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[pray] 

Maybe I hadn’t been paying attention, but after close to 20 years in Christian 
schools and church I still hadn’t heard the Gospel preached. 

Sure I knew who Jesus was and that He had died for my sins, and I knew all the 
stories in the Old Testament, but it wasn’t until I was sitting under the teaching of 
a young pastor in Vancouver that it all fell together for me and I began to wrestle 
with what it meant for me to live out my faith in Christ. 

And part of that coming together was the series that Pastor Barton Priebe 
preached titled “Stop Dating the Church” – the series that I’ve based our current 
series off of. 

Last week we looked at the growing trend within Christendom to view faith in 
Christ as something we do by ourselves.  As George Barna, the Christian 
statistician writes ““I am not called to attend or join a church.  I am called to be the 
Church.”
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And so since the church is people not a building, and the institutional church is 
full of problems it may actually be spiritually beneficial to keep the connections 
between ourselves and it as loose as possible.   

And so as we said last week a whole generation of people is growing up who are 
interested in dating the church.  They flirt with it, participate when it benefits 
them, but feel no need to commit.  Instead they focus individually on living out 
their faith and fellowshipping with Christian friends. 

Of course much of this must be applauded, but my question today is: Can a 
person claim to be a Christian and yet have little or no regard for the 
organized church? 

…To answer that I want to look at where the word “Church” comes from.  Then at 
two different ways “church” is used in the New Testament, and finally at how this 
was played out practically by first century Christians. 
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Now usually when I preach I choose one text and dig into it as deep as possible, 
but today we need to get a wide angle perspective of what the church looks like 
throughout Scripture.   

And the goal throughout all of this will be to answer the question “Can a person 
claim to be a Christian and yet have little or no regard for the organized church? 

Let’s start with where the word “Church” comes from: 

Ekklesia in the Greek 

The word translated “church” in the New Testament is the Greek word ekklesia.  
But it is important to know that this word was borrowed from secular culture.  
Since there were no churches until after Christians began to gather, when they 
formed Christians looked for a suitable word to describe what they were doing.  
And they chose “ekklesia” for a couple good reasons. 

In the first century an ekklesia was "an assembly of citizens summoned by the 
crier [to form a] legislative assembly"3 and was used in Greek city-states where 
the first democratic governments were being tried out.   

Instead of being ruled by kings these states were governed by assemblies of “full 
citizens” who came together to discuss city business.4   

And there were two things that made an ekklesia different from any other group 
of people.  First, it was a formalized body such that only citizens could have a 
voice.5  Slaves or travelers were allowed to come to the assemblies to listen, but 
they weren’t allowed to vote.  Each city-state had a formalized membership. 

And second, the ekklesia always gathered for a purpose.  The Greek root of 
ekklesia means “called out”.  When a civil issue needed to be discussed the town 
crier would go out into the streets and literally “call out” the citizens to assemble 
for the purpose of dealing with the business at hand.   

And we have an account of this in Acts chapter 19.  Please turn there with me 
now.  Let’s start in verse 23 as we look at where the word ekklesia came from. 

[Read Acts 19:23-25] 

Because Demetrius’ business was in jeopardy he decided to get the city together 
to kick Paul out.  Look at verse 26 

                                            
3 R. Scott, and  H. G. Liddell, “A Greek-English Lexicon” (Grand Rapids: Baker), p.206. 

4 http://bible-truth.org/Ekklesia.html#N_2_ 

5 http://www.hallmarkbaptist.com/ekklesia.htm (See “Its Form” section)
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[Read Acts 19:26] 

You can see the problem – the idol industry was about to suffer a major setback.  
But there was a another problem going on, and that was that Demetrius wasn’t 
the town crier and his little meeting wasn’t conducting business the way it was 
supposed to be conducted.  And we see this in verse 32. 

[Read Acts 19:32] 

While gathering for business was embraced, rioting in the name of business was 
illegal and could result in severe punishment.  And so in verse 35 the city clerk, a 
high ranking Ephesian official quickly showed up and quieted everyone down by 
telling them that their mob was out of order.  And then in verse 39 he said: 

[Read Acts 19:39-40a] 

So here we see the word ekklesia used in its secular form in the first century.  It 
was an intentional gathering of citizens who came together for the purpose of 
discussing and dealing with civil problems.  And it was these components, the 
intentional gathering of members around a specific purpose that made this word 
attractive to the early Christians.  After all they too were meeting intentionally with 
a set membership for a specific purpose.  And that is the origin of the world 
translated “church”. 

