I believe in God, Why do I need Church?

James 2:14-26 
Friends I meet a lot of people in my line of work, and because I’m a pastor I’m always looking for opportunities to share about Jesus and his body, his church 
– so inevitably I end up asking people if they are somehow connected to a particular church and I get a variety of responses back. 
“Well…I worship God in my own way on Sunday mornings… usually out on the golf course”
“Yes I am connected, but I won’t be going anymore because I’ve decided to take Sundays for myself and get out to the mountains, besides, I really feel closer to God out there.” 

“Well I was for a while, but I’m so busy during the week and my husband is often away on business on weekends, and it’s so much work to fight the kids to get ready and go to church on Sunday morning – but you don’t have to go to church to believe in God! - God doesn’t really care about church attendance… right?”
Well friends, whether God cares about church attendance or not, all you need to do is look around on a Sunday morning and you can see that the majority of Canadians certainly don’t. 
And survey data compiled back in 2008 shows that while…. 72% of Canadians believed in God and,

64% believed the Bible is God’s word and, 

62% believe in forgiveness through Christ and,

45% say they pray daily, and while
41% say they have made a commitment to Christ... 
Only 20-25% of Canadians believed weekly church attendance was important! 
Now I’m not a sociologist but I’m betting that those percentages haven’t increased over the last number of years. 

So, according to these stats and figures and the kinds of things we hear people say…. it seems that the majority of Canadians have not found a convincing answer to the question  “I believe in God, so why do I need the church?” 
Canadians are a nation of believers… but not belongers. 

Maybe you have experienced this and wrestle with it as well – you believe in God, you believe in Jesus, you read the bible and pray but church….well…

Or maybe you have a coworker, a neighbor, a friend or family member who is still waiting to hear a convincing answer to this question…

We believe in God…so why do we need church! 
Friends I hope that exploring what the bible has to say in response to this question helps us begin to experience and make the connection that exists between “believing in God” and “belonging to God.” 
Because experiencing that connection is the starting point for our relationship with God to grow deeper…

It is the starting point for us to become more passionate about our spirituality…

It will enable us to better respond to unconvinced co-workers, friends and neighbors, or family members…
But most of all friends - it helps us become a group where people who believe want to belong, it turns us into a Christian community who wants to gather together…

to be together as often as possible.  

Imagine that, life together - as good as it could be! 
What’s standing in the way of that…what prevents us from being together in this way?  
Well friends there’s a great deal of misunderstanding about how believing in God and belonging to God are connected. 
And we might think that the connection has to do with what sort of products the church can offer to people…

We might think that if we offer products and services that appeal to those who wonder why they need the church they will come and join us.
If you build it they will come… and if they’re not coming tweak it to what they want…
And while the church does have a lot to offer… and we need to ensure that our ministries are meeting actual needs, we need to remember that we live in a consumer society – and friends… “consuming” is not the same as “belonging” 

Consumers shop around, consumers are hesitant because a better deal may come along elsewhere, consumers believe the customer is always right.
Consuming what the church offers is not the same as belonging to God.

Friends if we want to experience the connection between believing and belonging we need to start by exploring the statement “I believe in God”
So if we believe in God, and apparently 72% of us do to some degree, then that means two things –

first we feel like we have some sort of relationship with God, and second we have some reason to believe this relationship exists – that its not just in our heads.
So here’s where we need to do what Hebrews 10:24 says – we have to think about how we can “spur” each other on towards love and good deeds…

Friends getting “spurred” does not feel nice – it hurts, it stings and that is how it feels for us when someone questions and scrutinizes the reasons we have for believing we have some sort of relationship with God.

And the scripture passage in James 2 is that kind of spur for us. 

It scrutinizes and calls into question our statement that we believe in God, that we have some sort of relationship with God by pointing out that the evidence of such a claim is manifested in your actions – especially in your actions towards others – and if they aren’t there your claim is false.
Friend your beliefs can’t stay private, if they are alive and well inside you they will evidence themselves in your actions and relationships with others
And James also tells us that belief isn’t enough, and that really smarts, because that’s the assumption behind the first part of the question we’re looking at – “I believe in God – isn’t that enough?….do I need church as well???”

