
THE CHURCH
WHAT IS A CHURCH?

INTRODUCTION
What is a “church?”  When the New Testament refers to a “church,” what is
it speaking of?  Does it really matter which church you belong to?   These are
some questions that we want to answer in this Bible study as we look at this
matter of  “The Church.”

There are all kinds of churches that have different labels on them and some of
them appear,  at least on the surface,  to be alright in most areas.  However, a
closer examination reveals that they differ in some fundamental ways from
“The Church”  that the Lord Jesus Christ formed.

Some may ask, “Was ‘The Church’ that the Lord Jesus formed a Baptist
Church?”  Realize that the name Baptist was given to the Biblical New
Testament Church by those who hated us.  Much like the situation in Acts
11:26 where the disciples were given the name “Christians” not as a term of
endearment, but as term of ridicule.   

The history of the Baptist Church is written in blood.  They were the hated
people of the Dark Ages.  The world has never seen anything to compare with
the suffering and the persecutions heaped upon Baptists by the Catholic
Hierarchy during the Dark Ages.  Baptists (originally known as the Ana-
Baptists) were hated and persecuted by both the Catholics and the Protestants
during the Reformation period.  Many preachers and people who were Baptists
were put into prison and untold numbers were put to death. 

Our name “Baptist” came from the name “Ana-Baptist” which meant “to
baptize again.”  The Ana-Baptist did not accept the practice of infant Baptism
and required converts to be baptized again after conversion.   Eventually the
“Ana” was dropped from our name and we became known as just “Baptist.”   

Understand that the Baptists did not come out of the Catholic Church. 
Baptists are not Protestants though today anything that is not Catholic is
labeled as Protestant by the world.   The heritage that we have as Baptist goes
all the way back to the founding of the Local New Testament Church.  
We will show that later.
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It would behoove you to get a copy of “The Trail of Blood” by J. M. Carroll
that gives the history of the Local New Testament Church from its beginning
with the Lord Jesus Christ down through the ages to the present time.  It
makes for some very interesting reading.

I am a Baptist.  Today that label is not enough. We are increasingly having to
define what kind of Baptists we are.  I am an Independent Fundamental Bible
Believing Baptist and am not ashamed of it.    What is a shame is that I have to
use so many different adjectives in front of the fact that I’m a different kind of
Baptist than a lot of Churches that carry the Baptist label.  Even those
adjectives don’t mean a lot anymore.  You find that out as you visit Churches
that carry the label.

There are so many different kinds of Churches that label themselves as
Baptists today, but many have gotten away from what Baptists originally
stood for.  (We recently covered the Baptist Distinctives in a Sunday evening
series that we did.)

Now understand that I am not ashamed to be a Baptist.  I am ashamed of how
some Baptists behave themselves sometime.  I am ashamed of what goes on
sometimes in the name of Baptists and even in the name of fundamentalism.

Please understand that I believe there are saved people who are in many
different groups.  I don’t believe Baptists are the only ones who will make it to
heaven.  You don’t have to become a Baptist to make it to heaven.  You just
have to repent and believe the Gospel and be born again into the family of God
according to Scripture.  Nevertheless, it DOES matter what kind of Church
that we are a part of.

I. THE MEANING OF THE WORD “CHURCH”.
The word “church” or  “churches” or “assembly” is used 115 times
in the Bible. In 114 of those passages,  the word translated “church” is
the Greek word ekklesia.  In only one passage is another word
translated “churches.”  In Acts 19:37, the Greek word hierosulos
which means “a temple dispoiler” or “robber of a sacred place” is
translated “robbers of churches.”  
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The Greek word ekklesia comes from two Greek words.  The word ek
which means “from” or  “out.”  The second Greek word is derivative
of the word kaleo which means “to call”.  So the word translated
Church means  “a called out group or assembly.”

A. Three Required Essentials To Be A Church.
In order to be an ekklesia (not the ekklesia), that is, “a
church” three things are essential by definition:
1. The people called-out must have been part of

another group.

2. The people called-out must have been called out of
that other group.

3. The people called-out must have formed another
group.

B. Three Uses Of The Word Ekklesia In The New Testament:
1. Israel’s Called Out Assembly In The Wilderness. 

(Acts 7:38)
Israel was called a church in the wilderness, but Israel
was not called a church when she was in Egypt because
she was not yet a called-out assembly.

God called them out from Egypt and they assembled in
the wilderness, that is what made them an ekklesia or a
church by definition.

They were called out of Egypt to assemble and form
another group in the wilderness.  Therefore, Scripture
calls Israel a church in the wilderness.

2. A Called Out Political Assembly. (Acts 19:23-41)
Paul was in jeopardy because of he was hurting the
“god” business.
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The mob of people assembled from Ephesus which was
trying to do Paul harm was a part of another group. 
They were called together out of that group to form
another group for the purpose of doing harm to Paul. 
That is an ekklesia.

