
Intro  
We’re going to spend the next five weeks looking at our purpose as a local church.  I hope that we come 
out of the other side of this study with clear answers to why we exist as a church, what our mission is, and 
how we plan to carry out that mission in in the days ahead. 

That’s the goal.  Here’s where we’re going to start.  Why are we here?  This church began on April 17, 
1871.  We need to be able to clearly state why we’ve existed in this community as a local church for now 
almost 150 years.   

If we were to ask 100 people, ‘what is the purpose of a local church’ we may get 100 slightly different 
answers.  But I want to submit to you today, and I believe Scripture supports this truth, that the local 
church actually has a very narrow purpose—or mission.  I’ll use those two words interchangeably a little bit 
as we go over the next few weeks.  When I say mission—I’m not talking about missions, as the church’s 
effort to carry the gospel forward globally.  I may mean that as some point and I’ll try to specify when I do, 
but just know that our purpose and our mission are the same for the sake of what we are talking about 
today. 

The mission of the local church is actually very narrow and it’s laid out for us by Jesus himself in what has 
become known as the Great Commission.  Jesus didn’t call it that, but I think it’s a great way to think of 
what Jesus is doing here.  He’s laying out our commission as His people who are set apart for His 
purpose.   

Think about the commissioning of a warship.  It’s an event—officers and local dignitaries gather to 
celebrate the launch of a new vessel.  Perhaps most importantly, the crew is present and has reported 
ready for duty to take on their commission to operate the ship as commanded. 

Here’s the commission that Jesus gives to his followers in Matthew 28:19 Go, therefore, and make 
disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy 
Spirit, 20 teaching them to observe everything I have commanded you. And remember, I am with 
you always, to the end of the age.” 

The primary command is to make disciples.  But here’s the thing: that doesn’t happen by accident.  It’s a 
very deliberate process.  The primary command is to make disciples but there are other actions involved, 
right?  Going, baptizing, teaching.  So if we consider why we exist as a church we need to consider how 
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we go about making disciples.  Because as First Baptist Church we have declared that we belong to Jesus 
Christ—our membership covenant, the statement we agree to abide by when we become members here 
says this: 

. . . we have received the Lord Jesus Christ through Divine Grace, and given ourselves wholly to Him, 
and on professions of our faith have been buried with Him in baptism and thus united to His church, 
we do solemnly and joyfully covenant with each other. 

By being a part of this church we have declared that we belong to Jesus Christ.  We have received the 
Lord.  That means we have submitted ourselves to a Master and that Master makes clear in Matthew 28 
that his people are to be about the work of making disciples. 

That’s the Great Commission to which the Lord has called His Church.  By church in this instance I mean 
the Church with a capitol ‘C’.  Meaning all of those who belong to Christ.  When God saves you, you 
become a part of the Big C Church.  But the New Testament shows us clearly that these newly redeemed 
Christians very quickly began to organize themselves as local churches.  So is the Great Commission for 
individual Christians or is it for local churches?  I’d say the answer to that question is yes.  Yes, each 
individual Christian is to carry out the Great Commission as individuals and they’re also to carry it out 
united together as local churches. 

Now, I recognize that church membership isn’t something that we’ve always handled well.  Our 
membership roll is evidence of that.  We should never have more members than we have people in 
attendance.  Biblically, that is absurd.  I hope by the end of today we can see why.  We need to 
understand in the New Testament once the local church exists we never see a Christian living outside the 
context of a local church.  Christians in the New Testament are always in intentional community with one 
another.  What a small group of folks did back in 1871 was to come together here in Centralia to join their 
efforts in carrying out the work of the Great Commission here in this community.   

And to carry out the Great Commission effectively we must have a working understanding of the local 
church.  Let me give you a definition of a local church that I think you’ll find helpful: 

A local church is a group of Christians who regularly gather in Christ’s name to officially affirm and 
oversee one another’s membership in Jesus Christ and his kingdom through gospel preaching and 
gospel ordinances.  - Jonathan Leeman 1

There’s a lot there and I don’t expect you to necessarily agree with all of this right off the bat because—
again—we have treated membership in the church more like membership in the country club than in 

 https://www.9marks.org/article/what-is-a-local-church/1
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God’s Kingdom, but if you’ll bear with me I think I can show you from Scripture how this definition is not 
only accurate, but understanding the church this way is vital if we’re going to effectively carry out the 
Great Commission. 

We’re going to unpack that statement piece-by-piece today because if we’re going to carry out the 
commission Jesus gave to the church we need to understand what it means to be the church. 

