
The Sound Gospel – Part 17 

Covenant - Part 5 
 

 
 

Well, today we are going to finish one of the most important series in the life of this 

church, and that is our series on the Sound Gospel, and what we have learned that gospel 

to be is: 

 

The good news of abundant life in Jesus Christ if we submit to Him as Lord before 

Savior in the relationship of covenant. 

 

And the reason that word “covenant” is underlined there is that this is the place within 

that gospel message where we have been spending our time most recently. And what 

we’ve learned there so far are three things.  

 

1. A covenant is a contract between us and God. 

2. A covenant is like a marriage in its commitment. 

3. A covenant exists now only within a church community. 

 

Meaning this: we desire to be in covenant relationship with Jesus Christ – which is what 

we must be in with Him if we hope to receive the abundant blessings that are promised in 

Scripture and Him as our Savior – if that is the case, then how we do that is by being a 

part of a church community since there is no such thing as a person in a saving 

relationship with the Lord Jesus Christ who is not in a covenant relationship with His 

church. 

 

This further means that the church is vital to living the Christian life. I cannot be a 

Christian without her. My identity as a Christian is tied to both my acceptance of her as 

well as her acceptance of me. And that’s something that we have discussed in previous 

sessions, but I would remind you of them by first turning to Matthew 18. Here we see 

that we must be accepted by her, by the church, if we are to be those who believe 

ourselves to have the power of the cross unto the forgiveness of sins.  

 

Matthew 18:18, Jesus speaking to the church, “Truly, I say to you, whatever you bind on 

earth shall (literally, have already been) bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on 

earth shall (have already been) loosed in heaven.” This idea of loosing and binding is in 

relation to sin, and so it is the job of the church to recognize whether a person is truly 

loosed from their sins, i.e., their sins have been forgiven versus they are still bound in 



them. So the church must be that community recognizing this work of God. Otherwise, 

we are not to consider it to have been done. 

 

The same is true as it relates to our receiving of the church or our acceptance of the 

church. This, too, is important. Hebrews 10 makes that clear. In Hebrews 10:25, a text we 

have visited many times here in this church, it tells us that we are not to neglect the 

meeting or assembling of ourselves together as the body of Christ, as the church. We are 

not to neglect that “as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another as all the more 

you see the day drawing near. For if we go on sinning deliberately after receiving this 

knowledge of the truth, there no longer remains a sacrifice for sins.” The sacrifice for sin 

there is, of course, speaking of Christ’s atoning death for sins. Well, that’s not available 

to us if we neglect or we will not accept this covenant community, the church. 

 

So it goes both ways. If we want Christ, His blood and His forgiveness, to be ours, then 

we must be accepting the church, and the church must be accepting us. That is how 

important the church is to the Christian life.  

 

This is why also we see the first Christians moving their families from long distances to 

the one church on planet Earth at that time in Jerusalem in Acts 2. They’re at Pentecost, 

and they hear the preaching of Peter, and they realize what he is saying is true. They 

realize their need for Christ as savior. They realize Him to be the Messiah promised from 

God, and they’re baptized into the church. And the very next thing that we’re told there is 

that others within that community begin to sell their property so they may provide for all 

of these others Jews who have now come to Christ who have traveled to that particular 

Passover holiday there, one of the three that God required of all Jews to travel into 

Jerusalem for. They’re there now, and they realize, “We can’t go back home. The 

covenant community that we must be a part of is here.” So they leave everything behind, 

including their jobs, their property. So they need to be supported until they can get back 

on their feet, and so we see these native Jews, those who are residents there in Jerusalem, 

selling their property – men like Barnabas – to provide for their needs in that period of 

time.  

 

This is what I believe Hebrews 10:32 actually to be speaking to. Notice what he says 

there in verses 32-34. “But recall the former days (a time in the past) when, after you 

were enlightened” – we spoke of this, this morning in Sunday school. You came to the 

knowledge of the truth of the Lord Jesus Christ. You were enlightened. – “after you were 

enlightened you endured a hard struggle with sufferings, 
33 

sometimes being publicly 

exposed to reproach and affliction, and sometimes being partners with those so treated.”  

 

Can you imagine? They’ve left their families. They’ve left their support base back in 

those towns hundreds of miles away. There’s no doubt in my mind, knowing what we 

know about Jewish social life, that they received reproach and affliction and ridicule for 

leaving those things behind. We talked about the family dynamic that existed during that 

time and most especially within the Jewish communities. It would have been like 

committing suicide to leave all that behind, where your family resided, your occupation 

which was handed down for centuries from one father to his son to another son to his son, 



and to leave all that behind, and the affliction and the struggle that they faced as a result 

of those things. “
34 

For you had compassion on those in prison, and you joyfully accepted 

the plundering of your property.” Here, then, is that idea that they not only left behind 

family groups and occupations but their properties, their homes. What happened? Well, 

they were plundered by those in those villages and those cities. They were taken from 

them. “Since you knew that you yourselves had a better possession and an abiding one.” 

 

What would cause a person to do that? Well, they understood the importance of the 

covenant community, and notice these verses fall within the same context that we just 

spoke of in verse 24 about assembling together. This is why he says in verse 35, 

“Therefore do not throw away your confidence.” Don’t leave this community. You’ve 

given up so much already to be a part of it, why would you think of now leaving this 

community. 

 

The point is again that the church is vital to the Christian life. This is why the early 

church father, Cyprian, as well as many of the reformers like John Calvin said, “He who 

does not have the church as his mother cannot have God as his father.” Additionally, this 

is why many Christians throughout history have said there is no salvation outside of the 

church because they knew of the vital connection between the church and the Christian 

life. If we are to possess a covenant relationship with God, we must possess a covenant 

relationship with his covenant community, the church. 

 

They knew, as we should know, that without her, no such covenant or relationship could 

or will exist. This the early Christians believed not just because they knew God or Christ 

wouldn’t accept us without her but also because of what we are going to discuss today, 

and that is this: 

 

4. The church community is what we must belong to if we want to determine God’s will 

and voice, experience God’s special presence and heavenly kingdom, receive God’s 

forgiveness, grace, protection and growth, practice God’s signs and gifts, and be under 

God’s authority and assurance. 

 

I know that is a mouthful, so we are going to take the time to break down each of its 

particulars into individual sub-points here in just a moment. Before we do that, however, 

I want to do something with you that we have not done in the previous two sessions, 

though we have been speaking about this covenant community of the church, and that is 

define for you what constitutes a church. 

 

Sometimes we refer to that as a Biblical church, but all we mean or should mean when 

we use that phraseology or terminology, “Biblical church,” is a church that meets the 

criteria found in the Biblical text, which begs the question, “Where do we find the criteria 

for a church in the Biblical text?” The most succinct answer to that is Acts 11:19-26. 

 

“Now those who were scattered because of the persecution that arose over Stephen 

traveled as far as Phoenicia and Cyprus and Antioch (about 250 miles to the northeast), 

speaking the word to no one except Jews. 
20 

But there were some of them, men of Cyprus 



and Cyrene, who on coming to Antioch spoke to the Hellenists
 
also (meaning to the 

Greeks, to the non-Jews), preaching the Lord Jesus. 
21 

And the hand of the Lord was with 

them, and a great number who believed turned to the Lord. 
22 

The report of this came to 

the ears of the church in Jerusalem, and they sent Barnabas to Antioch. 
23 

When he came 

and saw the grace of God, he was glad, and he exhorted them all to remain faithful to the 

Lord with steadfast purpose, 
24 

for he was a good man, full of the Holy Spirit and of faith. 

