Why We Have Church As We Do

Col 3:12-17 Put on then, as God's chosen ones, holy and beloved,  compassion,  kindness, humility, meekness, and patience, 13  bearing with one another and,  if one has a complaint against another,  forgiving each other;  as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive. 14 And above all these put on  love, which binds everything together in perfect harmony. 15 And let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, to which indeed you were called in one body. And be thankful. 16 Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, teaching and admonishing one another in all wisdom, singing psalms and hymns and spiritual songs,  with thankfulness in your hearts to God. 17 And whatever you do, in word or deed, do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus,  giving thanks to God the Father through him. ESV

1 Cor 14:26 What then, brothers? When you come together, each one has  a hymn,  a lesson,  a revelation,  a tongue, or  an interpretation.  Let all things be done for building up. ESV

_______________________________________________________________________

I want to speak to you of our church service and specifically what we tend to do in our church services and I want to help you understand why we do them as we do.  It is true that we have church a bit different than most main-stream denominational churches and sometimes perhaps people are shocked by our style of services.  But I want you to realize that for virtually everything that we do in our services, we either have a direct scriptural commandment or a good scriptural principle for it and that there is always a definite purpose for our meeting together.  The Bible teaches us in 1 Peter 3:15 that we should always be prepared to answer critics about what we do and why we do it.  Let us then examine our normal mode of worship service and service format and seek to know why we come together as we do.  Let confusion not have any part of our services!  

First, let us address why we come together in the first place.  We do this because we are commanded to assemble ourselves as a local church body by scripture.  The key scripture is, of course, the following:

Heb 10:24-25 And  let us consider how to stir up one another to love and good works, 25  not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another, and all the more as you see the Day drawing near. ESV

The key phrase there is “not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some.”  Even in the early Apostolic days, some people had a problem getting a revelation of the need for church attendance and the need for “meeting together.”  Grasp something that the Bible teaches here:  “missing church services is a habit.”  It’s a habit that some people get into, and it often becomes a habit for life.  The most common reason why people don’t attend church regularly is because they are in the habit of not making it important or priority.  But clearly we must learn to do otherwise and the best habit you can ever get into is coming to church!  

It is assumed throughout New Testament scripture that believers would assemble.  Numerous times we have phrases like this throughout the New Testament Epistles:

1 Cor 11:18b when you come together as a church, ESV

1 Cor 11:20a When you come together, ESV

It wasn’t “if you come together,” but rather “when you come together!”  Our other text in Colossians would be impossible to follow and obey without a church or group of people coming together:

Col 3:12-17 Put on then, as God's chosen ones, holy and beloved,  compassion,  kindness, humility, meekness, and patience, 13  bearing with one another and,  if one has a complaint against another,  forgiving each other;  as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive. 14 And above all these put on  love, which binds everything together in perfect harmony. 15 And let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, to which indeed you were called in one body. And be thankful. 16 Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, teaching and admonishing one another in all wisdom, singing psalms and hymns and spiritual songs,  with thankfulness in your hearts to God. 17 And whatever you do, in word or deed, do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus,  giving thanks to God the Father through him. ESV

Notice that to obey the commandments of scripture here we have to assemble regularly together.  We are to bear with one another – not stay home to avoid each other.  We are allow the love of Christ to bring perfect harmony – how can God do that if we never met together?  We are called to be “one body” but how can a body function if all of the pieces are disconnected?  The Word of Christ is to dwell in us richly and we are to allow others to teach and admonish us and to join with others in singing songs and actions of praise.  How can you do that unless you come together?  We meet together and have church because we must if we are to fulfill the scriptures and the commandments that it has for us!  

