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Text 
Therefore, remember that formerly you who are Gentiles by birth and called "uncircumcised" by those who 

call themselves "the circumcision" (that done in the body by the hands of men)-- 
12

 remember that at that 

time you were separate from Christ, excluded from citizenship in Israel and foreigners to the covenants of 

the promise, without hope and without God in the world. 
13

 But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far 

away have been brought near through the blood of Christ. 
14

 For he himself is our peace, who has made the 

two one and has destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of hostility, 
15

 by abolishing in his flesh the law 

with its commandments and regulations. His purpose was to create in himself one new man out of the two, 

thus making peace, 
16

 and in this one body to reconcile both of them to God through the cross, by which he 

put to death their hostility. 
17

 He came and preached peace to you who were far away and peace to those 

who were near. 
18

 For through him we both have access to the Father by one Spirit. 
19

 Consequently, you 

are no longer foreigners and aliens, but fellow citizens with God's people and members of God's 

household, 
20

 built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the chief 

cornerstone. 
21

 In him the whole building is joined together and rises to become a holy temple in the Lord. 
22

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

 

His intent was that now, through the church, the manifold wisdom of God should be made known to the 

rulers and authorities in the heavenly realms, 
11

 according to his eternal purpose which he accomplished in 

Christ Jesus our Lord. 

 

Introduction 
 The last few weeks we’ve been looking at some topics together, each week 

building on the one before. 

First we asked the question – what is the gospel?  There we saw that the gospel is 

the centerpiece of Christianity and something that Christians must constantly reorient 

themselves around.  And gospel literally means ‘good news’.  So Christianity is about 

good news.  News of what?  It’s about the news of Jesus’ death for sin, his burial, and his 

resurrection that fulfilled all the hopes put forward in the Scriptures.  It’s news of what 

God has done in time and space and history in Jesus to accomplish salvation – 

individually and cosmically. 

Next we traced out the most obvious implication of this and that being that good 

news is told.  It’s the very definition of news – you tell it.  This is called evangelism.  

Hearing and believing the good news of Jesus’ death, burial, and resurrection results in a 

mission – to glorify God by spreading the good news of what he’s done in Jesus. 
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But last week we saw that this mission isn’t at odds with ‘real life’.  In fact, it 

involves the earthy, day-to-day callings of job and family and such.  The good news gives 

significance to daily work.  Our vocations are implications of the cosmic aspect of the 

gospel. 

Today I just want to talk about where the church fits into all this.  We’ve been 

talking about the gospel in individual terms (Jesus died for me) and the call it places on 

each and every one of us to share the news with others.  Even the application of the 

cosmic angle of the gospel (with Jesus’ resurrection a new world has begun) was highly 

individualistic – I get a job and play my part.  But I want to suggest that the mission 

produced by hearing and believing the gospel is not a solo mission.  I want to suggest that 

the church is a logical and necessary product of the good news.  Not only that, but the 

church is one of the most glorious ramifications of this good news. 

To some of you this may be obvious in principle (although maybe you haven’t 

fully thought it through).  To others the church may seem optional, antiquated, perhaps 

even detrimental to your spiritual health. 

In today’s world of renewed interest in spirituality, even a renewed fascination 

with Jesus, there’s a deep distrust and disdain of the institutional church.  Green Day, 

Morrissey, and the Violent Femmes all sing about Jesus.  Kanye West dresses up like 

Jesus.  Pamela Anderson, Ben Affleck, Ashton Kutcher, and Jessica Simpson have all 

been seen wearing a “Jesus Is My Homeboy” t-shirt.  Madonna, whose spirituality has 

been in the news lately, is quoted as saying, “I don’t think there’s anything wrong with 

the teachings of Jesus, but I am suspicious of organized religion.”  I just finished reading 

a very interesting book titled They Like Jesus But Not The Church.
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 I know this is a popular sentiment.  I know many people who would say they’re 

Christians and many who even go to great distances to practice their faith, but either want 

to have nothing to do with the local church or who have such a loose attachment to any 

one church in particular that if that person died suddenly it wouldn’t be clear who would 

preach at the funeral.  George Barna, the evangelical George Gallup, reports that there is 

a vast and growing number of such people whose Christian faith deeply affects their 

personal beliefs and behaviors, but have found the church to be unnecessary.  Barna 

actually praises this trend and sees it as the hope for Christianity in the future.
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 I can tell countless personal anecdotes of self-proclaimed Christians who have 

given up on, been burned by, or feel spiritually suffocated in local churches.  I’m sure 

most if not all of you know people like that.  Maybe you’re one of them.  Maybe church 

is a low priority in your life.  Maybe you’ve been loosely affiliated with half a dozen 

different churches in the last two years, a couple of them being Bedside Baptist and the 

