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Bielsko Biala Conference 

 

April  2013 

 

The Church  

 

Lecture 1:  “Whose Church is it anyway?” 

 

Text:  “I will build my Church…” (Matt 16:18) 

 

Introduction 

 

1.    It is usual, when discussing Church life to talk about our own Churches to which we 

belong. As we describe the Church we often refer to it as “our Church”. A Pastor, for example, 

may refer to the Church as “My Church”. It is part of our normal expression. However, I 

consider this to be misleading. I try to make an effort never to speak of “my Church” or “our 

Church” for the simple reason that it is not our Church and does not belong to us.  

 

2. I have wondered whether many of our problems in Church stem from this wrong 

understanding of the Church. If the Church is our Church then we have the right to decide what 

happens in the Church. We have authority to dictate what should take place. We take the view 

that we are in control of the Church as it belongs to us. But is this right? Do we really own the 

Church? Should we think and speak as if the Church is our possession, our property? If we 

think like this are we likely to have a wrong and skewed impression about how we should 

behave in the Church and how the Church should be organised? 

 

3. Let us look at what the Bible says about who owns the Church. Jesus made an 

interesting remark about the Church in His words from Matt 16:18, “I will build my Church…”. 

There it is! The Church is not ours. It belongs to Him. He says He is the owner and builder of 

the Church. This instantly makes a difference. We cannot use the expression, “My Church”.  

 

4. Then again look at Acts 20:28 “Pay careful attention to yourselves and to all the flock of 

which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to care for the church of God which He 

obtained with his own blood” .  Why is it necessary to “pay careful attention to ourselves and to 

all the flock”? Because the Church belongs to God. It is “The Church of God”. The Church is 

owned by God; it is His by right. 
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5.  But there is more, the Church belongs to God because He “obtained” the Church 

through the blood of Christ. The Greek word used here, περιεποιήσατο (periepoiesato) means, 

“to acquire, obtain, gain for oneself”. Through the sacrificial death of Jesus God has acquired 

ownership of the Church for Himself. He alone is the rightful owner of the Church.  

 

6. There is a story of a little boy who made for himself a model sailing boat. He took it for 

its first sailing on the lake. Unfortunately, the wind was so strong blowing away from the land 

that it took the little boat far into the middle of the lake and out of sight. The boy had lost his 

boat on its first sailing. A few weeks later as he walked down through the town he spied his 

boat in the window of a second-hand shop. He immediately went into the shop and paid the 

purchase price to buy back his boat. As he left the shop he was heard saying to himself, “This 

boat is now twice mine; I made it and I bought it”. The Church is twice belonging to God. Jesus 

is building it, and He paid the price for it.  

 

7. It is important, therefore, for us to consider the subject of the Church. We need to look 

at subjects such as “What is the Purpose of the Church?”; “How should we care for the 

Church?”; “What should we do when the Church is under attack?”; “Who is really in charge of 

the Church?” These are issues of importance to us all. Whether we are actual members of a 

local Church or attend a Church, it is essential for us to appreciate what the Bible has to say 

about the significance of the Church. This understanding will have a major effect upon the way 

we behave in the Church and how we view its importance.  

 

1. What is the Church. 

 

1:1 When I was young we used to play a game with our hands. We would interlace our 

fingers and then say, “Here’s the Church, here’s the steeple, open the doors and inside 

are all the people”. I grew up thinking that the building down the road with a steeple and 

doors was the Church. There were lots of Churches in our town; all with different names 

representing their individual denominations such as the Baptist Church; the Pentecostal 

Church; the Congregational Church; the Church of England etc. 

 

1:2 However, as a grew older and began to understand the teaching of the Bible I learned 

that the building itself is not the Church; and the denomination is not the Church. The 

Church is the people! We should strive to get away from referring to the Church building 

as the Church. The Puritans of the 17th century use to call it “The Meeting Place”. I wish 

we could return to this title as it would prevent so much misunderstanding.  
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1:3 This is how the Bible talks of the Church – people, not buildings or denominations. Of 

course, in the days of the NT separate buildings in which Christians could meet did not 

exist. Early Christians first met in private houses. Later, under persecution they used the 

tunnels known as catacombs.  It was not until the days of Constantine in the 4th century 

that special buildings were being used. It would be common then for the town hall, 

known as the Basilica, a Roman Town Hall, to be used. But, as the history of the Church 

developed more elaborate buildings were constructed and these became known as 

“Churches”. Additionally, the growth of denominations also took on the name of 

“Church”. So, today we have “Baptist Church”; “Lutheran Church”; “Roman Catholic 

Church”.  

