What Does the Bible say about the Church?
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Christ’s work

As a boy, the 12 year old Jesus remarked to His mother and earthly father, that He must “be about (His) Father’s business” (Luke 2:49) Joseph was a carpenter, but what business was Jesus speaking of, and what is it He was setting about to do? It took another almost 20 years for this work to be public. 

Before Mary conceived, through the power of the Holy Spirit (Luke 1:26-38), Elisabeth her cousin became pregnant. Her and her husband were aged and beyond normal child bearing years. As they had no other children this was a huge blessing from God, the child in her womb was to become John the Baptist (Luke 1:16-17). John would turn the hearts of people back to God and “make ready a people prepared for the Lord.” John became a powerful preacher leading many to repentance and baptism (Luke 3:3-21) – people whose hearts and minds were ready to hear the Gospel message that Jesus would preach, and these would be responsive to His marvelous message of salvation. 
After Jesus was born, while His parents were “presenting” Him at the temple at a very young age, some prophetic messages foretold of the momentous work Christ would do. He was to be a “light for revelation to the Gentiles and for glory to your people Israel.” (Luke 1:32) John the Baptist who baptized with water, declared that Christ would baptize with the Holy Spirit and would divide the “righteous from the wicked” (Luke 3:16-17) “burning up the chaff with unquenchable fire.” No human had ever been spoken of in this way, to be given such supreme authority. At about 30 years of age, when Jesus was baptized by John in the Jordan, and as He was praying, Jesus Himself received the Holy Spirit. God declared from Heaven “You are my son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased.” (Luke 3:22). What did all this actually mean?
After His baptism, Jesus faced torment and temptation through Satan. This was a most necessary step in the process toward Salvation for all. Where Adam and Eve had been tempted and had failed now Jesus had to succeed. (Genesis 4:15). He would “crush” the serpent’s head. It was imperative that Jesus completely overcome Satan. Read of Satan’s attempts to lure Jesus into obeying and serving him in Luke 4:1-13. Jesus triumphed over Satan, but Satan was still to lie in wait (verse 13) for a later time, when he would again attempt to gain the victory over Christ. 

After the temptation, during which Jesus triumphed over Satan and sin, He was ready to embark on His public ministry and became a teacher in the synagogues of Galilee. Jesus was preaching “good news to the poor”; proclaiming “freedom for the prisoners”; “recovery of sight for the blind”; and “release for the oppressed”. Jesus proclaimed the “year of the Lord’s favour” – a Jubilee year (See Leviticus 25, especially verse 10; Isaiah 61: 1-2; Psalm 103: 1-14).  (If you wish to learn more about the significance of the Jubilee year, please refer to Lesson 11 “What the Bible says about the Great and Terrible Day of the Lord”). In what way was Jesus’ predicted authority to judge, linked to the Year of the Jubilee, and what did this have to do with overcoming Satan? 
In ancient Israel, this Jubilee year was to occur every 50th year. In this “time of release from the Lord” people were freed from slavery, debts were forgiven and families were restored to their inheritances. It was a time of great celebration and rejoicing. What Jesus proclaimed in this particular Jubilee year, was that complete freedom and release comes through Him. He is the path to Salvation for one and all. We are released from sin and death and darkness through Him (John 13:44-45; John 12:49-50; Hebrews 9:26-28). We can have complete confidence in Jesus that He has power over sin and death (Revelation 20:14; 1 Corinthians 15:20-26). Jesus, subject only to the Father, has authority over everything, even death. 
By overcoming Satan, Jesus qualified both as Saviour of the World and as ultimate judge of Satan and sin. The year of the Jubilee is predictive of the coming of the Day of the Lord, when Jesus returns as King of Kings, to establish the Kingdom of God on earth, and ultimately peace. 

Jesus Ministry

During His ministry, Jesus achieved the following
· Taught people how to live (In Matthew chapters 5-7 please read the “beatitudes”)

· Taught people about God, the Father (John 12:44).

· Preached the gospel of the Kingdom of God (Mark 1:14). 

· Called disciples to Himself (Mark 1:16). Disciples are students. 
· Freed people from disability (Mark 2:8-9) and from illness (Mark 2:40-42). 

· Freed people from Satan (Mark 1:39).

· Freed people from sin (Mark 2:5).

· Explained how He was ultimately connected to the Father through the Holy Spirit (John 14:8-21).

· Taught us to love one another and showed that there is a standard to live by which exceeds the keeping of the law (John 15:17). 

