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Buildings - Colin Anderson

To glorify God is to acknowledge and make known His
character, or give credit to Him. There are a variety of
ways in which we may do it. The sight of a man lame
from birth leaping and walking and praising God
awakened a crowd to glorify God (Acts 3:1-9; 4:21).
According to Peter, those who speak or serve
appropriately in church meetings glorify Him (1 Pet.
4:11). We may cause the recipients of our gifts to glorify
God (2 Cor. 9:13) and, if we are filled with the Spirit,
even mundane activities like eating or drinking can
bring glory to Him (1 Cor. 10:31). My question is, Can
we build a hall or chapel that will glorify God?

In Old Testament times, God decreed that a tabernacle
and later a temple should be erected to display His
character and provoke Israel and the surrounding
nations to acknowledge His glory. Accordingly, the
builders were told to follow exact specifications (Ex.
25:40).

Church buildings today cannot pretend to fulfill that
function. God may be glorified by His saints in a
building, but the structure itself cannot contribute to His
glory. Indeed, its design and appointments may actually
conceal the glory of the God in whose Name it has been
erected. This is true of magnificent cathedrals, as we
shall presently see. But it may also be true of less
imposing structures—and this despite the fact that many
a church building has “To the Glory of God” etched on
its cornerstone. The inscription may reveal the serious
intent of those who financed the project, but in contrast



to Old Testament times, architecture can no longer
claim to display His character or glorify His name.

The book of Hebrews was written to show that the
system of types and shadows was inadequate and had
grown obsolete. It was old and ready to disappear (Heb.
8:13). It was to be replaced by better things, things
which drew God’s people near to Him in truth and
reality. Not even in typical fashion could Jerusalem or
Samaria lay claim to house the living God. (See Jn.
4:23-24.)

In the measure in which we adopt Old Testament
language or even think in Old Testament fashion, we
obscure the very truth we seek to maintain. In the first
centuries of Christian testimony, buildings set apart for
Christian worship did not exist, yet churches flourished
as believers met in homes of wealthy patrons or in
secular buildings. The gospel was carried to the man in
the street and Christians generally had neither the
resources nor the inclination to build temples. To have
done so would have made it easier for their adversaries
to find and persecute them.

With the Emperor Constantine, that changed. Money
flowed into the coffers of the once despised Christians,
and meeting places—which in increasingly mimicked
pagan temples—began to appear everywhere. Believers
lost sight of the true sanctuary and their buildings
became “sacred.” This was not to the glory of God.
Rome went to the extreme in her buildings, but later on,
Protestants were also guilty of perpetuating the myth
that the Most High dwelt in temples made with hands.

All this is well known and a matter of history, but we
should also reflect on the fact that “early brethren” saw



these things much more clearly than we often do. Truths
as to the nature of worship had been wonderfully
revived. Believers were conducting their lives in the
light of things that were unseen and that which
represented the eternal (2 Cor. 4:18). That which
appealed to the eye or had an aesthetic beauty of its
own was therefore depreciated by them. They opted for
great simplicity in their meeting places.

Today, building codes mean that we have to spend much
more than we would like when erecting a facility. But we
are often tempted to go far beyond what is required and
many of our buildings are not only lavish in their
appointments, but the time and money spent on them
shows that we are again thinking that the way we erect
and furnish our chapels and halls reflects in some way
upon the glory of God. Of course, we often spend more
on our own homes than is appropriate or necessary.
Does our ecclesiastical materialism help justify our
absorption with domestic comfort? “After all,” we say,
“we all have nice homes. Should we not similarly care
for the house which is for His glory?”

But there is no building on earth, however wonderfully
designed, that can of itself contribute to the glory of
God. Such buildings at their best are for the
convenience and comfort of His people. This is not
necessarily an evil thing. Sitting on a backless wooden
bench will not make us more spiritual or help us to
praise him without distraction!

