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Organizations that measure church participation, such as the Barna Research Group, the Pew 
Forum, and Gallup, have all documented the rising phenomenon of people dropping out of church 
life. Today, especially with the advent of technology, it has never been easier to drop out of 
church life. Why bother with the church when it is often messy, difficult, costly, and time 
consuming?  
 
Researchers have found that these views are frequently captured in statements like… 

• “I belong to every church—why should I commit to a local one?” 
• “I am spiritual but not religious and so I don’t need a church to feel close to God.” 
• “The church has failed me, so who needs it?” The truth is that people become disillusioned 

because they have been justifiably let down by people who turn out to be “not Jesus” or 
unworthy of leading the church. 

 
This tension is not unique to the Christian Faith by the way, it cuts across all denominations, all 
religions and faiths, and is the fruit of a radical individualism that permeates our culture 
at every level. No group is immune to the phenomenon of “The Spiritually Unaffiliated.”  
 
These all reflect a rising attitude in our world that in principle, wants to follow the version of Jesus 
that is acceptable to them, but wants little or nothing to do with his family. 
 
Transition: So today, we want to ask, Is it possible to be a Christian without being part of the 
church? And if it is then in what sense would it be true, and in what sense would it be false?  
 
That’s our task today, to understand this half-truth from both sides.  
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The sense in which the statement is true.  
1. God saves individuals, not groups. Now, most of the time—the vast majority of the time—God 
speaks to saved groups of people in the New Testament. We have 6 books in the NT written to individuals: Luke-
Acts; 1, 2 Tim. Titus and Philemon. Of the 6 books written to individuals, 5 of them were written (Theophilus, 
Timothy, and Titus) to the individual with a message for the entire group. So most often, when God speaks he speaks 
through individuals to groups /  in corporate terms. Here are a few phrases to express that: 
2 Tim. 1:9 “He is the one who saved us and called us with a holy calling, not based on our works but on his own 
purpose and grace, granted to us in Christ Jesus before time began.” 
 
Tit. 3:5 “he saved us not by works of righteousness that we have done but on the basis of his mercy, through the 
washing of the new birth and the renewing of the Holy Spirit.” 
Most often, when the Scriptures speak of salvation they speak in these terms right here—corporate, in the plural 
not singular. He saved us.  
 
But in the narrative sections, the stories we see that it is individuals who often get saved. Just a few examples: 
Zacchaeus (Luke 19:9) “Then Jesus said to him, “Today salvation has come to this household, because he too is a son 
of Abraham!” 
Lydia (Acts 16:14) “A woman named Lydia, a dealer in purple cloth from the city of Thyatira, a God-fearing woman, 
listened to us. The Lord opened her heart to respond to what Paul was saying.” 
Ethiopian Eunuch (Acts 8:26-40) 
Philippian Jailer (Acts 16:25-34) 
Paul of Tarsus (Acts 9) 
 
Salvation is an intensely personal experience.  
Here’s what Jesus said: 
Matt. 11:27 “No one knows the Son except the Father, and no one knows the Father except the Son and anyone to 
whom the Son decides to reveal him.” Anyone means “any individual.” 
Matt. 16:24 “Then Jesus said to his disciples, “If anyone wants to become my disciple”, he must deny himself, take 
up his cross, and follow me.” 
Jn. 6:51 I am the living bread that came down from heaven. “If anyone eats from this bread he will live forever.” 
Jn. 3:3 “Jesus replied, “I tell you the solemn truth, unless a person is born from above, he cannot see the kingdom of 
God.” 
Rom. 8:9 “You, however, are not in the flesh but in the Spirit, if indeed the Spirit of God lives in you. Now if anyone 
does not have the Spirit of Christ, this person does not belong to him.” 
 
A person cannot be saved just because they join a group, or was raised in a religious home. You won’t be 
saved because your mom and dad are, or because you attended church on occasion or regularly. If you do not have 
a personal relationship with God by faith—if you have not, as Paul told Titus, received the washing of the new birth 
and the renewing of the Holy Spirit” you will go into a Christ-less eternity and be lost forever!  
So yes, your salvation is personal, its individual, and God will not take into account your religious affiliations, 
memberships, or church attendance in the final analysis of your life. 
 
But we need to complete this sentence… 
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2. You can’t be a Christian without the Church. (But you just said “God saves individuals not 
groups.”) Because the moment you are born anew you are born into a family. You’re dead in your sins, and the 
second your dead heart is flooded with the life-giving power of the Holy Spirit—your spiritual eyes awaken 
in holy community.  
 