· Taught us to believe in Him and to have faith (John 14:12). 

· Blessed us with the Holy Spirit (John 20:22) “And when he had said this, he breathed on them, and said unto them, 'Receive the Holy Ghost'.”
· He baptized people with water (John 3:22, 4:1-2) and with the Holy Spirit (John 20:22). This blessing with the in-dwelling Spirit occurred after Jesus ascension (Acts 1:4-9, 2:1-4).
· Came as the “Light of the world” (John 12:46).

(This is not a comprehensive list, but an overview of Christ’s work.)
These things Jesus did. 
The Church’s Commission

The church now does the work of Jesus. The church carries on Jesus’ work as He lives in each of us through the in-dwelling Holy Spirit. 

The church is to be a light to the world. The church preaches the gospel of the Kingdom of God. The church proclaims that Jesus is the Son of God, who died so we may live (John 15:26-27). It teaches forgiveness for sins when we believe in Jesus our Saviour. The church teaches how Jesus died for us and forgave our sins (Colossians 2:13-15), paving the way to eternal life and salvation for the whole world. The church teaches about Jesus’ resurrection and ascension to glory as the FIRST among many brethren (Romans 5:1-21). 
The church makes disciples – teaching them about Christ, teaching repentance and baptism and then lays hands on new disciples so they receive the Holy Spirit. The church proclaims Jesus to be our King, who is to return in glory to earth to establish the Kingdom on God – and how we are citizens of the Kingdom of Heaven. 
The church acts as a beacon to the world pointing to Jesus, revealing God, showing the path to salvation and setting the standard for righteousness, embodied in love, and exemplifying faith through the ages, as we await Christ’s return. The church continues on the work of Christ.

Members of Christ and of Each Other
Jesus explained that He and the Father are one and that the church with the indwelling of the Holy Spirit is also united with them in one (John 14:20). The church as a body, and we as individuals, are “quickened” i.e. given eternal life, by the Spirit of Christ in us i.e. Christ in us (John 14:19, 17:2). Jesus said the Father works and I work (John 5:17, 36). Now God works through the Church. (John 9:4, Philippians 2:13, 1 Corinthians 12:6) This connectivity is described in two well-known analogies. 
Christ is the vine and we are the branches (John 15:4-6) – to remain alive and to bear fruit we must abide in Him. This means as Christians we must recognize that we depend on Him fully to function as Christians.
Also, the church is likened to a body (1 Corinthians 12, Romans 12:3-13). Each of us is subject to the will of Christ and we willingly submit to Him. Each of us is upheld by each other, all contributing to the well-being of the whole body, honouring one another and caring for each other. We are all interdependent with each other and fully dependent on our Saviour and High Priest, for we are the body of Christ (1 Corinthians 12:27). Individually and collectively, we are the temple in which Christ now dwells, as the Holy Spirit. Peter describes individuals in the church, as “living stones, fitly joined together” (1 Peter 2:4-5).
Together we all fulfill the great commission Christ gave us to do. Preach the gospel and baptize people in the name of the Father – continuing to make disciples down through time. The church carries on with the work Jesus started. The church literally gives a body to the Spirit to continue the work of Christ on earth. 

Christ’s work in each of us – Children of God
God created humankind – male and female in His image (Genesis 1:27). We are physical, but somehow we are representative of God – we are created to be like Him – in His image. God is spirit. He does not have shape or form that we can see or feel Him. Spirit is likened to the wind (John 3:8), that we cannot see, but it moves across the face of the earth (John 3:8). Perhaps God has ears, eyes, nose, mouth, hands and feet. For humans these are tools whereby we experience the world. These are a means for us to live, work and play in a physical creation. However, given God’s altogether different make-up, spirit, it would be hard to make God conform to our image, for He lives beyond the physical world. We are, however, created in God’s image (Genesis 1:27).
Perhaps it is also pertinent to think of the semblance of God according to other attributes humans possess and are blessed with. 

God made us to have dominion over the whole of the earth (Genesis 1:26-28) – He puts us in charge – like God Himself, who is in charge over the whole universe (Hebrews 1:1) and every living thing and every inanimate object within it. 

God made us to have a relationship with Him – to walk and talk with Him in the Garden. Communication, love, companionability – these are attributes we have that we are like God. He made us to love (1 John 4:7-12, John 15:17). He Himself is the epitome of love and loving (1 John 4:7-8). 