 

1:4 Let us turn to the NT and see how the Church is described. In Colossians 4:15 we 

read of, “…the Church in her house”. This is a very apt description. The Church is 

separate from the building. The Church meets in the house of a woman called 

Nympha.   

 

1:5 Paul makes an even more detailed description of the Church when writing in 1 Cor 1:2 

"To the church of God that is in Corinth, to those sanctified in Christ Jesus, called to 

be saints together with all those who in every place call upon the name of our Lord 

Jesus Christ, both their Lord and ours”. Although the Church comprises people and 

not buildings, the Church is even more than that. It comprises “…those who are 

sanctified in Christ Jesus, called to be saints” and who “call upon the name of our 

Lord Jesus Christ”. In other words, the Church is the believers. Not just those who 

attend the gathering. The NT makes it clear that the Church represents those who are 

born-again believers. A significant definition comes from Ephesians 5:25-27 "Christ 

loved the church and gave himself up for her, that he might sanctify her, having 

cleansed her by the washing of water with the word,  so that he might present the 

church to himself in splendour, without spot or wrinkle or any such thing, that she 

might be holy and without blemish."  The Church is that body of people who are united 

to Christ; the bride of Christ. There is an intimate and close tie between the Church 

and Christ. The Church is not a religious group of people. The Church is identified by 

its very close spiritual union with Christ. You know you belong to the Church when you 

can say that you are in Christ through faith; Christ is your Saviour. 

 

1:6 I knew a pastor who would speak to the assembled people on a Sunday morning 

saying, “Come on Church let’s worship”. Or he would say, “Let’s do Church”. You, 

who are the saved ones, you are the Church. Whether you meet in this building or a 
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home or form a group on the roadside, you are the Church. There is the local Church 

or the universal Church found in every country. There is the Church in the OT and NT, 

the Church living and the Church with Christ in glory. This is what Hebrews 12:22-23 

says, "But you have come to Mount Zion and to the city of the living God, the heavenly 

Jerusalem, and to innumerable angels in festal gathering, 23 and to the church of the 

firstborn who are enrolled in heaven, and to God, the judge of all, and to the spirits of 

the righteous made perfect,". 

 

1:7 The Greek word for Church is ἐκκλησία (ekklesia) which basically means “a group of 

people”, or “an assembly”. It is used in Acts 19:32 to refer a crowd of rioters who had 

gathered in the theatre in Ephesus in protest against Paul and his preaching. This, of 

course, was not a Church! However, this is the Greek word used in the LXX (Greek 

translation of the OT dated 200 BC) when it speaks of the gathering of God’s people 

in the OT. When the NT writers used this word they had the OT in mind, and so it was 

easy for them to transfer the word ἐκκλησία (ekklesia) to the gathering of God’s 

people.  

 

1:8 Perhaps the NT writers used this word for another significance. The Greek word 

ἐκκλησία (ekklesia) is made up of two words. First, ἐκ (ek) meaning, “out”, and then 

κalew (kalew) meaning “to call”. Put the two together and you have “called out”. Often 

in the NT the Christians were referred to as the people whom God had “called”. For 

example, in Romans 8:30 we read, "And those whom he predestined he also called, 

and those whom he called he also justified, and those whom he justified he also 

glorified."  And then Peter wrote, “But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a 

holy nation, a people for his own possession, that you may proclaim the excellencies 

of him who called you out of darkness into his marvellous light."  (1 Peter 2:9). The 

Church comprises those who have been “called” out of the darkness of sin and Satan, 

into the light of the Kingdom of God.  This is the Church.  

 

1:9 Some have spoken of the Visible and the Invisible Church. In a sense there are two 

Churches in one. Luther called it “Ekklesia in Ekklesia” – “A Church within a Church”. 

