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 “The Church 1”
Past issues of these letters (230+ so far) may be read at http://livingtheology.com/letters.htm and I encourage you to catch up with them if you have not received earlier letters.  Other writings of mine (over 43 articles and 19 commentaries) are at http://LivingTheology.com and I pray they will be helpful. The author is solely responsible for the content of these letters and they do not represent any particular denomination.  
The previous writings about the commands in the book of Hebrews leads us to a study of the church, its function, and the relationship among its members. The next series of letters will concern the church and we start with an examination of the church itself. The following verse is the inauguration of the church by our Lord Jesus Christ:
Matt 16:18 "And I also say to you that you are Peter, and upon this rock I will build My church; and the gates of Hades shall not overpower it.
We must begin with a clear understanding of what, or who, is the church. The word "church" translates the Greek word "ekklesia" which literally means a "called-out assembly". The Greek word translates the Hebrew word "gahal" which literally means "congregation". In either case the word is referring to people, not to a building. In Matt 16:18 Jesus is quoted as saying that He would build His church and Satan would never overthrow it. Certainly Jesus is not referring to a building made from earthly building materials for no such building has survived. The church, God’s called out people, continues to this day as a testimony to the promise of Jesus. 
The church is formed by the baptizing work of the Holy Spirit without regard to whether the people are Jews or Greeks, slaves or free: 1Cor 12:13-14 For by one Spirit we were all baptized into one body, whether Jews or Greeks, whether slaves or free, and we were all made to drink of one Spirit. 14For the body is not one member, but many. Paul also states in 1Cor 12:27 that we are all "Christ's body, and individually members of it". So the church (the body of Christ) consists of all believers, and the people are also individually responsible to carry out ordained functions within the body. 
The Bible states that the church is: 

1. The people of God, which is the very meaning of the word (1 Tim 3:15). The “Family of God” means that God is the Father and all believers are brothers and sisters in Christ (Eph 2:19-20; 1 Peter 2:4-8; 9-10).
2. The Body of Christ (1 Cor 12:27 and Col 1:25). Christ is the Head of the Church (Eph 5:23, Col 1:18), which is purchased by Christ (Acts 20:28).
3. God's Holy Temple, which is the human body, not a building built by human hands, made and cleansed by Him for His habitation (Acts 7:48, 1 Cor 3:16, 1 Cor 6:19, 2 Cor 6:16, John 14:23). God’s building program is presented in Eph 2:19-22.
One can legitimately refer to the following church descriptions: 

· The church militant refers to the body of believers in the world. We are now at war (Eph 6:12). If one does not recognize that they are at war, then they are in extreme danger.
· The church triumphant refers to the believers in Heaven. Although Jesus proclaimed our victory, it is not yet visible to human eyes on the worldly scene. The sword of the church militant will be transformed into the olive branch of victory and peace.
· The visible church refers to the organized group of members. This is the community of people who profess faith in Jesus Christ. 

· The invisible church refers to all true believers. We do not know the identity of the members of the invisible church among the visible church (1 John 2:19; Matt 13: 24-30). 
· The church as an organism refers to the spiritually growing body of believers as they share with each other, pray with each other, and use all spiritual gifts to edify one another. 

· The church as an institution refers to the offices of the church body, the administration of the Word and Sacraments by the officers, and church government as ordained by God. 

· The catholic or universal church refers to all true, living believers throughout the world. Paul used this meaning in Gal 1:13 and in Eph 3:10, 21; 5:23-25, 27, 29, and 32. This reference is contained in the Apostles’ Creed: “we believe in the holy catholic church”. 
· The local church refers to a local assembly of believers at a particular location in space and time. Paul refers to local churches at Corinth (1 Cor 1:2; 4:17; 7:17; 2 Cor 1:1; 8:1), at Galatia (Gal 1:2, 22), at Colossae (Col 4:15, 16), and at Thessalonica (2 Thess 1:1). 

First consider the church as an institution. It seems many members of local churches want a staff to do all the work and carry on all of the leadership. Having His people follow a person was not God's plan from the very beginning when He chose Israel and said He would be their only King. However the people wanted human kings like all of the other nations (1 Sam 8: 4-9) so God gave them kings, which led to their downfall. About 1073 years later God established His ruling Kingdom with the church as His chosen people (Jew, Greek, slave, free) and Jesus as their only King. But the Church wanted leaders and priests like all the other religions! They wanted their priests to wear robes like the other religious leaders. The original concept is that the King is Jesus. Jesus is the believer’s High Priest and there is no need for an earthly priest through whom to go to the Father. The church does not need a person who can be touched as its leader. The church does need the God-ordained structure consisting of teachers, missionaries, elders and deacons, and each believer exercising his spiritual gifts. 
Next consider the buildings in which the church meets. About 20 billion American dollars were spent on church buildings by Christian denominations in 1990. Many people call these structures "God's House" and, by the way they act, they seem to think that God actually lives in these structures and probably cannot be found any where else. Many people sometimes come on Sunday to "worship" Him there and then act like they leave Him there when they leave the building. We are clearly told in Acts 7:48: "However the Most High does not dwell in houses made by human hands". This section of the Scripture then goes on to quote Isa 66:1 where the prophet quotes God about how can we, whom God made, take material also made by God and build a house for Him? Only a foolish, prideful person thinks that he can build a suitable house for God (Acts 17:24). Paul reminded Timothy that the church is the house of God (1 Tim 3:15) and he did not mean a man-made building. Some people use the Old Testament description of the magnificent temple as an example for New Testament construction. But the Old Testament temple was a mere shadow of the New Testament temple - the body of believers. The church needs to experientially understand that God dwells in the believers, and wherever they go they are standing on holy ground.  
As we continue to study the church and its individual members, I ask that we pray that each of us will apply these concepts to our worship of God collectively and individually. 
