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Is Your Online Church Actually a Church?

Why Digital Ministry Cannot Replace the Gathered Body of Christ

If you spend time in Christian streaming spaces, you have probably noticed a shift. More
and more Twitch channels and Discord servers are positioning themselves as churches..
using sanctuary language, building org charts with directors and ministers, collecting
donations under 501(c)(3) status, and inviting members to consider this their primary
spiritual home. For many believers, especially those who have been hurt by physical
churches, who struggle with anxiety, who live in remote areas, or who simply have not
yet found a place that feels like home, this has been a genuine source of community,
encouragement, and spiritual content. That is worth honoring.

This trend also raises a question worth examining honestly: what actually makes
something a church? Not in branding terms, not in cultural feel, not in how the logo
looks, but in the biblical sense Jesus had in mind when He said, “I will build my church”
(Matthew 16:18)? Once that question is answered, what is the relationship between
online ministry and the gathered body of Christ that Scripture describes? These are the
questions this document is going to walk through carefully with Scripture, with
research, and with as much pastoral care as possible.

This resource is not anti-online. It is not anti-streaming. It is not anti-Discord. I am
writing this as someone who runs a Christian Kick and Twitch stream four mornings a
week, a Discord server and built a free ministry tool serving 150+ Christian channels
and servers. I live and breathe digital ministry, and am genuinely grateful for what God
is doing through it.

God is genuinely moving through digital ministry. Lives are being changed. Seeds are
being planted. The Spirit is at work in live stream chats and Discord servers in ways the
Church should celebrate. None of that is in dispute. The conviction underneath this
document is simple.. online ministry has a ceiling, and the long term fruit Scripture
promises such as mature disciples, deep relational health, lasting transformation, and
much more.. grows in a particular kind of community that no stream and no server can
ever fully provide. The body of Christ has a body for a reason. Let's look at why that
matters, what the data shows, and what it means for how we actually live out our faith.

First: What Online Ministry Genuinely Can Do

Before getting into the limits, it is important to honor what God is actually doing
through digital ministry. Because He is doing real things. Lives are being changed. Seeds
are being planted. The Gospel is reaching corners of the world it could never reach
before. None of that is in dispute.
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Online ministry can:

Reach people who would never walk through the doors of a church building,
including the unchurched, the burnt out, and the curious

Serve the homebound, the chronically ill, the shut-in, and those caring for them

Connect deployed military members and missionaries in restricted regions to
consistent biblical content

Plant seeds of the Gospel in algorithmic spaces, video games, and chat platforms
where people are already spending their time

Supplement the discipleship of believers who are already plugged into a local
church, encouraging them between Sundays

Provide accessible resources, Bible study tools, and prayer support across time
zones and language barriers

These are good and beautiful things. God meets people wherever they are. He does not
care if the seed is planted in a sanctuary or in a Twitch chat at 6:30 in the morning. The
Spirit blows where He wishes (John 3:8), and He has been blowing through digital
spaces in ways the Church should celebrate.

But here is the heart of the issue: seeds planted in shallow soil can sprout quickly,
but they do not bear lasting fruit. Online ministry is excellent at the first part of
discipleship. It is not designed for the second.

The Biblical Case for the Gathered Body

Scripture has a lot to say about how God designed the Church to function. From start to
finish, that design is embodied. Physical. Gathered. Together.

The Word “Church” Itself

The Greek word translated “church” throughout the New Testament is ekklesia, which
literally means “the called-out assembly.” An assembly is where people are gathered in a
place. The very word God chose to describe His people is a word that requires physical
presence. From the moment Jesus said “I will build my church” in Matthew 16:18, He
was describing a gathered community, not a content distribution network.

The Direct Command

Hebrews 10:24—25 (ESV) — “And let us consider how to stir up one another to love
and good works, not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some, but
encouraging one another, and all the more as you see the Day drawing near.”

This is one of the most direct commands in the New Testament about how Christians
live out their faith together. The author of Hebrews is not subtle: do not neglect to

forgebiblebot.com Page 2


https://forgebiblebot.com/

ForgedByGrace?y

meet together. The Greek word for “meet together” (epi-synagoge) refers to physical
assembly. The warning is given precisely because some were already drifting away from
gathered worship in the first century. This is not a new problem. The temptation to do
faith alone has been around since the beginning.

