Purpose of the Church (part 1)
What is the purpose of the church?  There are several areas given in the Scriptures as to what the church is supposed to do.  The next two lessons will cover five:
1) Worship

2) Preaching/Teaching

3) Evangelism/Missions

4) Training Converts

5) Discipline
Worship:  The primary Greek word for worship is proskuneo, and means, “to prostrate oneself” or “to fall down on one’s face.”  This shows that the worshipper manifests the object of worship worthy of whatever he is offering.  The English word “worship” is a shortened form of “worthship” and again attributes worth to the object of worship.

Does the word mean we are to literally fall on our faces each time we worship?  No, but we are to spiritually prostrate ourselves before God.  What does it mean to do that?  In olden times and perhaps in modern times also, when subjects of a king went before him they had to bow down.  This was a physical gesture showing submission to the king’s authority over them; they were his subjects and were showing, by their body language, humility and acknowledging his lordship over them.  When the Bible uses the word “worship” that is what it means.  We are saying to God we understand our relationship as servants to Him, we understand His authority over us.  Is that what we do when we gather for worship?

When we gather in meetings as the church, what should we do?  Is there a form or an order of the worship service spelled out in the Bible?  There is no standard order as such given in the scriptures.  We are all called to worship so we must each try to find our role in the worship services.  This means we must understand what the worship service is all about.  

Some people see going to church services as listening to the choir, the special singing, the preaching, and other activities as forms to entertain them.  Sadly, some singers and preachers see this the same way and they are there to entertain the audience.  If a person attends church services feeling it is the church’s responsibility to put on a good show for them, they greatly misunderstand the idea of worship.  In reality the only audience at a worship service is God.  This means everyone in the congregation is a worshipper.  Does this mean that everyone is required to actively participate by contributing a song, testimony, or sermon?  No, but it does mean we must all offer God our praise, prayers, and attention while we are there.  

The definitive passage on worship in the New Testament is John 4:24.  Jesus had met the Samaritan woman at Jacob’s well.  During the conversation, the woman stated, “Our fathers worshipped in this mountain (Gerizim), and ye say, that in Jerusalem is the place where men ought to worship” (4:20).  The Samaritans realized, as did the Jews that God had commanded their forefathers to worship Him at a certain place.  The Samaritans recognized only the Pentateuch so their place of worship was at Shechem, the first place Abraham had built an altar to God.  Mt. Gerizim overlooked this, and there the Israelites had shouted the blessings promised by God before they entered the Promised Land.   This is where they chose to worship God.  The Jews, recognizing the entire Old Testament, chose Jerusalem as the place to worship.  The woman was asking Jesus who was right.

Jesus answered her that neither location mattered because the time was coming that neither location would pertain to those who truly worshipped the Father (vs. 21).  Then He told her, “But the hour cometh, and now is, when the true worshippers shall worship the Father in spirit and in truth:  for the Father seeketh such to worship him.  God is a Spirit:  and they that worship him must worship him in spirit and in truth” (vv. 23-24).

Jesus revealed here two elements that worship must include:

“in spirit” This refers to the human spirit.  True worship comes from our heart; it is not simply conforming to external rituals and places.  

“in truth”  This means that the character of true worship must be genuine and without pretense.  God hates insincere worship, “this people draweth nigh unto me with their mouth, and honoureth me with their lips; but their heart is far from me.  But in vain they do worship me, teaching for doctrines the commandments of men.” (Matthew 15:8, 9; cf. Isaiah 1:10-17; Malachi 1:7-14).  Fake worship is that which is not in accord with the revealed Word of God.

A companion passage to John 4:24 is Philippians 3:3, “For we are the circumcision, which worship God in the spirit, and rejoice in Christ Jesus, and have no confidence in the flesh.”  Paul is here comparing false teachers with true teachers.  He specifies three things true teachers proclaim:

“worship in spirit”  This is again affirming what Jesus said.

“rejoice in Christ Jesus”  The “rejoice” here means “to boast or glory” in Christ Jesus; in other words to give credit with joy to Christ for all that we are.

“have no confidence in the flesh”  Paul gives in verses 4 through 6 of this chapter some of the things the Jews placed their confidence in; being circumcised, being descendants of Abraham, and performing the external ceremonies of the law.  Paul qualified in all these things to a greater extent than most but he found out they could not merit salvation.  So in the seventh verse he says, “But what things were gain to me, those I counted loss for Christ.”  The words “gain” and “loss” here are both accounting terms.  He was saying all the things he had attained through the flesh that he thought were a profit to him, were actually worthless.  Thus, he put them in his loss column when he saw the glories of Christ.  In our worship today we must not let it be an effort of the flesh, with the accompanying gratifications to our senses.  Rather we must let Christ ever be the sole object of our heart’s love and praise if our worship is to be acceptable to the Father.

Attending a worship service is our public declaration of the greatness of God, His person and work.  We worship God because He is deserving of our worship, not because we feel we need to receive something from Him or from the service.

Another passage that tells us about how to worship is the one hundredth Psalm:

1 Make a joyful noise unto the LORD, all ye lands.

2 Serve the LORD with gladness: come before his presence with singing.

3 Know ye that the LORD he is God: it is he that hath made us, and not we ourselves; we are his people, and the sheep of his pasture.