God gave us a commission – to tend the Garden (Genesis 2:15) – we can put to use our imagination and creative talents. He gave us a heart to appreciate beauty and to experiment with it, to organize it in terms of shapes, colours, textures, tastes, sounds, smells and structures, to create great diversity and uniqueness in all we do. God is divine creator and we too create. 

God is the author of life. He breathed life into us (Genesis 2:7) and we were created to live. God is creating sons and daughters (Romans 8:14) in His image. We have children and in those children – each one of them – is a re-creation of a child in our image and in God’s image – we share this pro-creation with God. We guide our children in wisdom and morals as they grow. 

God is creating us in His image, in terms of our spiritual nature as well. We are to conform to the image of the Firstborn – Jesus. “For this is eternal life, to know God and Jesus Christ whom He has sent” (John 17:1-3). Jesus sets us on the path of Spiritual enlightenment and maturity through the in-dwelling of the Holy Spirit, the same Spirit which sustained Him and inspired Him. In our character we develop Godliness, love, true righteousness. We are transformed to be like Christ (Romans 12:2, 2 Corinthians 3:18) and we will follow Him (John 15:24, 12:26, as God’s children (John 1:12) into Heaven, to a home (John 14:1-4) He has prepared for us. We are His workmanship, created in His image and likeness. This is what Christ is creating in us when He calls us to be His disciples and empowers us with His mighty Holy Spirit. 
Communities
A Christian cannot be a Christian in isolation. Christianity is alive and active. It is interactive and cannot be practiced and perfected in isolation, only through living and participating in communities. 
When God made Adam and Eve as male and female he set in place the opportunity for pro-creation, for the development of clans and families and communities. Immediately after they were created He stopped working and made Himself available to them to walk and talk with them in the Garden. He blessed and hallowed the Sabbath day, the 7th day of creation week. He encouraged intimacy with them. (Genesis 2:1-3, 3:8) God sought them out, calling out to them, “Where are you?” 
Later in the Bible we see the intent of His blessing and hallowing of the 7th day. God instructed the Israelites to “remember” the Sabbath Day (it is likely oral tradition up to that time had passed on the creation story from generation to generation), he told them to “keep it (the Sabbath) holy” and He instructed them to meet to worship Him on that day. They were to rest, emulating God on that Day (Exodus 20:8-11). They were to honour Him and seek Him out that day. The Sabbath is a blessing, a time set aside for humans to learn at God’s feet, to enter communion with Him, to draw near to Him, to worship and honour Him. The Sabbath includes God in the community, rather than exclude Him. God seeks an intimate relationship with the humans He created. He is our Father and Creator. That God is our “Father” implies an intimate, caring and tender attitude toward us, as His children.
This is important to know in this discussion as it establishes that God’s intent is for people to live within communities, negotiating our way to deep and intimate relationships with God and with each other. This is our life-long challenge and blessing. Christianity cannot be practiced in isolation. It is not based on law so much as on law expressed in Love. Jesus expanded the commandments, so people are left in no uncertain terms that anything less than love does not meet the Christian standard (John 15:9-17, Matthew 5:20, 21-22, 27-28). The Spirit of the Law is observed by denying in oneself, any turning toward evil or wickedness. Love encapsulates the whole law, upheld by a pure heart. This is the underlying principle of all our relationships (1 John 5:2-3, 3:10-20) and communities – LOVE.
To further develop this concept we need to acknowledge that “righteousness” does not stop with what we do not do, but starts with what we do, do. To stop sinning is only part of the formula - we are to actively do well (James 2:14-25). Our relationship with God is lived in a community. It is seen within families, clans and tribes, towns, cities, nations and the world. Humans live in communities and Christianity can only be practiced within communities. We are beacons to the world, so “shine our lights” in well-populated places (Matthew 4:21-23), for if we so shine, then God will be given the Glory, through what we do and how we are. 
Getting on
We are instructed, as much as is possible to “live in peace with all men”. Humans are so diverse. Our upbringing is different from one another and our character is expressed uniquely and in such a colourful array of personality types. Our priorities differ and because of all these factors we may find ourselves disagreeing with each other. God knew we would get cross with each other. He tells us to “be angry, but do not sin” (Ephesians 4:26) and He says “do not let the sun go down on your anger”. Anger is an emotion that is an inherent part of our make-up. It is an expression we need when we have been wronged or offended, as it establishes boundaries in relationships. Holding on to anger, however spawns bitterness, which is contrary to godliness. Anger is a tool which we need to master and not to let it master us (Ephesians 4:31). As humans we will offend one another and sometimes sin. Jesus demonstrated how a humble heart, fully submitted to God, can release anger and forgive others. We pray for forgiveness “as we forgive them who trespass against us” (Luke 11:4) Please understand forgiveness does not include continually setting oneself up for on-going abuse and harm. This is not God’s purpose for you (John 15:27). 
Managing anger and having a forgiving attitude and humble heart are not the only tenets of Christian living. There is so much in the Bible about managing relationships, but the highest principle is love. Jesus gave up his life for us. This finest example of all is the wellspring of love, which we now live by. Love originates with God. We love Him because He first loved us – so also we ought to love one another (1 John 4:19-21). 