The authors of Scripture, including Jesus, knew nothing of an individual faith that was isolated and “unchurched”. 
 
Before I show you that, we should take a second and define what we mean when we say the word “church.”  
There are two definitions that we’re working with… 
Definition 1 (Cultural): The church is a religious organization represented by the buildings that 
house their events and efforts. In fact, I looked it up in a dictionary, and the very first meaning was 
“Church: a building used for public Christian worship.” I can’t tell you how many times I catch myself 
referring to this building as “the church.” I can’t tell how many times I check myself in relation to this wrongheaded 
cultural definition of the church.  
 
Definition 2 (Biblical): The church is the gathered assembly of God’s holy and redeemed people. 
Why define it this way? 

• The word ekklesia: means gathering or an assembly. It is used overwhelmingly in the Old Testament LXX, in 
Josephus (1st century Roman historian) and in Philo (1st century Jewish-Greek philosopher) as a generic term 
for “gathering” or “congregating” or a group of like-minded people assembling together. 

• The local-gathered assembly in the NT (appears 116 times in NT) The word is by far and away used of a local 
assembly, a local congregation that has gathered together to be built up in the faith through: (1) worship and 
prayer; (2) the Apostles teaching, (3) fellowship of the family, (4) commemorate the Gospel symbolically 
through communion.  

• The universal “spiritual” assembly: Acts 14:27 “When they arrived and gathered the church together, they 
reported all the things God had done with them, and that he had opened a door of faith for the Gentiles.” 

o Matt. 16:18 “And I tell you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of 
Hades will not overpower it.” 

o Heb. 12:22-23 “But you have come to Mount Zion, the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem, 
and to myriads of angels, to the assembly 23 and congregation of the firstborn, who are enrolled in 
heaven” 

o Eph. 1:23 “Now the church is his body, the fullness of him who fills all in all.” 
 
You can’t be a Christian unless you have a personal, intensely individual salvation experience with Christ. If you 
have not been born anew by the Holy Spirit from the inside out you are not of Christ at all. Regardless of what 
organization you’re affiliate with. 
But… 
You can’t be a Christian without being born anew into a holy community of believers. 
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3. What good is the church?  
So what value is there in gathering in holy assembly with God’s people?  

• The church is a family. The dominant metaphor for life in Christ is the family, household motif. 
Brothers and sisters living in the Father’s household. 

o The term adelphoi meaning, “Brothers and sisters” (used 112 times in NT). Second only to the term 
ekklesia (church), the NT writers used this word to designate believers (pistoi only used 20 times) or 
Christians (21 times). Heb. 10:24-26 “And let us take thought of how to spur one another on to love 
and good works, 25 not abandoning our own meetings, as some are in the habit of doing, but 
encouraging each other, and even more so because you see the day drawing near.” 

Of all the metaphors or word-pictures used in the NT, domestic or “family” imagery is by far and away 
the most prominent. The Church is first and foremost a holy family of God. 
o Article: Tim Luhrmann in the NY Times published an article titled: “The Benefits of Church” in which 

he stated, “ONE of the most striking scientific discoveries about religion in recent years is that going 
to church weekly is good for you. Religious attendance — at least, religiosity — boosts the immune 
system and decreases blood pressure. It may add as much as two to three years to your life. The 
reason for this is not entirely clear” (“The Benefits of Church”-Tim Luhrmann) 
Oh I think the reason is clear to those of us who assemble together.  

§ In self-sacrificial giving and service to one another.  
§ In forgiveness as the norm in conflict resolution.  
§ In encouragement in this present age of darkness. 
§ In reconciliation of those who have lost their way.  
§ In healing of those who are wounded and hurting.  
§ In kindness of speech, putting others needs above our own.  
§ In correction as we help course correct each other in the faith.  

o I want to let you in on a secret: I’m not interested in having a bigger church. Nope. Not. I’m not 
interested in bigger, I want better. And here’s what I mean by better: family. The better we do 
family here, I believe God will entrust us with more and new disciples—and we very well may grow 
bigger. But we are going to grow for the right reasons. And stronger, deeper community is always 
better.  

o Challenge: The challenge when you create a family atmosphere is unintentional exclusivity. 
As we become better at relationships—we run the risk of unintentionally leaving people out.  

