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The Church: What It Is, Where It Is, and What She Gives This Christmas 

Over the past couple of years, many people have greatly changed their view of the Church. I am 

not just talking about their own local congregations (though that is certainly the Church), but 

about the Church Herself. Perhaps it is time to have a frank conversation about what She is, 

where She is, and what She gives. The goal in this conversation is to present some much-needed 

clarity, that people might reconsider their own practices and may be encouraged to return to the 

Church in the form of corporate worship—a body of believers that receive God’s gifts and offer 

Him praise together.  

What Is the Church? 

Note that I keep calling the Church a She. Why do I do that? Because the Church is the Bride of 

Christ. He is the Bridegroom (Matthew 9:15) and we are His Bride. This “wedding” motif is 

used throughout the Scriptures, particularly in the prophet Hosea, to describe God’s relationship 

to His holy people. In Revelation 19:9ff, the angel refers to the gathered multitude of saints as 

joining the “marriage supper”. St. John records their song (19:6b-8):     

 Hallelujah! For the Lord our God  

the Almighty reigns.  

   Let us rejoice and exult  

and give him the glory,  

for the marriage of the Lamb has come,  

and his Bride has made herself ready;  

   it was granted her to clothe herself  

with fine linen, bright and pure”—  

        for the fine linen is the righteous deeds of the saints. 

St. Paul in Ephesians 5 uses marriage as a metaphor referring to Christ and the Church. Indeed, 

marriage itself is a re-presentation of the mystical union of Christ and His Bride. So, given this 

way of speaking, Christ (Husband) and His holy people (His Wife) are joined together. They are 

inseparable, one flesh (so to speak). The Bride submits to the Head in all things, but the two are 

united and never to be divided.  

     Which leads to another way of defining the Church of Christ—as the Body. The Latin word 

for body is corpus, which is where we get our word “corporate”. To speak of corporate worship 

is to speak of the Body of Christ coming together, physically, to receive the gifts of the Lord 

and offer our thanksgiving and praise. More on that below.  
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     There are many places in St. Paul’s writings where he speaks of the Head➔Body➔Church 

reality. Here is one (1 Corinthians 12:12): 

For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members of the body, 

though many, are one body, so it is with Christ. For in one Spirit we were all baptized 

into one body—Jews or Greeks, slaves or free—and all were made to drink of one Spirit. 

Again St. Paul in Ephesians 4:15-16: 

Rather, speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in every way into him who is the 

head, into Christ, from whom the whole body, joined and held together by every joint 

with which it is equipped, when each part is working properly, makes the body grow so 

that it builds itself up in love. 

What do we see? That Christ as the Head of the Body, controls the body and gives the body His 

Spirit. The body is attached to the Head and, while having many “parts”, the body is joined and 

knit together. There is unity and diversity in the Body of Christ. But an undeniable connection.  

     Being connected to Christ and His body then, is to be purified and made fit for service 

through His work. Colossians 1:21-23: 

And you, who once were alienated and hostile in mind, doing evil deeds,  he has now 

reconciled in his body of flesh by his death, in order to present you holy and blameless 

and above reproach before him,  if indeed you continue in the faith, stable and steadfast, 

not shifting from the hope of the gospel that you heard, which has been proclaimed in all 

creation under heaven, and of which I, Paul, became a minister. 

     Paul even speaks of “filling up what is lacking in Christ’s afflictions” in his own sufferings 

for the sake of the Body of Christ! An incredible statement! Again, this shows the 

“connectedness” of the Church…connected through the suffering of Jesus and even His called 

apostle: 

Now I rejoice in my sufferings for your sake, and in my flesh I am filling up what is 

lacking in Christ’s afflictions for the sake of his body, that is, the church, of which I 

became a minister according to the stewardship from God that was given to me for you, 

to make the word of God fully known, the mystery hidden for ages and generations but 

now revealed to his saints. 