Big “C” Church 

I would like to turn our attention now to the two ways that Christians used the 
word ekklesia in the New Testament.  It is actually quite a common word coming 
up 115 times. 112 of those times it is translated “church” and three times it is 
translated with the secular word “assembly.”6   

But of those 112 times it is used in two ways.  The first way is in a universal 
sense to describe what we will call Big “C” Church – all Christians of all time.  
And we get this first usage from the lips of Jesus in Matthew where He says: 

And I tell you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my 
church (ekklesia), and the gates of Hades will not overcome it. 

(Matthew 16:18)   

When Jesus uses ekklesia here He is talking about all people of all time who will 
come to believe in Him through Peter and the disciple’s ministry.  The Big “C” 
Church will be made up of people both on earth and those in heaven who have 
been reconciled to God by the blood of Jesus.   
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And we get this same picture in several other texts: 

In Colossians we read: 

The Son is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all 

creation... And He is the head of the body, the church 
(ekklesia); He is the beginning and the firstborn from among the 

dead, so that in everything He might have the 
supremacy. (Colossians 1:15;18) 

Paul here is not referring to one particular group of people, but rather to every 
person who is part of the body of Christ regardless or what city or country they 
live in or what century they were part of.  And that’s Big “C” universal Church. 

But that’s not the full picture, or even half the picture, because of the 115 
appearances of the word ekklesia in the New Testament “92 of them refer to the 
second meaning of ekklesia.”7  So what is this second and much more prominent 
meaning referring to? 

Little “c” church 

In a sentence, the second meaning of ekklesia refers to the little “c” local church 
that exists in a specific location. 
  
Now right off the bat there are several things about the local church that are 
distinct from the universal church.  First it’s visible.  You can point at it and say 
“there it is” at 1600 Johnson St.  Second, while sometimes it has sleeping people 
in it – don’t think you can hide – it doesn’t have any dead people in it.  It’s made 
up of living Christians in a particular place at a particular time.   
 
And throughout Scripture small “c” church is where the emphasis lies.  Here are 
some examples:  Just after the death of Stephan in Acts chapter 8 we read: 
 

On that day a great persecution broke out against the church in Jerusalem, and all except 
the apostles were scattered throughout Judea and Samaria. (Acts 8:1) 

 
The church in Jerusalem was a physical entity that people could point to and say 
“there it is” and it could be persecuted.  It’s impossible really to persecute a 
spiritual reality, but it is quite possible to persecute a physical reality, and that 
was what was happening here. 
 
And then throughout the rest of the New Testament we get loads of other 
examples of local churches.  In fact almost the entire New Testament was written 
to local churches.  And so in 1 Corinthians we read: 
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To the church of God in Corinth, to those sanctified in Christ Jesus and called to be his holy 
people (1 Corinthians 1:2a) 

 
That was a specific group of people.  Or take the letter to Philemon: 

Paul, a prisoner of Christ Jesus, and Timothy our brother, To Philemon our dear friend and 

fellow worker— also to Apphia our sister and Archippus our fellow soldier—and to the church 
that meets in your home (Philemon 1-2) 

Or take the book of Revelations where Jesus comes to John while he is on the 
Island of Patmos and gives him a word for the seven churches in the province of 
Asia calling each of them out by name.  
 
In chapter 2 we read “To the angel of the church in Ephesus write” (Rev 2:1) 
Then a few verses later “To the angel of the church in Smyrna write:” (Rev 2:8) 
Then “To the angel of the church in Pergamum write:” (Rev 2:12) 
Then “To the angel of the church in Thyatira write:” (Rev 2:18) 
Then “To the angel of the church in Sardis write:” (Rev 3:1) 
Then “To the angel of the church in Philadelphia write:” (Rev 3:7) 
And finally “To the angel of the church in Laodicea write:” (Rev 3:14) 
 
As you can see these were real places in what is modern day Turkey.  And on 
the map you can also see the island prison of Patmos where John was writing 
from, just off the coast.  And these are just a few examples of the small “c” local 
church in Scripture. 
… 
Alright, so what is a local church?  When my family sits around the dinner table 
and prays for the meal are we a church?  When you bump into a Christian 
brother or sister at Superstore is that a church?  Is the small group that meets in 
your living room a church?  What qualifies a gathering of believers as a church? 
 
