LESSON FOUR – THE CHURCH
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.” We get our English word ecclesiastical from it. 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 has 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 term church fully defined in one passage. Many images and
metaphors are used to describe or define 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. 1:2223); 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). A simple 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.”
WHO SHOULD BE IN THE CHURCH?
From the earliest references to the NT church we are presented with a picture of united worship
of all of God’s people. No distinctions are hinted or encouraged. The Jews and Gentiles
worshipped together, the Master and the slave, the educated and the uneducated, the rich and
the poor, the young and the old. They all were united by being in Christ, “There is neither Jew nor
Greek, there is neither bond nor free, there is neither male nor female: for ye are all one in Christ Jesus.” (Gal.
3:28; cf. 1 Cor. 12:13) The Saviour declared that, “My house shall be called of all nations the house of
prayer.” (Mark 11:17; cf. Isa. 56:7)
The picture of love, respect, and unity between all of God’s people was unique in the
Roman Empire. It was one of the reasons so many from the lower classes of society were
particularly drawn to it. By the end of the first century it is conservatively estimated that 10% of
the Empire identified as Christian. In the second century the Roman Emperor, Hadrian sent a
philosopher named Aristides to spy out the sect known as “Christians.” Having seen them in
action, Aristides returned in 125 AD to give his report, which included the famous conclusion:
“Behold! How they love one another.”
In heaven worship is pictured as a perfect unity of all the redeemed from all races,
nations, language groups, and social backgrounds. But there are racial and national distinctions
preserved in these heavenly worshippers in their symphony of praise. It is unity in diversity of
the “ten thousand times ten thousand, and thousands of thousands” (Rev. 5:11) rather than unity in
uniformity. They glory in their unity in such diversity,
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And when he had taken the book, the four beasts and four and twenty elders fell
down before the Lamb, having every one of them harps, and golden vials full of
odours, which are the prayers of saints. And they sung a new song, saying, Thou
art worthy to take the book, and to open the seals thereof: for thou wast slain, and
hast redeemed us to God by thy blood out of every kindred, and tongue, and
people, and nation; And hast made us unto our God kings and priests: and we
shall reign on the earth. (Rev. 5:8-10)

Such unity in corporate worship is the ultimate answer to Christ’s high priestly prayer “that they
may be one.” (John 17:11) It is one of the greatest testimonies to the world around us that the
ground is level at the foot of the Cross, when all of God’s people can worship together despite
external differences. Such worship should be a foretaste of the ultimate racial reunion of the
Body of Christ around the throne of God. Some churches have divided minority races/cultures
and age groups by holding separate services under the pragmatic principle that this “meets their
needs better.” This often gives the appearance that some are treated as “second-class” members
and instead of bringing people together and transcending external boundaries, this approach only
reinforces boundaries.
There are issues that relate to particular groupings within the NT Church that can be best
addressed in smaller groups. The Sunday School and the Youth meetings address the respective
needs of children and young people in a more appropriate setting. The Apostle Paul encouraged
the older women to take opportunities to teach the younger women in Titus 2. Bible Study
groups often prove useful in helping other groups like young parents, foreign workers or senior
citizens. However, these additional and specialized meetings should supplement and complement the
main corporate worship service of all God’s people in a local church.
This is Christ’s church and whom He shed His precious blood for we have no right to
despise or reject. Save for biblical church discipline, to reject or neglect to warmly welcome a
true believer is a sin. It is not mere social courtesy but a tangible expression that we are all
brothers and sisters with the same Father. Hence, any visitor that darkens the door of this
sanctuary may come as a stranger, but they should leave as a friend.
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WHAT ARE THE KEY FUNCTIONS OF THE CHURCH?
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
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). 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 are called to test the reality of a person and
a church by the Word of God and not simply by the title they have or the name on the front of a
building (1 John 4:1).
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(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 serve 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).
WHAT IS THE CHIEF ACT OF WORSHIP?
