BIBLE BAPTIST CHURCH

DISCIPLESHIP COURSE

LESSON 9

LOCAL CHURCH
SHOULD YOU GO TO CHURCH?

The number of people that do not go to church on a regular basis is growing every year.  People have a great number of excuses to justify their lack of desire for church.  The real reason people are not faithful church members is found in Matthew 24:12.  Jesus said there, “And because iniquity shall abound, the love of many shall wax cold.”  In these end times in which we live, people more and more are “…lovers of pleasures more than lovers of God.” (2 Timothy 3:4)  

Regardless of the excuses a person might use to ease their conscience about not being faithful to church, the Bible makes it clear that every Christian should assemble with a group of believers as often as possible.  The Bible says in Hebrews 10:24-25, “And let us consider one another to provoke unto love and to good works: 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.”  The need for you to attend a Bible-believing church is greater now in these last days than ever before in the history of the New Testament church.  You should be in the right kind of church every time there is a service available.  

WHAT IS THE CHURCH?

There are a variety of opinions when it comes to the topic of what the church truly is.  The word church simply means a called out assembly.  In the Bible, there are two types of churches mentioned.  These two types of churches are the universal church and the local church.  Let me say at this point that you will not find the church called either of these things in the scriptures.  These are simply titles that express the truth that is clearly presented from the Bible.  These two types of churches share some of the same qualities, but they are certainly not the same.  The universal church is a singular, invisible, living organism that contains only saved people.  In contrast to that, there are many local churches and they are visible, organized institutions containing sometimes both saved and lost people.  As we study both of these churches in detail, you will see the explanation of these truths unfold.   

THE UNIVERSAL CHURCH

In order to understand what the universal church is, you first need to remember our lesson on baptism.  In that lesson we studied that when a person receives Christ as their Saviour, that person is baptized by the Spirit of God into the body of Christ.  There is no water involved because it is a spiritual function performed by the Spirit of God.  Notice again the verse in 1 Corinthians 12:13.  It says, “For by one Spirit are we all baptized into one body…”  I want to stress one important part of this verse.  Notice it says we are baptized into his BODY.  The instant you received Christ as your personal Saviour, you became part of his Christ’s body. (Ephesians 5:30)  The Bible says in Ephesians 4:4, “There is one body, and one Spirit, even as ye are called in one hope of your calling.”  Anyone that has ever been saved since the resurrection of Christ has been made part of his body.  If you are saved, you are part of the same body as the apostle Peter, Paul, or John.  Why?  Because there is only ONE BODY.  

I wanted to refresh your memory concerning the body of Christ in order to show you these verses in Ephesians 1.  In Ephesians 1:22-23, Paul has been talking about Christ being raised from the dead and he says starting in vs.22 that God “…hath put all things under his feet, and gave him to be the head over all things to the church, which is his body, the fullness of him that filleth all in all.”  Notice here that the body of Christ IS the church.  In this verse, they are the same thing!  

Let’s put together some of the facts we have learned from the word of God.  First of all, we know that when a man places his faith in Christ, he receives the Spirit of God. (Galatians 3:14)  After that the Holy Spirit puts that man into the body of Christ. (1 Corinthian 12:13)  We know that Christ only has one body. (Ephesians 4:4)  We also know that the body of Christ is the same thing as the church. (Ephesians 1:22,23)(Ephesians 5:23)(Colossians 1:18)  That means that people saved in 300 A.D. are part of the same church (or body) as someone saved in 1950 A.D.  This shows you there is a universal church.  This universal church covers the entire earth, wherever a saved person can be found.  The universal church also covers a large amount of time.   The body of Christ, or church of God, started in Acts 2, when the Spirit of God came down and baptized people into the body.  That same church that was started in Acts 2 is still alive today because the Spirit still baptizes people into that body.  The way we know it is the same church is because there is only one body!  

As we have already seen, this universal church can be called by different names.  In some places, it is referred to as the body of Christ, such as 1 Corinthians 12:27 and Ephesians 4:12.  In other places, it is called the church of living God, like 1 Timothy 3:15 and 1 Corinthians 10:32.  There are also some other titles given to the universal church of which you need to be aware.  In Ephesians 3:15, the church is called the family of God.  According to 2 Corinthians 11:2, Ephesians 5:22-32, John 3:29, Revelation 19:7-14, Revelation 21:2 & 9, and Revelation 22:17, the body can be referred to as the bride of Christ.  In 1 Timothy 3:15 and 1 Peter 4:17 the church is called the house of God.  Please look these verses up and study their contexts and you will see that in all these places, the writer is talking about the body of saved people that form the universal church.  