  
• The church is a body. Joined and knit together, every sinew and muscle and tendon and part of the 

body—built up together in Christ. Eph. 1:3 “Now the church is His body, the fullness of Him who fills the 
whole world.” We exist to bring glory and praise, bring hope of salvation, bring disciples into community. 

o 1 Cor. 12:4-7; 12 “Now there are different gifts, but the same Spirit. 5 And there are different 
ministries, but the same Lord. 6 And there are different results, but the same God who produces all of 
them in everyone. 7 To each person the manifestation of the Spirit is given for the benefit of all. 
For just as the body is one and yet has many members, and all the members of the body—though 
many—are one body, so too is Christ.” The issue here is our mystical interconnectedness. 
Like a body, the individual members of an assembly have different functions—all contributing to the 
good and proper functioning of that one body. And it is a mysterious connection in the Spirit. 
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Productivity is achieved through the multiplicity of functions and expressions. Unity is achieved 
through diversity.  

o Challenge: The challenge to a diverse body is the temptation to turn out ministries into fiefdoms. 
Little power-centers within the church. Diversity of gifts can lead to tunnel vision, isolation, and 
actually contribute to disunity. The second challenge is that people who aren’t wired like us annoy us. 
You know who annoys detailed, organized people the most? Creative and artistic people. Artists, by 
and large, tend not to prefer organization, schedules, rules, protocols or budgets. And the 
Administratively gifted people start to see the artists as inept, lazy, and irresponsible. The artists see 
the admin types as too buttoned up, confined and limited. And you know what is happening? Two 
people that God has gifted with drastically different gifts are getting on each other’s nerves because 
it’s difficult to see life through someone else’s lens. The challenge to being one body 
made up of diverse parts is isolation and tunnel vision. 

The church is a family. The church is a body. And… 
• The church is a temple. A holy dwelling. Built together, built up. Here’s what you need to know 

about the OT temple. It was only ever a physical symbol of God’s manifest presence. Pointing to its ultimate 
fulfillment in the person of the Messiah. In Matt. 26, Jesus told the religious leaders that “something greater 
than the temple is now here.” And in Jn. 2, he is recorded as having entered the temple, driving out money 
changers and sales clerks—price-gouging the people in the temple and this didn’t go over well. The Temple 
priests accosted him. Here was his response,  

o Jn. 2: 19-22 “Jesus answered them, ‘Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up.’ 20 The 
Jews then said, ‘This temple has been under construction for forty-six years, and will you raise it up in 
three days?’ 21 But he was speaking of the temple of his body. 22 After he was raised from the dead, 
his disciples remembered that he had said this; and they believed the scripture and the word that 
Jesus had spoken.” 

Paul then pushes this further when he says in fact, God’s holy family, the people of God—we are the 
temple of the Holy Spirit.  

o 1 Cor. 3:16-17 “16 Do you not know that you are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit lives in you? 17 If 
someone destroys God’s temple, God will destroy him. For God’s temple is holy, which is what you 
are. 

The purpose of coming together is that we might be the theater of God’s glory, the auditorium-sanctuary where 
God’s majesty is put on display.  

Challenge: And of course, the challenge with a temple is that it can be defiled. This is Paul’s concern with the 
Corinthians. They have all divided off into unholy and unhealthy factions.  
 
Illus. Unintentional Idolatry—recent scandals of moral failing in the church. Very high-profile churches where the 
pastor has harassed and hit on and hidden his sin. Protected by the elder board. I was surprised to read that people 
didn’t blow the whistle early because: (1) they loved him and his ministry and (2) they were worried about what the 
loss of this beloved pastor would do to the church—their ministry.  
 
The cult of personality is as old as the first century church itself. But Paul says, it defiles and decimates the temple. 
Idolatry is serious business. God will judge the person who is instrumental in destroying the church through 
divisiveness and disunity. Some claim to follow “Cepha” or Peter. Some claim to be fans of Apollos, and some say “I 
follow Paul.” But this very concept of a church divided over human personalities is nothing short, for Paul, of 
defilement of God’s holy temple. It’s destructive. Sometimes we are tempted to erect false idols in God’s holy 
sanctuary. It happens. But it’s not supposed to. The cinema, the theater of God’s glory.  
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Conclusion: It’s partly true. You aren’t saved by your group affiliation. Membership in an organization, even 
attending a Bible believing church isn’t going to be enough to save you. You must be born again.  
But it’s not true that you can go it alone without God’s Holy family. The moment you receive God’s Spirit you are 
baptized into a God’s people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation.  
And you and I need the church because we need family—we need real and frequent interaction with our brothers 
and sisters in the Lord.  
And we can’t live without the other parts of the body. Disconnected parts become cancerous and disjointed.  
But most of all, together—gathered in holy assembly—God is mysteriously present by the Holy Spirit. As his temple, 
his holy sanctuary where his grace and love and power are on display.  
 
Aren’t you thankful for the church?  
 
Let’s pray:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  