The earlier scripture in Hebrews also reveals why we have church more than just one Sunday morning a week.  He said that we were not to neglect to meet together and that we were to do it “all the more as we see the Day approaching.”  “The Day” in context, is the return of Christ so that the scriptures say that we should assemble more and more the closer we are to Christ’s return.  Some simple math and deduction should suffice here:  are we closer to Christ’s return now than they were when Hebrews was written?  So should we meet together regularly more or less than they did?  The least that you can meet together a week and say that you assembled yourselves together is once a week.  The early Apostolic church started meeting in a set church service on the evening of the first day of the week because it was still a work day then and everybody had to wait until they got off work.  Sunday was considered “the Lord’s Day” because it was the day that Jesus’ resurrection was discovered by the believers.  They worshipped on Sunday rather than the Sabbath Saturday to show that they were no longer under the Laws of Moses.  When later Christianity grew to the place that Sunday became a holiday and no work was instituted, the practice grew to have a Sunday morning service in addition to the pm service to commemorate the time that the ladies and the apostles first discovered the empty tomb.  They did this because they were in the habit of meeting at the temple on the Sabbath for a “morning and evening sacrifice.”  We know from other scriptures that they often met throughout the week, as well, and some even met more but they certainly had a Sunday am and pm service.  Paul taught daily in Ephesus for several, several years.  

We meet three times a week for a regularly scheduled church service because we are closer to the coming of Christ than they were and we believe the scripture that we should assemble ourselves more the closer we get to the scripture.  We meet three times because we take Sunday as a day of rest and of worship and follow the example of the Early Apostolic church.  We take Wednesday because that is adding a service and meeting more, but also because time and experience has proven that it is very effective and helpful to have something in the middle of the week for people to learn and to be refreshed.  We offer a Tuesday night Bible Study and a Friday night youth service because we want to follow the Apostolic example of offering something most days of the week.  A church that is used for one hour on Sunday morning is a far cry from the Apostolic church in the book of Acts that met “daily.”   

______________________________________________________________________

Let’s talk about the format that we use when we come together in assembly.  Before our church service begins – before the music and before the call to order – the church is always open for an hour prior to the service times and until about ten minutes or five minutes till service time, we keep the lights out to encourage personal prayer time.  This is not a mindless ritual, but rather has some very specific purposes.

For example, the Bible teaches that it is the readiness and the state of a person’s heart that determines whether or not the word of God is effective or not.  Personal prayer time before service is a time where a person can make sure that they are ready to receive everything that God has for them in that upcoming service.  Proper preparation involves repentance and personal introspection – something that we don’t necessarily take time for in the beginning of every service because the Bible doesn’t ever teach group or mass repentance or confession.  Jesus said that when you pray you are to enter into your prayer closet and speak privately before God and it was a principle that nobody came to the tabernacle of old empty handed.  That’s why we have praise and worship and why we pass the offering plate but also why we have prayer time before – it’s an opportunity to cleanse yourself, and offer or recommit your life to God before service begins.  Some people wait until the end of service to really commit anything to God or get in touch with Him or get things out of the way that stand as a block between them and the Most High, but if guests and newer Christians are to be ministered to, then everybody in the church cannot afford to wait until the end to really seek God.  We must be ready from the get go – and besides – how much more will you get out of service if you enter the praise and worship with everything already cleared and with the issues of the day blocked out and your focus already on Jesus?  Time has shown that prayer before service is very beneficial.

Furthermore don’t just pray for yourself during that time, but pray for the service to come and that God will have His way freely in the lives of those who come.  Pray for our guests and for the praise and worship service and for the preacher.  Pray that all distractions and evil spirits or human spirits will be subject to God’s will.  Help start the service by putting a prayer covering over it!  Prayer is always beneficial – in both changing you and preparing you and changing the service to be what God wants it to be.  You become a helper in the service by helping the pastor and ministry bear some of the service load by praying for the service before hand.

When service starts we almost always begin with praise and worship.  This usually involves singing and outward exuberance.  The difference between praise and worship is that to worship someone, you’ve got to be in the presence of the one whom you worship.  The wise men said of Jesus, “where is He that we may come and worship?”  God inhabits or comes to dwell in or sets up His throne and thus reveals Himself in our praises.  So we begin with outward praise and usually – though not always – we start with something faster and a bit shallower to get people to praising God.  And then when God’s Spirit has responded to that praise, then we switch to something more reverent and more conducive to the deeper worship.  But understand that one leads to the other and you will never get to a place of true worship if you do not first praise.  

