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CHURCH AS FAMILY

 
 CHURCH. Just one of the many words/ideas that has been 
hijacked in our day. Somewhere along the way, the movement 
Jesus started was replaced with a religion. Why, after seeing how 
Jesus came to bring us into universal solidarity with God and all of
humanity — so we wouldn’t be obsessed with labels, dividers and 
boundaries — would someone start something to distract us from 
the common solidarity we already have with God and each other? 
Why, after seeing the reckless inclusion taught in the parables of
Jesus — parables that led to the plot and execution of His murder 
by the hands of an exclusive religious community — would 
someone create labels to define who’s in and who’s out? Why, 
after looking at how Jesus spent His time and energy loving 
and discipling people, would someone build structures that take 
people’s time, energy and money away from living everyday as 
the "Body of Christ" in this world? The radically inclusive grace of 
God, and the people (Church) that have been transformed by it 
and embody it, need to be reclaimed.

 The late Rachel Held Evans described the Church of 
Jesus as "a bunch of outcasts and oddballs gathered at a table, 
not because they are rich or worthy or good, but because they 
said yes [to Jesus] … And there’s always room for more." We 
didn’t know Rachel, but she somehow managed to sum up 
Table Network in just two sentences. These words are powerful, 
prophetic, attractive, and echo the ancient church (we’re referring 
to the version that existed prior to any Orthodox or Catholic 
versions). In an effort to reclaim something ancient, let’s go way 
back — even beyond the book of Acts or Jesus’ interactions with 
the disciples and others. Let’s go back to the beginning. 
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CREATED FOR COMMUNITY

 The Scriptures tell us that before all things began there was 
only God, and they reveal this One God as a social being instead of 
a solitary being. God Himself is a community. The Father, Son, and 
Spirit form a community — the first community. God is not a 
lonely being who learned how to love and relate through the 
creation of the world. Rather God has been experiencing, in 
Himself, love, service, deference, communication, unity, and joy 
throughout all eternity.
     
 Genesis tells us this communal God created us in His image 
and likeness. "Then God said, 'Let us make man in our image, 
after our likeness...' So God created man in his own image, in the 
image of God he created him; male and female he created them." 
(Genesis 1:26-27)

 We learn that God’s image cannot be represented by a 
single individual living in isolation, but by a diversity of men and 
women living together in community as a family. In fact, we
see in Genesis 2:18, the only thing in all of God’s creation that 
wasn’t good was the fact that man was alone. So God created 
Eve to complete His intended design.

 To be fully human means to live in loving relationships. This 
is exactly what we had in the beginning — a sin-free world marked 
by an unhindered relationship with God and one another. But it 
didn’t stay this way for very long.

COMMUNITY LOST
     
 As we follow the story in Genesis, we see how these first 
two humans, mirrored by everyone of us, eventually decided to live 
life on their own terms apart from the loving rule and reign of God. 
In their cosmic rebellion, they tried their hand at being God, an 
act that ended in separation and death, throwing everything into 
distortion and confusion (Gen. 3).

 Look throughout history. It doesn’t take a whole lot of 
digging to discover the ramifications of this act. Every generation, 
every race, every continent has suffered from the actions rooted In 
humanity’s attempt to live as independent beings. And so it makes
sense why, in every sociological segment of society, in every social 
status, you would be hard pressed to find someone who hasn’t 
been cut by the shrapnel of familial brokenness. 
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COMMUNITY RESTORED
     
 Into a hell-bent, runaway planet, God sent His Son. "For in 
him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, and through him 
to reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, 
making peace by the blood of his cross." (Colossians 1:19-20)

 All by Himself, God restored all that was lost as He crucified 
everyone, all at once, in His Son, and then raised everyone from 
death to life, all at once, in His resurrection. No wrong has gone 
unpunished. No wrong has not been forgiven. No one has not been 
reconciled to the community for which they were created.

 As the news of this fundamental shift in reality spread, 
and people awakened to this relationship God ushered in, this 
community of believing sinners was called the "Church," the 
"Body of Christ" Himself in the world (1 Cor. 12:27). It’s who we 
are, not something we do or go to. And since there’s only "one 
Lord" and "one faith," He says there’s naturally only "one Church" 
to which we, together, belong (Eph. 4:4-6).