Well in the New Testament we see four criteria practiced for what made a 
gathered body of believers a church, and here is where we come back to the 
word ekklesia.  Remember we said in secular usage an ekklesia was an 
intentional gathering of citizens called out for a specific purpose by the town crier.  
Now look at the four marks of the first century church. 
 
First it was a gathering where the Gospel of Jesus Christ was preached and 
taught.8  Second baptism and the Lord’s Supper were practiced.9  Third, its 
members were held accountable to each other.10  And fourth, it was governed by 
elders and deacons. 11 
 

                                            
8
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11
 1 Tim 3:1-13 



 6 

And when you consider these four criteria you can see why early Christians 
chose ekklesia as the word to describe their meeting.   
 
Christian churches were incredibly intentional groups of people that met regularly 
for a specific purpose – in their case the glorification of Jesus through the 
preaching of the Word and fellowship around the Lord’s Supper and they had an 
established membership which included leaders by which they could hold each 
other accountable.  
 
I think you can see how with this understanding 5 friends at Starbucks don’t 
qualify as a church, and even the small group that meets in your living room 
doesn’t measure up.  Unless of course you gather regularly to preach the Word 
to each other, baptize new converts share the Lord’s supper and appoint elders 
and deacons.  But then you would be a house church not a small group. 
 
You see the numbers aren’t important, it is what those numbers do that makes 
the difference.   
 
Of course there is nothing wrong with meeting Christian friends at Starbucks, that 
can be incredibly beneficial, but without these four criteria being met you just 
can’t call yourself a church.   
 
Alright, to summarize what we have seen so far.  The Greek word ekklesia 
describes an intentional body of citizens called out for a specific purpose.  And in 
Christian circles the two ways this was visualized – the Big “C” universal church 
and the small “c” local church.  And as far as the emphasis goes the New 
Testament places much more weight on the small “c” church that is made up of 
people who do the four things we have just disused. 
 
The Universal and the Local inseparable  
 
The last thing I want to do today is show how the Big “C” and the Small “c” 
church are actually one entity that can not be divided.  And here is where we 
come back to our question for today: Can a person claim to be a Christian and 
yet have little or no regard for the local church? 
 
First I want to look at the early church in Acts 2 and then I want to look at some 
metaphors that the New Testament uses to refer to the church.  And with both of 
these we are going to see the same thing, and that is that while the Bible does 
distinguish between the universal and the local church, it never makes a 
separation between the two. 
 
So turn with me now to Acts chapter 2 and verse 37, the text that Audrey read for 
us earlier. 
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The Early Church 
This story takes place at Pentecost, 50 days after Passover and 50 days since 
Jesus died and rose again.   
 
And the Holy Spirit has just shown up, the disciples have started speaking 
different languages, and now Peter is preaching the Gospel of Jesus Christ to a 
crowd of over 3000 people.  Look at verse 37 
 
[Read Acts 2:37-39; 41] 
 
The promise of salvation was for them and their children and all those far off – for 
the Big “C” church.  But what happened after this?  Had the people arrived at the 
full understanding of what it meant to be the church? 
 
No, not really, look what happened starting in verse 42 
 
[Read Acts 2:42] 
 
First they believe and are baptized, but they are baptized into a body that began 
doing those four things we talked about.   
 
Here they dedicate themselves to the Apostles’ teaching of the Word and to the 
breaking of bread which was another way of referring to the Lord’s Supper.  As 
far as the leadership was concerned at this point the church was governed by the 
11 Apostles, but as they planted more churches they established Elders and 
Deacons.  And the text continues: 
 
[Read Acts 2:43-45] 
 
Accountability was the next thing that came into practice, and here accountability 
was a really positive thing.  They were taking account of each other, watching out 
for each other, looking after each other.  Of course if you remember the story of 
Ananias and Sapphira in Acts 5 you know that this accountability also meant 
church discipline as well. 
 