Let’s focus on our praise a moment because many people are shocked by the freedom of praise in our services.  Actually it’s sad that they are shocked because we have scripture for virtually everything that we do.  The Apostolic model is nothing like the stiff and starchy and dry regimented affairs that most people think of when they think of “church.”  There are thousands of scriptures about outward praise in the Bible.  There are more in the Old Testament than in the New Testament because with the Holy Spirit living inside of you, you shouldn’t need as much instruction or exerting to get you to praise God.  Most people who don’t understand our methods of praise and worship are usually those who have never received the infilling of the Holy Ghost or who have let it die down to just barely smoldering embers.  If they would get the fire inside of them, they would naturally respond in the same way.  They use much of the same gestures when they excited or passionate or blessed in the natural – how funny it is that they frown on such actions when talking about their God; are they not as excited as Jesus as they are, say, a touchdown?         

Instead of giving you several hundred scriptures throughout the Bible to back our methods of praise and worship up, let me share with you a very interesting chart which takes Hebrew and Greek words of praise and worship and tells you how many times that they occur in the Bible.  You can just read the 149th or 150th Psalm if you want scriptures to back up most of what we do, but this list might give you a fresh perspective on praise:

Hebrew (Old Testament)

Word


Meaning



Times Used

Hallal


laud, boast, celebrate


99

Gil


shout, circle in joy, dance

29

Tehillah


sing hallals



50

Saphar


recount, proclaim


18

Shabach

shout




7

Ranan


shout with joy



42

Zamar


pluck strings of an instrument

40

Maha


clap




1

Neginah

music, making a song with strings
8

Nagan


Play string instruments


2

Yadah


worship with extended hands

90

Barak


kneel, bless, or salute


70

Todah


extend the hands in praise

32

Ragad


dance with skipping about

1

Sahag


dance




4

Pazaz


leap




1

Samach

spontaneous emotion of extreme
150




Happiness expressed in some 




Visible, external manner


Greek (New Testament)

Word



Meaning



Times Used

Ainesis, ainos, aineo

twitch, twang, or play


12





Musical instrument

Epainos, epaineo

strengthened form of ainos

17

Exomologeomai


confess forth openly, freely

11

Humneo, humnos

to sing praises



6

Psallo



play a musical instrument

12

Eulogatos, eulogia

kneel, bless, or salute


21

Allomai



leap




1

Gonupeteo


kneel down



4

Kampto



to bend the knee


2

Pipto



to fall to the ground in reverence

15

Proskuneo


to fall down and worship


42

Skirtao



to leap with joy



3

Chairo



relates to the Hebrew words

28





Samach, gil, and alatz


Choros



circle dancing



1

This list is not complete but it gives you a great idea of how much the Bible talks about such subjects!  Of course, the chief reason that we praise and worship is because God is worthy!  I’ll just give you one verse, one that I think best sums up a reason for praise being a part of our services:

Ps 33:1 Shout for joy in the Lord, O you righteous!  Praise befits the upright. ESV

“Praise befits the upright” or, in other words, “Praise looks right, fitting, and good on those who are living right before God!  Look at someone and say:  “if you are living for God, praise looks good on you.”  There’s nothing as horrible looking as someone who is supposedly on fire for God sitting starchy and stiff while God’s presence is moving!  Those who have been forgiven and who have given their life to God ought to praise Him!  With all ways and whatever ways you can; without music and without; with singing and without; in praise and worship, but it is fitting for God’s people to come together and give Him glory and honor!  

