Why Church? #4

“The Great Construction”

selected Scriptures

Imagine the scene: Father walks down the hallway toward his son’s room, from which emits the beeps and buzzes of a video game. He sticks his head in the room and says, “Come on, son, it’s time to go.”

“Where are we goin’, Dad?” the boy asks, eyes still fixed on the screen.

“Well, it’s Sunday, son,” the father answers, “we’re going to church.”

The son puts down the controller and turns, a look of exasperation on his face. “We can’t go to church!” he says.

“What do you mean we can’t go to church?” the father asks.

“Because we are the church!”

This is actually the introduction to a song recorded several years ago by the Acappella Vocal Band, the chorus of which goes like this:

You can’t go to church as some people say—

The common terminology we use everyday;

You can go to a building, that is something you can do,

But you can’t go to church, ‘cause the church is you.

In our day and age, we have wrapped up so much of the church’s identity in the building where we meet that we’ve lost the sense of what the church is and why the church exists. This morning we conclude our series, “Why Church?” by considering what I am calling the Great Construction of the Church.

The Biblical Basis of the Church

We begin with the biblical basis of the church. The Greek term rendered “church” is ekklesia, literally meaning, “called out ones,” or “assembly.” This word appears 114 times in the New Testament, and is translated “church” in all but three occasions. Those three exceptions are translated “assembly” in Acts 19:32-41. Not one time is ekklesia ever translated “building.”

Yet New Testament writers used the imagery of a building in describing the church. Paul wrote in Ephesians 2:19-22, 

Consequently, you are no longer foreigners and aliens, but fellow citizens with God’s people and members of God’s household, built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the chief cornerstone. In him the whole building is joined together and rises to become a holy temple in the Lord. And in him you too are being built together to become a dwelling in which God lives by his Spirit.
Peter similarly wrote in 1 Peter 2:4-8,

As you come to him, the living Stone—rejected by men but chosen by God and precious to him—you also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood, offering spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ. For in Scripture it says: “See, I lay a stone in Zion, a chosen and precious cornerstone, and the one who trusts in him will never be put to shame.” Now to you who believe, this stone is precious. But to those who do not believe, “The stone the builders rejected has become the capstone,” and, “A stone that causes men to stumble and a rock that makes them fall.” They stumble because they disobey the message—which is also what they were destined for. 

Notice in both passages that God is the Architect and Builder, Jesus Christ is the Cornerstone, and followers of Christ are the components of this spiritual structure. To use Peter’s terms, we are the “living stones” that make up the Church. As Chuck Swindoll puts it so well,

Each time someone trusts Christ as Savior, another stone is quar​ried out of the pit of sin and fitted into the spiritual house He’s building through the work of the Holy Spirit. And carefully overseeing the construction is Christ, who is the hands-on contractor of this eternal edifice. 

We are His living stones, being built up as a spiritual house. Think of it this way. There’s a major construction project going on through time as Jesus Christ builds His family. It’s called the ekklesia, the “church,” those who are called out from the mass of humanity to become a special part of God’s forever family. And you, as a Christian—a follower of Christ—have been picked, chosen, and called out to be one of them.

He has quarried you from the pit of your sin. And now He is chis​eling away, shaping you and ultimately sliding you into place. You are a part of His building project…we are living stones in a spiritual house.

This is why, according to the song I referenced earlier, “you can’t go to church ‘cuz the church is you.”

The Basic Beginnings of the Church

“But what does that look like?” you may be wondering. “This talk of ‘living stones’ in a ‘spiritual house’ sounds great, but what does it mean practically speaking?”

Glad you asked! To answer that, let’s look back at the basic beginnings of the church. Turn to Acts 2:42, a verse that describes the initial days of the church: “They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer.” We will consider each of these in detail momentarily.

Let’s begin with the obvious: The early church was not a building. No one had a home large enough for three thousand people! They met as a body in a public area of the temple and broke into smaller groups to meet in multiple homes throughout the week.

The Christians you meet in the Book of Acts were not content to meet once a week for “services as usual.” They met daily (Acts 2:46), cared daily (Acts 6:1), won souls daily (Acts 2:47), searched the Scriptures daily (Acts 17:11), and increased in number daily (Acts 16:5). Their Christian faith was a day-to-day reality, not a once-a-week routine. Why? Because the risen Christ was a living reality to them, and His resurrection power was at work in their lives through the Holy Spirit.

Furthermore, Luke depicts the Jerusalem church as a loving, caring, and supportive community.
 More than an organization or club, the early Christians were a family—the family of God—that functioned like a body (another favorite New Testament depiction of the church).

The Building Blocks of the Church

Now let’s take a look at those activities mentioned in Acts 2:42, what I am calling the building blocks of the church. Some imaginative soul came up with the acronym “WIFE” for these four concepts, standing for worship, instruction, fellowship, and encouragement. For our purposes today, I will follow the acronym rather than taking them in the order they appear in Acts 2:42.