 "So now you Gentiles are no longer strangers and 
foreigners. You are citizens along with all of God’s holy people. 
You are members of God’s family." (Eph. 2:19 NIV)

 In Jesus, the myth of the independent-self has been 
exposed, and the good news that you are never alone in this 
world comes to life through the Church family for which you 
were created. "... so we, though many, are one body in Christ, 
and individually members one of another" (Rom. 12:5).

 As you can see, the weight of the Scripture’s words 
regarding the Church seems to focus on people, their shared 
experience of grace in awakening to this good news, and the 
family identity they share together as a result. However, this 
doesn’t seem to be the focus of most modern church expressions.

THE IMPACT OF THE TEMPLE

 You must be wondering — like us — how we’ve shifted from 
the simplicity of a family to the complexity and pageantry in what 
masquerades as Church today. While most point a well-deserved 
finger at the Roman Emperor, Constantine, as the godfather of this
modern ecclesial dilemma, it seems our love affair for services and 
structures goes back farther than 312 AD.
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 Maybe you’ve heard of the Temple in Jerusalem and the 
king that built it. His name is Solomon. For Israel, the decision 
to build the Temple was much like the decision to become a 
monarchy. Neither was God’s idea. The Temple project was the 
brainchild of King David (built by Solomon seven years later), 
and God made it known to David that He never asked for it to be 
built. He told David through the prophet Nathan, "Wherever I have 
moved with all the Israelites, did I ever say to any of their rulers 
whom I commanded to shepherd my people Israel, 'Why have you 
not built me a house of cedar?'" (2 Samuel 7:7)

 God seemed content to live in a temporary tent known as 
the tabernacle. Perhaps this was due to its simplicity and mobility. 
Everything about the tabernacle was simple. It was constructed of 
linen curtains, goat hair curtains, and wood. Because it was always 
on the move, it was often in need of repair, and that was okay.

 God chose Israel as a nation of people to reveal himself 
through, but He never intended to exclude other nations in the 
process. God’s heart was always to bless all nations (Gen. 12:3b) 
so that all people could experience the freedom and family only 
found through Him. The tabernacle, like Israel, was a divine means 
to a divine end, and the simplicity and mobility of the tabernacle 
allowed it to fulfill its purpose. In contrast, the temple was an 
extravagant and permanent structure that was unnecessary.

 By the time of Jesus, the temple had been rebuilt by King 
Herod. For the religious of the day, the temple (and ceremonies 
held within) unequivocally represented God’s presence and the 
only means to connect with Him and be assured of atonement 
(forgiveness). Jesus constantly ruffled the religious feathers by 
challenging, among other things, Israel’s misconceptions of the 
temple. He flat-out declared He was greater than the temple (Matt. 
12:6-8), hinted at its unimportance (Jn. 2:18-22), and predicted its 
destruction (Matt. 24:1-2). This perceived lack of respect for the 
temple led the plot to kill Jesus. Trash-talking the temple were 
indeed Stephen’s last words (Acts 7:45-50).

 According to 1 Peter 2:4-5 & Ephesians 2:21, we know that 
God never intended for David’s model of a physical, structural 
temple to be the standard pattern for how the Church positions 
itself and functions in the world. An entire nation thought one 
specific building, in one particular city, could fulfill God’s plan to 
"bless all nations." Instead, we’re referred to as "living stones...
being built up as a spiritual house" and a "holy priesthood." 
Describing the Church in terms of a mobile temple and everyday 
priests shows us God’s end game for the Church. We were always 
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meant to be a people, scattered throughout the world, who love 
well and carry the Good News of Jesus’ finished work to all people 
in all places. No wonder Jesus did 99% of His ministry outside the 
temple and seemed unconcerned about its destruction.

RECLAIMING CHURCH AS FAMILY
     
 Although the temple was destroyed in 70 AD as Jesus 
predicted, its impact upon our view of the Church throughout 
history is still felt today. Many of our misinterpretations of
Church find their roots in the misbelief that God’s desire was for 
Israel to move from a tent to a temple. The word “church” itself has 
become mistakenly synonymous with independent congregations, 
large auditoriums, Sunday services, organized programs, well-
crafted sermons, and the charismatic leaders who champion them.

