God’s Blueprint for the Home #14

“The Church Under My Own Roof”

Philemon 2

The home is being used for a number of different things these days.  For some the home is a workplace, as more and more people are choosing to work from home, while for others home has turned into a schoolhouse, where their children are home-schooled.  This morning I would like to consider another function of the home that is not new, but rather finds its roots all the way back to the time of the New Testament.

Turn with me to the tiny book of Philemon.  If you are flipping through the pages of the New Testament, you may pass by it before you realize you’ve been there!  Located between the books of Titus and Hebrews, Philemon is a brief (one-chapter), personal letter from the apostle Paul to a man named Philemon.  This morning we will not get into the purpose and body of the letter, but I want to focus our attention to the first two verses: 

Paul, a prisoner of Christ Jesus, and Timothy our brother, to Philemon our dear friend and fellow worker, to Apphia our sister, to Archippus our fellow soldier and to the church that meets in your home…
It is that last phrase I want to examine today: “the church that meets in your home.”  In the New Testament era it was a custom for churches to meet in homes.  They did not have church buildings per se, but rather met in the home of a member of the congregation.  The practice of churches meeting in private homes for worship was common up to a.d. 200. Not until the third century did churches meet in separate buildings.
  Philemon had a church meeting in his home. It is likely that Apphia and Archippus, mentioned in this verse, were respectively the wife and son of Philemon, and that Archippus was the pastor of the church (according to Colossians 4:17).

Acknowledging the Essence of Family Worship

So what does this have to do with Christians in the twenty-first century?  Should we close down the church buildings and go back to meeting in each other’s homes?  I am not suggesting that at all.  I am not saying that we should make our homes into churches; I am saying that our homes are already churches.

Gene Getz writes in his book, The Measure of a Family, “The family is the church in miniature.”
  We often refer to the local congregation as a “church family,” with the members being “brothers and sisters in Christ.”  If the church is an extended family of sorts, then it goes to reason that the individual family reflects the character of the church.

With this in mind, consider the powerful indictment on the church leveled by the late A. W. Tozer: “Worship is the missing jewel of the church.”  Few would argue the validity of that statement, even though it was spoken some fifty years ago.  But why is worship missing in our churches?  Maybe because worship is missing in our homes—“the church in miniature.”

George Mallone, in his commentary on Malachi entitled Furnace of Renewal, writes concerning worship,

The unique aspect of congregational worship is not that we do something different on a particular day, but that one day we do something together that we have done individually throughout the week.

If this is true—or at least something we should aspire to do—then worship must take place in the home, apart from Sunday morning at church.

Not only is family worship essential for our own spiritual health, it is desired by God as well.  In Luke 19:10, Jesus gives us a tremendous insight into God when He said, “The Son of Man came to seek and to save that which is lost.” We serve a seeking God. Back in Genesis chapter 3, after Adam and Eve had sinned, it was God who sought Adam, not the other way around.

And what exactly is God seeking?  Again, Jesus gives the answer, this time in John 4:21-24.  The Samaritan woman asked Him a question about the proper location for worship.  Jesus answered, 

Believe me, woman, a time is coming when you will worship the Father neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem. You Samaritans worship what you do not know; we worship what we do know, for salvation is from the Jews. Yet a time is coming and has now come when the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth, for they are the kind of worshipers the Father seeks. God is spirit, and his worshipers must worship in spirit and in truth [emphasis added].
God is seeking worshippers.  Some churches claim to be “seeker sensitive,” but according to Scripture, it is God who is the ultimate Seeker!  He wants us to worship Him, and not only for an hour or so on Sunday morning!

Answering the Excuses to Family Worship


Of course, whenever something needs to be done, we find ways around it.  As Howard Hendricks writes, “If we want to have family worship, we will find a way; if not, we will find an excuse.”  He goes on to point out four common excuses for not having family worship, and what really lies behind them.


The first excuse given is “No time.”  This is really a matter of determination, for we have time to do what is really important to us.  Everyone is given the same twenty-four hours in a day, the same seven days a week.  It isn’t how much time we have, it’s what we choose to do with that time.


Hendricks relates a pastoral visit he made to a man who didn’t have time for his family or for God:

In the course of the conversation he said, “Pastor, you don’t understand. I don’t have time; I gotta work.”
“Who said you had to work?” I asked.
“It’s obvious,” he replied. “If you don’t work you don’t eat.”
“Who said you had to eat?” I persisted.
“Oh, c’mon, Pastor,” he said. “Be realistic. If you don’t eat, you don’t live!”
“Well, who said you have to live?” I asked. “Give me one verse of Scripture that says you have to live. Did it ever occur to you that it would be better for you to die in fellowship with Jesus Christ than to go on living outside of fellowship with Him?”
“I never thought of it that way,” he said.  I hadn’t either, but I didn’t tell him that!


We determine what is important by how we spend our resources.  And there is no more precious resource than time, for once we spend it, we can never get it back.


Consider the opening chapter in the Gospel of Mark.  This text records a very busy day in the life of Jesus, a day crowded with per​forming miracles, with teaching, with exposure to people. Only a person who has had exposure to large groups of people can appreciate the drain of such a day upon the individual. And in the morning—after that busy day—He arose before dawn to have fellowship with His Father. That’s how high it was on His priority list.