Let’s look at the first phrase: 

A Group of Christians 

To help us with this whole definition we’re going to look at the two places in Scripture where Jesus speaks 
specifically about the church—the word in the original language is ekklesia.  The first is found in Matthew 
16. 

13 When Jesus came to the region of Caesarea Philippi, he asked his disciples, “Who do people say 
that the Son of Man is?” 
14 They replied, “Some say John the Baptist; others, Elijah; still others, Jeremiah or one of the 
prophets.” 
15 “But you,” he asked them, “who do you say that I am?” 
16 Simon Peter answered, “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.” 
17 Jesus responded, “Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah, because flesh and blood did not reveal 
this to you, but my Father in heaven. 18 And I also say to you that you are Peter, and on this rock I 
will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not overpower it. 19 I will give you the keys of the 
kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on earth will have been bound in heaven, and whatever 
you loose on earth will have been loosed in heaven.” 20 Then he gave the disciples orders to tell no 
one that he was the Messiah. 

This passage tells us, with perhaps more clarity than any other passage in the Gospels, what Jesus came 
to earth to do.  It’s what God has been doing since the dawn of time.  He’s gathering a people for Himself, 
redeeming the and rescuing them for His glory and their good.  From the Garden of Eden all the way to 
eternity God has been about doing one thing—gathering a people of His own.  In the Old Testament it 
begins with a family and grows into a nation.  In the New Testament we see that His plan to gather a 
people for Himself extends to every tribe, tongue, and nation on the planet.  And the institution through 
which He intends to carry out that mission in our day is established right here in Matthew 16 and I believe 
it is the local church. 
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To be a group of Christians means that we belong to Jesus Christ.  Look at Peter’s response to Jesus’ 
question in the text we just read: You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.  Messiah there is Christos 
in the original language, the word for the anointed one.  

What was he anointed to do?  He was anointed to save! All humanity has this in common—we have sinned 
against a Holy God.  Our actions have led to our condemnation.  Because we’ve sinned and God is Holy 
we are under condemnation.     Romans 6:23 tells us that 23 For the wages of sin is death, but the gift 
of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord. 

All of us are in the same boat.  On our own we are separated from God.  Over in Ephesians Paul explains 
to us how salvation works.  He tells us that we were dead in our sins: 

4 But God, who is rich in mercy, because of his great love that he had for us, 5 made us alive with 
Christ even though we were dead in trespasses. You are saved by grace! 6 He also raised us up with 
him and seated us with him in the heavens in Christ Jesus, 7 so that in the coming ages he might 
display the immeasurable riches of his grace through his kindness to us in Christ Jesus. 8 For you are 
saved by grace through faith, and this is not from yourselves; it is God’s gift— 9 not from works, so 
that no one can boast. 10 For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which 
God prepared ahead of time for us to do. 

To be saved is to belong to Jesus.   If Jesus asks you, who do you say that I am, and your response is that 
you’re the one who saves then you belong to Him and your life will reflect that. 

The first question of the New City Catechism that we read back on the first Sunday in January was this: 
What is our only hope in life and death?  The answer is that we are not our own but belong to God. 

The local church is the gathering of those who belong to Jesus and then look back at Matthew 16 to see 
what Jesus says about them.  Peter provides the only right answer to Jesus’ question and Jesus says: 

“Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah, because flesh and blood did not reveal this to you, but my 
Father in heaven. 18 And I also say to you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church 

Who revealed this to Peter?  Peter didn’t figure out this right answer on his own.  God revealed it to Him.  
This is one of the ways we know we’re not our own anymore.  We did nothing to save ourselves.  Romans 
3:24  says we are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus. 

We’re saved by grace from the destruction that we caused for ourselves but we’re not just saved with no 
clear purpose in mind.  Jesus goes on to immediately talk about building his church. 
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There is much debate about what Jesus actually means here and it centers on the identity of “this rock.” 
The Roman Catholic Church argues (and so much of their theology lives or dies on this hill) that Peter— 
not just his person but also his office (the perpetual office of the papacy)— is described here. The 
Protestant and Eastern Orthodox churches agree that the Catholics are wrong and that “this rock” refers 
not to Peter himself but to Peter’s faith and confession.   Many in Presbyterian circles would take this to be 2

Jesus’ establishment of the Apostles as the means through which the early church would be built.  At least 
one respected scholar believes ‘this rock’ to be Jesus himself.    3

I think the most faithful way to interpret this Scripture is that Jesus is speaking both to Peter and to the 
confession.  Think about how Jesus builds His church.  He does it through right understanding of the 
gospel—knowing you are made right before God by grace alone on the basis of Christ’s finished work 
alone, through faith alone to the glory of God alone as taught with final authority in Scripture alone.  
Jesus builds his church through that confession—but he also builds his church with the people who make 
that confession.  That’s the local church as a group of Christians.  The next phrase in our definition is that 
we  

