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GOD SPEAKS TO OUR GENERATION
When Jesus came to the region of Caesarea Philippi, he asked his disciples, “Who do people say the Son of Man is?” 

They replied, “Some say John the Baptist; others say Elijah; and still others, Jeremiah or one of the prophets.” 

“But what about you?” he asked. “Who do you say I am?” 

Simon Peter answered, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God."
Jesus replied, “Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah, for this was not revealed to you by man, but by my Father in heaven. And I tell you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not overcome it. I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven; whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven” (Matt. 16:13-19 NLT).
That church didn’t own property or build buildings for two or three hundred years after Jesus established it. It had no headquarters. No dues. The people it called “officers” – serviced a city or region rather than just a one building church. These officers were essentially designated as mature examples to the small groups of believers who needed counsel and teaching. There was a spirit of community and bonding among its members. Outsiders are known to have commented, “Look how those ‘Christ-followers’ love one another and look out for each other!” You could hear a touch of envy in the voices of most of them as they said it.

All the believers met together constantly and shared everything they had. They sold their possessions and shared the proceeds with those in need. They worshiped together at the Temple (built by worshippers), met in homes for the Lord’s Supper, and shared their meals with great joy and generosity – all the while praising God and enjoying the goodwill of all the people. And each day the Lord added to their group those who were being saved (Acts 2:44-47 NLT).

The church became such a phenomenon that both religious and political leaders of the first and second centuries began persecuting it. Opposition and social isolation did nothing but make the Christians closer to one another. Finally, in the early fourth century, Emperor Constantine adopted an if-I-can’t-beat-them-I’ll-join-them attitude toward the church. And that was the beginning of the church’s fateful 1500-year decline. He made the loosely associated house churches into land-owning, building-filling church members. But land and buildings needed managers, so a professional class of paid clergy arose. It was no time until bigger-is-better came to be the rule for these institutional churches, and the leaders of the larger churches had more prestige and clout than the ones with only a handful. 

The loving family of God had been prostituted into a competitive business. The living organism changed into a dead organization. And the corporate expression of Jesus’ presence in the world turned into a religious corporation.

The institutional church increasingly allied itself with power instead of with the needy, vulnerable and oppressed. Spiritual work was done by carnal means – from “converting” people through war to “worshiping” via rituals nobody understood to “ministering” through impersonal giveaways to people with whom nobody wanted to spend time. The simple church of love, accountability, and nurture became a complex set of doctrines, rituals, and hierarchies. God got misplaced in the process!

 
This Old Church needs to become New Church in order to communicate Jesus to a new world. And please notice that I
am not claiming we need a new denomination, a new reformation-restoration, a new organization-institution to replace the existing ones – but “New Church.” A new way of doing church. No, a new way of being church. Seeing ourselves in our various denominations, non-denominations, and free-standing autonomous enterprises that we have come to call church as part of Jesus’ original notion is distressing.  Instead envision a flawed people with an imperfect understanding of His Will doing their best to honor Him. If such a radical idea were ever to take hold in the larger Body of Christ something holy and revolutionary might yet take place in the world. Some of Christ’s followers might actually experience unity in our diversity. At least, perhaps we would stop some of our political posturing and judging one another and serving as stumbling blocks to faith. 

We crucify Jesus afresh in every generation. How did whatever it was that Jesus promised to build, died to make possible, and rose to reign over from the Father’s right hand ever come to an end? I know that the Old Church of my experience will not bring the people of our new world to God – but will continue to drive them away from Him.

Then I get a glimpse of God at work in this or that godly person I am privileged know. And I know I am wrong to be discouraged. That it is the struggle of every generation to be more aware that this is what Father God knew we would experience, that His Living Spirit will continue to insure that the gates of Hell will not prevail against the Church, and that the Reigning Son will come again to claim His own. That which I am calling “New Church” is but the unfolding dream of God, and its ideal will never be actualized fully until He appears. So we pray, dream, and refuse to be satisfied with “business as usual” for the body of Christ.


