
 

 

Series: Basic Christian Life 
Title: Lesson 7 — What is the Church? 
 
In Matthew 16:18, Jesus said, “I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not 
overpower it.”  The church was birthed by our Lord.  It stands today as an unstoppable 
force that is destined to fulfill His purposes.  No earthly agent can prevent its growth.  
Not even the power of Satan himself can thwart its dominion.  The Spirit of God brought 
the church into existence and it will ensure that it will never perish.  The church is the 
pillar of God’s truth in a broken world (1 Timothy 3:15).  It is His means of accomplishing 
His purposes.  Before time begin, the Lord had a plan to build a people for Himself 
(Revelation 13:8). 
 Considering the glorious nature of the church, faithful Christ followers should 
have at least an elementary knowledge of what it is and why it exists.  Such knowledge 
is especially true in modern society.  Many would contend agains the value of church 
nowadays.  It seems the subject has fallen on hard times.  Some claim they don’t need 
church, reacting against unhealthy forms of organized religion.  Even many professing 
believers have lost faith in the value of Christ’s people. 
 Despite the growing apathy, church is as important as ever.  It is an 
indispensable part to one’s spiritual wellbeing.  One has said, “You do not have to go to 
church to be a Christian.  You do not have to go home to be married either.  But in both 
cases if you do not, you will have a very poor relationship."1  If you want to follow Jesus 
well, you must be connected to His body.  Let’s aim to learn about the church by looking 
at five subjects. 
  
THE NATURE OF THE CHURCH 
There is a lot of confusion when it comes to the church for one simple reason.  Many 
simply don’t know what the church is.  They have a problem with terms and definitions.  
I can relate.  When I grew up, I always thought of church as a place.  I had been taught 
that we “went to church,” so I naturally regarded it as a building. 
 There was even an innocent children’s rhyme that confused me.  An older lady 
taught the kids in children!s church to clasp their hands together while extending both of 
index fingers upward.  Each of the last three fingers were laced together, and thumbs 
were held upright.  While extending our arms outward, we chanted in unison, "Here is a 
church, here is a steeple, open the doors, and see all the people!”  For years, I believed 
the church was isolated to a specific location. 
 I remember when my eyes were opened to the real nature of the body of Christ.  
It felt like I had been blinded for years.  Today, I have no hard feelings toward the well-
intentioned people who taught me.  No one can be blamed for my confusion.  The fact is 
many struggle to understand what all is involved with the body of Christ.  Fortunately, 
the Bible provides us with truth.  When we study its pages, we find four words that help 
us understand the true nature of the church. 

 
1 Hughes, R. Kent. Disciplines Of A Godly Man.  (Crossway Books, a division of Good News 
Publishers, copyright by Kent Hughes, 1991), 165.  



 

 

 
Called Out 
The Greek New Testament often used a compound word (ekklēsía) for the church that 
was made of two words.  Put together, the words literally meant “called out.”  The title 
depicted God’s people as having been called out of the world to live devotedly for 
Christ.   From the biblical language used of the church, we learn something of great 
importance.  The church is not a place.  It is a people. 
 
Saints 
When Paul spoke of believers, he often referred to them as “saints” (Romans 1:7, 1 
Corinthians 1:2, 2 Corinthians 1:1, and Ephesians 1:1).  In addressing the church in 
Philippi, he called them “the saints in Christ Jesus” (Philippians 1:1).  The title literally 
meant “holy ones.”  It teaches us that the church, although it is made up of people, is 
not made up of just any people.  The church is an assembly of people who have been 
purified of their sins through faith in Christ.   
 Family heritage, national identity, culture, or allegiance to a denomination is not 
what makes one a member of the church.  Faith in Jesus Christ for salvation from sin 
and death does. There is a need for one to commit to membership to an individual 
congregation, but all become a part of Christ’s church when they are born again.  This 
reality is important.  It informs us that the church is not built upon a physical structure 
but a spiritual salvation. 
 
