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CHURCH SERIES – CHURCH 

“What is a Church?” (Acts 2:42) 

If you were to ask most professing Christians the meaning of the term church, most likely you 
will receive either a blank stare or a series of conflicting definitions. It is sadly a fact that there is 
much confusion today about the meaning of a true local church with new terms like “emerging,” 
“postmodern” or “seeker sensitive churches” bandied about along with historical terms like 
“evangelical,” “liberal” and “fundamental.”  

Much of the misunderstanding is because so many professing Christians see the church 
as a mere instrument to serve their interests or the needs of others. For instance, some call their 
churches “seeker sensitive” as they deliberately organize their local church to be comfortable for 
unbelievers. One of the leading proponents of this confusion is Rick Warren. He is the author of 
the New York Times #1 bestseller The Purpose Driven Life, which sold a record-breaking 
seventeen million copies in its first 19 months, making it the best-selling hardback nonfiction 
book in history. Warren is also the senior pastor of Saddleback Community Church, a 
contemporary Southern Baptist mega-church in southern California. He makes clear that his 
church is constructed to attract unbelievers as he argues,  

 
Making a service “comfortable” for the unchurched doesn’t mean changing your 
theology; it means changing the environment of the service - such as changing the way 
you greet visitors, the style of music that you use, the translation you preach from, and 
the kind of announcements you make in the service. 

 
A critical area that Warren seeks to attract and keep unbelievers is in the area of church music. 
He is unapologetic about his Church’s music and the source of its inspiration and makes clear, 
 

Saddleback is unapologetically a contemporary music church.  We’ve often been referred 
to in the press as “The flock that likes to rock.”  We use the style of music the majority 
of people in our church listen to on the radio. Years ago, after being frustrated trying to 
please everyone I decided to survey our church.  I passed out 3 x 5 cards to everyone in 
the Crowd service and asked them to write down the Call Letters of the radio station 
they listened to...What we discovered was that 96% of our people said they listened to 
middle-of-the-road adult contemporary music………… You must match your music to 
the kind of people God wants your church to reach.... The music you use “positions” 
your church in your community. It defines who you are.... It will determine the kind of 
people you attract, the kind of people you keep, and the kind of people you lose1. 

 
Rick Warren’s last statement is sadly correct – Saddleback’s music certainly “defines who 

you are” and “the kind of people you attract.” Unfortunately, Warren gives us no Scriptural 
argument for bringing the music of the world to the church, save that it attracts the crowds with 
its sensual entertainment bait. It is strange that Jesus Christ, John the Baptist and the Apostles 
never knew about this revelation yet crowds came everywhere they preached!  In fact, Warren 

                                                
1 Rick Warren, Selecting Worship Music, July 29, 2002 
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misses the whole point of music – it is to praise and worship God. His whole theological 
understanding of the church flips the biblical purpose on its head! 
 

DEFINITION OF A CHURCH 
 
The word commonly translated as church in the NT is the Greek word ekklesia. This is a 
compound word from two Greek words ek meaning “out” and klesis meaning “a calling.” It was 
commonly used by the Greeks to refer to a group of citizens who were called out from their 
homes to be publicly assembled to discuss affairs of state. In the context of the Bible it refers to 
a group of Christians who have been called out from the lost to assemble together to worship 
the Lord. That is why a good one-word translation of ekklesia is the word “assembly.”  

So a church is a gathering of those who have been called out by the Lord from the 
unsaved world to justification, to adoption, to sanctification, and ultimately to glorification, 
“Christ also loved the church, and gave Himself for it” (Eph. 5:25). It is about a gathering of people who 
have been changed by the power of Christ. The church is not about a physical building but about 
physical people. Indeed, many true local churches have met under the open canopy of heaven 
because of persecution. Beautiful architecture and high steeples do not constitute a church.  

Nowhere in the Bible is the word church fully defined in one passage. When we study 
the whole body of theological instruction (including the metaphors) as well as the narratives of 
how the church functioned, we can arrive at a broad definition. The classic Protestant definition 
of the church is from John Calvin, who said,  
 

Wherever we see the Word of God purely preached and heard, and the sacraments 
administered according to Christ’s institution, there, it is not to be doubted, a 
church of God exists. 

 
The term church is used in four distinct ways in Scripture: 
 

(1) Entire Body of elect believers, in heaven and earth, who have believed or are yet to 
believe in Jesus Christ (Matt. 16:18; Eph. 5:25-27). 

(2) A specific assembly of believers in Christ in a particular place (Acts 14:23; Rom. 16:3-5; 
Col. 4:15; 1 Thess. 1:1). 

(3) To denote the outward visible church of believers throughout the world (Acts 2:47; 1 
Cor. 12:28; Eph. 4:11, 12). However, there are persons whose names are on the register 
of the visible church whose names are not written in the Book of Life in heaven.  