Yes, our architecture and our furnishings should be
sensible—but not sacerdotal, for we exercise our
priesthood in heaven. When our plans include an earthly
“sanctuary” we deny that truth. And how easily we may



fall into the trap of doing what Christians did in the days
of Constantine—erecting facilities that make pagans feel
comfortable because they are somewhat similar to their
temples.

The writer has often observed how “churchy”
furnishings may restrict the free-flow of worship among
us. If we entertain in our minds to the smallest degree
that our building is a holy place on earth, it is not
surprising that we have difficulty drawing near to God in
heaven. Ornate communion tables, stained glass
windows, vaulted ceilings and even fancy pews all carry
the same subliminal but not insignificant message—this
is a hallowed place. Reverence is required not so much
because we recognize the presence of the Lord when we
gather in His Name, but rather because we see
ourselves as being in some kind of sanctuary.

In the early days of an assembly, the believers may meet
in a home or school. The furnishings may distract in a
different way than we have described, but at least they
do not tell religious lies. All things being equal, there is
often a refreshing reality about the praise, and an
earnestness in the prayers of the saints. But move them
into a “sanctuary” and what happens? Worship tends to
greater formality and deacons approach the table to
dispense the bread and wine with a precision that would
gratify an undertaker. No, I do not advocate a careless
attitude or sloppy service, but beware of the sensuous
appeal of religious architecture and furniture, and the
unwanted formality that is induced by them. Not by such
things do we minister to the living God or contribute to
His glory.



Some readers may be in an assembly that has fallen heir
to a “church” erected years ago, or for other reasons
find themselves gathering in a facility that has some of
the undesirable features mentioned above. Can they do
anything to counteract the influence of their
surroundings? We believe so.

First, they can avoid using the words “church” or

“sanctuary” when referring to their meeting place, and
use these terms in the way they are used by the Holy
Spirit.

Second, they can use wisdom when any building

additions or improvements are planned, so that the
sacred appearance may not be further emphasized.

Third, and most important of all, they should make sure
that regular teaching is given concerning Christ’s
appearing in a greater and more perfect tabernacle than
that made with hands (as outlined in Hebrews 9 and 10).

Such steps would do much to dispel the fog in the minds
of those who come to fellowship with us from places
where these truths are unknown and untaught. Also, the
coming generation may be preserved from being unduly
influenced by humanly designed and earthbound
sanctuaries.

Finally let us remember that we always detract from

God’s glory rather than minister to it when we try to
impress the world or conform to its expectations.



Renewal Through Humility

What is the greatest need among assemblies today? A
variety of answers might be given to that question, but
certainly one of them would be the subject of leadership,
its form and quality.

We seem to be clear as to the form of leadership
required by the New Testament. Plurality is the key
word -- plurality of elders. We rightly condemn all
substitutes in form. One man doing most of the
preaching or having the final word in decisions affecting
the church is a violation of scriptural principles -- a
departure in form. But if, to our credit, we have not
permitted substitutes in form, can the same be honestly
said about quality?

True elders are at a premium today. Many assemblies do
not have functioning elders. There are those who could,
with more sacrifice, do the work but they will not; they
have other priorities. Then there are those who are
called elders but are disqualified by the quality control
standards given in 1 Timothy 3 and Titus 1. Few men are
to be found who are both willing and able. This is very
serious. Scores of assemblies are experiencing spiritual
decline because of the lack of qualified leaders.

Common
Excuses

Whenever we are convicted about something, our first
instinct is to rationalize. "No one could be expected to
satisfy all those requirements," we say. Why not? Did the
apostles appoint men who did not meet their own
standards? That is to accuse them of hypocrisy.
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someone else says, "in those days, things were a little
different; business was not so demanding. It was easier
to devote yourself to the things of the Lord." How so?
Are we saying the Scriptures were written for first
century Christians only?

Is it really true that the two passages to which we have
referred are too exacting? Do you not think that a
normal Christian ought to strive after these qualities?
We believe that is why an elder must have them. He is to
be an example to the flock, a model for them. They are
called to imitate such leaders (1 Peter 5:3; Heb. 13:7).