And a great many people were added to the Lord. 
25 

So Barnabas went to Tarsus to look 

for Saul, 
26 

and when he had found him, he brought him to Antioch. For a whole year they 

met with the church and taught a great many people. And in Antioch the disciples were 

first called Christians.” 

 

Five things we are told there that really suffice as the criteria for defining a church.  

 

1. It is a group of professing believers. 

 

You see that in verses 19-21. They’re scattered abroad because of the persecution in 

Jerusalem. They go as far as Antioch, as I mentioned, 250 miles to the northeast, and they 

begin speaking not only to the Jews but also the non-Jews, and a great number (verse 21) 

believed and turned to the Lord. So the first thing you need to have a church is a group of 

professing believers. They are, however, not yet considered a church. This is why the 

reference there is just “them.” They’re just described as being “them.” We’re not told that 

they are a church. That happens in just a little bit, and we’ll see that in just a little bit after 

we move through a couple more points. 

 

2. At least one Biblically-qualified elder. 

 

To have a church, you need at least one Biblically-qualified elder. Why do I say that? 

Well, verse 22, “The report of this came to the ears of the church in Jerusalem” – there’s 

a church there. So far, again, it’s just “them” in Antioch. They hear of “them,” however, 

“and they sent Barnabas to Antioch.” Who was Barnabas? Well, according to Acts 14:14, 

he was an apostle. As an apostle, he was also an elder in the Jerusalem church. So they 

send off to this group of professing believers a Biblically-qualified elder. 

 

And the very next thing that we’re told that happens as a result of that is they are declared 

to be a church. They are declared to be more than just “them.” They are a church. 

 

Look in verse 26. You see that. “For a whole year they met with the” – and now it’s not 

“them,” it’s “the church.” The qualified elder gets there; they’re no longer just a group of 

people. They become a church. Why? Because they also 

 

3. Have the support of an existing Biblical church. 

 

That’s the third piece of criteria. Going back to verse 22. “This report came to the ears of 

the church in Jerusalem,” and they send off Barnabas to plant this church, because again 

all they are at this point is just a group of professing believers. And those two pieces of 

criteria there, 2 and 3, one Biblically-qualified elder and the support of an existing 



Biblical church or Biblically-defined church, should prevent the daddy church thing that 

happens today. It should. It doesn’t, but it should. The idea that Dad says to Mommy and 

the kids, “Well, we’re a church. We’re going to do church here today because we’re a 

group of professing believers, and I’ll play pastor, and Mommy, she’ll play the organ.” 

Well, that’s not church according to the Bible’s definition. You’ve got a group possibly 

of professing believers, but where’s the Biblically-qualified elder being sent out from an 

existing Biblical church? 

 

4. A commitment to faithful obedience and making disciples.  

 

So they’re a group of believers. They now have a Biblically-qualified elder that’s sent 

from a Biblically-qualified church, and they commit themselves to faithful obedience to 

do what Jesus says and to make disciples.  

 

Where do I get that from? Verse 23. “When he came (speaking of Barnabas) and saw the 

grace of God, he was glad, and he exhorted them all to remain faithful to the Lord,” 

faithful obedience, “with steadfast purpose.” What is the purpose of the Christian? 

Matthew 28, the great commission, to go into all the world and do what? Make disciples. 

And so they have a commitment to faithful obedience and making disciples. This, too, 

then, defines the Biblical church. This is exactly what they do here in Antioch upon 

Barnabas’ arrival. Verse 24: “for he was a good man, full of the Holy Spirit and of faith. 

And a great many people were added” – in other words in addition to those who were 

already there – “to the Lord.” And so they’re already beginning to carry out this work of 

making disciples. 

 

That brings us then to the fifth piece of criteria or what defines a Biblical church: 

 

5. A commitment to establish faithful teachers and teaching.  

 

Where am I getting that from? Well, verses 25-26. “So Barnabas went to Tarsus to look 

for Saul.” He knew the reputation of Saul to be mighty in the Scriptures. He needed help. 

He wanted to raise up faithful teachers in this church. He knew that that’s what defined a 

church. That’s what we’re supposed to be about, as well. “And when he had found him, 

he brought him to Antioch. For a whole year they met with the church and taught a great 

many people.”  

 

So two things are established then as part of the work or the commitment of a church. It’s 

also to establish other teachers (2 Timothy 2:1-2). Paul gives the same charge to Timothy 

there in Ephesus that he is “to entrust these things to faithful men who will be able to 

teach others also.” And they are to establish teaching in the church. That’s the focus of a 

church. It’s not singing. It’s not all the other things that we do that are very important to 

the life of a church. The focal point of the church – the Reformers knew this. They called 

it the primacy of the pulpit – it’s the teaching of God’s word, because where change 

happens is through the renewing of the mind through the teaching of God’s word. 

 



By Acts chapter 13, we see that they have been faithful in this charge to raise up other 

teachers. We read, “Now there were in the church at Antioch prophets and teachers,” and 

you count the number there and you’ve got five of them. So this is what defines a Biblical 

church. So when I speak about being a part of a covenant community, a church, it is this 

kind of a church that I’m speaking of. That means it’s not just, well, you find any place 

that has c-h-u-r-c-h on the door and you say, “Well, I’m in the covenant community.” It’s 

not that at all. It meets the criteria found in the Biblical text. It must be Biblical or a 

Biblically-defined church to be a church. 

 

By the way, the Reformers added two more to the list that I just gave you here. They said 

that a true church or a Biblical church was also defined by two things: that they practiced 

the sacraments, the Lord’s Table and Baptism, and that they also practiced church 

discipline. And I would agree with both of those; I would just see those as a subset of #4, 

that you are committed to faithful obedience since those are the things that Christ has 

commanded us to do, as well.  

 

Let me mention also before we move on that when the Bible speaks about the church or 

uses that term, it is always speaking about visible communities like the one that we are in 

right how. And I know that I’ve said that before, but it is not uncommon today for people 

to deceive themselves into thinking that they fulfill this requirement of the church though 

they are not a part of or they don’t belong to any visible community, and that because this 

word “church” is viewed as referring to some nebulous, universal, invisible club that 

we’re a part of based on our profession of faith in Christ. How many of you have heard 

that kind of talk? “Well, I’m part of the universal church.” Or the invisible church. 

 

You know, the universal church – by the way, that term is actually a formal term – the 

universal church is the church that has, as I told you last week, a little billboard, “Bring 

your own god to church day.” So probably you don’t want to be saying that unless you’re 

part of the Universalist Church, and they’re not a church. 

 

But this is how this term is used, to refer to some nebulous, invisible group that I don’t 

actually meet with anybody with or anything like that. I’m just a part of it by my belief in 

Christ. No such group, as I’ve mentioned before, exists in the Biblical text. And it makes 

several texts in Scripture completely nonsensical. 

 

John 15, there where Jesus talks about the branches and the vine. He says, “I am the vine; 

you are the branches.” And He says that His Father lops off those branches which are not 

fruitful. Where exactly does He lop them off at, and how do we identify those who have 

been “lopped off” if not the visible church community? I mean, what exactly does that 

look like? 

 

Or how about this one? 1 John 2:19. “They went out from us because they were never 

truly of us. Had they truly been of us, they would have remained.” Where exactly did 

they go out from, the Dairy Queen? Without covenant community as a visible locality 

where we all meet together as the Body of Christ, identified as the Body of Christ, where 

exactly are they going out from?  



