Laying a Strong Foundation
Lesson 4: Why the Church Matters
WHAT IS A CHURCH?

When many people hear the word “church,” they think of a religion, a denomination, or a church building. But we should think of people. A building is not a church; a religion is not a church; and a denomination is not a church! First of all, let’s talk about the church. 
The church consists of all true Christians, those who are in heaven and those who are still alive on earth. Sometimes you’ll hear the church referred to as “the body of Christ,” because Ephesians 1:22-23 say: And [the Father] put all things in subjection under [Jesus’] feet, and gave [Jesus] as head over all things to the church, which is His body, the fullness of Him who fills all in all. When you are saved, you become part of this “body” – you are part of the church. 
But you obviously can’t meet together on Sunday with all of the people in the church! So God intends for Christians to be divided up into smaller church families, so that each Christian is part of a church. The Bible describes several things that Christians should do together: and a church is a local group of professing Christians who regularly meet together to do those things. 
Do you have any questions about the difference between the church and a church?

DO YOU NEED A CHURCH?

Do you need to be part of a church? Is it enough to just read your Bible, pray, and grow on your own at home? Here are some reasons why a church is especially important:

1. Jesus said “I will build my church” (Matthew 16:18). The New Testament is full of letters to churches and instructions for churches. It is clear that local churches were very important from the very beginning. 

2. Read Hebrews 10:24-25. In these verses, God warns about our tendency to “forsake” something: what is it? 


Why do you think we have a tendency to forsake that?



3. We need the other Christians in our church family to be involved in our lives. As Hebrews 10 said, we need other Christians to help motivate us “to love and good deeds” and to encourage us. The Bible also talks about praying for one another, bearing one another’s burdens, warning one another about sin, restoring one another when we fall into sin, comforting one another – and many more “one anothers.” We need other Christians – God uses them to help us through the ups and downs of following Christ. 

4. The other Christians in your church family need you. You might not feel like you are very important in your church. You might feel inferior to other people that have been Christians for a long time. But according to God, you are an important part of your church family. The Bible uses the same illustration of a body: a local church is like a body with different parts – but all of the parts are important. Read I Corinthians 12:12-26. What does God say about “body parts” that think they aren’t important? 




Notice that according to verse 18, God places people in the local church family where He wants them! He knows you: your personality, your background, your strengths and weaknesses. He has a church family for you. You need the people in that church family, and the people in that church family need you: or else the body is missing some parts!

5. God places gifted spiritual leaders in the church to help you grow. You might hear them called elders or pastors; the Bible often calls them “shepherds.” Read Acts 20:28. These spiritual leaders are instructed to shepherd the church of God. What else is the “church of God” called in this verse?


According to this verse, who appointed them to their leadership position in the local church?


You can benefit a lot from Christian books and magazines and radio – but God intends for you to have spiritual leadership that is a lot closer than that! He has appointed a pastor or pastors in your church to help teach you and encourage you as you follow Christ. 
Unfortunately, some Christians hop from church to church, never really becoming part of a church family (and if you wait to find a perfect church, you never will!). Don’t do that! From the five reasons above, it should be clear that a local church is a wonderful blessing from God. Over the years you’ll find that your church really does become an extended family that you love very much. 
WHY DO WE DO WHAT WE DO AT CHURCH?

