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The Doctrine of the Church
When you discuss the doctrine of the church, you won’t find much disagreement among scholars… that the church was born on Pentecost. We read in Acts 2 that the Holy Spirit came upon the apostles that day. Simon Peter and the others preached to the crowds and the people were amazed that each heard the gospel proclaimed in their own languages. It was a miracle. 
When Peter took center stage and began to share the gospel message, it says those who accepted his message were baptized, and about three thousand were added to their number. Three thousand from all over the known world… and when Pentecost was over, they returned home to Mesopotamia, Cappadocia, Asia, Phrygia, Egypt, Libya, Rome and elsewhere. The Church, with a capital “C” was born and a worldwide mission begun.
You see, the church is everywhere that believers gather. It is not a building. In Romans 16:5 and 1 Corinthians 16:19, Paul writes to believers who were gathering in homes to worship. In 1 Corinthians 1:2,   2 Corinthians 1:1, and 1 Thessalonians 1:1, we see the believers spread across entire cities being referred to as the church. Taking it a step further, in Acts 9:31, we see a whole region of the faithful being called the church. Finally, In Acts 9:31, we see the believers in every part of the world being called the church. So, what defines a church is not its number of people attending in one location, but the focus and purpose of their coming together. So whether you are talking about Central Baptist or the Church in Westerly and Pawcatuck, or the Church in the United States, or the world, it is the body of Christ gathered to share the message.
What was that message? We read about it in Matthew 16. Jesus and his disciples were in Caesaria Philippi. When asked who the disciples believed Jesus was, Simon Peter said, “You are the Messiah, the son of the living God.” In the King James version it says, “You are the Christ!” Both words are translated from the Hebrew and Greek to mean “the Anointed one.” What Peter was saying was that Jesus… was the promised Savior. 
Jesus responded to that by saying, “You are Peter, and this is the rock upon which I will build my church.” What does that mean? A lot of scholars believe that he was referring to the earlier parable recorded in Matthew 7, where Jesus instructed his followers to build their lives on solid rock instead of shifting sands.    
What was the rock? It was the recognition of Jesus as the Messiah, the Savior. It is the foundational belief that brings us together as the church. It isn’t our hymn sings, our goodies after worship, the great cathedrals and sanctuaries, the friends we sit with… Oh they may be great.   (Sol’s story) 
It is our faith in Christ and his saving acts on the cross that bring us together as the church. Paul reiterates this in many ways in his letters. What we have in Colossians is a perfect example. 
He says in verse 17, “He (referring to Jesus) is the head of the body, the church…” and in verse 19 it says, “For God was pleased to have all his fullness dwell in him, and through him to reconcile to himself all things… by making peace through his blood, shed on the cross.
This is what binds Christians together in the body of Christ we call the church. The Greek word “Ekklesia” is where we get the word, Church. It means, “those who are called out.” Thus, the church is a group of people who God has called out follow him. 
· It is an organism, not an organization. 
· It’s a people, not a place. 
· When we say, “I’m going to church,” we are not going to a building or an organization. We are going to a people with the intent to worship God and be equipped to share the Gospel message with the world because we are the church.
R.C. Sproul, American theologian, pastor and writer says, 
“If, I could summarize the church succinctly, it would be this: the church is a united group of people who cling to Jesus as their only hope for salvation.” 
The church has been, and always will be, about Jesus. It’s a people who have been called by Jesus, who have been saved by Jesus, who love Jesus, who follow Jesus, and who worship Jesus. If you take away Jesus, you have no church. Christ is the head of the church. Ephesians 1:22 says, 
"And God placed all things under his feet and appointed him to be head over everything for the church, which is his body…" 
The body is a great metaphor. It points to the unity and diversity that is present within the church. Although we are one in Christ, we are not all the same. Every individual, every outcropping of the church is different and has a unique role to play. In Romans 12:4-5, Paul says, 
"For just as each of us has one body with many members, and these members do not all have the same function, so in Christ we, though many, form one body, and each member belongs to all the others." 
