

[image: Cover]



Table of Contents

Title Page and Copyright Information

Dedication

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

INTRODUCTION

Why write this book?

CHAPTER 1 GOD’S BLUEPRINT FOR THE CHURCH

The bride of Christ

An incarnational presence

A long journey down the wrong road

CHAPTER 2 GIVE ME WHAT I WANT AND NO ONE GETS HURT

The bullied bride

Sin is everybody’s problem

Know the real enemy

The Serpent in the sanctuary

CHAPTER 3 DEFENDING THE BRIDE OF CHRIST FROM OUR SINFUL NATURE  AND THE INFLUENCE OF SATAN

A death sentence

The pardon

Changing allegiance

What is next?

But what if?

Satan’s eviction notice

Authority

Battle plans

CHAPTER 4 IDENTITY CRISIS OR “I FORGOT WHAT I CAME INTO THE ROOM FOR”

Do you remember when?

Spiritual dementia

The missio Dei

Do not forget to remember

Gettin’ above your raisin’s

We have lost our mind

CHAPTER 5 DEFENDING THE BRIDE OF CHRIST FROM SPIRITUAL DEMENTIA

The first R: Recognize

The second R: Revisit

The third R: Reclaim

The fourth R: Revitalize

Reality orientation therapy

CHAPTER 6 I’LL TAKE UP MY CROSS, BUT IT BETTER NOT GIVE ME SPLINTERS!

A-C-T-S

The other A-C-T-S

Lust and litigation

CHAPTER 7 DEFENDING THE BRIDE OF CHRIST FROM A LACK OF BIBLICAL DISCIPLESHIP

Step #1: Come and see

Step #2: Come and follow

Step #3: Come and be with me

Step #4: Remain in me

Highlight these points!

CHAPTER 8 MAUSOLEUM, MUSEUM, OR MOVEMENT?

Passover and hand washing

What’s in the box?

Death by tradition

To eat or not to eat, that is the question

CHAPTER 9 DEFENDING THE BRIDE OF CHRIST FROM MAN-MADE TRADITIONS

Defining the differences

Now about those hymns…

If you don’t know, ASK!

Pick your battles!

CHAPTER 10 IDOLATRY WITH A VIEW

It will come to you, this love of land

The place of God’s presence

Rising costs, dwindling support

How church buildings get in the way of being Jesus

Paul’s problem with idolatry

CHAPTER 11 DEFENDING THE BRIDE OF CHRIST FROM BUILDINGS AND LAND

Idolatry: how to make God angry

The Bible’s weirdos?

The fivefold offices

Confronting idolatry in the church

CHAPTER 12 THE GOD THAT SPEAKS THE LOUDEST

Tithing x 3

Tithing and giving

Three categories of givers

Slaves to the credit

Cash in Corinth

CHAPTER 13 DEFENDING THE BRIDE OF CHRIST FROM MONEY

Show us the need

There can be only one DNA

What are you doing with your blessing?

Tips for transition

CONCLUSION

APPENDIX 1 SCRIPTURES ON SPIRITUAL WARFARE

OLD TESTAMENT

NEW TESTAMENT

APPENDIX 2 SCRIPTURES ABOUT REMEMBERING

OLD TESTAMENT

NEW TESTAMENT

APPENDIX 3 SUGGESTED READING ON VISION AND LEADERSHIP

BIBLIOGRAPHY

ONLINE RESOURCES

About the Author


BULLIED!

Confronting
and
Overcoming
Six Major Obstacles
to
Church
Effectiveness

 

 

 

J. Todd Kingrea

 

 

 


[image: ]



eLectio Publishing
Little Elm, TX
www.eLectioPublishing.com



Bullied! Confronting and Overcoming Six Major Obstacles to Church Effectiveness

By J. Todd Kingrea

Copyright 2016 by J. Todd Kingrea. All rights reserved.

Cover Design by eLectio Publishing. All rights reserved.

ISBN-13: 978-1-63213-136-2

Published by eLectio Publishing, LLC

Little Elm, Texas

http://www.eLectioPublishing.com

5 4 3 2 1 eLP 21 20 19 18 17 16

The eLectio Publishing editing team is comprised of: Christine LePorte, Lori Draft, Sheldon James, Court Dudek, Kaitlyn Campbell, and Jim Eccles. 

Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise), without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the Internet or via any other means without the permission of the publisher is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.

Publisher’s Note

The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party websites or their content.


