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What does the church mean to you? Are you enthused about your church? Are you turned 

off? Are you glad where you are or do you complain a lot? This is what we want to talk about. 

The subject of the church tends to get a little complicated. This is true because we can look at 

the church from different points of view. The first thing that comes to mind is the local 

congregation of believers. I suppose that most of you are members of one of our churches, 

somewhere between Redlands and New Jersey, between Houston and Edmonton. The Bible 

speaks of the church this way as well. We recall the seven churches in Asia Minor referred to in 

Revelation 1-3. Each one was a separate congregation which had strengths and weaknesses 

described by our Lord. When we speak of membership in the church, this stands on the 

foreground. In the congregation one is joined together with other believers who profess like faith. 

In such a church Christ governs by the elders, ministers to the needy by the deacons, proclaims 

His Word through the minister. Such a church gathers in worship each Lord’s Day, studies the 

Word together, expresses care for one another. To be a member in a local congregation means 

that one has the right to all the privileges of such a church and is expected to perform certain 

duties in return. 

There is however, more to the church than that. All through history there have been numbers 

of such congregations joined together in some expression of unity. That was true of the seven 

churches in Asia Minor and in the early church. They gathered together for example in a general 

meeting at Jerusalem to settle the circumcision question, see Acts 14. Later in history 

denominations were formed. Today we have so many different churches and denominations that 

one can purchase a book which describes them. We too have a denomination, a church structure 

that brings together all the individual congregations in union in order that we can better express 

the faith we believe as Protestant Reformed. We cooperate in mission work, theological 

instruction, and mutual care for each other both financial and spiritual. We have a church 

structure in which one can appeal to a broader gathering for a hearing in case he believes he has 

been wronged. There are many blessings through such a church federation. 

If we ask, is that all there is to the church, then we must proceed further. The church is much 

greater than our Protestant Reformed denomination. We must also speak of a universal church. 

As churches, we are close to some of them, e.g. the Jamaican churches, the Singapore church, 

congregations in Africa and Australia and New Zealand. Paul was conscious of this when he 

wrote Ephesians 2. There he was concerned about the inclusion of the Gentiles in the church, he 

pictured it as the temple of God with the middle wall broken out and now Jews and Gentiles are 

made one in Christ Jesus. He describes them as fellow citizens and saints of the household of 

God built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus the chief cornerstone. If 

we look at the church from a little different point of view we can even envision some of them in 

glory already, waiting for the perfect gathering that will come at the end of the world. Some 

members of the church have yet to be born, but when that is complete then the church will be 

made perfect through the final judgment in the coming of Jesus Christ. 

The point that has to be stressed here is this, the church is not a human institution brought 

into existence to satisfy man’s religious nature. True fallen man still has religious needs and 

interests, but he can only bring them to expression in idolatry and hostility against God, see 



Romans chapter 1. The church is God’s church. Everyone of us who is a member of the church is 

a recipient of God’s wonderful work. He conceived of it in His eternal counsel, the Bible speaks 

of divine election. Going back to Ephesians 2, Paul pictures the church as a temple. God 

determined exactly the number of bricks and the place of each one. Also by sovereign 

reprobation, he determined who would be the scaffolding, used in history to serve the building of 

the church, but discarded through unbelief. God sends forth the Word and by His Holy Spirit 

applies it unto the hearts of His own. God keeps His church safe and secure throughout all the 

attempts on the part of Satan and his followers to tempt and destroy it. It is a solemn testimony to 

God’s great faithfulness and power that the church has continued throughout all history and even 

as Christ promised, “the gates of hell shall not prevail against her”. Ultimately, God has willed 

that the church acknowledge His glory and bring honor unto Him. 

When we speak of membership in the church, we have this grand panorama of the church in 

mind. It includes the local church, the denomination, the church of Christ that is in the world 

made up of believers from every nation, even the church that is already in glory. We belong 

together and are joined together in faith. What then are the advantages and blessings of 

belonging to this church? We mention four of them. 

First, membership in the church gives us the opportunity to worship and praise God. Faith 

works that way; it seeks more and more to give God His glory! We still sing, “As pants the hart 

for water brook, so pants my heart O Living God for thee!”. We rejoice in the privilege to gather 

together each Lord’s Day to sing, to pray, to give our gifts, to attend to the gospel, in one word, 

To worship! 

Secondly, the church is our spiritual mother. When our heavenly Father works faith in our 

hearts by the preaching of the Word, he continues to strengthen it by the Word and Sacraments. 

Once we are spiritually alive we desire to grow in our understanding of the Word, what is truth, 

how we are to serve God in our daily lives. The nourishment for this spiritual growth comes to us 

through the church. It is easy for us to see that our Reformed fathers were correct when they 

insisted (Belgic Confession Article 28) that apart from the church there is no salvation. The Holy 

Spirit works faith by the preaching of the gospel and there is no preaching apart from the church. 

