Growing up in Alabama, I spent a lot of my summers “pool hopping.”  A few friends and I would go to several friend’s pools in order to cool off during the hot days.  There was one specific pool that I will never forget.  The house was a friend of a friend (we had no discrimination in our pool hopping), and their backyard pool was on the shore of Lake Tuscaloosa.  Like many times before, I got my thrills by doing back flips off of the diving board, but this time something went very wrong.  All I remember is going up in the air to do a back flip and then feeling something rough slap my stomach…I back flipped back onto the diving board!
There is a growing percentage of Christianity that is practicing something very similar – church hopping.  Shockingly, pop-Christian authors even promote this.  These Christians do not commit to a specific local church, but they seek to enjoy the fellowship and balance of many different churches.  Is this biblical?  Are Christians only called to recognize the universal church?  Should every Christ commit to being a member of a local church?  

First of all, we must understand the universal church.  The universal church is the total of all the true Christians of all time (Matt 16:18 & Eph 5:25).  The universal church is the body of believers in Jesus Christ who have sincerely repented and made Him their Lord.  What then does it take to be in the universal church?  Universal church membership requires personal salvation in Christ.  Yes, every Christian must recognize, love, and participate in the universal church. 
Second, we must understand the local church.  The local church is a community of Christians who commit themselves to meet together regularly for worship, fellowship, accountability, and ministry under biblical leadership (1 Cor 1:2, Rom 16:5, Gal 1:2).  What does it take to be in a local church?  Local church membership requires salvation, baptism, and covenanting with the other believers in that local church.  

I believe the reason people have major problems with local churches is because we commonly misunderstand its importance.  Many people believe that their local church is just a small percentage of the universal church at large.  I don’t believe that is the way we are to understand local churches!  Rather, I believe we should think this way: Your local church isn’t just a part or percentage of the universal church, but it is a full expression of the universal church.  Your local church has the whole power of Christ available to you and your community.  

When I was at Southern Seminary, I was elected to be a Student Ambassador.  That meant they sent me on trips by myself to represent Dr. Mohler and the seminary at conventions and the like.  When I thought about that, I had to laugh because “small-town, Alabamian, Chip Dean” was representing one of the most renown, conservative, theological institutions in the whole world.  And that is exactly what every local church is doing – those who are truly submitting to the ruling of Christ through His Word.  A local church isn’t just a small percentage of the universal church, but a local church is the full expression of the Kingdom of God as Christ is ruling over her!  If we believe that the Kingdom of God is where His King, Jesus Christ, is ruling over His people, the Christians…then we must believe that every biblically acting local church is the expression of the most glorious gathering on earth – the Kingdom of God!  That is why it is crucial that the pastors are reflecting Christ the King as shepherds, the deacons are reflecting Christ the King as servants, and the body is reflecting Christ the King as they exercise their spiritual gifts for the purpose of maturing the church into its Head, Jesus Christ (please see past blogs on pastors, deacons, and unity in the church)!
Therefore, commit yourself to a local body of believers who are acting as a church!  When choosing a church, think about its submission to Christ and its passion for ministry rather than just its size.  And, involve yourself with the universal church, participating with others. Like pool hopping, church hopping is dangerous and can leave you flat on your face…and stomach!