The “One Anothers”

The New Testament contains over 50 “one another” commands that describe how
Christians are supposed to live together. Love one another (John 13:34). Bear one
another’s burdens (Galatians 6:2). Confess your sins to one another (James 5:16). Carry
one another (Galatians 6:2). Greet one another with a holy kiss (Romans 16:16). Wash
one another’s feet (John 13:14). Weep with those who weep (Romans 12:15). Show
hospitality to one another (1 Peter 4:9).

Read that list again, slowly. How many of those can actually happen through a screen?
You cannot wash someone’s feet through a webcam. You cannot bear someone’s burden
when you have never sat with them in their living room after a hospital diagnosis. You
cannot weep with those who weep when the screen turns off and you go back to your
day. The “one anothers” were written for a body of believers who lived life together in
physical proximity.

The Sacraments

Two of the central practices Jesus established for His Church require physical presence
by their very nature: baptism and communion.

Baptism (Matthew 28:19) is a public, physical declaration of faith that requires water,
witnesses, and a body of believers receiving the new disciple. It cannot be “simulated”
online in any meaningful sense.

The Lord’s Supper (1 Corinthians 11:23—26) was given by Jesus to be shared together,
with bread and a cup, in remembrance of Him until He returns. Paul corrects the
Corinthians sharply for taking communion in a way that did not honor the body of
believers gathered around the table (1 Corinthians 11:29). The meal itself is inherently
communal and physical.

If a community has no way to administer the sacraments Jesus Himself instituted, that
community cannot fully function as a church in the biblical sense. It can be many good
things; it cannot be that.

Qualified Elders and Real Shepherding

1 Timothy 3 and Titus 1 lay out the qualifications for the men God appoints to lead His
Church. These men are not anonymous internet personalities or charismatic streamers.
They are tested, examined, and known by the community they serve. They shepherd
actual sheep. Sheep whose names they know, whose families they have visited, whose
hospital rooms they have prayed in.
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1 Peter 5:2 (ESV) — “shepherd the flock of God that is among you, exercising
oversight, not under compulsion, but willingly, as God would have you.”

“Among you” is a physical reality. A shepherd lives with the flock. He knows when one is
missing. He knows when one is hurting. That kind of pastoral care is not possible
through a chat window where the “flock” are anonymous viewers scattered across
continents.

Church Discipline

Matthew 18:15—17 lays out a process for confronting sin in the body of Christ that
escalates from private conversation, to two or three witnesses, to the entire church. The
final step assumes a known, defined congregation that can collectively respond. A
streamer cannot “put someone before the church” in any meaningful way when the
“church” is a constantly rotating chat audience with no covenant membership and no
accountability structure.

Without functional church discipline, sin festers, false teaching spreads, and predators
move freely through communities that have no real way to identify or remove them. This
is not theoretical, it has already happened repeatedly in online ministry spaces.

What Only Embodied Community Can Provide

Even setting aside the explicit biblical commands, there are things that simply cannot
exist in a digital space. They require flesh and blood presence. They are part of how God
designed humans to live.

+ The laying on of hands. In Acts 6, 13, and 1 Timothy 4:14, hands are physically
laid on people for prayer, commissioning, and the impartation of spiritual gifts.
There is no online equivalent.

« Shared meals. The early church “broke bread in their homes and ate together
with glad and sincere hearts” (Acts 2:46). Eating together is one of the oldest
forms of fellowship in Scripture and Jesus Himself made meals central to His
ministry.

« Suffering together. When the diagnosis comes, when the marriage falls apart,
when the funeral has to be planned.. the body of Christ shows up. They sit with
you. They cook for your family. They cry with you in the hospital waiting room. A
Discord server cannot do that. A chat full of @ ., emotes cannot do that.

+ Generational mentorship. Titus 2 calls older men to teach younger men,
older women to teach younger women. That kind of life-on-life discipleship
requires proximity, time, and shared experience. It cannot be replaced by content
consumption.

« Real accountability. True accountability is uncomfortable. It happens when
someone who knows your life well enough to ask hard questions actually asks
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them, face to face. Online accountability tends to be performative because the
person can simply log off when it gets real.

« Embodied witness to the world. Jesus said the world would know His
followers by their love (John 13:35). The early church was famous in the Roman
world not for their content output, but for how they cared for each other and for
their neighbors.. in person, in their cities, and with their hands.

