Church Life

Introduction


The original meaning of the word, “church”, is “called out”.  It means a people who are called out by God.  Many people think church is a building, but it is not.  It is a people, a people called out by God.  Let us read John 10:15-16, “Even as Father knows me and I know the Father, and I lay down My life for the sheep.  And I have other sheep, which are not of this fold; I must bring them also, and they shall hear My voice; and they shall become one flock with one shepherd.”  This is speaking of Jesus being the good shepherd.  He knows His sheep.  He puts the sheep in the fold.  In Israel, the shepherds would gather their sheep at night, and have someone watch over them.  In the morning, the shepherds would lead their own sheep out.  The shepherds usually have several flocks.  For convenience sake, the shepherds put their sheep together with others’ and they have just one keeper to watch over sheep.  Then in the morning, when the shepherd comes for his sheep, they would come and follow him because they recognize his voice.  Those that belong to others would not come.

Jesus is the good shepherd.  He comes to the sheepfold and calls his people, “Come and follow Me.”  He comes to the USA, “You come.  You belong to me.”  He goes to Europe and calls, “You come.  You belong to me.” He goes to China and calls, “You come.  You belong to me.”  He says He has other sheep who are not of this fold.  Not only does He have His sheep in China, in the Middle East, He has sheep also in other places.  When they hear His voice, they come and join the fold and belong to the same Shepherd.  This is what church is, a called out people.

The General and Specific Meaning of “Church”


There are two meanings of “church”.  The broad sense of the word is what we talked about, the universal church, which includes all those who are the sheep of Jesus Christ.  This church is the kingdom of God.  God’s church transcends time and space.   For instance, often I feel I am at the same church as Paul.  I read Paul’s epistles and I don’t feel like a stranger.  He wrote Ephesians and Corinthians.  I feel as though he wrote to us.  Why?  I belong to the same church as he did.  He is a brother.  Reading his letter is like having him right in front of me talking to me, sometimes he reprimands, and sometimes he is talking with me.  We belong to the same church!  And many others are the same.  As long as we have the same pure religious faith, we are one and we share the same Holy Spirit.

I don’t know if you have ever experienced this.  My wife had a strange experience.  She had a lot of good friends in high school.  They used to hang out together and spend a lot of time with each other.  After she came to the States, a friend of hers went to Canada and she came to visit us in Columbia.  They had not seen each other for over a year.  So there was a time to “warm up” before they could really talk with each other.  They were good friends.  But because they had not seen each other so there was a need for “warm up”.  But have you noticed that with Christian friends, we only have to talk just for a few minutes and we feel real close to each other.  Our relationship is closer than our own biological siblings.  Why do we feel this way?  I am not making this up.  It is very natural that we only have to talk for a few minutes before we feel close to each other.  That’s because we have the same Holy Spirit indwelling us. 

So the first concept of church is the general kind.  We should not divide ourselves from others.  So don’t say things like this is my church, and that’s your church.  We should not distinguish ourselves as the American church, the Black church, or the Chinese church.  We are all the sheep of Christ.  Why do we then have Chinese churches?  For convenience sake.  We could all join the other American churches.  But we have Chinese churches so we could preach the gospel easier to the other Chinese because of our language.  Using the mother tongue is easier to reach the unsaved.  And that’s the only reason why we are separated from other non-Chinese Christians.  We are still brothers and sisters in the Lord.  Like when we were in Columbia, we had a students’ ministry.  There were many Chinese students from the mainland and there were other groups who were reaching out to the international students.  There was a house that was open just for these students on Friday nights.  They provided dinner and students came for dinner and stayed afterwards just to chat.  There were Americans, Indians and Japanese.  We had a wonderful relationship with each other.  There was no division.  So brothers and sisters, we need to have a big heart.  The churches you see are not just a church, but they are all part of the kingdom of God; they are of the universal church.  So for example, there are the recent happenings pertaining the missions in North Korea and we need to pray for them because they are your brothers and sisters.  They belong to the same Church.  There are problems in the Middle East, we need to pray for them because they are our brothers and sisters in the Lord.


The first was the broad sense of the word “church”.  The second is the narrower sense of the word “church”.  It does not mean it is not good.  The broad meaning of “church” is what we all should care about.  But we are human, and as human, we have our limitations.  We are limited to time and space.  It is impossible for us to care for all the people at the same time.  That’s why we have our own group of brothers and sisters with whom we have meetings.  This is what we call the local church.  We need to belong to a church where we could fellowship together, a place where we serve together and a place where we care for each other and build up the church.  That’s why when you move to a different place, you want to know the kind of churches they have in that city.  American church is fine, and the Chinese is also fine.  You can visit a church and see what it is like.  If you like it, you may stay and become a member of the church.  That’s where you may be built up with other brothers and sisters.  These are the two meanings of the word, “church”.  The broader sense of the word means we need to accept all believers.  We should not separate ourselves from others.  We need to love and protect each other.  But we also need to be practical.  We need to participate in a local church where we can serve as a member so we can build up others as well.