What does this mean? 

 

1:10 The Visible Church comprises all those who claim to be Christians. We are aware of 

the awful truth that some people may claim to be converted but are not genuinely 

born-again. They have made a profession but sadly this was not true to scripture. 

Perhaps there was no true repentance, or they did not put their faith in the Christ who 
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died. Their so-called Christianity is composed of religious activities, but there is no 

true deep relationship with Christ.  

 

1:11 But there is also the Invisible Church. We might call these the elect of God. Those 

people, who are truly born-again, justified through faith. These are the ones who have 

a living faith that is evidenced in their Christian behaviour. Of course, it is not always 

possible to discern the Visible from the Invisible Church. The two grow together like 

wheat and weeds. But the two aspects remain together. Of course, we cannot really 

call the Visible Church a Church except that within the Visible Church there exists the 

Invisible.  

 

2. Biblical Pictures of the Church 

 

2:1 As a means of explaining the nature of the Church the NT presents us with a number 

of pictures. Each of these gives us an indication of how we are to view the Church and 

consider its significance.  

 

2:2 First, we have the familiar “bride” picture from Ephesians 5:23-32 “For the husband is 

the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church, his body, of which he is the 

Saviour…..This is a profound mystery--but I am talking about Christ and the church."  

Revelation 19:7 “For the wedding of the Lamb has come, and his bride has made 

herself ready”. The OT often portrayed Yahweh as the husband and Israel the bride. 

 

2:3 The significance of this picture is to show the close, warm and meaningful relationship 

that Christ has with His Church. It displays the depth of love that Christ has for His 

Church. Perhaps the most meaningful statement comes in Ephesians 5:29 "After all, 

no one ever hated his own body, but he feeds and cares for it, just as Christ does the 

church”. This relationship between Christ and His Church is not built on sentimentality, 

but upon the fullest meaning of love which is displayed in care, support, feeding, 

nurturing and provision.  

 

2:4 Another picture is that of the Church being a “body” with Christ as the Head. Paul 

writes in Ephesians 1:22-23, "the church,……which is his body, the fullness of him 

who fills everything in every way." Then again in 1 Cor 12:27 "Now you are the body 

of Christ, and each one of you is a part of it." Or Colossians 1:18 "And he is the head 

of the body, the church."  
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2:5 The emphasis here is that of the Church’s close connection with Christ, and especially 

Christ’s need of the Church. Just as the body needs a head so the head needs a 

body. The two are linked, joined together, inseparable. Yet, the head controls the 

body, guides the body and supports the body. So Christ is the Head of the Church. 

But look at the inseparable nature of the Church and Christ. The Church is not merely 

a worshipping or religious group of people, we constitute the very body of Christ – 

there is a mystical union here where the Church is vital to Christ.  

 

2:6 A third picture is that of the Church being a Temple. Writing to the Ephesians Paul 

states, "Consequently, you are no longer foreigners and aliens, but fellow citizens with 

God's people and members of God's household, built on the foundation of the 

apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the chief cornerstone.   In him the 

whole building is joined together and rises to become a holy temple in the Lord.   And 

in him you too are being built together to become a dwelling in which God lives by his 

Spirit" (Eph 1:19-22).  In the OT the Temple was the meeting place between Israel 

and God; it was where He chose to dwell with His people. But now the Church has 

replaced the Temple. We are now the dwelling place of God where God dwells within 

us by His Spirit. The Holy Spirit is within the gathered Church. His presence is valid; 

important; vital. Always give acknowledgement to the Holy Spirit. This is why in 1 

Corinthians 3:16 this is re-emphasised, “Do you not know that you are God’s temple 

and that God’s Spirit dwells in you”. The people to whom Paul writes have become 

ignorant of this important fact. They have ceased to realise the presence of the Holy 

Spirit among them as the gathered Church. And again in 2 Cor 6:16 “For we are the 

temple of the living God”.  