Body 
When Paul wrote to the first-century church at Corinth, he used the human body as a 
metaphor for God’s people.  He said, “For just as the body is one and has many parts, 
and all the parts of that body, though many, are one body—so also is Christ.  For we 
were all baptized by one Spirit into one body” (1 Corinthians 12:12-13).  Paul’s 
comparison highlighted several realities about the church.   
 First, it revealed there is a bond between individual church members.  When we 
become Christians, we are united together in a mysterious way.  Because Christ’s Spirit 
dwells within each of us simultaneously, we are one.  In Christ, we have a new family 
(Mark 3:34-35).  A family-like love should flow among individual members of the body 
(John 15:12).  The Lord intends to use such love as a great witness for His glory (John 
17:21). 
 Second, the body metaphor reveals that each member has a part to play in the 
mission of the church.  Just as the hand and feet have unique functions in the human 
body (1 Corinthians 12:15), the Lord wants to use every Christian in a meaningful way.  
It takes all types of people to reach all types of people for Jesus.  Different members are 
needed in the body. 
 Paul’s metaphor in 1 Corinthians 12 should have a drastic impact on how we 
regard the church.  It teaches us that the Lord has a purpose in calling out a pure 
people for Himself.  He intends to use them to make Himself known to the world.  We 
have oneness and unique functions for a reason!  Seen in this way, the church is much 
more than a building.  It is a body! 



 

 

 
Bride 
The church is also depicted as a bride.  In his letter to the Ephesians, Paul used the 
love of the Lord for His people as an example for the way in which husbands should 
love their wives (Ephesians 5:25-26).  As His bride, the church is to shine in spotless 
purity so that she might make her groom look good to others. 
 The bride metaphor will continue into the eternal state.  The book of Revelation 
speaks of an event known as the marriage supper of the Lamb (Revelation 19:9).  
When Christ institutes the New Heaven and New Earth (Revelation 21:1), His people 
will be His forever.   The bride metaphor teaches us that church is about so much more 
than a place.  It promotes the idea of permanence.  Those who are really a part of the 
church will never perish.  Jesus said, “My sheep hear my voice, I know them, and they 
follow me.  I give them eternal life, and they will never perish. No one will snatch them 
out of my hand” (John 10:27-28). 
 
THE PURPOSE OF THE CHURCH 
I have a decent number of tools.  There was a day in which I never thought I would.  
Before I owned a home, I used to stand amazed of men who had garages filled with 
countless tools.  After I got married and purchased a home, I began buying different 
tools I needed on a regular basis.  In time, I built a decent collection.  Many men have a 
lot more than I do, but I have my share of tools 
 Sometimes I open my tool boxes and discover a tool that seems unfamiliar.  I 
realize I probably purchased it at some point, but memory escapes me.  I sometimes 
forget the purpose of some tools.  I likely bought them for a special job only to never use 
them again.  Without a purpose, a tool is useless. 
  To experience the full potential of anything, one must understand its basic 
purpose.  The same is true for the church.  Many never cultivate a faithful devotion to 
Christ’s body because they don’t understand why it exists.  Fortunately, Scripture is real 
clear on the purpose of the church.  God’s reason in gathering a people for Himself has 
always been to get glory for Himself (Isaiah 43:6). 
 Jesus affirmed that His church exists to make Him famous.  In the Sermon on the 
Mount, He said, “In the same way, let your light shine before others, so that they may 
see your good works and give glory to your Father in heaven” (Matthew 5:16). Our Lord 
provided His church with two great teachings — the Great Commandment (Matthew 
22:37-40) and the Great Commission (Matthew 28:18-20).  When Christ followers foster 
a commitment to loving God, loving others, and making disciples, they will naturally get 
glory for Jesus.  They will help fulfill the purpose of the church.  
 
THE PRIORITIES OF THE CHURCH 
When I was young, Boy Scouts was popular.  There was a large troop that met near my 
house.  I had seen some older kids who really excelled as scouts, so I thought I would 
like to try the program.  My parents signed me up, and I became a cub scout.  My 
excitement quickly waned after a few meetings.  The problem wasn’t within the overall 
program.  It was with my leader and my group.   



 

 

 When we met, we never did what we were supposed to do.  I don’t remember 
learning anything new.  I had expected to learn how to tie knots, build a fire, or set up a 
camp site.  We did none of that.  Our meeting times looked like little more than a regular 
neighborhood play time.  The only difference was that we were dressed up in neat, blue 
and yellow uniforms. 
 Many people have a similar experience with church.  They never see the purpose 
of church, because their congregation doesn’t really do what it is supposed to do.  If we 
want to understand the nature of the church, we must be aware of its key priorities.   
  When we read the New Testament, we discover there are four actions to 
which the church should be continually committed.  These are outlined in Acts 2:42-47.  
The rest of the book of Acts, as well as the rest of the New Testament, provides an 
account of the way in which the early church regularly pursued four key priorities. Let’s 
consider each of them. 
 