(4) A denomination of interdependent local churches (Acts 2:47; 1 Cor. 12:28; Eph. 4:11, 12). 
Dr Alan Cairns explains, 

 
…we have the use of church in the singular to denote all the congregations or 
churches of God’s people. Furthermore, considering the statement of Acts 21:20 
regarding the “many thousands” of believing Jews in Jerusalem (see Acts 2:41; 47; 
4:4; 5:14 for how this vast group was formed), it is inconceivable that there 
should not have been a number of congregations in Jerusalem. Yet in Acts 15:4, 
22, church in the singular is used to denote all the Christians in the city. 
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One of the earliest references to the function of the church is the establishment of the Jerusalem 
church on the day of Pentecost. We read explicitly of this church, “and they continued stedfastly in the 
apostles’ doctrine and fellowship, and in breaking of bread, and in prayers” (Acts 2:42). All churches should 
model themselves after this verse. The teaching of God’s word is stated first in this sequence 
because all the other functions such as fellowship and the Lord’s Supper and prayer flow from 
the right teaching of Scripture. The Word of God regulates all these other functions. 

Now this was not a perfect church as it was made up of imperfect people. Problems 
soon emerge as we go through the book of Acts. But there was an order to their worship and a 
reality to their faith. God was at clearly at work in their midst, “And the Lord added to the church 
daily such as should be saved” (Acts 2:47b)  

The Apostle Paul gave some of the most detailed theological teaching on the nature of 
the church. In the epistle to the Ephesians, Paul uses a number of metaphors to explain what a 
church is. He uses the metaphor of a body (Eph. 1:22-23); of a nation and family (Eph. 2:19); 
and then he uses the idea of a temple structure to describe the church (Eph. 2:20-22). 
 

NT FUNCTIONS OF THE EKKLESIA  
 
The NT reveals that a local church or group of churches are characterized by certain common 
functions:  
 
(1) A place to corporately worship God and to glorify His name (Psa. 86; Luke 4:8; John 4:23; 1 
Cor. 6:20; Rev. 4:10-11). So the purpose of coming to the church is not to cater the service to 
please man but to please God. It is not about how we feel but how He feels.  
 
(2) A place to hear the Word of God read and taught (Acts 2:42; 2 Tim. 2:15). This is to be done 
chiefly through pastor teachers, who have been called and gifted by God for this role, so that the 
saints are built up in the faith,  
 

And He gave some, apostles; and some, prophets; and some, evangelists; and 
some, pastors and teachers; For the perfecting of the saints, for the work of the 
ministry, for the edifying of the body of Christ: Till we all come in the unity of the 
faith, and of the knowledge of the Son of God, unto a perfect man, unto the 
measure of the stature of the fulness of Christ: (Eph. 4:11-13) 

 
(3) A place where the sacraments of baptism and the Lord’s Supper are faithfully administered. 
The early church met to break bread around the Lord’s Table, they continued stedfastly in the apostles' 
doctrine and fellowship, and in breaking of bread” (Acts 2:42). It would have been a constant reminder 
of the Cross of Christ.  
 
(4) A place of prayer. In Acts 2:42 we are told they continued “in prayers.” The plural form of 
prayer, which is faithful to the original, indicates that they were constantly having times of prayer 
together. 
 
(5) A place of praise and joy. In the early church they loved to sing praises unto the Lord. In 
Acts we read, “And they, continuing daily with one accord in the temple, and breaking bread from house to 
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house, did eat their meat with gladness and singleness of heart, Praising God, and having favour with all the 
people…. (Acts 2:46-47a). 
 
(6) A place of discipline. The Lord Himself stated that the church should be an entity that 
exercised discipline over the lives of its members (Matt. 18:15-17; cf. 1 Cor. 5). G. Campbell 
Morgan made an important point, “The church pure is the church powerful. It has always been 
so. Mathematics have no place in the economy of God, numbers are nothing; quality is 
everything.” The graves of Ananias and Sapphira are testimony to the sobering fact that the Lord 
takes purity seriously in His church.   
 
(7) A place that upholds and defends the truth, “which is the church of the living God, the pillar and 
ground of the truth” (1 Tim. 3:15). It is not enough simply to believe the truth and love the truth, 
but we must proclaim and defend the truth, “Beloved, when I gave all diligence to write unto you of the 
common salvation, it was needful for me to write unto you, and exhort you that ye should earnestly contend for the 
faith which was once delivered unto the saints” (Jude 3). We battle against false teachers and false 
doctrine who would come and corrupt the church. The church does not exist to make 
unbelievers feel comfortable in their sin but to be preachers of righteousness, like Noah, against 
the wickedness around us.  

There are many false pastors and false churches in the world today. In some “churches” 
we even find adulterers and sodomites shamelessly occupying the pulpit and the pew. We need 
to constantly remind ourselves that just because a gathering of persons calls themselves a church 
does not mean that it is theologically a true church! We are called to test the reality of a church 
by the Word of God and not simply by the name on the front of a building, “Beloved, believe not 
every spirit, but try the spirits whether they are of God: because many false prophets are gone out into the world” 
(1 John 4:1). 
 
