You Need the Church! 

Eph 4:8-16 Therefore it says,  "When he ascended on high he led a host of captives, and he gave gifts to men." 9 (In saying, "He ascended," what does it mean but that he had also descended into the lower parts of the earth? 10 He who descended is the one who also ascended far above all the heavens, that he might fill all things.) 11 And he gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the pastors and teachers, 12 to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ, 13 until we all attain to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to mature manhood, to the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ, 14 so that we may no longer be children, tossed to and fro by the waves and carried about by every wind of doctrine, by human cunning, by craftiness in deceitful schemes. 15 Rather, speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in every way into him who is the head, into Christ, 16 from whom the whole body, joined and held together by every joint with which it is equipped, when each part is working properly, makes the body grow so that it builds itself up in love. ESV

Acts 20:17, 28 Now from Miletus he sent to Ephesus and called the elders of the church to come to him. . . . 28 Pay careful attention to yourselves and to all the flock, in which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to care for the church of God, which he obtained with his own blood. ESV

 _______________________________________________________________________

I love the concept of church.  I love coming to church; I love having church; I love most everything about church.  I cannot remember a time when church was not a part of my life.  Let me rephrase that – I don’t ever remember a time when my whole life was not church.  Growing up and even when my father worked a secular job in the hot oil fields of Caddo Parish, Louisiana, church was the foremost part of our life and everything else revolved around it.  We got the church calendar and made sure that our vacations didn’t cause us to miss something.  More times than not, if we were somewhere on vacation, we found another church to go to on Sunday or midweek.  I’ve fallen asleep in church as a small child, rolled out from under the pew, and gotten stepped on.  As a teenager, I dated “church girls” and went to church youth camps.  You can probably come up with something to call me that would offend me, but “church boy” is not going to be it.  I just like church.  I want my little girl to grow up the same way.

Unfortunately, people who feel the way that I do are in the vast minority of our culture and society today.  Most Americans don’t feel the same way.  To modern Americans, church has become an optional or even occasional part of their life.  Most will claim to belong to one church or another, but they are not regulars.  Some people are of the view that we have too many churches in this country but if every American decided to go to any church on any given Sunday there would not be room for over 60% of them.  We need more churches, I think, but more importantly than that, we need to get the love for church going/participation back in people.  If we’d get the church back in more people, we’d have a whole lot more people back in church!  

The prevalent attitude today is that people don’t really need a church to be saved or to make it to heaven.  The most common opinion taken and given today is that going to church and being active in a church is for some people but not for all.  And, surprisingly, there are many Christians who think that sitting at home and reading their Bible and praying, or watching TBN is the same as going to a church.  I would like to come against that heresy – that’s right, it’s false doctrine of the most severe kind – today with scripture and the Holy Spirit.  My title is simple and you don’t have to guess where we are headed:  I believe that both you and I need the church!  Notice I didn’t say “a church” but “the church.”  We need the Apostolic church that Jesus Christ had in mind and that we see put into action in the New Testament.  It’s not something that’s nice to have or just a want – it’s a need.  Some things are necessities!  We need air and food and shelter.  We need water and love.  And we need the church!  

______________________________________________________________________

I believe that you not only need a church, but you need to be a part of a local church, a local assembly and you need to submit to a local pastor.  I would like to give you three simple reasons today why you need a local church and a local pastor.  You won’t have to strain to grasp the content of today’s message and it’s so simple that a child could understand, but it’s so needed today!  The first reason that you need a local church and a pastor is:

God says that you do!

If I can prove that statement, then we really don’t need the other two reasons, should we?  How many scriptures do we need for a doctrine to be valid?  Two?  Five?  Ten?  A Hundred?  C’mon, answer me, how many scriptural commandments and principles and mentions do we have to have for something to be valid?  If Jesus tells us in only one verse to love our neighbor, do we have to have more than that to do it?  Oh, one is enough?  Really!  Good, because I could give you hundreds of scriptural commandments and verses that show that God says you need a local church and a local pastor.  For the sake of time, I’ll just throw a few at you.