Worship 
Worship is the act of giving worth to God.  We can worship our Lord through our 
attitude, actions, speech, singing, words, work, lips, or lifestyles.  There are countless 
ways in which we can give praise to Him.  What matters most is that we ascribe to God 
the recognition He deserves by setting our souls upon Him and His truth.  Jesus 
described worship in such terms in John’s gospel by saying, “God is spirit, and those 
who worship him must worship in Spirit and in truth” (John 4:24). 
 It is important for believers to be aware of two broad categories of worship.  One 
is personal.  Personal worship is described in passages of Scripture like (Daniel 6:10, 
Matthew 6:6, Mark 1:35).  God’s people need quiet time reserved to spending one-on-
one time with the Lord.   
 The other broad category of worship is public.   It is prescribed in Colossians 3:16 
— “ Let the word of Christ dwell richly among you, in all wisdom teaching and 
admonishing one another through psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs, singing to God 
with gratitude in your hearts” (Colossians 3:16).  The church should have a dedicate 
time for corporate worship.  At such a time, place should be given to singing and 
Scripture, preaching and praise.  God’s people need a public time of worshipping the 
Lord with God’s people.  Such worship provides hearts with encouragement, instruction, 
and refreshment in the Lord.  Never forget that Jesus said, “My house will be called a 
house of prayer” (Matthew 21:13). 
 
Fellowship 
Life-on-life connection with other believers should be another priorities for local 
churches.  When the early church met, they “devoted themselves…to the fellowship” 
(Acts 2:42).  The word “fellowship” denoted the idea of a partnership.  In regard to the 
church, it depicted believers as sharing life together.  Church isn’t for spectating.  It is 
for participating.  To follow Jesus well, you need a close circle of Christian friends who 
will hold you accountable, strengthen you, and encourage you.  The church exists to 
help you find such relationships. 
 



 

 

Discipleship 
The first-century church was committed to the “apostles’ teaching” (Acts 2:42).  They 
were faithful to pass on the core tenants of the faith to new believers.  Training in the 
truth of God was a key priority.  We now often refer to this activity as “discipleship.”  
Whatever you call it, churches should foster a commitment to grounding God’s people in 
the Lord’s truth.  Paul encouraged Timothy in this regard, saying, “What you have heard 
from me in the presence of many witnesses, commit to faithful men who will be able to 
teach others also” (2 Timothy 2:2).  
 
Outreach 
Churches exist to introduce others to Christ.  Jesus told His first disciples to “Go into all 
the world and preach the gospel to all creation” (Mark 16:15).  The early church was 
faithful to follow the Lord’s instruction.  Luke described their ministry, saying, “Every day 
the Lord added to their number those who were being saved” (Acts 2:47). 
 
Those who follow Jesus well are committed to His body.  Such a commitment requires 
one to know what the church actually does.  If one is not aware of the key priorities of 
the church, it is unlikely one will have a meaningful experience with the church.  As you 
seek to follow Jesus, engage your local body by participating in the key priorities of 
worship, fellowship, discipleship, and outreach. 
 
THE BENEFIT OF THE CHURCH 
If you are like me, you’ve heard a common excuse people have for not engaging with a 
church.  Many argue, “I don’t need to go to church.  I can worship God anywhere.”  The 
rationale is that one can connect with the Lord on the golf course, on a hiking trail, or at 
the lake. 
 It is certainly true that one can worship the Lord from any one location.  The 
Psalmist knew that one can meet God anywhere.  He said, “If I live at the easter horizon 
or settle at the western limits, even there your hand will lead me; your right hand will 
hold on to me” (Psalm 139:9-10).  The Lord is present everywhere.  We can call out to 
Him and worship Him at any time.  Such realities, however, to not erase the need for the 
church.  Those who dismiss the need for the church on the basis of such premises are 
shortsighted concerning the purposes of the church for God’s people. 
 Remember that the church is a body of people.  As such, it serves a unique 
purpose for the people of God.  It exists as a gathering point for those who identify with 
Christ.  The church provides an opportunity for believers to mingle with other believers.  
It gives space in life for people to experience community with Jesus’ family.  Those who 
discount the need for the church by saying they can worship anywhere completely 
overlook the biblical concept of the body.  Church isn’t just about meeting with God; it is 
also about meeting with God’s people.  
 I like to say you can meet with God anywhere, but you can’t necessarily meet 
with His people anywhere.  You need the church in order to engage in fellowship with 
your brothers and sisters in Christ.  It is for this reason that online or TV worship is 



 

 

ultimately insufficient.  It is only by gathering with God’s people that you actually engage 
in church.  Lone-ranger Christians are rarely strong Christians. 
 When we make gathering with God’s people a priority, we discover several 
benefits of doing such.  The Lord has made us as relational beings, and He has 
designed the church to help us in several ways.  Scripture speaks of several benefits 
that come from interacting with the body of Christ.  Let’s examine four. 
 