_______________________________________________________________________

Typically after the praise and worship service – and by the way there is usually no time schedule to the praise and the worship part of the service we just come together and try to follow the leading of the Holy Spirit – then we pray for specific needs.  We do this for two reasons:  first, because the Bible commands us to pray for each other when we come together and there is a specific need:

James 5:13-16 Is anyone among you suffering? Let him pray. Is anyone cheerful? Let him  sing praise. 14 Is anyone among you sick? Let him call for the elders of the church, and let them pray over him,  anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord. 15 And the prayer of faith will save the one who is sick, and the Lord will raise him up. And  if he has committed sins, he will be forgiven. 16 Therefore,  confess your sins to one another and pray for one another,  that you may be healed.  The prayer of a righteous person has great power as it is working. ESV

Secondly, we pray together because there is a great power when believers join together to pray for the same thing:

Matt 18:19-20 Again I say to you, if two of you  agree on earth about anything they ask,  it will be done for them by my Father in heaven. 20 For where two or three are  gathered in my name,  there am I among them." ESV

We take prayer requests so that our brothers and sisters can bind together with us and pray for the same cause.  You should try at that part of the service to remember as many specific requests as you can, or to take note of the requests of the people nearest to you and pray for them.  Join with them and as our church grows, it will be more and more important that you join in prayer with the needs closest to you so that all the prayers are prayed by “two or three.”  God responds to individual prayers but there is a special power and help that comes when believers pray together!  To symbolize this, preachers or worship leaders will often ask you to take the hand of someone next to you or to place your hand on their shoulder – whichever is more appropriate – to symbolize that “we are joining together to pray together for this and agreeing together that it is going to be done.”  Corporate prayer is very important!  

________________________________________________________________________    

Typically after prayer time, we enter that time of the service where many people zone out because they think that it is less important than the other parts.  Typically we take up an offering, then make the needed announcements, and then we might give someone an opportunity to testify about something God has done for them.  Actually this part of the service is very much scriptural and just as important – albeit in a different way – than the preaching and the worship and prayer.

Taking up an offering gives you an opportunity to be faithful in your tithes and offerings.  The Bible equates not giving God tithes and offerings as “robbing God” and says to prove God by trying Him out in these matters:

Mal 3:8-11 Will man rob God? Yet you are robbing me.  But you say, 'How have we robbed you?'  In your tithes and contributions. 9  You are cursed with a curse, for you are robbing me, the whole nation of you. 10  Bring the full tithes into the storehouse, that there may be food in my house. And thereby  put me to the test, says the Lord of hosts, if I will not open  the windows of heaven for you and pour down for you a blessing until there is no more need. 11 I will rebuke  the devourer for you, so that it will not destroy the fruits of your soil, and your vine in the field shall not fail to bear, says the Lord of hosts. ESV  

Tithing is a New Testament principle that Jesus said that we should do.
  Paul told us that “they that preach the gospel should live of the gospel.”
  That is a preacher and pastor shouldn’t have to work a secular job in addition to his duties in preaching the Word.  The only Biblical way to provide for the ministry and the upkeep of the church is through tithes and offering.  In addition to their tithes and offering, Paul also commanded the churches several times to take up a sacrificial offering for various needs – once for missionary efforts and another to help a country that was in famine and natural disaster.  Paul wrote to the Corinthian church:

1 Cor 16:1-3 Now regarding your question about the money being collected for God's people in Jerusalem. You should follow the same procedure I gave to the churches in Galatia. 2 On the first day of each week, you should each put aside a portion of the money you have earned. Don't wait until I get there and then try to collect it all at once. 3 When I come, I will write letters of recommendation for the messengers you choose to deliver your gift to Jerusalem. NLTse

In the same way, we raise funds for SFC which will fund missions and will have a missionary this Wednesday night.  Giving you an opportunity to give to various causes gives you an increased opportunities to be greatly blessed in your finances and is Biblical.  The first day of the week that Paul talked about is Sunday.  