Throughout the Bible, preaching is given a central place. It was central to the ministry of our
Lord in so much that he could leave those seeking him for physical relief by saying, “Let us go into
the next towns, that I may preach there also: for therefore came I forth” (Mark 1:38). The Apostles planted
and established churches through preaching. Paul points out, “it pleased God by the foolishness of
preaching to save them that believe” (1 Cor. 1:21).
Preaching is God’s primary ordained means of building up the saints and reaching the
lost (cf. Eph. 4:11-13; Rom. 10:14-15). In Titus 1:3 we are told that God “manifested His word
through preaching.” The Apostle Paul knew, “Christ sent me not to baptize, but to preach the Gospel” (1
Cor. 1:17) and was so constrained by this thought that he declared, “….for necessity is laid upon me;
yea, woe is unto me, if I preach not the gospel” (1 Cor. 9:16).
The very first church recorded is in Jerusalem. 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 exposition 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 clearly at work in their midst, “And the Lord added to
the church daily such as should be saved” (Acts 2:47b)
Churches have traditionally placed a pulpit in the middle of the building that is normally
lifted up from the congregation. After the Reformation, evangelical churches took great care to
place the pulpit at the centre of the church and in an elevated position. Below this was often
placed the baptismal font or tank and the Lord’s Table. This had theological as well as aesthetic
significance. For it was intended to teach that the sacraments are instructed by and also
subordinate to the preaching of God’s Word. This elevation of preaching in the architecture is
modeled on the OT pattern from Nehemiah.
And all the people gathered themselves together as one man into the street that
was before the water gate; and they spake unto Ezra the scribe to bring the book
of the law of Moses, which the Lord had commanded to Israel. And Ezra the
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priest brought the law before the congregation both of men and women, and all
that could hear with understanding, upon the first day of the seventh month. And
he read therein before the street that was before the water gate from the morning
until midday, before the men and the women, and those that could understand;
and the ears of all the people were attentive unto the book of the law. And Ezra
the scribe stood upon a pulpit of wood, which they had made for the purpose; and
beside him stood Mattithiah, and Shema, and Anaiah, and Urijah, and Hilkiah,
and Maaseiah, on his right hand; and on his left hand, Pedaiah, and Mishael, and
Malchiah, and Hashum, and Hashbadana, Zechariah, and Meshullam. And Ezra
opened the book in the sight of all the people; (for he was above all the people;)
and when he opened it, all the people stood up: And Ezra blessed the Lord, the
great God. And all the people answered, Amen, Amen, with lifting up their hands:
and they bowed their heads, and worshipped the Lord with their faces to the
ground. Also Jeshua, and Bani, and Sherebiah, Jamin, Akkub, Shabbethai,
Hodijah, Maaseiah, Kelita, Azariah, Jozabad, Hanan, Pelaiah, and the Levites,
caused the people to understand the law: and the people stood in their place. So
they read in the book in the law of God distinctly, and gave the sense, and caused
them to understand the reading. (Neh. 8:1-8)

There is so much to learn from the pattern of this OT gathering of God’s people in corporate
worship.
(1) All came together – the parents and the young children worshipped side by side, “before the
congregation both of men and women, and all that could hear with understanding.” There were not youth
services in other places with different worship styles and “relevant messages” but all the people
(from all walks of life) worshipped God in united worship.
(2) The centrality of the Word of God in the worship – it was read publicly and then carefully
explained in the way it was written, “So they read in the book in the law of God distinctly, and gave the
sense, and caused them to understand the reading.” There was clear exposition of the Bible from each
verse and then interpretation of the meaning and then application to their lives.
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(3) The people showed great respect for the reading and proclamation of the Word of God, “and
the ears of all the people were attentive unto the book of the law” and “and when he opened it, all the people stood
up.” There was clearly a quietness and reverence in this, “and the people stood in their place.” This is a
place where the voice of God is heard. Souls will make decisions that influence their eternal
destination.
(4) There was a clear order of worship that involved reading the Bible, prayers of praise to God
led by the chairman, the congregation responding by words and actions, “And Ezra blessed the
Lord, the great God. And all the people answered, Amen, Amen, with lifting up their hands: and they bowed
their heads, and worshipped the Lord with their faces to the ground.”
