you deeply desire that your life count for something. You secretly fear that after you are gone the only trace of your existence remaining will be a granite marker in a lonely cemetery on some windswept hill. So you want to be a part of something that is significant. You are really longing to belong of God’s everlasting people: a true church that is earnestly obedient to God and seeks to fulfill Christ’s commission to make disciples of all nations. 


Jesus said, “Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away.” (Matthew 24:35) His words will endure after the elements (and cemeteries) have long been dissolved. Jesus also said, “…I will build my church, and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it.” (Matthew 16:18) His church, the company of those who keep his words, will be unstoppable and will endure. And John wrote: “The world is passing away along with its desires, but whoever does the will of God abides forever.” (1 John 2:17) That’s true, lasting significance.  


The greatest and most enduring enterprise ever undertaken in the history of our planet is the church of Jesus Christ. All other works, though they may be of some temporal value, will perish over time. They are disposable because they are tied to an age that is itself disposable, passing away. Your life will only count if you are connected to Jesus Christ, and Christ calls you to belong to his everlasting church.  


At the same time understand that the size of the church does not matter. Churches come in all sizes and there are advantages and disadvantages to small, medium, and large churches alike. Most of the churches we meet in the New Testament were probably small (less than 100 people), with some notable exceptions such as the very large churches in Jerusalem and Antioch. God uses churches of all sizes to accomplish his everlasting work.  

The nineteenth century Scottish writer Allan Chalmers is famous for the line, "The grand essentials of happiness are: something to do, something to love, and something to hope for." And we find all of these in their fullness in the church of Jesus Christ. In the church God gives us something to do: work for his kingdom which has eternal value. In the church God gives us someone to love: his dear people whom Christ has called out of the world to be his very own, a fellowship of deep affection that will never pass away. And in the church God gives us something to hope for: the greatest hope of all—the restoration of all things when Christ returns. 


And so you need a church that is safe (or saving): boldly calling sinners to repentance and faith in God’s Son for the forgiveness of sins and reconciliation with him. You need a church that is serious: facing our grave problems squarely and meeting them with the powerful grace of God in Christ. And you need a church that is significant: obedient and submitting to God as he forms the community of his people, made immortal and everlasting in Christ. 
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WHAT 

TO LOOK
FOR IN A CHURCH

There are many kinds of churches today, some old, some new, some traditional, some contemporary, some using new technologies, some quite plain and simple. Many churches do not seem so healthy or authentic. So how do you choose? Let me suggest that you look for three qualities in a church before you join it or even attend it regularly. 

A SAFE CHURCH

It is wise to seek out a church that is safe. Certainly you have heard stories of churches that seek to ensnare and exploit people. Thankfully these are rare, and many of them have already been identified. Often these churches are called “cults.” This is not really a pejorative term so much as a technical description of sub-groups which have strayed so far from the center and substance of Christianity as to constitute a different religion altogether. Some of these cults are harmful and destructive. The distinguishing marks of dangerous cults include: 1) a charismatic leader who demands obedience and even worship; 2) the use of psychologically manipulative techniques; and 3) some kind of exploitation of members, usually financial or sexual (or both). Obviously these groups are evil and should be denounced and avoided. 


Yet there is another way in which churches may not be so safe, and I’m referring to churches that do not save. That may seem harsh, but the Bible is very clear that all people are born under God’s just judgment for sin and are not only lost but also incapable of saving themselves. God gave his Son to save sinners (the name “Jesus” literally means “he saves”), which he did by living a perfect life and then offering himself to God on the cross as a sacrifice, paying the penalty for sinners like us. 

Some churches in our day have forgotten or even overtly deny these all-important truths. They do not warn sinners about God’s coming judgment; they do not offer Jesus Christ as God’s only hope for salvation; or they may tell the sinner that they can or must somehow cooperate with God and help God save them. Many churches teach that some portions of God’s Holy Word are unreliable, and so discourage full confidence in the Bible’s saving message. Or they may re-cast Christianity as mere psychotherapy or self-improvement. Because these churches do not herald the good news of God’s salvation, they are definitely not safe or saving and should be avoided. 

A SERIOUS CHURCH

First it was the sitcom (situation comedy), then the stand-up comedian, then the comedy club and the comedy channel. And there were the late night comedy shows, followed by the later night comedy shows, and the weekend, late-night, Saturday Night comedy shows. Every newspaper has comics. Every movie theater is showing at least one comedy. Reader’s Digest has several joke columns. Step back from it all for a moment—don’t you get a strange feeling that they’re trying too hard? Why do we need so many omnipresent, 24/7/365 venues to make us laugh? Could it be that in spite all of our pretending, all of our protesting, and all of our phony plastic smiles, we know, deep down, that we are not really happy? 


The church you need must be a serious church. Did you know that the Gospels record no instance of Jesus laughing? Instead he was “a man of sorrows and acquainted with grief.” And he was known for grief and sorrows because the same Bible passage tells us that “he has borne our griefs and carried our sorrows.” (Isaiah 53:3-4). Jesus lived a serious life for us. When sin entered our world, it brought death and misery to all, and there is nothing humorous about that. I think this explains why we crave the sitcoms and comedy clubs. Denial is not just a river in Egypt.


Sadly many churches today attempt to attract members by perpetuating this denial. They refuse to be serious and seek rather to entertain people through skits and stories and shows and dramatics. Let me suggest that you do not really need more distracting entertainment. Your heart yearns for something real, because you know that you are in a serious situation facing grave and sobering problems, requiring a solemn, even shocking solution. You need a serious church.


What is surprising is that a truly serious church inspires great joy. Because the serious church honestly faces our need and brings God’s Word to bear on our perplexing predicament, it deals with our urgent dilemma and pressing lack decisively in Christ. And the result is relief, real salvation in Christ: the forgiveness of sins and reconciliation with God; eternal life and everlasting hope. These are the most significant sources of profound and sustained joy. So the serious church, which takes our sin and misery seriously (but the Son of God and his salvation even more seriously!) is the church that will be characterized by gratitude and joy, and you really need a church like that.

A SIGNIFICANT CHURCH

In 1972, the United Negro College Fund, a philanthropic organization which raises funding for college tuition for African American students, adopted the motto: “A mind is a terrible thing to waste.” It became one of the most widely recognized slogans in advertising history. Of course the reason it became so popular is because we all recognize its validity. Human beings were created with great nobility and dignity. To waste a human mind is unspeakably tragic.


Wasting your life is worse. You know  that  you  have  only  one   life,  and 