THE LOCAL CHURCH

As I mentioned earlier, the universal church and the local church are two different things.  We have seen from the Bible that the universal church is the same as the body of Christ.  Therefore it is a singular, invisible, living organism made up of only saved people.  The local church is the opposite of those things just mentioned.  The local church is a visible, organized institution that contains sometimes both saved and lost people.  There is not just one local church.  There are a great number of local churches located throughout the world.  This is the church with which people are most familiar today.  The local church is a group of people that assemble on a regular basis for the purpose of worshipping God through singing, teaching, preaching, giving, etc.  Obviously, the two types of churches are not the same.

The local church is most definitely mentioned in the Bible.  It is easy to recognize when a New Testament writer is addressing a local church, as you will see from the following examples.  In Galatians 1:1-2, Paul says, “Paul, an apostle, (not of men, neither by man, but by Jesus Christ, and God the Father, who raised him from the dead;) and all the brethren which are with me, unto the churches of Galatia.”  Remember, there is only one body, which means there is only one church!  But in this verse, Paul said churches, PLURAL!  If you do not realize there are two types of churches in the Bible, then you could have a problem understanding the verse which is written above.  Why would Paul say in one place there is only one church (Ephesians 4:4), but then say here there is more than one church?  Paul is not talking to the universal church in that verse, but rather to all the local churches that had been established in the region of Galatia.  

Pay close attention as we go over this next example and you should be able to see both the universal church and the local churches being mentioned.  In 1 Thessalonians 2:14, Paul says, “For ye, brethren, became followers of the churches of God which in Judea are in Christ Jesus…”  Can you see here that both types of churches have been addressed?  Paul talks about the churches of God in Judea first.  Obviously those are local churches he is talking about, because he mentions them in the plural.  But then Paul says that those local churches are in Christ Jesus.  That means those local churches are made up of saved people which are not only a part of a local church, but also are a part of the body of Christ.  That body is, of course, the universal church.  

GOALS OF THE LOCAL CHURCH

Any true Bible-believing local church has certain functions that it is supposed to perform.  The goals of the local church are to evangelize the sinner, edify the saint, and glorify the Saviour.  In order to determine whether or not an assembly of people is truly a good local church, you can use these three goals to do your examining.

EVANGELIZING SINNERS

Evangelizing the sinner simply means to try to give them the gospel and see sinners get saved.  This is the first goal that should be mentioned because this is how any local church is formed.  You can see all throughout the book of Acts that the apostles would first go through a particular place evangelizing the people, and from the people that were saved, a local church was started.  These local churches did not have actual church buildings in which to meet.  Many of these churches met in people’s homes or a single room of a bigger building.  Remember, a church is not made up of bricks and wood, but rather people! 

The first local church started in the Bible is found in Acts 2.  This church was started by the apostles.  Look closely at what Jesus told them to do.  The Bible says in Luke 19:10, “For the Son of man is come to seek and to save that which was lost.”  One of the reasons Jesus came to the earth was to evangelize the sinner.  Now look at what Jesus told his apostles after he rose from the dead in John 20:21.  Jesus said, “Peace be unto you: as my Father hath sent me, even so send I you.”  The apostles were sent out to do the same thing Jesus Christ was sent to do.  That is to seek and to save that which is lost.  Therefore, the local church that the apostles started in the book of Acts was founded with that principle.  One of their chief goals was to evangelize sinners.  If you find a church that is not actively trying to reach people with the true gospel, they are not fulfilling the commission of Jesus Christ.

It should be said at this point, that a good local church will not only try to reach sinners personally, but they will also support others that are trying to win people to Christ.  Every good church should have a missions program.  I say that because in Acts 13:1-4, you find there a local church that sent out Paul and Barnabas as missionaries to go into other parts of the world to start more local churches.  Even the poorest of churches, such as the Philippian church, was taught to support missionaries both financially and through prayer. (see 2 Corinthians 8:1-5, Philippians 1:19, 4:18)  A good local, Bible believing church will try to reach sinners with the gospel even in foreign countries!  