Our U.S. Senate is an ekklesia. Our U.S. House of
Representatives is an ekklesia.

Our State Senate is an ekklesia.  Our State House of
Representatives is an ekklesia.  (State Assembly)

Note that it is possible to have a group of people
assembled together without it being an ekklesia. 
(Example:  A Restaurant, A Mall)

3. Christ’s Called Out Assembly.  (Matthew 16:18)
a/k/a The Local New Testament Church.
Of the 115 New Testament References to the “church”
or “churches,” 111 of those references refer to Christ’s
Called Out Assembly.

C. Three Categorical References To Christ’s Church.
The references to Christ’s Church are divided into these
three categories:
1. The Local Assembly or Local New Testament

Church On Earth. (Acts 2:47; 13:1)
This forms the vast majority of the Bible references to
the Church.

Sometimes the word “church” refers to the local
Church in a general, generic, institutional sense.  
(1 Corinthians 15:9; Galatians 1:13; Philippians 3:6)

2. The Heavenly Assembly Of The Saints.  
(Hebrews 2:12; 12:23)
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The believers who will be raptured at the Christ’s
coming will be a Church.

They are not presently a Church because they have not
yet been called out and they have not yet assembled
together.

3. The Future Eternal Assembly Of All The Saints Of
All Ages.  (Ephesians 1:10-11; 2:16-22)
Again, these are not a Church now because they haven’t
all been called out nor have they all assembled yet.

In this sense, the Church is eternal (Ephesians 3:21).

So, we see the meaning of the word “Church” refers to
any called out group or assembly.

But, what about the “Church” as it relates to what Christ spoke of  in
Matthew 16:16-19?

II. THE FIRST MENTION OF CHURCH.  (Matthew 16:16-19)
The first mention of the word “Church” in the Bible is here in Matthew
16:16-19.

Let me remind you that in Bible interpretation there is an important
principle called “The First Mention Principle.”:
The First Mention Principle states that the first time you see something
mentioned in the Bible, you should pay close attention to all that is
said.  The reason is because there are usually some very important
truths that you will find at the first mention of something that will
carry throughout the rest of Scripture for that thing that is mentioned.

Consider the first mention of the Church and these important lessons
from this passage of Scripture:
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A. This Church Is Built By The Person Of Christ! 
Jesus said,  “I will build my Church. . .”
This is one of His most important present occupations.

B. This Church Is Built Upon The Person Of Christ!
Jesus said, “Upon this Rock  I will build My Church. . .”

The Rock upon which the Church is built is Christ Himself and
all that is about Him!  The Rock upon which the Church is built
upon is Christ Himself, not Peter!

There is here, in the Greek, a play on words.  “Thou art Peter
(petros–literally means a little rock or pebble), and upon this
Rock (Petra–literally means a mass of rock) I will build My
Church.”  He does not promise to build His Church upon Peter,
but rather upon Himself, as Peter himself is careful to tell us in
1 Peter 2:4-9.

Look at the other uses of the word “Petra.”
Matthew 7:24-29; 27:51, 60; Romans 9:33; 1 Corinthians
10:4; Rev. 6:15-16

Look at another reference that bears this truth out in 
1 Corinthians 3:10-11.

C. This Church Did Not Exist Until Christ Came!
“I will build My Church.”
The Church is distinct from Israel. 1 Corinthians 10:32

D. This Church Belongs To Christ!
“I will build My Church.”
This means that Christ is the sole Head of the Church. 
Colossians 1:18–“And He is the Head of the body, the Church:
who is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead that in all
things he might have the preeminence.”
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The Pope is not the head of the Church!
The Pastor is not the head of the Church!
Christ is the sole law-giver of the Church!
The Church itself has no lawmaking powers!
The Church’s sole purpose is to obey those commands that
Christ has given in His Word!

E. This Church Will Be Preserved!
“The gates of hell shall not prevail against it.”
The Devil and all of his cohorts can fight it, they can persecute
it, they can counterfeit it, they can blaspheme it, they can do all
kinds of evil things against it, but they cannot prevail against it!

The Church that the Lord Jesus Christ started is still alive and
well today and it will still be alive and well when the Lord
Jesus Christ comes back to Rapture His Church!

F. This Church Is The Only Institution Blessed With Christ’s
Authority!
“And I will give unto thee the keys of the kingdom of heaven...”
Matthew 18:15-18 makes it clear that this promise of authority
is to the Church and not just to Peter! on’t confuse this with the
keys of death and hell found in Revelation 1:18 which belong
to Christ alone!

Conclusion
What is “a church?”  It is a called out group or assembly.

What is “the Church” that Jesus began?  A local New Testament Assembly
founded upon Himself.

Any church can be “a church” without being “the Church,” but without being
“the Church” it is lacking the authority of the One Who founded “The
Church!”

Is the Church still relevant?  As long as we are here and as long as we are
functioning as a Local New Testament Church, then we are relevant!
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