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            ZEALOUS ABOUT CHURCH

          

        

      

    

    
      “Why do you so hate the church?”

      Shocked, I furrow my eyebrows and scowl at my friend. “I don’t hate church.”

      “But you’re always criticizing it in your blog.”

      This gives me pause. True, much of my writing about the church doesn’t celebrate what she does well but rebukes her for what she does poorly or doesn’t do at all.

      “I don’t hate the church,” I say again, as if trying to convince myself. “I love the church, really I do. I write to challenge her to do better because I know she can.”

      My friend nods, but I’m not sure I convince her.

      In truth, I’m zealous about church.

      Over the centuries the church has done much to advance the cause of Jesus, help people find their way to eternal life, and perform acts of generosity that point an unbelieving world to Jesus. Today’s church continues to do that. And I hope church has done that for you.

      But lest we feel smug about the church’s achievements, today’s church does only a small fraction of what she could be doing, of what she should be doing. I’m sad to say that the church has lost her way. She’s off track and has missed the mark for much of her existence. This pains me as much as a spike driven into my heart, into my very soul, the core of my being. I mourn what the church is because she’s falling far short of her potential, of her calling.

      It’s like being a parent of a brilliant, gifted child who muddles her way through school and gets Cs, even though she could be earning As in advanced classes. As a loving parent, we’d do whatever we could to shake the apathetic inertia out of our child and get her to live up to her potential. But since she won’t, we prod her to do better.

      Just as we would do this for our children, I do this for my church with the same imperative passion. I metaphorically shake her in hopes that she’ll do better—because she can. I do this through the words I write. It’s the best way I know to help.

      At this point, some of you may be saying “Amen, preach it!” but others—most of you, I suspect—may have felt your hackles rise at my insulting, impertinent words. You’re angry and thinking about slamming this book shut. You might be yelling at me right now. That’s okay. I get it. But before you bail on me, I challenge you to stick with me a little bit longer. Give me a chance to explain.

      A BIBLICAL CHURCH

      If asked, most people would say the practices of their church are biblical. I’d say that about every church I’ve been part of. I’d even say this for every church I visited in my book 52 Churches and its sequels.

      Let’s run through a typical church service.

      There’s preaching. That’s in the Bible. Check.

      There’s singing. Also in the Bible. Check.

      There’s praying, an offering (or two), and a concluding blessing. All biblical. Check, check, check.

      We meet every Sunday, just like the Bible says. Check. (More on that later.) We may volunteer, tithe, and respect our pastor. More checkmarks. Yes, today’s church services are most biblical—or so they seem.

      Yet, we read the Bible through the lens of our experiences. The things we do in church, we find mentioned in the Bible. This confirms we’re doing things the biblical way, God’s way. Yet we may be connecting dots we shouldn’t connect.

      For example, the Bible tells us to not give up meeting together (Hebrews 10:24–25). Is this a command to go to church every Sunday? Not really—despite what many preachers claim.

      We take our experiences, then we find justification for them in the Bible, even if it isn’t what Scripture says. This is confirmation bias. We do it all the time. You, me, everyone. But we must stop.

      SUNDAY CHURCH

      Most Christians have a practice of going to church on Sunday. Some people even go twice. Why do we do that? Why Sunday?

      The quick answer most people would give is that that’s what the Bible says to do. But I don’t see that in Scripture. Yes, it does say that we should not give up meeting together (Hebrews 10:25), but it says nothing about church or Sunday. It just says to pursue spiritual community.

      Why Sunday? It’s always perplexed me why we meet on Sunday and not Saturday. Granted, Jesus rose from the dead on the first day of the week, on Sunday. And his followers happened to be together on that day, but they were hiding out of fear, lest they too be captured and crucified (John 20:19).

      And Paul did tell the people in Corinth to set money aside on the first day of each week for a special collection for the people in Jerusalem (1 Corinthians 16:2). But this was a command to one church for a short-term initiative.

      When it comes to Sunday, that’s about it. The word Sunday doesn’t appear in the Bible. So meeting on Sunday seems to be more of a tradition than anything else. I certainly don’t see this commanded in Scripture.

      What About the Sabbath? The word Sabbath occurs 150 times in the Old Testament. God gives a lot of instructions about the Sabbath. Two key commands reoccur.

      First, the Sabbath is a day of rest (Deuteronomy 5:14 and about fifteen more places). God tells his people to do no work on the Sabbath. The other six days of the week are for work and the seventh, the Sabbath, our Saturday, is for rest.

      This is what God did when he created us. Six days of work followed by a day of rest. There’s a nice rhythm to this. Work and then rest. Our rest on the seventh day gives us a break from our labors. This prepares us to function more effectively for the next six days.

      The second key element of the Sabbath is that it’s holy (Exodus 20:8 and about twenty more places). The Sabbath is set apart. The Bible also says to execute anyone desecrating the Sabbath (Exodus 31:14). That’s some serious stuff.