4 Enter into his gates with thanksgiving, and into his courts with praise: be thankful unto him, and bless his name.

5 For the LORD is good; his mercy is everlasting; and his truth endureth to all generations.

This passage shows us that worshipping the Lord can be filled with enthusiasm.  The picture here is one of joy and uninhibited praise to God for who He is and for what He has done.  Another picture of this type of worship is in Nehemiah 12:27-43 after the walls of Jerusalem had been rebuilt.  The people again are singing and praising the Lord with instruments.  But just because a service is not filled with music from instruments and shouts of praise is no reason to consider it a subpar service.  When Jesus met with His disciples on the night before the crucifixion at the Passover a different type of service took place.  After they had observed the first communion (or Lord’s Supper), they shared scripture, prayed, and sang hymns (without musical accompaniment).  So the services themselves can be of different types, enthusiastic or simple and quite.  The key point is to have our hearts and minds directed on Christ.

The Order of worship:  As we have said there are few specifics concerning the actual order of a worship service.  Still we can find some indications given of some prominent elements of public worship.

1. Preaching/teaching.  In the Jewish synagogues the practice seemed to be the reading of scripture followed by a discourse or sermon.

Luke 4:16, “And he came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up: and, as his custom was, he went into the synagogue on the sabbath day, and stood up for to read.”
Acts 13:15, “And after the reading of the law and the prophets the rulers of the synagogue sent unto them, saying, Ye men and brethren, if ye have any word of exhortation for the people, say on.”
This was also the custom of the early church.

Acts 20:7, “And upon the first day of the week, when the disciples came together to break bread, Paul preached unto them, ready to depart on the morrow; and continued his speech until midnight.”
Colossians 4:16, “And when this epistle is read among you, cause that it be read also in the church of the Laodiceans; and that ye likewise read the epistle from Laodicea.”
1Thessalonians 5:27, “I charge you by the Lord that this epistle be read unto all the holy brethren.”
All the epistles and the book of Acts demonstrate the type of preaching and teaching that was done in the early church.  This focused on the doctrines of salvation.  The reasons for teaching these were, first to build up believers:

Acts 11:25-26, “Then departed Barnabas to Tarsus, for to seek Saul:
[26] And when he had found him, he brought him unto Antioch. And it came to pass, that a whole year they assembled themselves with the church, and taught much people. And the disciples were called Christians first in Antioch.”
2 Timothy 4:2, “Preach the word; be instant in season, out of season; reprove, rebuke, exhort with all longsuffering and doctrine.”
The second reason was to reach unbelievers outside the church:

Acts 13:5, “And when they were at Salamis, they preached the word of God in the synagogues of the Jews: and they had also John to their minister.”
Acts 17:1-2, “Now when they had passed through Amphipolis and Apollonia, they came to Thessalonica, where was a synagogue of the Jews:  [2] And Paul, as his manner was, went in unto them, and three sabbath days reasoned with them out of the scriptures,”
The third reason for preaching and teaching the doctrines of salvation is that when unbelievers come to a church service they can be reached with the gospel:

1 Corinthians 14:23-24, “If therefore the whole church be come together into one place, and all speak with tongues, and there come in those that are unlearned, or unbelievers, will they not say that ye are mad?  But if all prophesy, and there come in one that believeth not, or one unlearned, he is convinced of all, he is judged of all:”
2. Prayer.  In the early church prayers were sometimes offered corporately (Acts 20:36; 21:5); and sometimes prayers were offered individually with one person’s prayer being accepted as the prayer of all (Acts 4:24-30).

There were also special objects of prayer:  They prayed for persecuted Christians (Acts 12:5); they prayed for the advance of the gospel (Romans 15:30; Ephesians 6:18; Colossians 4:3); they prayed for their erring brethren (James 5:16; 1 John 5:16); they prayed for the sick (James 5:14, 15).

3.  Singing.  The New Testament exhorts both private and public singing as means of worship to the Lord.  James 5:13 says when one is happy he should sing.  Singing was also a part of public worship, Colossians 3:16 “Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly in all wisdom; teaching and admonishing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing with grace in your hearts to the Lord.”  Distinctions have been made between the psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs.  Most probably the psalms referred to the psalms of the Old Testament with Christian additions.  The hymns refer to praises directed at God, with spiritual songs including a wider variety of themes.  Whatever these refer to the idea is the same—music and singing is a vital part of Christian worship.  That such music pleases God can be seen in the account of the Temple dedication, when the singing so honored the Lord that His glory came down (2 Chronicles 5:12, 14). Ephesians 5:19, “Speaking to yourselves in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making melody in your heart to the Lord;”
4.  Fellowship.  The early church continued in fellowship, Acts 2:42, “And they continued stedfastly in the apostles' doctrine and fellowship, and in breaking of bread, and in prayers.”  This means they had a close relationship with each other.  In the New Testament fellowship begins with our relationship with the Lord, 
1 Corinthians 1:9, “God is faithful, by whom ye were called unto the fellowship of his Son Jesus Christ our Lord.”  Our union with Christ is the basis for a bond with our fellow Christians, 1 John 1:7, “But if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have fellowship one with another, and the blood of Jesus Christ his Son cleanseth us from all sin.”  The fellowship we experience in the community of faith goes far beyond friendship.  We are bonded together in Christ.

