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Introduction

We believe that church membership means to be a connected, vital
part of the local community of believers.

In the last two messages, we reminded ourselves that meaningful
church participation is at a low ebb in our country after many
decades of a somewhat better record. We reviewed the Biblical
data that supports a formal membership structure in the local
church, how we implement church membership in practice, and
what it means. We reviewed our own church covenant, which is
very similar in many churches of like faith and practice.

We were left with questions: Are you a member of the church? Of
this local church? Are you a lively member of the church? We
continue in this message to look at what church membership
means and does not mean, the problems of meaningless church
membership, and the relationship to the ordinances. | give some
practical responsibilities, and we end with some illustrations to
help us understand church membership.

More on the Meaning of Church Membership

I. Submission. Hebrews 13:17 records these words of God: “Obey
those who rule over you, and be submissive, for they watch out for
your souls, as those who must give account. Let them do so with
joy and not with grief, for that would be unprofitable for you.”
“Christ does not call us to join a church, but to submit to a
church.”! Christ will be king, after all, and He is head of the church.
One implication of this is: if the church leaders ask you to join the
church in the way we have described, that becomes for you a
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matter of obedience and submission. That is something we do not
like, of course, but when you learn to do so, you are much farther
down the road of understanding God’s ways.

In conclusion, membership in a church is a formal belonging in which
Christians commit themselves to one another for accountability,
worship, instruction, evangelism, and submission to God’s word.

What Church Membership is NOT

A. Church membership is not commitment to a historical church, or a
building, or your family tradition or any other sentimental thing. It
is a commitment to be part of a group of Christian people who
worship and learn and serve at certain places and times.
Membership in a church does not mean perfection or that
perfection is expected. It means honesty, repentance, forgiveness,
restoration, reconciliation, the fruit of the spirit, humility, and all
the other Christian virtues that we studied in our series on that
topic.

B. Church membership is not a paperwork/bureaucratic reality
whose only benefit is to confer voting rights. That is a crass view of
church membership. The privilege to vote is conferred on someone
who has agreed to be a partner in the work. If you are not a
partner, then you do not have a formal say in the business of the
church, which is one of the lesser important parts of the church.
For example, if the budget swings $10k in one direction or another
on some priority, is that really a big deal compared to avoiding the
deceitfulness of sin and worshipping the Lord together and helping
each other in sickness and poverty? | would argue that the budget
vote is far less important. Not that stewardship is unimportant—do
not mishear me that way. Our eternal souls are much more
important.

C. Local church membership is not exactly the same as universal
church membership. If you are a member of the body of Christ, the
universal church, that does not mean that you are automatically
the member of a local church. Conversely, if you are a member of a
local church, you may not be a true member of the body of Christ.



In other words, you can be saved and not attached to a local
church (that is wrong, but does happen), or you can be attached to
a local church and not really saved (that is even worse).

D. Church membership is not legalistic. No one in our circles says that
joining (submitting to) a church is meritorious toward salvation.
Rather, it is intended to be a help along the way of grace.

E. Membership is not an ordinance. It does not signify a saving truth
of the gospel as do baptism and the Lord’s Table. Rather,
membership is a “symptom” of having the gospel!

Problems of Non-Membership or Meaningless Membership

A. Dever points out something that | have observed: members who
are not attentive to their responsibilities, or non-members who
refuse to join the membership of the church, can create confusion
or become excuses for others. “Well, so-and-so is a member, and
you don’t get after them about X, so | can do what | want.” Or, “So-
and-so is not a member, so | don’t have to be either.” | have heard
both sides. Of course, it should go without saying that you do not
compare yourself to other people, but reality is different—people
do compare. And our life in the church is an example to others.

B. Meaningless membership negatively affects our testimony in the
world. “That church lets so-and-so be a member despite what he
does to his wife? That’s ridiculous!”

C. Meaningless membership gives false assurance to some who think
they are OK with the Lord but are in fact not.

D. Non-membership and meaningless membership make it hard for
church leadership to know who and how to minister to people. If
someone is not a member but is a regular attender and walking
disobediently, do we remove them from the church? As non-
membership is by nature, things are murky. Are you with us or are
you not? | suppose you could claim common-law membership...

Bible Passages about Church Members

The relationships and responsibilities of church member are given in
several Scriptures.



