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GOD SPEAKS TO OUR GENERATION

Most people know that the earliest Christian church modeled its life after the Jewish synagogue. Although there was structure to the synagogue, there was nothing that would strike an observer as essentially hierarchical or sacramental in its nature. It functioned through the activity of persons who were neither priests nor clerics in the generally understand meaning of those terms. 

  
The synagogue pattern of praise, exhortation from the Word of God, and prayer seems to have been the one followed not only by those first Jewish churches in and around Jerusalem but among Gentile congregations that formed later. In reading Paul’s letter to Corinth, for example, there were issues related to worship. It seems that the very simplicity of Christian worship made it susceptible to abuse in certain situations. So the apostle gave guidelines and only guidelines, designed less to formalize the church’s assemblies than to keep it from becoming utterly chaotic (I Cor. 14:27-36). But it is interesting to note that anyone in attendance at one of those assemblies was a potential presenter, anyone could give a “Word of Knowledge” or “Prophetic Message.” Thus Paul prefaces his broad “rules of order” with this observation: “What then shall we say, brothers? When you come together, everyone has a hymn, or a word of instruction, a revelation, a tongue or an interpretation. All of these must be done for the strengthening of the church.” (I Cor. 14:26)
In the Constantinean Revolution of the fourth century, this changed dramatically and decisively. The worship and life of the Christian church moved away from the synagogue model very quickly to parallel the Temple precedent of priest, sacrifice, and observers. The Lord’s Supper as a meal of communion and thanksgiving became a (re-) sacrificing of the body of Christ; the table became an altar. But if there was now a sacrifice to be placed on an altar, there must be priests. Just any Christian can give thanks at a meal or join in communion, but not “just anyone” can lay a sacrifice on a holy altar! So the next several centuries saw functions become offices, saw a distinct hierarchy emerge in the church. “Clergy” officiated at communion and baptism; “laity” observed in silence – except to respond when told to do so. What was true of worship in particular was reflected in all other aspects of church’s life. i.e. there were those in charge and those who merely observed.

A doctrine evolved over the decades following Constantine that the church became a saving institution. Rites such as baptism and the Lord’s Supper soon became sacraments. So did marrying and burying people. And the sacraments became the province of the church – in particular the “ordained” priests who dispensed them. People were granted or denied access to the institution and the sacraments through the mediation of a human priesthood. Power of that sort was immense and led to abuses of the worst sort. The church became the dispenser of salvation available to the highest bidder. 
When the Reformation Movement protested many of the departures that had taken place between the first three centuries and Luther’s famous theses, one of the “emphatic doctrines” that emerged was the priesthood of all believers-that every believer was a priest and had the right and responsibility to full participation in worship services. But the “doctrine” never quite returned the earliest practice of the Christians. The ‘caste system’ of clergy and laity has continued to dominate the Christian religion in practically all its forms-where the leaders are in charge and the congregation observes.
Today there are approximately 260 denominations in this nation alone.  Worldwide, we know of 1312. Here are just a few including there dates of origin.


The first Christians were Spirit-filled amateurs at their God-given tasks. But they turned the world upside down! The role of “professionals” in the ministry of present-day churches need desperately to be moved from priestly performance with audience critique to the role of church leaders as Paul understood it. He saw the work of men such as himself as serving “to equip the saints for the work of ministry so the Body of Christ will be built up” (Eph. 4:12). But we will come back to the responsibility of leaders to nurture, equip, and commission the larger group later in this message. For now, the task is to understand that it is the “larger group” (i.e., a church’s total membership, the Body of Christ) that has been called to function as Christ’s representatives in the world – not just that group’s professional (i.e., paid) staff. As one writer reminds us, it was professionals who built the Titanic but amateurs who built the ark.


So our task today is to grasp the New Testament truth summarized in these words: "Like living stones, let yourselves be built into a spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ" (I Peter 2:5).

Respect for Jesus’ teaching on leadership is meant to create consensus activity in a local church. That is, Jesus Christ is the single and only head of His body. He is the singular King over all His subjects. He is the one Lord over all His servants. Anyone who oversees, shepherds, directs, or otherwise leads within His church must learn to lead by consensus (i.e., general agreement, common consent) rather than by coercion (i.e., control, pressure or manipulation).  