But James says “hey even the devil believes in God…” 
So friends, if we say we believe in God, if we believe we have some sort of relationship with Him, and faith in Him then it has to result in actions which prove it. 

And I think that we care enough to want to know what sorts of actions prove this.

Now in James’ day people were saying they had a relationship with God through Jesus – they were Christians, and they were gathering with other Christians for worship and prayer, but they weren’t taking care of the poor and needy.  So James has to call them on it.  

And friends, in our day we have the reverse situation. We have a lot of people who are say at the very least they believe God, Jesus and the bible and I’ve discovered they are happy to help take care of the poor and needy - but couldn’t be bothered to come gather together with other believers – to belong to a Church… 
It’s the reverse situation - but what James originally said still applies.
Faith without deeds is dead – obviously its hypocritical to be part of the church and neglect the poor… but its also hypocritical to do charity and neglect to belong to the church – both are evidence of a faith that is dead, a faith that can’t guarantee that we have a relationship with God – even though we might sincerely believe that we do.
You see - the actions of helping those who are in need, of extending grace and mercy to those who might not deserve it…that reflects an awareness of how God deals with us as sinful people.
And if you have been given forgiveness from God through the grace and mercy of Jesus Christ –  you are naturally going to want to pass that on to others out of gratitude.

However if you are willing to engage in charity and help those in need... and yet you refuse to belong to the church - a group of people whose core identity is a bunch of sinners who’ve received God’s forgiveness in Christ…
Then you are stating that you are not a sinner and you do not need Christ’s grace and forgiveness and you trust that your own good deeds will be sufficient enough to make up for whatever you’ve done wrong. 
So, we believe in God – but friends that not enough because it’s our actions which confirm the specifics of what we believe about who we are before God and how it is possible for us to have a relationship with Him.  
And we need church… because if we believe in God’s son Jesus Christ then we belong amongst those who have received His grace and mercy… and continue to need his grace and mercy.
Friends, if the church is anything at all… It is a gathering of people who are characterized by admitting they need forgiveness from their sins by Jesus Christ, and experiencing it - this is their common bond together.  
If you have truly experienced God’s forgiveness from Jesus Christ then you will be drawn to the church like a moth to the flame.  
Because you’ll want, you’ll need to be around others who have also experienced this life changing encounter with the savior so you can share, encourage, and simply be with  your fellow Christians – and because it is as a group that we enter into God’s presence – the most Holy Place.   
Jesus said – “For where two or three gather in my name, there am I with them.”(Matt 18:20) in other words Jesus is about groups, even small groups – but groups nonetheless.  

Jesus had disciples – not an apprentice.  

God is three in one – one God but three persons.  

That’s not to say God doesn’t approach us as individuals – but even in scripture when God met people on their own, Abraham, Moses, David, Paul… it was always with an end towards dealing with a group, his people – his church. 
Friends, true and living faith in Jesus Christ will manifest itself in a desire to belong to Christ’s body and discover how we fit in the church – as a hand or a foot or a mouth, or even as the butt( 
If we believe we will need to belong – that’s why we need the church.

But sometimes our experience of belonging to the church can be more like a moth drawn to a bug zapper.   We’ve got close and something happened and we got hurt.
I’m certain that all of us know someone who no longer goes to church because they’ve been hurt 

As I was researching for this message I came across a Christian site that had asked people to answer the question of why they don’t go to church…

427 people and counting had poured out their stories of disappointment, disillusionment, anger and hurt.   
Over and over people wrote about how they had been judged, slandered and accused, how the church was more interested in their money than asking why they hadn’t come out recently, how church leaders were abusive with their power and afraid to allow people to ask hard questions because they didn’t have any answers. 