 

Let me give you another. 1 Corinthians 11:19. “There must exist factions among you so 

that those who are approved may become evident.” Where exactly do those factions 

exist? So that we can see those who are against something and by that know they are not 

the approved ones by the fact that they have created factions. 

 

You see, without the church, without visible communities, it’s completely nonsensical. 

Where do these factions exist that we identify? They have to exist in some kind of 

identifiable group to which or of which they are against and therefore considered to be 

factious. 

 

The final one I would have you consider is Matthew 6, where Jesus says, “You (plural) 

are a city on a hill.” Well, last time I checked, most cities, even the smallest cities, have 

more than one person, and the whole context is again you (plural), more than one person, 

“You are a city on a hill,” and that your light shines in such a way that they see that city 

on that hill, and that becomes a beacon or a drawing point for the world. How is that if 

it’s some invisible, nebulous, just kind of “well, everybody who professes it”? That 

doesn’t seem like a city on a hill. That seems like a city in a fog. 

 

The concept of some invisible church would have been completely inconceivable to Jesus 

or the New Testament writers, and that most of all because of what we have in this fourth 

and final point regarding the church, since as this point communicates, we must belong to 

the church, meaning visible, local communities, just like the one that we’re in right now 

to possess the things mentioned in this point. We must belong to that kind of a church. 

And the reason is that the things mentioned in this point – that long list of things – are 

things that only exist within visible covenant communities.  

 

I want you to consider, then, each of these particulars with me with that in mind. Imagine 

trying to live the Christian life, beloved, or to be a Christian without any of the things 

which are mentioned under this fourth and final point, which exist only within the 

covenant community of the church. The first is this: 

 

A. Determine God’s will and voice.  

 

We must belong to the church if we are to determine God’s will and voice. How 

important is that to living the Christian life! To determine what it is that God wants me to 

do, to hear from God. He’s not speaking audibly today. If He’s still speaking audibly 

today, there are prophets and apostles. If there are prophets and apostles today, 

Ephesians 2:20 says that the foundation of the church is not yet complete. That can’t be 

true, so we know there aren’t apostles; there aren’t prophets; God’s not speaking audibly 

to anybody anymore. So how is it, then, that we determine God’s voice, because God 

nonetheless is still speaking? How do we determine what that is? You say, “Well, we 

have the Word of God.” But how do we know that we have the right interpretation of 

God’s Word? How do we know that we’re discerning through life’s issues that may not 

be so explicit in the Word of God? How do we do that?  

 



Well, I propose to you that the answer that Scripture itself gives is through the covenant 

community of the church. Let me just show that to you by creating first for you a crisis or 

a problem. 

 

Turn over to James chapter 4, verses 13-17. “Come now, you who say, ‘Today or 

tomorrow we will go into such and such a town and spend a year there and trade and 

make a profit’— 
14 

yet you do not know what tomorrow will bring. What is your life? For 

you are a mist that appears for a little time and then vanishes. 
15 

Instead you ought to say, 

‘If the Lord wills, we will live and do this or that.’” We will move to that particular town 

and do business if the Lord wills. “As it is, you boast in your arrogance.” In other words, 

you speak without saying that. In other words, you don’t submit yourself to the Lord’s 

will as it relates to those things, which means what? You don’t have a right to just go 

wherever you want. Even in those matters, you’re to say, “What is God’s will? Does God 

want me to move there?” “All such boasting” without that kind of contemplation, as he 

says, “is evil. 
17 

So whoever knows the right thing to do and fails to do it, for him it is 

sin.” It’s sin to know that your whole life is governed by God. That’s why we’re called 

“doulos.” I don’t have any rights. I’m a slave. And so in all things, including where I 

choose to live and where I choose to work, I go to God. If the Lord wills, we will move, 

and in this context, you have James, who is the senior pastor of the Jerusalem church, and 

he has individuals, no doubt, who were saying, “We’re going to go here,” and “We’re 

going to go there,” and he’s saying, “That’s evil talk.” Unless you know for sure that’s 

what God wants you to do, to move away from here, to move there, unless you know 

that, you can’t go. “All such boasting is evil.” Who says you’re driving the bus now? 

You’re not. The only question is how do we know God’s will in that situation? How do I 

know? Because it feels right to me? 

 

How many of you think that that’s probably just what it is? It feels good to me, so it must 

be good for God. See, nobody raises your hand because you know that can’t be the 

answer. But how often is that the way that people do it? All the time. 

 

So the question is: how do we determine what God’s will is? Well, turn over to 

Acts chapter 15. I’ll show you how we determine these things: by hearing God’s voice. In 

Acts 15, you have a different situation altogether in this case. There is some confusion as 

it relates to Gentiles coming into the fold or becoming Christians, and the Jewish 

Christians are saying you have to be circumcised to be a part of us, and so, there’s 

confusion over this matter; there’s some infighting that takes place in the church; and, by 

the way, not all fighting is sinful. Fighting is the means by which God has given us in a 

sinful, fallen world many times to get at the truth. We just have to be Biblical in the way 

that we fight. And so, here you have that kind of a fight taking place. I would assume it 

was a Biblical fight.  

Verse 1: “But some men came down from Judea and were teaching the brothers, ‘Unless 

you are circumcised according to the custom of Moses, you cannot be saved.’ 
2 

And after 

Paul and Barnabas had no small dissension and debate with them,” – they fought with 

them. This wasn’t, “let’s have a little ice cream social and talk about it, and I’ll affirm 

you and you’ll affirm me, and we’ll agree to disagree.” They didn’t do that. It got so bad 



that Paul and Barnabas and some of the others were appointed to go up to Jerusalem, to 

the mother ship, to the mother church, to “the apostles and the elders about this question.” 

You see, they understood unity doesn’t mean just saying we’re going to agree to disagree, 

but unity means that we have the same doctrine. So they go up to Jerusalem to settle the 

matter. This is the righteous thing to do.  

“So being sent on their way by the church, they passed through both Phoenicia and 

Samaria, describing in detail the conversion of the Gentiles, and brought great joy to all 

the brothers.
 4 

When they came to Jerusalem, they were welcomed by the church and the 

apostles and the elders, and they declared all that God had done with them. 
5 

But some 

believers who belonged to the party of the Pharisees” – they’re converted now – “rose up 

and said, ‘It is necessary to circumcise them and to order them to keep the Law of 

Moses.’”  

And that’s the issue that we see in Romans and Galatians. It’s not works-based versus 

grace-based salvation or Paul saying, “No, it’s all grace and it’s all faith, and there are no 

rules.” That isn’t at all what the context is dealing with. It’s dealing again with Jews, and 

this is actually depicting what actually took place in Galatians, by the way, when Paul 

says, “We went up to Jerusalem,” in Galatians 2, and then everything that falls 

afterwards, he’s saying, “This is the conclusion that we came to on the matter.”  

The issue is this: you had Jewish Christians who were saying, “Listen, we’ve always 

understood to be in covenant with God, the sign you must take upon yourself is 

circumcision, and to be within that community, then, you have to observe all the clean 

laws.” And so what Paul is fighting against is not the commands of God. It’s not, “Well, 

you know, the Ten Commandments said, ‘Thou shall not kill,’ but since we’re not under 

the Old Covenant anymore, kill all you want!” It’s dealing with the clean laws, and they 

believe that these clean laws are still intact. 