Christian churches have a regular schedule of services and programs in which you can participate. Why we do those things in those ways? Here’s the most important question: what does God expect a church to do? Remember this definition from above: “The Bible describes several things that Christians should do together: and a church is a local group of professing Christians who regularly meet together to do those things.” So what are those things?
1. Worship 
Individual worship is great, but God also is pleased when His people worship together (“corporate” worship). The Bible speaks often of the importance of singing, so on Sunday morning we sing together to worship God. But we also worship God together when we praise Him by telling one another what He has done and praising Him together in prayer. We also worship Him when we take the Lord’s Supper together. 
2. Prayer
When the Bible gives instructions about the church, it “urges” that “entreaties and prayers, petitions and thanksgivings, be made on behalf of all men” (I Timothy 2:1). The Bible also commands us to pray for one another (Ephesians 6:18, James 5:16). 
3. Teaching
Teaching was part of Jesus’ final command to the church (Matt. 28:20). From the very beginning, the churches devoted themselves to teaching (Acts 2:42). The Bible is the center of all that we do as Christians and as a church, so teaching the Bible is a major priority for a local church. 
4. Evangelism
Evangelism (telling others the message of Jesus and the Bible) is an individual responsibility for every Christian, but the church should help equip, train, motivate, and encourage us in evangelism. We also baptize those who come to faith in Christ. 
5. Shepherding
As mentioned above, God intends for each local church to be led by shepherds, who provide leadership and oversight; care for the church family; preach and teach; pray for the church; guard the church from false teaching; and warn and restore Christians who are trapped in sin. 
6. Edifying Relationships
“Edify” means “to build up.” See #s 3 and 4 under “Do you need a church?” above. 
Because God expects these things from a local church, we try to design our services and programs to accomplish these goals. At 9:30 on Sunday morning we have Bible study for children, teens, and adults. This is an important time for learning the Bible together (#s 3 and 5). At the 10:30 service we worship through singing, prayer, and responding to the preaching of the Bible (#s 1, 2, 3, and 5). At our 5:30 fellowship groups we have more time for prayer and teaching, but we especially focus on edifying relationships (#s 2 and 6). Sunday nights are also a good time to worship God through sharing what He has done (#1); they also give the church leadership more personal interaction with the church family (#5). On our outreach nights we emphasize evangelism (#4). 
Hopefully you can see that the programs and services of the church are very intentional! We want to be a God-honoring church that does the things He wants us to do. 
How do you think you should decide what services or programs of the church would be important for you or your family? 

THE RIGHT PERSPECTIVE

Here are five thoughts on right perspectives when you gather together with your church family:

1. Have an attitude of personal focus in your worship. It’s easy to go through the motions of worship without really worshipping God; it’s easy to get distracted by other things during worship; and it’s easy to be self-conscious and worry about what others think of you (and your singing!). Worship is about God! Come to church with a personal focus, prepared to worship so that God is pleased with the meaningful worship of your heart. Don’t worry about other people. 
2. Have an attitude of eager humility as you listen to the teaching and preaching. As we learned in the last lesson, the Word of God is a treasure that is as important as our daily food. We should be eager to learn and eager for God to use His Word in our hearts. We should also be humble, willing to learn and willing to submit to God when He does.
3. Have a servant’s heart toward the needs in the church. Many people come to church asking what the church will do for them. We should come to church with the attitude of Jesus: “He did not come to be served, but to serve” (Matt. 20:28). Rather than coming to church to be blessed, look for ways you can be a blessing. You might not feel very prepared or useful, but God intends to use you to make a difference in this church family!
4. Have an attitude of patient love for the rest of the church family. Local churches are made up of sinners! Pride and criticism are destructive. Realize that the others in the church family are sinners. Be patient. Be loving. 
5. Be real. Don’t come to church and try to look perfect. Don’t try to portray to others that you are a perfect Christian with no problems. You are a sinner coming to church with other sinners, so that God can change all of us. So be real – there is no need to try to impress anyone. 
CHURCH MEMBERSHIP
Many churches today don’t have church membership. And you don’t have to be a member of this church to be an important part of this church! So then why do we have church membership? 
1. To put pressure on yourself. 
We have a natural tendency to be “lone ranger” Christians (remember Hebrews 10:24-25?). If we are on our own, we don’t have to worry about other Christians challenging us about our own struggles or pressuring us to grow and change. It’s more comfortable to be a lone ranger Christian. But it’s not God’s plan at all. Church membership puts pressure on yourself to be a committed part of a church family instead of a lone ranger.