This book is dedicated to my wonderful bride,
Felicia,
a constant source
of
encouragement, hope, laughter and love


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

NO BOOK IS the work of a single person. Even the novelist creating her own world relies on information and research to make the story as realistic as possible. Just as no single person can claim their achievements as purely their own, but as the result of those who have gone before, I am indebted to the shoulders of those I have been fortunate to stand on in writing this book.

I would like to express my grateful appreciation to the many friends and colleagues who have been instrumental in shaping this book. Some have shared their stories while others have given advice. Some have been proofreaders and some have been sounding boards. No matter the contribution, they have been valuable assets in seeing this come to light.

My gracious respect and thanks to Janis Balda, Wesley Balda, Dawn Bergstrom, William Beckham, Michelle Bowers, Graham Cooke, Sandy Garrabrant, Lynn Hill, Hugh Halter, Don Hanson, Alan Hirsch, Bill Hull, Chris Kelly, Braxton Kendrick, Felicia Kingrea, Eddie & Cheryl Kingrea, Joaquita Martin, Robin Meyers, Tina Morgan, Richard Rambo, Terry Roller, Rev. Gene Sheffield, Karen Smith, Rev. Lee Stevenson, Mary Grindstaff Thompson, Linda Tipton, and Ben Woolsey.

In addition, the following people have gone above and beyond the call of duty to make this book a reality: Delisa Allen-Hartman, Bill & Judy Beckman, Connie Beeken, Rev. Brian & DeAnne Burch, Cindy Cunnyngham, Cory & Courtney Fox, Sharon Gregory, John Guy, Cindy Hines, Vicki Hardesty, Jerry & Ann Haynes, Noel & Patsy Irwin, Teresa M. Jordan, Kathryn Mullins, Leala Munson, Brenda Newman, Rev. Joe Phillips, Keith Simmons, the late Anne Smith, Becky Stulce, and Janet Winn. Thank you so much for all you’ve done!

I would like to especially recognize Arnie Stulce for his time, skill and counsel.

I am also grateful to Jesse Greever, Christopher Dixon, my editor Christine LePorte, and everyone at eLectio Publishing for the opportunity to share this vision and to work in partnership with their creativity and passion. 

Finally, my appreciation is extended to the members of Soddy United Methodist Church for their prayers, encouragement and support.


BULLIED!



INTRODUCTION

IN LATE OCTOBER and early November 2013, the National Football League made headlines. It had nothing to do with division rivalries, superstar rookies, or Peyton Manning’s march to a record fifth Most Valuable Player award. In the midst of the NFL’s ninety-fourth season, the Miami Dolphins franchise became embroiled in a scandal, one that had never before been exposed in any professional sport: bullying.

An offensive lineman was found guilty of bullying a fellow teammate. Derogatory, racist text messages and voice mails were produced as evidence. Two other linemen were also found culpable. A league-appointed investigator compiled a 144-page report that found a culture of bullying on the Dolphins practice field and in the locker room. The victim quit the team and debated continuing his NFL career before finally signing with a different team. The perpetrator was released from the Dolphins and was out of football for a period of time before signing with another team.

What made the Miami Dolphins situation so newsworthy was the fact it was the first public allegation of bullying in a major league locker room. In a sport where 300-pound athletes are paid exorbitant sums of money to pummel each other for sixty minutes, it seemed almost surreal to hear accusations of grown professionals being bullied. As the Miami Dolphins situation unfolded, we discovered that some of the schoolyard bullies of our childhood never really changed.

Sadly, organized sports at every level come with some degree of bullying. Most of it is the name-calling and put-downs many of us experienced during our time on the court or field, epitaphs designed to humiliate or motivate us. Sometimes the bullying happened as a result of anger or aggression.

With the prevalence of social media, bullying has taken a prominent place in our national consciousness. Everyone from supermodels to students, politicians to teachers, has weighed in on this important issue that we dare not look away from. Yet there is one place where we do look away. There remains one place where bullying continues, blatantly and unchecked.

The church.

Pastors, leaders and church members experience bullying with alarming regularity. It doesn’t come in the form of physical threats or inflammatory text messages. People are not challenged to “meet outside after the bell rings.” These would be too obvious, too transparent. No, bullying in the church often arises whenever change is pursued, or when some person or group does not get their way. This ecclesiastical bullying does as much damage as bullying in the locker room or on social media. It is rarely confronted, and often covertly rewarded when people turn a blind eye to it and the bullies continue to get their way.

Most bullying arises over issues of control. A Sunday school class, committee, board of deacons or founding family may have called the shots in the church for a long time. Anyone who crosses that group—or advocates for change or actually confronts the troublemakers to hold them accountable—becomes a target for bullying.