That is, no single person or small group within the Body of Christ – whether considered globally, denominationally, or congregationally – should presume to think for, interpret for, and give orders about what to be or do in the life of a church. There are no junior heads, princes, or secondary lords. There is Jesus. There are the rest of us. Don’t misunderstand me-there are some among us who have leadership gifts to exercise for the sake of building consensus but never as “lording it over those entrusted to you, but being examples to the flock” (I Peter 5:3)
The church is not called to be a religious corporation with the customary managerial structure of a business; it is called to be a priesthood of all believers that respects the ‘relationship’ nature of the church as family. Yes, families have structure. And there is biblical instruction about how leadership works in a family setting. But neither in the church nor in a family is leadership to be understood as autocratic, authoritarian, or oppressive. Both are to be thought of and applied in terms of humility and nurturing, guidance and empowering. Godly leadership in a church will always be committed to the development and deployment of the natural and spiritual gifts of its members, not the protection of its own turf or authority. Their love for Christ is just so genuine and obvious that other believers who see their godliness naturally follow them.
So let's spend some time studying a key text on how leadership is supposed to function in a congregation of God's people. That text is Ephesians 4:1-16.

An elder or presbyter (Gk, presbyteros) is simply a mature, godly person whose character over time makes them a worthy example to other believers. A shepherd or pastor (Gk, poimen) is someone who feeds, nurtures, and otherwise tends to the needs of God’s flock. An overseer or bishop (Gk, episkopos) is one who pays attention to, offers advice, and otherwise provides guidance for the activity of the larger group. Not one of these biblical terms is hierarchical or smacks of a pecking-order within a power structure. They are functional roles in the life of a church that hardly resemble what our culture makes us think of as “positions of authority.”

“Let me tell you why you are here. You’re here to be salt-seasoning that brings out the God-flavors of this earth. If you lose your saltiness, how will people taste godliness? You’ve lost your usefulness and will end up in the garbage. 
Here’s another way to put it: You’re here to be light, bringing out the God-colors in the world. God is not a secret to be kept. We’re going public with this, as public as a city on a hill. If I make you light-bearers, you don’t think I’m going to hide you under a bucket, do you? I’m putting you on a light stand. Now that I’ve put you there on a hilltop, on a light stand – shine! Keep open house; be generous with your lives. By opening up to others, you’ll prompt people to open up with God, this generous Father in heaven” (Matt. 5:13-16).

To better understanding where we’re going with this “New Church” concept, let us now define the word WORSHIP. Worship is spiritual formation for the Family of God. Private, family, or corporate worship is not for entertainment but for reminding us who and whose we are. The time we spend together is not for taking us away from the real world for a brief time but for reminding us that what we tend to label “the real world” isn’t the ultimate reality. For Christians, worship that affirms the worth, holiness, love, and grace of God is reality. Worship is not only an end in itself as praise and adoration for God (which it is!) but also a means to the end of sending us back to work and school and family with a sense of divine mission.

 
Marva Dawn has put it this way: 
We gather together in worship to speak our language, to read our narratives of God at work, to sing the hymns of the faith in a variety of styles, to chant and pour out our prayers until we know the truth so well that we can go out to the world around us and invite that world to share this truth with us. In our worship, we are formed by the biblical narratives that tell a different story from that of the surrounding culture. Since we thereby come to know the truth that sets us free, we are eager to share that truth with our neighbors; thus our worship must equip us for that mission with a deep vision of the extravagant splendor of God. Rather than being “a vendor of religious goods and services” that cater to people’s tastes, the Church is called to be “a body of people sent on a mission.”
Both paragraphs above end with the word “mission.” Both contend that worship, among other purposes it serves, reminds believers that we are fundamentally aliens in whatever nation or culture provides our immediate sensory environment. They presume a self-awareness on the part of the church that we constitute an alternative, minority culture to the dominant one that surrounds us. Our task in this message is to try to understand what it means for the church to be a missionary presence in the world.
Let’s start at the beginning and see where we went astray. I have referred in this message to Emperor Constantine and his influence on the church in the fourth century.  Now let’s look at the emperor’s influence  a little closer.


Christianity developed slowly as a distinctive movement. As a Jewish splinter group, it existed uneasily within the Roman Empire. When its independence from Judaism was established, its claim to be the only means of salvation brought it into sporadic conflict with imperial authority. For several centuries, as the Christian movement grew throughout the Roman Empire, regional churches were periodically persecuted, and individual Christians suffered martyrdom. Finally, about 313, with the Edict of Milan, Christians gained full rights of religion under the empire. During the reign of Constantine the Great, a decade later, the church gained privileged status. You see, the emperor, it seems, had become a Christian. Thereafter, the church, which had suffered at the hands of the state, was united with it. At this point the relationship between church and state developed differently in the chief branches of the empire.