A. Consider first of all Ephesians 4:11-16. From there we can list a few
areas of responsibility:
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Receive the gifted ministry of the pastors, teachers, and
evangelists so as to be equipped. Then you can...

. Do the work of ministry.
. Build up the body of Christ.
. Strive for the unity of the body in faith and knowledge of Christ.

Division is all too common in the life of the church.

. Aim for the church being mature, like Christ.

. Take care not to be tossed about by strange doctrines.
. Speak the truth in love to one another.

. Grow up into Christ.

. Help hold the church together. Every member is responsible to

do its part.

B. 1 Corinthians 12:12-27 speaks to the membership of the church
using the metaphor of a physical body. Paul teaches to emphasize
the use of spiritual gifts for the profit of the body. This is the most
important passage on the discussion of local church membership.
Actually most of the uses of the member are in the section of the
text where Paul speaks about a human body (12:14-26) as
illustrative of the body of Christ (12:12-13, 27). The illustration of
the human body shows

1.
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The diversity of parts.

. The different functions of those parts.

3.

The need for all the parts—even the seemingly weak ones. You
cannot rightly say, “l don’t belong here.” Likewise, the proud
cannot rightly say, “You don’t belong here.”

. The lack of division between the parts. Maintain unity.

. The mutual care of the parts for one another. Care for one

another.



The body spoken of here is larger than the local body—it is the
whole “Christ” and “one body” in 12:12-13. In verse 28, the church
is bigger than just a single local assembly. This gives us pause
before we directly apply the idea of membership to the local
church. We cannot prove the assertion that every time member is
used in Scripture that it refers to formal church membership.
Sometimes it is just referring to the fact that Christians are part of
one another in the universal church.

However, we realize that membership in the universal body implies
a membership in something visible, practical, and actual.

C.In Romans 12:4, 5, membership also seems to refer to a larger body
than just the local church. Paul is dealing with the body as a whole
while he speaks to the Roman church. His concern is to teach that
we ought to be humble (v. 3) because God has given to each one a
different gift, and no one has all the gifts (v. 6). Rather, we are all
individual components making up a larger body, and not all have
the same function. Each has his part to play, but none rises above
the rest, and we are all connected with each other. If this applies
to the universal church, it applies to the local church as well.

Membership and the Ordinances

A. Membership and the Lord’s Table. One area of concern is the
proper treatment of the Lord’s Table. Must one be a member of
the universal church, the body of Christ, to participate at the
Table? Most certainly—how could you have fellowship with the
Lord if you are not saved (1 Corinthians 10:16, 21)? Else your
participation would be at best empty, and at worst mockery that is
subject to God’s judgment vis-a-vis 1 Corinthians 11:29.

Must one be a member of the local church conducting the Table of
the Lord, in order to participate in the service? No—the apostle
Paul would undoubtedly have participated with various local
churches of which he was not a member. Christians who are
travelling can participate in the Table at another church. But you
must certainly not excuse yourself from a meaningful partnership
in the church. “Well, that’s good. Pastor says | don’t have to be a
member of the church, but | can still partake of the Lord’s Table.”

5



Must one be a member of some local church in order to
participate in the Lord’s Table service of another? The Scriptures
indicate that the answer is yes. If you are disobedient to the Lord’s
command to be an active participant in some local church, then
you would have to repent of that sin (which would include
changing your conduct) before taking of the Table.

It would be well within the church’s right to say that people who
are not walking in an orderly manner with their local assembly of
believers should not partake of the table—both to protect the
holiness of the table and to protect the people who could eat and
drink judgment to themselves. This is the case even though some
people say, “It’s the LORD’S Table, not the church’s table.” That is a
flimsy argument. It is the LORD’S earth, yet we are stewards of it
and so some part of it—our property—is under our care and we
can exclude people from it who would not treat it properly. Yes, it
is the table at which we remember the Lord; but it is not the table
that we can treat any way we like. The church must protect it.