It’s too bad that so many television evangelists and swindlers have turned people off of the joy and blessing of giving to the kingdom of God.  When you give with a cheerful heart, God blesses you greatly.  When you are faithful in your tithes and offerings, God takes care of your finances and ensures that things work out in your life.  You cannot give to a missionary without God giving it back to you many times over.  In our church, we try to not to talk about money all of the time because of the many abuses by so-called ministries today.  If you give something, it absolutely goes to what you gave it to.  Offerings go toward the upkeep of the buildings, grounds, maintenance, insurance, utilities, cleaning supplies, that sort of thing.  Tithing goes to the ministry and from it I draw a salary and we pay guest preachers and that sort of thing.  I also put a large amount of it back in the church because our offerings still do not meet our monthly bills.  There are no secrets and if you want to know how much I make, meet with me and bring your W-2 and if you show me how much you made, I’ll tell you how much I make.  I don’t even take half of the tithing that comes in this church as my personal salary even though Biblically I could.  If you’re interested in the exact amounts of our church’s finances, we’ll have a business meeting in about a week and you can see them for yourself.  We are very transparent to those who support this local work.

We then do announcements and this has a spiritual point just as the other.  Go read the book of Acts and find out how much time the church spent fellowshipping with each other and eating together and attending things together.  Fellowship and being a part socially of the church strengthens the other parts.  If we only came together to praise and hear preaching, we would not be as strong a church as if we laugh together and experience life together.  Our fellowships and many announcements are to keep everyone in unity and to give practical opportunities for fellowship and joint ministry.  I started a few years ago adding a moment where you got out of your pew to go greet each others primarily so that those who are always here and are on time could have some interaction with those who are always habitually late.  We must have social interaction in a positive sense!    

We sometimes do testimonies, particularly if someone asks because God has done something magnificent with them that they want to share.  The Bible says that we are made “overcomers by the word of our testimonies.”
  We also sometimes don’t always do testimonies for two good reasons:  sometimes if you do it all of the time the testimonies become very repetitive, mindless, and thus a pointless tradition.  When I was growing up, we always had certain people that their testimony was always the exact same thing.  As kids we would copy them and mouth it with them when they stood up.  In some ways, I guess, that’s not bad, but testimony service was not meant to become a mindless ritual, but rather a chance to share what God has done for you recently.  In all of this – whether it be our prayers, our singing and praise, our testimonies, or the preaching – God wants freshness and newness and for it to have our heart and mind engaged.  The scriptures record, “sing unto the Lord a new song.”  “When you pray don’t just repeat mindless phrases.”  And even in preaching, I rarely preach the same thing and try to use different ways in order to keep the Word of God fresh before you.  It should be the same with our testimonies – not ritualistic repetitive phrases, but a fresh revealing of what God has done for us that would help others to hear!  

I won’t spend much time on this but we don’t always do public testimonies because some people need to learn how to testify.  It is supposed to build up or edify the church and give glory to God.  Not to edify yourself and not to give the devil glory.  I’ve heard many a testimony that did both and left me feeling more down than before they started.  If you ain’t got nothing positive to say, then don’t testify, pray!  It’s supposed to help not hurt! 

In our other text, we read a verse from Paul’s instructions to the Corinthian church – an assembly that had some major problems in the way that they met together.  In that verse, Paul asked a rhetorical question:

1 Cor 14:26 What then, brothers? When you come together, each one has  a hymn,  a lesson,  a revelation,  a tongue, or  an interpretation.  Let all things be done for building up. ESV

All of these things should be a part of a church service and this verse is helpful by outlining things that were apparently normal part of Apostolic services.  Singing songs, lessons, sharing a new revelation or testimony, speaking in tongues and the operation of the gifts of the Spirit were all apart of the original way that the church met and should be today also in assemblies.  The trouble with Corinth is that everybody thought that every time they came to church that they all had to take turns singing and giving a lesson or preaching a sermon or testifying or being used in the gifts.  And the result of everybody feeling as if they all had to do all of this every service was that the purpose of the service suffered.  The service should have the effect of “building up” the work of God and should be positive.  Long, drawn out services where everybody does everything are counterproductive what to what God needs to do.  Time and these verses have shown that services are more effective if we have one preacher and a few testimonies and if we sing a few songs that everybody participates together or just one special or two.  And that if we follow the leading of the Spirit of God as to what should happen next.  Following His Spirit is a sure way to make sure that our services have helped build us up in the way that God wants us to be built!  