The New Testament assumes that you will assemble yourselves together with other believers weekly.  The New Testament also assumes that you will submit to a pastor.  In fact, it commands you several times to submit to the spiritual leadership that is God called that is over you.  If you have no pastor that you submit to, how can you obey that commandment?

The term church in the Greek is ekklesia (ek-klay-SEE-uh) and officially it refers to the calling out and meeting of a popular nature, particularly religious.  Let me translate that to you:  it means an assembly of people coming together to worship and learn about God.  You by yourself are not the church.  The Greek term could be rightfully translated as “an assembly.”  And in the New Testament, each assembly had a very set order of religious authority and ministry within and over it.  

The coming together for church under a pastor is a God idea.  Say that with me, “the coming together for church under a pastor is a God idea.”  When the Holy Spirit was poured out in the early days of the book of Acts, they met most commonly at the temple in Jerusalem and in each other’s homes.  For example, in the 3rd chapter, Peter and John healed the lame guy when they were going to the temple for an hour of prayer.  When the Christians got kicked out of the temple and had to flee Jerusalem because of persecution there, we find that they would meet in each other’s homes while still assembling at the synagogues each Sabbath.  The Apostle Paul’s modus operandi during the first few missionary journeys was to go into a town and go to the synagogue and preach to the believers and unbelievers there.  When James wrote his book, the first and earliest book chronologically, it is obvious from his instructions in chapter 2 about how the rich jews were being given preferential treatment in their assemblies, that they were still assembling in synagogue-type settings.  

When the Jewish religious leaders, finally kicked the Christians out of the synagogues, the Christians had to start meeting in people’s homes.  We know this from letter such as Romans where Paul says hello to many various churches and lists the homes of the people who hosted and pastored those churches.  However, in Antioch, we find no reference to people’s home and we find a large church that quite obviously had their own building.  And it was from this type of church that revival to the Gentiles broke out.  By the time John wrote the last book of the Bible, Revelation, about 70 years after the outpouring of the Holy Spirit, most towns had their churches consolidated and had their own buildings in which to meet.  John writes to the “church that is in Ephesus” and not to “the churches that are in so and so’s houses in Ephesus.”  In each major city, there was a church with a local pastor over it.  History bears this out that a local assembly, meeting in their own building and submitted to a local pastor was the Apostolic norm.  There are some today that say the church should only meet in people’s homes, but what they miss is that the Apostolic church only did this for a short time until they could get a facility in which to assemble.  And they would only do this at the beginning of starting a church and when the church grew, they would find a more suitable meeting place.  

From our text in Acts and many other such scriptures, we can see that Paul’s pattern in his missionary journeys was to win people to God in a city, organize them into a church and then put a pastor over them.  Other preachers and missionaries followed the same pattern.  In fact, in writing the letters to Timothy and Titus, Paul gives extensive guidelines and criteria for both the pastors and the ministerial leadership of the local church.  Titus was to appoint able men and women to leadership, Paul commanded.  Say it with me:  “coming weekly together for church under a pastor is a God idea.”  

The writer of Hebrews told us:

Heb 10:24-25 Let us think of ways to motivate one another to acts of love and good works. 25 And let us not neglect our meeting together, as some people do, but encourage one another, especially now that the day of his return is drawing near. NLTse

And Paul told us in our other text in Ephesians that God is the one who came up with the concept of the ministry for the body of believers.  Jesus Christ rose in order to give you and I gifts and part of the gifts that He gives is what people term the five-fold ministry!  We read:

Eph 4:11 And he gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the pastors and teachers, ESV

Really, in the Greek, pastors and teachers are linked as one unit so it probably should be called the “four-fold ministry.”  In context of the Apostolic church, the apostles were leaders of leaders – God still calls men to be pastors and leaders of ministers today.  You need a man of God, but you don’t want to find yourself under a man of God who in turn will not submit to a man of God.  Prophets are those who cast vision for the church and who get to the root of the spiritual issues that we face.  Evangelists are those whose primary ministry is to bring the lost into the church.  And the pastor-teachers – literally “shepherd/teachers” are those entrusted with the day to day oversight and teaching of the local assembly.  Say what you will, but the concept of pastors are “a God idea!”  In fact, God considers your pastor and your local church that assembles under him as a gift – a gift that He had to die and rise again in order to deliver to you!  If a gift is judged by its price and valued by its cost, then a pastor is a prized possession indeed because it was given by the work of Calvary!  