The spiritual strength we need to deal with the complexities of life comes to us by the means of 

grace. Think of that a moment. As young people you have many needs. You are surrounded with 

many false religions and cults which come your way claiming to be true. You are tempted with 

worldly pleasures that assail you and want your time and energy, you know disease and sorrow, 

and you also have the great challenge to grow up and to make decisions that will affect your 

entire life. The church is your spiritual mother. As the Apostle Peter expressed it, from the 

church we drink the milk of the Word that we may grow thereby, I Peter 2:1. 

Thirdly, through membership in the church our lives are enriched by the communion of the 

saints. You see the picture; we have a Heavenly Father who has appointed an earthly mother to 

bring forth a family, spiritual brothers and sisters to enjoy home life together. What a blessing it 

is to know we are part of a family here on earth. We are not alone; we do not face the spiritual 

conflict alone. God has given us other saints to help us. We want to consider this from the point 

of view of the church. Did you ever stop to think what this means in worship? Some of you may 

know what it is like to worship with a few people, it is difficult to sing, the congregational prayer 

is different, and the collection seems so limited. Yet, Christ has assured us that even two or three 

have His presence. What an added dimension when the mighty organ leads the singing, many 

voices blend together, people from all walks of life are gathered for the Word. There is a real 

communion! This carries over into the daily life of the congregation. What a blessing when the 



sick are cared for, the lonely are visited, the sorrowing comforted, and people join together to 

discuss God’s Word. Even congregations are not alone when we consider our denomination. 

Small, isolated, even struggling congregations are helped by others. This is a real blessing. 

Finally, the church witnesses to the world. She does this as a congregation, by her individual 

members, and by her ministry. When we are members of the church we are involved in this and 

support it. Many of you may have had opportunity to talk to others about your faith, what you 

believe and how you live. There are times when this is used by God to bring others into the 

church. This is true when we preach the gospel outside of the walls of the church, by radio, by 

the printed page, by going from house to house. By this ministry, the wicked are left without 

excuse and the people of God are edified. 

As our convention theme indicates, we are living in a changing world. In the life time of your 

grandparents, the last 60-70 years or so, try to think of extreme changes: from horse and buggy 

to interplanetary space travel; from wood burning stoves to microwave; from counting on one’s 

fingers to computers; from bayonets to nuclear missiles, 5 cent dogs and 10 cent corn to a 

poverty level of $9,287 for a family of four. That change is so staggering it is hard to 

comprehend. It has affected our lives and changed almost every human relationship. 

This change has affected people’s attitude toward the church as well. When we consider what 

is involved in faithful church membership, we must deal with this assault upon the church. 

First of all we have to recognize the spirit of secularism that is running across our land. By 

this we mean that people are forsaking religion and being content with making money, having 

fun, and living life to the “full”. Evidence of this is seen in modern day youth, how many of them 

come from homes in which there still was some exercise of religion, going to church, family 

devotions. They recall this, but do not do this themselves. They ha\e forsaken this, some try to 

justify it by pointing to the hypocrites in the church, the power structure of the church, and find 

fault. Others just don’t care, they don’t need any religion. 

Secondly, there is a large segment of people who want to be Christian and claim to be such 

but see no need for the church. These people also are highly critical of the institute of the church. 

Some had bad experiences with the church; others point the finger at certain members of the 

church. These too justify their behavior and claim that it is more important to live a Christian life 

than piously worship on a certain day of the week. 

Thirdly, there are many para-church groups that have arisen in recent years. By this we refer 

to groups of people that get together for religious purposes apart from the institute church. Some 

examples of this kind of movement include the underground church, the electronic church, Bible 

fellowships in homes, bringing the church to street people and have services in the bars and 

discos. 

Finally, there is the attempt to move the institute of the church away from her historical 

calling and bring changes within the structure of the church itself. This generally takes a two-fold 

direction. On the one hand they want to get rid of “stuffy” preaching. They suggest that in our 

video orientated society, people cannot relate to lecture style preaching. They need instead 

dialogues, drama, dance troupes, involvement of the congregation more and more. The singing 

must move from outdated psalms and hymns to “contemporary Christian music” including 

gospel rock. On the other hand they suggest that the most important involvement of the church is 

social action. The main thing is not worship, but rather helping the neighbor, getting out on the 

street, raising money for the poor of the world, settling prejudices on every level and such like. 

A fatal reaction to these changes is simply to hang on to tradition for the 

sake of tradition. The solution is not to be so preoccupied with criticism that we die spiritually 



within a “conservative” Reformed church. This was the death blow of Roman Catholicism at the 

time of the Reformation. All one had to do was be a member of the church and the church would 

see to it you got saved. We must not have this today as Protestant Reformed. Just being a 

member of a faithful church does not constitute faithful church membership. 