      But what does it mean to keep the Sabbath holy? Though we can find some guidelines in Scripture, it’s up to us to determine what this means for us today and how to apply it.

      Here are some secondary verses about the Sabbath.

      
        
          	
        Observing and celebrating the Sabbath is a lasting covenant (Exodus 31:16).
      

      	
        The Sabbath is a sign between God and his people (Ezekiel 20:12, 20).
      

      	
        Every Sabbath requires a burnt offering (Numbers 28:10).
      

      	
        We should delight in the Sabbath (Isaiah 58:13).
      

      

      

      Yet to Isaiah, God also says, “I cannot bear your worthless assemblies.” This includes their Sabbaths (Isaiah 1:13). And in Hosea, God says he will stop the Sabbath celebrations (Hosea 2:11). This certainly gives us something to contemplate.

      What Should We Do? Interestingly, just as I’ve found no command in the New Testament to meet every Sunday, I’ve yet to find a verse in the Old Testament that says to meet every Sabbath. Though some of the Old Testament’s celebrations did fall on the Sabbath, which required the people to have special observances on those days, this wasn’t a weekly occurrence.

      If we’re going to do things according to the Bible, the one essential command is that we must not give up meeting together. This doesn’t necessarily mean church, Sunday, or weekly. It simply means pursuing intentional spiritual community. Though Sunday church may be one way to accomplish this, it’s not necessarily the best way.

      Next, if we want to factor the Old Testament into our thinking, we should set aside one day for rest and keep it holy. That’s about it. How we do this seems up to us.

      MEETING TOGETHER

      Back to Hebrews 10:25. This passage doesn’t mention church. It says “meeting together,” that is, spending time with each other. If you came to my house—which would be far more personal than reading this book—we’d be meeting together, just as the Bible commands.

      If we go out to eat each Sunday, that’s meeting together. If we do game night once a month, that’s meeting together. So would having a movie night, hanging out at the coffee shop, and working together on a service project. These are all examples of us meeting together. Going to church is just one possibility. But let’s remember, this passage doesn’t command us to go to church. It merely tells us to meet. How we meet is up to us to determine. Sort of. (Again, more on that later.)

      However—here I go ruffling your feathers again—going to one of today’s churches on Sunday morning may be one of the least significant ways we can meet. At most churches today, we spend the better part of an hour twisting our neck to see around the back of someone’s head as others entertain us. Yes, today’s church is more about a chosen few performing than about the majority present taking part.

      Then we go home. This is scarcely a prime example of meeting together. If our church service—even the best ones I’ve ever been to—is us meeting together as the Bible commands, we’re doing a poor job of it. We’re getting Cs (or Ds or even Fs) when we should be getting As in advanced classes.

      That’s why I mourn for the church I love so much. That’s why I write. I write because I know she’s capable of so much more.

      I know this is a lot to take in.

      Take a deep breath with me, and then let’s turn the page together. We have much to cover.

      

      When I criticize the church, it’s because I love her and want her to do better.

      

      Questions:

      
        
          	
        Are you zealous about church? Why or why not?
      

      	
        What would you like to see changed at your church?
      

      	
        All churches?
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE OLD TESTAMENT APPROACH

          

        

      

    

    
      To understand where we are now, we need to go back and look at where we began. We need to start our investigation in the Old Testament.

      Once, when leading a Bible study, I asked our group to turn to an Old Testament passage.

      Our newest member glared at me. “We’re Christians. Why are we looking at the Old Testament?”

      I raise an eyebrow. “The Old Testament is relevant to us too.”

      “But Jesus fulfilled the Old Testament, so it no longer applies.”

      “Yet the Bible says all Scripture comes from God and is useful for teaching” (2 Timothy 3:16). My friend gave me a weak nod and turned to the passage without further complaint. Our group ended up having an insightful, faith-building discussion. I hope that will happen again with us now.

      In the Old Testament, when God gives Moses the Law, he sets three key expectations for worship, along with a lengthy set of mind-numbing details to guide the practices he wants his people to follow. God addresses this throughout Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy.

      These three main elements relate to the worship space, the worship team, and their financial support: tithes and offerings. The rest of God’s instructions support these three tenets indirectly by guiding the people into right living as a daily way of worshiping God through their personal practices and interpersonal interactions. These prepare them to move into relationship with him and worship him more fully through their many annual feasts, festivals, and celebrations.

      A PLACE

      In

      
      
      
      
      
      
      CLERGY

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      FINANCES

      
      
      
      
      
      THE OLD TESTAMENT MODEL FOR CHURCH

      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          	
        How do modern churches tend to mirror the three key Old Testament elements that God ordained for his people’s religious practices?
      

      	
        What roles do location, paid staff, and offerings play in our church today?
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