Parsonage families have endured poisonous comments and been subjected to hateful attitudes, often leading to children abandoning the faith or marriages dissolving. Talented staff members have fled the gossip and workplace harassment, often in tears. Church members who supported a leader or a new direction for their congregations have been ostracized, slandered and demeaned. Churches have been polarized, often leading to acrimonious splits.

One saintly woman, after recognizing the bullies within her local church, asked, “Can’t we just ignore the troublemakers? Can’t we just move forward with the good things we want to do and try to ignore all the negativity and division?” It is a natural response, especially if we do not like conflict. However, I told her it was that perspective—trying to overlook what was happening or pretend it did not exist—which helped foster and embolden the bullies in her church. For many years a handful of people had been allowed to dominate the committees, harass those with whom they disagreed, and turn the church into a dysfunctional social club. No one held them accountable for those actions.

But it is not always church members. In some instances it is the pastor who acts as the bully. He or she also seeks more power and control. Pastors can intimidate committees and browbeat staff, creating unstable and abusive work environments. However, most churches have procedures available—congregationally or denominationally—to correct or remove such a pastor. What most churches lack are the procedures to correct or remove congregational bullies.

* * * * * *

The church is a peculiar thing. We are called to be the physical manifestation and expression of Christ’s love and grace, carrying on his mission until he returns. Yet we struggle with ourselves and with one another, often so much that the purpose of the church is eclipsed by our antics. We know that no church is perfect and never will be this side of eternity. The body of Christ is made up of weak, fallible, prideful people who have been saved by grace through faith. Sometimes—thanks be to God—we get it right. Sometimes we do the right thing at the right time and truly make “on earth as it is in heaven” happen. At other times, however, we get it wrong. Dreadfully, painfully wrong. We fail to represent the best of Jesus to those around us. We are blinded by our own desires, selfishness and need for control.

That is why I have always enjoyed Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians. It exposes some of the most common problems in the church—problems that are just as real today as they were when Paul first put quill to papyrus in the mid-first century AD.

The church at Corinth was pretty bad. But it was not all bad.

We read about it in the New Testament and tend to think, “Wow, what a seriously messed up bunch!” It does not seem they got much of anything right. Oh, Paul used his impressive rhetorical skills to pat them on the back a few times, but we generally view the Corinthian congregations as only one step above paganism.

Not surprising, since that is exactly what they were.

Paul formed the Corinthian church sometime around 50-51 AD while on his second missionary journey (Acts 18:10-11). On his third journey Paul settled in at Ephesus for three years (Acts 19:10; 20:31) and carried out his letter-writing campaign with the Corinthian church. After only a few brief years in existence, Paul had to address a host of thorny problems that had arisen among the Christians in Corinth.

We need to bear in mind that this was less than twenty years after the death and resurrection of Jesus. The Corinthian believers were first-generation Christians, and let us be honest, they did not have much of a clue what they were doing. This was a collection of diverse individuals—Jew and Greek, slave and free, rich and poor, male and female—drawn by the Holy Spirit out of their former lifestyles and supernaturally joined together in this new thing called ekklesia (church). It should not surprise us that there were a lot of misunderstandings and confusion swirling through the congregations. In many ways they were making it up as they went along.

We have a habit of overgeneralizing the Pharisees in the gospels the same way. It is quicker and easier—but incorrect—to depict them as a single mass of legalistic fuddy-duddies or power-hungry zealots. The truth is not all of the Pharisees were against Jesus (consider Nicodemus and Joseph of Arimathea). Not all wanted him killed. Not all of them had it in for the disciples in the book of Acts. Just as the radical fringe elements of Islam do not represent the totality of that religion, neither were all the Christians at Corinth a bunch of sex-crazed, lazy, gluttonous idol worshipers.

The church at Corinth was not all bad. And neither is your church.

Just as the Corinthians needed a firm hand to discipline them and keep them on the right path, many of our churches are likewise in desperate need of the same thing. We need to lovingly but firmly step up and address an ongoing problem: the bride of Christ is being bullied. Personal agendas, money, land and buildings, man-made traditions, and a lack of biblical discipleship are the primary oppressors. In some instances one or more of these bullies may be just beginning to be noticed. In other cases they have been deeply ingrained in the DNA of the church for decades.

But our churches do not have to keep cowering in fear or avoiding the bullies! With a new awareness of the bullies our churches face, there are ways to navigate these troubled waters, just as Paul did in Corinth. It is my hope and prayer this book will lead to new, honest conversations in every church about the ways we allow the bride of Christ to be browbeaten and intimidated, and what we can do to help restore her glory, dignity and purpose.

Why write this book?

