
Sermon 2: The Church and Covid-19

OUTLINE

The church is defined as gathered
The church is blessed when gathered
The church is pictured as gathered
The church’s witness as gathered

INTRODUCTION

The recent pandemic has raised questions over the nature of the church.  All over the world 
governments asked churches to close and many have taken to streaming church, essentially
replicating the church service but having online versions of it.  There have been some bold 
statements like, Church will never be the same again, if things like the hug and the 
handshake have to go, so do various forms of worship like sharing a communion cup, or too
much singing because of how much of our germs we are pushing out into the air around us.
Some have relished the total shut down and seen it as an opportunity to clean the slate and 
start fresh without 2000 years of tradition getting in the way.  Some are suggesting we just 
carry on online doing online baptisms, giving, communion, preaching and singing.  
Depending on the view of what is church some have been very dissatisfied with the fact that
we could not meet, others have not mourned the change and see no problem with the shut 
downs.  

How has your understanding of the church come through this time?  If you have a strong 
ecclesiology you will come through it unscathed, if you don’t have a clear view of the church
the pandemic can happily reshape everything you ever thought about church.  My goal in 
this sermon is simple, I would like to remind us Christ is building His church and the gates of
hell will not prevail against it, Matt. 16:18; and that God’s plan to fulfil the great commission
through the local church has not changed.  I am very aware of how everything has been 
subjected to review and many will be in a state of administrative fatigue as they have had to
cope with the constantly changing landscape of alert levels as they have the weight of life 
and death issues thrust upon them.  I am aware of the new atmosphere of scrutiny we all 
live under as we are expected judge each other to see if we are performing the rules well 
enough.  I am aware of the weight of the impossible task of keeping germs under control; 
and the threat of criminal culpability for not coughing into your elbow.  I have good news 
for you, God is in control and when He created the church He did it with the whole of history
in view anticipating every pandemic and change.  It is the same problem of sin and a sinful 
world and the cure of the gospel and the role of the church are still the God ordained 
solutions.  We will be exploring the nature of the church under four headings, the church 
defined as gathered; the church blessed when gathered; the church pictured as gathered; 
the church’s witness as gathered.  

The church is defined as gathered

Let me start off thinking about church with a bold statement and use it to help dig deeper 
into this discussion.  There is no such thing as online Church!  There is no such thing as 
online marriage, online family, online citizenship and there is no such thing as online church!
A husband and wife can skype one another from different parts of the world, but we would 
not call that interaction marriage; if family members were scattered in various countries 
skyping each other, we would not call this being a family.  Given what we are as the church 
this cannot be digitized.  We have been very blessed to have different technologies available



to us whereby we have been able to see each other, share information, and participate in 
things at the same time though not in the same place.  These things have been a blessing, 
but they cannot be seen as a replacement for going to and being a part of the church.  
From one perspective this forced experience of having something online is causing us to 
revisit our understanding of the church.  And so this is a learning moment, and we should 
embrace it.  Remember that you will act in accordance with your understanding.  If you 
think that you and your family at home is all that is needed to have church then you will not
be rushing to gather together with the saints.  If you believe that something supernatural 
happens when we gather then you will be champing at the bit to get together.  Many will 
want to get back to church because they have been lonely or they love the people in the 
church and this is awesome, but I want us to push deeper than emotional reasons for 
coming to church.  What is the church that makes it important for us to meet and impossible
for us to replicate it online?

The word ‘Church’ as it is used in places like Matt. 18:17 is the Greek word ekklesia.  Some 
people have falsely reduced this word to its constituent parts, out and called, and identified 
the church as the called out ones.  The true meaning of the word is more pedestrian than 
that it simply means assembly, in particular a solemn assembly, those who have been called
together by an authority.  The word has more to do with us being called to be together with
one another, than it has to do with us being out of the world.  The word assembly existed 
before the church did.  The word was used of the whole nation of Israel when they gathered
to worship the Lord, but in the NT it is more commonly used to talk about local churches as 
well as the universal church, e.g. the church at Corinth 1 Cor. 1:2.  Some may have no 
problem being at home surfing the internet for their favourite preachers instead of gathering
with their local church because they think, ‘I am part of the universal church’, and you are, 
but every believer must also be in a local church. God has made it that every Christian 
should have elders over them who are praying for them and ministering the word to them; 
there is a particular group who you are partnering with in supporting missions, buying 
buildings, paying ministers, and using your resources for God’s work; your local church is 
that place where you are serving with your specific gifts benefitting other saints, 1 Cor. 12:7
and manifesting the bond of peace and being the family of God.  Local long-term 
commitment to a particular part of God’s people is the normal Christian life for each one of 
us.  Just as marriage and family must be done in person, being the church is also done in 
person.  The word church contains our need to be gathered in it.  Church is the gathered, 
the assembled, the congregated.

The church is blessed when gathered

Now I can imagine some of you asking, Nick are we only the church when we come 
together on the Lord’s Day or are we also the church Monday to Saturday out in the world?  
The answer is yes and brings us to another needed theological distinction.  We have 
explored what it means to be part of the invisible church and the visible church; now we 
need to talk about being the church gathered and the church scattered.  We need to talk 
about that weekly rhythm that God has appointed where we come together on the first day 
of the week to be ministered to by God through Word and Spirit and go out into the world 
to minister, and repeat.

