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It was the spring of 311. Constantine, with 40,000 soldiers behind him, made his way to Rome. His plan was to confront Maxentius whose army was four times the size of his own.

Maxentius turned to pagan oracles and found a prophecy that said the “enemy of the Romans would die.” With that encouragement he left the city to confront Constantine who was still miles away.

Instead of oracles Constantine saw a vision in the afternoon sky.  He saw a bright cross with the words “By this sign conquer.” In one account Constantine said that Christ himself told him in a dream to take the cross as his standard into battle. The next morning he had his soldiers mark their shields with the now famous Chi-Ro.

Constantine won the battle and entered Rome as the undisputed ruler of the West. He was the first Roman emperor with a cross on his crown. Several things happened because Constantine conquered.

In 313 he met in Milan with Licinius who was ruling the East. Together they declared that Christianity would have full religious freedom of worship and ended the period of Great Persecution from 303-304.   They also directed all governors to restore land to the Christians that had been taken away during the persecution.

Then in 323 Constantine built from the ground up the city of Constantinople. Christianity was now the recognized religion of the Roman Empire. Constantine began building the first buildings in which Christians would assemble.  Before, they had met in homes, sometimes even secretly because of persecution. He built these in Constantinople and in Rome and Jerusalem and many parts of Italy.  

Out of his pagan background he made these buildings ornate and ordered that each one be named after one of the Christians in the New Testament because pagan temples had always been named after gods. Christians from Rome moved to Constantinople and found for the first time a “church building” erected for their worship gatherings.  

But Constantine had nothing for them to sit on.  It was either stand or sit on the cold stone floor. The Western church in Italy put pews in their buildings. They got comfortable. The Italians in the West sat while the Greeks in the East stood. Needless to say the Western church grew while the Eastern church did not.

Constantine was all about building church buildings.  Jesus was all about building the church. He had something entirely different in mind when he said, “…on this rock I will build my church” (Matt. 16:18).

“Build” means to “build up from the foundation.” Everyone knows a structure needs a solid foundation on which to build. When we were looking for our first house in Denver we were surveying the basement of one of the houses on our list. We liked the house and the basement was interesting. The person selling it had it set up as a hair salon: barber’s chair, mirrors, sink for washing hair—the works.

We weren’t sure what we’d do with all that but in the end it didn’t matter. As we walked the floor we noticed it was not level. You could literally feel yourself gaining altitude and then descending. It was like climbing a miniature version of the Rockies in your basement. We discovered that area had a bentonite issue. Some homes had not been built properly on this unstable foundation.

Jesus wanted something solid to build the church on. The “rock” he refers to is Peter, who was the first to make a confession about Jesus. The statement that Peter had just made was: “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God” (Matt. 16:16). Jesus responded to Peter here by saying, “Blessed are you, Simon Bar-Jonah! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father who is in heaven” (Matt. 16:17). Peter had come to believe in Jesus and with that kind of person and faith Jesus could build his Church.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Cf. Michael Green, Matthew for Today (Dallas: Word Publishing, 1988), 159.] 


“Christ” is the Greek equivalent of “messiah” or “anointed one.” It takes seeing things as heaven sees them to “get” that Jesus, the carpenter from Nazareth, is more than he appears. He is the long-awaited Messiah, the Son of God. Get the foundation right and the building will be right. 

But the church has often got the foundation wrong. We don’t always see Jesus clearly. Even Peter didn’t. Immediately after this passage Jesus begins to teach his disciples more specifically what kind of Messiah he would be. He tells them he will go to Jerusalem, suffer many things, be killed, and be raised on the third day.

Peter, who had just confessed that Jesus was the Christ and was blessed by Jesus, has a slight reaction to Jesus’ new teaching.   “And Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him, saying, ‘Far be it from you, Lord! This shall never happen to you’” (Matt. 16:22).

Jesus had a slight reaction to Peter’s reaction. “Get behind me, Satan! You are a hindrance to me. For you are not setting your mind on the things of God, but on the things of man” (Matt. 16:23). Then Jesus begins teaching some crazy things about denying self, taking up a cross, and following him. The disciples who were paying attention might have caught that Jesus was going to Jerusalem where he would suffer and be killed. Following him meant something about suffering.

This section of Scripture is important. It is foundational. Just before Peter’s confession Jesus has been warning his disciples about the leaven of the Pharisees. The leaven that they were spreading was the leaven of unbelief. They could not see that Jesus was the Messiah.

And why not? Well, they wanted a Messiah who would come in power like the Romans. A Messiah who would end their suffering. Messiah who would give them their best life now. To this kind of thinking Jesus says, “Beware!” That’s not the foundation he would build his church on.

The Church that Jesus built is built on the foundation of suffering love. The churches that Constantine built were built on power and prestige. Which do we prefer?
The first few centuries of the church that Jesus built grew because people saw suffering love. Want some examples?  

· When plagues that could wipe out entire towns hit, most people-- including doctors--would run away. The Christians would run to those who were sick. Dionysius, the third century bishop of Alexandria, wrote about the heroic nursing actions of local Christians, many of whom lost their own lives caring for others:

Most of our brother Christians showed unbounded love and loyalty, never sparing themselves and thinking only of one another.  Heedless of danger, they took charge of the sick, attending to their every need and ministering to them in Christ, and with them departed this life serenely happy; for they were infected by others with the disease, drawing on themselves the sickness of their neighbors and cheerfully accepting their pains.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Rodney Stark, The Rise of Christianity (Princeton N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1996), 82.] 


They knew what they signed up for. They believed that if their death manifested God’s love it was a good death.