 This understanding (and the practices that flow from it) 
isn’t wrong, like committing an act of sin. Rather, it’s something 
that has robbed millions upon millions of people from seeing, 
and then experiencing, what could be — in a world where 70% 
of society are uninterested with the church structures man has 
created over the centuries.

 For starters, the word church comes from the Greek word 
ekklesia — meaning called out ones. Think people, not a place. We 
(the Church) are those who have been called out of unbelief, by 
grace, into the reality of God’s radical acceptance of us in Christ. 
By faith in Him, our Father has made us family (1 Cor. 1:9; 1 Jn. 1:3).

 Being "in Christ" means you being in Christ with others 
who are also "in Christ." You belong to God and you belong to 
others who belong to God. All of us have a common experience 
in the gospel of grace. This equality is what defines our family.

 Whereas most groups, organizations, and clubs form based 
on commonality in gender, race, social status, or cause, the family 
Jesus forms transcends these commonalities and makes brothers 
and sisters out of natural enemies. Or, as Rachel Held Evans said — 
"outcasts and oddballs."

 "For in Christ Jesus you are all sons of God, through faith. 
For as many of you as were baptized into Christ have put on 
Christ. There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor 
free, there is no male and female, for you are all one in Christ 
Jesus." (Gal. 3:26-28)      
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FUNCTIONING AS FAMILY
     
 Realizing the Church is who we are in Jesus — a singular 
family made up of people scattered throughout the world — is the 
first step toward being and living as the Church in the everyday. 

 However, theologically understanding that the Church is 
family and using the word "family" in your church marketing isn’t 
the same as experiencing this reality with those around you. Let’s 
explore the difference.

 A quick glance at the New Testament shows how the 
finished work of Jesus brings shape to our identity and also to how 
we walk out this new life as a family:

• By the work of His Spirit ... we greet one another (Rom. 16:16), 
offer hospitality to one another (1 Pet. 4:9), and welcome one 
another because Christ has freely welcomed us (Rom. 15:7).  
      

• By the work of His Spirit ... we bear with one another (Col. 
3:13), are kind to one another, tenderhearted, and forgive one 
another because God in Christ forgave us (Eph. 4:32).

 
• By the work of His Spirit ... we submit to one another (Eph. 

5:21) and show humility toward one another (Phil. 2:3), 
because Jesus submitted to the will of the Father and 
humbled Himself to the point of death, even death on a cross 
(Phil. 2:8).

 
• By the work of His Spirit ... we serve one another (Gal. 5:13) 

because Christ came not to be served, but to serve (Mk. 
10:45).

 
• By the work of His Spirit ... we confess our own brokenness 

to one another and pray for one another (Jas. 5:16) because 
Jesus is our righteousness, (2 Cor. 5:21) and as our mediator 
and intercessor, Jesus’ blood cleanses us from all sin (1 Jn 
1:7).  

          
• By the work of His Spirit ... we live in harmony (Rom. 12:16) 

and peace (Mk. 9:50) with one another because we have 
peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ (Rom. 5:1).

          
• By the work of His Spirit ... we care for one another (1 Cor. 

12:25) and carry one another’s burdens (Gal. 6:2) because 
Jesus bore our sin burden in His body on the cross (1 Pet. 
2:24).
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• By the work of His Spirit ... we weep and rejoice with one 
another (Rom. 12:15) because Jesus is a sympathetic Savior 
(Heb. 4:15) and our true reason to rejoice (1 Pet. 1:8).

 
• By the work of His Spirit ... we honor one another (Rom. 

12:10) and count others more significant than ourselves (Phil. 
2:3) because Christ made Himself nothing (Phil. 2:7).

 
• By the work of His Spirit ... we love one another because He 

first loved us (1 Jn. 4:19).
       
 As you ponder these many verses, think about how Jesus 
created environments where these "one another" callings were 
put into practice. While He didn’t prescribe a formula for how this 
would be done (i.e., "love one another through weekly meetings"), 
the New Testament is full of descriptions of how Jesus, and 
eventually His Church, walked this out.