If your theology of the gathered church is this, Church is an emotional high (that we get 
from the music); a social gathering (the fellowship); and an information gathering time 
(being taught through the sermon).  Then you will not have an adequate understanding of 
the church that will make you crave church when apart and see it as vital that we reconnect 
as soon as possible.  In fact you will have a theology that is open to you seeking online 



alternatives with better music, better preachers, and only connecting with your favourite 
people.  Do you view the time when we meet as a time of supernatural blessing?  The Bible 
presents a view of church that sees our gathering as something special that cannot be 
obtained in our personal devotions.  

Spiritual growth in is not found in a cave like the monastics thought but by sinking deeper 
into the life of the church, the life of serving and sitting under the means of grace.  A 
question I like to ask people in order to accentuate the importance of church life for spiritual
growth is this one: where will you get more blessing, your quiet time or sitting under a 
sermon at church?  We see in Hebrews 6:5 that it is in the context of the church that 
Christians taste the powers of the age to come.  It is when we meet that we experience that
new creation rain of Spirit power that nourishes our resurrection life and causes us to grow. 
In Reformed Churches there is a recognition that God pours out His grace through 
instruments.  Unlike the Charismatic church that believes that God acts directly upon us at 
every moment in miraculous ways, we recognise that He who can act in miracles more often
acts through means, through His ordained instruments to impart salvation and growth.  
These external means can appear weak but are effective with God’s power, and so we see 
in the bible that the Spirit has chosen the sword of the Word, God has chosen human beings
to share the message of life, we see that it is in jars of clay that the glory of the new 
covenant goes forth.  We see that it is through the parts of the body as they use their God 
given gifts in loving service that the body experiences growth.  We see that it is through 
sinful men who are saved by grace and enabled by grace to have authority, to shepherd and
teach the church.  God has given the gift of elders and teachers to sow the seed of the word
which washes His bride.  

Millionaire in the coffee shop illustration.

Central to all these means of grace is God’s word.  We see the primacy of preaching when 
Paul states that he came not to baptise as much as to preach 1 Cor. 1:17-25; as well as 
when we see the gift of teaching and office causing the church to be equipped to serve itself
(Eph. 4:11-12).  We hear the word in preaching recognising God’s voice in it to us.  We see 
the word of the gospel in the ordinances of baptism and the Lord’s Supper.  We sing the 
word to each other as we sing in psalms, hymns and spiritual songs.  We pray the word 
using it as a guide in how we address God, what we ask for, and the promises we claim.  
And all of this is God’s means of strengthening us to obey the word of God for His glory.  
There is a special anointing for blessing when the church meets together moreso than when
we have our private devotions.  We can see this from the promises of scripture such as Ps 
133:1-3; or the promise of His presence for power in Matt. 18:18-20, ‘Truly, I say to you, 
whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth 
shall be loosed in heaven. 19 Again I say to you, if two of you agree on earth about 
anything they ask, it will be done for them by my Father in heaven. 20 For where two or 
three are gathered in my name, there am I among them."  We likewise see it in the function
of the word, the officers of the church, as well as our individual spiritual gifts.  When we 
come together it is like a thundershower of the powers of the age to come dousing us and 
nourishing us in Christ for growth and for obedience for another week.  It is an oasis for our
deepest needs.

It is this supernatural aspect which makes the church more than therapy or a self-help 
program.  We go to church because God has appointed it and promises to bless us through 
it.  This differs from a program which is a therapeutic tool which relies on doing a particular 
technique to get a certain result.  A program is natural and has no power to change a 
sinner’s heart, we need the Spirit.  The things we do when we gather are not done because 



they are preferences or techniques but because they are the God appointed means by which
He blesses us.  

The church is pictured as gathered

If we take the various descriptions of the church we find that the pictures used to describe 
the church speak of the unity that should typify us.  The church is described as a body, 1 
Cor. 12:12-13, ‘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. 13 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.’  This implies that we are to be interconnected with each other, and more than just a 
casual acquaintance, ‘ For the body does not consist of one member but of many. 15 If the 
foot should say, "Because I am not a hand, I do not belong to the body," that would not 
make it any less a part of the body. 16 And if the ear should say, "Because I am not an eye,
I do not belong to the body," that would not make it any less a part of the body. 17 If the 
whole body were an eye, where would be the sense of hearing? If the whole body were an 
ear, where would be the sense of smell? 18 But as it is, God arranged the members in the 
body, each one of them, as he chose. 19 If all were a single member, where would the body
be? 20 As it is, there are many parts, yet one body.  The eye cannot say to the hand, "I 
have no need of you," nor again the head to the feet, "I have no need of you."  (v14-20).  
Does this description of the church as a body describe your interaction and contribution to 
the local church?  Or are you an organ in a jar, an organ without a body?