· When persecution hit, people saw Christians fed to lions. They saw them impaled, tarred, and set on fire. And yet they heard them pray for the forgiveness of those who were doing this to them.

· When people needed help they sold their possessions and generously gave to the poor.

They understood the foundation on which the church was built. They understood that the church is to look like Jesus who looks like God. And they could see most clearly what that looked like by going to the cross. It was there they saw suffering love.

Once Constantine started building buildings the church started looking more like its culture. They were offered political power by the fourth century when the church became the state religion. By the end of the fourth century Christianity was the only legal form of public worship allowed in the Roman Empire.

We might do well to remember that Jesus did not put his hope in that kind of power when offered it by Satan. Instead, he conquered the cross and death. And here’s how thinking about the resurrection changed. The early church said that the resurrection empowers us to live as Jesus did and gave us power to endure suffering. The politically empowered church viewed the resurrection as power that allows us to not suffer anymore. “God suffered so we don’t have to. So instead of loving our enemies we kill them.” 

It’s a wrong view of Messiah. It’s the same view Peter had about Jesus going to Jerusalem. And it may be the same view we have about the church. It needs to change.

A book called UnChristian came out a few years ago.[footnoteRef:3] The authors identify six broad themes in people's perception of Christians: Hypocritical, Too focused on getting sinners to “say a prayer,” Anti-homosexual, Sheltered, Too political and Judgmental. There was nothing on the list of self-sacrificial, suffering love.  [3:  David Kinnaman and Gabe Lyons, UnChristian (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2007).] 


And yet this is the foundation on which Jesus built his church. The church’s shape is always cruciform. It looks like Jesus’ love and Jesus’ love looks like the cross. The Apostle Paul understood that. When he writes in Ephesians 4 about the church he says that there are different people with different roles to play. They have been given gifts for “building up the body of Christ” (Eph. 4:12). 

The word for “building” is from the same word that Jesus used when speaking of his church. It’s the same word Paul uses a few verses later when he says: 
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. Eph. 4:15-16

Paul uses a form of this word four times in his letter. He, like Jesus, is interested in building the church. And he, like Jesus, understood suffering love was the foundation. Paul suffered “forty lashes less one” five time. Beaten with rods three times. Shipwrecked three times. Stoned once. (Some of you may have been stoned more than once.) He faced danger wherever he went: rivers, robbers, the Jews, the Gentiles, the city, the wilderness. Sleepless nights. Hunger. Cold. 

Paul understood suffering for the sake of the gospel as part of the confession that Jesus is the Christ. It is not only a profession of faith it is also a pledge towards living the life Jesus would live if he were in our shoes. That’s the kind of building the church does.

Paul makes that more apparent in Ephesians 5:1-2: “Therefore be imitators of God, as beloved children. And walk in love, as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us, a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.” 

The word “imitators” is the Greek word mimētēs. We get our word “mimic” from it. We are to mimic God. When I was in college several of us were part of a ministry training program. The director of the program at that time would raise up and down on his toes as he would speak. So, being the kind college students we were, we would do the same whenever we would speak. We’d laugh about it and so would he. 

In the same way the church is to imitate God. How? By walking in love. The word here, sometimes translated “live” is from a compound word meaning “to walk around.” There is a way to imitate God in the way we walk through our days.

Paul doesn’t leave it up to us to guess what that walk looks like.  He says, “…as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us…a sacrifice to God.” 

The church is to look like God. God looks like Jesus. And Jesus’ love looks like sacrifice.

That’s why you need the church. If you plan to follow Jesus you need to be a part of the very thing he loved and gave himself up for. No other institution will teach you about sacrificial love. No other organization will invite you to take up a cross and deny yourself. This is the place we learn to be like Jesus. And if you are following him he will lead you to the church because he loves the church.

Another reason you need the church is this: if you try to love like Jesus loved you will find you need help. If you don’t believe me, just hang out with me for a while and see if you can love me like Jesus did. You’ll soon have a few judgments: He’s talks too long, he talks too short, he doesn’t use enough scripture, and he didn’t tell a joke this week, he’s not good enough for Karen. (And everybody said, “Amen!”) And then you might remember that Jesus said, “Judge not, lest you be judged.”

The church is made up of those “called out” to live like Christ. It takes us working together, building each other up, speaking words of encouragement, teaching, and serving together to be molded into the image of Christ.

What does all this mean and what difference does it make? It means the Church is not about buildings but about building people. Church is not a place you go but a people you are. Church is not about me but all about Christ. Church is not about political power and bigness but about resurrection power through weakness.

The Church is the people of God working together to build each other up to look like Christ. It involves being together as a building is together, as a body is together, as a household is together—all metaphors in the New Testament for the church. 

It’s giving ourselves up for the church “as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for it.” And it’s giving ourselves up for the world as Christ gave himself up for the world.  As Greg Boyd writes:

Doing the kingdom [insert “Being the church”] always requires that we bleed for others, and for just this reason, doing the kingdom accomplishes something kingdom-of-the-world activity can never accomplish. It may not immediately adjust people’s behavior, but this is not what it seeks to accomplish. Rather, it transforms people’s hearts and therefore transforms society.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  http://reknew.org/2014/09/doing-the-kingdom-not-voting-it-in/#sthash.fZjwPtqo.dpuf] 


Sacrificial, messy love is what changed the world.  It’s what changes the world today. That’s why Jesus built his church on it.  I believe the church is God’s primary way to accomplish his purposes on earth. The world needs the church…a church that looks like Jesus’ kind of love. God’s primary way to accomplish his purposes on earth has nothing to do with Constantine. It has everything to do with Jesus.

People seem to love Jesus. They just aren’t sure they like his church.

My hunch is if we started loving like Jesus they would also love his church.
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