There are not one, or two, and not even just twenty, but hundreds of times in the New Testament that it is assumed that you know that you should be a part of the local church.  Many, many times the writers of the Epistles say, “when you come to church” or “when you come together,” or “when you assemble” or a reference is made to the pastors and leaders of the local assembly.  If you are going to look to the Bible for your theology and for your guidance, then God says, you need a church and a local pastor.   

“Oh, preacher, Jesus Christ is my shepherd.”  Actually if you are going to quote it quote it right:  Jesus Christ is the Chief Shepherd and the Great Shepherd.  The references are to a large sheep organization with many undershepherds each with their own local flock and all who reported to the Chief Shepherd.  Jesus Christ is the Chief Shepherd but he has – Peter tells us in his writings – appointed undershepherds, the pastors, to be over the local flock or saints.  What would have happened if a sheep had rejected the idea of the undershepherd which had been appointed by the chief shepherd?  To reject the leadership and the guidance of the undershepherd who was under the chief shepherd was to reject the chief shepherd.  So it is with us!  In our text in the book of Acts we read where Paul called for a final meeting with the elders or pastors of the church in Ephesus and where he told them:

Acts 20:28 Pay careful attention to yourselves and to all the flock, in which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to care for the church of God, which he obtained with his own blood. ESV
Did you catch that?  “The Holy Spirit has made you overseers of all of the flock, to care for the church of God.”  It’s God’s church, but He appointed the pastors and ministry as the overseers or undershepherds over His flock.

The commonly used Old Testament source that is often quoted by those who would reject the need for a local pastor, is the 23rd Psalm which begins “the Lord is my shepherd” or “Jehovah is my shepherd.”  I’ve heard many person say, “the Lord is my shepherd and I don’t need another pastor.”  Consider something, though:  that verse was written by King David.  The same King David who loved more than anything to be in God’s house.  The same King David who wrote:

Ps 122:1 I was glad when they said to me, "Let us go to the house of the LORD!" ESV    

He’s also the same King David who wrote:

Ps 27:4 One thing have I asked of the LORD, that will I seek after: that I may dwell in the house of the LORD all the days of my life, to gaze upon the beauty of the LORD and to inquire in his temple. ESV

It’s true that David wrote, “Jehovah is my shepherd” but it is also true that he had a man of God in his life, the prophet Nathan, who corrected him and delivered the Word of God to and to whom the king submitted and heeded.  Those who would quote such scriptures to try to prove that they don’t need a local church or pastor need to consider the life of the man who wrote that statement – David would beg to differ!  The fact that Jesus is our Great Shepherd just underscores the fact that we need the church and a pastor because the local church and the pastor as an overseer was His idea!  

I’ll try not to linger long here, so think of the import of that:  the God who knows you best and who made the Holy Spirit available and who came in flesh to die to usher in this Era of Grace is the One who invented the concept of the local church and gave you a pastor over you.  The God who knows all things knew that you needed a pastor and to be a part of a local assembly that meets regularly.  No offense, but I’ll take God’s opinion over any professor or preacher’s or philosopher’s word any day.  And God says, “you need the church!  You need a pastor!  That’s why He gave them to you in the first place!  And if a person is really led by the Holy Spirit, then they will admit the truth of our text in that the Holy Spirit is the One who made the pastors to be overseers of the local flock!  You need the church!    