Do Not Give Up Meeting Together

Let me ask you a question.  If someone says, I believe on the Lord now, and I go to church too.  But I feel the pastor’s preaching is only so-so.  So on Sundays I am going to watch TV sermons.  The preacher on TV is actually better than the one at church.  I think I am going to stay home from now on and I will not attend the Sunday worship anymore.  Many people suppose that they go to church to listen to worship and to hear the sermon.  They think this is what it means to go to church.  This is not what God means.  Your belief is not for yourself alone.  Many people think that once they receive the Lord they are blessed and they will go to heaven.  And that’s the end of their religion.  This is not God’s plan.  God’s plan is for the church.  God’s plan is through the church His glory is manifested to the world, including the spiritual world.  You are part of the church.  So watching TV at home is not all right.  Let us read a passage in Hebrews 10:24-26.  This is what God says.  “Stimulate one another to love and good deeds, not forsaking our own assembling together, as is the habit of some, but encourage each other, and all the more, as you see the day drawing near.”  Verse 25 says, “not to forsake assembling together.”  Why?  You need to stimulate one another to love and good deeds.  Brothers and sisters need to encourage one another together.  


We go to church not just to listen to sermons.  It is easy to sit and listen but it is not easy to apply what we hear.  Listening takes our mind but applying the word takes the encouragement from brothers and sisters.  In a fellowship we often reveal our true color.  The shortcomings in our character are exposed through interactions with others.  It is during this time that we need to submit to God’s leading.  We need to gradually change ourselves.  Why do we co-labor together?  Why do we develop the church together?  One is to serve the Lord.  Another is to train ourselves.   Do you know what a hedgehog is?  A hedgehog looks really nice by itself.  But if you were to put a few of them together in a cage, you would see a problem.  They would prick each other.  They look real good outwardly, as long as there is no physical contact.  But once they are confined to a cage, they cause problems.  It is the same with us.  Once we are close to each other we begin to see our problems clearly.  All your weaknesses and blemishes are exposed.  So what should we do?  We need to sharpen each other and chip away our “thorns.”  God puts us together in a church so we learn from each other.  It is a simple fact.  Studying goes in the head but applying we learned is not that simple.  We all need to see our true color and learn from each other.  Who knows you the best?  Your own family, right?  Why?  You are with them all the time.  They know all of your weaknesses.  Others may say you are a nice person and you do look nice outwardly.  But your family knows you best.  The same with a church.  Church is your family.  We know you well.  We know your problems.  And in love we can help each other take away our problems and blemishes.  We learn to grow together in love.  This is the beauty of church.

The Function of a Church:  WIFE

How should a healthy church function?  Let’s say I move to a different city and I need to find a church.  There are three churches in the area.  Which one fits me best?  Let me tell you a few things to look for.  Let’s first read Ephesians 5:25-26, “Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ also loved the church and gave Himself up for her;  that He might sanctify her, having cleansed her by the washing of water with the word” (NASB).  This is speaking of the relationship between a husband and wife.  It is speaking of how a husband needs to love his wife just as Christ loves the church.  We need to understand the tight connection between Christ and the church.   Church is like Christ’s bride, Christ’s wife.

Let me use WIFE to share with you about what a healthy church is like.   A perfect church that is Christ’s wife is wholesome, healthy and pretty.  W stands for worship.  People of God like to gather on Sundays to worship God.  The worship is dynamic and is filled with love.  The worship has the word of God.  When the people of God worship God, they should have a sense of being transformed.  They are encouraged through the hymns or the preaching of the word.  I stands for instruction.  A healthy church should have good teachings because they build up the people.  Instruction may be given through the worship, small group Bible study, Sunday school class, or individual discipleship training time.   We need to be instructed in the Word of God in order to help others grow.  F is for “fellowship”.  A good church will have times of fellowship.  It is not just the small group fellowship, but the relationship among the people should be of love.   The fourth letter E is for evangelism.  That is, the church has a vision to evangelize.  This “evangelism” includes the local as well as the mission field.  We need to have a vision for evangelism.  If a church does not go forward, if it does not look out for others, the church will not grow.  In order for church to be growing and vibrant, it has to have the vision of evangelism.   Overall, if you move to another place, in order to find a church that suits you, I suggest that you look at these four functions:  WIFE.  How is the church’s worship?  Its instruction?  Do the relationships among the people reveal the love of God?  Does it have a vision of mission, of evangelism?  It does not matter if it is small or big.  Even a small church can have these four functions.  We need a church that has all four.  These few things are like a tire, the center of the tire is the axle.  The axle is Jesus Christ.  A church like a tire, in order for it to go forward, the four tires need to be balanced.  If they are not balanced, if there is just one that is not balanced, it will not go forward smoothly.  If there is no center, it will fall apart.  A true church is a church that is Christ-centered and its main functions are WIFE.
We can draw a picture to represent this healthy complete church.  They love one another.  Internally, their relationships are of love.  And they often apply the word to teach each other.  A healthy church cares about the outside world as well.  Not only do they preach the gospel, but they also provide practical help to the needy.  The needy must have the public welfare and we can play that role of caring for them.  This is a way of showing our worship to God.  So there are levels, A, B and C to a church’s functions.  Internally, they need to love one another and they need to use the word of God to encourage one another.  Externally, we need to care for others.  We need to share the gospel with others and care for their needs.  This is all done in worship to God.