The Data: Long-Term Fruit Tells the Story

Beyond what Scripture clearly teaches, the research on this question is striking. As
digital ministry has grown, so has the temptation to treat online engagement as
equivalent to in-person church attendance. The data does not support that equivalence.

Cultural Drift Is Real and Measurable

According to Lifeway Research’s State of Theology study, in early 2020 around 58% of
Americans said worshiping alone or with one’s family was a valid replacement for
regularly attending church. By 2022, that number had jumped to 66%. Among
Americans with evangelical beliefs, the percentage rose from 39% to 54% in just two
years. A 15-point shift in conviction. This is the cultural slide this resource is responding
to.

Health and Wellbeing Outcomes Differ

A study published in the academic journal Sociology of Religion found that while
in-person religious service attendance was associated with better mental and physical
health, virtual attendance was not significantly related to either outcome. As people
increased their in-person attendance, they experienced lower levels of psychological
distress and better self-rated health, effects that did not show up for virtual-only
attenders.

The researchers attributed this to the social support, sense of connection, and emotional
energy generated by physically participating in congregational worship. None of those
benefits are accessible from a screen, even when the content being watched is identical.

Discipleship Engagement Is Higher In-Person

The 2025 State of the Bible survey found that those who attend church in person are
significantly more likely than those who attend only online to strongly agree with the
markers of healthy church engagement: opportunities to learn and grow in their faith,
having close friends at church, having someone who actively encourages their spiritual
development, and feeling cared for by their leaders.

Barna research on small groups echoes this. Among churchgoers in active small groups,
68% say their group would support them in a time of need, 62% say their group feels
like family, and 55% say their group is essential to their faith. These outcomes are the
fruit of embodied, ongoing, physical relationships.. not algorithmic content delivery.
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In-Person Attendance Alone Is Not Enough Either

Honesty matters here. Barna’s president David Kinnaman has said that “churchgoing
alone does not in itself create devoted disciples.” He is right. A person can sit in a pew
for 20 years and never grow. The point is not that physical attendance is automatically
transformative, it is that the spiritual disciplines that produce mature disciples (real
accountability, sacraments, shepherding, suffering with others, mentoring across
generations) are only possible within an embodied community. The pew is not magic.
The body of Christ functioning as a body is what bears fruit.

Addressing the Common Excuses Honestly

Here is where this gets pastoral. There are a lot of reasons people give for not attending
in-person church. Some of those reasons are real, painful, and worth taking seriously.
Others are excuses dressed up as reasons. Honesty is the most loving response to both.

“I Was Hurt by a Church”

This is real. Spiritual abuse is real. Manipulative leadership is real. Toxic church
cultures exist, and the wounds they leave behind take years to heal. Anyone who has
experienced that deserves grace, time, and care.

But here is the hard truth: the wound was not caused by the body of Christ. It was
caused by people in a particular church who failed to live as the body of Christ should.
Letting one bad church convince you that no church is worth the risk hands the enemy a
permanent victory over your discipleship. The healing for church-hurt happens,
eventually, inside a healthier church.. not in lifelong avoidance of the body.

If you have been hurt, take the time you need. Process it with a counselor or trusted
believer. But hold a horizon in mind. The goal is to return, healed, to the gathered body..
not to make permanent residence on the outside.

“I Have Anxiety About Going to a New Place”

There is a meaningful difference between two very different statements that often get
expressed the same way.

Statement one: “I have anxiety, and I am actively working with a counselor, taking
medication if needed, attending an online stream as a bridge, and slowly stepping
toward an in-person church one small action at a time.”

Statement two: “I have anxiety, so I am not going. Period. No plan, no steps, no
movement, no conversation with a professional, no horizon.”

Those are not the same. The first is a believer in process — honored, supported, and
patiently encouraged toward an embodied community. The second is using a real word
(anxiety) as cover for a permanent choice (avoidance). Discomfort in a new social
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environment is not a covenant exemption from gathered worship. It is something to be
worked through, not used as a permanent reason for staying away.

If you struggle with genuine anxiety, take it seriously. Get help. Take small steps. Attend
a service for ten minutes and leave if you need to. Bring a friend. Find a smaller church.
Email the pastor before you visit so the unknown shrinks. Make a plan and work the
plan. But have a plan.