If you don’t hear anything I say today, hear this:  the only Word of God given in the New Testament was to people who were in local churches and under local pastors.  The four Gospels were written, or preserved, in order that they might be distributed to the local churches so that the life of Jesus could be read and studied.  The rest of the New Testament is letters – a couple of letters to individuals but mainly to churches of particular towns.  That is why we have 1 Corinthians, because it the first letter to the church in Corinth.  It is of them that Paul wrote, “when you come together.”  They regularly met – that wasn’t even debated!  And even the other letters refer to the churches to which they were apart.  Philemon was written to a guy who pastored a church.  Many scholars consider 2 John to actually be addressed to a particular church from a sister church.  The Book of Revelation begins with specific words to seven local church assemblies in Asia.  Are you catching it?  Every promise in the New Testament was written to people who were apart of local Apostolic assemblies and who were submitted to local pastors as the Apostles had appointed.  If you are apart of a local church and submitted to a local pastor, then when you read the New Testament, you are reading somebody else’s mail!  You need the church – the Apostolic local church – because God said you do!  It is a God idea and God knows best!  

_______________________________________________________________________

Let me hasten to my second point.  You need the church and you need a local pastor because:

It’s the only way that you will become all that God wants you to be.

Every hero of the bible was a frequenter of a place where people congregated to worship and all were submitted to Godly authority over them in the form of another human being.  I’ve mentioned David already with Nathan.  Abraham returned repeatedly to Bethel (it means the house of God) and had his Melchezidek.  Aaron had the Tabernacle and had Moses.  Even Daniel prayed in captivity three times toward Jerusalem because that’s where God’s house had been.  Jesus was found constantly in synagogues and the temple.  He went to the synagogue “as was His manner” the Bible records.  Stephen the man of whom it was spoken of as being “full of the Holy Spirit” went often to the temple.  Ditto Peter and John and Saul/Paul.  The church of Antioch is what spawned the ministeries of Barnabas and Paul and the revival to the Gentile.  Anybody who has ever done anything great for God and who has grown to be mighty in God has had a church that they were apart of in which they grew and a man of God over them that they submitted to.  There has never been someone “out on their own” who never was apart of a local assembly and who had no pastor who has ever done anything great for Apostolic truth!  

With that in mind, let’s go back to the sheep analogy.  Throughout the New Testament, saints and believers are referred to as sheep.  Jesus saw a sheep without a shepherd as being a great tragedy.  He wept during His ministry over the Jews because they seemed as “sheep without a shepherd.”  He told the parable of the 99 lost sheep coming into the fold and when one was missing, that the good shepherd goes out and searches for that one sheep until he finds it.  That sheep was still a sheep, but was not in the fold under the shepherd’s care.  To Jesus, for a sheep to be on its own without the protection of a shepherd and to not be assembled together with other sheep in the fold was an emergency that called for extreme action!  To be a sheep without a local shepherd and not within a local fold is a horrible place to be spiritually.

The reason that Jesus taught such strong teachings is that such sheep are easy targets.  Sheep on their own are easy targets for false doctrines.  They are easy targets for the devil.  Most don’t simply don’t last long spiritually.

Let’s suppose for a moment though, that you could make it on your own.  You’ve seen the dog walking along the street and with one glance it’s obvious that the dog lives on the streets and is by himself in the world and has to just survive.  I saw one such mutt the other day – one of the ugliest dogs that I had ever seen.  Walking by himself down the street sniffing at garbage cans.  Scars and battle wounds all over its body.  Ribs showing as it scrounged in the garbage cans to try to make it another day.  He’s alive, but what a horrible existence it is!  

Let’s suppose that you can make it for a while living for God without a local fold of the church and without a local shepherd in a pastor.  Why in the world would you want to live such a life?  To barely stay saved day in and day out; to fight battles that you were never meant to fight; to scrounge for spiritual nourishment wherever you can get it instead of coming to church and having the banquet spread of the Word of God and fresh manna from heaven put before you.  Even if you could survive, why would you willingly choose such a life when God has a much better way!?  