2. To be an encouragement to others. 
When you express your commitment to the rest of your church family, it will be very exciting for them. They have joined together for the purpose of pleasing God and growing in Christ – and you want to be a committed part of that! When you are willing to express your commitment, rather than staying on the fringe, you are a blessing to the other church members. 
3. To guard the purity of the church.
The Bible describes a process that is used to deter Christians from sinful patterns and guard the purity of the local church. The process is usually called “church discipline.” This basically means that the members in a church family hold one another accountable for biblical living. If a member starts to rebel against God, they challenge him to return to obedience. If that person persists in the rebellion, they challenge him even more. And if he still persists in his rebellion, they will actually remove him from membership. This God-given process is difficult but very important for the spiritual health of individuals and the purity of the church. But without membership, this is almost impossible to carry out, and unfortunately many churches today ignore what the Bible says about church discipline. 

Church membership means: “I believe that God has called me to this local church, and I am going to commit myself to be accountable to these brothers and sisters in Christ, and to do what God wants me to do here.” That’s it! These are the words on our membership document: 

We believe that God has led us to Grace Bible Church of Menifee. For the glory of God, we joyfully commit ourselves to Christ and to one another in this local church. We will uphold the covenant and constitution of this church and diligently pursue the purposes that are stated therein. 

What about children?

Anyone age 16 or older can be a member of Grace Bible Church. When adults with younger children join the church, we speak about the “family” joining Grace Bible Church. It is obviously the parents' desire to bring their children into this body and the accountability here.  But the children are not formally members until they reach 16 and go through the membership process.

The process of church membership

1. Testimony of salvation. This testimony can be given publicly in Sunday School or on a Sunday evening, or it can be given privately to one of the church leadership. 

2. Baptism as a believer. If you have not been baptized since you were saved, we would plan a baptismal service first, and then accept you into membership.

3. Understanding Grace Bible Church. It is important that you understand the basic doctrinal positions and philosophy of this church. Spend plenty of time talking with the church leadership and asking questions about issues that concern you.

4. Written agreement to the covenant and organizational procedures. When you sign the membership document, you will be expressing your commitment to the church covenant and the organizational procedures described in the constitution.

If you are ready to pursue membership, set up a meeting with one of the elders to share your testimony of salvation, ask any questions, and discuss areas of doctrinal or practical concern. Then the leadership will issue a recommendation to the congregation. A 75% vote by the church welcomes you into membership, and you then sign the membership document indicating your commitment. 

What questions do you have about church membership?
Review
What is the difference between the church and a church?
What are some of the reasons why you need a church?

How should a church decide what services and programs to implement? 

Digging Deeper

In his book Stop Dating the Church, Josh Harris lists ten things to look for when choosing a church family:

1. Is this a church where God’s Word is faithfully taught?

2. Is this a church where sound doctrine matters?

3. Is this a church in which the gospel is cherished and clearly proclaimed?

4. Is this a church committed to reaching nonChristians with the gospel?

5. Is this a church whose leaders are characterized by humility and integrity?

6. Is this a church where people strive to live by God’s Word?

7. Is this a church where I can find and cultivate godly relationships?

8. Is this a church where members are challenged to serve?

9. Is this a church that is willing to kick me out?

10. Is this a church that I’m willing to join ‘as is’ with enthusiasm and faith in God?
What is an elder? An elder is the same thing as a pastor; which is the same thing as a shepherd; which is the same thing as an overseer! Those are just different New Testament words to describe the primary position of church leadership. These men are responsible to feed, lead, and protect a local church family. 
What is a deacon? Deacons come alongside the elders to serve in any way they can. They are servants who assist the elders. They play an important role in the church, but they do not carry the same weight of responsibility as the elders. 
For more about the church, read Romans 12:3-21; Ephesians 4:1-16; Philippians 2:1-4; and I Timothy 3:1-13. 
