“Washing Feet”
Love, is expressed in the keeping of the law – in the spirit and intent of the law, and it is expressed in an attitude of care and service toward each other. This is most evident in the “foot-washing ceremony” instituted just prior to Christ’s death (John 13:1-17). Jesus took on the mantle of servant and much to their chagrin, washed the disciples’ feet. Through this course of action He showed them “the full extent of His love”. He demonstrated in this amazing act that they too should take on the burden of loving service to each other and “wash each other’s feet”. He who is least among you will be the greatest in the kingdom. It is not those of us who lord it over others who will be given places of honour, but those of us who take on this mantle of service. (Matthew 20:20-28)

Managing our human passions, forgiving each other, love and service all contribute to harmonious brotherly love amongst church members. Let us emulate Jesus in our care for one another (Ephesians 4:1-16, 32, 5:1-2, 21) “esteeming each other as better than ourselves (Philippians 2:1-3), each recognizing in the other the Holy Seed of God which each of us is (Philippians 2:13). The Bible has a great deal of wisdom and instruction regarding our relationships. Take heed. 

Wheat and Tares
Sometimes among Christian Communities we witness or even sometimes are victims of non-Christian-like behaviours – sin, crime and abuse. What is going on here?
Do Christians sin? Are all Christians, Christian? There are two avenues to explore here in answer to this incongruence.

The fact is that Christians do at times succumb to temptation and sin. It is unfortunate, but true. Paul says our natural spirit wars against the Holy Spirit. When we do sin, the Holy Spirit pricks our conscience and convicts us of sin and in so doing prompts repentance in our hearts. (Hebrews 10:22, 1 John 1:9 - 2:6) We once more beseech God for forgiveness through Christ’s shed blood. Our hearts and minds attain to the perfect man, but another element resides within our flesh and is at war with the spirit of our mind. Paul cried out “who will save me from this body of death? Thanks be to God through Jesus….” (Romans 7:14-25). So, even the greatest amongst us struggles with human sin. Christians are humans who aspire to the highest standard, but do not always or consistently, keep up this level of righteousness. We are to forgive each other, as we are forgiven. 

The other consideration which must be given time here if we see a Christian sin, is the Parable of the Tares (Matthew 13:25-29). This parable demonstrated that planted among the “wheat” – Christians, are weeds called “tares” which closely resemble Christians. They are Christian in name, but not in spirit. They do at first glance appear to belong. The wheat and tares look much alike until such time as the wheat is ready to harvest. Likewise amongst Christian communities there are people who do not really belong. As Christians mature the “tares” become more obvious. Even Daniel prophesied that at the time of the end insincere people will join God’s faithful (Daniel 12:33-35). 
Jesus spoke another parable. When he “separates the sheep from the goats” he uses a particular measure – charity (Matthew 25:31-46). He showed in this parable this means sharing what we have an abundance of with those who do not have enough. In this type of charity, when we show kindness to “the least of these, my brethren” (Verse 40), we show kindness to Christ. However, some who have “preached in His name”, “cast out demons in His name” (Matthew 13:22, 7:21-23), “performed miracles in His name” failed in this one true measure of a disciple of Christ – love and charity. 

Some, though they are amongst us, are not led by the Holy Spirit (Matthew 7:15-23) – the Spirit of Jesus. This we must be aware of and be discerning, without judging each other. Please be aware of criticizing, for what you see may be human weakness of the flesh, or immaturity in this walk with Christ. In such cases we may even be called upon to snatch that person “from the fire” (Jude 17-23). 

Let God be the judge while we practice true Christianity – to visit the sick and the fatherless, the widow in her need, and to visit those in prison. We are to keep ourselves unspotted from the world (James 1:27, Matthew 25:36). This is our duty of love. It is not our responsibility to judge, but we are to be discerning. Know the difference. 