IT IS NO secret that the church in the United States today is in trouble. The church is often considered anemic in its effectiveness and contradictory in its witness.

We are routinely viewed as out of touch and out of date, and are known more by what we oppose than by what we support. For many churches, institutional preservation has become the primary focus rather than changing the world. Declining membership, aging parishioners, insufficient funds, intolerant attitudes—the list of problems goes on and on.

A plethora of resources are available that address these issues and offer alternatives and solutions. Just pop in to any Christian bookstore and browse the church leadership section, and you will discover ideas, approaches, plans, recommendations, and examples of ways to stem the downward spiral of church decline. However, one thing I have never seen on any of these shelves is a practical discussion about the bullies that cause or perpetuate many of the problems.

This book developed from my observations and experiences as a pastor, and from study and research into the biblical purpose of the church. In over fifteen years of ministry I have witnessed much that is wonderful about the church, and I have witnessed much that causes it to fall short of its intended purpose.

My intention with this book is to offer a solid biblical understanding of the nature and purpose of the church; to expose the biggest bullies that prevent our churches from growing and functioning in healthy ways; and to provide some helpful solutions for dealing with those bullies.

It is not too much of a stretch to say that every church has within it a small number of people—often a Sunday school class, a committee or board, a family—that wields too much power and influence. They directly or indirectly determine what monies are (and are not) spent, in what ways, when and for whom. They veto anything they do not agree with regardless of its biblical foundation or missional purpose. They have been allowed to do this for many years—sometimes across family generations.

Their demands usually revolve around removing a pastor or staff person, getting their agenda pushed through with regard to finances or facilities, having the worship service cater to their preferences, and, of course, refusing anything that has to do with church revitalization or transformation. And if their demands are not met, they withhold their money, circulate petitions, gossip, go to denominational officials, and create a palpable state of tension and animosity that ruins the church’s witness and effectiveness.

Faithful church members know who these individuals or groups are within their local congregation. In many cases they may consider them friends or at least acquaintances. Some have probably been together in Sunday school and in worship services for many years. Unfortunately, these same faithful members—like the saintly lady mentioned earlier—have tacitly allowed negative, poisonous, and divisive attitudes and behaviors to turn the church into a back alley where bullies thrive. Good ministry ideas, gifted pastors and staff, and opportunities for growth have all been torpedoed because a small, extremely vocal group demands its own way.

But some may say, “Why fight this battle? Why not just let things alone? It’s always been this way.” Some will say not to rock the boat. Others will assure us we will divide the church and lose members if we seek to stand up to the bullies. These are the comments of those who are either (a) perfectly satisfied with the status quo, or (b) who do not want to deal with the conflict and fallout that will inevitably occur. However, these excuses are unacceptable. As authors Janis Balda and Wesley Balda note in their Handbook for Battered Leaders, “We are at best deceived and at worst cowardly when we determine that it is not our responsibility to confront, not our job to speak out, not our Christian duty to respond to organizational culture or specific individuals who are destructive or dysfunctional.”1

Let me offer four reasons why the issue of bullying needs to be addressed. 

First and foremost, a bullied church is not the biblical model. The body of Christ was never intended to be a playground for the pet agendas of wealthy, influential or cantankerous members. The church was designed to function with all persons participating fully and equally, gathering for communal worship, then dispersing to carry the gospel into the world. The church in the West today must reclaim its biblical roots and purpose. Arguments over theology, end times predictions and other “territorial markings” will not produce the kind of fruit Jesus expects from his followers.

Second, we all know churches—maybe the one you are a member of right now—that remain ineffective in reaching new people for Jesus Christ. Many churches are alienating those in desperate need of God’s grace because sinful attitudes dominate the church. While none of us are perfect and all stand in need of God’s redeeming and saving power, some remain locked in childish, self-centered perspectives where everything is expected to revolve around them. It only takes a few such attitudes to derail a church. The result is churches with no outreach or missional engagement, stale and uninspired worship, and a growing self-centeredness that “we” matter more than “them.”

Third, until bullies are held accountable, churches will continue to struggle and decline. Many churches will eventually die once the last remnant of the older generation is gone. Those churches will perish because a handful of hard-hearted (and hard-headed) people were allowed to monopolize positions of leadership for their own personal agendas. Churches will close their doors permanently because of the reputation they have acquired over the years. Few people will visit these churches, and even fewer will choose to stay around long enough to become members.