There is more for us to experience in Christ than we have known so far. And I’m beginning to suspect that what I can only describe as New Church is really the old, original church that Christ promised to build and pledged to bless long ago. Maybe we have just been distracted for these 1500 years or so and can begin to think more clearly and follow Him more intentionally. Maybe we can still learn that its effective presence in the world is tied to answering the question “Who do you say Jesus is?” rather than expensive properties, social prominence, and mere names on a church roll. Perhaps a ‘relationship’ faith in Him can yet foster a relational engagement among His believers.
One of the reasons Old Church failed is its generation-to-generation immersion in culture. Whatever the larger culture adopts, the church accepts – and tries to go it one better on its own terms.

You’d think we would have learned our lesson by now! Church is a counter-cultural. The people of God must be skeptical of trying to do heaven’s work by this world’s means. Do you think Romans 12:2 could be a warning on this very point: “Don't become so well-adjusted to your culture that you fit into it without even thinking. Instead, fix your attention on God. You'll be changed from the inside out. Readily recognize what He wants from you, and quickly respond to it. Unlike the culture around you, always dragging you down to its level of immaturity, God brings the best out of you, develops well-formed maturity in you.”   The church must avoid pandering to people and politics and postures that impress the world for the sake of preserving its integrity. Might I Corinthians 1:27-28 be a clue to that truth: “Isn't it obvious that God deliberately choose men and women that the world overlooks and exploits and abuses, choose these ‘nobodies’ to expose the hollow pretensions of the ‘somebodies’?” 

In the fourth century, you see a clear and disastrous reversal of this pattern. When Constantine decided to adopt his if-I-can’t-destroy-it-I’ll-exploit-it strategy with the Christian church, it must have been a hearty time for some preachers and church leaders. All of a sudden, they went from being targets of abuse to celebrity status. They weren’t criminals and enemies of the state any longer but “clergy” and “persons necessary to the preservation of our noble Roman way of life.” And it must have felt good, for they accepted their new position and seemed to enjoy it. What they apparently didn’t realize is what we see so clearly in hindsight: Churches, preachers, and theologians became pawns to the politicians. They enjoyed the attention. They profited from the state’s interest in them. And they were soon as self-serving, political, and powerful as any political party of their time. In the name of “advancing the kingdom of God,” the church played politics – and lost its identity as the Body of Christ. It became too fond of power, wealth, and influence to be a counter-cultural. It was enmeshed in culture, playing the games of its culture, and being “converted” into this-worldly culture that began practicing the same sort of oppression against non-conformists it had once experienced! “My denomination is right and yours is wrong,” type of mentality. WE SHOULD BE ONE CHURCH SERVING ONE GOD!
There are some weird ideas floating out there about church and spirituality that discourage and damage people. And I'm not just talking about the ones that involve drinking Kool Aid from a washtub or walking barefoot on hot coals.

The fundamental mistake most of us make is to think that "being spiritual," that being a part of the Body of Christ is a rapturous state of mind or unique lifestyle reserved for the elite. Correct me if I'm wrong, but the Bible appears to envision a spiritual life for everyone who wears the name of Christ. Godliness is supposed to be the norm. And Christians are supposed to be saints all the time – not two generations after their funerals.
Spirituality is not the ability to live in the desert for 60 years. It isn't living above the mundane and ordinary stuff of life. It isn't a mystical feeling or pious face.


Spirituality is about where you are today. It is a way of life that honors commitments, behaves with integrity, accepts people the way they are, and is generous. It is exhibited by going to work, changing diapers, fixing meals, cutting grass, being self-controlled in traffic, and showing patience to unpleasant people.

 
God is honored best in the everyday and ordinary things of your life. How about that as the definition for the New
Church? Kinda sounds like what was intended for the Old Church originally.
“Do We Need A New Church?”


If I were to make the following statement, most people would be shocked and some would think me a nut case, but here goes: Church as it has been done for the past 1500 years has failed profoundly and needs to be abandoned. (Millions, of course, have already done just that. They’ve abandoned the church and have no intention of returning to it ever.) Let me explain why I think this statement is true – but don’t think we should give up on the idea of church. I believe we need to abandon what I will call Old Church for the sake of experiencing New Church.�


Here are the Scriptures that got me thinking about the concept of Old verses New Church:
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