This is what He said in our text as to why He gave you the gift of the pastor/teacher in the local church:

Eph 4:11-16 And he gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the pastors and teachers, 12 to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ, 13 until we all attain to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to mature manhood, to the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ, 14 so that we may no longer be children, tossed to and fro by the waves and carried about by every wind of doctrine, by human cunning, by craftiness in deceitful schemes. 15 Rather, speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in every way into him who is the head, into Christ, 16 from whom the whole body, joined and held together by every joint with which it is equipped, when each part is working properly, makes the body grow so that it builds itself up in love. ESV

Listen carefully to what verses 12 and on say:  “to equip the saints for the work of ministry.”  That means that someone who is not apart of a local church and who does not submit to a pastor will be someone who is not equipped for the work of ministry.  “For building up the body of Christ until we attain to the unity of the faith…”  The person who rejects the gift of a pastor in a local church setting will never be built up to be what they should be to fulfill their part of the body of Christ.  They will never come to the unity of the faith and to a full knowledge of Christ.  Going on in verse 14, they will forever be spiritual children and tossed here and there by every wave of doctrine, wishy-washy and easy pray to human philosophy and not established in truth.  They will never grow up spiritually to be all that they should be.  They will never be working properly as God designed them to be.  You need the church and, yes, you need the pastor – it’s the only way that you can become all that God wants you to be!  

Consider more closely those phrases, “that we may no longer be children” and “makes the body grow.”  Think how absurd it would be to take a newborn infant and take them from the birthing room and instead of giving them to a nursery with a caring nurse and a loving family, we toss them out into the streets and say, “let them fend for themselves.”  Not many would make it.  Actually, none would make it.  

Now consider that when  person is baptized in the name of Jesus Christ and filled with the baptism of the Holy Spirit, they are – as Jesus said – being born again of the water and of the Spirit.  They may be 16, 38, or 73 years of age when that happens but they are new-born infant spiritually.  Trying to live for God without a local church and a pastor is as absurd and impossible as trying to raise yourself – if you do make it, you will be much lacking and much less than what you could be.  We grasp this in the natural, but do we in the spiritual?  What happens if, at four years old you decide that you don’t need to be taught anything else and that you’ve got it all together?  What kind of quality of life does someone who rejects education and learning altogether live?  So it is spiritually.  You need the church – the Apostolic church – and a pastor because it’s the only way that you will become all that God wants you to be.  If you survive on your own – and that’s a huge IF – you will always be stunted and scraggly and a pitiful example of what God can do.  

Do you remember what Jesus told Simon Peter?  “Upon this rock I will build my church and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it.”  I understand that the Apostolic church is built upon the revelation that Peter had and that such things are the primary meaning of this passage.  But think about the rest of that quote.  To Simon Peter, who would become the first pastor of the first Apostolic Pentecostal church that was formed in Jerusalem, Jesus said this.  The gates of hell do not move.  Jesus was talking the Apostolic church as “My church” and it was that church – the church – that the gates of hell would not prevail.  The church is pictured here as being on the offensive and not defensive.  Did you catch that?  I’ve heard it preached many times that the gates of hell are coming against it and we’re going to withstand its attack.  That is to completely reverse the imagery of Jesus’ words.  Jesus said that His church was the one that one the move attacking the gates of hell and that hell was what was under attack!  When you try to live for God on your own, you put yourself into a life of being on the defensive and just trying to survive, but when you become apart of the church model that Jesus Christ established, you are no longer living reactive, but proactive and it is hell that is worried about you and you who are apart of the army of God and kingdom that is winning and on the move!  You need the church and you need a pastor – it’s the only way that you can ever be all that God has planned for you!

I’ll say it one more time because it’s true in even modern times:  every great Christian who ever did a great work for God and who followed Jesus greatly has two things in common and those two things are that they all were a faithful and active part of a local church and they all had a pastor to whom they were loyal and to whose instruction and even correction they faithfully submitted.  To try to live for God without the local church or a local pastor is to choose a life of spiritual scrawniness and far beneath the power and anointing and results that you could be.  Why would you purposefully choose a life that was as worse as it could be?  Why would you choose emptiness over fullness?  Why would you willingly embrace struggles and hardship over blessing and fruitfulness?  Why would automatically choose a way that ensures that you will greatly underachieve?  Oh, don’t listen to the lies of this world – you need the church, my friend; you need the church!  

