look briefly
at some of them.

1. The Bride and the Bridegroom — Rev. 19:6-10 — the church isin

the process of preparation as a bride preparing for the wedding.

In Eph. 5 Paul describes the relationship between a husband
and wife like that of Christ and the church.

2. Branches on avine —John 15. The church is not specifically
mentioned here but the passage does describe the relationship
between Christ and his followers.

3. Aliving temple — the dwelling place of God — 1 Peter 2:1-10.
Christ is the chief cornerstone, and we, as believers, are living
stones, being built into a spiritual house — his temple. You and I,
each one of us, is a spiritual stone being used by God to build

his temple here on earth. Individually, as believers, we are the
temple of the Holy Spirit. But corporately, as a body of believ-
ers, we are the temple of Christ.

4. The body of Christ—1 Cor. 12 — This is the most common and
understandable picture we have in the Scripture. We are the
body, he is the head. Discuss the imagery of the body, and the
relationship of the various parts of the body. Every part of the
body is important and has a purpose.

IV. The Power and Authority of the Church

I would like to conclude this morning by going back to Matt. 16.
There are, in this passage, 4 important truths to note about the church.

1. Itis built by Christ himself. It is HIS church, not Peter’s, not ours.
Christ said, “I will build MY church.”

2. Itisbuilt upon a solid, unshakeable foundation. Discuss briefly
the rock. — the truth that Jesus is the Christ, the eternal Son of
God. Take away Jesus Christ, and you have no foundation. The
church would crumble and fall.

3. The church has all the power and strength of Christ behind it. As
such it is unconquerable. Christ here promises to preserve and
secure his church, when it is built; The gates of hell shall not
prevail against it; neither against this truth, nor against the
church which is built upon it. The church has failed in many
ways over the centuries, yet God has always had a people. We
may fail, but His church will stand.

4. All of the authority of heaven, and Christ himself has been given
to the church. This is understood to refer to the duly delegated
leadership of the church. There is a lot that could be said about
this but let me just give you one quote from Matthew Henry —
“this invests all the apostles and their successors with a ministe-
rial power to guide and govern the church of Christ, as it exists
in particular congregations or churches, according to the rules
of the gospel. ... As the king, in giving a charter to a corporation,
empowers the magistrates to hold courts in his name, to try
matters of fact, and determine therein according to law, con-
firming what is so done regularly as if done in any of the superi-
or courts; so Christ, having incorporated his church, hath ap-
pointed the office of the ministry for the keeping up of order
and government, and to see that his laws be duly served.”
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Conclusion

So, the church is a unique entity. It is an assembly of people called
out of this world. In a few weeks we will look more at the membership
of this body, but right now my concern is this: Are you a part of this
wonderful body we call the church? Do you know the Lord Jesus as your
personal Saviour and Lord?

Invitation for salvation.
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