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The church is an organism not an organisation – Joss Bray

Today we are meeting for the first time on a Sunday in the 
community hall as we have outgrown our house - it was getting 
quite cosy when we were all there at once.

This is a really good milestone for us as we can that see God is 
building his church – and we are very grateful for that.

He has brought us a long way over the last 18 months when four of 
us started meeting together, convinced that God wanted to build a 
church in this area. We were grounded on prophetic words for the 
Aln Valley received over the previous few years and we had also 
been involved with the local community over that same time. 

The challenges

There are challenges in moving from a church meeting in a house 
to a bigger public venue. We don’t want to lose the close 
friendship and fellowship that we have that helps us support and 
encourage one another. We don’t want to lose the sense of being 
welcomed in and joining together to be part of the church. And we 
don’t want to stop eating together!

We are going to take some time away from the 7 churches in 
Revelation that we have been looking at, to look at this church –
Gateway Church Northumberland - us. We just need to make sure 
we are aware of the important things to bear in mind as God 
continues to grow us.

The danger

There is a danger that we become more of an organisation, than 
an organism.

So what do I mean by that? The church is described in the bible in 
I Corinthians 12 as “the body of Christ” -

1CO 12:27 Now you are the body of Christ, and each one of you is a part of it.
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There are several bible passages about how the body works 
together as the church. There is also a picture of us as living 
stones being built together in 1 Peter 2 -

1PE 2:4 As you come to him, the living Stone--rejected by men but chosen by God and precious 
to him-- 5 you also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house to be a holy 
priesthood, offering spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.

These descriptions of the church do not describe an organisation, 
but a living organism. The temptation is when the church grows, to 
increase the amount of organisation that is done so that it can end 
up running like a social club, or a business. That is not a biblical 
picture. Organisation is needed, of course, but this mustn’t be at 
the expense of the life of the church.

What do I mean?

Let’s take some examples – I would like to hold off as long as 
possible before organising a “welcome team” – why is this?

Because the danger is that we then see welcoming people as 
“someone else’s job” if we are not on that team or on the rota for 
that day. At the moment, everyone talks to new people and being 
in a home venue meant there often wasn’t a choice! 

Clearly, some people feel more able to go up to a stranger and talk 
to them – that is absolutely fine. Different people have different 
gifts and personalities. However, we all need to take responsibility 
as part of the same body, to take the initiative and make the first 
move with new people if we see an opportunity.

It’s the same with a “set up team”. Setting up the hall needs people 
– but I would far rather people saw the need and just got on with it 
than to set up a formal rota. I am speaking as someone who really 
tries to be organised – so it is a bit of a departure for me –
however, the culture of the church needs to be “we are all in it 
together” – rather than it becoming “someone else is on the rota 
today so they should do it”. Thankfully that is how it works now.

The danger of course is that the same people will do everything –
but – if we all have the attitude of “what needs doing?”, then we will 
be aware of other’s needs to have a rest at times. I know this 
sounds idealistic and possibly unworkable but it is worth a go.
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Teams of people with the same passions and gifts will emerge –
for example in catering. And that is very good.  Someone needs to 
oversee activities to make sure they are happening – but that is 
subtly different from organising everyone. When we all care about
the body – i.e. each other – and respond to God’s prompts to serve 
– then the organism will function as God intended.

Just to note, just because someone has always served in a 
particular way, it doesn’t mean they have to carry on like that. They 
may feel it is time to do something different – or they may need a 
rest, or they may discover another gift from God. This will also 
allow others to serve in new ways.  An organism can adapt and 
what a right hand may have done for ages – a left hand can take 
over doing! 

Reflexes

An organism has reflexes – we know about these from our 
experience - the knee jerk for example. There are many other 
reflexes that a body has – sweating when hot, shivering when cold, 
blushing when embarrassed etc.

Now if the church is a body then it will have reflexes. If we see 
someone in need or in trouble, upset or lonely – then a natural 
reaction should be to do something – just like a reflex. We 
shouldn’t need to have to refer back to get organisational approval 
for one to one help. 

The action comes from our hearts – it is a heart reflex – rather than 
being initiated and organised by a leader. Clearly, when we act 
together as a church body, that needs to be overseen, but the 
natural reflex should be there for all of us – and we should respond 
to that. Do you feel God prompting you about a situation or person 
or particular charity – does compassion or passion well up in your 
heart, does your mind start to be preoccupied with that? – well 
maybe that is a reflex that we need to recognise and hear about.  

