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The concept of Christians gathering together to worship and praise God is well established throughout the New Testament. The church is an institution through which God chooses to work.  The church, or the Body of Christ (Colossians 1:18) is headed by Jesus, and established that He might have preeminence.  In Acts 7:38 we see the meaning of the word “church”.  Here the writer of Acts states that Moses was in the Church in the wilderness.  The English language has five distinct translations of the word church:

1) A building or place designed for worship.

2) All people who profess to be Christian or Christ-like followers.

3) Any local Christian group or organization.

4) Denominations

5) The Body of Christ or the universal church.

In any particular setting, the English language allows any of these as interpretations, however, the word “church” as mentioned in the New Testament can only be properly translated as either the Body of Christ, the universal church or as the local church.  The root word for church is “called out group”.  In Acts 7:38 we see Israel being “called out” by God as a special people with a special relationship to Him. 

In 1 Thessalonians 1:1 we see Paul address the Church of the Thessalonians. In I Corinthians 1:2 we Paul addresses the Church at Corinth.  In Galatians 1:2 Paul’s letter is addressed to the Churches of Galatia. In Revelation, John writes to the Churches of Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamos, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia, Laodicea, In all these instances we see a local body of believers, a local church, the local Body of Christ. 

The words “universal church” is the compilation of all Christian believers from the day of Pentecost until Christ returns for His church.  

The first time the word Church was mentioned in the New Testament is in Matthew 16:18 where Jesus prophesied over Peter. Jesus uses play on words as he does so eloquently throughout the New Testament. The word rock which also happens to be Peter’s name. Jesus said, “you are Peter” (masculine, petros) and “on this rock” (feminine, petra) I will build my church.  The first time a group was actually referred to as “church” is in Acts 2:47. 

In Early Christianity, (James 2:2)  the Body of local believers met in the Jewish Synagogue and had a very simple structure of organization. In later times, believers met in homes – Romans 16:5 “likewise greet the church that is in their house…” In some areas there were numbers of local churches meeting in homes. Much later in New Testament times, the idea of having a specific building for the purpose of  worship came into existence because of the growth of  Christianity.

The purpose of the Church is to draw men to God.  To honor and worship Christ, the head of the church. By fulfilling the command of God found in Matthew 28:19-20, the Great Commission, We honor Christ. Ephesians 4:12 says that the believers who attend churches are to be edified. According to Ephesians,  the saints are build-up (edified) so they can mature in the things of God, that they may live an abundant life here on earth.  It is Gods desire that we prosper and be in health just as our soul prospers. ( 3 John 2)   Once we are mature in the things of God and learning to live an over coming life, we can then complete our training.  The ultimate plan of God is that we are sent out to fulfill the purpose for which we were created.  It is God’s desire that all men and women be workers for His kingdom so that the work God desires to perform can be completed. 

The reason, if no other, to be grounded in a local church is that God commanded us to be involved. The writer of Hebrews states that members of a local church have an obligation to their brothers in Christ. We are to provoke one another to good works and to exhort one another to live a consistent Christian life. Since this can only be done on a local level, we are commanded not to forsake the assembling of ourselves together. ( Hebrews 10:25)

Since God is the same yesterday, today and forever, there are always blessings for following the precepts of God, and curses for not obeying. Acts 2:42-47 states many benefits of participation in a local Body of Christ:

1) We receive instruction, good for our edification and for our spiritual maturity.

2) We have fellowship, one with another. We do not have to be lonely.  The Bible says if you want friends, then show yourself friendly. 

3) By observance of God’s ordinances we remain in His will for our life. The best and safest place for us to be.

4) Corporate prayer – praying one for another as well as petitioning God for our needs.

5) We are trained to be effective in outreach to a lost and dying world.

6) Common cause – we have the same things in common. In church is where we can find those to whom we can become equally yoked. 

7) Mutual assistance – the church should be there to meet the needs of it congregation as well as the needs of the community.

Elsewhere in the scripture we have other benefits, like being able to Praise and Worship God not only for what He has done for us, but just for who He is.  He is a loving God who desires to have fellowship with us.  We also have available in the church, Godly counsel and Pastoral oversight. 

Finally, the Church has a special relationship with Christ its head. Jesus is the Good Shepherd, the one who watches over us with nurturing care and compassion. His love and compassion are expressed to us through the other members of the Body.  He said that he gave all men – one to be a head, one an arm another an eye etc.. This was to illustrate that we are all diverse, created by God purposely. When we are in His will, He can direct us to meet the needs of others around us. God calls all Christians to be a part of a local Body of Believers because He knew it would be good for us! 

The true expression of love is in the depiction of Christ as the Bridegroom- and we as His bride. Yes we can be pure and without spot, but only because of Him. So we cannot even take a breath without Him. He calls us, cleans us, and places us in right standing with the Father.  Then if we desire or have need of anything, He says just ask – and He –Jesus will go to the Father on our behalf. We have a wonderful advocate with Jesus. But having the knowledge of His love and direction for our live and actually living it are two separate issues.  Salvation only requires that we accept the Free Gift. Every other benefit and blessing of God has a requirement attached to it. To receive them we must believe by faith we have them and we must obey what God has told us to do. 

So, whether or not to be part of a local Body of Believers is no longer a question.  How do I know where God wants me, may be a more suitable questions.  Since we do all things by Faith, and we know that faith comes by hearing and hearing by the Word of God, we must first be in His Word. Reading, praying, meditating and studying. Next, make a list of the local churches and check out each one.  Find out what they believe and by Faith God will lead you to the church He has ordained for you. 

