NAVS Discipleship materials

A new belonging – The Church
Aim – To ensure that we have a Biblical perspective of what church is and what church should be like and to emphasise the need to recognise our role to play within the church. 

Introduction – We live in a world where the variety of churches and denominations is both astounding and somewhat confusing. This leaves us with many questions such as the following: What exactly is church? What should happen in church? What is the purpose of church? The range of opinions on these issues is vast, but by the end of this session I would like us to be able to answer these questions from a Biblical perspective. Only then we will be able to discern the kind of church that we should be involved in personally and what our personal role should be within that church.
What ideas does the world have about church? How does the Bible define church? What does the picture of the church in Hebrews 12:18-23 tell us about what church is about?

· In English the word ‘church’ is used in several ways to describe a building, a Christian meeting / service, a denomination or a congregation. In the Bible however the word is used is the Greek word ‘ekklesia’ which means ‘gathering’ or ‘assembly’. In Acts 19:32, 39 & 41 this word is used to describe the riotous mob that was trying to lynch Paul. The only other word used in the NT for the church is the Greek word ‘sunagoge’ translated as ‘meeting’ in James 2:2 and as synagogue in other passages. 
· In the OT the word church does not occur very much as the focus of their corporate life was the temple. One exception is that of Deuteronomy 9:10 & 10:4 where the gathering of Israel around Mount Sinai is described as ‘the day of the church’ or ‘the day of the assembly’. Israel had assembled to hear what God would say to them. The writer of Hebrews takes up this picture of the church in Hebrews 12:18-24 explaining that Christians have come to a different mountain but the same God. If we are in Christ then we have become citizens of Jerusalem, the heavenly city. We are now part of the heavenly church / assembly gathered around God along with all Christians from down the ages. The writer says that if we have come to that gathering, spiritually we are part of that assembly now and await for it to be revealed physically on the last day. We meet here on earth as part of a heavenly church. At the same time the church meets in lots of different places and times here on earth. This earthly church is an assembly of God’s people and it reflects, expresses and foreshadows the heavenly gathering. 
· If the church is about an assembly of God’s people, then some of the ways in which people refer to church are not in fact churches at all. Church is not about a building for Paul refers to churches which meet in the houses in Romans 16:5 and 1 Cor 16:19. Neither is it is not a denomination or organisation, but rather it is local congregations or gatherings of God’s people. 
What metaphors does the Bible use to describe the church? What can we learn from these metaphors? Why does the Bible use so many different metaphors for the church? What implications do these metaphors have for our views of church?

· The family – Paul views the church as a family when he tells Timothy to act as if all the church members were members of a much larger family (1 Timothy 5:1-2). God our Father views us as sons and daughters (2 Corinthians 6:18). As we have already seen, the church is about community and any community of God’s people is part of God’s family. If we are in Christ this is our new belonging. This metaphor should encourage love and fellowship with one another in our churches. 
· The Bride of Christ – Paul also refers to the church as the Bride of Christ saying that husbands should love their wives just as Christ loved the church and gave Himself up for her (Ephesians 5:22-33). Paul uses the intensity of the love and commitment Christ has the Church as an example for marriage. If even a perfect marriage is an imperfect picture of Christ’s devotion to the Church, then Jesus’ commitment to the Church is an example that we must follow. If Jesus is this committed to the church then we to should commit ourselves to being part of and involved in a church! 
Paul also looks to the return of Christ as the time when the Church will be presented to Christ as His bride (2 Corinthians 11:2-3). The church is the bride of Christ and she is being prepared for her wedding day by pursuing righteousness. This is what the church is about, being prepared for the wedding of the lamb (Revelation 19:6-9). If the church is the bride of Christ we should be encouraged to strive toward purity, holiness, love and submission towards the Lord Jesus Christ.
· The Body of Christ (1) – In 1 Corinthians 12:12-27 the church is also described as the body of Christ. The body here is a metaphor for the entire church and that body is made up of many parts, all of which are crucial for the body to work. So the foot cannot say that because it is not a hand it does not belong to the body. God intended the body to be diverse with each part of the body having a role to play towards the whole. We may not be a pastor or a teacher, but we all have a role to play in the body of Christ. Paul in Romans 12:1-8 says that in Christ we who are many, form one body and each part belongs to all the other parts of the body. We all have different gifts but we are encouraged to use them for the common good and edification of the body. The church should be characterised by unity in diversity. 