EDIFYING THE SAINTS

To edify a saint means to strengthen or build up that saved person in the faith.  This goal of the local church certainly cannot be ignored.  This is why it is so important to attend a true Bible-believing, Bible-practicing church.  A good local church will constantly be teaching and preaching the Bible.  The Bible says in 1 Timothy 3:15, “…the church of the living God, the pillar and ground of the truth.”  It is not the responsibility of the church to create truth, but rather exalt the truth it has been given from God’s word. (John 17:17)   If you attend a church that is not giving you the whole counsel of God (Acts 20:27), then you should zealously seek a church where you can learn the scriptures.  The only way you will ever grow in grace and in the knowledge of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ (2 Peter 3:18) is to feed off of the word of truth. (1 Peter 2:2)

The Bible prophesied in Amos 8:11 that in the last days, there would be a “famine in the land, not a famine of bread, nor a thirst for water, but of hearing the words of the LORD.”  Unfortunately in these last days it is becoming harder and harder to find pastors that feed their flock.  In too many places, there are flocks of sheep (Christians) that are weak and dirty because they have not been fed and taken care of spiritually.  Jesus Christ gave the church pastors “…for the edifying of the body of Christ.” (Eph 4:12)  Therefore, if you have a pastor that feeds you the word of God, you need to appreciate him and attend the services as often as possible in order to have a closer walk with the Lord.

GLORIFYING THE SAVIOUR

Regardless of what we do in life, it should be done in order to give God glory, but especially in the local church.  Paul said in Ephesians 3:21, “Unto him be glory in the church by Christ Jesus throughout all ages, world without end.  Amen.”  Paul said again in 1 Corinthians 10:31, “Whether therefore ye eat, or drink, or whatsoever ye do, do all to the glory of God.”  In any area of our lives, we should be trying to please Jesus Christ and not ourselves.  A church should follow the advice of John the Baptist when he said, “He (Christ) must increase, but I must decrease.” (John 3:30)
As a local church, that assembly should be trying to point people to the Saviour, not the church.  The church itself is not the most important thing. Some people have the idea that if a church has more members, then it is a better church.  That is not true at all.  The goals of a church are to evangelize the sinner, edify saved people, and glorify the Saviour.  The goal of a church is NOT to gather big numbers of people so that everyone in town thinks highly of that church.  Never mistake numbers for success.  If you want to judge a church as to whether or not it is successful, then make your decision based on how they are working at fulfilling these three important goals.  

ORDINANCES OF THE LOCAL CHURCH

The word ordinance means a rule established by an authority as a permanent rule of action.  Any true local church should be practicing two ordinances that were established during the times of the apostles.  These two ordinances are baptism and the Lord’s supper.  Paul said in 1 Corinthians 11:2, “Now I praise you, brethren, that ye remember me in all things, and keep the ordinances, as I delivered them to you.”  In 1 Corinthians 10, Paul mentions both the ordinances that a New Testament local church should practice.  Paul talks about baptism in vs.2 and throughout the rest of the chapter in various places, he talks in greater detail about the Lord’s supper.  

BAPTISM

In Lesson 3, we covered the matter of baptism and how it applies to a New Testament Christian.  Because of that we will not spend a lot of time on this subject here.  Although, I do want to point out again that water baptism, as it applies to believers in Christ, is a part of the great commission and should not be ignored in the local assembly of believers.  Baptism is an ordinance, and therefore should be a “permanent rule of action” in local churches anywhere.

LORD’S SUPPER

Paul spent a great deal of 1 Corinthians 10 and 11 discussing this ordinance in the local church.  This ordinance should be consistently practiced, although the Bible puts no guidelines on how often it should be performed.  It simply says in 1 Corinthians 11:26, “For as often as ye eat this bread, and drink this cup, ye do shew the Lord’s death till he come.”  According to the scriptures, the purpose of the Lord’s supper is to act as a memorial of the Lord’s death and as a reminder of his soon return.  The breaking of the bread and drinking of the new wine is obviously symbolic of Jesus’ death. (1 Corinthians 11:23-25)  It also serves as a reminder of Jesus’ second coming because Jesus told his disciples in Matthew 26:29, “But I say unto you, I will not drink henceforth of this fruit of the vine, until that day when I drink it new with you in my Father’s kingdom.”  The Father’s kingdom will be established when Jesus returns, so when we partake of the Lord’s supper, we are reminded that his kingdom is coming soon!  

Because this lesson is dealing with the local church and not the Lord’s supper in particular, it is not possible to go into all the details concerning this ordinance.  I would like to point out though that the Bible has never taught that when a man partakes of this ordinance that he is eating the literal body of Jesus Christ.  Nor is that man drinking the literal blood of Christ.  The Bible makes it very clear that the Lord’s supper is a memorial, and not a repeating of the sacrifice Christ made on the cross, as it is taught in the Roman Catholic church.  