B. This is similar to the question about baptism. Must one be
baptized in order to participate in the Lord’s Table service?
Absolutely. Actually, I've made one exception for this—that one is
willing to be baptized and has made that known but has not
undergone baptism because of the delay until the next scheduled
baptism service. If the Lord’s Table service intervenes, that
candidate for baptism may participate in good conscience. But if
you are disobedient and refuse to be baptized, then you should
NOT participate at the Lord’s Table. That is a sin for which you
would need to repent before taking the Table. And the same
argument is made for baptism as a requirement for membership in
the local church. If you refuse to be baptized, how do we know you
are a genuine, obedient Christian? The point is that we do not, so
we could not allow you official entrance into the church.

If you are not baptized, can you sit in a Lord’s Table service? Sure.

C. What exactly is the relationship between a person’s baptism and
the person’s relationship with the local church? When the church
witnesses a baptism, it sees that baptism as the person identifying
with the Jesus, with His gospel, and with His body, the church both
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in the large (universal church) and by extension with the church in
the small (local church). It would be natural then for the person to
join the church membership and become accountable right away.

lllustrations about Church Membership

These illustrations are not perfect, but they convey truth about the
nature of membership and what kind of difference it makes.

A. A church member is like an adopted child in a family. He or she has
full rights and privileges as a legal child. He is connected, he is a
real part. There is stability and permanence. Someone who just
attends occasionally or is half-hearted in participation is like a
foster child.? The church cares for the person like their own, but
there is a sense that the relationship is temporary. It may be
changed at any time for arbitrary reasons. There is not a sense of
attachment, of loyalty, a feeling that “nothing can separate us.”
Not nothing, of course (in a family, death or some other tragedy; in
a church, discipline or relocation).

B. Another illustration: someone who is not a church member is like a
free agent on their contract with a sports team. Their time with
the team is up, like someone who has given their two-weeks
notice, and their mind is elsewhere, perhaps their new job or
retirement. Their connection to the team is tenuous at best, and it
is up to negotiation if they move on or stay. They may be gone
tomorrow. There is not much stability in the relationship. This is
much different than a franchise player, who is a cornerstone of the
team, a pillar, a fixture. A church member is like a franchise player.

C. Being a church member is like being a permanent employee. A
non-member is like being a temp employee. Are you a ‘temp’ in
various churches or are you in a full-time position?

D. Another illustration: Church membership is like owning a home
versus renting. One speaks of settled long-term permanence; the
other of transience or unsettledness. You might move to a new city
and rent for a year because you are uncertain if you will stay or

2 Do not confuse this illustration with the doctrine of adoption in the Scripture. On that,
see Galatians 4:5, Ephesians 1:5, Romans 8:15. Romans 8:23 is about a future type of
adoption for the believer, and Romans 9:4 concerns Israel’s adoption.

7



uncertain of where you should purchase. At some point you have
to settle down and make a purchase!

E. This is not the best illustration, but being a member of a church is
something like marriage as opposed to ‘shacking up’ which lacks
the commitment and “skin in the game” that marriage has. The
popular thing about living together is that the partners get the
benefits of marriage but no commitment responsibilities.

F. A good connection to the church is like being in a steady dating
relationship as opposed to being vague friends or in the friend-
zone. What is your relationship status? Committed? Uncommitted
to the future? Complicated? Are you unclear in your
communication about the relationship? (“We’re not dating!” Or
“I’'m not sure what we are.”) Permanent? Temporary? Integrated
into your life and social circles? Deepening trust? Hidden from your
friends? Is there security (like they have my back?) Is it disposable?

G. Being a member of a church is like having an excellent primary
care doctor. She offers continuity of care and can take you through
all the regular parts of life and also all the bad parts of it too. She
visits you in the hospital. Being a church attender, especially
floating from church to church, is like being cared for by a huge
medical practice with many doctors and PAs and nurses who never
get to know you and you are just a number.

H. A church is like a home not a store or a place to visit or a vacation
spot. It is a place of rest, of comfort, of feeling at ease. It is not a
window-shopping type of thing.

I. The accountability of a church is like a regular performance review
at work. Actually, God is the supervisor. Suppose God graded your
“life performance” right now, how would that turn out? If he knew
how you were at home, with your wife or husband and kids, what
would the supervisor say? Would you be put on probation? If he
evaluated your attention to spiritual disciplines, what would your
grade be? Your heart-felt participation in the church—grade?

Conclusion

We end where we started: you should be a lively part of this church!

It is Biblical, and it is good for your soul, and good for ours! MAP
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