Church of the Holy Comforter.  Listen: I understand.  I’ve been there before.  I’ve 

considered at times calling it quits and jumping ship.  The bickering, the politics, the 

stifling atmosphere, the appeal of other activities.  I once heard one person say that the 

church is kind of like Noah’s Ark – if not for the flood outside, the stench inside would 

be unbearable. 

 But that’s just it.  As I search the Scriptures I can’t escape the fact that the church 

is God’s idea.  It’s not a human invention that came along and corrupted the pure and 

simple message of Jesus.  Jesus promised that he would build his church (Mt. 16:18).  

The whole NT assumes that Christianity is lived out in the context of a local church.  The 

Bible even calls the church the bride of Christ.  Even though she’s ugly and prone to play 
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the whore, Jesus still loves her and died to cleanse her and make her radiant, “without 

stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and blameless” (Eph. 5:27).  I believe that 

what the church father, Cyprian, said is true – He can no longer have God as his Father 

who has not the Church as his mother.  As I ponder the gospel and pour over the 

Scriptures I see an unavoidable link between Jesus and his church. 

 Today I just want to try to show how the church is a necessary outworking of the 

gospel.  I want to help you see its importance and grow to love it.  In short what I want to 

show you is just this: the good news gets people together. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Community in Creation 
 First of all, think about who God is in his eternal self.  The Bible says there is 

only one God.  We are monotheists.  However, the Bible also says that the one God 

eternally exists in three persons.  We are Trinitarians.  It’s the classic issue of the one and 

the many, plurality within singularity.  What this means is that God is in himself a 

community – Father, Son, and Holy Spirit – perfectly intimate and united in love for each 

other.  God is a communal God. 

 Therefore, when God made human beings in his image he made them as 

communal beings.  We see that clearly in the Genesis account.  He made man and then 

said, “It’s not good for man to be alone.  I will make a helper suitable for him” (Gen. 

2:18).  And then he made woman.  So God made us male and female to live in 

community and to multiply, thereby expanding our community and making civilization.  

We were not made to be isolated, to be an island unto ourselves.  We were made to know 

and be known, to love and be loved; to be in relationship with God and with each other.  

Humans are communal people. 

 However, when sin entered the picture our relationship with God was fractured 

and became one of enemies – we resented and questioned God, were jealous of his 

authority.  But not only that, our relationship with each other became disrupted.  

Immediately there was shame.  We hide things from each other; we’re not open.  There 

were power struggles; we struggle for position over other people.  There was hatred and 

murder.  And as humanity increased it became more and more fragmented along fault-

lines of race, gender, class, among others. 

 And so the vertical dimension – human to God – came to be characterized by 

enmity.  But in that the horizontal dimension – human to human – came to be 

characterized by enmity as well.  When we declared our independence from God we also 

declared our independence from each other, and both have had tragic consequences. 

 

Community in the New Creation 
 Now enter Jesus, our hero.  And realize that all of God’s overtures of salvation in 

the past were symphonic.  We’ve been seeing in Genesis that God’s purposes with 

Abraham were never individualistic, but rather his design was to create a people.  The 

nation of Israel that emerged was clearly a covenant community.  But all of this reaches 

its climax with Jesus. 

 Jesus came to earth to purchase a people for God from every tribe, tongue, and 

nation.  He came for the single purpose of dying on the cross.  And as we read earlier 
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today in Ephesians 2, in his death he not only reconciled humans to God, he also 

“destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of hostility” between people (Eph. 2:14).  It says, 

“His purpose was to create in himself one new humanity” (Eph. 2:15; TNIV).  A new 

humanity!  A restart back to the way things were supposed to be – human beings in 

relationship with God and each other. 

 His death, burial, and resurrection affected not only the vertical dimension 

(human to God) – we are now accepted and loved by God, despite our sinfulness, because 

Jesus took our sin on himself and paid for it on the cross and gave us his righteousness 

instead.  But its effects also spilled over into the horizontal dimension (human to human) 

– what keeps us alienated from each other (our self-love) has been overcome by God’s 

great, sacrificial love for us in Christ. 