“I Cannot Find a Good Church Near Me”

Sometimes this is true. There are real geographic challenges, especially in rural areas or
places with mostly unhealthy church options. But it is worth asking honestly: have you
actually looked? Have you visited multiple churches? Have you contacted pastors and
asked questions? Have you been willing to drive 30 minutes? Or has “there is no good
church near me” become a way to feel justified in not engaging the search?

There is no perfect church anywhere. Looking for one is a fool’s errand. The question is
not whether a local church is perfect, but whether it preaches the Gospel, administers
the sacraments, has qualified leadership, and cares for its people. Those churches exist.
Find one.

“My Online Community Is My Church”

This is the most important one to address gently. An online community can be deeply
meaningful. It can be Christ-centered. It can be a real source of encouragement, prayer,
and biblical content. None of that is being denied.

But meaningfulness is not the same as being a church in the biblical sense. There is a
category difference. A community that has no qualified elders, no administered
sacraments, no real church discipline, no shared meals, no embodied gathering, and no
mechanism for face-to-face shepherding.. However wonderful it is, it’s not functioning
as a church. It is functioning as something else; that something else can be valuable, but
it is not what Jesus established when He said “I will build my church.”

Calling something a church does not make it one. Just like calling a piece of bread a
meal does not make it dinner. Both can be good. They are not the same.

“From ‘I’ to ‘We’”

There is something worth noticing about all four of those headings. Read them again.. “I
was hurt”. “I have anxiety”. “I cannot find”. “My online community”. Every one of them
places the self at the center.. and that is not a moral failing, it is the cultural water all of
us are swimming in. Modern Western Christianity has trained us to evaluate church the

same way we evaluate everything else: does it serve me?

But the language Scripture uses for the church pulls the opposite direction. The body.
The household. One another. We. Us. Some form of “one another” appears over fifty
times in the New Testament, and the call of Jesus has always been an invitation out of
the frame of self.

forgebiblebot.com Page 7


https://forgebiblebot.com/

ForgedByGrace?y

Luke 9:23 (ESV) — “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take
up his cross daily and follow me.”

The slow work of the Spirit in a believer’s life is to move us from “I” to “we”.. from
consumer to member, from audience to body. Walking into a local church is not
primarily about getting your needs met. It is about answering the call of Christ to lay
down ourselves and step into something larger. That is not a loss. That is the Gospel.

Marks of a Biblical Church

So what should someone actually look for? Historic Christianity has a fairly consistent
answer. While different traditions phrase the marks differently, the core elements are
widely agreed upon:

+ The faithful preaching of God’s Word (2 Timothy 4:2). The Bible is taught
accurately, in context, and is central to the gathered worship.

+ The right administration of the sacraments (Matthew 28:19; 1 Corinthians
11:23—26). Baptism and communion are practiced as Jesus instituted them.

* Qualified, plural leadership (1 Timothy 3; Titus 1; Acts 20:28). Elders or
pastors who meet the biblical qualifications and lead together, not as solo
authorities.

« Functional church discipline (Matthew 18:15—17; 1 Corinthians 5). A real
process for addressing unrepentant sin in the body.

« Membership and accountability (Hebrews 13:17). Known, committed
believers who have agreed to walk together and submit to leadership.

 Embodied gathered worship (Hebrews 10:24—25). The community
physically meets together to worship, hear the Word, and observe the
sacraments.

« Care for the vulnerable (James 1:27; Acts 6). The widow, orphan, sick, poor,
and stranger are actively cared for, not merely talked about.

Now look at those seven marks again. Look at them honestly. Hold them up against any
community claiming to be a church and ask: how many of these are actually present?
Not in branding. Not in language. In actual practice.

This is the hard truth this document has been carefully building toward, and it has to be
said plainly:

Calling something a church does not make it one. Putting “Pastor” in front
of a username does not make someone a pastor. Adding a Director of
Worship to an org chart does not make a server.. a sanctuary.

That is not a personal attack on anyone running an online ministry. It is a category
recognition. Stream communities, Discord servers, and online “churches” can be
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wonderful ministries — full of real Gospel content, real prayer, real encouragement, and
real fellowship. Many of them are doing genuine kingdom work that should be
celebrated. But measured against the biblical marks above, they are typically not
actually a church in the biblical sense. They are something else. Something that can still
be valuable, but something that cannot fulfill the role Scripture assigns to the gathered
body of Christ.