What constitutes faithful church membership in our day? In answering this we must be 

sensitive to the attack that is going on around us today. We must realize that in these last days the 

devil is working hard trying to convince people that there is no need for the church or one can be 

all right without going to church. This is devilish. These changes we pointed out are not simply 

cultural changes that we must take as normal and just accept them. Surely there are cultural 

changes that affect the church in her worship. Some of these are changes in language from Dutch 

to English, time of service from afternoon to evening, common cup at communion or individual 

cup. But, it is not a matter of culture when people advocate not having the institute of the church 

at all anymore or that one can abandon preaching for other things. That is not culture! That is an 

attempt to get the church out of the picture entirely. Obviously, if Satan can get the church to 

forsake her calling, there is that many less Christians that will have to be persecuted and killed in 

the last days. It is much easier to corrupt the church than the messy business of persecution. We 

can be sure that this explains why the church is mocked as it is today. Books, magazines, 

television, movies all present the church as ridiculous. The clergy are presented as nit-wits, the 

people who attend as foolish hypocrites, and so it goes on and on. All this is an attempt to do 

away with the church. We better be on our guard. 

Faithful church membership involves the following. 

One, we must see in the light of Scripture that there is need for the church and must 

rededicate ourselves to maintain the existence of the church in our time. God has instituted the 

church. He works by His Spirit through the church. He does this by means of the preaching of 

the gospel and the sacraments. The church has the same calling she always did, to preach the 

Word within her walls and outside in the mission field. All the blessings of the church are 

intimately connected with the existence of the church. 

Two, we must evaluate our church whether it conforms to the standard that God has set forth 

in His Word. The wonderful thing is that the Bible itself tells us what the church is and ought to 

be, what her calling is in this world. We must be faithful in searching the Bible to know this. As 

Reformed believers we have our confessions to assist us in this study. We will conclude with our 

fore-fathers that the three most important things about the church is that the preaching of the 

gospel is according to the Scripture, that the sacraments are administered according to the Bible, 

and that Christian discipline is also conducted according to the will of God set forth in Holy 

Writ. We will see that there are many churches in our land, but all do not deserve the name 

church. There are degrees of faithfulness to God’s standard. We will see that we have 

To evaluate our own church in the same light. In doing this we must be careful of two mistakes. 

The first is that we are rash in our judgment of other churches. Indeed, the false church is around 

us and we must not be afraid to label it as such. At the same time, wherever the Word of God is 

still preached, wherever the sacraments are administered, and discipline maintained in the degree 

that is right to that extent we are thankful to God and we will do whatever we can to help 

strengthen the church. This is true for churches up the block from our own as well as churches in 

foreign lands. The second is that we will judge our own church carefully, without youthful 

idealism that may lead us astray. There is no perfect church, not Protestant Reformed either. You 

can find fault with the church, we all can. The criteria to follow is, to what extent is the church 

striving to be faithful to fulfill Christ’s will for the church. Are we content with our sins or do we 



diligently repent and seek new strength to serve God daily? This is important for if we are 

complacent in our fault or if we brag of our wrongdoing then things are a great deal worse. 

Three, where do I belong as a member? That question must be answered carefully. In 

answering it we must follow these lines. Is my church the most faithful church that I can find that 

carries on the work that Christ has laid down in His Word. We must not be satisfied with 

anything less. The last days mentioned in II Peter 3 strike fear in our hearts. If we have to serve 

God in the days of scoffers and persecution, we need the best church that God may be pleased to 

use to bless us so that we can serve Him. Still more, we must consider where Christ has placed 

me when considering membership. If Christ has placed me in a church with a goodly heritage, I 

have to answer to God why I would ever forsake that. It is quite different for other people to 

serve God in other churches in ignorance (as many surely do, hence we recognize that there are 

people of God in other churches) than for one of us who know the glorious gospel of Christ in 

such beautiful detail to turn from this for something less. God has placed us in our church; if we 

change we have to explain this to God. Finally, there is the matter of spiritual growth. We need a 

church that will feed our souls; this is one benefit of church membership. God uses the ministry 

of the Word to help us grow spiritually so we can worship God and serve God all the days of our 

life. We need a church where this can be accomplished. 

Finally, faithful church membership implies that we will take our responsibility in the 

church. God has provided for us so that the church gives us much, we receive so much in 

spiritual benefit. We also must give to the church, whatever talents we have, whatever 

knowledge or skills we must be willing to use it to the glory of God and the spiritual advantage 

of other members. This means that if we are still young, we will prepare ourselves to the best of 

our ability that we may make confession of our faith in the future. If we have already done this, 

we will then take our places of responsibility within the church. We are the new generation that 

must carry on the blessings of the old. We will dedicate ourselves to do this before the face of 

God and our fellow members. 

The day will come when there will be no institute of the church on earth, see Revelation 11. 

That has happened on a limited scale in the past. What a day it will be when the church will be 

perfect in glory. May our God give us a place in that church in the day of His coming. 
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