· The Body of Christ (2) – In Ephesians 1:22-23 and 4:15-16, the body of Christ is used in a slightly different way as here Christ is portrayed as the head of the church and the church is seen as the rest of the body, distinguished from the head. Paul says that from Christ the whole body grows and builds itself up in love as each part does its work. The headship of Christ in the church and the part played by each member of that church are crucial for growth and being built up.
· The temple and priesthood – The church is viewed as a new temple built not with literal stones but built with Christians who are described as living stones built upon the cornerstone who is Jesus Christ (1 Peter 2:4-10). Indeed Peter not only describes the church as a new temple for worship to God but as a new group of priests, a holy priesthood that can offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God. 
· Other metaphors – Scripture also compares the church to branches on a vine (John 15), an olive tree (Romans 11:17-24), a building (1 Corinthians 3:9), a field of crops (1 Corinthians 3:6-9) and finally a harvest (Matthew 13:1-30).
What should happen in church? What is the purpose of church? Why is it important to maintain a balance between worshipping God, nurturing believers and witnessing to the world?

· The writer to the Hebrews says that Christians should gather to build one another up as the day of Christ approaches (Hebrews 10:24-25). We need to be rebuked, corrected and encouraged to persevere. In 1 Corinthians 12-14 Paul teaches that the most important principle in church is that whatever happens it must be for the strengthening and edification of the church. God gives different gifts to different people but they are all for the common good. 

· Worship – In relation to God the church’s purpose is to worship Him. Paul instructs the Colossians to sing psalms, hymns and spiritual songs with gratitude (Colossians 3:16). Paul explains to the Ephesians that we were called that we might be for the praise of God’s glory (1:11-12). In praising God we are fulfilling the major purpose of the church in relation to God. This is why Paul exhorts them in 5:16-19 to firstly make the most of every opportunity, secondly to be filled by the Spirit and thirdly to sing and make music in our hearts to the Lord. 

· Word ministry – The church has an obligation to nurture and build up to maturity those who are in Christ. Paul said that his aim was to present everyone perfect in Christ (Colossians 1:28). Paul also told the Ephesians that God had given the church those gifted in word ministries to prepare God’s people for works of service so that the body of Christ may be built up (Ephesians 4:11-13). 

In what is probably Paul’s final letter before he died, we find Paul exhorting Timothy to testify about the Lord (2 Timothy 1:8), to teach others (2:2), to preach the word and to correct, rebuke and encourage others (3:10-4:8). Paul’s concern is that Timothy should be involved in word-based ministry within the church. 

· Witness – The evangelistic work of proclaiming the gospel is the primary ministry that the church has toward the world. The church is not called to look inwardly but to look outward and make disciples of all nations (Matthew 28:16-20). Within the church we have both an individual and a corporate responsibility to be sharing the gospel with the lost. Sometimes (in an over-emphasis on its holiness) the Church has withdrawn from the world and so has neglected its mission. At other times (in an over-emphasis on its worldliness) it has conformed to the world and has neglected its holiness.

· We need to keep these three crucial purposes in balance. All are important and no church can afford to neglect any one of them. Yet there are churches that so clearly emphasise one or more of these at the expense of another. John Stott says “the church needs constantly to hear God’s Word. Hence the central place of preaching in public worship. Preaching is not an intrusion into it but rather indispensable to it. For the worship of God is always a response to the word of God” (pg. 57). A church following Biblical priorities will emphasise all three of these purposes while encouraging different people to use their gifts in these areas accordingly. A church that is encouraging, developing and using all of its diversity of gifts will be the church that keeps these priorities in balance. 
How does the Christian Union fit into this idea of Church? If church is about people are our student groups churches as well? What things make church different from a student group?

· It is important that we realise that a Christian Union  / Navigator group is not a church, but rather the evangelistic arm of the church in the student community. It is good that we are involved in student groups, but we should not see them as a substitute for being involved in a local church. I think there are several reasons for this. The primary reason why a student group is not a church is that student leadership is no substitute for church eldership. A Christian Union committee does not have the kind of responsibility bestowed on church eldership  / church minister. Neither is (or indeed should) baptism or the Lord’s supper  a regular part of the life of a student group. 

