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To church or not to church?

by Chantal J. Klingbeil and 
Gerald A. Klingbeil

Church is about our need to stick 
together, to learn to get along while still 
here on earth, and it is about service to 
the world around us.

Why church is still God’s ideal 
for the 21st century

Who needs a local church—in an 
age of virtual communities, tweeting, 
or social networks, where the best of 
Adventist (or other) preaching is just 
a click away? What is church, anyway 
— just a building, often dated, with 
pews, high ceilings, and stained glass 
windows — or is there something 
more to church that goes beyond 
walls, organizational diagrams, and 
creeds? And beyond all these profound 
questions, on a more personal level, 
why should I have to join or commit 
to a church—would my personal rela-
tionship with Jesus not suffice?

We would like to answer these ques-
tions biblically and theologically. Let’s 
begin by quickly tracing the origins of 
the whole church concept. 

What is church?
We normally associate the 

term church with Jesus and early 
Christianity. It is true that an obvi-
ous change occurred in the definition 
of the people of God from a prin-
cipally ethnic angle toward a more 
inclusive perspective crossing ethnic 
boundaries in New Testament times. 
However, the concept of church is 
not a New Testament invention. Let’s 
work our way backward from the New 
Testament to the Old Testament con-
cept of church.1

The standard lexica provide a good 
summary of the usage of the Greek 

terms ekklesia (“church”) and synagoge 
(“synagogue”) in the context of the 
New Testament. The word ekklesia is 
derived from the combination of the 
preposition ek and the verb kaleo “to 
call out,” was mostly connected to offi-
cial summons in classical Greek, and 
appeared generally in political or high-
ly structured contexts. On the other 
hand, synagoge had a much broader 
sense and referred to the collecting or 
bringing together of things and people. 

The idea of collecting or calling 
out goes back to Old Testament 
times, where we can trace our spiri-
tual roots back to an old man who 
was called out of the land of Ur and 
directed to a new land (Genesis 12:1-
3). Notice that the first “church” is 
not a manmade structure or inven-
tion. God calls a man and promises 
to make him a family. This family in 
turn was to become a blessing to the 
entire world. God made the impos-
sible possible and gave the old man 
Abraham many descendents. Years 
later He called them again—this 
time out of Egypt, where they had 
been slaves. A new creation takes 
place, forming, for the first time, a 
people.2 The New Testament calls the 
Israelites the “church in the wilder-
ness” (Acts 7:38, KJV). We know 
that this church was far from perfect, 
with moaners, idolaters, thieves, glut-
tons, and leader-bashers among them. 
But God quietly set about purifying 
and cleansing—individually and col-

lectively. God’s phenomenal patience 
stretched on through the major and 
minor prophets. God was calling His 
Old Testament church to experience 
His salvation personally and extend 
the invitation (Isa. 56:7). Finally God 
called His church again. This time 
God’s Word was Jesus (John 1:1-3).

In Jesus, God again called people. 
Taking up where the Israel church 
had left off, Jesus began training 
12 disciples. These men turned the 
then known world upside down for 
Christ. Satan tried to stamp out the 
fledgling church with persecution. 
But instead of this destroying the 
church, the church went global. Next, 
Satan tried smothering Christ’s vital 
life-blood within the church through 
manmade teachings during the Dark 
Ages. God kept the embers glowing 
in Waldensian mountain hideouts 
for long years, gently fanning the 
truth embers into the wildfire of the 
Reformation. 

But then, gradually, the church 
again forgot its divine calling and set-
tled back into complacency. And once 
again in the 1800s, God called a small 
group of young people (practically 
all under the age of 30) and helped 
them to rediscover special truths. God 
gave this small group gifts and the 
great job of telling the world of Jesus’ 
soon return.  And this is where we 
meet history, because right from its 
beginnings, the church has never been 
about structures, buildings, and pews. 
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The church has always been about 
people. We are the church. The church 
is the community of believers who 
have heard the call of Jesus.

Images of Church
So what makes church, and particu-

larly the Seventh-day Adventist Church, 
different from any other club or online 
community? As understood by the 
New Testament authors, the church is 
made up of people who interact with 
one another and together form some-
thing new that goes beyond the sum 
of the individual members. In order 
to help us see the big picture, God has 
painted His blueprints for His church 
in metaphoric language. Metaphors are 
not mathematical formulas but living, 
conceptual entities (which in the case 
of Scripture are also literary). They are 
often characterized by a multiplicity 
of meanings and require an existential 
and experimental response, particu-
larly within the context of faith and 
Scripture. They help us, the readers or 
listeners, to grasp a particular concept 
that is often highly abstract or may be 
entirely new.