Then we have the idea of the church as a family when it is called the household of God, 1 
Tim. 3:14-15, ‘ I hope to come to you soon, but I am writing these things to you so that, 15
if I delay, you may know how one ought to behave in the household of God, which is the 
church of the living God, a pillar and buttress of the truth.’  Are you part of a spiritual family,
interacting with your local church not as a group of friends that you have chosen, but people
to which you have an eternal bond in the Spirit, people like your brothers and sisters who 
are blood, and to whom you are bound and obliged?

Other pictures include a temple made of living stones of which we are all a part; various 
flocks given by the Holy Spirit who have overseers appointed by God, a sheep on his/her 
own is vulnerable; we are branches in the vine, grafted into Christ with each other.  All 
these and more argue for a tightly knit community that is interdependent and relates to 
each other on the most intimate terms.  It is this reality that is behind our gathering and is 
lacking in our individualistic age.  

The Church’s witness as gathered

We need the local church in order to fulfil our witness for Christ.  Firstly, it is the local 
church that puts on display the love by which the world knows we are Christ’s disciples.  
Secondly, the local church is the way we fulfil the great commission.  

A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another: just as I have loved you, 
you also are to love one another. 35 By this all people will know that you are my disciples, if 
you have love for one another.”  The word disciples is the word most often used to describe 
the church in Acts.  It is a word that speaks of one who is baptised, who is in fellowship with
the church, who is committed to holiness, who prays with the saints, partakes of the Lord’s 
Supper and sits under the apostle’s teaching.  This is the word used to describe, not drifters,
not the children of believers, not those who stay at home refusing to be baptised and meet 
with God’s people on the Lord’s Day and have Joyce Meyer as their TV pastor.  It is crucial 



for us to be a tight knit community.  If you don’t phone or meet with another person in the 
church who is not your direct family or a friend who fellowships here at CGBC, I suggest to 
you that you are failing this commandment.  You cannot be so intimately involved in the 
lives of the others here so to fulfil this commandment.  Belonging to a local church means a 
commitment to a group of people to fulfil this command, to a definable committed group of 
disciples who are in covenant with each other.  We are to give outward expression to the 
oneness we have and will eternally enjoy in our love for one another.  This will not happen if
church is merely a preaching post to hear stuff you like to hear but have no interaction with 
the people. 

Secondly, it is the planting of local churches all over the world that will fulfil the great 
commission, Matt. 28:18-20, ‘And Jesus came and said to them, “All authority in heaven and
on earth has been given to me. 19 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, 20 teaching them to 
observe all that I have commanded you. And behold, I am with you always, to the end of 
the age.”  It takes a whole church to make a disciple.  When Jesus gave the great 
commission He did not anticipate that we would all go out on our individual missions and 
make converts who would all go out on their individual missions.  Unfortunately this is often 
how the great commission has been portrayed.  There are at least three things in the great 
commission that imply the local church as the context for the Great Commission to happen. 
Firstly, we are to make disciples and not merely converts; they are to be baptized; and 
thirdly, they are to be taught.  A disciple in the NT is someone who is baptized and someone
who follows the teachings of Christ.  A disciple joins a group and is not a loner.  They are 
those who obey Christ in living out the Christian life which includes submitting to elders, 
serving with one’s spiritual gifts in the church, singing in psalms and hymns and spiritual 
songs to each, not neglecting to meet, who break bread together, who are involved in 
serving the needy in the body, who give to the work.  Baptism happens by a local church 
joining them to that church.  They are taught through the teaching ministries of the church. 
This at least is the ideal.  Parachurch organizations have supplied some of these things 
outside the context of the local church and we have no bug with that as long as they and 
we all understand that this is to supplement and not supplant the local church. 

So what does this mean for church and how we do it?  Well it means that we are grateful to
God for the ability to have technology that filled the gap for a while but we are glad to 
return to these things that are given by God.  It means we do not approve of things like 
online communion or baptism and so we did not practice this during lockdown.  We thought 
it was a good thing to wait, to get hungry for the real thing.  Moving forward we will provide
a streaming facility to those who are sick, but even for them this is a second best, but a 
wonderful gift that enables them to benefit in part.  It means that we are not going to 
reinvent church to meet the new post Covid-19 world.   I have had a lot of conversations 
with pastors who have not agreed with me and have sought to give all sorts of scenarios to 
test my principles.  And this is what I have consistently said to them.  If there is a general 
understanding of the biblical teaching on what church is, I am happy for temporary stopgap 
measures as an exception to the rule.  If people recognize that online church and other 
things like it, like satellite church, or multi-site church, or TV church are not God’s intention 
nor replacements but useful for extreme situations, I can live with all sorts of online church. 
The persecuted church and the underground church who have died because they have 
insisted on meeting when commanded by governments not to are not wrong and have 
wasted lives.  Going online or using recordings, these are not church, family worship is not 
church.  I hope this has been useful and a good reminder fro you why we meet.  I hope that
if we get locked down again you will have a clear grasp of the principles which make it 
better that we are able to meet.  I believe that God is gracious to us in those times when we



are unable to meet and grants us His blessings, but we must not make a rule of these 
exceptional times and we must value what we have in the local church.            
                        