(8) A place where the Gospel is sent out in the form of missionaries into all the world (cf. Acts 
13;1-3). The first church in Jerusalem were a corporate body who evangelized, “Therefore they that 
were scattered abroad went every where preaching the word (Acts 8:4). This fulfilled the command given 
them by the Saviour, “But ye shall receive power, after that the Holy Ghost is come upon you: and ye shall be 
witnesses unto me both in Jerusalem, and in all Judaea, and in Samaria, and unto the uttermost part of the 
earth” (Acts 1:8). 
 
(9) A place where saints assist one another and encourage one another in word and deed (cf. 
Acts 2:44-45; 1 Tim. 5:16). The writer to the Hebrews warns of the loss that a believer suffers 
when he or she is absent from corporate worship, “Not forsaking the assembling of ourselves together, as 
the manner of some is; but exhorting one another: and so much the more, as ye see the day approaching” (Heb. 
10:25). 
 
These nine functions are present in any true church. That means inter-denominational Christian 
bodies like the Trinitarian Bible Society or Answers in Genesis are not churches. Therefore, no 
believer can be fully mature if he or she limits his spiritual life to such organisations. Such non-
church organisations may have a very valuable role in supporting the church but they can never 
replace the church.  
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POWER OF A CHURCH 
 

The church is a divine institution as taught by the Lord Jesus, “upon this rock I will build My church; 
and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it.” (Matthew 16:18) It is not a human society, like a chess 
club, that owes its origin and purpose on the basis of the voluntary agreement of its members. It 
should be carefully noted from the Bible that the church is not a social club for society politics, 
networking, or other socializing with friends. Neither is the church a kind of daycare with 
programmes to amuse children for lazy parents!  

The church is not an entity to be sanctioned, regulated, and ruled by the State, as it is a 
spiritual institution with a distinct nature and aims from the State. Church and State have distinct 
spheres of power and the church should submit to the sphere of the civil authorities to exercise 
its authority in accordance with the Word of God. The local assembly is not the church of any 
one person or group of persons but Christ’s church. Church History demonstrates that 
denominations come and go but the person and power of Christ lives on for all eternity. 

Jesus Christ is the Head of the Church and He founded it and rules it. In Revelation 1 we 
are explicitly told that He walks up and down observing and examining each local assembly. So 
the church enjoys the presence and power of the Lord. It is led and sustained by Him alone. 
Pastors and members come and go but the Church marches on, unstoppable, towards the 
consummation of the ages. John Wesley used to remind the Old Methodists, “God buries the 
workmen but never the work.” 

The church also faces opposition on earth. The Head of the Church warned, “I will build 
my church; and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it” (Matt. 16:18b). Now the Lord does not say 
that the forces of hell shall not attempt to destroy the church. The Lord just promises that the 
forces of hell may try to assail His church but He will never allow them to prevail. The battle 
may rage long and hard, but the Unconquerable Saviour will build His church and nothing can 
stand in His way. The powers of Hell may be strong and may win a few skirmishes, but they are 
not strong enough. The church is not simply, “the church of God,” but it is the “church of the living 
God” (1 Tim. 3:15). This is the place where the living God abides, directs, and empowers.  

In another warning the Lord Jesus promises that there is always a personal cost for 
serving Him faithfully, “Remember the word that I said unto you, The servant is not greater than his lord. If 
they have persecuted me, they will also persecute you” (John 15:20). Biblical and church history is replete 
with such examples of the devil trying to destroy the church and the members of the church. 
The Book of Acts is a stark illustration of this. 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
The church is not to be a mirror that merely gives a reflection of our particular preferences, 
desires, and dreams. Rather the church should shape and change our preferences, desires, and 
dreams to be more conformed to Christ. We as believers know we are here to minister to the 
Lord and to others. Remember, it was the Lord Jesus who stated that we are to have a servant’s 
heart,  
 

And whosoever of you will be the chiefest, shall be servant of all. For even the Son 
of man came not to be ministered unto, but to minister, and to give his life a 
ransom for many (Mark 10:44-45) 

 



For 13 April 2014                                                                                  Cornerstone Church Bible Class  
                                         

  

www.oldfaith.wordpress.com 6 

So if you go to a local church for any other reason than those stated above, you need to think 
again. The church is God’s church and exists for His glory and pleasure. We only get our lives 
into problems when we try to overturn God’s order. A true church is devoted to the Lord, to 
His people, and to His glory in the world. That will not attract the world. AW Tozer used to say: 
“it is hard to get many of the world to come to a service when the only attraction is Christ.”  

William P. Merrill (1867-1954) was a Presbyterian pastor in America. He once was 
meditating on the need for members to be faithful in their service for the Lord as he returned to 
Chicago to his church by steamboat on Lake Michigan. He sat down and penned a rousing hymn 
that was first published in the Presbyterian newspaper The Continent in 1911.  

 
Rise up,  O men of  God!  

Have done with l esser  things .   
Give heart  and mind and soul  and strength  

 To serve the King o f  kings .  
 

Rise up,  O men of  God!  
 The church for  you doth wait ,  

 Her s trength unequal to her task;  
 Rise up and make her great !  

 