The Epistle to the Ephesians con-
tains a number of metaphors that are 
relevant for us. Family (1:5, 11, 17, 
18b; 2:18, 19; 3:14; 4:6, 14; 5:1, 23, 
24, 25; 6:6, 9), buildings (2:20, 21, 22; 
3:17; 4:12) and body (1:10, 23; 2:1, 5, 
6, 10, 11, 15, 16; 3:6, 10; 4:3, 4, 12, 
13, 15, 16, 18, 22, 24; 5:8, 23, 27, 29, 
32; 6:13, 14, 15, 16, 17) are clearly the 
most important and appear also else-
where in the New Testament in con-
texts that are important for our study 
of the church.3 All of these metaphors 
go back to the Old Testament. 

Family
Adam is called “Adam, (son) of 

God” in Luke’s genealogy of Jesus 
(Luke 3:38). Jesus is not only a descen-
dent of David, the true Messiah for the 
Jewish nation, but He is, through His 
incarnation, part and parcel of univer-
sal humanity that is related by creation 
sonship to the creator. The sonship of 

Israel is also referred to in other con-
texts, for instance Deuteronomy 14:1; 
32:5, 19; Isaiah 1:2; 43:6; 45:11; 63:8; 
Jeremiah 3:14, 19, 22; and Hosea 2:1 
and 11:1.4 Other references underline 
the parental character of God, a cru-
cial element of the family metaphor, 
involving both fatherly5 and motherly 
characteristics.6 God’s motherly char-
acteristics involve birthing experiences 
(e.g., Isaiah 1:2; 42:14; 46:3) and the 
compassion so typical of a mother 
(Isaiah 49:15).

Connected to the family metaphor, 
we can also look at the larger socio-
economic context of ancient Israelite 
society. The Hebrew “people” must not 
be confused with the modern concept 
of “nation” that has characterized the 
past 150 years of Western culture. 
The clan and the tribe, based upon 
the extended family, played a vital 
role in ancient Mediterranean societ-
ies, including Israel.7 Interestingly, up 
to this day, clan and tribal loyalties 
are far more important than national 
interests. While there may be an 
ethnic component to the concept of 
tribe, recent anthropological research 
has shown that clans and tribes in 
the ancient world were not exclusively 
based on ethnic considerations, but 
often focused on common worldviews 
or ideological premises.8 

The church in the New Testament 
picks up where the family, clan, and 
tribe of the Old Testament left off: a 
group, not based upon ethnicity, but 
sharing similar values and worldviews. 
One should also not forget that in the 
Old Testament people who did not 
belong to a particular group based on 
their ethnic background could become 
members of that group. Rahab is 
incorporated into Israel’s tribal system 
(Joshua 2; 6:17-25) as is Ruth (Ruth 
1:16-22). The social institution of the 
“newcomer, sojourner” is known widely 
in the Old Testament. The Mosaic law 
concerning the stranger is very proac-
tive and requires special protection and 
care. The reasoning in Leviticus 19:34 
is very clear: “‘The stranger who dwells 

among you shall be to you as one born 
among you, and you shall love him as 
yourself; for you were strangers in the 
land of Egypt: I am the LORD your 
God’” (NKJV). Respect, tolerance and 
an inclusive future are part of the met-
aphoric blueprint for God’s church. 

Buildings
There is another metaphor used for 

church that we often confuse with the 
real thing. Paul refers to the church 
as a building. The Epistle to the 
Ephesians contains a number of these 
references, but notice the nuances: 
We (i.e., the church) are God’s house 
(2:20, 22), built upon the foundation 
of the apostles and prophets (2:20). 
Jesus Christ is the living door (or gate, 
John 10:9), the cornerstone of this liv-
ing building (Ephesians 2:20) that is 
God’s holy temple (2:21). This is really 
mind-boggling: the metaphor tran-
scends actual buildings and reminds 
us that church involves us individu-
ally. God wants to use you and me to 
build up the church as a living temple, 
a place of refuge, a living organism 
that, yes, meets in buildings, but goes 
beyond a place of worship. Can you 
imagine what kind of building God 
could have built with perfect building 
blocks? But he chose not to. He chose 
you and me, imperfect to the core, but 
willing to be molded to become part 
of “God’s house.” 