And fourth, pastors and church leaders have the ability to turn their churches around if they will confront the bullies. Our churches can be led back from the brink. We need to develop supportive bonds within the church that allow us to stand in unity, to confront the bullies and hold them accountable. It will not be easy but it will be worth it. Using the ideas and suggestions in this book, we can be better equipped to guide our churches to revitalization and hope. To do any less is to abdicate our responsibility to the church.

I speak from personal experience. I have been part of congregations that were victimized by bullies—human and inanimate—and thanks to the Holy Spirit and passionate, visionary leaders those churches took positive steps toward renewal and transformation. So do not despair. There is hope!

We would not allow someone to bully our spouse or children. We should not—we cannot—allow it to happen in the church any longer. The National Football League demanded answers from the Miami Dolphins’ coaches and players, and held guilty parties accountable. People do not believe bullying is acceptable in schools, in the military, in business or in sports. So why does it remain acceptable in the church? I invite you to join me as we expose some of the most common bullies in the church. I pray that what lies ahead will benefit your church in fulfilling its biblical mission and purpose.

* * * * * *

A note of clarification: throughout this book I use the word “Church” (capital “C”) to refer to the universal church or to the whole of church in general. I use “church” with a lowercase “c” when referring to a local congregation or to the local congregations in general.



CHAPTER 1
GOD’S BLUEPRINT FOR THE CHURCH

“When the world asks, ‘What is God like?’ we should be able to say, ‘Look at the church.’ As the body of Christ, we are to be like Jesus; so that we too, reveal God to the rest of the world.”

William R. L. Haley

IF PEOPLE WANT to know what God is like, all they need to do is look at the church. If someone wants to know what Jesus is like, all they need to do is look at a Christian, a “little Christ” (as C. S. Lewis phrased it).

Both of these sound good if the church and the Christian look the way they should. But what if they do not? What if a lot of churches look more like corporations, historical monuments or country clubs? What if a lot of Christians are indistinguishable from the non-Christians around them?

Regretfully, this is where Christianity finds itself as we move deeper into the twenty-first century. Somewhere along the way the church transformed from a grassroots movement empowered by the Holy Spirit into a bureaucratic machine dedicated to institutional preservation. What was once done by all Christians working together is now—and has been for nearly two millennia—the exclusive domain of specialized, credentialed (mostly) men. One part of the Body functions on behalf of the whole.

Imagine if everything your body does was handled by one single part (other than the brain). It would be rather difficult to make it into work every day if only the hands functioned. Forget about seeing if the only part that operates is the lungs. Hungry? Sorry, you cannot eat because your mouth does not work. Only your left arm does. 

When a person nears death the body begins to shut down. Organs, and in some cases entire bodily systems, no longer operate. As this shutdown continues, the body weakens and the person eventually dies. One part cannot sustain the whole. In truth, if only one part of our bodies functioned we could not survive.

This is an apt description of the Church today.

The apostle Paul used this body analogy in 1st Corinthians 12. It is significant not only for its profound, yet easily understandable imagery; but by using the body in this way Paul was refuting a common philosophical principle of his day.

The Greeks who lived centuries before Paul developed the belief that the spirit or soul of a person was good and the physical body was bad. Although the Greeks placed a great deal of emphasis upon the perfection of the body (as seen in their art and sports), it was still thought to be less important than the spirit. The material was thought to be less valuable than the immaterial. Not surprisingly, this perspective bled over into much of early Christian thought and theology, despite the fact that God had proclaimed his human creation—all parts of it—good (Genesis 1:31). This dichotomy has perpetuated itself across the centuries so that even today we still find attitudes and perspectives that exalt the spirit but vilify the body.

Paul challenged this Greek philosophy. Writing in 1st Corinthians 12:1 he says…just as a body, though one, has many parts, but all its many parts form one body, so it is with Christ.

He declared the Church to be the physical body (or representation) of Jesus on earth. Paul gave prominence to what philosophical thought downplayed or denigrated. We should not forget that Jesus never subscribed to this false dualism for he was born of a woman and took on human flesh as the bodily incarnation of God.

Paul also emphasized the value of the human body by using a humorous illustration of how it is designed to work in harmony, and that each part plays a vital role: 

Now if the foot should say, “Because I am not a hand, I do not belong to the body,” it would not for that reason stop being part of the body. And if the ear should say, “Because I am not an eye, I do not belong to the body,” it would not for that reason stop being part of the body. If the whole body were an eye, where would the sense of hearing be? If the whole body were an ear, where would the sense of smell be? But in fact God has placed the parts in the body, every one of them, just as he wanted them to be. If they were all one part, where would the body be? As it is, there are many parts, but one body.