Regularly Gather 

We won’t spend a tone of time here but it does warrant some consideration.  What does it mean to 
regularly gather? Now, Halley’s Comet is on a regular schedule.  It comes around once every 75 years.  
That’s not what we mean by regular.  It means that we establish a regular schedule and when we meet, we 
all meet.  One of the beautiful things about the body of Christ gathering is that we see people of all ages, 
from all different types of backgrounds, people who would never for any other reason be in the same 
room and we’re all united for the same purpose.  You don’t get that if you only attend Sunday School or 
an on-campus Christian organization or any other activity.  The local church gathers on the Lord’s Day and 
has for 2,000 years and the book of Hebrews warns us against neglecting that gathering.  It doesn’t mean 
once a month or whenever you feel like it or whenever something else isn’t going on.  In fact, that Greek 
word we mentioned earlier, ekklesia, literally means assembly.  4

Do you know that’s why we’ll really only cancel our Sunday gathering under extremely rare 
circumstances?  This time we spend together on Sunday mornings is literally the most important couple 
of hours of our week.  And we don’t want to miss it for any reason.  Some of you can’t get here when the 
weather is bad and we get that.  If you feel unsafe, stay home and don’t feel bad about that.  But for those 

 O'Donnell, Douglas Sean. Matthew: All Authority in Heaven and on Earth (Preaching the Word) (pp. 448-449). 2

Crossway. Kindle Edition. 

 O’Donnell’s view, as expressed in the commentary cited above3

 https://biblehub.com/greek/1577.htm4
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who are able and close enough to get here when the weather is bad we’ll be here.  That’s part of why we 
broadcast the service online is for those who legitimately can’t make it.  But by the way, if you only watch 
the services online you’re not going to church.  Again, it’s a gathering.  So use the online service when you 
need it because you really can’t be here.  But if you habitually watch us online and you are physically able 
to attend a church (this one or another one) then go!    

There’s another phrase in our membership covenant that is in there for this very reason:   

We will sustain its worship, ordinances, and doctrines, and will give the church priority over all 
human organizations. 

Priority over all human organizations.  I know I run the risk of being offensive here, but know that I do it 
because I genuinely care about you.  A right understanding of the local church leads us to a 
countercultural understanding of church attendance.  The norm is that you’ll be here unless there is 
basketball or wrestling or soccer or a field to plow or a building to build or job to finish or whatever else.  
As we look back over the years some of our lowest-attended Sundays center around hunting season.  The 
common feeling in our society is that I’ll be at church unless I have something better to do.  But I think a 
healthy understanding of the local church and its regular gathering would lead us to say sure, we’ll do all 
those other things. . . as long as the church isn’t gathering because we really believe our time together 
with other believers is more important.  Christianity isn’t just the two hours we’re together on Sundays, but 
this time is vital to our growth.  We have 168 hours in the week.  I know that doesn’t seem like enough for 
most of us, but I believe the New Testament teaches us we should value these two hours above just about 
everything else we do.  I hope that becomes true of us in the days ahead.  And one of the primary reasons 
for that is seen in what we read earlier. 

The next phrase in our definition teaches us that we are to affirm and oversee one another. 

Affirm and Oversee 

There could be some discomfort here, I know.  Some of us have bought into the lie that faith is a private 
matter.  That thought is foreign to the New Testament.  Remember, we’re adopted into a family.  Another 
metaphor for the church in the Bible is that we are the bride of Christ.  The marriage metaphor is 
extremely strong and extremely important in Scripture . . . but could you imagine trying to keep your 
marriage private?  What’s your wife’s name?  I don’t really talk about that.   

Your walk with the Lord was never meant to be a private matter, instead it’s the opposite.  Knowing that 
you are saved and that you live a life consistent with the teaching of Scripture is absolutely the business of 
the person sitting next to you.   
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That’s why I think that next statement Jesus made to Peter in Matthew 16 is so important.  He says I will 
give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on earth will have been bound in 
heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will have been loosed in heaven. 

That’s a tough metaphor, right?  But I think it’s an extremely helpful one for understanding the purpose of 
the local church.  The church doesn’t decide who gets saved.  We don’t build the gate, we just have the 
keys, ok?  God builds the gate, so to speak.  He has established the standard for righteousness and its his 
Holy Spirit who gives the gift of faith.  But what he has given us is the knowledge of what it means to 
belong to God—or to carry out the metaphor, what it you need to open that gate.  We don’t decide who is 
saved but by covenanting together we can identify one another based on the fruit of the Holy Spirit that is 
present in our lives. 