“6 
The apostles and the elders were gathered together to consider this matter.” If you study 

this through more, you’ll see just how nonsensical that kind of thinking is, the thinking 

that what they’re really arguing about here is whether or not we have to do works to be 

saved versus whether it’s by faith that we’re saved. Notice verse 9. Peter says, “And he 

made no distinction between us and them, having cleansed their hearts by faith.”  

Faith is the means by which I cleanse myself, now, not through clean laws, not through 

the sacrifices. I have the one sacrifice of Jesus Christ.  

So they’re dealing with the clean issue. How am I made clean? I am made clean through 

Jesus Christ. But I better maintain that clean relationship by being obedient to Him, 

which is why there is no contradiction in the text when Paul says in the very same letter 

that we are justified by faith. We come into that relationship and are made clean only 

through the blood of Christ, and yet he can say in the same letter, Galatians chapter 5, “I 

warn you as I warned you before, if you practice these things, you will not inherit the 

kingdom of heaven.” There is no contradiction there. I need to now be obedient to the 

One who has cleansed me. 



Notice what he says in verse 10. “Now, therefore, why are you putting God to the test by 

placing a yoke on the neck of the disciples that neither our fathers nor we have been able 

to bear?” Again, if you take the mindset that this is about works-based salvation, then 

what you have Peter saying, “Why are you placing on the neck of the disciples the Ten 

Commandments? Our fathers wanted to kill people, but they weren’t able to. And,” as 

I’ve said many times, “Isn’t that what makes the New Covenant so much better? There’s 

no law. We can kill all the people we want!” That’s just ludicrous. That’s the point, right? 

Demonstrate absurdity by being absurd.  

That’s not at all what it’s talking about. The thing that the fathers couldn’t bear, the thing 

that was so hard for the Jew to bear, was all of the laws related to being clean. All of the 

holidays, three I told you about in Sunday school that they had to be part of; eating bread 

for seven days that’s unleavened, then you can eat this; and, you know, a woman during 

her menstruation became unclean and she had to do this; and it was just a constant 

process. He said all of that’s gone now. In Christ we are cleansed, and so why are you 

requiring these things, and that’s all that Paul’s fighting against in Galatians as well as in 

Romans. We’ve been made clean through the blood of Christ. 

The point is, as they began to discuss these things, verse 6, “The apostles and the elders 

were gathered together to consider this matter.” They come to the conclusion that no, we 

don’t need those things anymore because of what it is that Christ has done, we don’t need 

those clean laws in place. James, the senior pastor, speaks last. “
19 

Therefore my 

judgment is that we should not trouble those of the Gentiles who turn to God, 
20 

but 

should write to them to abstain from the things polluted by idols, and from sexual 

immorality, and from what has been strangled, and from blood. For from ancient 

generations Moses has in every city those who proclaim him, for he is read every Sabbath 

in the synagogues.”  

I.e., we should tell them still, however, for the sake of evangelism, to abstain from food 

that is – and he gives a list of things – polluted by idols, polluted by sexual immorality, 

food that has been strangled, or food that still has its blood in it. Stuff that was happening 

in the temples, the pagan temples, and there were restaurants in that day. This is why in 

1 Corinthians 8, you have him speaking about the brother who goes there, and a weaker 

brother sees him, and he thinks, “Well, if he’s eating in that place, he must also be 

sacrificing to the gods of that place because they went hand-in-hand.” He says, “Don’t do 

that when you know you’ve got Jews around because if you do, they’re not going to 

listen to you because they’re going to think that you’re idolatrous, that you’re serving 

those other gods.”  

“
22 

Then it seemed good to the apostles and the elders, with the whole church” – notice, 

this matter, this problem, is taken up by the entire church. They need to get to the truth. 

Where do they go? They go to the church, not to me and my Bible in the corner. They go 

to the church to figure this thing out. They figure it out. It seems good to them that this is 

the answer, and so what do they do? “They choose men from among them and send them 

to Antioch with Paul and Barnabas. They sent Judas called Barsabbas, and Silas, leading 

men among the brothers, 
23 

with the following letter.” And the letter just repeats 



everything that James says. “
25 

It has seemed good to us…to send off 
 
men who have 

risked their lives…
28 

For it has seemed good to … us to lay on you no greater burden than 

these requirements: 
29 

that you abstain from what has been sacrificed to idols,” etc., etc.  

Notice in verse 28, though, what is said just before that. He doesn’t say, “It seemed good 

to us alone,” but, “It seemed good to the” – what does it say? “Holy Spirit.” And that’s 

really the point that I was driving at. When the church gets together to decide these 

things, “What is truth? What is God’s will?” We are to believe that when the church 

together as the Body of Christ, sifting through the pages of Scripture, with her leaders in 

tow, we are to believe that the decisions that we come to are the Holy Spirit, God 

Himself, speaking to us.  

So where do I go to determine God’s will and to hear His voice? Right here, to the 

church. We come together as the Body of Christ, and we determine these things from the 

Scripture, which is why when you become a member of this church, I tell you, do I not, 

that you are to hold me accountable for the things that I teach just as I hold you 

accountable for the way that you live. Why? Because together truth is determined. It isn’t 

one man determining truth for everybody else. It’s the Body of Christ as a whole that 

determines these things. That’s why it can never be the idea of it being a cult. Different 

churches, people have said that about us. “Oh, it’s a cult.” A cult is never a democracy. 

So unless we’re all duped together equally or when they were passing out spines, you 

didn’t get one, and you don’t speak up to what the truth is, then we are to believe that 

what we have is God’s word, and God’s voice speaking to us. When we make those 

decisions, we are to be confident that it’s God Himself who is speaking to us. 

Just two chapters before, Acts chapter 13, here the five leaders or teachers that are raised 

up, they’re together and together collectively they began to feel that God is moving them 

in the direction of setting some apart, and they do it, though, as the church. They’re 

together. “While they,” verse 2, “were worshiping the Lord and fasting.” They’re in 

church together. The idea of worshiping together. “The Holy Spirit” – again, where does 

He speak in that context? – “‘Set apart for me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I 

have called them.’”  

The same is true in Romans chapter 12, verses 1-5. “Offer your bodies up as a living 

sacrifice, which is your spiritual worship.
 2 

Do not be conformed to this world, but be 

transformed by the renewal of your mind, that you may know what is the will of God, 

what is good and acceptable and perfect.
” 
And the rest of the context is all about 

specifically what gift God has given to you. “Let not one man think more highly of 

himself than another, but as God has given to each a measure of grace,” and to one man 

it’s this, and to another it’s this. We are all “one body yet many members,” and all of us 

have been called to serve in that body. The whole context, the discerning of God’s will, is 

all the church, the church together, discerning, as I offer myself up within that body, to 

determine in this context again specifically my gift from God. It’s discerned corporately 

within the Body of Christ. And everything in the New Testament – everything – 

functions that way. The way you and I are to determine God’s will, to hear His voice, is 

through the church. And so that’s the place I go. I’m never outside of it. So if I consider 



those things important to my life as a Christian – determining God’s will, hearing His 

voice – if I think that’s somewhat important, then the only place I can find it is the 

church.  