"An elder must be..." Is that as demanding as it sounds?
Yes, it is! How would you respond if someone said to
you, "I know it says we 'must be born again,' but, failing
that, surely God will be pleased if we do the best we
can." Or suppose another said that, in spite of our Lord's
clear statement that "the Son of Man must be lifted up,"
they thought the cross was not a necessity; God could
have found some other way? Dare we downplay the
strength of that same word "must" in Timothy and Titus?

Seeking a Way Out

Even if the leaders of a local congregation excuse their
inability to function, they will soon sense that they
cannot handle the situation in which they find
themselves. Various expedients are then adopted. A
present fad is to change the form. "We are too busy; we
will call in a man to do this work. We will still hold to the
plurality of elders, of course..."

Another way out of the dilemma is for current leaders to
become more rigid and autocratic. It is easier and less



costly to rule by edict rather than example. But either of
these methods or any others lacking in scriptural
warrant is doomed to failure. The trouble is, they seem
to provide an immediate and practical solution. But, in
the long term, the whole church leaves adherence to the
principles of the New Testament behind, and expediency
becomes the rule rather than obedience. What "works"
wins every argument and decides every question.

Is there a more excellent way? We believe so. The writer
has witnessed the spiritual reviving that takes place
when what he now recommends is put in place.

A
Biblical Approach

The first step is confession. It is not enough to make
general statements of inadequacy. "I'm not worthy to be
an elder; I am sure I do not measure up; I've got so
much to learn myself...," etc. Be specific. Look honestly
at the qualities expected of an elder. Some of those
qualifications have to do with one's personal life:
"temperate, prudent, respectable, not addicted to
wine..." Others encompass his domestic life: "the
husband of one wife... hospitable... manages his own
household well... children under control..." Still others
deal with inter-personal relationships: "not pugnacious,
but gentle, uncontentious." Business relationships are
also concerned: "above reproach, free from the love of
money ... " One has to do with maturity: "not a new
convert."

It is not a question of perfection, but the standards are
high. A man might lose his temper in a situation. The
question is, does he often do so? One of his five children
might have special problems and be difficult to handle.



What about the other four? We must remember God
does not judge people by isolated incidents of failure or
sin but does it seem to be a pattern? Is the elder-to-be
characteristically at fault in any of these important
areas”?

How about his ability to teach? You are right if you say
he does not have to be a gifted Bible teacher, but can he
handle the Word appropriately and helpfully in public
and/or in private? Do people seek his help in the area of
understanding and applying scriptural principles to their
daily lives? Where present leaders find there is failure,
they need to admit it -- first before God, then to their
peers and, if need be, before the assembly. But no
precipitous action should be taken without careful
consultation.

In some cases, each member of the present oversight
may discover they are not qualified to serve. They
should be prepared to act as interim leaders until the
Lord raises up or sends to the assembly those more
qualified. But, the important thing is, there should be no
pretense that they are elders. It would be better to be
honest and drop the title rather than carry on with a
spiritual sham.

The whole assembly should then be made aware of the
stand these men have taken and urged to join them in
earnest and persistent prayer that the Lord would
provide for this need in His flock. Such a step calls for
great humility; but will leave room for God to work; and
the congregation will be taught that the Head of the
Church is still responsive to the needs of His Body when
its members genuinely cry to Him. This spirit of self-
humility and dependence upon the Lord is most
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healthful for the church, and when the Lord provides
(either by strengthening and enabling some of the
present leaders to overcome their deficiencies or by
bringing in experienced help from the outside) then the
congregation at large will see this to be the work of the
Lord and thereby be encouraged to respect and submit
to the elders the Lord has provided.

Let us not lower God's standards to accommodate our
present condition. Rather let us give them their full
force and humble ourselves before God, asking for His
mercy and grace. The Word of God then guarantees that
true renewal will take place.

"Humble yourselves therefore under the mighty hand of
God, that He may exalt you in due time" (1 Peter 5:6).
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