 When we look at Jesus’ life we see him calling individual people to himself.  But 

it was a little trick.  It was kind of like a well-meaning friend trying to set-up two people 

by inviting them over to your house.  Jesus’ call to discipleship wasn’t just an invitation 

to come and have your sins forgiven and be close to me and we’ll hang out together.  

When people came in line behind Jesus they started to look around and there were others 

in his wake too – other individuals.  They couldn’t get away from each other.  If they 

wanted to be close to Jesus, they had to be close with others.  You see, it’s impossible to 

avoid community and be close to Jesus.  Wherever Jesus is, there are other people. 

 And those disciples following Jesus together became the church.  Jesus had in 

mind that his small band of followers would stick together after he left and they would 

form a church.  The book of Acts records this.  The Spirit came and the rag-tag group of 

Jesus followers exploded into this mysterious, enduring, living, world-changing, 

unstoppable, divine entity called the church.  And it’s still around today. 

And we’re not just talking about the capital ‘C’ Church.  There is a universal and 

an invisible Church that spans the globe and history.  But the book of Acts is talking 

about the spread of the gospel through the planting of new, local churches (small ‘c’) 

scattered around the Roman world.  The NT letters are for the most part written to 

specific first century churches.  Biblical Christianity is communal.  The local church is 

that Christian community – a foretaste and sign of the consummated New Creation we all 

await when Jesus returns where we will live in one big city forever. 

 Are you with me so far?  The good news gets people together. 

Let me just hit three reasons why God’s plan involves the local church.  Next 

week we’ll spend the whole time covering a fourth and perhaps the most important 

reason, but today let me just show how the church confronts individualism, combats 

insubordination, and challenges commitment-phobes – all of which are results of the fall 

and effects which Jesus death, burial, and resurrection was intended to reverse. 

 

The Church and Individualism 
 First of all, the church confronts individualism.  In case you haven’t noticed, 

there’s a radical individualism afoot today and it’s toxic.  It has seeped into Christianity 

in many ways.  The ‘I’ reigns supreme.  Here is where postmodernism (despite all its 

bleating about community) is really just hyper-modernism with the autonomous self gone 

berserk.  My tastes, my preferences, my own tailored diet of spirituality.  Many self-

professed Christians have what I like to call an eclectic spirituality that takes a little from 

this internet site, a little from that book, hangs out with Christian friends for ‘fellowship’, 
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and hops from church to church to church or maybe doesn’t even attend a church at all.  

But while the gospel does have an individual angle, it leaves absolutely no room for 

individualism. 

 Let’s face it: because of our sin we don’t like other people to get too close, 

because we know there are things there in the dark recesses of our hearts that we don’t 

want anyone to see and certainly not to confront.  But the gospel calls us to acknowledge 

our deep-seated sin and believe Jesus bore it on the cross.  We stand accepted by him, 

despite our sin, and therefore can stand before other people unashamed. 

 And it’s other people that God uses to help us change – to see the dark recesses of 

our hearts reformed and brought into the light.  We need accountability.  All the ‘one-

another commands’ found in the NT make absolutely no sense outside of the context of 

the local church (encourage one another, accept one another, love one another, honor one 

another, spur one another on).  And some of them get pretty personal: confess your sins 

to one another (James 5:16), admonish/instruct one another (Col. 3:16; Rom. 15:14), 

rebuke one another (Lk. 17:3). 

 It’s scary, but we desperately need it.  It’s not because Christianity is about 

keeping the rules.  I like the way it’s put in Gal. 2:14.  There Paul says he confronted 

Peter and others “when [he] saw that they were not acting in line with the truth of the 

gospel.”  We need to be kept in line with the truth of the gospel!  What does that mean?  

It means we need other people in our lives that have access and permission to say, “You 

know what?  The way you just spoke about that person doesn’t reflect the kind of grace 

that you’ve been shown by God in Jesus.  There’s bitterness and hatred in your heart that 

doesn’t make any sense in light of the love you’ve had showered on you by God in Jesus.  

You’re leaning on your job for your justification instead of the justification you’ve 

received from God on account of Jesus.  You’re pandering for the approval of a boyfriend 

instead of being secure in God’s approval of you on account of Jesus.” 

 Have you ever noticed that most of the time you can’t tell when your breath 

reeks?  You see, we need other people.  Ultimately, we need other people in the church to 

first and foremost remind us repeatedly of the gospel.  It’s so easy to lose sight of it and 

veer either towards the way of irreligion or religion!  Both ways are off the gospel path.  