 Contrast this with what is often common practice in 
churches today. One can’t help but wonder why we create 
environments where people gather to hear a leader teach 
on the "one another" commands, but we don’t always create 
environments for this learning to become experiential.

 But note, there is good news for you in this. First, nowhere 
in the Bible do we see the church defined by buildings, leaders,
or services. In fact, none of the churches we see addressed in the 
New Testament had a building to call their own, as they seemed to 
meet in homes around shared meals for communion. Second, most 
of the church seen in Scripture was led by everyday, and mostly 
unnamed, people. And third, you are actually free to go do this.
       
 
FREE TO BE THE CHURCH

 Unlike reaching and maintaining Gold status at Starbucks, 
being the Church isn’t a thing to earn or maintain. While some 
would have you believe that you need to hit a certain amount of 
marks before you can call yourself a church, the Church of Jesus 
simply is what it is because of a work and declaration of Jesus. We 
already are His people (Church) in the world. And last we checked 
Jesus only has one bride.

 We fear, however, that some think they need to hit certain 
marks, Sunday after Sunday, in order to maintain their status 
as the Church or at least to be an effective expression of one. I 
(Tony) have personally witnessed a church staff genuinely struggle 
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around a table at the idea of a church service needing to be 
cancelled. You would have thought by skipping a week we would 
have collectively dropped from Gold to Green status.

 We have great freedom as the Church — because 
of Jesus, there’s no need to maintain our status with endless 
busyness. We are actually free to spend more time being the 
Church in our cities and spaces and less time being constantly 
busy inside of a building that we mistake for the Church.

INVITING OTHERS TO BELONG
 
 In a day where most people (70% of society) are 
uninterested in the prominent Constantinian/Catholic/Attractional 
style gatherings held by churches today, there’s a massive 
opportunity to meet people where they are with gatherings that 
look similar to what Jesus and the New Testament church offered. 
Imagine a flexible expression of the Church: able to meet wherever, 
whenever, and talk about whatever is needed to meet our friends 
right where they are.

 As we take a deeper look into Scripture, we find the early 
church (just like Jesus) using their context as their filter for what 
they said and where/when they gathered as a family. In other 
words, the form of ministry (how they did things) followed the 
function of ministry (what they were doing and among whom they 
were doing it). This made it easy for them to create environments 
that were unique to their context and easy for those around them
to join in.

 This approach seems odd in our day because Sunday 
mornings or Saturday evenings appear to be the only conceivable 
time slot for a church gathering to occur. In the West, we place 
form before function by determining both the conversations 
(sermons) and gathering times/places in advance, expecting 
our neighbors will join us. The result has been conversations and 
gathering times/places conducive only to those who are interested 
(30% of society).      

 In addition to gatherings and conversations conducive 
to the rhythms, learning styles, and interests of those in their 
contexts, it was also easy to invite others because these various 
expressions of the early Church were welcoming.

 There was no need to pretend you had your life together. 
By faith in the finished work of Jesus, the Church was, and is today, 
the one community where it’s okay to be broken, weak, doubting, 
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stand holy in Jesus (Heb. 10:10). In Him, we are free to confess 
our frailty and free to leave the exhausting madness of trying to 
hide the junk of our lives, just as we are free to humbly receive 
the encouragement of a brother or sister who reminds us of the 
Person and promises of Jesus.

 People may be inspired for a short while by stories of 
heroism and hard work, but sharing hope from a vantage point of 
need, frailty, and the brokenness we all share in common is where 
true breakthrough comes from. Being honest about the messy 
parts of our lives. however, requires a genuine security. A type of 
security only spawned by knowing you’re held by a love that will 
never let you go.

 In this family, we’re free to get out of our seats, we’re free 
to join others in their joyous celebrations, and we’re free to join 
them as they cry through their pains. We are free to toast together 
and have our tiffs; to encourage and receive encouragement; to 
share our belongings and receive when times are tough. Here, 
we know and are known. We’re needy and needed. May the 
world hear.

 In Reclaim 7 and Reclaim 8 we will share with you how the 
actual work of discipleship happens, as well as provide you with 
the framework found in the ministry of Jesus. It’s in this ancient, 
minimalist approach to being the Church that we find a way to 
spend less time on events and use more time for relationships — 
while also honoring the gathered nature of the Church.
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