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WHAT IS THE CHURCH? 

As we answer this question, let’s start with the simple idea that the authority for all matters 

related to the church is God. The church was God’s idea and he owns it. Therefore, what God 

says about the church must be obeyed. Where God has spoken, we don’t have the option of 

forming our own opinions about how the church should operate or what it should accomplish. 

Where the Bible is silent, we have liberty within the confines of the precepts and principles 

within the Scriptures.  

We hear of pastors reinventing the church and trying new approaches to reach new generations. 

They adapting the mission of the church to the culture or the times. But when it’s God’s 

church—we don’t have that option. 

Members of a church ought to know what the church is, what its purpose is, and what it’s 

supposed to be doing. Since God’s Word transcends times and cultures, it’s in the Word of God 

that we must find answers. 

Let’s answer three questions as we consider the nature of Christ’s church: 

1. What is the church? 

2. What is the purpose of the church? 

3. What is the mission of the church? 

If we don’t know the biblical answers to these questions, we won’t know whether we are doing 

the work God created the church to do. So having biblical answers to these questions is critical. 

WHAT IS THE CHURCH? 

We need to start with a biblical understanding of what the church is. A good place to begin for a 

definition of “church” is to understand the origins of the word and how it is used in the New 

Testament. 

The English word translated “church” comes from the Greek word ekklesia. That word comes 

from the Greek verb ekkaleo, which is a compound word (ek = out of; kaleo = called). So 

ekkaleo means “to be called out, to be summoned.” 

Before ekklesia was a Christian word, it was a secular word. It meant “those called out, called 

forth.” It was the common word for an assembly of people. An assembly would be those “called 

out” of the mass of humanity. It was used in Athens, Greece to refer to a constitutional assembly 

that met at fixed times. It was also used of assembling an army. 

So the word basically meant an assembly of people meeting for a particular purpose. But we 

should note that in secular Greek, ekklesia referred only to the assembly or the meeting. It never 
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referred to the people which composed the assembly. In other words, it refers to the mass, not the 

individuals who make it up the mass. When people weren’t assembled, they weren’t called the 

ekklesia. 

But when the authors of the New Testament used ekklesia, something about the meaning 

changed. In rare cases, the New Testament authors would use ekklesia to refer to a general 

assembly—just as it was used in secular Greek (e.g., Acts 19:32, 39, 41). But those instances are 

rare. Of the 114 times ekkelsia is used, only five times does it refer to a general group of people. 

The New Testament authors gave ekklesia a special meaning that it had never had previously. 

They began to use it in a way that had never been used before. It became the word for the church. 

The first mention of the church is found in Matt 16:18: “And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this 

rock I will build my church [= ekklesia], and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it.” 

The word suddenly described not just an assembly, but a new spiritual organism (i.e., the body of 

Christ). And it described not just an assembly of people, but a unique body of people who were 

the ekklesia whether they were gathered in one place or not. That is, even when the church 

wasn’t assembled, it was still the church. Even when this ekklesia wasn’t together, it was still the 

ekklesia. 

For example, in Acts 8, when the believers in Jerusalem are scattered because of persecution, the 

church is still the church even though they’ve been scattered: 

Acts 8:1-3: “And Saul approved of his execution. And there arose on that day a great 

persecution against the church in Jerusalem, and they were all scattered throughout the 

regions of Judea and Samaria, except the apostles. Devout men buried Stephen and made 

great lamentation over him. But Saul was ravaging the church, [notice: the assembled 

had been scattered, but they are still the church] and entering house after house, he 

dragged off men and women and committed them to prison.” 

The church, then, is not the gathering, but the people who profess faith and allegiance to Christ. 

We often talk about church as a place of meeting. Early Christians did use it that way. But the 

place where Christians meet together only has significance because of the people of God who 

meet in it. 

Sometimes, when the word church is used, it refers to a local body of believers: 

1 Thess 1:1: “Paul, Silvanus, and Timothy, To the church of the Thessalonians in God the 

Father and the Lord Jesus Christ: Grace to you and peace.” (city church) 

1 Cor. 1:1-2: “Paul, called by the will of God to be an apostle of Christ Jesus, and our 

brother Sosthenes, To the church of God that is in Corinth” (city church) 
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Gal 1:22: “And I was still unknown in person to the churches of Judea that are in Christ.” 