He says in 1 Corinthians 12:12-14, 
"Just as a body, though one, has many parts, but all its many parts form one body, so it is with Christ. For we were all baptized by one Spirit so as to form one body—whether Jews or Gentiles, slave or free—and we were all given the one Spirit to drink. Even so the body is not made up of one part but of many." 
So, each of us is necessary to the health of the church. There are evangelists, teachers, helpers, pastors, servants and more. There are those who have gifts of hospitality, wisdom, healing, mercy, prophesy, encouragement, and more. The truth is that there is no meaningless members of the church. We are here for a reason. You need the church, and the church needs you. We are a family.
I was twelve years old when I started going to church. My dad took the advice of his best friend. When my mom left us, Jim told my dad he had to get his boys to church. They need a family. What I experienced in that little white church in the vale, the Lebanon Baptist Church, was exactly that, a family. 
In Ephesians 2:19, Paul says, "…[you are] members of the household of God." The Greek word for “household” is oikeios. It's a phrase that suggests intimate relationships, the kind you can only find in a family where love is realized. That was my experience growing up and it is the reality for many who are active in churches everywhere. We are not simply neighbors that gather in a building; we are brothers and sisters in Christ. We are a family. You heard Roy Springer’s testimony last week. He felt our love when he was going through the most challenging period of his life. We are called to be here for one another, ministering in Jesus’ name. (You may think that your absence won’t be noticed. You are wrong!) As my friend “Crazy Dave” would say, “You are robbing someone of a blessing.
We are the family of God, but as the Church we have an even greater calling. We are ambassadors for Christ. He sends us out with a message of reconciliation. In 1 Peter 2:9 we read, 
“But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for his own possession, that you may proclaim the excellencies of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light.”
In the Old Testament, priests served as mediators between God and people, offering sacrifices and prayers on behalf of others. Now, through Jesus, our High Priest (Hebrews 4:14-16), every believer is part of a spiritual priesthood. We have direct access to God and are called to intercede, worship, and represent Him to the world. Jesus uses the imagery of a vine to describe us. The vine that grows and bears the fruit of his love. It says in John 15, 
“Abide in me, and I in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit by itself, unless it abides in the vine, neither can you, unless you abide in me. I am the vine; you are the branches. Whoever abides in me and I in him, he it is that bears much fruit...”
A healthy, Christ centered church helps us stay connected to the source of our power, Jesus, and enables us to be fruitful in our mission. With that said, there are at least four marks of a God focused, church
First, it is invested in God’s Word. In the early church they made it a practice to study the teaching of the apostles. They wanted to learn, grow, and understand more about Jesus. They wanted to be an effective witness to the world. So in the church, the songs we sing, the messages we preach, the prayers we offer, the events we hold—everything we do should be shaped by the Bible. 
Number 2: A Christ centered church should also show a commitment to each other. You will notice in Acts 2 that they made fellowship a central feature of their gathering. They were committed to one another, helping where they could, supporting one another in times of trial, being present for each other. In this case “absence does not make the heart grow fonder”… it robs us of opportunities to encourage one another. What bound the early church together was not their shared hobbies, work, age, or tax bracket. What they had in common was Jesus. He shaped how they came together. “As he loved us, so we love one another.’
Third, prayer was at the center of their coming together. Did you know that the New Testament speaks more about prayer than evangelism? That’s why we take the time we do in worship each week to focus on prayer. Praying for one another is caring for one another and bearing one another’s burdens.
A fourth and final thing I want to note today about a healthy church… is that generosity is at the heart of its ministry. The early church shared what they had with each other so nobody went without. They supported the mission efforts of those who were out in the field. They truly understood stewardship and that everything belongs to God.
Just as we often fall short of our own high calling as followers of Christ, and miss the mark, so does the church. That’s why we need to continually pray for the church and its ministry. I want to encourage you to make time during the week to pray for our church, that it will be faithful to its calling, to proclaim the gospel, to be a lighthouse for the lost, and hospital for the sinsick souls of those around us. Pray that will be a refueling station for those running low on energy and an equipping station for those seeking to live out their calling. And quite selfishly, I want to ask you to pray for all of us who are pastoral leaders. We need it for the enemy is always at work trying to take our focus off the Lord and the work we are called to do. Amen
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