 

2:7 This is expressing the sacred nature of the Church. We are not merely people 

gathered for religious worship. Rather, we are a body of people who are indwelt by the 

Holy Spirit. The NT views the gathered Church as sacred and significant as if it was a 

temple. But it is not made of bricks! It is made of people, and a people among whom 

the Spirit of God is active. Whilst it is true that God’s presence is everywhere at 

anytime, there is something of a special nature when we are gathered together in a 

group. God is really there among us. Think of this place as a Temple. Consider the 

remark of an unbeliever who comes into the Church to whom Paul refers in 1 Cor 

14:25 “…..he will worship God and declare that God is really among you”. 

 

2:8 Moving further into the realm of material objects, the NT gives us the picture of the 

Church as a “field”. In 1 Cor 3:9 Paul writes, “You are God’s field”. What does this 
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suggest? It suggests cultivation, growth and expansion. Like a farmer, God tends to 

His field. We the Church constitute that field. This is where you have growth, 

development. The Church is not a piece of rock or brick and stone. It is organic; it is 

growing; it is for ever expanding. Moreover, as the Church is a field, so it is a living 

organism. It is not dead, lifeless and inanimate. No, it is alive, flourishing, thriving and 

for ever producing as the Church grows through the conversion of the lost. 

 

2:9 “You are God’s field”. In the OT God showed Himself as a lover of land. Although He 

gave the Promised Land to Israel, it was regarded as His land. In Leviticus 25:23 we 

are told, “the land is mine” says God. God owned the land; Israel were His tenants. 

They did not own the land. Because God was the master farmer they were to treat His 

land with care and respect. 

 

Conclusion 

 

1. This concept brings us back to where we began. The Church is not my Church or your 

Church. The Church does not belong to us; we are not the owners of the Church. 

Jesus said “I will build my Church”. He is the master builder; the Church is His and not 

ours. The Church is His bride – we belong to Him. The Church is His body, we are 

governed by Christ as the Head. The Church is the Temple of God, the place where 

God dwells; it is His Temple. And the Church is God’ field. He is the land-owner. All of 

these pictures stress who is the rightful owner of the Church.  

 

2. But let us observe through all of this the wonderful nature of the Church. The world 

may despise us and think we are merely a religious people, proclaiming a religion 

amongst many other religions. No, Christianity is not a religion. Rather, the Church 

holds and enjoys a close bond relationship with the living God. All of these pictures 

demonstrate how significant, meaningful and valid the Church is. They portray 

something quite unique never to be found in any other religion, namely the intimate, 

warm and vital union with have with God through Christ.  

 

3.       When we attend Church next time do not think of yourselves merely going to a building, 

or belonging to a denomination.  You will meet in a building, but you are the Church. 

You do Church; you make Church on a Sunday. You are part of the mass of people 

world-wide who have been called out of darkness into the light of God’s Kingdom.  
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4.     The question you have to ask is this. Are you really a part of the Church? You may 

attend regularly but not be a part of the Church. It is not sufficient to be in the Visible 

Church; you need to be in the Invisible Church. How do you become part of this 

Invisible Church? Not by giving your attention to the building, or Church programmes 

or speaking much of your attendance. You must form a close union with the Lord 

Jesus Christ. You must repent of your sin, become truly converted by taking hold of 

Christ through faith.  

 

5. As we think of who we are; what we are there is something exciting about belonging 

to the Church. When you gather for worship or bible study and prayer, think on these 

words;  “For you have not come to what may be touched, a blazing fire and darkness 

and gloom and a tempest  19 and the sound of a trumpet and a voice whose words 

made the hearers beg that no further messages be spoken to them.  20 For they could 

not endure the order that was given, "If even a beast touches the mountain, it shall be 

stoned."  21 Indeed, so terrifying was the sight that Moses said, "I tremble with fear."  22 

But you have come to Mount Zion and to the city of the living God, the heavenly 

Jerusalem, and to innumerable angels in festal gathering,  23 and to the assembly of 

the firstborn who are enrolled in heaven, and to God, the judge of all, and to the spirits 

of the righteous made perfect,  24 and to Jesus, the mediator of a new covenant, and 

to the sprinkled blood that speaks a better word than the blood of Abel” (Heb 12:18-

24). 

 

Richard Lee  January 2013 

 

 

 

 