Even 1 Corinthians chapter 14, verses 28 and 29 speak about prophets. This is before the 

canon is closed; the church is being established; the foundation is being established. In 

other words, prophets are speaking. These things are being written down so that we have 

the word. The foundation is there, and it says, during that time, he says, “Here are the 

rules for the way that prophets work.” If a man comes in claiming to be a prophet, having 

that kind of a word from God, that special voice of God, he says when that man speaks, 

“let others” – and the others there is referring to the church – “let others judge and 

determine whether or not he speaks for God.”  

That’s what’s so funny today. One, we don’t have prophets today. But, two, those that 

speak, there’s never a consensus, the church determining whether or not what they’re 

hearing is from God. Well, that’s how it was done when there were still prophets. The 

church deciding “Is this from God?”  

 

We see the perfect example of this in Acts 17 when Paul goes to Berea. Paul speaking as 

an apostle, as a prophet from God, he goes there. The New Testament isn’t written, so it 

isn’t like, “Open your Bibles to the New Testament and let me tell you what the rules are 

for the New Covenant.” They don’t have a New Testament. All they’ve got is an Old 

Testament. And so he’s speaking new words to them, prophetic words about the person 

of Jesus Christ, and what does it say the Bereans did? They didn’t just say, “Well, you’re 

a prophet, Paul, so whatever you say goes.” They checked the Scriptures to make sure 

that what he was saying prophetically, new words, was in line with what was written 

before. Why? Because we serve the same God.  

 

And so, you have this process of the church determining and discerning these things. 

How important to the Christian life! 

 

B. To experience God’s special presence and heavenly kingdom.  

 

Ephesians chapter 1, verses 22-23, here in this context Paul speaking about Christ says, 

“He (meaning God) put all things under his (meaning Christ) feet, and gave him as head 

over all things to the church.” Look at verse 23. “Which is his body, the fullness of him 

who fills all in all.” Literally, “who fills all people in all churches.” The church, his body, 

the fullness of him, the fullness of Christ. Where do I find the fullness of Christ? Where 

do I experience the fullness of Christ? His church, His body, the fullness of Him, who in 

that place fills all Christians in all churches. 

 

What is he telling us here? Well, there’s something special, then, about the Body of 

Christ. There’s a fullness that I gain being in this particular environment. There’s a 

special presence, God’s presence, Christ’s presence, that exists in this place. 

 



Matthew chapter 18, verse 20. What does Jesus say? “Where two or three are gathered in 

my name, there I am also in your midst.” You say, “Well, two or three, that’s me and 

mom, right?” No, the whole context there again is the church. It’s the same place we saw 

the binding and the loosing. When you gather together, and there again, he says, “When 

you gather together and you make decisions as the body as to who’s bound and who’s 

loosed, and you’re using the Scripture to determine those things, and the consensus of the 

body itself, and you’re determining those things,” he says, “I’m there in agreement with 

you. I’m there in that special way.” And that’s a confidence we have as the people of 

God, then, as His church, to know that Christ backs us in what we do. He fills all in all. 

 

This is also the place that we experience God’s heavenly kingdom. Hebrews 6:4 calls it 

the heavenly gift. Church is the heavenly gift. It is heaven on earth. Hebrews 12:18 

speaks of it this way: “For you have not come to what may be touched, a blazing fire and 

darkness and gloom and a tempest and the sound of a trumpet and a voice whose words 

made the hearers beg that no further messages be spoken to them. 
20 

For they could not 

endure the order that was given, ‘If even a beast touches the mountain, it shall be stoned.’ 
21 

Indeed, so terrifying was the sight that Moses said, ‘I tremble with fear.’” What is he 

talking about? Mount Sinai, right? Where God said, “Don’t let anything touch the 

mountain when you come up. If they do, I’ll kill them.” And they trembled with fear, so 

much so that in Exodus 20, they say, “Let God not speak to us anymore. Only you speak 

to us.” He says, “You haven’t come to that kind of a covenant relationship with God. It 

isn’t that way. You have, however, come to something.” “
22 

But you have come to Mount 

Zion.” Ah, not Sinai, but Zion. “To the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem, 

and to innumerable angels in festal gathering, 
23 

and,” he’s just using all these different 

identifiers, and then he tells us exactly what he’s talking about. “To the assembly
 
of the 

firstborn who are enrolled in heaven, and to God, the judge of all, and to the spirits of the 

righteous made perfect.” He just told you what that heavenly Jerusalem, that heavenly 

kingdom, that city of the living God, Mount Zion is. It is the church. The assembly, the 

ecclesia, you have come to that place, to Jesus, in that place, as “the mediator of a new 

covenant.”   

 

So this is the place that we go, then, to experience those things. Almost the exact kind of 

language that is used here in Hebrews 12 is used by Paul in Ephesians 2. Noticing again 

here in Hebrews 12, where he says, “You have come to the assembly of the first born 

who are enrolled in heaven.” Well, turn to Ephesians 2, with that in mind. He says this in 

verse 5: “Even when you were dead in your trespasses, you were made alive together 

with Christ – by grace you were saved.” What happened? How were you first made 

alive? You were born again, right? Made alive – born again. “
6
And raised up with him.” 

Where does the Bible speak about being raised up with Christ? Baptism. Where does 

baptism take place? In the church. And so he goes from “you were born again” and what 

happens? You were baptized, raised up with him, and notice, here it is. Here’s the 

enrolled in heaven. “Seated us with him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus.” Have you 

ever looked at that and said, “That’s kind of weird. So I’m here, but really there’s like me 

in heaven up there by doppelganger.” You know, it’s like sitting in heaven, saying, “Hi, 

Jesus,” you know? And I’m down here, but I’m up there, too. And you’re kind of like, “I 

don’t understand it, but that’s Scripture.”  



 

Well, when you understand Hebrews and the language and the way that this place, the 

church, is spoken of, you understand exactly what he’s saying. He’s saying to be seated 

in this place is to be seated in that heavenly place, that heavenly place on earth, the place 

where Christ resides, according to Ephesians 1. The body is the fullness of Him, 

possessive, of Him. He is here. I am among you. Where two or three are gathered, I am 

seated. You are seated today with Christ. Christ is in this place. What is this place? It is a 

heavenly place. You’ve been raised up with him, you’ve been made alive with Him, and 

you’ve been seated with Him, in His body in this place, in the fullness of Him who fills 

all in all. Isn’t that awesome? The heavenly community, the heavenly place of the church; 

she is our heavenly embassy on earth.  

 

When you think of embassies in other countries on foreign soil – we are a nation within a 

nation. And if I was in another country and there was trouble, I would find the nearest 

American embassy, and I would run into that, because in doing so, I’m running back onto 

American soil. I have protection in that place. Well, the same is true as it relates to the 

church. This is the heavenly embassy on earth, which is why we pray as Jesus taught us 

to pray, “Your will be done on earth as it is in heaven.” Your laws apply here in this 

place, not the laws outside. And isn’t that true of embassies? 

 

What applies? You take any embassy in the world, wherever it is on foreign soil. The 

rules that apply to that American embassy are the rules of the United States. It’s actually 

seen as an extension of the United States. Isn’t that true? Isn’t that what we’re being told 

to pray?  

 

We’re a part of heaven, Philippians 3:21. Our citizenship resides in heaven. We are a part 

of the embassies that exist on this planet now in visible, local communities, and we pray 

and we follow and commit ourselves to its laws because we are its citizens. And we 

reside under its protection.  