Constantine intervened in ecclesiastical affairs to achieve unity; he presided over the first ecumenical council of the church at Nicaea in 325 and completely distorted the original version the church. He also began the building of Constantinople in 326 on the site of ancient Greek Byzantium. The city was completed in 330 (later expanded), given Roman institutions, and beautified by ancient Greek works of art. 
With the imprint left by Constantine, the original vision for the church faded. The church lost its identity as an organism and became an organization. Lost its virtue as the corporate expression of Christ and turned into a religious corporation. Fled its calling to be a microcosm of the kingdom reign of God for the sake of becoming a location, an event to witness, a political force, or an entity whose favor could be courted by the world and members became just names on a role. The church gradually ceased being a counter-cultural and became the dominant culture.
Along the way in Christian history, the church morphed into something more like a business enterprise or human government than the living, breathing Body of Christ in the world. Christians became consumers, and churches competed with one another to sell their theology, their worship, and their ability to meet felt needs. God never willed for such things to happen. He meant for the church to be a microcosm of the Kingdom of God and to put the holiness, generosity, and service to others Jesus modeled on display to all centuries and peoples.
The church should be a pilgrim-community of people deeply committed to Christ and collectively constituting a “third race of humanity” in which God can put on display the life He originally intended everyone to experience. And that life is not one of an isolated individual standing against the world so much as it is the close connection of people to God and one another that lets them experience fulfillment, joy, and divine presence in this world. Yes, the pilgrimage eventually unfolds into life after death. We will be raised from the dead, just as Jesus was. But the journey itself is hardly inconsequential. The total process is participation with God in His purpose to make all things both whole and holy. And the church is an important element of that process.

The church is not buildings and property. It is not religious assemblies and ceremonies. It is not alignment with certain social causes or political parties. The church is a community of redeemed people in process of daily surrender to the reign of God. The church is the community of Christ that models a distinctive way of life to people who are not yet Christians. As one writer puts it, the church must learn to “be the message it wishes a watchful world to hear and embrace.” The church is Christ’s “second incarnation” in the world. It offers a vision of the Kingdom of God on display as an invitation for others to come and participate in it.

 
Yes, the full and complete redemption of this fallen world must await the return of Christ.  But the church is called to put on display the sort of purity, joy, generosity, and holiness that reveals God to those who either do not know Him or whose vision of Him has been distorted.
“But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light. Once you were not a people, but now you are the people of God; once you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy. Dear friends, I urge you, as aliens and strangers in the world, to abstain from sinful desires, which war against your soul. Live such good lives among the pagans that, though they accuse you of doing wrong, they may see your good deeds and glorify God on the day he visits us” (I Pet. 2:9-12).

What God does to restore humanity on a personal, individual level is an example of what He proposes to do for the Body of Christ at large. What He does for the Body of Christ at a corporate level is what He will eventually do for all of creation. In the meanwhile, the individual believer, the waiting church, and all creation is “groaning as in the pains of childbirth” (Rom.  8:22).

Christians belong in the marketplace of ideas to be what has been dubbed “a sort of Christ” there. But we have turned the church into Christian ghettos and isolated ourselves from the world. We have put our hope in Sunday-morning worship in church-owned properties and individuals simply observing in pews-rather than in the power of the Holy Spirit to disperse us into all the places we go to demonstrate that the One in us is greater than the Evil One who is prince of this world. We have a golden opportunity in our generation to give birth to the “New Church,” the church that will literally take on the challenge to “Go into all the world and preach the gospel.”

“Do We Need A New Church?”





The early church pursued Jesus’ vision of the Kingdom of God and affirmed human dignity in a way unique to its time. Much of its impact and effectiveness in evangelism surely traces to the fact that underprivileged and disenfranchised people were included in its life. Thus the scholars of religion at Jerusalem initially were inclined to dismiss the whole phenomenon of Christianity because its leaders were “unschooled, ordinary men” (Acts 4:13). The same was true in the larger Roman Empire. Paul mentioned that the church of God at Corinth had a minimum of wealthy, educated, and powerful members in the “World System.” Part of the scandal of the cross that kept some of the rich and powerful at a distance was unquestionably its elimination of class and privilege barriers. The spectacle had no roped sections distinguishing the wealthy from the underclass.
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