Why Love the Church?

During one service, a man said, I was complaining to the Lord about the lack of church attendance: "Lord, attendance is just not what I'd like it to be." The Lord's responded: "My son, attendance in heaven is not what I'd like it to be. That was the last time I complained to the Lord about lack of attendance.  The story is fictional but the point is legitimate. Those genuinely interested in being with God in heaven will be enthused about assembling to worship Him.

We need to have the proper motives for assembling to worship. One day the telephone rang in the rector's office of the Washington church attended by the President. An eager voice said, "Tell me, do you expect the President to be there Sunday?" "That I cannot promise," the rector said patiently. "But we do expect God, and we fancy it will be incentive enough for a reasonably large attendance. Attending church is socially acceptable here in the Bible belt, but that’s not why true Christians come to church. I come because I love God and because Jesus is worthy of worship. I come because God's Word commands it. I come because I benefit from the Christian association. I come because others need my encouragement. I come to hear the Word of God.

Nevertheless a peculiar trend has taken hold among professing Christians in the U. S. Religious pollster George Barna, who has written for years on church growth, now declares: "The Bible does not tell us that…we must be actively associated with a local church." He says that twenty million so-called “Christians” in America no longer go to church. And in Barna’s mind, that’s just fine. Barna expects to see believers "choosing from a proliferation of options, weaving together a set of favored alternatives into a unique tapestry that constitutes the personal 'church' of the individual." Is that what Christianity has come to – the "personal 'church' of the individual?" We want to look at the Scriptures this morning and examine what the Holy Spirit has to say on Why We Should Love the Church of Christ – the church of the New Testament. But first enjoy our song…

Many claiming to be Christians say, “Yes” to Jesus, but “No” to the church. Others say they love Jesus and hate the church. But how does God feel about this? Where does this idea of saying “No” to the church and hating the church come from? We can be sure that it doesn’t come from Jesus. In fact, Jesus said in Matthew 16:18 “…Thou art Peter, and upon this rock I will build my church; and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it.” Jesus makes two crucial points here that show how special the church was (and is) to Jesus.

1.     That at some time after this statement that Jesus would build HIS church. Ya see, the church you can read about in the Bible belongs to Jesus and He is the builder.

That the gates of hell (hades) would not prevail against it – neither his death nor the death of any man or group of men would extinguish the church. And, that no attempt of Satan to destroy the church would be successful.

3.     The question that begs to be answered then is, “If someone says “No” to the church, if someone hates the church, can they also be saying “Yes” to Jesus? Can they truly love Jesus? No! Jesus builds the church while the devil seeks to destroy it!   

Understand, the New Testament does talk about those who hate the church. In Acts 8:1, 3 “Now Saul was consenting to (Stephen’s) death. At that time a great persecution arose against the church which was at Jerusalem; and they were all scattered throughout the regions of Judea and Samaria, except the apostles…As for Saul, he made havoc of the church, entering every house, and dragging off men and women, committing them to prison.” Saul of Tarsus said “no” to the church. Saul of Tarsus and many Jewish leaders hated the church, but that was because they hated Jesus. As we’ll see today, when Saul of Tarsus began loving Jesus, he started loving the church. That happened whenever anyone in the New Testament began loving Jesus.

Church(es) found in over one hundred verses. So, the second major problem with the “Yes to Jesus, no to the church” movement is that it takes away from the word of God over one hundred times! The Scriptures plainly warn against this approach to the Scriptures in several places. The strongest warning comes from Rev. 22:18-19, in the last page of the Bible, where those who take away from God’s word have a curse upon their head. But, as we’ll notice, many times where the word “church” is not found the concept of the local church is demanded.

Whether you like it or not, if you have truly been saved, you have been added to the church. In Acts 2:47 we find that “the Lord added to the church daily those who were being saved.” So, if you say no to the church you are also saying no to salvation. Everyone who is saved is added to the church and has a special place in the body. I Corinthians 12:13-23. For by one Spirit we were all baptized into one body--whether Jews or Greeks, whether slaves or free--and have all been made to drink into one Spirit. 14For in fact the body is not one member but many. 15If the foot should say, "Because I am not a hand, I am not of the body," is it therefore not of the body? 16And if the ear should say, "Because I am not an eye, I am not of the body," is it therefore not of the body? 17If the whole body were an eye, where would be the hearing? If the whole were hearing, where would be the smelling? 18But now God has set the members, each one of them, in the body just as He pleased. 19And if they were all one member, where would the body be? 20But now indeed there are many members, yet one body. 21And the eye cannot say to the hand, "I have no need of you"; nor again the head to the feet, "I have no need of you." 22No, much rather, those members of the body which seem to be weaker are necessary. 23And those members of the body which we think to be less honorable, on these we bestow greater honor; and our unpresentable parts have greater modesty, 24but our presentable parts have no need. But God composed the body, having given greater honor to that part which lacks it, 25that there should be no schism in the body, but that the members should have the same care for one another. 26And if one member suffers, all the members suffer with it; or if one member is honored, all the members rejoice with it. 27Now you are the body of Christ, and members individually.

No true Christian will reject the responsibilities God gives him to take his place in the body of Christ – the church. Think about it! The Bible says plainly the church is the body of Christ in Ephesians 1:22-23. Therefore, how offensive to God it would be to say we love Christ, but hate the body of Christ!

“One another” Paul’s introduces to the phrase “one another” in I Corinthians 12. Dozens of times in Paul’s epistles, the Holy Spirit binds the responsibility of  Christians toward other Christians with such commands as “love one another,” “build up one another,” “serve one another,” “encourage one another,” etc. If, however, someone says “No” to the church, at the same time he rejects all the “one another” imperatives. How do you think Jesus likes that? I’ll tell you how! 1 John 5:3 says, “For this is the love of God, that we keep his commandments and his commandments are not burdensome.” So, when you reject the church and the one another commands that require interaction and interdependence within a local congregation, you show you don’t really love God.