· A second way in which the Christian Union differs from the Church is the importance of being able to learn from different generations, the diversity of age, wisdom and experience (Titus 2:1-8). A church has a wide diversity of opportunities and a much wider diversity of gifts than a student led student group could ever have. Paul calls us to imitate him as he imitates Christ and it is important that the Church lends itself to role models whom we can look up to and learn from (Quotes 1-3).
Conclusion – We should realise the importance of being involved in a local church and the privilege of belonging to the universal church of Christ. We should be looking to get involved in a church that emphasises worship, word ministry and witness in its everyday life. We should seek to play our part in that church as our contribution towards the body of Christ. 
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Acts 19:32 “The assembly was in confusion: Some were shouting one thing, some another. Most of the people did not even know why they were there.”

Deuteronomy 9:10 “The LORD gave me two stone tablets inscribed by the finger of God. On them were all the commandments the LORD proclaimed to you on the mountain out of the fire, on the day of the assembly.”
Hebrews 12:18-24 “You have not come to a mountain that can be touched and that is burning with fire; to darkness, gloom and storm; to a trumpet blast or to such a voice speaking words that those who heard it begged that no further word be spoken to them, because they could not bear what was commanded: "If even an animal touches the mountain, it must be stoned." The sight was so terrifying that Moses said, "I am trembling with fear." But you have come to Mount Zion, to the heavenly Jerusalem, the city of the living God. You have come to thousands upon thousands of angels in joyful assembly, to the church of the firstborn, whose names are written in heaven. You have come to God, the judge of all men, to the spirits of righteous men made perfect, to Jesus the mediator of a new covenant, and to the sprinkled blood that speaks a better word than the blood of Abel.”
1 Timothy 5:1-2 “Do not rebuke an older man harshly, but exhort him as if he were your father. Treat younger men as brothers, older women as mothers, and younger women as sisters, with absolute purity.”

Ephesians 5:22-33 “Wives, submit to your husbands as to the Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church, his body, of which he is the Savior. Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit to their husbands in everything. Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her to make her holy, cleansing her by the washing with water through the word, and to present her to himself as a radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and blameless. In this same way, husbands ought to love their wives as their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself. After all, no one ever hated his own body, but he feeds and cares for it, just as Christ does the church-- for we are members of his body. "For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh." This is a profound mystery--but I am talking about Christ and the church. However, each one of you also must love his wife as he loves himself, and the wife must respect her husband.”

2 Corinthians 11:2-3 “I am jealous for you with a godly jealousy. I promised you to one husband, to Christ, so that I might present you as a pure virgin to him. But I am afraid that just as Eve was deceived by the serpent's cunning, your minds may somehow be led astray from your sincere and pure devotion to Christ.”

Revelation 19:6-9 “Then I heard what sounded like a great multitude, like the roar of rushing waters and like loud peals of thunder, shouting: Hallelujah! For our Lord God Almighty reigns. Let us rejoice and be glad and give him glory! For the wedding of the Lamb has come, and his bride has made herself ready. Fine linen, bright and clean, was given her to wear." Then the angel said to me, "Write: `Blessed are those who are invited to the wedding supper of the Lamb!' " And he added, "These are the true words of God.”