The first is worship. This is seen in two phrases: “the breaking of bread” and “the prayers.” The definite article in both expressions (literally, ‘the breaking of the bread and the prayers’) suggests a reference to the Lord’s Supper on the one hand (although almost certainly at that early stage as part of a larger meal) and corporate prayer meetings at set times (rather than private prayer) on the other.

The simplest definition of worship I know is that worship is a personal response to a divine revelation. I want to ask myself in terms of my church—in terms of my life—am I responding to the revelation of God in His Word? God has spoken, and He hasn’t stuttered. The moment God speaks I am obligated to do something. The moment I conclude that I understand what God has revealed then the ball is in my court.
 

You might say, “Okay, but why do I have to go to church to worship? Can’t I worship God myself anywhere?” That is true, but the unique aspect of congregational worship is not that we do something different on a particular day, but that on one day we do together what we have done individually throughout the week.
 We should worship God on our own, but we are also called to worship Him together as His children. The same is true with prayer, which one resource calls “the church’s lifeblood.”
 Yet how sad that consistently among churches the corporate time of prayer is the least attended service of the week…if there is still a prayer meeting at all.

Next is instruction. Literally rendered, Luke says, “They were being in a state of constant engagement in the teaching of the apostles….”
 John Stott notes, “One might perhaps say that the Holy Spirit opened a school in Jerusalem that day; its teachers were the apostles whom Jesus had appointed; and there were 3,000 pupils in kindergarten!”
 He goes on to write, “A Spirit-filled church is a New Testament church, in the sense that it studies and submits to New Testament instruction. The Spirit of God leads the people of God to submit to the Word of God.”

The church that does not educate does not exist. Education is not an option for the church; it is an essential. Yet the tragedy is that we have people in our churches who have been there five, ten, fifteen twenty years, and they still don’t know the answers to the most basic and elementary questions.

Following this is fellowship. Now this is one aspect where many churches excel. Or do they? Unfortunately, the term “fellowship” in many churches means “potluck” or “coffee and doughnuts.” But that was not what the early church was doing.

“Fellowship” translates the Greek word koinōnia, meaning participating together toward a common goal.
 This is “a close association involving mutual interests and sharing.”
 I like to use the word “partnership” for koinōnia, as seen in Philippians 1:5 where Paul speaks of “your partnership in the gospel.”
Finally we see encouragement. For this we look back to Acts 2:43-46,

Everyone was filled with awe, and many wonders and miraculous signs were done by the apostles. All the believers were together and had everything in common. Selling their possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he had need. Every day they continued to meet together in the temple courts. They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad and sincere hearts, praising God and enjoying the favor of all the people. 

Everything about this description of the early church is positive. “All the believers were together…” The kjv says they were “in one accord,” and it wasn’t a Honda! It means they were of the same mind, or “on the same page,” we might say today. They “had everything in common,” referring back to the koinonia, or fellowship. They were generous with the needy. They met together every day (not just once a week). They are described as having “glad and sincere hearts.” This is the kind of assembly folks want to attend! And then notice the growth in verse 47, “And the Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved.” Not weekly, but daily!

“Yeah, that’s great,” you might be thinking, “but that’s two thousand years ago. That’s when the apostles were around. We can’t expect to have that today.”

Scripture would not agree with that assessment. Paul wrote in Ephesians 4:11-16,

It was he who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers, to prepare God’s people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ. 

Then we will no longer be infants, tossed back and forth by the waves, and blown here and there by every wind of teaching and by the cunning and craftiness of men in their deceitful scheming. Instead, speaking the truth in love, we will in all things grow up into him who is the Head, that is, Christ. From him the whole body, joined and held together by every supporting ligament, grows and builds itself up in love, as each part does its work.
I believe this is the mission of the local church. If you ask me, “Why Church?” I would answer in three words: equipping the saints. Why does God give spiritual gifts to believers? Verse 12 says, “to prepare God’s people for works of service.” Why did He do that? “So that the body of Christ might be built up”—there’s the Great Construction—”until we all reach unity in the faith…and become mature.” It’s all about growing up in the Lord! Verse 15 says, “Speaking the truth in love (that’s a whole sermon in itself!), we will in all things grow up into…Christ.” Verse 16 says, “From Him the whole body… grows and builds itself up in love, as each part does its work.” We all need each other, and when we all work together, we all grow up in spiritual maturity, equipped for our ministries, which by the way are outside the walls of the church.

The church of Jesus Christ is not brick, stone, or wood; it is not pews and pulpits and altars; it is people who have been loved and chosen by God to be His representatives on earth, offering up spiritual sacrifices through Jesus Christ. Our mission is not to build impressive structures and compare numbers of how many people fill them; our mission is to worship God and to witness to the world. Given the fact that Jesus Christ is coming back—and we don’t know when that will be—shouldn’t we be busy fulfilling our mission?

So the next time somebody talks to you about “going to church,” just politely tell them, “You can’t go to church.” And when they look at you like you came from Mars, explain to them, “Cause the church is you!”
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