     Finally, the Church is also that which is gathered together. She is an assembly. Matthew 

18:20: For where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I among them. There are 

many, many places that speak of the Church as those gathered together (James 2:2; Acts 4:31; 

Acts 20:7; 1 Corinthians 5:4, 11:17, 14:6 just to name a few). In fact, there is no where is 

Scriptures that speak of the Church as Christians in isolation. The basic point—when the Bible 

talks of the Church, either local or universal, it speaks of people who are called out of the world 
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into a community of faith that is collective. And it is the work of the Holy Spirit that does this. 

To cite the Small Catechism, “The Holy Spirit calls, gathers, enlightens and sanctifies the whole 

Christian Church on earth and keeps it in the one, true faith.”  

*To summarize for people who don’t care to read: The Church is the Bride of Christ, united 

with Her Bridegroom Jesus. The Church is the Body of Christ, connected to the Head and under 

His authority. The Church is the gathered-together assembly, called by the Holy Spirit.  

The Church is united, connected, Spirit-filled and assembled. What does this Church do and 

where do you find Her?  

Where Is the Church and What Does She Do? 

The Church is where the Church does things. Huh? More clearly, the Church is located in the 

place where the Church does the things the Church is called to do. Even more clearly, where you 

find the Word of God preached, and where you find the Sacraments administered properly, there 

you find the Church. This goes against the modern understanding of the Christian operating 

independently, with the Church “floating around” wherever.  

     From the beginning, the Church (established by the Apostles on the authority of Christ) was 

tasked to do stuff. Matthew 28:16-20: 

Now the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the mountain to which Jesus had directed 

them. And when they saw him they worshiped him, but some doubted. And Jesus came 

and said to them, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. 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,  teaching them to observe all that I have commanded 

you. And behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age.” 

The Church’s task is to make disciples. This is done through baptizing (all the nations) and 

teaching (all that Christ commanded the apostles). This task is lived out not in isolation, not in 

case-by-case situations, but in a community of faith.  

     The Church’s other task is to pronounce forgiveness of sins. At the end of John’s Gospel, 

Jesus appears this to those same apostles:  

 On the evening of that day, the first day of the week, the doors being locked where the 

disciples were for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood among them and said to them, 

“Peace be with you.” When he had said this, he showed them his hands and his side. 

Then the disciples were glad when they saw the Lord. Jesus said to them again, “Peace 

be with you. As the Father has sent me, even so I am sending you.”  And when he had 

said this, he breathed on them and said to them, “Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive 

the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you withhold forgiveness from any, it is 

withheld.” (John 20:19-23) 
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Jesus gives these men His peace, His Spirit and His authority to forgive (and even withhold 

forgiveness of) sins. They are sent out to do this.  

     At the close of Peter’s great sermon on Pentecost, preached after the Holy Spirit was poured 

out on the chosen apostles, he says this (Acts 2:38-41):  

Repent and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness 

of your sins, and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. For the promise is for you 

and for your children and for all who are far off, everyone whom the Lord our God calls 

to himself.” And with many other words he bore witness and continued to exhort them, 

saying, “Save yourselves from this crooked generation.” So those who received his word 

were baptized, and there were added that day about three thousand souls. 

Here we see Peter and the rest doing exactly what the Church does—teach about Jesus, forgive 

sins upon repentance, and baptizing. The Church does things. Continuing on in Acts, we get a 

window into what the activity of the first Christians in the Church was: 

 And they (the three thousand souls) devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and the 

fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers. And awe came upon every soul, and 

many wonders and signs were being done through the apostles. And all who believed 

were together and had all things in common. And they were selling their possessions and 

belongings and distributing the proceeds to all, as any had need. And day by day, 

attending the temple together and breaking bread in their homes, they received their food 

with glad and generous hearts, praising God and having favor with all the people. And 

the Lord added to their number day by day those who were being saved. (Acts 2:42-47) 

They devoted themselves to the teaching of the apostles, the fellowship, the breaking of the 

bread, and the prayers. In other words, catechesis, life together, the Supper and corporate 

worship. This is what the Church does. If this is the case, where do we find the Church? We 

find the Church where these things are done in good order for the building up of the Body of 

Christ (1 Corinthians 14:12).  