(5) The leader of the worship and the one who preached the Word of God was elevated above
the people from a wooden pulpit, “And Ezra the scribe stood upon a pulpit of wood, which they had made
for the purpose” and “Ezra opened the book in the sight of all the people; (for he was above all the people).”
This was a symbol that the Word of God was above the people and that the people should sit
under it not just literally but spiritually. The Word of God is our judge, guide, and light. It
corrects and instructs us. Ezra was likely placed behind the pulpit on which the scrolls were
placed to teach that he wasn’t the star of the event but merely the one proclaiming the Bright
and Morning Star. The focal point is the message not the messenger. Today many churches have
removed the pulpit. That is regrettable. This often leads to the pastor becoming a celebrity as he
meanders around the platform. He is the star on the stage instead of the Word of God! This is a
distraction from the real purpose of preaching. An attempt to steal the glory of God is a serious
sin, “For I say, through the grace given unto me, to every man that is among you, not to think of himself more
highly than he ought to think” (Rom. 12:3a). Christ and the Apostles followed a similar pattern in
their public ministries (Luke 4:14-20; Acts 13:14-16; 9:20; 17:2). It was only when they were
driven from these places of organised worship that they began itinerant worship in the open air.
WHAT IS PREACHING?
Preaching does not consist of the world’s clever rhetoric and oratory but in the testimony,
wisdom, and power of God in His word (1 Cor. 2:1-5). It is not to be used to build up a
following for the preacher. By contrast, true preaching is the proclaiming of the whole counsel of
God. The Apostle Paul urged his young protégé Timothy to simply, “preach the Word” (2 Timothy
4:2). The Apostle Peter added that the preacher must not add his own words to God’s, “if any
man speak, let him speak as the oracles of God” (1 Peter 4:11). The preaching of God’s Word also
enables the listener to check the message against the objective truth of revealed Scripture like the
Bereans did concerning the apostle Paul’s preaching in Acts 17:11.
God’s Words are infinitely more powerful than ours. People don’t need to hear a
preacher’s opinions but what God has to say. When a man substitutes his words for God’s
words, then that is the ultimate act of pride. The true preacher does not invent a message but
simply speaks the Words of the Living God. He brings the mind of Christ to the church in order
to change the prevailing culture. He must not bring the culture and try to change the church.
Preaching is not simply taking one or two favourite themes/doctrines from the Bible but
it is to be “all the counsel of God” (cf. Acts 20:27). Preaching is to be Biblical and not simply filling
45 minutes of uplifting words or sentimental stories. Too many preachers deliberately lace their
sermons with humorous stories or anecdotes to “jazz up” the service and entertain their listeners.
It should be pointedly observed that we don’t see the Saviour or the apostles using such
techniques in their messages. Nor is preaching simply explaining a text. That is lecturing or
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teaching, but it is not preaching! Anyone can do the former who has the intellectual capacity to
absorb different thoughts from commentaries and lexicons and then presenting them in a logical
reasoned manner.
By contrast, biblical preaching is to involve the whole man filled with Spirit of God. This
means that the personality of the preacher is involved. He is not to be robotic or like a dry
dispassionate academic. The preacher must be one that preaches with sincerity, zeal, and
compassion. Too many love to preach but don’t love those they preach to. Preaching is to not
only engage the mind, but it must convict the heart and change the life of the listener. Someone,
who has simply studied and intellectually mastered a text, cannot imitate this power or zeal. That
is why the Apostle Paul wrote to the Thessalonicans what real preaching is, “For our gospel came not
unto you in word only, but also in power, and in the Holy Ghost, and in much assurance….” (1 Thess. 1:5).
Preaching must have definite application to the lives of the listeners. The preacher must
make the truths of Scripture they have expounded applicable to their listeners. The interpretation
must lead to application because there are implications from the text that must be understood. A
lecturer does not have to do that, but a preacher must do this! A preacher is there to change lives
and not just add to the knowledge base of his listeners.