Body
Another important church meta-

phor involves the body (1 Corinthians 
12:12-23) and emphasizes the inter-
connectedness of its members and 
their different functions. With Christ 
as its head (Ephesians 1:10; 4:15; 
5:23), this metaphor constitutes one of 
the major metaphors for the church. 

Being part of a body is so much 
more than checking in on Facebook 
when I feel like it. In a culture of abso-
lute individualism, this idea of church 
may be the most difficult for us to 
understand—and accept.9 The story 
of Achan (Joshua 7:1-5) and the result 
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South Africa) who is an Associate 
Editor of the Adventist World and 
Adventist Review magazines at the 
General Conference of Seventh-day 
Adventists, as well as a research 
professor of Old Testament and 
ancient Near Eastern Studies at 
Andrews University.
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individually continues in the Seventh-
day Adventist Church. God is still sort-
ing the gold from the dross. God has 
promised to take the church through 
the purifying process with or without 
us. By being part of the church, I invite 
God to refine me so that I become part 
of the remnant.

Church makes you a part of some-
thing big: It is so much bigger than 
the w(orld)w(ide)w(eb). The idea of 
church reaches back to the creation 
story and forward into eternity. It 
helps us to overcome the increasing 
perception of isolation that eats up 
entire communities in the Western 
world. We are not alone, but are part 
of something bigger. This is a key 
concept that needs to be emphasized. 
Community is not an option, but a 
must in order to survive the crisis lying 
before us. In this context, it is impor-
tant to note that the last book of the 
Bible, describing scenes both on earth 
and in heaven, mostly utilizes group 
imagery, emphasizing the concept of 
community11 rather than rugged indi-
vidualism.

Church, like salvation, is not a 
man-made idea, but it is God’s idea. 
Through both the Old and New 
Testament, as well as in church his-
tory, God has been calling individuals 
to come and be part of a community 
that He is refining. This community 
— His church — has been called into 
existence to extend the invitation to 
follow the Lamb to people of “‘every 
nation, tribe, language, and people’” 
(Revelation 14:6, NIV). It reminds 
us that together we can prepare to be 
a part of the heavenly community. 
Church is definitely the place to be!

Chantal J. Klingbeil (M.Phil., 
University of Stellenbosch, South 
Africa) is a mother, homeschool 
teacher, editor, and author living in 
Silver Spring, Maryland, U.S.A. She 
is married to Gerald A. Klingbeil 
(D.Litt., University of Stellenbosch, 

of his actions clearly reflect the body 
imagery where the well-being (or lack 
thereof) of one member affects the 
entire body. 

On the other hand, the faithfulness 
of one member of the body results in 
multiple blessings for the rest of the 
group, as can be seen in the ministry of 
the judges or the summary statement 
of some of the kings of Judah who, due 
to their actions, caused God to bless 
His people.10 In our world, full of dys-
functional relationships, church is the 
place where we belong unconditionally 
and where we learn how to give, take, 
and live with people we may not choose 
to hang out with. As part of the body 
of Christ, we are intricately connected 
to one another. Your pain and loss is 
directly or indirectly my pain and loss. 
I need to be more sensitive toward you. 
God’s idea of church is not all about 
me trying to find my unique way to 
heaven. Church is about our need to 
stick together, to learn to get along 
while still here on earth—and it is 
about service to the world around us.

Why do I need church?
Church refines us: In a world where 

everything is meant to be instant, and 
perseverance and endurance seem very 
old-fashioned outside of the world of 
sports, church is the place where God 
can refine us. The word remnant means 
“that which remains.” Gold is all that 
is left of the large quantities of ore fed 
into the smelting ovens. All impurities 
have been burned away—only pure 
gold remains. 

God has a special job for the end-
time church: God has always had a 
remnant throughout history. During 
times of apostasy in Israel, there was 
always a remnant. Later, the Protestant 
Reformation called a remnant out of 
the old decayed church system. We 
often refer to the Seventh-day Adventist 
Church as the remnant church. 
Biblically speaking, that is what we are 
(Revelation 12:17). But hiding behind 
a name does not make us a remnant. 
God’s purifying system quietly and Continued on page 30
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my needs, even money to express my 
thanksgiving and gratitude to Him.