A lady my knew back in Toronto once shared with her that she stopped going to church when she was a little girl because her Sunday school teacher had ridiculed her for not completing her homework and refused to give her the reward which kids who finished the work received. She hasn’t been back since.

Friends it may have been a careless remark, an intentional jab or a more serious form of abuse that took place – but the result is that many people have walked away from the church because they have been hurt.
And I when I hear this friends, as I sat there and read through all those stories on that web-site… it stirs something deep in my spirit and I realize this is why I am a pastor… because I believe that Church should be…can be different from what those people experienced, 

And I will do my best – God helping me to make sure that’s what we are doing here at Valleyview.  Insofar as I can help it this church will not be a place where you experience judgment, rejection and abuse! 
 And yet friends – without intending to trivialize the hurt people have felt in these situations, or justify any wrongdoing, we must never forget that the church in its essence is a collection of forgiven sinners who are all works in progress. 

Friends we need the church because belonging to it is part how God moves us closer towards the day when He will make us perfect and remove sin and evil from our hearts altogether. 

He starts by forgiving a bunch of us- and then he gathers us all together in the church – sort of like putting together the cast of a reality TV show, and the result is often the same.
All of our differences, preferences and faults, character flaws, selfish tendencies, and rebellion are going to eventually flare up and get up in each others faces and we’ll react to one another and it’s not always going to be pretty.   
But friends without being stuck in this arrangement called the Church we’d be able to go on believing that we’re basically pretty good people who do good things and nothing is really wrong with us. 

But that’s an illusion friends, its just not true. 
Its being together like this… stuck together in the church  that reveals to each of us just how deep sin has affected us, and how great our need for Christ’s forgiveness is. 

It’s why Jesus said “It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick. I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners” (Mark 2:17)

Friends, I always remind myself that I am a leader in the church, I am a minister not because I’ve studied and have an MDiv, not because I manage to keep it all together…
but because I have learned how deep my sin goes and I have lots of practice going to Christ for forgiveness – and that is what I teach and model for others to do. 
The church is by its nature a gathering that is founded on forgiveness and it is a community where forgiveness continues to take place and reconciliation characterizes it and that makes it something unique in this world -  

This makes it different from a school, from a community association, from a service club, from a political organization, from a business…
So in belonging to the church we are acting in a way that lives our out faith – it is a walking the talk that we are sinners in need of a savior. 
And that unifies us; it overcomes our differences and disagreements.  I remember going into a leaders meeting once where controversy threatened to turn things ugly, but a handful of leaders decided beforehand to begin the meeting with a prayer of confession – admitting that we were sinners…

And after that prayer – the conflict deescalated and we were able to have a civil and productive meeting, and some people who do a lot of meetings in the business world went away from that experience commenting that they’d never seen anything like that before…

We can never forget that we are a community of forgiven sinners… and those of us who are leaders in this community must be the first ones to admit it and model what it means to seek Christ’s forgiveness. 

If not, we will not be able to overcome and move past the “church politics” which inevitably happens between us and causes so many to question “why” they need this.
And a person who has forgotten that they are a sinner in need of Christ’s forgiveness will no longer “connect” with a community whose essence is defined by this. 
They will gradually become estranged from their fellow Christians, find excuses to do other things instead of being involved in church maybe only showing up on Christmas and Easter,  and eventually drift they away…. and one day you might hear them say something like 

“Sure I believe in God, but why do I need church?” 

Because Christian Community nurtures and supports what God is doing in our life, it verifies the authenticity of our faith, and it reminds us of who we really are... 
Just a bunch of forgiven sinners saved by Christ’s sacrifice, by His love and grace…
And the church is always has room for one more sinner, even one who has rejected us and walked away from us…

Maybe that’s you this morning and somehow you ended up here in spite of not believing you need church… maybe it is someone you know….

Friends we’re going to pray and ask the Holy Spirit to help us admit our need for belonging to the church, to help those whom we know who struggle with this so that we make that connection between believing and belonging…
Let’s pray!
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