If family worship is a priority to us, we will make time for it to happen.  It is a matter of our determination whether it happens or not.

Another common excuse is that family worship is “not convenient.”  It’s difficult to get everybody together at the same time and get everyone’s mind on the same page to worship God.  This reflects a matter of discipline because it doesn’t come easily or naturally.  We are going to have to make ourselves do what is right even when we don’t feel like it.


Solomon wrote in Proverbs 4:23, “Keep your heart with all diligence.”  That means it takes effort to do so.  I remember learning 2 Timothy 2:15 out of the King James Version, “Study to show thyself approved unto God…” That word “study” does not mean reading books or cramming for a test, though.  The niv renders that phrase, “Do your best to present yourself to God as one approved…”, while the nlt says, “Work hard so God can approve you.”  There’s nothing easy or convenient about these verses!


Remember what David said in 2 Samuel 24:24, “I will not offer to God that which cost me nothing.”  God will settle for nothing but the best from us, and that includes the way we handle our time and energy as much as money or material things.


A third excuse commonly given is, “I don’t know how.” This is a matter of discovery.  If you don’t know how, learn—don’t quit!  There are many resources available for family worship.  It doesn’t have to be formal or professional to be meaningful.


Trying something—even if it isn’t ultimately the way you end up conducting family worship—is better than doing nothing.  Someone once approached the famous evangelist D. L. Moody and said, “I don’t approve of your method of evangelism.”


Moody replied, “That’s fine; I’m open to suggestions.  What is your method of evangelism?”


The man answered, “I don’t really have one.”


After a moment’s pause Moody concluded, “Well, I think I prefer my method to yours.”


Don’t be afraid to try something that may or may not work in your situation.  And don’t be afraid to ask for help in this matter if you need it!


Fourthly, some people excuse themselves from family worship because, in their view, they “don’t need it.”  This is simply a matter of distortion.  The problem with this view is that they compartmentalize their spiritual life from their secular.  Worship is something you do on Sundays, and the rest of the week is for other things.

The Bible knows nothing of this distinction between the secular and the spiritual. Paul writes in Colossians 3:23, “Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for men…” In this immediate context the apostle is referring to the workplace, but it applies to all of life.  When we see that our entire lives are to be lived for God, the place of family worship becomes more important to us.

Hendricks concludes, “Excuses evaporate upon examination. There’s quite a difference between a good sound reason and a reason that sounds good.”  Don’t settle for excuses that will not hold up under examination.
Analyzing the Elements of Family Worship


So what does family worship look like?  Does someone have to preach?  Do we have to sing hymns?  Is there an offering involved?


No, family worship does not need to look like Sunday morning church.  Because it is a small, intimate group, there is no need for formality or a lot of structure.  Let’s analyze the elements of family worship.


One word that is commonly associated with worship is communion.  No, I’m not talking about grape juice and bread; I mean the communion between two people.  And a basic component of communion is communication.  


The basic rule of communication is that there is transmitting and receiving.  Someone talks and someone listens.  Preferably the two people communicating take turns doing both of these things!   Family worship should incorporate both activities.


We talk to God through prayer.  Through prayer we praise God, we petition God, we thank God, we tell Him we love Him.  There is no more need of fancy words or formulas to talk to our Heavenly Father than to talk to our earthly father.  Prayer is simply talking to God.


Each member of the family should participate in praying.  Teaching children early how to pray will provide them with the confidence to pray later in life.  Let them pray about what is important to them—even if it seems trivial to us!  And don’t forget to thank God when He answers those prayers.  That will impress upon children that prayer works.


If we talk to through prayer then we listen to God by reading His Word.  We don’t have to read long passages of Scripture during these times—a few verses will do just fine.  I would suggest reading from a modern translation, particularly if you have children at home.  Even as adults, I find it helpful to read from a translation I am not as familiar with; the different wording makes me listen closer and perhaps gain a new understanding of the text.


Just as with prayer, allow the members of the family to each read from the Bible.  Not only will they be more involved in the worship experience, but those passages they read aloud will stick with them more than those they simply hear another person reading.


Some families include other reading, such as accounts of missionaries or other Christian heroes, or stories such as C. S. Lewis’ The Chronicles of Narnia.  These can be helpful, but they should be in addition to the reading of Scripture, not in the place of God’s Word.


The important thing about family worship is, to quote Nike, “just do it.”  Find the time, find the way, find what works and what doesn’t, and enjoy the experience of encountering God in your own home with those closest to you.

D. James Kennedy reports that 90% of churched children become unchurched adults within two years of leaving home.  Why?  Maybe because they observed Christianity as something reserved for Sundays.  If it only merited one day a week, how significant could it be?  

Perhaps if they witnessed a vibrant faith practiced at home as well as at church they would be less likely to drop out of church as soon as they get the opportunity.  If we truly operate our homes as “the church under my own roof,” we might see revival break out within our own families.

When that happens, just imagine the impact it has on the local church body….
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