SHOULD PREACHING BE TOPICAL OR EXPOSITIONAL?
Topical preaching is when a preacher feels led to preach on a particular topic and then goes
through the Bible trying to find verses that explain this topic. There are times when such an
approach is helpful to deal with specific needs in the lives of members or groups of members e.g.
the Mothers Group may request a series of sermons on being godly mothers. A study may then
be done from different aspects of motherhood presented in the Bible.
Expository preaching, by contrast, is when a preacher takes the Bible as it was written
and carefully explains the text in a systematic way using all the tools of the original languages e.g.
the preacher goes through a whole book of the Bible each Sunday from the first to the last
chapter. No significant portion of the text is ignored. This method means that the preacher
explains all the words and emphasis of each part of the verse in its normal sense and its context
(cf. Neh. 8:8). It aligns the interpretation of the text with the doctrinal truths of the rest of the
Bible. After explaining the text thoroughly the expository preacher, applies the text to the lives of
his hearers. It is systematic, orderly, disciplined, and comprehensive.
Most evangelical preachers adopt the expository method of preaching in churches. There
are a number of important reasons for that:
(1) It unfolds the Bible the way it was written by the Holy Spirit. The Bible was not divided into
separate sections on different topics. Nor is the Bible a random collection of ideas and stories
that a group of men put together. Rather the narratives, historical records, laws, and prophetic
statements are weaved together in 66 books by the Holy Spirit. When we preach through the
Bible line upon line, chapter by chapter in the way the Holy Spirit laid it out, we are guided
through a perfect unfolding of the way God originally intended us to receive it. Indeed, common
sense teaches that it is easier to understand a story or letter if we read from beginning to end
rather than simply plucking phrases and sections at random.
(2) It leads your congregation to value every part of the Bible. As you unfold verse after verse,
chapter after chapter, and book after book, you demonstrate your trust in the inerrancy,
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infallibility, and authority of the Bible. The congregation can now see that it is all relevant and all
profitable as promised, “All scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof,
for correction, for instruction in righteousness.” (2 Tim. 3:16) A preacher doesn’t have to make the Bible
“relevant” – it is always relevant!
(3) It leads the congregation to a balance and mature character and is a powerful demonstration
of the sufficiency of Scripture. For we are told that all of the Bible results in bringing that, “That
the man of God may be perfect, throughly furnished unto all good works.” (2 Tim. 3:17) Even the Old
Testament was for our benefit, “For whatsoever things were written aforetime were written for our learning,
that we through patience and comfort of the scriptures might have hope.” (Rom. 15:4) Our growth in
holiness is hampered if we neglect certain portions of Scripture. A preacher cannot perfectly
know all the needs of the hearts and lives of his members. The expository method will unfold
questions and answers to minister to different people in differing ways that the preacher cannot
anticipate.
(4) It forces the preacher to address every issue arising out of the text. All of us are easily drawn
into pet subjects and “personal hobby horses.” No text or difficult question can be dismissed or
evaded because it is obvious to the listeners if that is so. If we are to preach the whole counsel of
God, we must teach the whole Bible. The expository method keeps the preacher honest and
prevents excessive repetition!
(5) It teaches the congregation to read, meditate, and study the Bible in the same way. Many of
the listeners will treat their private study of God’s Word in a similar way that the preacher does.
That builds their understanding and confidence in the unfolding power of God’s Word. It better
enables each member to minister to others (Eph. 4:12).
(6) It brings a good sense of order to your church. It frees the preacher from having to “search
for texts” and themes every week. He is disciplined to stick to the text and “rightly dividing the word
of truth.” (2 Tim. 2:15) Every member who faithfully attends can anticipate the next section of
study. They can read beforehand and think about difficult questions that may arise from the text.
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. It is not about of comfort but about the great cause of
the Body of 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) So if you go to a local church for any
other reason than those stated above, you need to think again. A true church is devoted to the
Lord, to His people, and to His glory in the world.
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