The church community is there to encourage us and keep us on the gospel path.  The 

regular rhythm of weekly worship helps keep the gospel ever before us.  There we gather 

to hear the gospel proclaimed from the Scriptures, we participate in the ordinances 

(baptism & the Lord’s Table which are pictures of the gospel), we sing of what God has 

done for us in Christ, and we fellowship with other believers. 

 Church is more than Sundays, however.  It’s a place to build deep relationships 

with people that will help us apply the gospel to all the areas of our lives.  Everything 

from eating disorders to marriage issues ultimately stem from a failure to appropriate the 

gospel fully.  We need other people to encourage us with the gospel so we can be bold 

about sharing it and living it out in our vocations.  My prayer is that this kind of stuff is 

happening in Immanuel. 

 As individualistic people we run away from community, at least deep community 

concerned with substantial matters.  Because we’re still deeply communal people we seek 

out friends, but generally they are people who are like us – similar backgrounds, interests, 

ethnicity, dispositions.  But the church is unique in that it forces you to be in relationship 

with people you don’t necessarily like or gravitate to… different types of people.  It’s not 
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a clique.  But that’s good because it helps us truly love others, not just ourselves or other 

people in as much as they look/act like us. 

 

The Church and Insubordination 
 So the church confronts individualism.  Secondly, it combats insubordination.  

What’s the real reason why we naturally run from the idea of a church community that 

keeps me accountable and gets into my life?  What’s the underlying issue causing people 

to be reticent about diving into a community like the church?  It’s because there is a deep 

suspicion of and rebellion against authority. 

Again, going back to the beginning, what drove our declaration of independence 

from God?  It was a revulsion to his authority, a desire to throw off his fetters and 

become, as the famous poem “Invictus” put it – “master of my fate” and “the captain of 

my soul.”
3
  We wanted to be in charge.  Ever since, we’ve had an especially hard time 

with authority, with anyone telling us what to do.  Submission runs counter to every fiber 

of our fallen being. 

But the good news is that though we’ve all rebelled against God (the King of the 

Universe) and committed treason (a crime deserving the death penalty), God has paid the 

death penalty for treason on our behalf in the person of Jesus in order to bring us back 

into his kingdom, a kingdom which will one day rule the world uncontested.  Such an 

amazing display of mercy captures our affections and our allegiance.  Now we humbly 

learn and practice glad submission to his benevolent reign. 

And it’s in the Bible where God calls us to submit to his authority.  Will we 

submit to him when he says, “Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the 

habit of doing” (Heb. 10:25)?  In other words, “Be a part of the local church!”  It’s 

interesting to note that this phenomenon is nothing new… 

Will we submit to Ephesians 5:21 where we are commanded to “submit to one 

another out of reverence for Christ?”  Can we learn to put aside our own needs, wants, 

‘rights’ and opinions in deference to others? 

What about pastors?  Pastors like me and Hobin are charged by God to “be 

shepherds of the church of God” (Acts 20:28).  We have to submit to that, even though 

both of us at many times don’t want to.  But what does a shepherd do?  A shepherd 

(which is just another word for pastor) provides direction, correction, and instruction.  

This means pastors aren’t there to pat you on the back, make you feel good, call you 

when you’re sick, and remember your birthday.  Pastors are primarily responsible for 

training, mobilizing and leading people out on mission and for preparing “God’s people 

for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up” (Eph. 4:12). 

This is awkward for me to say, and I want to say it in the most humble, servant-

like way, but will you submit to God when he says in his Word – “Obey your leaders and 

submit to their authority.  They keep watch over you as men who must give an account.  

Obey them so that their work will be a joy, not a burden, for that would be of no 

advantage to you” (Heb. 13:17). 

This is, by the way, why many people today object to the idea of church.  “I don’t 

want to go and sit and listen to a pastor preach at me for 45 minutes every week!”  We 

bristle at that idea, and yet God says we need churches and churches need elders and 

elders must be able to teach because the churches need to be taught. 

We all have a problem with authority.  But when we hear the gospel and see that 
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the King of the Universe died for me, our hearts are changed.  Not all at once, but we are 

humbled and made teachable.  And the church is the perfect arena for manifesting that 

and keeping our insubordination in check. 