*In summary for those of who don’t like to read: the Church is established on the authority 

of Christ through the apostles. It’s task is to make disciples through teaching and baptizing. 

The apostles (and then the ministry) pronounce the forgiveness of sins to those who repent. 

The Church does these things together, including sharing lives and fellowship. The Church is 

where the Word is taught, where Christ is preached, where the Sacraments are given. This is 

what the Church does and where She is. This was the case from the beginning and is the case 

today.  

     One more thing. The Church is then in a location and takes up space. The Church is concrete. 

The Church is not in your heart but external. She lives outside of individual’s feelings and 

spiritual musings. The Church is people, but not merely a loose collection of individuals. The 
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Church is where Spirit-filled Christians gather together. Where the minister of the Word is 

called by that people to be “the stewards of the mysteries of God.” (1 Corinthians 4:1) No one is 

a “church” by themselves. The Church is a corporate body and the Church does things in 

places. This was the case from the beginning and is the case today.  

What Does the Church Give (to You) This Christmas?  

So, why am I writing about the Church during Advent and Christmas season? I write to 

encourage, remind, admonish and teach.  

I write because many people across the country, across our denomination, across our 

congregation have absented themselves from the Church. I don’t say that they have stopped 

being Christians. But they have made a decision to not attend worship any longer. There are 

many reasons for this. I will speak to the ones I most frequently hear.  

• People have become comfortable using the convenience of technology—some feel like 

they can “go to church” by watching, listening or streaming religious content without 

leaving their homes. While those things can be edifying, while it may be good devotional 

practice, it is decidedly not the same as “going to worship”. See the above.  

• People have been told by doctors and family that going to worship endangers their health 

and causes an undue risk to their lives—this has happened and is happening. I know it 

first-hand. Doctors have told people that to be in a closed-off building, with bad air flow, 

around people singing is likely to lead to health problems, even their deaths. While I 

can’t “prove a negative”, I can say that there is risk in everything we do. What I can 

prove is the positive—the Church operates together, in public. The Word of God is heard 

and the Sacrament is eaten and drunk. I cannot prove to people that if they come to 

church they won’t get sick. I never have and never will be able to offer that guarantee.  

• People have stopped coming to worship because they don’t like the pastor. They don’t 

like his sermons. They don’t like the worship style he uses. They will come back when he 

is gone. In the meanwhile, they worship elsewhere(?)…so, I’ve been told.  

• People have stopped coming to worship because they have found that they like “not 

coming to church”. It frees up their Sunday morning. It is convenient, it’s comfy to stay 

home and devote their Sundays to commerce, sports, or just relaxing. They do “church” 

on their own time and schedule…if at all.  

• People have stopped coming to worship because they’ve lost loved ones and coming to 

worship is hard on them. It makes them sad and sentimental. And I do get this.  

There are many other reasons. We all battle the temptation. Our sinful hearts can come up with a 

million and one reasons why we might want to be absent from our congregation. Allow me to 

respond to each stated excuse.  



6 
 

Come to worship. Be fed with Word and Sacrament ministry…in a way that cannot happen in 

isolation. Technology cannot deliver the Supper. Technology cannot encourage your fellow 

church member in their faith walk.  

Come to worship. You go everywhere else. I see some of you out and about. I hear that you 

travel. Come to worship. It’s good for you. Don’t be duplicitous. Be consistent in what you say 

and do.  

Come to worship. You may not be able to stomach me…but this I will tell you. I do my utmost 

every single Sunday to deliver the goods to you. I will never stop serving you. I will be faithful 

in my calling and you will receive what God has to give. Put me aside. It’s not about me. It’s 

about Jesus.  

Come to worship. Your being in worship is crucial for the others who are here. Your presence is 

an encouragement to them. And they to you. This is the way it works—you come (even when 

you don’t want to) and you see someone you haven’t seen for an age. How wonderful is that? 

