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“How Important Is the Church?”
Can you be a Christian without the church?

The answer to those outside the church is “yes.”  Among world religions, you are a Christian if you believe that Jesus Christ is  of God.  That is the definition of the Christian religion – Christians believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God.

But if you follow Jesus Christ – if this is your religion – your faith, then the answer is, “No.”  “You cannot be a Christian without the church.

Jesus never called people into private service – solo performers – always he calls people into community – into the church.

The passage from Matthew this morning is unusual in that it talks about the church and about members of the church.  If you are wronged, you go to the person who has wronged you and tell them you have been hurt.  Notice that – it is critically important.  Often we make the mistake of NOT going to the person who has wronged us but to everyone else but them – and we say things like, “Do you know what he did to me?  Do you know what she said?”  We begin building alliances – gathering troops.  There is a word for this “triangulation.”  It is very destructive.  If I have wronged you, you and I have to make it right.  

If the person doesn’t agree, you bring witnesses then tell it to the church, etc.  This passage is very important because it forms the basis of church discipline.

The basis of what?

Church discipline!

Church discipline is not very popular these days.  Most people give the church little if any authority in their lives.  The church is viewed as a voluntary organization – if you meet my needs, fine, I’ll stay.  If you do not, “syonara!”  

And church discipline?  How dare you!

Which raises the question that is the title of the sermon – “How Important Is the Church?”

For starters, Jesus died for it.  That makes it pretty important I’d say.

God’s people are always in community – in the Old Testament it is the nation of Israel.  IN the New Testament it is the church.

So significant is this, that it is called the “body of Christ.”

The church is Christ’s presence in the world.

For those who are doubtful of this, we can ask, “If the church doesn’t present Christ to the world, who will?”  

There is no one else.

It is our calling.

Be careful now.

Does this mean the church is perfect?  Far from it!  The church, though chosen by God and called by the Holy Spirit, is still made of people like you and me – sinful people.  And that is a real clue to what the church is about.
You may have heard some of these “bulletin bloopers” which show how fallible is the church! – 

In the vestry of a New England church: "Will the last person to leave 

please see that the perpetual light is extinguished." 

Announcement in the church bulletin for a National PRAYER &amp; FASTING 


conference. "The cost for attending the Fasting and Prayer conference includes 


meals". 

 Our youth basketball team is back in action Wednesday at 8 p.m. in the 


recreation hall. Come out and watch us kill Christ the King. 

 Today the pastor will preach his farewell message after which the choir 

will sing "Break Forth into Joy" 

. "Ladies, don't forget the rummage sale. It's a chance to get rid of those 


things not worth keeping around the house. 

Don't forget your husbands". 

 Next Sunday is the family hayride and bonfire at the Fowlers'. Bring your 


own hot dogs and guns. Friends are welcome! Everyone come for a fun time. 

Smile at someone who is hard to love. Say hell to someone who doesn't 

care much about you. 

The peacemaking meeting scheduled for today has been canceled due to a 


conflict. 

 Next Thursday there will be tryouts for the choir. They need all the help 

they can get. 

Barbara remains in the hospital and needs blood donors for more 

transfusions. She is also having trouble sleeping and requests tapes of Pastor 

Jack's sermons. 

If we read on past these verses about church discipline, we come to one of the world’s strongest statements on mercy.  It is this famous passage:  21Then Peter came and said to him, “Lord, if another member of the church sins against me, how often should I forgive? As many as seven times?” 22Jesus said to him, “Not seven times, but, I tell you, seventy-seven times.

You see, the church is really about forgiveness.  We gather here not as the super-righteous, but as sinners forgiven.
In the passage Jesus instructs his disciples, when every attempt to reach the impenitent has been exhausted, to treat the offenders like “Gentiles and Tax Collectors.”  And how did Jesus teach his disciples to treat Gentiles and Tax Collectors?  With mercy, bringing them God’s love!  Telling them the gospel!