Jesus did say in John 6:54, “Whoso eateth my flesh, and drinketh my blood, hath eternal life…”  The question that has been asked by many throughout the ages is, “Did Jesus mean that we need to eat his literal body and drink his literal blood?”  In order to know the right answer, we do not need to ask any church on the face of the earth.  We only need to enquire from the one who made the statement.  Jesus said only a few verses later in vs.63, “It is the spirit that quickeneth; the flesh profiteth nothing: the words that I speak unto you, they are spirit, and they are life.”  Jesus was not talking about literally eating his body and drinking his blood, but rather SPIRITUALLY!  How do you eat his body and drink his blood spiritually?  Simply by receiving him into your body as your Saviour.  That is how you get eternal life. (John 1:12) Jesus made it abundantly clear that eating his literal flesh would NOT profit anyone in any way!

Furthermore, it should be noted that the Lord’s supper should not be carried out with alcoholic wine.  In the Bible there are two kinds of wine.  There is new wine and old wine.  New wine is clearly grape juice.  Old wine is the grape juice that has had a chance to ferment and turn into an alcoholic beverage.  You can see there is a clear difference between the two wines because Hosea mentions them separately.  In Hosea 4:11, the Bible says, “Whoredom and wine and new wine take away the heart.”  There are two reasons why we know Jesus did not use alcoholic wine during the Last Supper.  First of all, according to Habakkuk 2:15, it is a sin to give an alcoholic beverage to your neighbor!  If Jesus would have given alcoholic wine to the disciples, he would have violated this verse and several others that say a person should stay away from alcohol.  Secondly, Jesus said himself in Matthew 26:29 that he would not drink “…of this fruit of the vine, until that day when I drink it new with you…” Jesus told us what was in the cup he gave to his disciples and it was new wine.  It was the juice from freshly squeezed grapes!

The guidelines for partaking of the Lord’s supper should be thoroughly explained before you partake of this ordinance in the local church where you attend.  If this ordinance is not performed Biblically, again there could be a problem with the doctrine of that church. As an ordinance, the Lord’s supper is a permanent rule of action, and therefore should be followed on a regular basis according to the scriptures.  

CHRISTIANS MEET ON SUNDAY

Another question that is commonly asked in today’s world is, “When should Christians meet?  On Saturday, which is the sabbath, or on Sunday, which is the first day of the week?”  Old Testament Jews met on the sabbath and New Testament Christians meet on the first day of the week.  Paul went to the synagogues on the sabbath because he was trying to reach lost Jews who were still worshipping according to the Old Testament.  When Paul wanted to meet with Christians in a local assembly, he would meet with them on the first day of the week. 

Notice in 1 Corinthians 16:1-2, Paul says, “Now concerning the collection for the saints, as I have given order to the churches of Galatia, even so do ye.  Upon the first day of the week let every one of you lay by him in store, as God hath prospered him, that there be no gatherings when I come.”  The orders given by Paul were to have your offerings ready for the first day of the week, which is Sunday, because that is the day the Christians would meet for preaching, fellowship, baptisms, the Lord’s supper, singing, and giving their offerings! (see also Acts 20:6-7)  The reason Christians started meeting on the first day of week instead of the sabbath is because Jesus rose from the dead and appeared to his disciples on the first day of the week. (John 20:1 & 19)  

DO YOU ATTEND THE RIGHT CHURCH?

The phrase has been used in these last days by many a false teacher, that you should “choose the church of your choice and go where you feel comfortable.”  That is the worst thing you could do.  You need to go to the church of God’s choice and most likely it will make you feel uncomfortable.  If a church is preaching the truth, then they will tell you what things you are doing wrong.  Your flesh will not like that.  Church was never meant to be a social gathering.  Church was never meant to make you feel good about yourself.  Real Bible teaching and preaching will make you feel bad about yourself so that you will want to change and be more like Jesus Christ.     (2 Corinthians 7:8-11)  

If you are currently attending a good Bible-believing church, I want to encourage you to stay faithful.  God has established the local church in the New Testament to help you grow as a Christian.  Even though you can and will benefit a great deal from the local church, your presence and participation can equally be a blessing to the other members of that church. If you are currently attending the wrong kind of church, do not be afraid to change.  Regardless of what people may say or think about you, you need to remember that there is only one person you need to please and he is the Lord Jesus Christ.  So study the scriptures, pray, and find the church of God’s choice.  Once you have found it, stick with it, support it, actively serve in it, and ask God to use you so you can be a blessing to that church.  