(local churches in a region) 

Other times when the word church is used, it refers to all believers in Christ everywhere—

sometimes called the church universal 

Col 1:18: “And he is the head of the body, the church. He is the beginning, the firstborn 

from the dead, that in everything he might be preeminent.” 

Eph 5:23: “For the husband is the head of the wife even as Christ is the head of the 

church, his body, and is himself its Savior.” 

Therefore, it is right to speak of the church as believers who meet together locally under a 

common leadership and it is right to speak of the church as believers all over the world. 

Now it should go without saying—but yet it must be said—that the church is composed only of 

those who are redeemed. Only believers are included in the body of Christ. Regardless of who 

comes to a church building on a Sunday morning, the true church is composed only of those who 

are saved. 

WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THE CHURCH? 

You may not realize it, but there is great debate about the purpose of the church. Some say the 

purpose of the church is to alleviate suffering. Others say the purpose of the church is the 

transformation of society. 

What is the purpose of the church? If you don’t have the answer clear in your mind, you won’t 

know what we’re supposed to be doing. 

The ultimate purpose of the church really shouldn’t be debated—it’s the ultimate purpose for 

every believer. The church’s purpose is to glorify God just as Paul writes, “So, whether you eat 

or drink, or whatever you do, do all to the glory of God” (1 Cor. 10:31). To glorify God is to 

magnify his supreme worth by enjoying him and displaying his worth in all that we do. To 

glorify God is to worship him, to exalt him. Everything we do should be “to the praise of his 

glorious grace” (Eph 1:6). 

So the reason the church exists is to glorify God. The church is to be a worshipping community 

that magnifies God, particularly in exalting Christ. So the purpose of the church is relatively 

straightforward. Whatever the church does, it should be to accomplish the end of glorifying God. 

This is the goal. 

WHAT IS THE MISSION OF THE CHURCH? 
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If the purpose or goal of the church is to exalt God, then what is the mission of the church? What 

are our duties? What is the task at hand—the means of accomplishing our goal? One way to 

approach this question is to ask why God leaves the church on earth? We will worship in heaven, 

so why, once we’re saved, aren’t we immediately taken to heaven? 

The reason is that the church has a mission here on earth. The mission is two-fold: to evangelize 

the lost and to edify the saints. The purpose of the church is exaltation. The mission of the church 

is evangelism and edification. Worship is the foundation of both of these missions. We 

evangelize so that those who come to saving faith become worshippers. That is, we spread the 

gospel so that where there is no worship of the true God, there will be worship of the true God. 

We edify the saints so that believers become more holy worshippers. 

Evangelism 

The church is the unique instrument of God that he promises to use to spread the gospel 

worldwide. This mission mandate is found in every Gospel and in Acts and is a command for 

Christians to go to the nations and preach the gospel (see Matt. 28:18–20; Mk. 13:10; Lk. 24:44–

49; Jn. 20:21; Ac. 1:8). 

The church is to “go and proclaim” God’s saving message of the gospel. This mission is 

invitational. That is, the church is to urge people to repent of their sins and trust in Jesus Christ 

as their Lord and Savior, who went to the cross to pay for sins of all who believe. Only the 

gospel can save (Rom. 1:16) and salvation is found solely in faith in Jesus Christ (Acts 4:19; 1 

Cor. 1:18; Eph. 2:8–9). The mission is also global in scope. We are to share the gospel with 

neighbors and partner with others to reach the nations for Christ. 

Edification 

Our other mission is the edification of the saints. We are to grow more like Christ. We are to 

mature in Christ (Col 1:28). We should desire to “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” (Eph. 4:13). The primary means of growing to be like Christ is through God’s Word (Jn 

17:17). We are to hear it preached, to read it, to be disciplined in it, and to put it into practice. 

CONCLUSION 

There are 10,000 things we could do at Treasuring Christ Church. But whatever course we chart, 

whatever ministry we undertake, whatever initiative we launch—the critical questions will 

always be: how does it exalt Christ and does it either evangelize the lost or edify believers? 