Some years later, while studying 
at Loma Linda University and Fuller 
Theological Seminary (both in the 
United States), I went through a 
similar experience as I did at Fulton 
College. At Loma Linda, for example, 
I worked for the university security 
department, and I did odd jobs for 
different Adventist churches such 
as preaching, conducting training 
seminars, and evangelistic programs. 
For the three years of my doctoral 
program at Fuller, I was privileged to 
have free accommodation with the El 
Monte Seventh-day Adventist Church 
in return for helping the church care-
taker look after the church grounds 
and do janitorial work weekly. This 
arrangement was providential, and an 
absolute blessing from God. But in 
addition to money earned and saved 
from the work I did, I was also able to 
manage the little financial resources 
I had, and carefully use them for 
what was important (tithe, offerings, 
university fees) and necessary (basic 
food items and clothes). Stewardship 
includes living within one’s means, 
and not getting into any unnecessary 
debt. 

In retrospect, what helped me in 
my giving (beyond tithe) as a student 
then, and even now, is the fact that 
I gave thought to my offerings and 
planned accordingly days ahead before 
the Sabbath. The giving of offerings 
was never an option; it was an inte-
gral part of my Sabbath worship and 
a privilege to express my gratitude to 
God for Jesus and for everything He 
had done for me. Did I ever think of 
not giving any offerings because of 
my perceived needs as a student? Yes, 

many times. Was I always faithful in 
my financial stewardship? No, but in 
my failure and unfaithfulness God 
forgave me, and I experienced His 
grace to make a new start with Him. 
Stewardship, I have learned, is not 
about money only, but also about my 
willingness to allow Jesus to come into 
my life and take full control of me. 
Stewardship is a lifestyle where I sur-
render every part of me (including my 
finances) to God 24/7.

Erika Puni, (Ph. D., Fuller Theological 
Seminary, Pasadena, California) is 
Stewardship Department Director 
for the General Conference of 
Seventh-day Adventists. His e-mail is 
punie@gc.adventist.org.

To church...
Continued from page 11

the Power of the Past. Canaan, Ancient Israel, 
and Their Neighbors from the Late Bronze 
Age through Roman Palestina, William Dever 
and Seymour Gitin, eds; (Winona Lake: 
Eisenbrauns, 2003), pp. 445-53. 

 8. See Randall Younker, “Moabite Social 
Structure,” BA 60 (1997), pp. 237-248; also 
LaBianca and Younker, “The Kingdoms of 
Ammon, Moab and Edom,” op. cit., pp. 404-
406.

 9. Compare in more detail the discussion in 
Gerald Klingbeil, “Between ‘I’ and ‘We’: The 
Anthropology of the Hebrew Bible and Its 
Importance for a 21st-Century Ecclesiology,” 
Bulletin for Biblical Research 19 (2009), pp. 
319–339.

 10. Unfortunately, it must be recognized that the 
negative tendency is much more prominent in 
the Old Testament.

 11. Compare the description of the churches 
(Revelation 1–3), the group of 24 elders (4:4), 
the 144,000 and the great multitude (7:4, 9; 
14:1), those that overcame (15:2), the great 
multitude in heaven (19:1, 6), etc.

! What type of skills and attitudes 
should a person have in order to succeed 
in the area of his or her work? 

Always look ahead! Most important, 
of course: believe in God, stick to 
Jesus, and live accordingly! Be focused 
as to where you want to go. Whatever 
line of work you choose—be it archi-
tecture, painting, poetry, creative writ-
ing—put your best in, and do your 
best. Our Lord asks for the best in us.

! Your latest project has to do with gar-
dening.

My grandma had a farm with cows 
and geese, a little paradise for us chil-
dren. We learned to work together; 
everybody was needed and important. 
That gave us self-esteem and a feel-
ing of belonging. We learned about 
community and meaning in life. 
Humankind has been so much alien-
ated from nature and ultimately from 
God. I want to show ways of getting 
there again by using parables from 
nature as Christ did. That’s what 
draws me to gardening.

Ursula Weigert writes from 
Munich, Germany, where she 
works as a freelance writer, English 
and German teacher, and grief 
counselor. She is widowed and has 
two grown daughters. She attends 
the tiny church at Freising, where 
she is a church elder and organist. 
E-mail: UrsulaWeigert@aol.com.

You can contact Leonid by e-mail 
at: leonidhrytsak@gmx.net

Leonid Hrytsak
Continued from page 19
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