Two of these “one another” commands relate directly to regular church attendance. Look with me at Hebrews 10:24-25. And let us consider one another in order to stir up love and good works, 25not forsaking the assembling of ourselves together, as is the manner of some, but exhorting one another, and so much the more as you see the Day approaching. One of the ways we demonstrate that we consider our brother and not merely our own selfish interests is by our regular attendance at the house of the Lord. The Hebrew writer pleads with the Jewish Christians not to backslide, not to fall away, not to turn away from Christ. And one of the major indications that someone has backslidden and turned away from Christ is when he “forsakes the assembly” – when he neglects the assembly or misses church. Again, the Holy Spirit issues a three direct command that require church attendance: 1) consider one another, 2) exhort one another, and 3) don’t skip the assembly of the church. If you don’t love the church, you don’t love Jesus!

According to Acts 2:42, the church of the New Testament - the church that Jesus said he would build - “continued steadfastly in the apostles’ doctrine, and fellowship, in the breaking of bread and in prayers.”  These folks met regularly as God’s people for corporate worship. In one chapter alone, I Corinthians 14 – a chapter devoted to worship – the word church is found seven times. The church was their life. Worshipping with the church was the highlight of their week. Modern technology provides many beneficial conveniences, but some things cannot be improved upon. Some priest on the internet tells you how to prepare the Lord’s Supper and how to officiate your own individual service at home. The idea is: you don’t need the church. This indecent proposal ignores plain Bible teaching. Notice, in I Corinthians 11:18, that the Holy Spirit says, “when (not if) you come together as a church.” This is not a suggestion, but an expectation. Two verses later, Paul writes, “when you come together into one place this is not to eat the Lord’s supper.” He goes on to explain how they corrupted the original observance by changing it into an individual observance – into a common meal – instead of a sacred supper in which all share together. The word communion literally means sharing together or joint participation. You cannot say “Yes” to the Lord and say “No” to gathering with the church to observe the Lord’s Supper. In I Corinthians 11:26, Paul tells us, “For as often as you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death till he comes.”

Another element of scripture disrespected by those who claim to love Jesus, but hate the church is the role of the elder. In Paul’s letters to Titus and Timothy, he goes into great detail explaining what qualities the elder (which is the same as the bishop, shepherd and pastor – Acts 20:17, 28) must posses before he can be appointed to this great work. Elders, bishops, pastors and shepherd must guide and protect the local flock – the sheep that make up the local congregation. Those who say Yes to Jesus and No to the church make the Holy Spirit’s teaching on the role of the elder irrelevant. Let’s look at one of these Scriptures because it leads us to another point:

Acts 20:28 “take heed to yourselves and to all the flock, among which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to shepherd the church of God which He purchased with His own blood.” This Scripture testifies to the inestimable value Jesus placed on the church. How do you know the value of your home, car, painting or anything else? By the price someone is willing to pay for it. In this case, we see that the greatest price ever paid for anything on earth was offered to buy the church. The Bible says Jesus “purchased the church…with his own blood.”

We see in Ephesians 1:22, “And He put all things under His feet, and gave Him to be head over all things to the church.” The man that says “No” to the church would rob Jesus of this possession.

In I Timothy 3:15, the Holy Spirit tells us “that you may know how you ought to conduct yourself in the house of God, which is the church of the living God, the pillar and ground of the truth.” What a special declaration of the identity of the Lord’s church. It’s the pillar and ground of the truth. The woman who has no use for the church has no use for the truth.

Sadly, some of the people who hate the church think that their church club, religious organization or parachurch ministry is a suitable replacement. This, too, rejects God’s order of things according to Ephesians 3:10, 21: “to the intent that now the manifold wisdom of God might be made known by the church to the principalities and powers in the heavenly places…to Him be glory in the church by Christ Jesus to all generations, forever and ever. Amen”

Later in the same letter, Ephesians 5:22-33, we see God compare the husband and wife relationship to the relationship between Christ and the church. The church is the bride of Christ. Do you think Jesus loves the bride of Christ? Absolutely! In Ephesians 5:28, Paul says, “For no one ever hated his own flesh, but nourisheth it and cherisheth it, just as the Lord does the church.” Jesus adores the church, nourishes it and cherishes it and wills that every Christian to be a part of this process. Every genuine Christian will treasure this opportunity.

One of the truths apparent from this study is that people in the Bible who loved Jesus loved the church and those who hated Jesus hated the church. Another truth becomes obvious as well. Whenever anyone hates the church of the New Testament, he demonstrates a hatred for Jesus Christ as well. If you would like to get a copy of this lesson, “Why Love the Church,” have a pen and paper handy and we’ll tell you how you can do so after our song.

Those in the church who love the church who support the church who defend the church who attend the church these are the people who truly have heaven in their heart and in their future. Heb. 12:23 to the general assembly and church of the firstborn who are registered in heaven.”

If you have questions or comments about this lesson or would like a copy of this lesson, we’d like to hear from you. We also offer a free Bible study course by mail. Just drop a line and let us know. You can also go to our website letthebiblespeak.com to hear streaming audio of this sermon and several others including some by Ronny Wade. You can also find a congregation faithful to the New Testament near you on our website. We hope you’ll join us again next week as we continue in our quest for truth in a world of religious confusion. On behalf of the congregations listed shortly, we echo the sentiment of the apostle Paul when he wrote in Romans 16:16, “the churches of Christ salute you.” Until next week, goodbye and God bless!

