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CHAPTER XV
The Church 
A Christian Church is an organized body of believers in Christ who statedly assemble to worship God, and who sustain the ordinances of the Gospel according to the Scriptures.  Believers in Christ are admitted to this church on giving evidence of faith in Christ, obtaining consent of the body, being baptized, and receiving the right hand of fellowship.
The Church of God, or members of the body of Christ, is the whole body of Christians throughout the whole world, and none but the regenerate are its members.

There is an interesting phrase that was used in the New York Times on May 15, 1972, “. . . the ones who are rearranging chairs on the deck of the Titanic while it is sinking.”  I’m sure we all know people (and have been guilty ourselves) who focus on trivial things while something much larger is going on.  The problem is that it also happens within the church.  On how many occasions do we spend our time and energy on the mundane affairs of the church building, the church organization, or personalities within the church and neglect the purpose of the church?  

We must ask ourselves, what is the church?  What is the purpose of the church?  Is the church just a place to go when we have nothing else to do?  Strange as that statement may seem there are people whose lives give evidence to the truth of that assertion.  They go to church only when it’s convenient; it’s a low priority to them.  Some people don’t come to church on Sunday nights.  For them one service a week is surely enough.  Other people show up for church only if they think they will get something out of it.  Still others show up regularly but are critical of everything.  They are apathetic to the purpose of being in the church and can only find fault in what others are doing.

So what really is the church?  Where did it come from and how did it get started?  The word “church” itself comes from the Greek word kuriakos meaning “belonging to the Lord.”  This word is found only twice in the New Testament and is translated Lord’s both times.  In 1 Corinthians 11:20 it is used referring to the Lord’s Table and in Revelation 1:10 it is used referring to the Lord’s Day.  The Greek word translated “church” in the New Testament is ekklesia and comes from two words “ek, out” and “kaleo, to call.”  Most people translate this as meaning, “to call out from” as in Christians are called out from the world, but a translation based on etymology or the use of the word would be “called together.”  This word was used by the Greeks referring mainly to an assembly such as a political assembly, in the nineteenth chapter of Acts the town clerk referred to this type of assembly; Acts 19:39-41  “But if ye inquire any thing concerning other matters, it shall be determined in a lawful assembly . . .”
The early Christians took this word and applied it to the body of Christ.  The application of this is to the body of Christ as the universal church (all Christians who are in the world or who have ever been saved), Ephesians 1:22- 23, “And hath put all things under his feet, and gave him (Christ) to be the head over all things to the church (ekklesia).  Which is his body . . .”
  The word is also applied to the body of Christ as the local church (a congregation), Romans 16:5, “Likewise greet the church (ekklesia) that is in their house . . .” This was a group of Christians who were meeting in someone’s house.  The word is also applied to the local church as a group of such congregations, 1 Corinthians 1:2; “Unto the church (ekklesia) of God which is at Corinth . . .” Paul used the word here to refer to all the different congregations that were meeting in the city of Corinth.  So the word “church” as applied to Christianity applies to one local congregation, to several local congregations, and/or to the universal church as a whole.

The church is referred to as the body of Christ but the head of the body is Christ.  Ephesians 4:15-16, “But speaking the truth in love, (the church) may grow up into him in all things, which is the head, even Christ:  From whom the whole body fitly joined together and compacted by that which every joint supplieth, according to the effectual working in the measure of every part, maketh increase of the body unto the edifying of itself in love.”  The whole body is joined together and works together (working in the measure of every part) by the power of the head.  In other words Christ is here stated to be the head (in the sense of the authoritative leader) with the other parts working under Him.  We are to try to use our spiritual gift or talent to the best of our ability, but it’s the power of Christ that makes everything work.  When we fail—He succeeds.  Colossians 2:19, “And not holding the head, from which all the body by joints and bands having nourishment ministered, and knit together, increaseth with the increase of God.”  Christ is our Head and without Him we can do nothing, John 15:5, “I am the vine, ye are the branches:  He that abideth in me, and I in him, the same bringeth forth much fruit:  for without me ye can do nothing.”
With Christ being the Head of the church we can see that it is not a human creation.  The church is described in the Bible as a “mystery.”

Ephesians 5:30-32, “For we are members of his body, of his flesh, and of his bones.
31 For this cause shall a man leave his father and mother, and shall be joined unto his wife, and they two shall be one flesh.

32 This is a great mystery: but I speak concerning Christ and the church.”
In the Bible the word mystery is used to describe something that was once hidden but is now revealed.  The church was a mystery, hidden from those in the Old Testament, but after the resurrection and ascension of Christ it was revealed to the writers of the New Testament particularly the apostle Paul.

Ephesians 3:1-5, “For this cause I Paul, the prisoner of Jesus Christ for you Gentiles,
2 If ye have heard of the dispensation of the grace of God which is given me to you-ward:
3 How that by revelation he made known unto me the mystery; (as I wrote afore in few words,

4 Whereby, when ye read, ye may understand my knowledge in the mystery of Christ)
5 Which in other ages was not made known unto the sons of men, as it is now revealed unto his holy apostles and prophets by the Spirit;”
God had promised Abraham that universal blessing would come through him and his heirs.  Isaiah wrote of salvation to all races (Isaiah 49:6), but no one knew how this would be accomplished until the New Testament church was formed.
So the church was formed in eternity past by God the Father.  Christ the Son is the Head and Savior of the church.  The church began as a functioning body at Pentecost by the outpouring of the Spirit on that day.
Historically the visible church began with the disciples gathered together in the upper room when the Holy Spirit descended:

Acts 2:1-4, “And when the day of Pentecost was fully come, they were all with one accord in one place.
2 And suddenly there came a sound from heaven as of a rushing mighty wind, and it filled all the house where they were sitting.

3 And there appeared unto them cloven tongues like as of fire, and it sat upon each of them.
4 And they were all filled with the Holy Ghost, and began to speak with other tongues, as the Spirit gave them utterance.”
That same day there was added to the church about three thousand souls (Acts 2:41).  In Acts 4:4 the number had increased to 5,000 while in 5:14 the number is termed as multitudes.  The fifteenth chapter of Acts tells of receiving the Gentiles into the church (vv. 14-17), while in the fourteenth verse the explicit purpose of God for this age is declared: Acts 15:14, “Simeon hath declared how God at the first did visit the Gentiles, to take out of them a people for his name.”
The Church Age is characterized by the work of the Holy Spirit.  The Spirit baptizes believers into the church (1 Corinthians 12:13); He also indwells individual Christians (1 Corinthians 6:19), local churches (1 Corinthians 3:16), and the body of Christ (Ephesians 2:22).  The Spirit also empowers (Acts 1:8), comforts (Acts 9:31), and gives gifts (1 Corinthians 12:3) to the church.