Encouraging 
The author of Hebrews encouraged first-century believers to stay committed to the 
regular assembly of God’s people.  He warned them to not get into the habit of not 
gathering together as some were doing.  To motivate his readers, he reminded them 
that one of the purposes of meeting was for “encouraging each other” (Hebrews 10:25).  
The word he used to speak of the act of encouragement was a compound word that 
depicted the act of one coming alongside another.  It portrayed one offering assistance, 
aid, or help.2 
 In life, we all need help from time to time.  Encouragement is in short supply 
nowadays.  When we face life’s storms, we need a body of believers to support us.  The 
world can’t give us what God’s people can give us.  Be committed to the church and you 
can gain the encouragement you need to press on in Christ’s truth. 
 
Energizing 
The author of Hebrews also spoke of the way in which the body of Christ has an 
energizing effect.  In the verse prior to the one I just mentioned, he exhorted his 
readers, saying, “And let us consider one another in order to provoke love and good 
works” (Hebrews 10:24).    The word rendered “provoke” is an interesting one in the 
original language of the New Testament.  It is one that often referred to the negative act 
of irritating a person.3  Used positively, it spoke of one sharpening or stimulating 
another.4 
 The rough stuff of life can make us spiritually dull.  We need frequent sharpening 
and the body of Christ has a way of helping us.  Have you ever left a meeting with a 
small group of believers energized?  I have.  Sure, some believers can be draining and 
discouraging.  However, when the body functions like it ought to function, believers are 
stimulated to fresh faithfulness for the Lord. 
 
Edification 
In Romans 15:2, Paul instructed the Romans regarding the goal of their meetings.  He 
said, “Each one of us is to please his neighbor for his good, to build him up.”  The words 
“build him up” are a translation of a Greek word from the first century that was often 
used in the world of construction.  It commonly referred to the act of building a physical 

 
2 Zodhiates, 1105. 
3 Rogers Jr. and Rogers III, 540. 
4 Robertson, Archibald Thomas.  Word Pictures in the New Testament, Volume V.  (Nashville, 
TN: Broadman Press, 1932),  412. 



 

 

structure.  Used figuratively and spiritually, it spoke of one making another person more 
able.5 
 Older translations often translate the term with the word “edification.”  Though we 
may not use that word much nowadays, it is a good term.  It portrays the healthy sort of 
enabling that should take place in the body of Christ.  Meeting with one another can 
make us stronger.  When each serves Christ for the benefit of others, each can be built 
up in the faith.  One can become stronger in truth and receive encouragement needed 
to press on. 
 
Equipping 
In Ephesians 4:11, Paul said pastors and teachers within the church should serve “to 
equip the saints for the work of ministry, to build up the body of Christ” (Ephesians 
4:12).  The word rendered “to equip” is one that was used of training in the first century.6  
It described “a process of adjustment that results in a complete preparedness.”7 
 One could think of equipping like the act of tuning an instrument.  When one 
meets with the body of Christ, he or she receives training in truth that tunes his or her 
heart to the realities of God.  As a result, the believer is equipped to live for Christ and 
serve Christ in a way that makes His name great. 
 
I once ministered to a widow who was grieving the loss of her husband.  Though she 
was deeply sad, she bragged on her church.  Several members had expressed support, 
sent cards, and prepared meals.  Other widow ladies had even spent the night at her 
house to help with the loneliness of loss during the transition.  As I talked with the 
woman, she said, “Pastor, I don’t know what I would do without my church family.” 
 The grieving widow had experienced the benefit of the body of Christ.  She could 
surely have worshipped God anywhere, but she knew she needed more than 
worshipped.  She needed God’s people to help her through life.  If she had not had a 
commitment to the church, she would have never received encouragement during her 
time of loss.  There is great benefit in the church! 
 
THE OBSERVANCES OF THE CHURCH 
There are two acts of worship that make Christianity distinct form all other world 
religions.  They are baptism and the Lord’s Supper.  Unlike observances in other world 
religions, the two Christian ordinances are not regarded as providing any spiritual merit 
for worshippers.  They are not mere religious rituals.  They are acts of worship full of 
spiritual meaning.  As vehicles for proclaiming Christ’s truth, they have the potential to 
make a profound spiritual impact.  To fully appreciate the church, one needs a solid 
understanding of baptism and the Lord’s Supper. 