_______________________________________________________________________

There are many reasons why you need the church and so this is not the final reason, but for the sake of this message it will be the last that I bring before you.  A third reason that you need the church and a local pastor is:

You will eventually come to a time or place where you need supernatural and spiritual help, strength, and guidance in your life.

“I can make it on my own!”  Oh, sure you feel that way right now, but there will come a time where you will not be able to make it on your own.  Just as nobody goes to hell alone or by themselves, so will nobody go to heaven alone.  None of us have it within ourselves to be the body of Christ and to complete the church and so we need each other!  

James wrote in his book, “if there be any sick among you let him call for the elders of the church and…”   Wait!  Hold on a minute.  If you are not part of the local church, then how can you call the “elders,” to pray for you, a word that refers to the pastoral leadership of the local assembly?  

We’ve all been given a measure of faith, and the just – those who are in right standing before God – will live by faith.  But eventually you will reach a place where your faith is low.  Do you know what is the only thing that can bring faith into your life?  Paul told us in Romans 10:  “faith comes by hearing and hearing by the Word of God” but then He tells us “how can they hear without a preacher?”  Reading the Word of God is not enough and speaking the Word of God is not enough.  Faith comes by hearing the Word of God through the preached presentation of it.  

I marvel at how quickly people become hypocritical in their walk with God as to what they need and don’t need.  Without a local assembly and church and pastor, they would have never come to the realization that they needed to be baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ; they would have never gotten the Holy Spirit.  For most people, if it had not been for people founding and establishing a church – both in the sense of a building and in the sense of an assembly of people – and if it had not been for the fact that when they went one day to a local assembly and heard the preached Word of God by a local preacher, then they probably would have never encountered God in such a powerful way.  And yet, after some people have received such experiences, they sometimes want to then turn around and argue that what made their walk with God possible is now not all that important!  

Think about how differently things would have been if Saul/Paul had not had a local assembly of believers in Tarsus to help him and to guide him?  Jesus powerfully knocked Saul/Paul off of his Phariseeical notions on the road to Damascus and got his attention.  But have you ever noticed that Jesus Christ did not speak from heaven and tell him all that he needed to do?  Go read Acts chapter 9.  Jesus Christ gave him directions to a man who was a member of the local church in Damascus, Ananias and at the same time spoke to Ananias and told him what Saul/Paul needed to do.  And Ananias came and prayed for him to receive the Holy Spirit and with the Holy Spirit came healing for his blinded eyes and then he was baptized in the name of the Lord and the chapter tells us:

Acts 9:19b-20 For some days he was with the disciples at Damascus. 20 And immediately he proclaimed Jesus in the synagogues, saying, "He is the Son of God." ESV    

Without the group of believers in Damascus, there would have been no Saul/Paul and not two-thirds of the New Testament written!  You see, in the same way, Jesus will not tell you personally every detail of what you need to do or what you need to change or what you need to become.  He will reveal Himself to you on your own, but if you could hear the voice of Jesus today, He would be giving you directions to the local Apostolic church and to the local Apostolic minister and pastor and assembly of disciples.  Later on, it was Barnabas who testified for Paul and told of his conversion and that caused Paul to be accepted by the other apostles and Barnabas had met Paul going to church together in Damascus.  

Where would you be today without a local church and the preaching of a local pastor?  For those of you who are not a faithful member of any assembly and/or who do not submit to a local pastor, where are you spiritually?  Is everything great and wonderful?  Do you know it all spiritually?  Have you grown greatly in God on your own?  You and both know the answer to those questions because it’s obvious.  You need the church!  

The church of Jesus Christ is not broken!  The church based upon the Apostolic model and preaching the same doctrine and experience as the church of the Book of Acts and the Day of Pentecost is not broken.  What is broken is this modern mindset that it is non-important.  If you will realize that you need the church and a pastor and give yourself to serving Christ in them, you will discover a great truth:  all men and women need the church!   