Jesus said in John 14:15 “If you love me, you will keep my commands.” 

The key to the kingdom in Matthew 16 is the profession of the gospel and the New Testament makes 
clear that along with that profession comes a changed way of life and we are charged with guarding that 
way of life in one another. 

This doesn’t come easy for any of us, right?  Very few of us grew up in families where we handled issues 
and conflict in a healthy manner.  We either tend to sweep things under the rug and never talk about 
them.  The house could be burning down and we’d be sitting at the table saying, “This is fine.”  One 
church member told me this week that in his family they avoided problems to the degree that if there was 
an elephant in the room they wouldn’t even talk about the room, let alone the elephant. 

Or some of us go to the other extreme.  Little things become World War 3.  But we are commanded over-
and-over again in Scripture to warn one another when our lifestyle gets out of alignment with our faith. 

Romans 15:14 
14 My brothers and sisters, I myself am convinced about you that you also are full of goodness, 
filled with all knowledge, and able to instruct one another.  The word for instruct there is translated 
admonish, or warn, elsewhere. 

1 Corinthians 4:14 
14 I’m not writing this to shame you, but to warn you as my dear children.  

Why do we do this?  Colossians 1:28 helps us answer that question: 
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28 We proclaim him, warning and teaching everyone with all wisdom, so that we may present 
everyone mature in Christ. 

That’s the goal, right?  To make mature disciples in Christ.  And that means we must guard one another.  
This idea is central in the only other passage in Matthew where Jesus specifically mentions the church. 

Let’s look at Matthew 18:15-18 
15 “If your brother sins against you, go and rebuke him in private. If he listens to you, you have won 
your brother. 16 But if he won’t listen, take one or two others with you, so that by the testimony of 
two or three witnesses every fact may be established. 17 If he doesn’t pay attention to them, tell the 
church. If he doesn’t pay attention even to the church, let him be like a Gentile and a tax collector to 
you. 18 Truly I tell you, whatever you bind on earth will have been bound in heaven, and whatever 
you loose on earth will have been loosed in heaven.  

There’s that same metaphor again! Jesus describes here what we do when someone’s faith and lifestyle 
don’t match up.  We address it with them, lovingly, and if they persist and don’t repent then they’re living 
like they’re not a Christian and so he tells us to treat them like one.  That changes our prayer from Lord, 
help them grow in their salvation to Lord, save them!  

So, how do we go about this work of affirmation and oversight?  Well we do it thought 

through gospel preaching and gospel ordinances 

When we gather together, we open the Word together and learn from it as a family.  We celebrate the two 
ordinances Christ appointed for the church, baptism and the Lord’s Supper.  And when we do those 
things we are affirming in one another corporately that which we believe to be true individually—that we 
belong to Christ. 

When you come to be baptized here, we have heard your testimony of salvation, we can affirm to the best 
of our knowledge your lifestyle reflects that testimony so we baptize you as public recognition that you 
belong to the big C church, through the little c local church.  When we celebrate the Lord’s Supper 
together we are reflecting corporately on what Christ has done for us while declaring His goodness 
together as we await His return. 

That’s what it means to be a local church.  Now, let’s remember our purpose: 
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Go, therefore, and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the 
Son and of the Holy Spirit, 20 teaching them to observe everything I have commanded you. And 
remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.” 

There are commands there, right?  The big one is to make disciples.  That’s the non-negotiable purpose 
of this local gathering of believers who affirm and oversee one another through the power of the gospel.  
We’re here to make disciples.  We’ll spend the next few weeks really fleshing out what that means, but 
here’s one big thing that it means as we close this morning: 

The profession of faith is not the finish line.  Getting saved is not the finish line when it comes to making 
disciples.  We desperately want to see lost people saved, but one danger is that we when that happens 
we don’t really know what to do next and sometimes those folks lose their way because we fail to help 
them grow—we fail really to affirm and oversee their growth as new believers.  They’re baby Christians.  
Think about what would happen if you just took a newborn and said, “We’re so glad you’re here! Now 
figure it out!” 

It would go poorly.  But that’s what we do so often with baby believers.  This will not be a quick process 
but one of the things I believe God has in store for us in the days ahead is that we develop a clear and 
highly visible pathway for growing disciples here at FBC.  I’m excited to see how this process plays out 
and how God works in us to continue what he has been doing since the very beginning.   

Here’s where I hope this leaves us today.  I hope it leaves us awed.  Awed that God in His providence has 
not left you on an island.  God knew you needed other people and He has provided the structure for us to 
support one another as we live together with a common mission. 
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