The people in them deserve more than a marketed substitute. They deserve the real
thing.

A Word to Fellow Digital Ministers

If you are running a Twitch stream, a YouTube channel, a Discord server, or any other
Christian digital ministry, the question this resource raises is also pointed at us. Are we
positioning ourselves as a substitute for the gathered church, or as a bridge that points
past ourselves toward it?

The temptation in digital ministry is to capture viewers. Hold them. Build retention.
Make them feel that they have everything they need right here. That model works for
content creators chasing engagement metrics. It does not work for ministers of the
Gospel. Our job is to send people toward Jesus and toward His Church, not to keep
them tethered to our streams.

Some practical commitments worth considering:

» Regularly ask your community where they go to church. Make it normal to talk
about local churches, not awkward.

« Encourage and celebrate when viewers find a healthy in-person church. Don’t
treat it as competition.

« Refuse the framing that your stream or server is anyone’s primary church.
Correct it kindly when it comes up.

» Be wary of language that positions your platform as a sanctuary, a parish, or a
congregation in any official sense.

« Betransparent about what your ministry is and is not. A teaching ministry, an
encouragement ministry, an evangelism ministry.. those are clear and biblical
categories. “Church” is not.

« Be especially cautious about how money flows. If donations are being collected
with church-style language while no church-style accountability or eldership
exists, something is wrong.

The goal is not to diminish what God is doing through digital ministry. The goal is to
make sure we are pointing past ourselves to the body of Christ rather than competing
with it. We are John the Baptist, not the bridegroom. He must increase; we must
decrease (John 3:30).
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From Personal Experience

This conviction is not theoretical. It comes from experience.

I am sober today only because Jesus rescued me out of more than 30 years of addiction,
trauma, sexual sin, and self-destruction. The tools God used to do that rescue were not
online.

What God used was the gathered, embodied body of Christ. An intensive outpatient
program at the Veterans Affairs. Celebrate Recovery meetings every week at a local
church. A local church I actually walked into. Trauma therapy with a counselor sitting
across from me. A Wild at Heart men’s retreat in the woods with other men. Every one
of those happened in person. In real rooms, with real people, in the tangible presence
of brothers and sisters whose hands could be laid on my shoulder when I needed them.

That experience taught a hard truth, and that truth is the reason this resource exists:
digital ministry is wonderful for sowing seeds and supplementing growth, but the deep
healing, the restoration, the real change.. those happened in rooms with other people, in
the tangible presence of the body of Christ.

Forge Bible Bot was built after that rescue, not as part of it. It was built with this
conviction baked in from day one: the bot exists to point past itself. That is why this
resource is being written. The most loving thing a digital minister can do for the people
God brings into their stream is to keep saying, gently and persistently: “You need a local
church. Find one. Get plugged in. Stay there.”

The Bottom Line

Online ministry is a doorway, not a destination. A bridge, not a building. A supplement,
not a substitute.

Yes, God reaches people online. Yes, lives are genuinely changed. Yes, the Spirit moves
through digital spaces. None of that is in dispute.

But the long-term fruit.. the mature disciples, the lasting transformation,
the deep relational health happens in the embodied, gathered body of
Christ. That is what the data shows. That is what church history shows. That is what
Scripture has always taught.

The Church is not a livestream. It is not a Discord server. It is not a content brand. It is
the called-out assembly of the people of God, gathered around the Word and the table,
shepherded by qualified leaders, caring for each other in the flesh, and bearing witness
to the world that Jesus is Lord.

If you are reading this and you have drifted away from the gathered body, this is a kind,
direct invitation to come back. Not because online ministry has failed you, it may have
served you well. But because there is more for you. There is a body. There are

forgebiblebot.com Page 10


https://forgebiblebot.com/

ForgedByGrace?y

sacraments. There are people who will know your name and walk with you through the
things that streams and servers cannot reach or do.

1 Corinthians 12:27 (ESV) — “Now you are the body of Christ and individually
members of it.”

Find your local body. Get plugged in. Stay there. The screen will still be here. The
Church Jesus is building deserves more than your attention, it deserves your presence.

This resource was born from real observations in digital ministry.

“And let us consider how to stir up one another to love and good works,
not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some,
but encouraging one another, and all the more as you see the Day drawing near.”

— Hebrews 10:24—25 (ESV)
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