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 “The Church 21: Review”
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. 
Twenty of these letters on the church have now been sent, so now it is time for a review. In summary, we learned 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 of all believers who 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 only building program is presented in Eph 2:19-22. 

The visible church refers to organized groups called Christians. This is a community of people who profess faith in Jesus Christ and usually meet every Sunday to worship the Lord. 

The invisible church refers to all true believers. We do not always know the identity of the members of the invisible church among the visible church (1 John 2:19; Matt 13: 24-30). 
Since nobody knows the invisible church membership – true believers – except God, we examine how one becomes a Christian and thus a member of the true church. Christianity is not a religion in the sense that someone can study and accept its basics, admire the leader and then call himself or herself a Christian. I heard a well-known person say that he is a Christian because he studied the teachings of Jesus and accepted them. That person may be a Christian but not for those reasons. To become a Christian requires that the person be born again: John 3:3 Jesus answered and said to him, "Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God." Becoming a born-again person is not something that one can do himself but is a unilateral act of God: 1Peter 1:3 Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who according to His great mercy has caused us to be born again to a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, 

Certainly a born-again person will respond by accepting the teachings of Jesus Christ, obeying His commands and readily accepting some basic truths such as the virgin birth of Jesus, the divinity of Jesus, the sinless life of Jesus while on earth, the physical death of Jesus on the cross, the physical resurrection of Jesus, the ascension of Jesus to the right hand of God the Father in Heaven, and that salvation is totally by the grace of God through faith and not by any works of a person. Just as one knows that he is physically born, a person also knows if he has been spiritually born. Not everyone has a “Damascus-road experience” like the apostle Paul, but a true Christian has a burning desire to know about God, to worship Him privately and collectively, and to spend time with fellow Christians:  Heb 10:24-25 and let us consider how to stimulate one another to love and good deeds, 25not forsaking our own assembling together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another; and all the more, as you see the day drawing near.
Christians are not saved into isolation but into the body of believers. Interactions obviously depend upon people meeting with each other! Although Satan has been defeated by the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, he still works to damage His body, the church. Each Christian has particular weaknesses to which he is susceptible and it is easy to be deceived to follow that weakness. Thus each believer needs fellowship in which to grow spiritually and be encouraged by the witness of others. God has given spiritual gifts to each Christian, the purpose of which is to edify the body of Christ, and we are commanded to use them: 1 Cor 12:4, 7, 11, 14:12.
Living a Christian life is painful as the old sin nature is removed: Gal 5:24-26 Now those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires. 25If we live by the Spirit, let us also walk by the Spirit. 26Let us not become boastful, challenging one another, envying one another. Those who have been joined to Christ are in the three-fold nature of removing the sinful desires of our flesh:  they crucified them in the past, they are still crucifying them, and they will continue to crucify them as long as they live. Crucifixion is a painful process that results in suffering and shame. It also always results in death but it is a gradual path. The shame and suffering comes as more and more of the sinful nature is revealed. Even though the evil of the sinful nature is recognized, there is pain as it is crucified. The mindset has to be continually set on the fact that one day all of sinfulness will die, and as Christians become more sanctified they become aware of how much they want all sin to go away forever. Jesus said to take up the cross daily because Christians must always be involved in this process of eliminating sinful desires and passions: Luke 9:23 “And He was saying to them all, "If anyone wishes to come after Me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross daily, and follow Me.”
One way in which God purifies His children is by discipline (Heb 12:5-8). As His church we are His representatives and, just as an earthly father disciplines his children, God, directly and through His church, disciplines His children so that their walk in the world is representative of His character. Some theologians talk about God being involved in “soul-making” of His children, meaning the development of their virtues according to His standard. Often this process is painful. C. S. Lewis speaks of this process in his book, “The Problem of Pain”. God disciplines His children so that they become more righteous in their walk for their good and His glory. 
Salvation is in three phases: justification (or instantaneous sanctification), progressive sanctification, and ultimate glorification. Justification is totally done by God as He imputes our sins to Jesus and the righteousness of Jesus into our accounts (2Cor 5:21). Before God we are saints and not sinners (those who practice sin with no repentance). Progressive sanctification is done by the Christian in cooperation with the Holy Spirit and continues throughout his life. Glorification is done entirely by God and will be a glorious time when Jesus is fully revealed in believers and they are given their glorified bodies to worship God forever! 

So, as we walk together serving Christ Jesus, let us always obey: 1Peter 3:15 but sanctify Christ as Lord in your hearts, always being ready to make a defense to everyone who asks you to give an account for the hope that is in you, yet with gentleness and reverence; 
Praise God that you are a member of the body of Christ! 