 
5 Friberg, Timothy,  Barbara Friberg and Neva F.  Miller.  Analytical Lexicon of the Greek New 
Testament.  (Victoria, BC: Trafford Publishing, 2005), 278. 
6 Danker, Frederick. W.  Shorter Lexicon of the Greek New Testament, Second Edition.  
(Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago Press, 1983), 104. 
7 Friberg, Timothy,  Barbara Friberg and Neva F.  Miller.  Analytical Lexicon of the Greek New 
Testament.  (Victoria, BC: Trafford Publishing, 2005), 221. 



 

 

 
Baptism 
There are numerous opinions swirling around the subject.  While debates will likely rage 
on until the end of time, one can receive clarity by simply considering the meaning of 
the word behind the ordinance.  The English word “baptism” is a transliteration of a 
Greek word from the New Testament.  The word simply meant “to dip” or “to immerse.”  
When the Bible was first translated into English, translators were fearful to translate the 
word literally.  Debates concerning modes of baptism were intense.  Even the 
government weighed in on such matters.  Making a definitive statement concerning the 
matter was risky for translators was risky.  As a result, our English Bibles settled into the 
custom of transliterating the word.  The original meaning of Baptism was obscured. 
 Despite the confusion surrounding the subject, the New Testament provided 
evidence that Baptism was to be done by immersion.  Paul taught the Romans 
concerning how the ordinance provided a picture of salvation.  He said, “Therefore we 
were buried with him by baptism into death, in order that, just as Christ was raised from 
the dead by the glory of the Father, so we too may walk in newness of life” (Romans 
6:4).  Baptism is intended to provide an object less of salvation.  It depicts the way in 
which one’s old life is buried when he or she places his or her faith in Christ.  It also 
depicts the way in which one is raised to live a new type of life.  Only immersion 
adequately paints the intended picture.   
 According to Jesus, baptism should take place shortly after one becomes a 
Christian.  He linked the act to the initial stages of discipleship.  It was only after one 
was baptized that one was to be taught and trained in the things of Christ (Matthew 
28:19).  Various examples in the New Testament demonstrate that converts are to be 
baptized shortly after conversion.  Individuals like the Ethiopian eunuch (Acts 8:36-38), 
the Philippian jailer (Acts 16:33), and the apostle Paul (Acts 9:18) were immersed 
shortly after professing faith.  It is best for one to be baptized in such a quick fashion, 
since baptism is intended as a profession of one’s newfound faith. 
 The waters of baptism do not provide salvation.  They contain no cleansing 
properties.  They are only a symbol.  Baptism provides new believers an opportunity to 
profess their faith in Christ.  Many times the Lord uses such a profession as a powerful 
testimony to onlookers. 
 It has often been said that baptism is the first act of obedience in the Christian 
life.  One who is unwilling to baptized normally doesn’t become strong in his or her faith, 
since he or she exhibits an unwillingness to follow Christ’s first command for new 
believers.  For believers to be strong in their commitment to the church, they need to 
have a clear understanding of the purpose and power of baptism. 
 
Lord’s Supper 
The second ordinance of the church involves a meal.  Jesus established the 
observance the week of His death, serving His disciples both unleavened bread and 
wine (Mark 14:22-31).  Both elements depicted powerful truths about His death.  The 
first represented His body that was broken on behalf of sins.  The second served as a 
symbol for His blood that provided life.   



 

 

 Neither of the elements contain any magical powers.  There is nothing 
supernatural about their substance, and ingesting the materials does not provide 
salvation.  The elements are merely symbols intended to remind worshippers of the 
gospel message (1 Corinthians 11:24).  When believers take of the elements, they 
proclaim the core components of the Christian message to themselves and others (1 
Corinthians 11:26).  The act of doing so gives them an opportunity to examine their 
Christian walk (1 Corinthians 11:28). 
 The Lord’s Supper should be practiced within the context of a church body (1 
Corinthians 11:33).  When administered appropriately, it provides great encouragement 
and strength to participants.  Those who follow Jesus need to regularly observe the 
meal.  It is for good reason that Jesus told His disciples, “I have fervently desired to eat 
this Passover with you before I suffer” (Luke 22:15).  He knew the Lord’s Supper would 
provide a special display of glorious gospel truth. 
 
There are only three institutions ordained by God — the family, government, and the 
church.  As believers, we have the opportunity to be involved in each one.  The church, 
though often maligned in modern society, is an unstoppable force made to shine the 
glory of Christ.  To follow Jesus well, we must develop a strong love for His bride.  As 
we commit to gathering with God’s people and engaging in the life of the body, we 
receive innumerable blessings and encouragements. 
 
 


