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“BEING CHURCH”
Psalm 84; Hebrews 10:25

Well, here we are again – just a few of us, but back in the church!  The experience of the last few months,

during which we’ve not been able to meet in person like this, has led to many of us questioning just what

church is all about.  What’s the point of church?  We’ve coped pretty well with just our social media and

all that – and anyway, isn’t it supposed to be all about reaching out to those who aren’t yet followers of

Jesus?

We’ve had two readings this afternoon which are about being in God’s house, as it were.  The Psalm was

very much about the place, about a physical space in which to encounter God – a bit like this building, I

suppose, and there was a sense in which the people who wrote and who sang this Psalm would have

regarded God as being especially present there, so they linked it with their faith in a much closer way

than we do maybe.

With the New Testament, though, that sense of place is not quite so vital.  As we are so often saying, it’s

not the building, but the people – a sense of community rather than a place in which that community

meets.  But for some the question still remains: what is the church for?  Well, the second reading was all

about that.  It’s about meeting as God’s people – not necessarily here or in any other physical space set

apart solely for the purpose – and I suspect that the writer would easily have embraced our technology,

had it been available.

I believe that there is certainly a place for what we might call the church in our Christian experience.  In

fact, there’s not just a place for it – it is indispensable.  But why?  This is not necessarily the arena in

which we do our evangelism, so what is the point of it.  The writer of the Letter to the Hebrews, written

to the many Jewish Christians who were spread around the ancient world, commands those who follow

Christ to beware that they don’t slip into a mind-set where they feel they don’t need to get together.  In

Hebrews 10:25 he says, “Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing.”

It’s probably highly unlikely – that we are talking about meeting together in a Christian church building

here.  The word translated “meeting together” is a Greek word from which comes the word

“synagogue”, the usual meeting place of the Jewish people.  Scholars suggest that the “meeting

together” was an opportunity for the Christian Jews, who still attended the synagogue, to have fellowship

after the regular Jewish times of worship.  Whatever the actual meaning, we are once again not talking

about “going to church”, but having fellowship in an appropriate place.



Right from the very beginning of the life of the church, the followers of Christ had met together for

encouragement and support.  On the evening of Easter Sunday, in John 20:19, we find that they were

together in one place because of their fear of the Jews.  In Acts 1:14, Luke tells us that they met regularly,

constantly, for prayer.  And the day of Pentecost dawned with them all together in one place yet again. 

At the end of Acts 2, there is a description of the life of the early church which talks of them meeting

together each day in the Temple courts and also in each other’s homes.

They came together for worship, for fellowship, for prayer and for teaching.  That’s effectively what we

do week by week.  We come together to worship – and whether we’re in a special building or a school

hall or community centre or on-line, there is a sense in which we are able better to worship God as we

sing and pray together.  We share fellowship – there is a sense of friendship here and at least a tacit

understanding that we are all about the same thing, although there are clearly wildly different opinions

about how we accomplish that.  We pray together, on Sunday and at other times during the week.  And

there is at least some element of teaching that goes on as various people to explain and expound God’s

word.  And all of that is seen even more clearly as we meet together with Christians from other churches

either locally as Churches Together or at events like Spring Harvest.

The letters to the Hebrews was written some time later than the events described in Acts, but there is still

the same assumption that Christians will meet together as part of their life as the church.  Don’t forget,

though, we are talking about Christians meeting together: as we’ve already said, this is not about

evangelistic meetings, about preaching the gospel to those who have never responded.  I don’t think there

is anywhere in the New Testament where we are exhorted to get together in church with a view to

converting those who are not Christians.  When the writer here is talking about coming together, when he

is talking about sinning, when he is reminding them of their duty to God and to Christ, he is writing to

Jewish Christians.  The context of this letter is that he is trying to help those who have made a decision

to follow Christ not to slip back into their old ways.