  _______________________________________________________________________

And, of course, then we have the Word either in preaching, teaching, or treaching format.  I’ve preached more than once about this subject so I will not labor long here, but we must have the Word.  We are “begotten” or renewed by the Word.  Faith comes by hearing the Word of God.  There is power in knowing what the Word of God says.  God chose through the foolishness of preaching to save those that are lost.  

I preach different than what most people get in most churches.  I try to mix it up but I’ve also got to be faithful to what I feel like God wants for the service.  There are some who have a problem with a preacher being passionate and want a soft-spoken, emotionless dialogue.  That’s not Spirit-led preaching.  Peter, on the Day of Pentecost, lifted up his voice and preached with authority and passion as did Jesus many times.
  Some want a fifteen minute, “feel-good thought” and just a very shallow presentation – that may be in order some times but it is not in order as the norm.  Both Peter and Paul used quite a bit of scripture and took their time in delivering it.  Peter had to be interrupted by the Holy Spirit falling in the 10th chapter of Acts.  Paul once preached so long that a young man fell asleep and fell out of a third story window.  Preaching doesn’t have to be four hours long or even an hour to be effective, but it should be Word-based.  If you spend your life in this church, then that means that the vast majority of the Word of God that you receive in preaching or teaching format will come from my lips and my ministry.  That’s a tremendous responsibility and I take it seriously.  I am on a life-quest to – before I die – have preached at least a sermon from every chapter of the Bible or at least most.  I put much effort into trying to arrange the Word of God to that it is exciting, useful, and most of all applicable to your life.  I fast and pray about what to preach.  I study many hours of the week in the Word of God.  I occasionally scan a list of what subjects that I have approached this year and try to cover some topics that I might have neglected.  Because I am commanded to preach all of the Word of God and the Bible is a big and deep book.  I will never be able to preach surface sermons because of that – not if I’m really doing what I should and preaching the Word.

Some people are worried about the time that a service takes to complete.  We are loosely on a two-hour schedule but we reserve the right to throw the schedule out of the window at any time.  You cannot time the Holy Spirit – you cannot really limit the moving of God in any part of the service, whether it be prayer, praise and worship, or the Word.  It seems that people are more focused on time than they used to be.  And really it stems from all of their other agendas and that they are trying to fit God in their schedule rather than vice versa.  Really church three times a week for two hours or so a pop is a small contribution of your week when you compare what you give your employer who has absolutely no concern about eternity.  Really a two-hour service is small fry when people will watch a football or baseball or basketball or whatever game for three or four hours and cheer if it happens to go into extra innings or overtime.  How big a two hour window seems when people are at church and yet how fast it passes at the movies or while they are on the internet or cell phone or in front of the television!  It’s really a matter of priorities and what you are really longing for in your life.  

_______________________________________________________________________

If the Word of God is speaking God’s truth in our lives then really the most important part of the service is probably the last – the response to the preached Word of God. The greatest song service and the most red-hot testimonies and greatest sacrificial offering and smoothest announcements can be followed by the most powerful and needed sermon ever preached and if you do not respond to the Word of God in whatever way is appropriate, it was pointless.  Let me help you out:  you ought to make up in your mind that no matter how long you’ve been coming to church and no matter how advanced or not you are, that after the sermon, you are responding.  If the sermon was on repentance, then go repent, even if you cannot think of anything to repent of – repent of all the stuff that you might have forgotten!  If the sermon was on praise, then go praise.  If it was a sermon on commitment or the cross, go back to Calvary and give your all.  If it was teaching, get the attitude, “this is for me” and respond however you can.  

Hopefully I have either explained or helped your grasp of why we have church as we do.  Let me end by saying, that when we have church, let’s have church!  There’s nothing worse and less edifying than a service where everything is just people ritualistically following a routine and whose heart and spirits are not into what is going on!  I urge you that everytime we come together, do so giving everything you’ve got into the service!  Especially now that you know why we do it as we do!  

� Matthew 11:42 NLTse.


� 1 Corinthians 9:14


� Revelation 12:11.


� See for example, John 7:37-39.