This is part of what Luther called “the mutual consolation and conversation” of the brothers and 

sisters in Christ. This cannot be experienced at home. Know this: you are missed. And other miss 

you. Worship for the other.  

Come to worship. There is something amazing that happens during the Supper. It is *there* that 

we cosmically commune with the departed saints who are now part of the heavenly band. We 

commune with each other (horizontally) and we commune with them (vertically). If you miss 

your wife, or husband, or mom or dad, or grandma or grandpa, or daughter or son, or sister or 

brother…know this—they are at the Supper. You share the same space with them. They are with 

Jesus➔ Jesus is in the Supper➔They are with you. The Eucharist pierces the time-space 

continuum. It is the liminal threshold between two realities. How cool is that?  

     For this is what the Church has to give to you this Christmas—Her Bridegroom and what 

His Bride brings. Christ Her Bridegroom is present and is united in a mysterious way, a special 

way, a profound way with His people. He places Himself among His people and offers Himself 

to you. Free of charge. Come experience Christ. Come hear His Word. Come receive His body 

and blood. Come and receive what God has to give.  

     Because the corporate worship of the Body of Christ is a hospital for sick people. I am sick; 

you are sick. We all lack, we all sin, we all fall short. We need to take our medicine. We have 

convinced ourselves that we are fine on our own or that “I can worship God anywhere”. No you 

can’t. That’s never been the way it’s worked. Read the Scriptures! God has always dwelt in a 

special, unique way amidst His people. Always has; always will. He has called His people to 

Him to gather in a place. Come and receive the medicine of Christ for the nourishment of your 

body and soul. Sick people who don’t take their medicine eventually die.  
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     One last thing—my deepest concern is that people who willfully absent themselves from 

corporate worship put their eternal lives at stake. Please consider Hebrews 10:19-25: 

Therefore, brothers, since we have confidence to enter the holy places by the blood of 

Jesus, by the new and living way that he opened for us through the curtain, that is, 

through his flesh, and since we have a great priest over the house of God, let us draw 

near with a true heart in full assurance of faith, with our hearts sprinkled clean from an 

evil conscience and our bodies washed with pure water. Let us hold fast the confession of 

our hope without wavering, for he who promised is faithful.  And let us consider how to 

stir up one another to love and good works, not neglecting to meet together, as is the 

habit of some, but encouraging one another, and all the more as you see the Day 

drawing near. 

Here is what I can tell you: absence from the Body of Christ, from the assembly of believers has 

eternal consequences. Absence doesn’t make the heart grow fonder, but harder. Hard-

heartedness and refusing the free gift of God’s grace, made available to every single person, 

leads the person to put their trust in themselves. Do not neglect to assemble. It can have eternal 

consequences. I don’t claim to know when and how people fall away from the faith…only that it 

does. The Bible says it does and I’ve seen it first-hand. People who have grown cold to Jesus and 

want nothing more to do with Him leave the faith and never come back. Until it’s too late. Come 

to worship. This message is for every single one of us. Even pastors.   

A Word for Those Who Have Family Members Who Have Absented Themselves: 

Pray for them. Gently encourage them through your example and kind words. Be firm, not 

hateful. Set expectations if they live in your household. Set expectations if you are hosting get-

togethers. Plan them centered around worship, and not the other way around. Repent of your own 

sin, and offer grace to others. Be understanding, but set a clear standard. This household, family, 

etc. worships the Lord.  

A Word for Those Who Are Physically Unable to Come to Worship: 

There are certainly those who would love to come to worship but are physically unable. This is 

where I come in. Part of my responsibility is to bring the Church to them. I go and visit them in 

their homes and bring the Word of God and the Sacrament of the Altar. I bring the Body of 

Christ to them. This is what the Church does. The called ministers of the Word visit the sick and 

bring the medicine to their places of abode. What I have said above applies…but these are 

people who cannot by their own reason or strength attend worship any longer, or don’t have the 

means to do so. I joyfully go to them. If you are in this season of life or situation, keep letting me 

in the door. I bring Jesus to you.  

 