1 Corinthians 12:12-27 “The body is a unit, though it is made up of many parts; and though all its parts are many, they form one body. So it is with Christ. For we were all baptized by one Spirit into one body--whether Jews or Greeks, slave or free--and we were all given the one Spirit to drink. Now the body is not made up of one part but of many. If the foot should say, "Because I am not a hand, I do not belong to the body," it would not for that reason cease to be part of the body. And if the ear should say, "Because I am not an eye, I do not belong to the body," it would not for that reason cease to be part of the body. If the whole body were an eye, where would the sense of hearing be? If the whole body were an ear, where would the sense of smell be? But in fact God has arranged the parts in the body, every one of them, just as he wanted them to be. If they were all one part, where would the body be? As it is, there are many parts, but one body. The eye cannot say to the hand, "I don't need you!" And the head cannot say to the feet, "I don't need you!" On the contrary, those parts of the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable, and the parts that we think are less honorable we treat with special honor. And the parts that are unpresentable are treated with special modesty, while our presentable parts need no special treatment. But God has combined the members of the body and has given greater honor to the parts that lacked it, so that there should be no division in the body, but that its parts should have equal concern for each other. If one part suffers, every part suffers with it; if one part is honored, every part rejoices with it. Now you are the body of Christ, and each one of you is a part of it.”
Romans 12:1-8 “Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God's mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God--this is your spiritual act of worship. Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God's will is--his good, pleasing and perfect will. For by the grace given me I say to every one of you: Do not think of yourself more highly than you ought, but rather think of yourself with sober judgement, in accordance with the measure of faith God has given you. Just as each of us has one body with many members, and these members do not all have the same function, so in Christ we who are many form one body, and each member belongs to all the others. We have different gifts, according to the grace given us. If a man's gift is prophesying, let him use it in proportion to his faith. If it is serving, let him serve; if it is teaching, let him teach; if it is encouraging, let him encourage; if it is contributing to the needs of others, let him give generously; if it is leadership, let him govern diligently; if it is showing mercy, let him do it cheerfully.”
Ephesians 1:22-23 “And God placed all things under his feet and appointed him to be head over everything for the church, which is his body, the fullness of him who fills everything in every way.”
Ephesians 4:15-16 “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.”
1 Peter 2:4-10 “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. But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light. Once you were not a people, but now you are the people of God; once you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy.”
Hebrews 10:24-25 And let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds. Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another--and all the more as you see the Day approaching.”

Ephesians 1:11-12 “In him we were also chosen, having been predestined according to the plan of him who works out everything in conformity with the purpose of his will, in order that we, who were the first to hope in Christ, might be for the praise of his glory.”

Ephesians 5:16-19 “Be very careful, then, how you live--not as unwise but as wise, making the most of every opportunity, because the days are evil. Therefore do not be foolish, but understand what the Lord's will is. Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to debauchery. Instead, be filled with the Spirit. Speak to one another with psalms, hymns and spiritual songs. Sing and make music in your heart to the Lord.”
Colossians 3:16 “Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all wisdom, and as you sing psalms, hymns and spiritual songs with gratitude in your hearts to God.”
Colossians 1:28 “We proclaim him, admonishing and teaching everyone with all wisdom, so that we may present everyone perfect in Christ.”
Ephesians 4:11-13 “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.” 

2 Timothy 4:2-5 “Preach the Word; be prepared in season and out of season; correct, rebuke and encourage--with great patience and careful instruction. For the time will come when men will not put up with sound doctrine. Instead, to suit their own desires, they will gather around them a great number of teachers to say what their itching ears want to hear. They will turn their ears away from the truth and turn aside to myths. But you, keep your head in all situations, endure hardship, do the work of an evangelist, discharge all the duties of your ministry.”
Titus 2:1-8 “You must teach what is in accord with sound doctrine. Teach the older men to be temperate, worthy of respect, self-controlled, and sound in faith, in love and in endurance. Likewise, teach the older women to be reverent in the way they live, not to be slanderers or addicted to much wine, but to teach what is good. Then they can train the younger women to love their husbands and children, to be self-controlled and pure, to be busy at home, to be kind, and to be subject to their husbands, so that no one will malign the word of God. Similarly, encourage the young men to be self-controlled. In everything set them an example by doing what is good. In your teaching show integrity, seriousness and soundness of speech that cannot be condemned, so that those who oppose you may be ashamed because they have nothing bad to say about us.”
 “To limit ourselves to this particular [student] subculture, however appealing it may be, will not only result in a deficient Christian life now, but lead to serious problems after graduation.” (Lamb, How to survive as a student p120)
“The wonder of the Church is that it is full of people I wouldn’t normally meet, wouldn’t have the opportunity to choose as friends and would never hear speaking about their relationship with Jesus. The wonder is that this is the way God so often speaks to me about my life, my faith, decisions I have to make, problems I have to solve.” (Jones ‘Struggling to belong’ p98)
 “We need to voluntarily place ourselves in positions of accountability so that our Christian faith will mature.” (Hathaway in ‘Living below with the Saints we Know’ p43)
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