 

The Church and Commitment 

 Finally, our individualism and insubordination combine to make us extremely 

fearful of commitment.  We live in a world where people don’t like to be tied down.  Our 

consumerism causes us to always keep our options open.  But all this stuff about being a 

community that confronts individualism and combats insubordination, it’s all impossible 

without a deep level of commitment.  Real community… the kind the Bible says the 

church should be… the kind where iron is sharpening iron (Prov. 27:17)… the kind 

where people are encouraging one another daily, as long as it is called Today, so that 

none may be hardened by sin’s deceitfulness (Heb. 3:13)… that kind of community 

requires a deep commitment to be present. 

 This is where membership comes in.  Too many people in today’s society are 

hesitant to get involved in something like this.  Their individualism, disdain of authority, 

and fear of commitment cause them to keep community at a distance.  They try to be 

Christians on their own, but it can’t work.  I just want to challenge everyone here to 

seriously consider this concept of church and what keeps you from committing fully to 

God’s idea of the church.  If you’re members of Immanuel, are you fully on board and 

engaged.  If you’re a Christian, but not a member, I encourage you to make that step.  

Realize that the good news gets people together. 

 

Objections 
 Really quickly, some common objections are that church in America today has 

become so institutionalized.  It’s not what the NT had in mind.  In our day and age we 

buck against anything that smacks of institutionalism.  It seems so fake, so restricting, so 

draining.  I agree and that’s why for me it’s reassuring to know that what the NT lays out 

as guidelines for a church are really quite simple.  It doesn’t have to be laden with 

bureaucracy and policies and procedures.  Only a short list of things have to be present in 

order for something to be considered a biblical church: 

 

1.) An understanding of the GOSPEL! 

2.) A sense of MISSION 

3.) A regular gathering 

4.) Biblical teaching 

5.) Participation in the ordinances (baptism & the Lord’s Table) 

6.) Pastoral leadership 

7.) Accountability 

 

As long as those things are present in some form what you have is a biblical 

church.  It doesn’t matter if there’s a building with a steeple, a paid clergy with robes, a 

band with drums, a constitution and committees, or not.  Church can take on many 

different forms depending on the culture it’s within and called to reach.  That’s the beauty 

of it.  There’s a lot of room for experimentation and diversity. 

But at the end of the day no matter how you slice it, the church is still going to be in some 
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sense an institution – leadership structure, definition of who’s in and who’s out (every 

community has that), meetings, etc…  We’ll talk more next week about what makes this 

institution utterly unique – it exists for the benefit of its non-members – but suffice it to 

say a certain level of our anti-institutionalism is a product of our individualism, 

insubordination, and inability to commit. 

 Others have deep wounds inflicted by churches.  And this is serious.  I have no 

excuses for this, only an apology.  I’m sorry for the wrong other churches have done to 

you or maybe even this church.  I can only point you to the fact that community with 

fallen sinners is going to get ugly at times, but what’s the alternative?  And to paraphrase 

C.H. Spurgeon – there are no perfect churches and even if there were it wouldn’t be 

perfect once you joined it.  You bring your own baggage. 

We all need the gospel.  Sin and hurt within the church community gives us a 

chance to practice the gospel.  I like what Henri Nouwen once said: 

 

“When we have been wounded by the Church, our temptation is to reject 

it.  But when we reject the Church, it becomes very hard for us to keep in 

touch with the living Christ.  When we say, ‘I love Jesus, but I hate the 

Church,’ we end up losing not only the Church but Jesus too.  The 

challenge is to forgive the Church.”
4
 

 

Can you let God’s grace to you in Jesus Christ extend to others?  Can your forgive the 

church?  Only from within will that be meaningful. 

 Another objection is that church is boring and draining.  Let me address that one 

next week.  Next week we’ll look more at what it is that the church does (or is supposed 

to do) and I promise you it’s anything by dry and dull. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
The good news gets people together.  Let’s spend some time reflecting on this 

implication of the gospel, repenting of our individualism, submitting to God’s indictment 

of us as sinners and reveling in his sacrifice for us on the cross, represented by this bread 

and wine.  I encourage you to use this time to pray, meditate, even do it together with 

other people.  Maybe there’s someone here that you feel prompted to go and pray for – 

encourage, rebuke, etc…  Use this time for that… 

 

Benediction 
“May the God who gives endurance and encouragement give you a spirit of unity among 

yourselves as you follow Christ Jesus, so that with one heart and mouth you may glorify 

the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ” (Romans 15:5-6). 
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This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, July 20, 2008.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy 

people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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