The Body Works Together


Next we want to talk about how the church functions.  How are they motivated?  Many people use different analogies to describe the function of a church.  There are many different kinds of people, pastors, deacons and us the common believers.  As in a basketball game, there are ten players in a game, and the rest is the audience.  How do people use this analogy?  They say, well, this one plays like Michael Jordan so he must be the pastor.  The rest are deacons who work together with him.  They don’t preach so they play their game.  What about the common believers?  They are the audience who watch how they play.  Is this a good analogy?  In reality this is what happens in churches.  The pastor is competing in a game and the deacons help.  The rest watches.  Is this right?  No.  Then how should it be?  The players should be us.  What should the pastor do?  The pastor is the coach.  The ones who compete in the game should be us.  Perhaps the deacons can help lead but the players should be us.


Who are the spectators?  Who is the audience?  Let us read Hebrews 12:1, “Therefore, since we have so great a cloud of witnesses surrounding us, let us also lay aside every encumbrance, and the sin which so easily entangles us, and let us run with encumbrance the race that is set before us.”  The “us” refers to us the common believers.  We have a goal before us.  It is as if we are messengers who are passing on a message in a race.  This is the same as in a ball game.  We have many people watching us, a cloud of witnesses.  Who are these witnesses?  Are they mainly believers?  Who else? They are all people, including those who do not believe, and the spiritual world, the good and the evil angels.  There is a cloud of witnesses surrounding us watching us competing in this game.  The church is on one side and those without are watching us as well.   What is God’s plan?  God’s plan is for church to manifest His glory through the church.  The angles are watching, and the Devil is watching too.  We are to be faithful in competing in the game.  


In another word, the driving force of a church is not the pastor.  The pastor is but a coach.  The driving force is each one of us.   That is why if you think as long as you come to church to worship and that is enough, that way of thinking is wrong.   To be a true participant in a church, you need to roll up your sleeves and get to work.  It means you ought to work together with others.  Then the church is yours.  Then you really belong to it, just as you belong to your family.  Would anyone belong to a family and just show up on Sundays to have a meal?  No.  If you really belong to the same family, you would cooperate with each other.  You are all members of one another.  One does the dishes, another cooks or does the clean-up, each has a part, right?  If this is true, you know you belong to the family.  But if you only come once a week and leave right after the meal, and even if you put in a few cents in the offering plate, this is not your home.  You are still only a visitor.


We need to have the right understanding of what a church is.  It is not a place where we go on Sundays for sermons and do nothing else.  That is a wrong idea.  Church is not for sermons.  It is not the pastor’s responsibility.  Church is a body, it is a place where everyone is involved.  What was the picture we saw earlier?  It was that each of us is a player at the court.  So the idea that we common believers are just spectators is wrong.  If the deacons do not do a good job, or the pastor does not preach well, we criticize them because we are just an audience.  Wrong!  We don’t just sit there and enjoy.  If the pastor gives a good sermon, we applaud him.  But if he does not preach well, we criticize him.  This is wrong since we are not spectators.   The well-being of the church is your responsibility.  We need to build it together.  So what is the pastor’s responsibility?  Let us read Ephesians 4:11-12, “And He gave some as apostles, and some as prophets, and some as evangelists, and some as pastors and teachers, for the equipping of the saints for the work of service, to the building up of the body of Christ.”  The first “He” refers to God.  He gives different gifts:  apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors and teachers.  Look at these people and see their responsibilities. Their responsibilities are to build up the saints, those who belong to God and to equip them.   Each one needs to do his part.

Conclusion


Brothers and sisters, we need to understand our position in the church.  We don’t just come once a week to worship and that is it.  No, this is your home.  You are not a visitor.  You don’t come to enjoy the show.  You need to be participating and cooperate with others.  Each of us has a responsibility.  We need to be involved.  But how?  How can we be a part of the family?  There are two things you can do to feel more at home:  commitment and service.  When you faithfully give yourself and serve others in the body, you will feel more and more being a part of the family.  But if you come only once every other week, you will never feel at home.  