 

Jesus, I believe, speaks to this in Matthew 17:24-27. I would encourage you to read that 

text. There Peter comes to him, and he’s being pressed about paying a particular tax. And 

Jesus says, “Peter, tell me, what do you think? Do the sons of the kingdom pay taxes or 

everybody else?” And Peter says, “Everybody else.” And he says, “So the sons are 

exempt.” But Jesus says, “But so that we do not offend them, go and throw your hook 

in,” and he pulls out a fish and there’s the two drachma, and he pays the tax. What is 

Jesus teaching by that? He’s teaching that as sons of the king of a different kingdom, we 

are exempt from the earthly powers and rule of this world, its laws. We follow a different 

king and kingdom. Yet, nonetheless, we will follow the rules of this world so that we do 

not offend them. And isn’t that what 1 Peter 2:12 says? “Keep your behavior excellent 

among the Gentiles, so that in the thing in which they blaspheme you, they will on the 

day of God’s visitation glorify God.” They will understand exactly why you did what you 

did as a means to evangelism. But we are truly and ultimately exempt from this world. 

Our citizenship lies elsewhere. 

 



And so, again, the place, if we’re to experience these things as God’s special presence 

and heavenly kingdom, it’s only in the church. It’s only in visible, covenant communities 

like the one we’re in now. 

 

C. Receive God’s forgiveness, grace, protection, and growth. 

 

I must belong to the church if I want to receive those things. Forgiveness and grace: 

Hebrews 10, the text that we’ve looked at several times already. Let me just mention it 

again. He says there, “If you forsake the assembling of yourselves together, there no 

longer remains, if we go on willfully neglecting it, there no longer remains a sacrifice for 

sins.” And he says in that also we have “outraged the spirit of grace.” Well, if by 

neglecting that visible covenant community, I lose those things – I lose the sacrifice, 

which is forgiveness for sins, and I outrage the spirit of grace, which means I’m losing 

that – if by neglecting that I lose those things, then logically it must mean that by being 

there I gain those things. And so this is the community of forgiveness and grace, and that 

makes perfect sense then with what Peter says in Acts 2:38-41, where you have all these 

Jews who hear the gospel message, and they realize that this Jesus whom they crucified is 

actually the B.O.S.S. He’s the boss. He’s Lord. And God is now going to put all his 

enemies under his feet or make them a footstool for his feet, and they’re like, “Oh-oh, 

that’s us. We’re in trouble. What must we do to be saved from that?” And Peter says, 

“You need to repent and be baptized for the forgiveness of your sins.” Well, again, when 

you get baptized, that’s entrance into the church. Where do your receive, then, that 

forgiveness of sins? In the church. 

 

Does that mean we’re saying the church has the power to absolve sin? No, only God can 

do that. This, by the way, is another reason it’s silly to think that the Pharisees ever 

believed in a works-based salvation. In Luke 5:21, you have Jesus healing a paralytic and 

before he heals the man, he says, “Your sins are forgiven.” And do you know what the 

Pharisees say about Jesus? They say, “Who is this man who speaks these kinds of words 

that he can forgive sins? Only God can forgive sins.” The Pharisees say that. Only God 

can forgive sins. “This man speaks blasphemies.” What does that tell you? The last thing 

they believed in was some merit-based theology because merit-based theology teaches 

that by what I do I cancel out my sin, i.e., I can forgive my sins. That one text alone kills 

any thought of the Pharisees having some kind of works-based salvation. It’s ridiculous. 

The Bible says only God can forgive sin, so equally so, does that mean because you come 

to the church to receive forgiveness that we’re the ones that have the power to absolve 

sin? No, but she is Christ’s representative on earth, is she not? She is the one that He has 

given the power to declare what’s already been declared by God, by Christ in heaven, as 

to who has been loosed from their sin and who it is that is still bound. She is that 

representative. She speaks for Christ, which is perfectly congruent with what we see as it 

relates to the thief on the cross. 

 

You say, “Well, what about the thief on the cross?” You hear this all the time. “He wasn’t 

a part of a church, and he had forgiveness of sins.” Yeah, he had Jesus Himself with him. 

Oh, that’s right. Who was that other guy hanging on the cross? Oh, Jesus! That’s right! 

So Jesus Himself declares, “You have been loosed from your sins.” Anybody got Jesus 



here right now? No, but I have His representative. Well, who is that? The church. Yeah, 

that’s it. Why do you say that? Well, because Jesus said that. “I’m giving you the keys to 

the kingdom. You are the one who will determine who is bound and loosed by what you 

see me declaring,” – Jesus from heaven – which means we’re not some kind of power 

mongers that are like, “Unless you mow my lawn, you won’t be loosed from your sins.” 

I’m declaring what I believe Him to be declaring, using the corporate body of Christ and 

the Scriptures to determine those things. It’s beautiful, isn’t it? And it works. She is His 

representative on earth. That means that Jesus is still the one doing it, which again, 

Matthew 18:20, “I am there in your midst.”  

Protection. The church is protection. We’ve already talked a little bit about this, but 

Hebrews 3:12 and following, “Take care, brothers, let there be in any of you” – notice he 

calls them “brothers”; they’re part of the covenant community. We talked about this last 

week. “Brother” is a covenant term. “Take care, brothers, lest there be in any of you an 

evil, unbelieving heart, leading you to fall away from the living God. 
13 

But exhort one 

another every day, as long as it is called ‘today,’ that none of you may be hardened by the 

deceitfulness of sin. 
14 

For we have come to share in Christ, if indeed we hold our original 

confidence firm to the end.”  

And so we’ve got to persevere, but notice, there, it’s “we” corporately are to encourage 

one another, and the protection, then, that is provided is that, the “we,” the many of us 

encouraging one another, seeing sin in each other’s lives and encouraging one another to 

not go that direction. Or maybe it’s not sin but it’s preventative in this way. You don’t 

want to do that, because if you do, it will end up in sin. And here, you have the power of 

sin. It’s the power of deceit. That’s how people end up on the wrong road. They believe 

that they don’t need others. The Proverbs talk about this. “He who isolates himself seeks 

his own destruction.” The Proverbs also speak about how victory is won with many 

counselors. If you get to the point where you think that you’re the only one that’s right 

and everybody else is duped or just a lemming around here, then you’re probably this guy 

that they’re talking about right now. You’ve been taken by the deceitfulness of sin to 

think, “I’m the only smart guy in town.” It’s again, the Proverbs, the fool, wiser than 

10 wise men. You think you’re smarter than everybody else, and you know the path to 

go, and “I don’t need anybody else! It’s the American way. I can do it myself.” Well, 

you’ve already been duped. The protection comes in listening to the many in the body as 

long as it’s called today, so I’m not given to this. 

And by the way, we all have the potential to be this kind of a person. We’re all brethren 

and yet it’s brethren who can fall into this, the deceitfulness of sin. 

Hebrews 12, the same thing, he’s encouraging or attempting to encourage and warn 

brethren who are about to do that very thing, verse 15. “See to it that no one fails to 

obtain the grace of God; that no ‘root of bitterness’ springs up and causes trouble, and by 

it many become defiled.” This comes from Deuteronomy 29. There the idea of a root of 

bitterness or literally a root of poison. It’s unbelief. You look at Deuteronomy 29, the 

context there, it’s all about unbelief, and by my unbelief I infect others to unbelief.  



Does that mean you outright deny Christ? No, but you deny what Christ has said. In any 

capacity, denying what Christ has said is denying Christ. This is John 6. You have all 

these people, and Jesus gets to the point where he says, “You either eat my body and 

drink my blood or you have no part in me,” and they don’t like what Jesus is saying. 