And the text continues: 
 
[Read Acts 2:46-47] 
 
Here there was no separation between the universal and the local church.  In 
fact, for a brief moment in history there wasn’t any distinction between the two 
because here the local church was the universal church. 
 
But notice again the words in verse 41:  “Those who accepted his message were 
baptized, and about three thousand were added to their number that day.”   
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As soon as they were baptized they were added to the church.  Believe and join 
the church, that is the precedent that was established in the early church. 
 
Metaphors of Church 
Now very quickly I want to look at a couple of metaphors that show the same 
thing: 
 
All throughout the New Testament the authors paint pictures that describe both 
the Big “C” Church and the Little “c” church. 
 
For example think of the Body of Christ 
 
In Colossians 1 it says “[Christ] is the head of the body, the church.” (Col 1:18) – 
here Paul is talking about the universal, invisible, Big “C” Church.  And yet in 1 
Corinthians he says to the Corinthian church “Now you are the body of Christ and 
each one of you is a part of it.”  (1 Cor 12:27) 
 
The Big “C” Church body is seen in actual people in an actual place. 
 
Or take the picture of the Church as a building.  Peter says “You also, like living 
stones, are being built into a spiritual house” (1 Peter 2:5).  This is the universal 
church.  And yet Paul also says to the local church in Corinth “You are God’s 
building”  (1 Corinthians 3:9).  The universal building is seen in the local building. 
 
Or finally take the picture of the Bride of Christ.  In the end of Revelations it says 
“Come, I will show you the bride, the wife of the Lamb” (Revelations 21:9).  The 
Bride is the whole church purified and prepared for Christ.  And yet Paul can tell 
the local church “I promised you to one husband, to Christ” (2 Corinthians 11:2).  
Jesus’ universal bride is visible in the local church. 
 
So while the universal church is bigger, including Christians from all ages, it is 
both indistinguishable and inseparable from the visible local church. 
 
Conclusion 
So what is the big deal?  Well basically the things we believe affect the way we 
live.  If we believe like Barna that we aren’t called to join a church we are just 
called to be the church, then we make a false separation between two things that 
can’t be separated. 
 
In Scripture everyone who is a member of the Big “C” universal Church is also a 
member of a Little “c” local church – our universal membership is expressed 
visibly in one location. 
 
Brothers and sisters, Jesus gave us the church as the place where we are taken 
from our current state and sanctified over time into Christ likeness.  Is this 
something you long for?  If yes, then you can’t give up on the church. 
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o Do you yearn to stop sinning in the way that you speak?  God has 
given you the local church as the means to cause this to happen.  
Do you yearn for self-control over envy, jealousy, and lust?  Do you 
yearn to love others more, and to quit being self-centred?  This is 
the point of the local church.  Do you yearn to be a better father, 
mother, husband, wife, sibling, son, or daughter?12 

� The local church is God’s hospitable to make sin sick people 
well.  The local church is God’s family to grow his children 
into maturity.  Friends the church, this church, and others 
like it, are the places where this happens.   

 
So let me conclude with two questions: 
 
First have you seen your need for Christ?  Do you know that you are a sinner in 
need of a Saviour?  Have you come to Jesus in repentance and asked for His 
forgiveness?  If “yes” then you are a member of the Big “C” Church of Christ, if 
not yet, then come and talk with me after the service. 
 
But second, have you demonstrated your invisible union with Christ by becoming 
a member of a visible church?  Can you say “This church is my home?  These 
are my brothers and sisters.  I have given them my commitment, I love them and 
care for them and share the gifts God has given me with them? 
 
If not what steps do you need to take today?  Is it time to do more than fill a 
random pew, is it time to give yourself to the church in membership?  If you are 
feeling this way then come and talk with me afterwards.   
 
Or perhaps you are already officially a member, but you have been sitting on the 
sideline not using your gifts to really join the church.  If this is the case come and 
talk to me as well, or call me during the week.  Membership isn’t just a name on a 
paper, it is a vow of commitment very similar to the vows we take at the wedding 
alter.  But then that shouldn’t be that surprising – after all we are the bride of 
Christ. 
 
Friends its time to stop dating the church and commit to the family of God.  
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