The eye cannot say to the hand, “I don’t need you!” And the head cannot say to the feet, “I don’t need you!” On the contrary, those parts of the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable, and the parts that we think are less honorable we treat with special honor. And the parts that are unpresentable are treated with special modesty, while our presentable parts need no special treatment. But God has put the body together, giving greater honor to the parts that lacked it, so that there should be no division in the body, but that its parts should have equal concern for each other. If one part suffers, every part suffers with it; if one part is honored, every part rejoices with it.

Now you are the body of Christ, and each one of you is a part of it. 

(1st Corinthians 12:15-27)

God has designed the Church like he designed the human body: with all parts working together in harmony to accomplish God’s purpose. One part, no matter how well it functions, cannot sustain the whole.

The bride of Christ

WHAT EXACTLY IS the Church? What is its purpose? Why is it important? Before we can address bullies in the Church, we need to consider the Church itself. We need to understand what we are talking about. It is vital that we all work from the same set of blueprints.

Builders do not arrive at a construction site with final blueprints drawn up by four or five different architectural firms. There would be chaos and nothing of worth could be constructed. God has given us the master blueprint for his Church in the New Testament. 

The Church in the New Testament is referred to by the Greek term ekklesia, which means “an assembly”—specifically like a civic gathering or a political rally. Paul and other New Testament writers adopted the term and applied it to this young gathering of Christ-followers. To be the ekklesia meant to be called and set apart by God and then to be sent out by God.

The New Testament uses a variety of different names and images for the Church. It is called


	“The body of Christ” (Romans 12:4-5; 1st Corinthians 12:12-27; Colossians 1:18);



	The “flock” (1 Peter 2:25, 5:2-4);



	The “bride of Christ” (Ephesians 5:22-32; Revelation 19:7, 21:2, 9-10);



	The “household” of God (1 Timothy 3:15);



	The “priesthood” (Hebrews 2:17; 1 Peter 2:9);



	The “temple” (1st Corinthians 3:11; Ephesians 2:19-22);



	The “kingdom” (Colossians 1:13; Philippians 3:20).





The relationship between Christ and the Church is a deeply intimate one, as attested by the names “body” and “bride.” We are told that Christ loves the Church. He gave himself for her (Acts 20:28; Ephesians 5:25), and he nourishes and cherishes her (Ephesians 5:29). The Church is Christ’s body in the world (Colossians 1:18, 24) and he himself is the Head (Ephesians 1:2-23; Colossians 1:18); therefore, when we abuse or manipulate the Church, we are attempting to do so to Christ.

Today we think of Church in terms of buildings and property, or perhaps worship and rituals. Whenever someone asks, “Where do you go to church?” they are asking for a location and we respond by giving the name of our building or the site of our campus. However, the biblical perspective is that the Church is the living, breathing, growing and adapting representative of Jesus Christ.

The early Church met in what we refer to as “house churches.” That is, it gathered in small groups in the homes of believers. For example, when Paul says…to the church of the Thessalonians in God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ…(1 Thessalonians 1:1), he is addressing all the house churches that met throughout the city of Thessaloniki. Paul’s letter would have been read and circulated from house to house. We must remember that the early Christians were persecuted for their faith and for refusing to acknowledge Caesar as Lord. They had no way to construct the houses of worship to which we are accustomed. But more importantly, they did not see the need to.

* * * * * *

In the Old Testament, the people of Israel believed that the presence of Yahweh dwelt among them. During their escape from Egypt and journey through the desert, the presence of Yahweh was known by a cloud and pillar of fire (Exodus 13:21). Before they settled in the Promised Land, a tabernacle was built to symbolize the Lord’s presence.

The Lord dwelt among his people through the Ark of the Covenant (Numbers 7:89), and later in the Holy of Holies in the temple in Jerusalem (Psalm 26:8, 43:3, Ezekiel 37:27, Zechariah 8:3). All the major Jewish festivals were held in Jerusalem, necessitating that the people journey to the temple to be in Yahweh’s presence. The ultimate expression of the presence of God was revealed in the incarnation of Jesus Christ (John 1:1, 14). Jesus made it clear that in him there was no longer any need for the temple and its sacrificial system (Matthew 12:6, 26:61; John 2:20-21). The early Christians were the new temple (Acts 17:24; 1st Corinthians 3:16-17, 6:19; 2nd Corinthians 6:16; Ephesians 2:21). Wherever they gathered together, Jesus was in their midst (Matthew 18:20) through the indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit.