They just want him as the bread machine, because the first time they met, Jesus pumped 

out a bunch of bread and fish, and they liked that. So they go looking for Him, and they 

find Him, and Jesus says, “You’re not getting that kind of bread anymore. You need to 

work for the bread that attains to eternal life.” Oh, hey, give us that kind of bread! Jesus 

says, “That bread is obedience to me. You give your life to me as I’m going to give my 

life to you.” And it says that many of His disciples “no longer followed him,” verse 66. 

Disciples! They were once followers but they’re not anymore. They went off the 

reservation because they didn’t want to do it God’s way. They had grace, but they didn’t 

ultimately realize that grace in salvation. They let the poison bitter fruit of unbelief get in 

the way. And you know what it was? Just saying, “He’s gone too far.” And I’ve told you 

this many times before, I guarantee there’s not one of those people who when they left 

and walked away from Jesus thought they were denying God. How many people today 

will say, “I’m not going to listen to what you have to say. I’m going to go do my own 

thing. I’m not denying Jesus, though. I still love Jesus”? The Bible says you don’t take 

the whole kit and caboodle, you don’t take Him at all. It’s everything or not at all. 

And that’s what happens, this bitterness that sets in, or this poison root of unbelief, and 

it’s not the unbelief of just saying, “Well, I don’t think Jesus is Messiah anymore.” It’s 

the unbelief of just saying, “Well, I don’t know if I want to believe this portion of 

Scripture.” And if the church is a Biblical church – and this is why we have to have a 

Biblical church – if it’s the right kind of church, it is removing those kinds of thoughts. 

One of the jobs of the pastor is to remove wives’ tales in people’s thinking. You know 

what a wives’ tale is? Something that has no basis in Scripture, but it’s been passed on 

and on and on through the generations. So we do the work of removing those things.  

Protection: we see this in Acts 20:28-31, as Paul meets with the Ephesian elders, and he 

tells them there that “you’re to shepherd the flock of God.” He says, over whom “you 

have been made overseers,” and he says that you are to “guard what has been entrusted to 

you,” because “savage wolves will come in not sparing the flock.”  

Ephesians 4:11-14 tells us that pastors and teachers were given to the church for this 

purpose, so that we will not be “tossed to and fro by every wind of doctrine and the 

craftiness of men.”  

So the church is a place of protection and we need that protection. Most of all, do you 

know who we need protecting from? Ourselves. Because all that stuff I just talked about, 

all that mucky muck, the poisonous fruit and the deceitfulness, is all going on upstairs 

here in the mind. We need the corporate body to remove that.  

Growth: this final piece under this point. Ephesians 4:11-14 deal with protection. Verses 

15-16 say so that we may grow up to a mature man, to the fullness of Christ, as each 

member does its part. I love that. It’s corporate. It’s not one person. It’s all of us doing 



our part and policing one another and encouraging one another and being that to each 

other. As we do that, every member grows as every member does their part. We believe 

in every member ministry in this body because that’s what the Bible teaches. 



D. Practice God’s signs and gifts. 

 

If I’m going to do that, I must belong to the church because the gifts are given to the 

church. When God gives gifts, He doesn’t give them to be used in the world. They’re 

given to be used in the church. 

 

1 Peter 4, one such text that speaks to this. “As each has received a gift, use it to serve 

one another,” meaning in the body of Christ, “as good stewards of God's varied grace: 
11 

whoever speaks, as one who speaks oracles of God; whoever serves, as one who serves 

by the strength that God supplies—in order that in everything God may be glorified 

through Jesus Christ. To him belong glory and dominion forever and ever. Amen.” I love 

that he says that God may be glorified through Christ because in 1 Corinthians 12 

through 14, all three of those chapters dealing with the gifts, it tells us that the reason He 

gives them is for the good of the body, for the glorification of Christ. So the gifts are 

given for the body of Christ, which means I can’t use my gifts unless I’m part of the body 

of Christ. I have to be here to use them, and every Christian has been given a gift. 

 

As it relates to signs, that’s an entirely different issue. I’m speaking of something 

different there. Acts 2, 1 Peter 3, Matthew 26, all of those texts are dealing with things 

like baptism or the Lord’s Table. 1 Corinthians 11, Matthew 26, those are dealing with 

the Table. Where do we practice the Table, the signs of the Lord’s Table, those signs of 

the cup and the bread? We do it in the church. Where do we practice the sign of baptism 

and what that represents? In the church. So if I’m not in the church, I can’t be practicing 

those things because those are the sole property of the church. Christ didn’t give them to 

people to go in their bathtubs and baptize their kids or do communion at their kitchen 

table. They were given to the church. 

 

And by the way, we spoke of this I believe last week, Matthew 25, the sheep and the 

goats. Jesus says that one of the things that will determine whether or not we’re sheep or 

goats is whether or not we served the sheep during our lives because in proportion to our 

serving the sheep, we served Jesus Christ Himself. So if you want to know if you served 

Christ, it’s by serving His people, i.e. using your gifts in the church to serve those in the 

church, the sheep. So again I can’t do that without the church. How would I end up on 

that day being one who served Christ and I wasn’t part of His body, the body of Christ, 

where the sheep reside? How do you do that? It’s impossible. 

 

Finally, then, as it relates to this mouthful statement, 

 

E. Be under God’s authority and assurance. 

 

We must belong to the church if we are to be under God’s authority and assurance. Let 

me just mention again Matthew 18:15-20. There in that context we get the steps for 

church discipline, and he says, if your brother sins go to him and show him his sin, and if 

he doesn’t listen to you, bring another. You need witnesses. They come. If he won’t listen 

to them, tell it to the church. If they won’t listen to the church, do what? Treat them as a 

tax collector and Gentile, i.e. as an unbeliever. Put them out. And that’s where Jesus then 



says, “Whatever you’ve bound will be bound in heaven. Whatever you loose will be 

loosed and where you are gathered in that way, I am with you. I’m backing you. I’m 

supporting you.” Well, that text among many others and, I think, more than others tells us 

that there is some form of authority that has been given to the church, that authority of 

binding and loosing.  

 

1 Corinthians 11:16 is a text that demonstrates again the authority that the church 

possesses. Paul in speaking about hair, the covering of a woman, a woman having long 

hair, a man having short hair, and how it’s to be that way, that this is ordained from God. 

This isn’t just some fundamental Baptist rule. Verse 16, look at what Paul says. “If 

anyone is inclined to be contentious about this rule, we have no such practice.” Who is 

Paul when he says “we”? An apostle. “We have no such practice nor do the churches of 

God.” Notice Paul places the church above himself. You say, “I don’t see that.” Well, 

he’s arguing from the lesser to the greater, is he not? And if you were to argue this way, 

this is how you would do it. You would say, “Not only am I telling you not to do that, but 

God Himself.” You would never say this: “Not only is God not telling you to do that, but 

I’m telling you not to do that.” Right? So the latter portion is the stronger of the two or 

the one with more authority. So it is here. Paul says, “If anyone is disagreeing, they’re 

contentious, they don’t like this, and they want to be a hippie. A guy wants to have long 

hair.” He says, “You want to be contentious, we,” – the apostles, that’s already an 

authority – “we have no such practice.” No other practice. “Nor do the churches of God,” 

which means the authority in the church is more than even the apostles. It has that kind of 

authority. Listen, if the apostle Paul were here today, would you be inclined to submit to 

what he said? I would! And Paul just told you here that the church has more authority 

than he.  