And that is why he says they should be meeting together.  The idea is that we should not think, as

Christians, that we can be, to use William Moffat’s phrase, “pious particles”.  John Wesley once

famously said, “The Bible knows nothing of solitary religion,” whatever the hermits of later centuries

may have tried to do.  (And it is interesting, in fact, that the hermits, the Desert Fathers, those who had

fled what they took to be the seductive call of life in the cities, actually lived for the most part in

communities – monasteries.)  We are called to meet together as a church (not necessarily in a church) in

order the better to live our Christian lives.



There are three things in this passage that speak to me of the need for church.  Firstly, we are to keep

meeting together in order to “encourage one another”.  It’s a tough calling, being a follower of Jesus

Christ.  The Christian life is not a bed of roses.  We have it relatively easy here, but our brothers and

sisters in other parts of the world do not.  Although we do not face the prospect of death for our beliefs,

we still find it hard going as we try to live up to the ideals of Jesus Christ and as we try to put our faith

into practice day by day.  So we need to help one another, to encourage one another.  We are to be

encouragers, to build one another up.  We do that in our worship, as Paul tells the Colossian Christians in

Colossians 3:16, and we do it in our general conversation.  Or, at least, we should.  It’s all very well

keeping on about keeping the church building in good repair, which costs money and effort, but what

about keeping the living stones of the church – you and me – in good repair with the help of a bit of

encouragement, which costs nothing.  That’s one of the reasons we should be meeting together – not just

to do our own separate things in the same room.

The second reason takes us a bit beyond that.  Encouragement is building one another up in what we are

already trying to do, but the writer here says we should also “consider how we may spur one another

on.”  We’re not just to plod along doing what we’re doing, never growing spiritually, never advancing in

our relationship with Christ.  We are to make progress, and that means we need to “spur one another

on”.  And there are two things that are mentioned particularly here that we should be helping one another

towards.

Firstly, we should “spur one another on towards love”.  Church is a vital element in our Christian lives,

but it depends on love.  Wherever you look in the New Testament there are exhortations to love one

another.  If anyone were to join one of our gatherings, I wonder if it would be our love for one another

that would attract him or her, whether he or she would be able to say with the non-believing

contemporaries of those first Christians, “See how these Christians love one another.”  It is, after all, as

we’d said several times recently, the distinguishing quality of the Christian church (John 13:35).

Secondly, we should “spur one another on towards … good deeds.”  Human beings have a kind of “herd

instinct” built into them, like many of the species of the animal kingdom.  We tend to go with the crowd

to some extent.  Meeting together with other Christians, talking about our experience, sharing our views

and feelings, being aware of our need for one another – that all helps to spur each other on to good deeds. 

We go with the crowd, and if it’s a good crowd, then we shall be more likely to do good.  As Simon

Kistemaker writes in his commentary on these verses, “Together we bear the responsibility, for we are

the body of Christ.”



Finally, a bit further on in this passage, in vv33,34, we read that we are to “stand side by side”.  There is a

solidarity in our fellowship together.  We are called together by God and in that situation we support and

help each other not only through encouragement and through our “spurring one another on”, but also by

sharing in the ups and downs of our lives.  In 1 Corinthians 12:26, Paul writes, “If one part [of the body

of Christ] suffers, every part suffers with it; if one part is honoured, every part rejoices with it.”  In the

passage we’re considering this afternoon, the writer is talking about showing solidarity with those who

are persecuted and who are in difficult situations because of their faith.  Fortunately, we don’t have to

cope with much of that in our community here in this place, but we still need to show one another that we

care, that we share their concerns and we are not afraid to stand up and be counted when the occasion

arises.  Once again, there is no possibility here of what Wesley called “solitary religion”.

Perhaps once we really start to take this kind of thing seriously and get stuck into worship and fellowship

together in a way that is authentic and Spirit-filled, we might begin to find our enthusiasm for reaching

out to others increases, too.  There is a very important place for church in our Christian experience and

we must never, ever neglect that.  Without a proper appreciation of this aspect of our lives, we will not be

able to make any impact at all on the community around us.  The only difficulty with talking about this in

church is that I am “preaching to the converted” – you are here.  You recognise the value and the priority

of meeting together.  Never lose sight of that and stick with the habit of coming together regularly – in a

place or on-line – in order that we can move out from this place and reach others more effectively.