Of course, if our reflexes are more along the lines of judging and 
putting down, then that will involve some serious work with God 
with repentance and forgiveness – however I think that we are not 
a church like that overall – although we all fail at times. As a body 
together, let’s demonstrate the love of God and his grace and 
forgiveness to each other and to all who come amongst us.
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Remember that Jesus is head of the church

In Ephesians 5 it says -

EPH 5:23 ………..Christ is the head of the church, his body….

So the leader or leaders are not the head of the church – good 
news you may say! This is very important. The body is the body of 
Christ – he is the head. Ultimate direction and authority come from 
Him. The church leaders do oversee the church - which is of 
course the people - and have pastoral responsibility for them. 

God has the final say – and we have seen already in Revelation 
that Jesus will personally say some difficult things to churches that 
are falling short, and ultimately will close them if they do not 
represent and reflect him properly on the earth.

Everything we do needs to be based on our motto – “Love God, 
Love each other and Serve the community” – in that order. That’s 
certainly not a full description of church life, but it’s not bad for a 
start and we won’t go far wrong if we do it.

An organism needs energy

Jesus sent us his Holy Spirit so that we can have the power and 
wisdom to be the church he wants. He wants us to be filled up with 
the Spirit on a daily basis. He wants us to be worshippers, he 
wants the kingdom of God to be demonstrated in his church. If we 
don’t feed off him then we will shrivel and die. The danger will be 
that we could become an organisation functioning but without any 
real life inside. 

However, an organism that is healthy will grow and reproduce!

Church growth

Just like any other organism, a church should be always growing in 
maturity. So relationships, teaching, serving, the knowledge and 
love of God, grace, effective witnessing, the fruits of the Spirit, the 
gifts of the Spirit, faithful worship etc - should all be developing in 
church life over time. That is church growth – and is probably more 
important than numbers of members.  
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But there is also the question of size. Now some organisms grow 
very large – for example an elephant - but some remain very small 
– for example a bacterium. Interestingly, the small ones make up 
for their size by reproducing huge amounts of “offspring” where 
larger ones produce less. 

Churches can be any size. It may be for us that we remain 
relatively small, but produce a lot of “offspring” that get scattered to 
grow themselves and reproduce.  Other churches may become 
very large and reproduce a few similar churches. Or there may be 
a mixture. No one approach to size appears to be the “biblical” 
one. None of the churches in Revelation were told off by Jesus for 
not growing in numbers enough – it was other things that were 
major problems – to do with “quality not quantity”.

Finally – membership

An organisation defines its members by contracts and written 
agreements or by signing up in some way. A list of members can 
then be easily produced. The members are assumed to be 
members until they leave or are removed.

An organism doesn’t work like that – it is defined by 
connectedness and functioning. A nose doesn’t sign up to be a 
nose. An ear doesn’t need to register to be an ear.

For me, that is the same for the church. I want to resist having a 
formal “membership” that we need to sign up for. I believe that 
people are joined in heart, not on paper. Of course, we will need 
lists of people for contact details and birthdays etc. However, this 
is entirely different to requiring members to literally sign something 
to say they are committed to membership and all the aims and 
values and customs of the church.

That process is not a New Testament picture of the church. In Acts 
4 it says-

AC 4:32 All the believers were one in heart and mind.

Being a member of the body of Christ is about being a heartfelt 
desire and a conscious decision to be together as one. 
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I don’t think signing a membership document and becoming and 
“official” member has ever stopped church problems or splits or fall 
outs or worse. In some cases it can be quite controlling.

However, being joined in heart and mind will go a long way to 
avoiding such problems – and dealing with them in a Godly and 
loving way when they do arise – which they will of course. And 
remember, we are not joining something that somehow functions 
as a separate entity – but we are an integral part of it. The church 
reflects us and how we behave together– no one else!

Let us as a church count ourselves members together of this body, 
not by signing up with our pens, but signing up with our hearts and 
minds. Let’s be part of this living organism together and see what 
God has in store for us as a church. He loves the church and 
wants it to grow and we are privileged to be part of his plan for his 
kingdom to come on earth.