What the nation of Israel was in the Old Testament, the Church was to be under the new covenant. Israel was chosen by God to be the bearer of his image, to set a new standard for living in relation to Yahweh and one another, and to be the people through whom all nations would come to Yahweh. Unfortunately, Israel did not always accept this divine mandate and responsibility. The Hebrew Scriptures—what we know as the Old Testament—is the poetry, stories, prayers, histories, prophecies and wisdom of a people on pilgrimage with Yahweh—a people who sometimes got it right and often got it wrong.

The Church in the New Testament also represents a people chosen by God to be the bearer of his image, to set a new standard of living in relation to God and to one another, and to be the people through whom all the world would be drawn to God. Like Israel, the Church is called and set apart, and sent into the world as ambassadors of God’s reign. But as with Israel, the Church has sometimes gotten it right and often gotten it wrong.

At its simplest, the Church is the physical manifestation and representation of Jesus Christ in the world. The Church is to show a better, alternative way of living—not as the world around us does—but under God’s rule. It is the way of the kingdom of heaven. At the same time the Church is commissioned to engage the world as the hands, feet, heart and voice of Christ. What Jesus did, the Church is to do. What Jesus said, the Church is to say. The people Jesus loved and welcomed into the kingdom, the Church is to love and welcome into the kingdom. At its best, the Church is a reflection of Christ and the living presence of Christ in a confused and broken world.

An incarnational presence

Occasionally, denominations engage in a lengthy process whereby they seek to identify the central purpose of the Church. Their intention is to bring all the churches in their tribe together around this common goal. Sometimes individual churches will hire consultants to help them identify their mission. While trained consultants are beneficial in many ways, and denominational plans can have their place, investing time and energy into identifying the mission of the Church is redundant. The New Testament already does that.

In Luke 4:16-21, Jesus returned to his hometown of Nazareth in Galilee and went to the synagogue on the Sabbath. He was handed the scroll of the prophet Isaiah and …unrolling it, …he found the place where it is written: “The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to proclaim good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to set the oppressed free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” Following his reading, Jesus announced to the people, “Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing.”

Jesus intentionally chose this passage of Hebrew prophecy as his mission statement. He could have selected any other passage from the scroll of Isaiah, yet this is the one he declared had been fulfilled that day. For Jesus, this represented why he came.

If this was the mission statement of Jesus, it is also the mission statement of the Church. The Church is anointed by the Holy Spirit to proclaim good news to the poor. How seriously does the Church take this mandate when many of our buildings and campuses are worth more than some people will earn in a lifetime? How many of our churches welcome in the poor and the outcast or better yet, go to them with the gospel?

The Church is directed by the Holy Spirit to proclaim freedom for prisoners and to set the oppressed free, to bring release for everyone who is bound by sin, oppression and injustice. We are to provide recovery of sight for the blind—that is, to help people see themselves and others from the perspective of God’s grace and redemptive plan.

If Luke 4:16-21 serves as the mission statement of Jesus, then Mark 1:14-15 presents the true essence of the gospel: …Jesus went into Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God. “The time has come,” he said. “The kingdom of God has come near. Repent and believe the good news!” The message of Jesus, and the message of the Church, is that the kingdom of God is near. This was true in first-century Israel when God became flesh and walked among people. The kingdom of God had come near to them. It is supposed to be true today.

Due to the influence of nineteenth- and twentieth-century revivalism in the United States, the good news of the gospel has been reduced to “accepting Jesus into your heart.” While a personal and intimate relationship with Christ is vital to the Christian faith and life, the American or Western Church has veered away from the message of Jesus. He did not come asking people to accept him into their hearts. That would have been a bizarre and alien concept for the people of his day. The message of Jesus—that which he lived and taught—was that the kingdom of God was present in him, and that all who wanted could take part in it.

The Jewish religion of Jesus’ day had become a top-heavy, elite collection of rituals and requirements that did little to help people connect with Yahweh. Jesus inaugurated the arrival of God’s kingdom in ways that threw open the doors to everyone—scoundrel or scribe, prostitute or Pharisee, doubter or devout. It is one of the key reasons why the religious leaders so aggressively opposed Jesus. Through his life, teaching and example Jesus allowed people to experience the presence and purpose of Yahweh. This was something that had always been the exclusive role of the religious leaders.

I believe one of the greatest things the Church can do is to reclaim the message and manifestation that “the kingdom of God is near.” We are discovering that fewer people are responding to the revivalist call to accept Jesus into their hearts. Make no mistake: it is crucial that we confess our sins and receive the atoning work of Jesus Christ for our redemption. But the phraseology of “praying the sinner’s prayer” and accepting Jesus into our heart is becoming less influential. It does not resonate with emerging generations as it once did for their parents and grandparents.

