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Introduction 

81% of Americans think “you don’t have to go to church to be a good Christian.” Are they right? 

And, to be honest, doesn’t this sound like “good news”? And while 61% of students in today’s 

universities are actively involved in some form of spirituality, over 77% of students agree that 

their spirituality “does not depend on being involved in a religious organization.”
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 Imagine: no 

right and wrong dogma, no programs, no spiritual know-it-alls exercising oversight, no 

obligatory meetings, no “priestly pedophiles,” no financial scandals (and did I mention no 

obligatory meetings?)…. It’s all enough to make one a neo-Buddhist—you know, the kind that 

enables me to remain in my modern lifestyle with little to no ethical demands, having private 

access to the spiritual powers of the universe while in the quite of my bedroom! John Lennon’s 

“imagine no religion” has turned to “imagine no religious organizations.” Again, it all sounds 

like good news, doesn’t it? 

 

We are not against spirituality or even religion or even “being Christian,” but we are at best 

skeptical and at worst antagonistic towards organized spirituality, and especially “church”! You 

may in fact believe yourself to be a Christian saved by God’s grace through faith alone, and yet 

you find the “church” thing very troubling. This skepticism is largely informal and unorganized, 

but more recently it has been popularized in more blatant forms, suggesting that it would be 

unbiblical and even sinful to participate in the church.
2
 

 

Yet, coupled with all of this there remains a strange yearning for a sense of the transcendent in 

our religious experience and for a connection with historical expressions of the transcendent, 

arising perhaps from a growing awareness of a profound crisis in identity. This might explain our 

so-called “Global Balkanization” into smaller and smaller family cells, ethnic rituals, or 

genealogical studies.
3
 This might also explain our insatiable hunger for consumption, where we 

redefine ourselves in terms of what we consume, while at the same time we are eager to 

experience the “sacred”—even if vicariously in a trendy pub filled with the relics of church 

furniture past. Such are the strange sorts of things that are happening in our time. 

 

To say it plainly, we are products of our times. We have been conditioned by our Enlightenment 

history to be both individualistic (with an emphasis on the personal in our relationship with 

Jesus) and rationalistic (with an emphasis on gaining a Christian worldview, a reasoned defense 

of the faith, and the like) in our approach to religion. But we have also become increasingly 

dissatisfied with the kind of religion all of this has produced. As those who are “adopted by 

God,” we find that we still feel and experience Christianity like spiritual orphans. In fact, many 

now believe that we should arrive at our religious beliefs independently of any church or 

synagogue. 
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This is in stark contrast with previous time periods. For example, what was Cyprian thinking 

when he penned his famous words about the visible church in 251 AD? 

 

She is our mother, plentiful in the results of fruitfulness: from her womb we are born, by 

her milk we are nourished, by her spirit we are animated…. Whoever is separated from 

the Church is separated from the promises to the Church; nor can he who forsakes the 

Church of Christ attain to the rewards of Christ…. He can no longer have God for his 

Father who has not the Church for his mother.  

 

And what was Augustine thinking in the 4
th

 century when he noted that “there is no salvation 

outside the church”? Or Martin Luther in the 16
th

 century when he said that “outside this 

Christian Church, there is no salvation or forgiveness of sins”? Or John Calvin when he boldly 

asserted concerning communion in the visible church that “God is in the midst of her, she shall 

not be moved (Psalm 46:5)—so available is communion with the Church to keep us in the 

fellowship of God”? 

 

What do we miss if we miss out on the church? According to these people, we miss out on 

nothing less than salvation, forgiveness of sin and communion with God—we are as spiritual 

orphans without a mother! I should be clear: not one of these individuals believed that the church 

had the power to save us, forgive us, or be as God to us. Rather, they all understood that there is 

something about our salvation that assumed a very real presence of God mediated through the 

rights and rituals, community and mutual service of the local and visible church. The church is 

God’s household, founded on the apostles’ teachings, with Christ himself as the cornerstone 

(Eph. 2:19-22)! 

 

Of course, we might be tempted to refute the above statistics and trends in a legalistic way, to 

show how one must go to church in order to be a “good Christian.” But, more importantly, we 

must challenge the underlying assumption that “church” is something expendable. I want to 

recommend the church as an essential element of the gospel, as living in a home and having a 

family is essential to being a child.  

 

Of course, there are some good reasons to be skeptical about “organized religion” in general, and 

the Christian church in particular. The church does have its problems! But this makes it all the 

more important to rediscover the church as an essential element of the gospel, not only so that we 

can join one, but so that we can participate in the work of God in preserving her. [It turns out that 

not only is the church essential to the gospel, but the gospel is essential to the church.] In what 

follows, I make a case for the “good news” of church membership. If the reader is persuaded that 

joining a church is a good thing, then I provide an addendum where I offer some advice for the 

kinds of things to look for in deciding which church to join. 

 

This study will be organized around three questions: 

1. Is the church an essential element of the gospel? 

2. Is joining a church an authentic expression of Christian conversion and discipleship? 

3. Does submission to Christ’s authority require submitting to church government?  

 

 