Jesus died for us.

That is good news.  We have eternal life because the Lord has commuted our death sentences.

After these verses come the terrible parable of man who is forgiven of his debt but who then torments and destroys those who owe him.  

The church’s mission is not to condemn people.  We have no right to do that.  From the Old Testament reading this morning we learn that the church is obligated to speak out against wrong.  But not to condemn people.  God is only one good enough to condemn.

The church’s job in the world is to witness to Jesus Christ – that God raised him from the dead and to tell the world good news.

The church exists to give God worship.  John Calvin, father of the reformed faith said the marks of the church are the preaching of the true gospel in purity and faithful observance of the sacraments.  The reformers added proper administration of discipline.
We gather and promise to do these things receiving God’s love and returning God’s love to him.  

And church is called to serve. 

How do we serve?

Jesus said that if we want to be his followers we must every day take up our cross and follow him.

This is a radical command.  And only the church believes it.

Consider the revolution the church calls us to –

We are help, not harm.

We are to heal, not wound.

To save, not destroy.

We are to forgive, not exact vengeance.

We are to bring life, not kill.

We are to serve, not to be served.

Jesus sends us out into the world as servants.  Self-giving servants like him.

We will be hearing some thing about service from both parties in the presidential campaign – but the service will be a call to serve OUR nation – OUR group.

God erases those borders and tells us our commonwealth is in heaven.

Our service is not just for people like us – every nation lifts up service to their own nation.   The church is much, much more than that –

It is the holy catholic church – the world-wide church.  As Christians our concern is not just for the people of Alabama, but Afghanistan as well.  Not just for the people of for the people  Boston, but for the people of Bulgaria.  Not just for the people of California, but for the people of the Congo.

What makes our faith unique is that our savior is the God who created the universe who came to earth in human form and died at the hands of his most sinful creatures to bring them mercy and forgiveness because he loves them.

You all know that in 1912, the unsinkable ship the Titanic sank on its maiden voyage.  There was a tragic loss of human life in the cold waters of the North Atlantic ocean.  It is also well known that one of the reasons for staggering loss of life is that the ship did not have enough life boats.  What is not so well known is that many of the life boats were not full.  
705 people were loaded into the twenty lifeboats. There were 473 empty seats
available on lifeboats while over 1,500 people drowned.  There was room, and although the people in the lifeboats could hear the cries for help from the freezing and drowning passengers, they did not turn back to save them.  They felt safe and secure in the life boats and wanted to take no risks.

The church is a life boat – pure and simple – it is God’s chosen vessel to reach out to the world with salvation.  

The church’s proclamation is first and last the love of God.

Does this matter?  “How important is the church?”  It is a matter of life and death.  
The church has a message available nowhere else.

And Jesus abides with his church.  When we gather, Jesus is with us.

Fred D. Mueller
Ez. 33:7So you, mortal, I have made a sentinel for the house of Israel; whenever you hear a word from my mouth, you shall give them warning from me. 8If I say to the wicked, “O wicked ones, you shall surely die,” and you do not speak to warn the wicked to turn from their ways, the wicked shall die in their iniquity, but their blood I will require at your hand. 9But if you warn the wicked to turn from their ways, and they do not turn from their ways, the wicked shall die in their iniquity, but you will have saved your life.

Reproving Another Who Sins

15“If another member of the church sins against you, go and point out the fault when the two of you are alone. If the member listens to you, you have regained that one. 16But if you are not listened to, take one or two others along with you, so that every word may be confirmed by the evidence of two or three witnesses. 17If the member refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church; and if the offender refuses to listen even to the church, let such a one be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector. 18Truly I tell you, whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven. 19Again, truly I tell you, if two of you agree on earth about anything you ask, it will be done for you by my Father in heaven. 20For where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them.”
34. The outreach committee has enlisted 25 visitors to make calls on people who are afflicted with any church. 

36. Remember in prayer those who are sick of our church and community. 
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