What does resonate is an invitation to join in making God’s rule and reign—his peace, justice, compassion, mercy and love—a reality in the lives of those around them. Most everyone wants to see the world become a better place; they want opportunities to help bring it about. To call people to this, and to live in a countercultural way that expresses the beauty, harmony and purpose of God, is to use the same language Jesus did. Our churches would do well to immerse themselves in the kingdom language and perspective of Jesus, for by doing so we will be returning to the core of Christ’s purpose.

* * * * * *

The New Testament blueprint also gives us two other missions for the Church. In Matthew 28:19-20, Jesus told his followers, “Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.”

It is the responsibility and mission of the Church to GO (not stay inside our sanctuary walls) and make disciples. We are to teach these disciples how to truly follow Jesus and be obedient to him. We are to baptize them into the faith and the Body of Christ. The Church’s mission is to reproduce followers of Jesus, not make members for the institutional roll.

The third mission of the Church likewise comes directly from Jesus. It is found in Acts 1:8. Following his resurrection, Jesus appeared to his followers on several occasions. During one of those gatherings, the disciples wanted to know if Jesus was going to fulfill the Messianic expectations of Israel by overthrowing Rome and establishing Yahweh’s eternal rule on earth. Instead of answering their nationalistic hopes Jesus told them, “…you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” In other words, Jesus said, “Quit worrying about what you want the Messiah to do. Don’t try to figure out timelines and don’t sit around waiting for something to happen. Concentrate on carrying my message to the entire world. Tell people the kingdom of heaven is near and they are invited to jump on board!”

The mission of the Church is to go into Jerusalem and Judea (the neighborhoods, towns, counties and states where our churches are located), to Samaria (those places where we are reluctant to go or do not want to go), and to the ends of the earth, echoing the command given in Matthew 28.

A long journey down the wrong road

LET US BE HONEST: the churches we serve and attend rarely, if ever, resemble the biblical design we have just explored. Committee meetings and denominational requirements swamp us. A faithful handful of saints give tirelessly while the majority drift in and out, doing little to move the kingdom forward. Pastors and staff are besieged by unrealistic expectations and negativity. Worship is often flat or uninspired, and prayer only tends to focus on those who are sick or dying. The Church today bears faint resemblance to the New Testament blueprint.

Robin Meyers, in his book The Underground Church: Reclaiming the Subversive Way Of Jesus, states, “What began as communities of radical inclusiveness, voluntary redistribution of wealth, a rejection of violence as the tool of injustice, and a joyful egalitarianism that welcomed a ‘nobody’ to worship elbow-to-elbow with a ‘somebody’ devolved into what [Harvey] Cox calls a ‘top heavy edifice defined by obligatory beliefs enforced by a hierarchy.’”2

How did this happen?

We have seen what Scripture tells us about the mission and purpose of the Church. And in the first three hundred years of the Church’s life, existing evidence bears out the claim that they did indeed spread the good news. The Christian faith traveled across the known world as the apostles and new believers lived out the life of Christ. They faithfully followed the blueprint given to them.

However, things took a massive turn around 325 AD.

The Roman Emperor, Constantine, having received a vision of the cross prior to an important battle, triumphed over his foes and attributed his victory to Jesus. It was not long before the emperor publicly declared the Christian faith to be the official religion of the Roman Empire. Almost overnight the fledgling Church, spurred by the power of the Holy Spirit and an unwavering commitment to Christ’s mission, became respectable throughout the land. What had previously been small house gatherings of socially equal, radically transformed Christian brothers and sisters was suddenly elevated to equal status with the state.

There has been much speculation as to whether Constantine was truly a converted Christian. We have no way of knowing. But the emperor was a shrewd and visionary man. He saw the potential of this rapidly expanding new religion and took a gamble by pairing it with his own government. From Constantine’s perspective, the gamble paid off handsomely. The Church quickly acquired a place of acceptance and prominence in the empire. It moved from persecuted to popular, receiving favor and compensation from the throne of Rome. Constantine had the power of the state and the burgeoning power of the Church at his disposal.

Part of the legitimization of the Church in the eyes of the Roman world was the creation of a hierarchy of Church leaders. These men ordered the life and structure of the Church, and they handled the ministry that had previously been shared among all believers. With these advancements it was only natural that places for meeting and worship were required.

Constantine spent exorbitant amounts of money constructing the first basilicas for Christians to gather in. Christian houses of worship soon outnumbered the shrines of the old Roman gods and basilica upkeep required ongoing resources. Christ-followers who, only a generation before, had met in homes (and occasionally catacombs or forests when persecuted) now had the largest and most lavish buildings in which to worship
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