 

That’s why – and listen to me when I say this – Paul himself submitted to the church. 

Even the apostle Paul submitted to the church. Galatians 2, this is going back to this 

whole debate of whether or not Gentile Christians should be circumcised. He’s speaking 

about this event. “Then after fourteen years I went up again to Jerusalem with Barnabas, 

taking Titus along with me.” He’s speaking of that even when they were sent up. “
2 

I 

went up because of a revelation and set before them (though privately before those who 

seemed influential) the gospel that I proclaim among the Gentiles, in order to make sure I 

was not running or had not run in vain.”  

 

Wow! Paul doesn’t just say, “I’m an apostle. No one tells me what to do. I know that I’m 

not running in vain.” Paul says, “You know what? At the end of the day, the church is the 

one that decides these things.” We went up to make sure. Paul’s saying, “I include myself 

in that.” He didn’t go begrudgingly. He understood that it was for the church to decide.  

 

Verse 5, by the way, some have taken the “them” there to refer to the church. It makes no 

sense at all in its context or even in the theology of what the Bible teaches us, “
5 

to them 

we did not yield in submission,” he’s speaking of the false brothers secretly brought in, 

verse 4. Paul says, “We didn’t yield to them,” but you better believe he yielded to what 

the church decided. As a matter of fact, he became one of the ones who carried the letter 

to the other churches. So even Paul knew and understood the authority of God’s church. 



And some today, I realize, choose to never join a church, but it’s obvious, then, is it not, 

who they still are? They are in rebellion to God. By their lack of submission to God’s 

church, they are clearly not submitting to Him.  

 

1 Corinthians 11:19 again, “There must exist factions among you,” those who buck the 

system. They’re factious in that way. They won’t submit. There must exist these kinds of 

things to show those who are not approved by God. Who are the not approved? Those 

who are creating the factions. 

 

So the church carries an authority. No doubt about it. And I realize people don’t think the 

church has the kind of authority that Scripture gives to it, or as is common in America, 

they think that power is given to them by the people in the pews. Again, nothing could be 

further from the truth. The church is Christ’s voice on earth and her authority. Make no 

mistake about it. Her power and authority come from Him. It’s Christ who says, “I have 

given you the keys to the kingdom.” Christ says it. 

 

It’s interesting in John chapter 20, when he comes to the apostles, those who become the 

foundation of this church, which means it’s what’s been given to the church (Ephesians 

2:20), he says these very same words, “To you I give the keys to the kingdom, binding 

and loosing,” just before that he says, “Receive the Holy Spirit.” Do you know why He 

says that? It’s the granting of authority. It’s the very thing we saw in Acts 15. When we 

hear from the church and her leaders, we hear God’s voice, the voice of the Holy Spirit. 

Jesus comes to them and says, “Receive that. Receive that kind of authority, the voice of 

the Holy Spirit.” Independent of the church? No. But in the church? Yes. And we’re to 

receive it that way, as well. 

 

This is why Paul says what he does then to Titus in 2:15. He says, “Let no one look down 

on your authority.” That authority extends to the nitty gritty or things many Americans 

think are their private business and personal freedoms. For example, where you choose to 

live or work. We already saw that, James 4. Parenting, Ephesians 6. Paul speaks to the 

fathers, to the parents in the home and says, “You are to raise your children in the 

instruction and disciple of the Lord.” Paul has that kind of authority as a representative, a 

leader, an officer of the church. He speaks to parents about their parenting. That’s not off 

limits. You say, “That’s my business what I do with my kids.”  No, it isn’t. It’s the 

church’s business. 

 

Sexual relations between married couples. You say, “What I do in the bedroom is my 

business.” Again, it’s not just your business. That doesn’t mean you go around and the 

church wants to know everything you’re doing in the bedroom. I don’t want to know. But 

1 Corinthians 7 gives instruction as to what that’s to look like. Wives, your bodies are 

your husbands’. Husbands, your bodies are your wives’. And we’re to see that that’s 

enforced even in the body of Christ, that there isn’t neglect or abandonment sexually 

among married couples.  

 



Money, 1 Timothy 6, Paul giving instruction to the senior pastor, Timothy, there at 

Ephesus. He tells him what he’s to tell the people as it relates to their money and being 

generous.  

 

Personal attire and hairstyles. We talked about this. 1 Corinthians 11. A woman is not to 

shave her head. She’s to have long hair. 1 Peter 3 talks about jewelry. 1 Timothy 2 about 

modesty in the way that she dresses. The church has that kind of authority to tell you 

what you’re wearing is inappropriate. 

 

Now again all these things can be abused if they’re not based on Scripture, but when 

they’re based on Scripture, we carry that kind of authority. 

 

Your job performance and attitude on the job, 1 Peter 2, how you’re to submit to bosses, 

even perverse ones, or to the authorities that God has placed over us sovereignly in this 

life. 1 Timothy 6, when I work for a brother, I’m to work as unto the Lord, but more so 

because he is a brother. Colossians 4, Ephesians 6, again working unto the Lord. The 

Bible speaks to our job performance, our attitudes. 

 

Friendships or close relationships. The church has a right to speak to those things, too, 

who your friends are, to tell you, you shouldn’t be friends with that person anymore. 

1 Corinthians 5, if they claim to be a brother or sister in Christ but they’re disobedient to 

Christ, you’re not to even eat with such a one. You’re not to be intimate, 2 Corinthians 6, 

or have those kinds of close relationships with those who blaspheme the name of our 

Savior, and they’re doing just that. If they claim to follow Christ and yet they won’t live 

for him, they’re doing just that.  

 

The government and politics, 1 Peter 2, Romans 13, we’re to submit to all authorities. 

 

Grievances, disagreements, unresolved issues, sin or otherwise. Not only do we have 

Matthew 18 as support for this, but 1 Corinthians 6:1-3. Just listen to what he says and 

consider it. He tells us in these verses that we are to consider the church as our first law 

court, and as believers, this is where we should turn to resolve our issues before we even 

think about going outside. “When one of you has a grievance against another, does he 

dare go to law before the unrighteous instead of the saints?” You’re going to go to court 

there? He’s saying you should go to court here. “
2 

Or do you not know that the saints will 

judge the world? And if the world is to be judged by you, are you incompetent to try 

trivial cases?” To have your own law court? “
3 
Do you not know that we are to judge 

angels? How much more, then, matters pertaining to this life!” So if you have such cases, 

why do you lay them before those who have no standing in the church? All matters of 

life, the church is to deal with those things. We are as a body to see this place as that kind 

of a place and with that kind of authority. 

 

As it relates then to assurance, the last piece of this final couplet, 1 Timothy 3:13, as it 

relates to ministering members in the body of Christ, it says this: “For those who serve 

well as diakonos (as ministering members) gain a good standing for themselves and also 

great confidence in the faith that is in Christ Jesus.” You want confidence? You want 



assurance in living the Christian life, confidence to know that you’re saved? How you get 

that is by being a faithful, ministering member in His church. 

 

And so, the church, then, as the covenant community is not only the place which 

identifies us as in a saving covenant relationship with God and His Son Jesus Christ but 

also the place which sustains it. It is our family, our embassy, our life support center, and 

most of all, it is our gospel home, the place where we live out our faith to the fullest. That 

is the covenant community of the church, beloved, and we need her if we are again to 

experience the good news of abundant life in Jesus Christ. 

 