False Prophets and Miracles
The discussion of wheat and tares leads us to a more sinister deception which we must also understand. Jesus warned of false prophets. Many, he says, will come in His name, agreeing that He is the Christ but “will deceive many” (Matthew 24:4-5, 9-13, 23-24, Mark 13:22). People, who will be “Christian” on the surface so to speak, will appear to be following Christ, but will be deceiving many. This is of grave concern to the Christian. These liars will have such power and influence, that if it were possible, they would even deceive the “elect” (Matthew 24:24), the called and chosen of the Lord, true Christians. 
In Revelation, that mysterious and powerful book about end times, we see the Lamb of God, being honoured in Heaven (Revelation 5:1-14) and we also see those who are saved with Him in Heaven (Revelation 14:1, 7:1-17). Yet we see a “beast” who “looks like a lamb” but who has the mouth of a dragon, speaking blasphemy (Revelation 13:11-18). This is how people will be deceived – some speak charming words, they appear on the surface to be righteous, but just below the surface a wicked nature lurks. “And no wonder, for Satan’s demons appear as angels of light” (2 Corinthians 11:13-15). It is only by knowing the scriptures; by seeking enlightenment through close communion with God; and by rejecting false doctrine which is not Biblical that Christians can be on guard against such deceit. The false prophet will be condemned to the lake of fire. Is he the “son of perdition” and the “antichrist” the bible speaks about (2 Thessalonians 2:3-12)?
Likewise, in Revelation, two women are portrayed – one is pure (Revelation 12:1- 13:1) and is hunted down by the Great Dragon who is ‘hell bent’ on her demise. The other is a harlot, known as Babylon the Great (Revelation chapters 17 and 18). A Woman in the bible is symbolic of a church or religion (Hosea 1:2-3, 3:1). E.g. Israel is the church in the wilderness and is often described as betrothed to God (For a more comprehensive understanding of God’s relationship with Israel, please read the book of Hosea). There are only 2 women in Revelation. There is the one true church, which follows Jesus, bearing Him witness in a corrupt world and there is the harlot, who is filled with all filth and the blood of the saints. This one is guilty of great sin and abominations. 
Christians must earnestly seek truth at Christ’s feet. Jesus says the “truth will set you free” (John 8:31-32) – free from the wiles of Satan and from the penalty of sin (verses 34-35). Our eternity hinges on our integrity as a child of God and as a Christian. Know what you are about and follow Christ with all your heart, mind and soul – your whole being, in dedication, worship and obedience to our one true God. Beware and be aware. God bless you as you cling to Him in loving devoted worship. Amen. 

True Followers – the Sign
We are instructed to discern between the spirits (1 John 4:1-6), which lead prominent people in the church. “By their fruits you will know them.” (Matthew 7:15-23). Our fruits are what we produce. The “fruits” of a farmer are whatever crops he has sown and tended, be it crops or stock. The seeds sown by a person with a kind heart will produce a healthy mind and healthy relationships. A Christian is also working for Jesus, so the “fruit” he grows is likely to be new disciples as well. True followers of Jesus do the will of the Father. They hear and obey Christ (Verse 24).
Paul describes the “fruit of the Spirit” to be love, joy, peace, long-suffering, patience, kindness and faith (Galatians 5:22-26). These character traits become part of the Christian’s ‘modus operandi’, the way we live our lives based on love and Christ’s values, not tainted by the world’s corrupt standards or lack of moral fiber. A Christian stands out because he or she does not run to the excesses they use to do (2 Corinthians 6:17-18).

Jesus boldly stated one feature that stands out for Christians. “By this shall all men know, that you are my disciples, if you love one another” (John 13:34-35). Love amongst the brethren – that care exemplified by the washing of feet – that is the criteria which sets Christians apart. We are Christ’s when we emulate Him. Let us be about our Father’s business. He is in the business of love. 
The Church will be preaching the gospel and making disciples. It will be teaching doctrine consistent with the Bible. It will be nurturing new disciples. Each of us will be responsive to the prompting of the Spirit and participating in a community of love. The church and the brethren will conduct themselves as lights, beacons pointing to God in a dark world. We are part of the Body of Christ. Let us each be doing our part, in love. Amen.

Please also work through Lesson 10 – “What does the Bible say about Heaven?” as it has further teaching about the Church, which you need to know. 
